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  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.”




  CHAPTER TWO


   


  Mack immediately began squeezing the life out of me. I gasped for air and tried my best to break free, but his grip was like iron. I had never faced anyone this strong in my life, and I thought I was strong. For the first time since the start of the fight, I thought I was going to die.


  All of a sudden, someone shouted, “Mack, put him down! Now!”


  Without warning, Mack’s grip on me loosened, but he didn’t quite let me go. He instead looked in the direction the voice had come from and I did as well and was surprised to see who was running toward us.


  It was my uncle, Joshua Resnick, or as I always called him, Uncle Josh. I hadn’t seen him in over two months by now, but he looked more or less the same as I remembered. The main difference was that he wore a full-length black shirt that made his surprisingly muscular body stand out very well against the fabric. He also had some kind of utility belt around his waist, though I was a little too busy trying to get my breath back to care about that right now.


  “What did you just say, Joshua?” said Mack. “Did you tell me to put him down?”


  Uncle Josh stopped several feet away from us and nodded. “You heard me, Mack. I order you to put him down as the leader of the mission.”


  “But he assaulted Gina,” said Mack, nodding with his head toward Gina, who still stood behind him like she was trying to hide from me. “That is unforgivable.”


  “I don’t care what he did,” said Uncle Josh. “Trickshot is my nephew, so if you hurt him, I’m not going to be happy. And I know you won’t like me when I’m angry.”


  “He’s your nephew?” said Mack, looking at me again. “Seriously?”


  “Very,” said Uncle Josh. “Even if he wasn’t, however, you’d still have to let him go. Remember the mission the boss gave us.”


  Mack looked like he was just going to ignore Uncle Josh’s commands and squeeze me to death anyway, but then he slowly lowered me to the pavement and took his massive hands off me. I immediately backed several steps away from him, keeping a careful eye on Mack’s huge hands, which I was convinced were actually steel traps meant to crush people to death now.


  “Are you okay, Jack?” said Uncle Josh to me.


  “Uncle, don’t say my real name out loud,” I said, glancing at Mack and Gina. “These two might hear and—”


  “Oh, we already know your name,” said Gina sweetly. “Jack Roger McDonald, right? Son of Walter and Mary McDonald. Age sixteen. Still in high school. Grandson of Gregory McDonald.”


  My eyes widened. “How do you know so much about me when I just met you?”


  “Pinnacle keeps a close tab on all superheroes,” said Mack, folding his massive arms in front of his chest, “but especially illegal ones like yourself.”


  I looked at Uncle Josh. “Did you tell them all of my information?”


  Uncle Josh shrugged sheepishly. “I told them some of it, but honestly, they learned a lot of it on their own. Pinnacle keeps detailed files on all superheroes in the country. They could probably figure out your favorite flavor of ice cream without you knowing.”


  “It’s chocolate, by the way,” Gina added in a tone that made it clear she thought she was helping. “But sometimes strawberry, too.”


  I didn’t like this obvious informational imbalance where they knew pretty much everything about me but I knew virtually nothing about them. “So these two aren’t Icon agents sent to kill me before I can get to their base?”


  “Of course not,” said Uncle Josh, shaking his head. “They’re agents of Pinnacle, just like me.”


  Uncle Josh gestured at Mack. “The big guy here is Mack ‘Bulldozer’ Krasinski. He used to be a superhero of Chicago before Pinnacle recruited him. His powers include super strength and the ability to manipulate the earth to follow his commands.”


  Mack nodded at me solemnly. “Apologies for nearly crushing you to death earlier. I was simply so enraged at the sight of Gina being harmed that I wasn’t thinking straight.”


  “And this young lady here is Virgina ‘Hide-and-Seek’ Williams,” said Uncle Josh, pointing at Gina. “She was a superhero from Arizona prior to joining Pinnacle. As you probably figured out, she can turn invisible at will for as long as she wants.”


  Gina waved at me. “Hi! Sorry for sneaking up on you like that. I was going to introduce myself, but then you attacked me, so I had to defend myself.”


  “Ah,” I said. “Uncle Josh, what are you and your friends doing here in Port Donald? Why was Gina following me?”


  “Because we were looking for you,” said Uncle Josh. “Right, guys?”


  “Right,” said Mack. “We’re under orders from the boss to help you get to Iconia, which is the name of Icon’s island base.”


  “What, really?” I said in surprise. “I didn’t know you guys were going to help me, especially Uncle Josh. I thought you had to go back to Pinnacle’s headquarters to deliver the Atlas Glove.”


  “I did that already,” said Uncle Josh. “But when I told our boss that you were planning to assault Icon’s base, he told me to grab these two and help you.”


  “Your boss ordered you to help me?” I said. “Why? I’ve never even met the guy.”


  “Because we hate Icon as much as you,” said Mack. He frowned deeply. “For too long, Icon has been a blight upon the world. We’re going to bring an end to their operations once and for all by taking out their base.”


  “Just the four of us?” I said in a quizzical voice.


  “Four is all we need,” said Uncle Josh. “Besides, you’re not one to talk, given how you were intending to assault their entire island base by yourself. Which, by the way, is the dumbest idea I’ve ever heard, and I’ve heard a lot of dumb ideas in my time.”


  “It’s not that dumb,” I said, trying my best not to sound defensive. “I’m strong. I can take care of myself.”


  “There’s more to fighting an enemy force than mere strength,” said Uncle Josh. “Besides, you’re assuming Icon would fight you out in the open. That’s not how they work. They have security systems they’ll use to take you down well before you even see their island, assuming you could even get past their cloaking system.”


  “It’s quite an advanced one, too,” said Mack. “You could fly directly above it and not see the island anywhere.”


  “I had a plan,” I said, though in reality I didn’t.


  “Oh?” said Uncle Josh. “And what would that plan be?”


  I bit my lower lip, but decided to change the subject, so I said, “It doesn’t matter now, because I’m going to hang out with you guys apparently.”


  “Right,” said Uncle Josh. “Well, I’m glad we’re all on the same page now, because that will make it easier for us to break into Icon. I just need you to come with me, Mack, and Gina back to our base.”


  “Your base?” I said. “You mean we aren’t going to leave for Iconia right now?”


  “Not yet,” said Uncle Josh, shaking his head. “We still have a few preparations to finish before we go anywhere. Plus, because you just joined us, that means we’ll need to get you up to speed on our plan of attack.”


  “All right,” I said, though I couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed that we were not heading out to Iconia right away. Still, I suppose it made sense to get everything ready before we did anything. TW would probably agree if he was still around, because it was exactly the sort of thing he would advise doing if he was still alive. “Then let’s go.”




  CHAPTER THREE


   


  The Pinnacle agents’ base in Port Don was located on the top floor of the Bright Light Hotel, one of the fanciest hotels in the city. According to Uncle Josh, Pinnacle was paying their expenses for this entire mission, which included the fancy hotel room—more like a suite, really—and all of their accommodations. I asked Uncle Josh just how much money Pinnacle had and he said that that was classified information but that the budget for their current mission was on the lower end of mission budgets.


  The hotel room itself was big and clean, with sparkling clean windows, ceiling, and walls. The floor was soft dark blue carpeting, while I caught a glimpse of a large bathroom through a cracked door on the other side of the room. A large wide-screen TV was mounted on the wall opposite the two queen-sized beds, while a small kitchen area off to the right looked as if it had just been recently used, based on the clean dishes in the drying rack. The room also smelled of roses, even though I didn’t see any. It was definitely the nicest hotel room I’d ever stayed in and I felt a twinge of regret that I wouldn’t be able to stay and enjoy all of its amenities because of the nature of my mission. But maybe I would be able to convince Mom and Dad to take me here on a family vacation at some point in the future, though given how fancy it looked, I thought it might be too expensive for my family.


  “Wow,” I said, looking around at the room as Uncle Josh closed the door behind me, “this is pretty fancy.”


  “I’ve seen fancier,” said Gina casually. “They don’t even have a valet service, which means we have to drive our car ourselves.”


  I looked at Gina. “Fancier? What do you mean?”


  “Oh, I forgot you don’t know anything about me,” said Gina. “I come from a pretty well off family and we used to go on vacations all over the world to tons of different hotels. This is practically bourgeois in comparison to places I’ve stayed in.”


  Maybe it was because I came from a somewhat lower middle class background, but I had a hard time imagining how you could get better than this. Maybe if they had a balcony of some sort to overlook the sea or something, though based on Gina’s comments, I doubt even that would impress her.


  “We can discuss hotel rooms later,” said Uncle Josh. “For now, we need to sit down and go over the plan.”


  “Again?” said Mack, frowning. “But Gina and I already know the plan.”


  “You two might, but Jack here doesn’t,” said Uncle Josh, jerking a thumb at me. “And because he’s going to be helping us, he needs to know the plan as well.”


  “Oh, right,” said Mack. “I almost forgot.”


  “You guys can talk without me,” said Gina. She nodded toward the bathroom. “I need to take a shower after our little scuffle. Getting manhandled like that was really stressful and dirty.”


  I opened my mouth to point out that I only ‘manhandled’ her because she attacked me, but Gina closed the bathroom door behind her before even one word could leave my mouth. A second later, I heard the sound of the shower turning on coming from the other side of the door, slightly muffled due to the door being closed.


  “Does she need to be here for the meeting?” I said, looking at Uncle Josh.


  Uncle Josh shook his head. “Nope, though it would be helpful if she was more of a team player. These types of meetings are most successful when everyone attends them.”


  “You know how much Gina values her appearance,” said Mack. “Besides, she already knows the plan, so she doesn’t have to be here. Nor do I, for that matter.”


  “Unless you have somewhere better to be, then yes, you do have to be here,” said Uncle Josh. “But it doesn’t matter. Let’s just sit down and talk. We’re supposed to leave for Iconia this evening and we don’t have a whole lot of time left before our sub leaves.”


  “Our what?” I said.


  “I’ll explain it to you as part of our plan,” said Uncle Josh. “For now, take a seat anywhere you like. You look pretty tired.”


  I was, actually, and so I was grateful for Uncle Josh inviting me to sit where I wanted. I took a seat on one of the plush recliners which apparently came with the room, while Mack sat on the sofa, which groaned under his weight but held. I half-worried that the sofa would give out from underneath him, but my real focus was on Uncle Josh, who sat down on the edge of one of the beds and leaned forward with his hands together.


  “Now, Jack, you already know that Gina, Mack, and I are in Port Don because we were looking for you,” said Uncle Josh. “That was part of the plan, so we’ve already accomplished Step One, meaning we can now move onto Step Two.”


  “Step Two,” I repeated. “What would that be?”


  “Infiltrate the island itself, obviously,” said Mack.


  “Mack is right,” said Uncle Josh. “The submarine I mentioned earlier? That’s ours, provided to us by Pinnacle. We’re going to use it to sneak past Iconia’s defenses and sneak up on the shore of their island without them noticing.”


  “We’re taking a submarine?” I said. “Why don’t we just fly onto it? We could take a helicopter or something.”


  “And lose the element of surprise,” Mack said, “which I hoped you would understand, but perhaps you’re not used to the concept of stealth.”


  “Can’t say I appreciate Mack’s sarcasm, but he has a point,” said Uncle Josh. “Our orders from the boss were to sneak onto Iconia without being seen, at least at first. We don’t have the numbers to pull off a full-scale assault of the island. Even if we did, full-scale invasions are generally very costly and don’t always work out the way you want them. Best to try to sneak through their defenses with a small force and take them out from within.”


  “But we’re just going to rescue Grandfather, right?” I said. “That’s what I was planning to do. Are you guys planning to do the same?”


  “Saving Gregory is definitely one of the objectives for this mission, but it’s far from the only one,” said Uncle Josh. “We’re also planning to destroy Iconia itself.”


  “Really?” I said. “How are you going to do that?”


  Uncle Josh looked at Mack. “Mack, show Jack the bomb.”


  Mack gulped. “Are you sure it’s safe to show it to him here, Josh? It’s very sensitive and we’re technically not supposed to open it until we get to Iconia.”


  “It’ll be fine,” said Uncle Josh. “It’s not active at the moment, so it won’t blow up. We’re saving that for Iconia.”


  Mack pursed his lips to show that he didn’t agree with Uncle Josh entirely, but he nonetheless got up and walked over to the closet. He opened the closet, revealing a safe within, which he quickly unlocked and opened. He pulled something out of the safe and turned around to show it to me.


  It was a small, round object that looked almost like an alarm clock, though the numbers were all 00:00. But the multi-color wires and red sticks behind it were all I needed to know that that was indeed a real bomb. Mack held the bomb gently, like a piece of fine china, and I had to admit to feeling slightly nervous at the sight of it as well, even though I was confident that Mack would not drop the bomb or set it off even accidentally.


  “There it is,” said Mack, gesturing at the bomb. “The bomb, specially designed by Pinnacle’s greatest scientists to destroy Iconia. We call it the Gift, because we thought it would be funny to call it that.”


  I gulped. “That thing is supposed to blow up a whole island? And you just have it sitting there in a safe like it’s just a valuable necklace or something?”


  “Like I said, it’s designed not to go off until the timer has been activated,” said Uncle Josh. “And even then, it can be turned off remotely if necessary. It’s perfectly safe. Mack here has just had bad experiences with bombs in the past, which is why he is hesitant about using it.”


  “Not my fault,” Mack said under his breath. “Walking onto a prototype bomb accidentally would make anyone afraid of bombs.”


  “Whatever,” said Uncle Josh. “Point is, until we get to Iconia, the bomb will be perfectly safe. Of course, once we activate it, it won’t be safe any longer, especially for Icon’s agents.”


  “Wow,” I said. “Pinnacle is serious about ending Icon for good, huh?”


  “The boss is tired of them,” said Mack as he put the bomb back into the safe and shut the door closed. “He wants to end their threat once and for all. That’s what he told us.”


  Despite what Mack said, I had a feeling that there was more to this mission than just destroying Iconia. I wasn’t sure why I thought that, but it all just seemed so convenient that I ran into these three Pinnacle agents who were trying to do more or less the same thing I was. I guess it could have just been luck on my part, but I’d been a superhero long enough to know that things were rarely as they seemed.


  On the other hand, Dad always taught me to take advantage of whatever luck came my way, because you never knew when such luck would ever come again. Besides, I knew I could trust Uncle Josh, at least, even if I couldn’t trust Mack or Gina. There was no way that Uncle Josh would put me in harm’s way unnecessarily, right?


  “The plan, then, is simple,” said Uncle Josh. “Using the submarine, we will bypass their sea defenses and sneak up on one of Icon’s secluded beaches. We will then make our way up through the island itself to their main facility, the Tower of Icon. Here’s a picture I took of it the last time I was there.”


  Uncle Josh pulled his phone out of his pocket, tapped and swiped across the screen a few times, and then turned the phone to show me. I took his phone and looked at the picture on it more closely.


  The Tower of Icon certainly fit the name. It was a large metal tower rising out of the center of what looked like a small town, based on the number of smaller buildings surrounding it. The picture made it impossible to tell just how big the Tower really was, but I could guess that it was a fair bit taller than the Bright Light Hotel, maybe even bigger than the Peter Glow Building back in Rumsfeld. A helicopter could be seen landing on top of it, though I did not see any people around. I did spot a glowing spot at the very top of the Tower, however, which resembled the blinking lights I’d see at the top of cell phone towers back in Rumsfeld.


  Handing the phone back to Uncle Josh, I said, “Looks big. What’s at the top?”


  “Roland Chaser,” said Uncle Josh. “You know, the Superior of Icon? According to our data, that’s where he lives.”


  “Are we going to go up to the top of the Tower and fight Roland there?” I said. “Like the main characters in a fantasy novel climbing the bad guy’s fortress to confront the big bad himself?”


  “Nope,” said Uncle Josh, shaking his head. “We’re going to place the bomb in a key spot in the Tower’s basement, near its foundation. The blast will be placed in such a way that the Tower will collapse in on itself as soon as the bomb goes off. That will cause the Tower to collapse on top of every other building in the vicinity, which will result in the complete destruction of Iconia itself once the Power factories are hit.”


  “Power factories?” I repeated. “You mean they manufacture the Power drug there?”


  “Where else?” said Uncle Josh. “Icon may give the drug to various cartels and gangs around the world for them to distribute and sell, but Icon would never trust the actual manufacturing of the drug itself to anyone else. Too risky.”


  “So they’re still producing the stuff?” I said. “Even though the Injectors aren’t around anymore?”


  “Of course,” said Uncle Josh. He leaned forward, a serious expression on his face. “Your defeat of the Injectors dealt a blow to Icon’s Texas operations, but Texas wasn’t the only state in the Union that they were selling Power in. They’ve got distributors in all fifty states plus territories. And that doesn’t even get into all of the foreign countries they distribute that crap to as well.”


  I already knew that Icon was still shipping Power all over the globe, but I did feel a little sheepish for bringing up the Injectors. “Why are they still making and selling that stuff? What are they trying to do with it?”


  “Even we don’t know that,” said Uncle Josh. “The best we can tell is that they make a lot of money off of Power because of how many people want to become superheroes without passing the Exam. But I doubt profit is their main motive, because Icon isn’t exactly a private corporation interested in making a profit off their products.”


  “But that’s part of the reason we’re going to blow up the Tower,” said Mack. “It will result in the destruction of the Power manufacturing facilities. Even if somehow Chaser and his cronies survive, they will be crippled, because without the income coming in from Power, they will be unable to fund their operations.”


  “But it probably will kill a good chunk of Icon agents in the process,” said Uncle Josh. “And Chaser himself, too, if we’re lucky. Chaser’s been known to have advanced security systems for himself alone, but even the most state of the art security system on the planet can’t protect you from having a falling tower crash on your head.”


  I nodded. “He would deserve it, too, he and every last one of his agents. Power has destroyed too many innocent lives, including my own brother’s. If we can rid the world of that stuff, good riddance, I say.”


  Both Uncle Josh and Mack nodded in agreement, yet I thought I saw Mack glance uneasily at Uncle Josh. But Josh didn’t even return the look, which made me think my eyes must have just been playing tricks on me or something.


  “So the plan is very simple,” said Uncle Josh. “We go in, place the bomb, rescue Gregory, and get out. As soon as we’re out, the bomb goes off and takes every Icon agent on the island with it, along with all of the Power factories. It’s so simple there’s no way it could go wrong.”


  “Which is why it will at some point,” said Mack. “Plans never survive contact with the enemy.”


  “Right,” said Uncle Josh, “but it should still work. And don’t worry, Jack. Inserting you into the plan won’t be that difficult. Actually, your unique power set could potentially make certain parts of the plan much easier to pull off than we expected.”


  “I’ll help however I can, uncle,” I said. “I’m just as interested in taking down Icon as you guys are. Whatever you guys want to do, I’m all for it.”


  “Great to hear,” said Uncle Josh. “Now that we’re all on the same page, I think it’s time we get this ball rolling. The time is ripe and we don’t have much time before Icon figures out we’re here and tries to stop us.”




  CHAPTER FOUR


   


  That night, at around midnight, the four of us—me, Uncle Josh, Mack, and Gina—walked along the boardwalk of Port Don. We could have left earlier, but Uncle Josh insisted we wait until midnight before we did anything. It was easier to sneak around during the middle of the night, for one, and there would be fewer people at the docks to see us leave. I didn’t complain, because operating at midnight was my usual method, though Gina whined about having to stay up so late and how she needed her beauty sleep, which made me dislike her more than ever.


  Regardless, I was eager and excited to go. I’d been looking forward to attacking Iconia for such a long time now that I could hardly believe I was about to do it. And I didn’t even have to do it on my own. I had three skilled and powerful allies to back me up. I still missed TW, but I supposed that these three would make up for his absence. I was particularly interested in what Uncle Josh could do. Unlike Mack or Gina, he had no powers of his own. As far as I knew, he was just an ordinary human being who happened to be a skilled spy. That Pinnacle had put him in charge of this mission meant he had to be pretty good at what he did.


  “Where’s the sub?” I said in a low whisper of a voice.


  “We’re almost there,” said Uncle Josh. He glanced out toward the quiet sea, which was reflecting the moon’s rays. “No need to whisper, though. We’re alone.”


  “Sorry,” I said, raising my voice slightly, though it was still quieter than usual. “I’m just so used to having to be quiet at night that I tend to default to whispering whenever I’m sneaking around like this.”


  “We’ll have to whisper a lot once we get to Iconia, though,” said Mack. Despite being bigger than all three of us combined, Mack made virtually no noise as we walked, which made me jealous, because I wasn’t anywhere nearly as graceful or good at sneaking around as he was. “Not that I expect us to do a lot of talking. We know what we need to do and how we need to do it. All we’ll need to do once we get there is put the plan into action. No talking required.”


  Before I could point out how Mack was oversimplifying the mission, Uncle Josh suddenly pointed ahead and said, “There it is.”


  I looked in the direction he pointed. At one of the docks not too far ahead of us, wedged between two large sailing ships, was a small-looking submarine. It was not fully surfaced, so I couldn’t see all of its body, but I could see the top of the sub and its main hatch. Under the dull green night light, the submarine looked washed out and old, though as we drew closer, I saw the words DIVER written on it.


  “There it is,” said Uncle Josh again as we stopped on the dock beside it. “The Diver, just as we were told. Quite the beauty, ain’t she?”


  “She looks pretty small,” I said. “Will all of us be able to fight in there?”


  I said that while glancing at Mack. Mack just scowled at me, as if I was making a comment about his weight. Which I suppose I was, but it was an honest question. Four people wasn’t a big group, but I knew how even a small group of people could seem much bigger than they were if they were all cramped in one small space for a long period of time, especially if one of them was as big as Mack. And given how it would probably take us a few hours at least before we reached Icon, I didn’t want us to kill each other during the trip there.


  “Oh, it’s bigger than it looks,” Uncle Josh assured me. “All four of us should be able to fit in just fine, and maybe even have room for one more as well. I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you.”


  “Right,” I said. “Well, what are we waiting for? If the sub is all ready to go, let’s—”


  I suddenly overheard something scratch against wood nearby. It sounded like it came from the ship docked next to us, but when I looked up at it, I did not see anyone aboard it.


  “Did you hear something, Jack?” said Uncle Josh.


  “I … think so,” I said, looking at Uncle Josh again. “But I don’t see—”


  I was interrupted by a sudden explosion from the water. Something burst out of the water, flew over our heads, and crashed onto the dock behind us. The four of us whirled around in time to see a figure, soaking wet, rising from the ground, water dripping from his clothes.


  The figure seemed to be a man of some sort, wearing a bright blue bodysuit that hugged to his surprisingly muscular frame. He wore thick goggles over his head and had a weird shark fin on his back. And his feet were strange, either he wore very long flippers or his feet were really deformed, because they looked long and flappy. He himself was about as tall as me, though he seemed older than me.


  “Who are you?” I said, raising my fists. Mack, Gina, and Uncle Josh took battle stances beside me.


  “Call me Scourge,” said the figure, his voice muffled by the mask he wore, “which, with any luck, will be the last name you ever hear.”


  “Scourge?” Uncle Josh’s eyes widened. “I’ve heard of you. You’re an agent of Icon in charge of the organization’s sea operations.”


  Scourge chuckled. “I am glad that someone recognizes my name, though I’m more than just a mere agent of Icon. I was originally Scuba, the superhero of Honolulu, before I quit to join Icon.”


  “And why did you join Icon in the first place?” I said.


  “Like I’m going to tell you,” said Scourge. “Icon has been watching your progress very carefully, young Trickshot. We’ve allowed you to get this far, but the Superior has decided that your journey ends here. Tonight, all four of you will die, your bodies lost to the waves of the ocean, and no one will ever know what happened to you.”


  “You’re just one guy against four of us,” I said, gesturing at me and the Pinnacle agents. “If you’re going to kill us, the odds are against you.”


  Scourge laughed. “When did I ever say that I was going to kill you by myself?”


  All of a sudden, the sound of footsteps beating against wood could be heard and half a dozen armed men jumped off of the nearby boats and ships and landed on the docks behind us. One of them even landed on top of the Diver, pulling out a gun and aiming it at us as if daring us to try to enter the sub while he stood on it.


  “You really didn’t think I’d try to confront all four of you on my own, did you?” said Scourge. “I’m no coward, but I am smart. The Superior gave us orders to kill you however we can. Outnumbering the enemy is usually a good way to tip the odds in your favor.”


  My hands balled into fists. Should have seen this coming, but it didn’t matter. It wasn’t like we were entirely weak ourselves, after all.


  “Guys, you take care of the Icon agents,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at the others, “and try to get the sub ready. I’ll keep Scourge busy.”


  I heard Uncle Josh calling at me to come back, but I ignored his orders and rushed toward Scourge. I threw a punch at him, but Scourge suddenly jumped high into the air over my head, causing my fist to hit empty air. I stumbled forward from the blow before Scourge landed behind me and lashed out with a strong enough kick to send me flying.


  I crashed onto the docks, stunned, before I shook my head and jumped to my feet. Scourge was now crouched close to the boardwalk, looking kind of like a frog about to hop into the air.


  “Children,” Scourge said with a snort. “You honestly didn’t expect me to just stand there and let you punch me, did you? Life is not a video game. You’ll have to try harder than that to hit me.”


  I scowled, but took a fighting stance and said, “So what are your powers, exactly? The ability to jump really high?”


  “My ‘powers’ are an altered physiognomy to more closely resemble that of a frog’s than a human’s,” said Scourge. “I can jump higher than normal humans, yes, but I’m also quite slippery and excellent at swimming in the water. And, of course, I also have a long tongue.”


  Without warning, Scourge opened his mouth and a long, pink, slimy tongue shot out of his mouth and slapped me in the face. The blow sent me staggering backwards, stars in my eyes, as Scourge withdrew his tongue back into his mouth and chuckled.


  “I will admit that it isn’t as sexy as super strength or the ability to fly, but it has far more versatility to it than you’d think,” said Scourge. “Not that you’re going to live long enough to see the full power of my tongue, of course.”


  Scourge leaped into the air and aimed a flying kick at my face, but I dodged at the last second, allowing Scourge to fall behind me. I whirled around and, grabbing Scourge’s shoulders, turned and threw him toward the mast of a nearby ship.


  But Scourge recovered in midair quickly and launched his tongue out of his mouth, wrapping it around the foremast’s body and swinging around and throwing himself into the air. He landed on the ship’s crow’s nest, where he peered over the edge at me with a smirk.


  “Nice try, but I’m also a trained acrobat,” said Scourge. “Maybe you should try to throw me in the water and see if I drown next.”


  I didn’t answer that. I just shot through the air toward Scourge and began flying in a circle around him, throwing disk after disk at him as fast as I possibly could. Scourge ducked and dodged each disk, however, and then launched straight up into the air. I looked up just in time to see Scourge fall back down toward me. Both of his feet struck me in the chest and I went crashing down onto the ship below, smashing through the roof of the cockpit and landing on the floor hard enough to crack it.


  But I managed to roll out of the way just as Scourge landed on the spot where I’d been mere moments ago. I rose to my feet and the two of us faced each other for a moment in the confined space, with my fists at the ready and Scourge’s tongue whipping through the air about him like a snake seeking out prey.


  Then Scourge’s tongue lashed out at me, but I caught his tongue and pulled Scourge forward. A shocked and pained expression appeared on Scourge’s face as he flew toward me, but then he kicked me in the face and sent me staggering backwards. I hit the wall, but before I could recover, Scourge kicked me in the chest again and I smashed through the wall out onto the upper deck of the ship.


  I crashed down onto the deck and then Scourge appeared and landed on top of me, his weight crushing the air out of my lungs. Before I could do anything else, Scourge wrapped his tongue around my neck and constricted. I gasped for air, but with Scourge’s tongue around my neck, I was unable to speak. I could only stare into his scuba mask and, though I couldn’t see his eyes, I could tell they were gleaming with anticipation at my death.


  All of a sudden, an energy rope appeared around Scourge’s neck and yanked him off me. Scourge gasped in shock and retracted his tongue into his mouth as he was lifted off the ground and into the air, hanging from the bottom of the mainmast. He pulled desperately at the rope, but because it was solid energy, there was little he could do to get rid of it.


  “What the hell?” said Scourge, his voice weak and barely audible. “Where did this come from? Who did this?”


  “I’m surprised you don’t recognize my handiwork, Scourge,” said a familiar sarcastic female voice. “Given all the missions we’ve worked on together, I thought you’d recognize my powers easily.”


  Gasping for breath, I managed looked over in the direction from which the voice had come. Standing on the bow of the ship was a woman whose form was shrouded in shadow, but then she stepped forward and my eyes widened when I saw her:


  It was Christina Madison. And she wore a chilling grin.




  CHAPTER FIVE


   


  “Christina?” I said, staring at her in shock. “Christina Madison?”


  “Hi, brat,” said Christina, waving at me. “Long time, no see. And thanks for stating the obvious, by the way, even though my name isn’t really Christina, but you can keep calling me that if you want.”


  “Christina?” said Scourge, who still hung from the mainmast. “What … what are you doing here? Did the Superior send you to help me?”


  Christina’s grin became even more chilling. “Oh, no. The Superior doesn’t even know I’m here, though he will soon enough, I think, once he finds my resignation letter.”


  “Your resignation letter …?” Scourge said. “What are you even talking about?”


  “Oh, didn’t you hear?” said Christina. Her grin was almost wolfish now. “As of tonight, I’m officially a traitor to Icon. Bye.”


  All of a sudden, the energy noose tightened around Scourge’s neck and I heard a loud snap emit from his neck. Then the noose dissipated and Scourge’s lifeless body fell down onto the deck with a dull thud. His head lolled in an unnatural way, forcing me to look away to avoid throwing up.


  “Man, I’ve always wanted to do that,” said Christina with a sigh. “Scourge was such a creep. That tongue of his was just disgusting. Ugh. Anyway, Tricky, you can thank me now if you—”


  I rushed toward Christina and, grabbing her, pinned her against the deck. She gasped in pain, but I twisted her arms behind her back as much as I could without breaking them.


  “What are you doing here?” I said, bringing my lips close to her ear so she wouldn’t miss a word I said. “And why shouldn’t I snap your arms like twigs and hand you over to the police for your crimes?”


  “Nice to see you, too, Tricky,” said Christina, her voice strained. “Do you do this to all of the girls or am I just special?”


  “Stop joking around,” I said. “Answer my questions. Or else.”


  “Fine, fine,” said Christina. “But you already heard the answers. I betrayed Icon, so we’re not enemies anymore. Therefore, you don’t have to break my arms unless you get a sick thrill doing that or something.”


  “You betrayed Icon?” I repeated suspiciously. “Why?”


  “Because I’m sick of those people,” said Christina. “Bunch of liars and criminals who would sell their own mother if they thought they could make a quick buck. I decided they were probably going to betray me sooner or later, so I took the initiative and betrayed them first. That’s just the kind of girl I am.”


  I found it very hard to believe that Christina would betray Icon, mostly because every Icon agent I’d met so far seemed fanatically devoted to the organization. Then again, Christina was such a selfish lady that it wouldn’t surprise me if she really did betray Icon for her own self-interest. That was just the kind of person she was.


  I wasn’t ready to let her go yet, however, so I said, “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”


  “Well, I just mercilessly killed one of my former comrades in cold blood and saved you, if that means anything,” said Christina. “I mean, I suppose it could just be a practical joke, but even I’m not that psychotic.”


  I had to admit that that was pretty compelling evidence that Christina had betrayed Icon, but I still didn’t trust her. “Why did you save me? What do you hope to gain from it?”


  Christina shrugged awkwardly underneath me. “What can I say? I hate Icon and I know that Icon has been trying to get rid of you for a while now. So I thought I’d just save you at the last minute like some kind of superhero, mostly to spite Icon. Plus, I’m just nice that way.”


  I snorted. “’Nice’ is the last word I’d used to describe a woman like you.”


  “Like I care,” said Christina. “I’m just trying to do the right thing regardless of consequences. I understand if you don’t believe that, but it’s true regardless.”


  “You’re a liar at heart, Christina,” I said. “I’m not holding my breath that you’ve changed significantly since the last time I met you.”


  “Believe what you want,” said Christina. “But ask yourself why I would risk my life killing one of my own comrades if I hadn’t betrayed the organization I used to work for, the one known for murdering traitors so they don’t reveal any secrets they know to their enemies. Ask yourself if that makes any sense.”


  I had to admit that Christina had something of a point there, but I was still very skeptical of her change of heart.


  But before I could say anything else, I heard footsteps walking toward me and looked up to see Uncle Josh, Mack, and Gina walking toward me. All of them looked mostly uninjured as far as I could tell, and based on the absence of the Icon agents, I assumed they had been successful in avoiding them.


  “Jack!” said Uncle Josh as he, Mack, and Gina came to a stop a few feet away from me. “We beat the Icon agents and came to see if you were okay as fast as we could. We saw Scourge’s corpse back there and—” Uncle Josh stopped speaking and stared at Christina in confusion. “Who is this?”


  “Christina Madison,” said Christina before I could respond. “Former agent of Icon, now on the side of angels. Nice to meet you.”


  “Former agent of Icon?” Gina repeated in confusion. “What does that—”


  “She claims she betrayed Icon and doesn’t work for them anymore,” I said. “To prove it, she killed Scourge back there and also saved my life in the process.”


  “She was the one who killed Scourge?” said Uncle Josh, glancing over his shoulder. “Huh. I thought his corpse looked odd.”


  “Yeah, but don’t be too nice to her yet,” I said. “I’m not convinced Christina here has actually had a change of heart or is actually on our side. I’ve met her before. She’s a master liar and manipulator and loves deceiving people.”


  “You can stop complimenting me now,” said Christina. “You’re making me blush.”


  “See what I mean?” I said. “I’m not convinced she’s actually changed her mind. I think it’s more likely that she’s just lying to us in order to get on our side.”


  “Icon agents are known for their deception,” said Mack, nodding. “It really wouldn’t surprise me if this woman is just lying to us.”


  “But she killed Scourge,” said Gina. “I know how tricky Icon agents are and everything, but that doesn’t seem like something an Icon agent would do if they were just trying to trick us.”


  “See? That girl knows,” said Christina. “Call it female intuition, if you will. Clearly we’re both on the same wavelength.”


  “Shut your mouth,” I said. “Don’t talk unless we speak to you. Got it?”


  Christina nodded and said nothing, but I could tell that she was amused at my strong reaction to her sarcasm. I wanted to tear that smug grin off her face, but at the moment I would have to settle with breaking her arms if she kept snarking. Pain was the only truly universal language, in my experience, and it was something Christina would understand even if she didn’t understand anything else.


  “Regardless of whether her betrayal is genuine or not, she’s a good capture,” said Uncle Josh. “I know we’re on a bit of a deadline here, but we might be able to make her talk and tell us more about Iconia to make it easier for us to sneak onto the island.”


  “We don’t need her help,” I said swiftly. “We already have the plan. We just need to put it in action.”


  “Icon also knows your plan, by the way,” Christina piped up. “So if you want your submarine to get blown out of the water and all of your body parts scattered to the four corners of the Earth, you can go ahead and do that. Not my cup of tea, but everyone is different.”


  “What did I say about talking when not spoken to?” I said, increasing the pressure I was putting on her arms. “You little—”


  “Hold up, Jack,” said Uncle Josh, holding up a hand. He looked at Christina curiously. “Did you say Icon already knows our plan?”


  Christina nodded, her grin never leaving her lips. “Sure. They know you are going to try to take a submarine to get around Iconia’s defenses, so they’ve set up a series of underwater mines all around the island that will blow the second your sub brushes against them. And if you somehow make it past that, they’ve got a dozen agents set up on every major beach to gun you guys down the second you make landfall. Oh, and they’re hidden, too, so you won’t know they’re there until their bullets are already in your heart.”


  “Is that true?” said Mack uncertainly. He looked at Uncle Josh in confusion.


  Uncle Josh shook his head. “I don’t know. We have no way to confirm Christina’s statements.”


  “Oh, and did I forget to mention they’ve got a bomb squad set up to take care of that nasty little bomb of yours in case you somehow manage to get past all of that?” said Christina. “I mean, you can still go ahead with your plan as is, but that’s kind of like walking into a lion’s den after covering yourself with meat. Sure, you can still go in, but it’s not very smart.”


  “And you came all the way here to tell us that?” I said.


  “Of course,” said Christina. “It’s part of my betrayal of Icon, you see. I knew that if you went there as is, you would either be killed or captured, which is exactly what Icon wants. Because I want to see Icon burn, I decided it would totally mess up their plans if you knew about their defenses ahead of time.”


  “But how could Icon know about our plan?” said Gina. “We haven’t even told anyone about it yet.”


  “Icon has agents everywhere, girl,” said Christina, “including more than a few in the Bright Light Hotel where you guys stayed. Trust me, when Icon wants to know something, they get to know it, no matter how carefully kept that secret is.”


  I couldn’t disagree with that. Icon had managed to find out my secret identity, despite my best efforts to keep it, well, secret. Learning about our plan for the assault on their island seemed like child’s play in comparison to that. “Meaning that, if we leave now, we’d be walking into a trap.”


  “Right,” said Christina. “See, you’re catching on after all. Guess you’re smarter than I thought.”


  I looked up at Uncle Josh. “What do you think, uncle? Do you think she’s telling the truth?”


  Uncle Josh folded his arms in front of his chest. “At this point, I think so. I’ve fought Icon for years, remember, and what she just described to me makes a lot of sense and fits in with my previous conflicts with them. Icon’s intelligence gathering operation is second only to the CIA and sometimes even surpasses it. We’d be a fool to ignore what Christina just told us because we’re not entirely sure we can trust her one hundred percent.”


  “Then what should we do?” said Gina, rubbing her hands together anxiously. “Abort the mission and come up with a new plan?”


  “You guys can do that if you want,” I said. “Me, I’m going to go to Icon no matter what kind of defenses they have. I can’t turn back now.”


  “Actually, I think you guys should go there anyway,” said Christina, “but on one condition: You bring me with you.”


  “Why?” said Uncle Josh, eying Christina suspiciously. “How could you possibly help us?”


  “Because I know all of Icon’s defenses inside and out,” said Christina. “I know where their security is strongest and where it is weakest. I know the best way to circumnavigate their security without them even being aware of it. And, before you ask why, it’s for the same reason I just told you what I did: Because I want to see Icon burn.”


  I still didn’t trust Christina, but I knew that Uncle Josh was ultimately in charge of this mission. He was stroking his chin now, clearly considering the pros and cons of bringing Christina along with us. I hoped he said no, but at the same time, Christina made a very strong argument for why she should be brought along. It would definitely be useful to have an ex-Icon agent on our side, especially one who was familiar with all of the ins and outs of Iconia’s security systems.


  “All right,” said Uncle Josh at last. “You can come with us and help us figure out how to get past Iconia’s security systems.”


  “Excellent,” said Christina, flashing a smile at Uncle Josh. “Very wise. I—”


  “But,” Uncle Josh said, interrupting Christina as if she hadn’t said anything, “you have to agree to be under our watch at all times, and if you try anything … and I do mean anything … to interfere with our mission, we’ll kill you before you even know it. Got it?”


  Chillingly, Christina’s smile did not even waver upon hearing that. “No problem, Joshua. I hereby promise to be on my best behavior and not cause any trouble with you guys or your very important mission. You can count on me.”




  CHAPTER SIX


   


  As per our agreement with Christina, we tied her hands together with some thick rope we found on the deck of the ship in which I fought Scourge. She didn’t protest or even say anything as Mack bound her hands with some of the tightest and most elaborate knots I’d ever seen. She tugged at them slightly, but it was a pretty half-hearted effort that only served to prove that she couldn’t break them. Even so, I was well aware of her powers and decided to keep a close eye on her in case she tried to use her energy ropes to escape.


  “Now, everyone, let’s get into the Diver,” said Uncle Josh. He gestured at the sub. “I’ll go in first.”


  Uncle Josh unscrewed the hatch and climbed down the ladder inside. Gina went in next, followed by Mack, leaving just Christina and me standing on the deck.


  Christina glanced at me. “You go first, kid. I’ll come in after you.”


  I shook my head. “No, you first.”


  Christina smiled. “Afraid I’ll run off when all of you guys are in the sub?”


  “I’m more afraid I’ll have to catch you again and break your legs instead of your arms this time,” I responded. “I doubt that would be very fun for you.”


  Christina just shrugged in response to that, but climbed down the hatch next anyway, where Mack met her at the bottom and helped her down, due to the fact that her bound hands made it hard for her to climb very well. Then I went in last and closed the hatch behind me, screwing it shut once I was inside.


  Then I climbed down the rest of the ladder and, upon reaching the bottom, looked around at my new surroundings to get my bearings.


  The Diver was not as narrow as I thought, though it was basically shaped like a long hallway extending for a good amount in either direction. The walls were made of a thick metal and the air down here was cold and somewhat damp, though I could feel the temperature rising, perhaps in response to the activation of the Diver’s engines, even though I couldn’t hear them at the moment.


  “All right, Christina,” said Mack. “You’re going into the back until we reach Iconia, okay?”


  “Sounds fine by me,” said Christina. “Will it be just me and you or—?”


  “Actually, I’m going to keep an eye on you,” said Gina, folding her arms across her chest. “Just some girl time between the two of us.”


  Christina grimaced. “Ugh. I never liked girl time when I was a girl and I still don’t like it now.”


  “Don’t care,” said Gina. “Come with me.”


  Gina grabbed Christina’s arms and pulled her along behind her with surprising roughness. Mack and I just stood there together, watching as the two women passed through the door to the back and closed it shut behind them.


  “Gina can be pretty mean sometimes, can’t she?” I said, glancing at Mack.


  “She’s just jealous,” said Mack, shaking his head. “Probably doesn’t want Christina flirting with me. Not that I blame her, because I don’t like it when guys flirt with Gina, either.”


  “Yeah, same here,” I said. “I’d rather Christina keep calling me a brat than flirt with me. Not that she’s ugly or anything, but I’m not really into psychotic girls.”


  “Wise man,” said Mack, nodding. “I dated a crazy girl once and it was an experience I’ll never quite forget. Gina is the sanest woman I’ve dated, even though she can be kind of crazy sometimes.”


  “I noticed,” I said. “Anyway, where’s Uncle Josh?”


  “Probably in the cockpit up front preparing the sub,” said Mack. “You should go check. I’m going to double-check the hatch to make sure it’s sealed, as well as check the rest of the sub for any potential problems before we head out.”


  I nodded and walked up to the front of the sub, which was behind a door. Opening the door, I found Uncle Josh sitting in the cockpit, just as Mack said he would be, with a dazzling variety of buttons, switches, and screens that looked like something straight out of a science fiction spaceship to me. Uncle Josh, on the other hand, did not seem to be even remotely confused by the control board, because he was flipping switches, pressing buttons, and adjusting dials as if he did this sort of thing every day.


  “Are we ready to take off, uncle?” I said as I closed the door behind me.


  Uncle Josh glanced over his shoulder at me. “Oh, hi, Jack. Yes, I’d say we’re just about ready to go. It will be just a few more minutes, I think.”


  “Have you piloted a submarine before?” I said, coming to a stop beside Uncle Josh and staring at the control panel. “It looks so complicated.”


  “Yes, I’ve piloted submarines before,” said Uncle Josh. “And airplanes and trains and race cars and pretty much every other kind of vehicle you can name. Working as a spy for Pinnacle means there’s never a dull moment.”


  “Wow,” I said. “You really have lived a pretty exciting life, huh?”


  “To say the least,” said Uncle Josh. He sighed. “Sometimes, though, I wish I could live a lifestyle closer to your dad’s. Don’t tell him I said this, but I think he made the wiser choice in marrying your mom and starting a family, even if that means he’s never going to see even half the stuff I’ve seen on my travels around the world.”


  I frowned. “Why would you say that?”


  Uncle Josh stopped messing with the control board for a second and looked at me. “Traveling the world and fighting bad guys is fun and all, but it does get tiring after a while. I never stay in one place for too long, always on the move to the next city or state or even country. Don’t even get me started on all of the times I’ve risked my life. I’ve nearly died or been killed more times than I can count.”


  “My dad’s work is pretty risky sometimes, too,” I said. “He’s got a lot of stories of getting injured or almost killed on the construction site.”


  “That’s different, though,” said Uncle Josh. “Construction companies take great pains to make sure their workers don’t get hurt and they can be sued to oblivion if they don’t. My job pretty much means that ‘safety’ is an illusion.” He sighed. “Not that a hard hat would be very useful against guys shooting at you, I guess.”


  “Well, you’re still doing good work,” I said. “If this mission goes well, Grandfather will be back in Rumsfeld with the rest of us.”


  Uncle Josh nodded. “True, but I doubt I’ll get much time to spend with y’all. Once this mission is over, my boss will want me to jump into the next mission right away. Knowing him, it will probably be even more dangerous than this one.”


  I wondered what kind of mission could be even more dangerous than blowing up Iconia, but decided not to ask, because Uncle Josh would just say it was classified, assuming he even knew what it was himself yet.


  “But whatever,” said Uncle Josh, shaking his head. He resumed playing with the control panel. “I’ve made my choice and your dad has made his. The best we can do is just play the cards we’ve been dealt and try to live our lives the best we can. No point in obsessing over the past. That’s what I always say.”


  “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said. “But you know you can come by the house and talk to us anytime you want, you know? Our door is always open to you, no matter how long you’ve been away.”


  Uncle Josh smiled slightly when I said that. “I know, Jack, but thanks for the reminder anyway. Family is the most important. Never forget that.”


  I nodded. “Don’t worry, Uncle, I won’t.”


  Just as I said that, the entire submarine suddenly started vibrating and Uncle Josh grinned like a hyena. “Engine is a go! Tell Gina and Mack to strap in, because we’re about to head out and I want to make sure none of us get hurt on our way to Iconia.”


  I nodded again and ran out of the cockpit, but I stopped briefly and looked over my shoulder at Uncle Josh one last time before I left. His attention was focused on the switches and buttons before him, seemingly unaware of everything else. Despite the smile on his face, I could tell that he was still a little sad about what we just talked about.


  I wished I could help him, but there wasn’t really anything I could do to help. Uncle Josh could still get married, I guess, but I wondered if he was too old to have children. Maybe that was why he cared about me so much, because I was the son he didn’t have.




  CHAPTER SEVEN


   


  The next several hours were among the most boring of my entire life. According to Uncle Josh, the Diver could move very quickly through the water and, with Iconia’s coordinates entered into the sub’s computers, it would not be very long before we arrived. I had thought ‘not very long before we arrived’ meant something like maybe a couple of hours, but given how many hours passed as we sped through the water, I figured he meant something more like six hours or so.


  It didn’t help that I was starting to get claustrophobic. The Diver was surprisingly smooth for a submarine, but at the same time, it would still shake every now and then whenever we ran into a current or if the engines increased their power. Every time it shook, my stomach lurched, but I never threw up even once. I had never ridden on a submarine before, so this was the first time I’d felt a lot of these sensations and they made me feel really sick. I just hoped that I would be able to hold my lunch down until we got to Iconia, because I didn’t want to think of how nasty the Diver would smell if I threw up in this enclosed space.


  I didn’t spend the entire time by myself, however. I spent a lot of time with Mack and Gina, while occasionally wandering toward the cockpit to hang out with Uncle Josh and find out the progress of our journey. Unfortunately, even that did little to alleviate my symptoms, because Mack and Gina rotated regularly in regards to guard duty with Christina, apparently because they still did not trust her enough to leave her alone for any meaningful period of time. I didn’t blame them. Though Christina had so far been a good little prisoner who hadn’t even tried to break her ropes, I was still convinced that Christina was just lying to us and that she had some deeper, ulterior motive for joining us. What that motive was, I couldn’t say, but I doubted it was anything as noble as defeating Icon.


  But I did learn some things about Mack and Gina during our trip. Mack had apparently been in the US military for a decade before being honorably discharged, after which he became the superhero known as Bulldozer and worked in the greater Chicago area.


  “Greater Chicago area?” I said, sitting next to Mack on the bench in the middle of the sub. Mack had just returned from his shift guarding Christina and Gina had already gone inside the makeshift cell to do her shift. “Don’t you just mean Chicago?”


  “Nah, man,” said Mack, shaking his head. “I wasn’t the only superhero of Chicago. The city’s got about five, at least it did back when I was working there. At its height, Chicago actually had twenty, though their financial problems over the last decade or so means they can’t afford as many as they used to.”


  “Interesting,” I said. “I thought that each city had just one superhero.”


  “Smaller cities and towns, like Rumsfeld, do,” said Mack, “but bigger ones like Chicago, New York, and San Francisco have way more. It’s a scale thing. One superhero might be enough to defend a city the size of Rumsfeld, but there’s no way one superhero could defend all of New York City by himself. Even Baron Glory, back when he was still alive, worked alongside other supers to keep NYC safe.”


  I nodded. “Makes sense. It sure would be helpful to have more superheroes to work with, I think. Easier to tackle crime that way.”


  “Definitely,” said Mack. “But there’s something to be said about being on your own. Means you don’t have to work alongside other people who may or may not be competent.”


  I grinned. “I take it you haven’t had a whole lot of good experiences working with other superheroes?”


  Mack sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Don’t even get me started on the idiots I worked with in Chicago. There’s a reason that city is circling the drain, and it isn’t just because of its financial woes. Glad I got out of that city and started working for Pinnacle. Pinnacle does more meaningful work.”


  “Like what?” I said. “I think superhero work is pretty meaningful.”


  It was Mack’s turn to smile now. “Come on, kid. You know I can’t tell you what Pinnacle does. Your uncle may be a member of the organization, but that doesn’t mean I can just go and blab all of our deepest, darkest secrets to you. Just know that Pinnacle has averted several would-be catastrophes the likes of which you can’t even comprehend and leave it at that.”


  As usual, I found it frustrating that no one in Pinnacle would actually tell me what the organization does. “I see. Can you at least tell me who your boss is? Unless that’s top secret, too.”


  “Nah, I can tell you that, man,” said Mack. “The boss is Ephraim Jordan. He founded Pinnacle a long time ago and is one of the smartest men I know. He’s not a super like you or me, but he knows more about the Superpower drug than just about anything I know. He’s even more knowledgeable about the drug’s side effects than the scientist who injected me with the stuff in the first place back in Chicago.”


  “Wonder why that is,” I said.


  “Not sure,” said Mack with a shrug. “I think he might have been a Superpower scientist before founding Pinnacle, but I know he was a mechanical engineer. And his knowledge of engineering is even more important for this miss—”


  Mack suddenly closed his mouth, as if he had almost said something he wasn’t allowed to say.


  “What were you about to say, Mack?” I said. “How does Ephraim’s knowledge of engineering help us?”


  “Uh, I wasn’t about to say that,” said Mack in a very unconvincing voice. “I was going to say that his knowledge has, er, really helped me personally on some of the missions I’ve been on. He’s a great leader and really helpful. Great guy.”


  My suspicions were once again aroused. I was beginning to think that there was more to this mission than just what I had been told. There was the way Mack and Uncle Josh acted back at the hotel and now there was this slip up on Mack’s part. They were clearly hiding something from me, though what, I couldn’t be sure. All I knew for sure was that they had not been entirely upfront with me about the true purpose of the mission. Maybe it wasn’t any of my business, but if I was going to be helping these guys destroy Iconia, then I felt like I had the right to know what else they were planning to do when they got there.


  The question was, how to make them tell me. It was pretty clear that everyone involved was being pretty tight-lipped on the true purpose of the mission. They were probably under orders from Ephraim to keep the details of the mission to themselves and not blab them to every person who asked. I could understand maintaining a measure of secrecy, but if this secrecy affected me, then I had to know it.


  “Ah,” I said, nodding. “I see. I’d like to meet him someday. He sounds like a good guy.”


  “Maybe someday,” said Mack, “though I wouldn’t count on it anytime soon. Ephraim doesn’t like meeting with people outside the organization unless he absolutely has to. Otherwise, he’s more than happy to stay in the background and let us agents do all the talking and socializing.”


  “Makes sense,” I said, leaning back in my seat casually. “As the leader of Pinnacle, I imagine that Ephraim must be pretty busy.”


  “He definitely is,” said Mack. “Pinnacle is a pretty big organization. We’re smaller than Icon, but we still have a lot of operations all over the world and many agents. I don’t envy his position at all.”


  “How much involvement does he have in each mission, exactly?” I said. “Does he figure out all the details on his own or does he have someone else figure out the details and brief you on the mission or—?”


  Mack smiled. “It varies. The most important missions, like this one, Ephraim personally debriefs the agents involved in the matter. In less important ones, though, he usually assigns debriefing duties to one of his subordinates.”


  “So Ephraim himself debriefed you on this mission?” I said. “Then again, that doesn’t surprise me, given how important this mission is. It might be the most important mission you guys have ever gone on.”


  “Can’t argue with that,” said Mack. “Between destroying Iconia and retrieving the Armor, this might be the most important mission in the history of Pinnacle, and that’s saying something, because Pinnacle has done a lot of important things throughout the years.”


  “Armor?” I repeated. “What Armor are you talking about?”


  Mack’s smile suddenly looked a lot more nervous now. “Oh, did I say ‘Armor’? I was thinking of another mission I was on recently. Has nothing to do with this one. I do that sometimes. Just ask Gina. I’ve frustrated her loads of times by mixing up the various missions I’ve gone on over the years.”


  Mack laughed, but there was a hint of nervousness to it. It seemed to me that Mack had pretty loose lips for an agent of a secretive spy organization whose true purposes were unknown even to me, but hey, I wasn’t complaining. If Mack kept this up, I might just be able to make him tell me what was really going on here well before we arrived at Iconia.


  “I’m not sure,” I said, stroking my chin. “That didn’t seem like a slip up to me.”


  Mack gulped and suddenly stood up. “You know what? I’m going to go and check on Gina and Christina. I doubt Gina is having any trouble with her, but I know from experience how tricky Icon agents can be. Want to make sure she’s okay.”


  Mack walked past me toward the door, opened it, and entered, practically slamming it shut behind him on his way out.


  I cursed under my breath. I’d been too obvious with my questioning about the true purpose of this mission. If I had been just a little bit subtler, I might have been able to get more information out of him.


  On the other hand, our conversation hadn’t been entirely for nothing. I’d learned that Uncle Josh, Mack, and Gina were trying to retrieve some ‘Armor’ from Iconia in addition to destroying the island itself. Unfortunately, that just left me with more questions, like what this Armor was and why none of them had mentioned it to me before we left. Perhaps it was just because Pinnacle was a secret organization and they weren’t at liberty to discuss the full details of their mission with a non-member like me, but somehow I sensed that they were keeping it a secret from me for entirely different reasons. And maybe not entirely benign reasons, either.


  Oh, well. It was too late for me to go back now. If Pinnacle was trying to do something that would hurt me, I would be able to take care of myself. Besides, I knew Uncle Josh would never harm me, regardless of what Ephraim may have told him.


  All that mattered to me was getting to Iconia and saving Grandfather. I would worry about Pinnacle’s actual motives later, when Grandfather was freed and safely back home with the rest of my family where he belonged.




  CHAPTER EIGHT


   


  The second leg of the trip was more awkward than the first. I figured that Mack must have told Gina that I was asking too many questions, because when she ended her shift and came back to talk to me, she avoided mentioning Pinnacle or the mission at all, which was impressive, given how we were still on the mission.


  Then again, we barely talked because Gina, when she was not guarding Christina, spent most of her time up front with Uncle Josh where she apparently helped him with the controls. I wanted to help as well, but Gina told me that because I didn’t have experience piloting submarines I couldn’t help and that I should just sit back and let them pilot it. She had a point, but I would have loved to help anyway, even if my only job was to monitor the screens, because that would be much more interesting than sitting around, bored out of my mind and waiting for us to get to Iconia.


  It was times like these that I wished TW was still with me. I could have spoken to him in my mind about everything that happened and asked him what he thought the ‘Armor’ the Pinnacle agents wanted was, but unfortunately I couldn’t. As much as TW may have annoyed me from time to time, I had to admit I missed him. I didn’t appreciate how much I needed his perspective on things before he died. Now I would never again hear his views on anything. It made me feel alone, even though I knew that I still had my parents to look toward for guidance, at least. But they’d never understand what it’s like being a superhero the way TW did.


  I rubbed the surface of the Trickshot Watch, thinking about TW, when all of a sudden Mack poked his head out of the back room and said, “Hey, Jack, can you keep an eye on Christina for me? Gina just called me up front to talk about something, but I’m not going to leave Christina by herself back here. Think you can make sure she doesn’t get into trouble?”


  “What?” I said. “Uh, I mean, sure. I’ll make sure she doesn’t try to escape or cause any trouble.”


  “Good to hear,” said Mack. “I was getting tired of her constant snide insults about my intelligence anyway. Seems to think I’m stupid because I’m big.”


  “Oh, it’s not seems to, dear,” came Christina’s sarcastic voice, “I actually think that.”


  Mack’s hand curled tightly around the door jamb, but he just stepped out of the room and gestured for me to enter. I got off the bench and walked into the room, making sure to close the door on my way in, and then looked around at the room into which I had entered.


  It was a fairly small room with dull lights on the ceiling providing some illumination. Against the opposite wall were a set of bunk beds, which Christina was lying on top of, though she wasn’t sleeping. She rolled onto her side when I entered and smiled that same vicious smile she always seemed to wear whenever she looked at me.


  “So you’re going to be my jailer for now, eh?” said Christina with a chuckle. “Are you sure you’re up to it? I’m pretty disagreeable.”


  “Tell me something I don’t know,” I said. I folded my arms across my chest. “For someone who is trying to help us, you sure are quick to insult us.”


  Christina shrugged. “It’s just some ribbing. It’s not my fault if you’re so sensitive you can’t handle some light banter. Seriously, I’m actually being nice to you guys, nicer than I normally am, anyway.”


  “Uh huh,” I said skeptically. “Well, you can keep your ‘nice’ thoughts to yourself. I’m not very interested in talking with you or anything. I’d suggest taking a nap, because we’re still a ways off from Iconia and it will probably be a long while before we get there.”


  Christina’s eyes glittered with amusement. “You want me to sleep while you watch? I didn’t know you were into that.”


  Despite myself, I couldn’t help but flush at her remarks. “It’s n-nothing to do with that. I’m just—”


  “Don’t worry,” Christina interrupted me, “I’m just joshing with you. Besides, you’re too young and not my type. I prefer men who are mature, strong, and, most important of all, rich. You’re strong, but one out of three doesn’t cut it for me.”


  I wasn’t quite sure how to respond to Christina’s teasing, so instead I said, “Whatever. If we’re going to talk, why don’t you tell me your real name? I know Christina Madison is just a name you stole from a woman who died ten years ago. What’s your real name?”


  It seemed like an innocent enough question to me, which was why I was surprised when Christina suddenly frowned and looked down at the bed under her. “I don’t have a real name.”


  I blinked. “Wait, what?”


  Christina looked at me again, but this time she looked truly angry. “I said I don’t have a real name, okay? How many times do I need to repeat that until you get it?”


  “No, I heard you the first time,” I said, shaking my head. “I just thought I might have misheard you or something.”


  Christina snorted. “Nah, you heard me right the first time. I don’t have a real name. I’m not sure I ever have.”


  “But …” I struggled to think of how to respond. “How? I mean, didn’t your parents give you a real name when you were born?”


  Christina shrugged. “Don’t remember my parents. Not sure I have those, either.”


  “But you were recruited into Icon at some point, right?” I said, scratching the back of my neck. “You had a life prior to Icon, didn’t you?”


  Christina tapped her chin in thought. “Maybe. I don’t remember it, though. All I remember is waking up on the shores of Iconia one day ten years ago, where I was found by some Icon agents who took me to Chaser. He then recruited me into the organization, which I accepted because I had nowhere else to go and couldn’t remember where I came from.”


  I wasn’t sure if Christina was lying again or not, but she seemed very sincere now, very unlike how she normally was. It was possible she was just hiding how she really felt—she was a good liar, after all—but somehow I sensed that I had stumbled onto a moment of sincerity from her. It was an odd thought, the idea that Christina was telling me the truth about anything, especially anything related to her background.


  But I had to admit, sincere or not, I was interested in her story. “What about your powers? Did you have those when you joined Icon?”


  Christina nodded. She held out her bound hands and an energy rope poured out of them and onto the floor, which she swung back and forth a couple of times. “Yep. It’s a sign that I was probably a superheroine at some point in my past life, but when Icon looked up any superheroes with my powers in the government’s database, they couldn’t find any registration or hint that I’d ever worked as a superhero anywhere in the United States. It’s possible I could have been a superhero in some other country, but really unlikely because I’m pretty sure I’m American and not from some foreign country.”


  “That’s … interesting,” I said. “And a little sad. What if you have a family that is worried about your disappearance?”


  Christina shrugged again. “What if I do? No one has come looking for me. In my ten years of working with Icon, I’ve never seen any evidence that anyone is searching for me. As far as I can tell, I have no past, no background, nothing to link me to anything. I’m just a lone individual trying to make my way through life. It’s what I am and what I always will be, probably, especially now that I’ve quit Icon.”


  That sounded incredibly depressing to me, but Christina stated it without any hint of sadness or anxiety. I guess she must have just accepted it as her fate at some point, but I couldn’t help but wonder if she was throwing in the towel too early. I wondered if she had even tried to find out if she had any family or not. It sure didn’t sound like she had to me.


  “What are you going to do after this is all over?” I said. “I mean, after we defeat Icon?”


  Christina put on a thoughtful look on her face. “I’m not sure. I’m not going to join Pinnacle, for one. I’m done with spy organizations now. Pinnacle might be better than Icon, but I’m sick of this crap. I’ll probably figure out something. Maybe I’ll travel the world again, but this time on my own.”


  “Or you could try looking for your family,” I said. “Dig into your past and find out the truth of who you are.”


  Christina rolled her eyes. “Didn’t you just hear what I said? I’ve already accepted I have no one out there waiting for me. It would be a complete waste of time to try to find them, assuming they even exist.”


  “I wouldn’t say that,” I said. “Family is important, even if you don’t know if you have family at all. I mean, it’s not like you have anything better to do, right?”


  “Not everyone values their family as much as you, you know,” said Christina. “Some of us are perfectly happy not knowing where we came from or why. All I care about is doing what I want, and it’s much easier to do what I want if I’m not tied down by family or organizations like Icon. And it’s definitely easier if snot-nosed brats like you aren’t always telling me what to do, either.”


  I opened my mouth to argue with Christina further, but then the door behind me opened and Mack stuck his head in. “Jack, Josh wants you to bring Christina to the cockpit.”


  “Why?” I said, turning around to face Mack curiously. “Did something happen?”


  “Yeah,” said Mack. “According to the Diver’s computers, we’re entering the sea around Iconia. Josh wants Christina to come to the front and tell us what she knows about the area.”


  “So I get to do something other than play prisoner?” said Christina. She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed before she pushed herself off and landed on the floor gracefully. “Finally. What are we waiting for? Let’s go give my old boss hell.”




  CHAPTER NINE


   


  Mack and I escorted Christina to the cockpit between us, with Mack before her and me behind her. This was to ensure that Christina would not attempt to escape while we took her up front, but it sure seemed like an unnecessary precaution to me, because Christina didn’t seem like she was going to try to go anywhere. She just hummed a happy tune under her breath, a tune I didn’t recognize, and she seemed to hold herself more like royalty than like a criminal. I suppose it was just her way of behaving as if she was still in charge of this situation, even though the two of us individually could easily deal with her if she tried anything.


  When we reached the front of the vessel, Uncle Josh and Gina were there. Uncle Josh sat at the controls, which he kept adjusting and fiddling with every few seconds, while Gina stood by his chair with one hand on the head, her eyes locked on the various monitors on the wall before them. I also glanced at the monitors, but all of the graphs and numbers were too confusing for me to make any sense of. The best I could figure was that we were really deep underwater, deeper than I had ever been in my life, and suddenly I realized that the only things separating us from being crushed to death under thousands of gallons of water were the thick metal walls of the submarine. It made me feel more afraid than I normally did.


  Christina, on the other hand, didn’t seem to be thinking about that. She just looked at Uncle Josh and said, “All right, I’m here. What’s the problem?”


  “As Mack told you, we’re just entering the seas around Iconia,” said Uncle Josh. He tapped one of the screens in front of him. “According to the Diver’s screens, we’re about a mile and a half off the coast of Iconia. I’ve slowed down our progress, however, so we don’t accidentally crash into any sea mines or anything like that.”


  “Good call,” said Christina. “Let me guess, you need me to point out where the mines are, right?”


  Uncle Josh nodded. “Right, assuming that you remember where they’re all located, that is.”


  “Sure, sure,” said Christina. “I saw a map of the ocean floor around Iconia before I left, so I remember where they all are.”


  “You remember where they all are by just looking at a map?” said Gina skeptically.


  Christina tapped the side of her head. “I forgot to mention that I have photographic memory. I just need to look at something once in order to remember it forever. And no, this isn’t a power I got from being injected with Superpower. I’m just that special.”


  Gina rolled her eyes, while Uncle Josh said, “Special or not, photographic memory is useful to have.”


  “It is indeed,” said Christina. “Anyway, I hope you’re piloting the sub toward that obscure beach I told you about on the south end of the island. There aren’t as many mines around there, so it should be easier to maneuver around them. You just need to follow my advice and we should make it to Iconia with all of our limbs intact.”


  “You’d better hope so,” I said. “If you get us blown up—”


  “We’ll all die and whatever you want to do to me won’t happen,” said Christina. “Also, could someone remove these ropes around my wrists? Would make it easier for me to help.”


  I closed my mouth as Mack, with a nod from Uncle Josh, untied the ropes around Christina’s wrists. I was starting to reconsider the wisdom of taking Christina with us. Maybe she knew all about Iconia’s security defenses and how to get around them, but at this point I was almost willing to take my chances with the sea mines and trust Uncle Josh’s piloting skills if that would mean not having to listen to yet another one of her snide comments. Based on Gina and Mack’s expressions, I could tell they felt the same way, though Uncle Josh apparently didn’t, because he said, “All right, Christina. You just stand here and help me figure out how to avoid the mines.”


  Christina walked up next to Uncle Josh’s chair, while Gina stepped back to give her room. But I could tell Gina was watching Christina very carefully, probably in order to ensure that Christina did not try to harm Uncle Josh. Christina, as usual, did not seem to care about how Gina looked at her. She just immediately began giving Uncle Josh directions, which he faithfully inputted into the Diver’s system.


  Mack and I stood back, Mack with his arms crossed in front of his chest, me with my hands on my hips. We watched Christina as carefully as Gina, but my attention was starting to wander due to how boring our current situation was.


  “Think we can trust her?” Mack said under his breath.


  “Who, Christina?” I replied in an equally low tone. “No, why?”


  “I’m just a little suspicious, that’s all,” said Mack. “Even if she helps us avoid the mines, that doesn’t mean we’ll be scott free. What if some Icon agents are waiting for us on the island for an ambush?”


  “Always a possibility,” I said. I nodded at Uncle Josh. “But you’re going to have to bring that up with him if you want anything done about it. He’s the guy in charge here, not me.”


  “Yeah, I know,” said Mack, “but I’m not sure Josh is going to agree with me that we need to get rid of her. Then again, I guess it’s a little too late to do that, isn’t it?”


  “Yep,” I said. “If we didn’t want to bring Christina with us, we should have left her back in Port Don and forgot about her. As it is, she came with us and she’s going to be with us to the bitter end, assuming she doesn’t betray us at some point.”


  “Which is very likely, given her past with Icon,” said Mack. “Indeed, I bet she’s plotting to betray us right—”


  Mack was interrupted by a sudden static sound coming from the Diver’s speaker. Uncle Josh immediately pressed a button next to it and said, “Hello, this is Joshua Resnick speaking. Who is this?”


  There was nothing but static at first until a flat, monotone voice that nonetheless sent shivers down my spine said, “Hello, Joshua Resnick. I have heard your name countless times in the past from my agents who have encountered you on their missions, but this is the first time I’ve ever actually spoken with you. Your voice is deeper than I thought.”


  Mack, Gina, and I exchanged confused looks, while Christina stepped back with a fearful expression on her face. Uncle Josh, however, just leaned forward and snapped, “Who is this? State your name and affiliation, or—”


  “I thought it would be obvious,” said the voice, “but I guess because you’ve never heard my voice before, it’s not surprising you don’t know me. I am Roland Chaser, the Superior of Icon.”


  Shocked silence fill the cockpit of the Diver. Even Christina, who was rarely rattled by anything, looked shocked by this proclamation from the voice in the radio. Actually, she looked even more afraid than the rest of us, which made sense, because as a traitor to Icon, Chaser probably hated her more than he hated the rest of us.


  “Roland Chaser?” said Uncle Josh. “Impossible. The real Chaser wouldn’t contact us directly like this.”


  “True, I usually prefer speaking to my enemies through my agents,” said Chaser. “But special situations require special responses. I am well aware that you are carrying a bomb on board your submarine with which you intend to blow up Iconia and therefore kill me and all of my agents. You intend to make this Pinnacle’s final stand against Icon, but instead of making it a final fight, you choose subterfuge and a small strike force.”


  “We’re all spies here, Chaser,” said Uncle Josh, though I noticed his skin was paler than usual. “We’re not big on final battles. All of our battles are done in the shadows.”


  “Of course,” said Chaser. “I would never criticize my enemies for a tactic I myself would use, if I wanted to attempt to end my conflict with your group. I’m simply restating your plan so you know exactly how much I know about your little plans.”


  “How did you even detect us?” said Uncle Josh. “This channel—”


  “Easily hacked into,” said Chaser. “I’ve hacked into social media accounts with higher security than this radio channel. Honestly, I expected better of Ephraim. Has he started to lose his touch in his old age?”


  “Ephraim doesn’t have much to do with the Diver’s systems,” said Uncle Josh. “Even if he did, he’s still as brilliant as he’s ever been.”


  “Maybe,” said Chaser, “but it doesn’t really matter, given how Ephraim isn’t even here, now does it? No, of course it doesn’t. You five are on your own and are at my mercy.”


  “We’re not at anyone’s mercy,” said Uncle Josh. “There’s nothing you can do to take us down. Thanks to your little traitor here, we’re going to reach your island and blow it to kingdom come before you even know what hit you.”


  “Ah, is Christina there with you?” said Chaser. “Hello, Christina, if you can hear me.”


  Christina gulped. Her skin was even paler than Uncle Josh’s and she even seemed to be visibly trembling. “H-Hi, Chaser.”


  “When I first learned you betrayed Icon, I reasoned that you would either do the smart thing and vanish off the face of the earth or else do the stupid thing and help these four try to kill me,” said Chaser. “Yet even I didn’t expect you to actually come with them in order to help them kill me. Truly, hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, although I’m not sure how I scorned you.”


  It disturbed me deeply to see Christina unable to say anything to Chaser. She always had some kind of response to anything anyone said to her, usually sarcastic and biting, but in the presence of Chaser, she was as tongue-tied as a shy schoolgirl. It almost made me feel sorry for her, because she had clearly not anticipated what would happen if Chaser confronted her over her treachery.


  “And I believe Trickshot is on board your vessel as well,” said Chaser. “Correct?”


  I stepped forward and said, “Yeah, Chaser, I’m right here. And I’m going to save Grandfather from you.”


  “You mean Gregory, yes?” said Chaser. “Yes, I am aware that you want to save him. He’s still here, locked away as he should be. It would be perfect, if only we had the Trickshot Watch as well.”


  I rested a hand on the Watch. “You can’t have it. It’s mine and it belongs to the McDonald family.”


  Chaser laughed. “Oh, how ignorant you are, boy. If only you knew the truth behind the Trickshot Watch … but never mind. You aren’t going to live long enough to know the truth, not unless you agree to my demands, that is.”


  “Demands?” Uncle Josh repeated. “What demands are you talking about?”


  “The reason I called you in the first place,” said Chaser. “I could have easily sunk your submarine without even giving you a courtesy call first, but I decided I would give you five one last chance to survive. Give me the Trickshot Watch and I will spare your vessel. Refuse to give it to me, however, and I will sink the submarine with all five of you on it. And please, don’t try anything stupid, not unless you want to rest in a watery grave tonight, that is.”




  CHAPTER TEN


   


  I rushed over to the speaker and shouted, “Get lost, Chaser! We’re not giving you a dang thing after everything you’ve done to us. You can take your stupid offer and shove it right up your—”


  Uncle Josh shoved me out of the way and, after shooting me an annoyed glare, said into the speaker, “What Jack meant was—”


  “Oh, I caught his meaning quite clearly, Joshua,” said Chaser. “And I don’t think you’ll have any luck in convincing him to give up his precious, precious Watch. Hence, I will be launching three torpedoes directly at your submarine within the next five minutes. All three will strike at the same time, which ought to be more than enough to sink your sub. Bye.”


  The speaker clicked off.


  Almost as soon as it did, Christina threw her arm out toward me and an energy rope launched out of the palm of her hand and wrapped around her neck. She yanked the rope back and I fell to my knees, grabbing at the rope and gasping for air.


  “Christina!” Uncle Josh cried in shock. “What are you doing?”


  “Teaching this brat a lesson,” Christina snapped. She looked at me. “What the hell was that, kid? You didn’t even give us a minute to talk about it. What are you, retarded or something?”


  Glaring at Christina, I rose to my feet and, grabbing the energy rope, yanked it hard. Christina stumbled over her feet and the rope dissipated just as she hit the floor where she lay with a stunned and surprised look on her face.


  Dusting myself off, I said, “Chaser was just going to kill us all anyway, whether I gave him the Watch or not.”


  Christina jumped up to her feet again and glared at me with intense hatred. “You’re not just a stupid kid, but also really, really suicidal, too. You don’t know Chaser. He’s going to kill us all and it’s going to be your fault.”


  “My fault?” I said. “You’re the traitor here, not me. I bet Chaser is more upset about the fact that you quit Icon and are actively trying to help us destroy it than whatever I’ve done or said. He doesn’t strike me as the type who is very forgiving of traitors.”


  Before Christina could respond to that, Uncle Josh rose from his chair and held up his hands, saying, “Stop fighting, you two. We can play the blame game later, after we survive this situation. Those torpedoes are not going to stop coming after us just because we’re fighting each other.”


  “But how are we supposed to avoid them?” said Mack. “The Diver isn’t very elegant or graceful. With only a few minutes to spare, we won’t be able to dodge them effectively, if at all. If even just one of those torpedoes hits us, we’re going down for sure.”


  “We’re not avoiding them,” said Uncle Josh. He sat back down at the controls and immediately began pressing buttons and flipping switches. “We’re going to shoot them down before they even get close.”


  “Shoot them down?” I said. “How are we supposed to do that?”


  “The Diver isn’t entirely defenseless, you know,” said Uncle Josh without looking up at me. “It has laser cannons built into it for precisely these kinds of situations. I can use the Diver’s radar system to locate and take down torpedoes before they even get here. But I have to do it fast, because Chaser said we’ll have less than five minutes before the torpedoes hit.”


  I watched as Uncle Josh frantically activated the Diver’s laser cannons. I felt so useless, but what was I supposed to do to help? I couldn’t just leave the sub and destroy the torpedoes myself, because water breathing was not one of my super powers. Ever since becoming Trickshot, I rarely felt useless in most situations, but this was one where I did and I didn’t like it at all. Based on how Mack, Gina, and Christina looked, they must have felt as useless as me. It was up to the one normal human to save us superhumans from destruction. Kind of ironic when you think about it.


  “There,” said Uncle Josh as a row of red lights suddenly turned on in the center of the control panel. “Cannons activated. Let’s see what the radar can find.”


  Uncle Josh looked at the radar screen next to the controls. So did the rest of us. For a moment, the radar showed nothing around us, which made me believe, irrationally, that maybe Chaser had been lying about shooting the torpedoes at us and that we might be able to get to Iconia in one piece after all.


  But then three green dots appeared on the radar, three green dots that were getting closer and closer with each passing second. They all came from the same general direction, though their speed amazed me, because it sure looked to me like they’d be upon us in less than a minute.


  “There they are,” said Uncle Josh. “Time to see if the cannons work.”


  Uncle Josh pressed a button underneath the red lights. A second later, one of the green dots disappeared, leaving just two more hurtling toward us at high speeds.


  “It worked!” Gina cried out triumphantly. “Yay!”


  “Don’t celebrate just yet,” said Uncle Josh. “There are still two more.”


  “Why didn’t you just shoot all three of them down at once?” said Christina. “Wouldn’t that have been better than shooting them down one at a time?”


  “Cannons need to recharge,” said Uncle Josh. “Recharge only takes a few seconds, but it’s still annoying. Ah, it’s done recharging.”


  Uncle Josh pressed the button again, and then I noticed the red lights went off when he did that, which I realized was the sign that the cannon had fired and was entering its recharge period.


  Looking at the radar, I saw the second dot disappear. I also thought I heard something outside the sub, like some kind of explosion, but it was very faint and far away, so it might have just been my ears playing tricks on me or something.


  “Two down, one to go,” said Mack. “How long until the cannons recharge?”


  “Once all of these lights are back on,” said Uncle Josh, gesturing at the red lights I’d notice before. Three of them were on. “These lights monitor the status of the cannons. When all of them are off, the cannons are not operational. When all of them are on, the cannon is at full power. Pretty simple.”


  “They’d better all turn back on quick,” said Christina, looking at the radar anxiously. “That last green dot is getting too close for comfort.”


  For once, I agreed with Christina. The last green dot was getting closer and closer with every second. The fourth red light turned on, but there was still one red light to go and I feared that it would not activate in time for Uncle Josh to blow up the last missile.


  “Just got to be patient, everyone,” said Uncle Josh. “Don’t panic. The cannons are nearly done recharging, and once they are, we’ll be okay.”


  Uncle Josh’s voice was calm and even soothing, but I found it hard to remain calm nonetheless, because that green dot was getting closer and closer. It was almost to the center of the radar now, right where we were. I was now starting to worry that even if the cannons finished recharging in time, that it might be too late because the torpedo might be too close for the cannons to actually blow them up.


  Then, abruptly, the final red light turned on and Uncle Josh immediately pressed the button underneath the lights again.


  A second later, the last green dot disappeared off the radar. There were no more green dots left. It was completely clean.


  “Yay!” said Gina, jumping up into the air and hugging Mack. “We’re alive! I can’t believe it.”


  “No problem,” said Uncle Josh, though he wiped some sweat off his forehead. “Those torpedoes would have been a threat under any other circumstance, but they were no match for the power of our laser cannons. You should thank the Pinnacle engineers when we get back to base.”


  I sighed in relief. I noticed that Christina also looked relieved. We’d all thought we were going to die there. I could just imagine how frustrated Chaser had to be that his great plan had been ruined by a few well-placed lasers.


  All of a sudden, the speaker crackled again and Chaser’s voice spoke over it again. “You destroyed my torpedoes. Impressive.”


  Uncle Josh, who was grinning like a maniac, leaned forward and said into the speaker, “Yeah, and we’ll destroy any more you send at us, too, you dumb jerk. We can do this all night.”


  “Yes, you probably could,” said Chaser. “But that would be a big waste of time for all of us, I think we can agree. We should end this now, rather than drag it on for who-knows-how-long.”


  “And how are you going to do that, Chaser?” said Uncle Josh. “Shoot more useless torpedoes at us?”


  Though I couldn’t see Chaser’s face and didn’t even know what it looked like, when he next spoke, I could just imagine him smirking in a room somewhere all by himself. “Maybe I should have made myself clearer. The torpedoes were meant to be the distraction. Hence why I just sent three, rather than unleashing our entire arsenal on you and completely annihilating your sub.”


  “The torpedoes were a distraction?” said Uncle Josh. “A distraction from what?”


  All of a sudden, the submarine shuddered. Mack held Gina tightly against him to keep her from falling over, while Christina would have tripped and fallen flat on her face if I hadn’t grabbed her arm and pulled her upright at the last moment. Uncle Josh clung to the arms of his chair for dear life, his eyes wide with terror.


  “What was that?” said Gina, her voice full of fear as she looked up at the ceiling. “Did we hit something?”


  “Josh, how are the engines holding up?” said Mack.


  Uncle Josh looked at the monitors frankly. “I-I don’t understand. The monitors show that the engines are still working and active, but we’re not actually going anywhere. It doesn’t make any sense.”


  I let go of Christina—who glared at me as if I had just violated her privacy—and rushed over to the speaker. “Chaser, what happened? Is this your doing?”


  “Perhaps,” said Chaser. “Or perhaps you hit a sunken ship. There are plenty of those around these waters. Easy to hit if you’re not familiar with the area.”


  I was about to snap at Chaser for his sarcasm when Gina all of a sudden shrieked like a banshee, causing me to look over my shoulder at her. “Gina, what’s the problem?”


  Gina was clutching Mack tighter than ever, but her eyes were locked on the ceiling of the sub. Her face was as pale as snow. “I saw a face. In the ceiling.”


  “A face in the ceiling?” I said. All of us looked up at what Gina was looking at. “I don’t see a face in the—”


  And that was when a ghost floated down through the ceiling, wearing a wide grin on his face and carrying a scythe in his hands.




  CHAPTER ELEVEN


   


  The ghost looked to be a black man in his thirties, wearing flowing white robes and carrying a long, wicked scythe in his hands. His body glowed a sickly green color, while his grin revealed crooked but oddly white teeth that gave him the appearance of a ghoul. He was completely bald, but he had an impressive goatee and seemed to be well-muscled underneath his robes.


  “Holy crap,” said Uncle Josh, staring at the man floating above us. “It really is a ghost.”


  “That’s no ghost,” said Christina with a gulp. “That’s Carl.”


  I looked at Christina. “Who?”


  “Christina!” the ghost bellowed, his voice strangely magnified in this small space. “I see that the rumors of your betrayal were true! I had hoped they were mistaken, but I suppose the Superior is never mistaken! Alas!”


  “You know this ghost?” said Gina, looking at Christina in terror.


  “He’s not a ghost,” said Christina in annoyance. “He’s a human like you and me. He can just turn intangible and stuff.”


  “Indeed I can,” said the man. He put a hand on his chest. “I am Carl Hogarth, though I was better known as Black Ghost when I was a superhero in Detroit. With my powers, I can phase through any physical object and go where I please. Few have ever faced my awe-inspiring might and lived to tell the tale.”


  “He’s also a huge pervert,” said Christina. She looked at Carl. “I know you like to use your powers to spy on the female Icon agents in the shower, Carl.”


  “Perish the thought,” said Carl. He raised his scythe above his head. “As Black Ghost, I’ve used my powers for good, but as an agent of Icon, I use my powers for the greater good, indeed the greatest of all. Few understand just how wise and intelligent the Superior is in all his ways. And even fewer understand what it is to experience the full wrath of his unforgiving might.”


  I didn’t quite know why Carl spoke like he was writing bad poetry. Maybe he was just really full of himself. “What are you doing here? Are you the reason our sub stopped?”


  “You are correct, young Trickshot,” said Black Ghost. He gestured at the ceiling. “Whilst you and yours were busy fending off the Superior’s torpedoes, my crew and I aboard our own sub sneaked up on yours and attacked it when you weren’t looking. We’ve used the massive magnet on the outside of our own submarine to connect both vessels together, thus ensuring you shall not escape us.”


  “And what are you doing here?” I said. “Just to gloat to us about how screwed we are?”


  “There will be time for gloating later, my young friend,” said Black Ghost. His grin became absolutely psychotic. “I’m here to slaughter the Superior’s enemies, as he desires. Your blood will paint the interior of your sub red and become a monument to the arrogance of those who challenge the Superior’s authority, especially traitors like Christina.”


  Black Ghost turned physical and dropped onto the floor before us. He swung his scythe at Christina, who ducked to avoid getting her head cut off. I threw a couple of disks at Black Ghost, but then he immediately turned intangible and vanished through the floor before my disks could hit him.


  “Damn it,” I said, looking around wildly for him. “He got away. Where’d he go?”


  “No clue, but he’s probably going to be back soon,” said Mack. “Josh, is there any way to free the Diver from their sub’s magnet?”


  “We’re already operating at near peak speed,” said Uncle Josh. “If we tried to go any faster, we’d blow out the engines.”


  “Meaning you can’t go any faster,” I said. “This is not good.”


  “You think?” said Mack. He shook his head. “Josh, what should we do? Try to break free of their sub anyway or surrender or what?”


  Uncle Josh’s fingers thumbed against the arms of his chair frantically, like he was thinking hard about what to do. I couldn’t blame him, because this was a terrible situation to be in and I couldn’t imagine the stress he was undergoing as he considered all our options.


  Finally, Uncle Josh looked at the rest of us. “We’ll need to abandon ship. We can’t save the Diver and also reach Iconia at the same time.”


  “Abandon ship?” I said. “But isn’t that the same as surrendering?”


  “Hardly,” said Uncle Josh. “We can still complete the mission. The Diver has three escape pods, which can take us and the bomb to Iconia.”


  “But there has to be someway to save the sub,” I said. “Isn’t there?”


  “No, there isn’t,” said Uncle Josh. “And the sub isn’t important. What matters is completing the mission, no matter what we have to sacrifice. I always suspected something like this might happen, but Chaser has forced our hand. Better all of us get to Iconia, even if we get stranded there, than go down pointless with the Diver.”


  I still didn’t like the idea of running, but I had to admit that Uncle Josh’s reasoning was sound. “All right. But we can’t just let them have the Diver.”


  Uncle Josh grinned evilly. “When did I say we were just going to let them have it?”


  Uncle Josh turned back to the controls and flipped open a covered switch I had not noticed before. Loud alarms suddenly began blaring throughout the sub while all of the lights on the control panel suddenly shut off.


  “What did you just do?” I said, raising my voice to be heard over the blaring sirens.


  “Activated the self-destruct sequence!” Uncle Josh shouted. “In about ten minutes, the Diver will blow up and destroy everything aboard. Should give us enough time to get out of here using the escape pods!”


  “Self-destruct sequence?” I said incredulously. “You really are prepared for everything, aren’t you?”


  “We’re Pinnacle,” said Uncle Josh. “We’re prepared for the apocalypse and everything that happens afterward.” He rose from his chair. “Now we need to get the hell out of here. The self-destruct sequence locks all controls, meaning once it’s activated, it can’t be shut off. We have to get out of here now, before—”


  Black Ghost suddenly launched through the front of the sub. His arms materialized and he swung his scythe at Uncle Josh’s head. I pulled Uncle Josh down at the last second, causing the scythe to fly harmlessly above his head.


  “Quick reflexes there, young Trickshot,” said Black Ghost, his psychotic grin crazier than ever. “But you can’t dodge my scythe forever. Like death, when I lay my eyes on a target, I always get it, no matter what.”


  Black Ghost’s presence would make it hard for us to escape, because I doubted he was going to just sit back and let us get off the sub using our escape pods. Unless …


  “Uncle Josh,” I said. “Get everyone to the escape pods. I’ll stay back here and distract Black Ghost.”


  “But the self-destruct sequence,” said Uncle Josh. “If you don’t come with us—”


  “I’ll be fine,” I said. I pointed behind me. “Now go! The mission depends on your success.”


  Uncle Josh looked like he was going to continue to argue with me, but then Christina appeared next to him and said, “You heard the kid, uncle. We’ve got to vamoose.”


  Christina shot an energy rope around Uncle Josh’s forearm and practically dragged him with her away from me. Mack and Gina followed, though Gina cast a glance in my direction with worry in her eyes. I just smiled to show that I was okay before I turned around to face Black Ghost again, who was now halfway between the outside of the sub and the control panel, a look of smug satisfaction on his face.


  “So I get to play with the cub instead of the bear,” said Black Ghost. “Just like Christina. She’s always been the kind of woman to get others to do her dirty work for her.”


  “I’m not Christina’s lapdog,” I said. I punched my fist into my other hand. “I’m just really sick of you Icon guys trying to ruin my life.”


  I threw a punch at Black Ghost’s face, but Black Ghost pulled himself back through the wall at the last minute. My fist smashed into the radar screen, completely shattering it, before I pulled my fist back and rotated on the spot, looking for Black Ghost. All the while, I was aware that time was rapidly ticking away and that I didn’t have much time to play with this jerk before the sub exploded.


  “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I said. “I’d still like to play.”


  “Then play with this!” said Black Ghost.


  He shot up through the floor and materialized in front of me long enough to kick me in the gut. The blow, which took me by surprise, sent me staggering backward. I hit against the back of the pilot’s seat, but dropped to the floor just in time to avoid Black Ghost’s scythe, which cut neatly through the top of the seat as if it was butter.


  “Again, good reflexes,” said Black Ghost, twirling his scythe in his hands. “A pity I need to kill you. You would have made an excellent agent of Icon under other circumstances. The world which we are building could use men like you to lead it.”


  “I’m not interested in leading whatever world you’re trying to build,” I said. “If anything, I’d like to tear it down.”


  I jumped toward Black Ghost, but he turned intangible at the last second and I flew through his body. I landed behind him just as Black Ghost rematerialized and slashed his scythe at me. Again I managed to dodge it, but the edge of the scythe still glanced off my right cheek, cutting through my skin and making me grunt in pain. I took several steps backward and felt the cut on my cheek, which was bleeding terribly, but it didn’t feel very deep, at least.


  Black Ghost, however, was not done yet. He advanced toward me, swinging his scythe back and forth rapidly. I backed away as fast as I could, but then hit the wall and realized that I was cornered.


  “Nowhere left to run now, boy,” said Black Ghost, still swinging his scythe every which way. “Once I’m done with you, I will go after the traitor Christina and the Pinnacle agents. Then I will present their blood to Chaser and he shall bless me for my righteous deeds!”


  I had no witty retort, because I was probably about to get beheaded any second now and there was nothing I could do about it. I could only watch as Black Ghost’s scythe came closer and closer to my face and I realized that Black Ghost’s own crazy grin was the last human face I would ever see in my life.




  CHAPTER TWELVE


   


  All of a sudden, an energy rope came out of nowhere and yanked the scythe out of Black Ghost’s hands.


  “What?” said Black Ghost, looking over in the direction the rope had come from. “Who did that?”


  Standing in the doorway, the scythe lying at her feet, was none other than Christina. She wasn’t grinning, however. She was glaring at Black Ghost with hatred in her eyes, as if Black Ghost had personally offended her somehow. Then again, given her previous comments about Black Ghost being a pervert, maybe this was just revenge for all the times he peeped on her.


  “Sorry, Carl,” said Christina, “but I don’t think you’ll be needing this scythe anymore. You’re not conscious.”


  “Not conscious?” said Black Ghost. “What are you—”


  Seeing my chance, I rushed over to Black Ghost and punched him in the face. The blow sent Black Ghost flying backwards until he crashed into the wall on the other side of the cockpit and fell flat onto the floor. Blood leaked out of his nose and mouth, but it was hard to tell if I killed him or just knocked him out. Either way, I didn’t think he was going to be a problem for us again anytime soon.


  Shaking my hand, I looked at Christina and said, “Christina, why did you come back to save me?”


  “Because you’re my best friend in the whole world,” said Christina sarcastically. “No, actually, because I couldn’t stand the thought of Black Ghost not getting punched in the face. He’s such an obnoxious, self-righteous asshole. I hope your punch didn’t kill him, because I want him to stay alive long enough to die when this sub goes boom.”


  I suddenly remembered the self-destruct sequence and looked at the monitor which displayed it. It showed we had exactly one minute left before the submarine blew up.


  “Come on!” I said. “We have to get out of here!”


  I ran toward Christina and scooped her into my arms. She yelped in surprise as I ran down the hallway with her in my arms, heading straight for an open escape pod hatch.


  “Where are Uncle Josh and the others?” I said, glancing at Christina as we approached the escape pod.


  “They left already,” said Christina. “Well, I shoved your uncle into the escape pod with the other two so they wouldn’t try to stop me from saving you, but there are still two pods left we can use to get out of here.”


  I said nothing in response to that. I just threw Christina into the open pod and jumped inside, slamming the hatch shut myself. As soon as I did, I felt the floor underneath our feet move and then heard the sound of an engine starting up somewhere before the escape pod shot out from the sub and sent us hurtling into the unknown.


  “Ow,” said Christina, rubbing her behind as she stood up, using one of the escape pod’s seats for support. “Watch where you throw people. This steel floor isn’t exactly silky, you know.”


  “Come on,” I said in annoyance. “It’s better than getting blown up, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah,” said Christina. “But—”


  She was interrupted by a sudden, loud explosion somewhere outside the escape pod. Without warning, the pod was struck with some kind of force and it tilted forward. I stumbled forward and fell on my hands and knees, while Christina just fell back into her seat and clutched the railings for dear life. But the explosion ended quickly, and soon the pod righted itself, though both of us shook from the enormity of the blast.


  “Was that the Diver?” said Christina. She gripped the seat’s railings so hard that her knuckles were as white as snow.


  “Had to be,” I said, slowly rising to my feet and glancing over my shoulder. “Unless we somehow ended up in a US nuclear testing site, that is.”


  Christina smirked. “Serves Carl right. I wish I could have been there to see him wake up and realize just how screwed he was. Oh, well. At least there’s now one less creepy pervert in the world.”


  I rubbed the back of my neck and sat down on another seat built into the walls of the pod. “And one less Icon agent to get in our way. But something tells me Chaser won’t be exactly happy once he finds out about it.”


  “Oh, he definitely won’t,” said Christina. “You don’t know Chaser like I do. He hates losing, hates mistakes, and isn’t very forgiving of either. Frankly, Carl got lucky when the ship blew up. If he had survived, he would have had to face Chaser’s wrath … and that is something you really don’t want to face.”


  “Yeah, I figured,” I said. “Most bad guys like Chaser aren’t the nicest or most forgiving guys around. I bet he’s even more vicious toward his enemies, though.”


  “You would think so, but in my experience, Chaser is harsher to us than to his enemies,” said Christina. “He holds us to higher standards than them, so naturally he is very disappointed whenever we don’t meet them. But really, he’s a complete psychopath. I’m going to be really glad when he’s dead and just a distant memory.”


  I nodded, but my curiosity overcame me and I said, “What do you know about Chaser, exactly? Everyone I’ve ever asked said they know nothing about him because he’s very secretive and good at protecting his privacy.”


  Christina loosened her grip on the railings on her seat, frowning slightly. “About as much as you do, really. Chaser isn’t very personable. Often, he only tells us exactly what we need to know to complete whatever mission he’s assigned to us and nothing more. I’ve only ever interacted with him from behind a computer screen. Sometimes I’m not even sure he’s a real person, but Atticus—”


  “Who?” I said.


  “Oh, that’s right,” said Christina. She brushed back a few strands of hair. “I forget you never met the brave and daring Atticus Frederick. He’s Chaser’s second-in-command, his right hand man, and probably the only agent in the entire organization who Chaser actually trusts. He founded Icon alongside Chaser and actually has seen Chaser in real life, though he’s never answered any of our questions about Chaser’s appearance or true identity. He’s a little more personable than Chaser, but not by much.”


  “Atticus Frederick,” I repeated. “Does he have any powers or anything?”


  “Not that I know of, but I barely know more about Atticus than I do about Chaser,” said Christina. “All I know is that Atticus is from the same town you are.”


  “Rumsfeld?” I said. “You mean Rumsfeld, Texas?”


  Christina nodded. “Yeah. He let it slip once when he assigned me to Rumsfeld all those months back. I didn’t even ask him about it and I haven’t really thought about it since then.”


  I stroked my chin, thinking deeply about what Christina said. “Well, if this Atticus guy was from Rumsfeld and he’s known Chaser for a long time, then could Chaser also be from Rumsfeld?”


  “Anything’s possible with him,” said Christina. “I’ve heard all sorts of crazy rumors and theories from the other guys about Chaser’s origins. Some say that Chaser is a rogue CIA or FBI agent who broke away from the government to form his own spy organization for his own purposes, while others say that Chaser is just a criminal mastermind who cares about nothing more than money and power. The craziest one I heard is that Chaser doesn’t actually exist and that he’s just a computer program that Atticus made to fool the rest of us into thinking he isn’t in charge of the organization.”


  “That is crazy,” I said. “What do you think?”


  “Me?” said Christina. She shrugged. “I think I’d like nothing more than to end Chaser’s miserable little life. Whether that means slitting a human being’s throat or crushing a computer chip under the heel of my shoe, it’s all the same to me.”


  I folded my arms across my chest. “Well, I guess you’re right. Either way, we’re about to find out, aren’t we?”


  “Assuming we don’t get killed by other agents Chaser sends after us,” said Christina. “And if you think Scourge and Black Ghost were the worst Icon has, then you’re dead wrong. Now that we’ve killed two of their agents, Chaser is probably going to go all out against us.”


  “What would ‘go all out against us’ look like?” I said.


  “I don’t know,” said Christina. “Chaser can be hard to predict because of how secretive he is, but one thing I do know is that he doesn’t like losing at all. It’s not that he cares about the lives of his agents so much that he invests his ego into the success of certain missions and treats it like an insult when things don’t go his way.”


  “Huh,” I said. “For someone who claims they don’t know much about Chaser, you’ve definitely spent some time psychoanalyzing him.”


  “I’m just reporting what I’ve observed him do to others,” said Christina with a shrug. “I’ve learned that it pays to know how to analyze people. That way, you can protect yourself.”


  “Right,” I said. Then another question occurred to me and I said, “Do you know where my grandfather is? Have you seen him? I know he’s being held prisoner on Iconia, but I’m not sure what his current status is.”


  Christina leaned back in her seat. “Your grandfather? Do you mean Gregory McDonald?”


  “Yes, of course,” I said. “How is he? Is he still alive?”


  “Yeah, he is,” said Christina. “I never saw him myself, but I know he’s being kept in the dungeons underneath the Tower.”


  I sighed in relief. “What a relief. It’s been such a long time since I’ve seen Grandfather that I wasn’t sure if Icon had killed him yet or not.”


  “Oh, I doubt Chaser will kill him anytime soon,” said Christina. “He’s got plans for your grandfather, I think, and, because he hasn’t accomplished those plans yet, I doubt he’ll kill him yet.”


  “What are these plans?” I said. “Do you know them?”


  “Wish I did, but I don’t,” said Christina. “I was a fairly low level agent in the organization before I quit. I wasn’t told everything because they didn’t think I needed to know them. I just know what I overheard from my superiors, who all talked about needing to keep him alive for some reason.”


  “Is he safe?” I said. “Has he been tortured by Icon or anything like that?”


  “I wish I could say,” said Christina. “But minding the prisoners was not part of my job. I was mostly a field agent, so I didn’t spend much time on Iconia. I do know that we don’t normally torture prisoners, but I would still be concerned about him either way if I were you.”


  “I don’t need to be told to be concerned for my own grandfather’s health,” I said. “I’ll do it on my own.”


  “Right,” said Christina. “Well, I guess you’re going to find out how your old man is soon enough, once this escape pod reaches Icon, which should be pretty soon, I think.”


  I nodded, but said nothing in return. I just fell into silence, hoping and praying that Grandfather was okay and that he would be in good condition by the time I rescued him. I wondered for what purpose Icon was keeping him alive, but hey, I shouldn’t complain, because that meant it would be easier for me to save him.
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  Our escape pod reached the shore of Icon not too long after our conversation. It struck the beach hard enough to throw us off our seats, but we were so glad to reach dry land that we didn’t even complain about it. I just rose to my feet and said to Christina, “Stay here. I’m going to scout out the area we landed in and make sure we’re alone.”


  “Sure,” said Christina. “That way, if there’s a sniper waiting somewhere in the bushes, he’ll get you first.”


  “You guys have snipers?” I said, glancing at the hatch worriedly.


  “Sometimes,” said Christina. “Depends on what we need, but yes, some of our guards are trained snipers. And they’re very good, believe me, some of the best around.”


  I was starting to rethink the wisdom of volunteering to scout out the surrounding area, but because I had already said I was going to do it and I doubted Christina would be willing to take my place, I walked over to the escape pod hatch and pushed it open. To my surprise, the hatch opened easily and without any effort on my part, allowing me to poke my head out of the pod and look around at our surroundings to make sure we were safe.


  We were on the beach of an island I had not seen before. Heavy fog hung in the air, making it very hard to see much, though I did see a line of coconut trees further up the beach, standing like guards in the fog. The beach itself was small and seemingly secluded, aside from a single seagull I spotted on the beach. But as soon as I looked at it, the seagull took off into the air and disappeared into the fog above, cawing he whole time. The darkness of the night didn’t help, though my night vision goggles made the darkness kind of moot.


  Another thing I noticed was how eerily silent the entire place was. Aside from the lapping waves against the sand, the beach was entirely silent. It was like I had walked into a soundproof room or had ended up on a deserted island, rather than an island base of a powerful and secretive spy organization. I suppose it was good that there weren’t any Icon agents nearby—maybe they hadn’t found us yet—but the silence was so unnerving that I half-wished Icon agents would come crashing out of the trees screaming bloody murder, if only to break up the monotony.


  I pulled my head back into the pod and looked at Christina. “All clear as far as I can tell, but the fog’s so thick I could cut it with a butter knife.”


  “Yeah, the fog around here is always thick,” said Christina. “I’m pretty sure it’s just a natural weather phenomena, but you never know with Icon. Wouldn’t surprise me if Chaser had a weather control machine built to keep people from discovering Iconia accidentally.”


  “Right,” I said. “I’m surprised there aren’t any Icon agents out there already waiting for us, though.”


  “I bet they’re still distracted by the explosion of the Diver,” said Christina. “They might even think we perished in the explosion. If so, then we have the element of surprise on our side.” She smiled. “And often, that’s all you need to kick someone’s ass.”


  I opened my mouth to respond, but then I heard a ringing noise in my pocket and pulled out my phone. Uncle Josh’s number was flashing on the screen, so I put the phone on speaker and said, “Uncle Josh, where are you?”


  “Oh, Jack,” said Uncle Josh. “I’m glad you answered your phone. We were worried that you might not have gotten off of the Diver before it exploded, but you sound just fine.”


  “Yeah, Christina and I managed to get off at the last second,” I said. “How about you guys? Are you all right?”


  “We’re fine,” said Uncle Josh. “Mack, Gina, and I are on Icon, but we’re not sure where, exactly. Seems to be another secluded beach. I’m thinking it’s on the south side of the island, but the fog makes it hard to tell where we are.”


  “Yeah, we’re not sure where we are, either,” I said. “We’re definitely on Icon, but beyond that, we’re not sure where we are.”


  “At least you’re here, so there’s still a chance we could meet up again at some point,” said Uncle Josh. “I don’t know what I would have done if you’d died.”


  “Thanks, uncle,” I said. “By the way, did you get the bomb off the Diver before it exploded as well?”


  “You mean the Gift?” said Uncle Josh. “Of course. Mack grabbed it before we left. No way we were going to abandon ship without bringing the most important item with us.”


  “Good to hear,” I said. “I take it all of you are okay?”


  “We are, we are,” said Uncle Josh. “And so far, we haven’t seen any Icon agents, but we figure their security systems must have detected our pods washing up on shore. Therefore, we’re going to have to move quickly before they converge on our location like a bunch of flies.”


  “Same here,” I said. “Let’s figure out a rendezvous point so we can meet up again later.”


  “Excellent idea,” said Uncle Josh. “How about the Tower of Icon? It’s in the center of the island and is impossible to miss, though the fog does make it hard to see. But as long as you keep heading inland, then you will eventually come across it.”


  “Yeah, I think that with Christina here I should be able to find it no problem,” I said.


  “Christina is still alive?” said Uncle Josh in surprise.


  “Sorry to disappoint you,” said Christina, leaning toward my phone, “but I do have a rather annoying habit of disappointing my enemies. It’s a gift.”


  Uncle Josh sighed over the phone. “Well, I guess that’s good to hear. Perhaps Christina’s knowledge of Iconia will be helpful.”


  “Oh, it most certainly will,” said Christina. “I know the island like the back of my hand. You don’t have to worry about us getting lost.”


  “Uh huh,” said Uncle Josh. “Well, as long as you two meet us at the Tower, everything should be fine. Until then, keep quiet and try not to draw the attention of any Icon agents. See you soon.”


  Uncle Josh ended the call, so I slipped my phone into the pocket of my costume. “It’s good to hear that Uncle Josh, Gina, and Mack are okay. I was worried about them for a while there.”


  “I wasn’t,” said Christina. “I figured the three of them would be okay, given how your uncle has an annoying habit of making it out of these kinds of situations alive. I’ll be surprised if they manage to make it to the Tower without being caught, though.”


  “What about us?” I said. “Do you think we’ll have any better luck?”


  Christina shot me an arrogant smile. “Of course. Like I said, I know Iconia like the back of my hand. We’ll be able to sneak around so quietly that even Chaser won’t know where we are until we kick down his front door. Even then, he might not know.”


  I nodded and said, “All right, then. Lead the way and I will follow.”


  -


  We left the escape pod shortly after that, making our way up the beach toward the tree line at the top. According to Christina, we were somewhere on the southern tip of Iconia, which was the wildest and least developed part of the island. She said that we were unlikely to run into any guard patrols here, because the thick underbrush and huge trees made it difficult to patrol regularly. She did say, however, that Iconia’s security systems had likely already detected the arrival of our pod and that Chaser would probably send out agents to eliminate us. That was why it was important we left right away and also important why we had to wipe away our footprints in the sand so they would not be able to follow us into the forest.


  “Your cape might get caught on the trees and underbrush, by the way,” Christina told me before we entered the forest. “It’s pretty thick in there due to the lack of maintenance. So if your cape gets torn, don’t come crying to me about it.”


  As it turned out, Christina was right. Almost as soon as we entered the forest, my cape got caught on a small branch sticking out of one of the trees. This happened several more times before I finally had to hold my cape close to my body in order to make sure it would not catch on any jutting tree branches or bushes. Even then, it would still sometimes get caught anyway, which slowed down our progress, although not by a lot. Still, it was making me rethink the practicality of wearing capes and wondering if there was some way I could remove the cape from my costume at some point.


  In any case, the forest was every bit as silent as the beach. I didn’t even hear any insects buzzing about it. It was unnerving.


  “Hey, Christina,” I said.


  Christina, who was ahead of me, suddenly whirled around and hissed, “Shhh! Do you want to be heard?”


  I lowered my tone to barely above a whisper. “Sorry. I thought you said this was the wildest part of the island.”


  “It is,” said Christina, “but that doesn’t mean it’s entirely pretty trees and cuddly woodland beasts. There are likely sound-detecting security systems that could alert any guards to our location. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to get captured by my former coworkers and get executed for treason.”


  “Uh, right,” I said. “I was just wondering why everything around here is so … silent. I don’t even hear any animals.”


  “Oh,” said Christina. “That. Well, it’s because when Iconia was founded and turned into the headquarters of Icon, pretty much all of the native wildlife was eliminated. They didn’t leave much alive, and what survived the purge is mostly small, quiet things like beetles and the like.”


  “Was it really necessary to eliminate all of the native wildlife?” I said, putting a hand on my stomach.


  Christina shrugged. “How am I supposed to know? I wasn’t there when it happened. All I know is that Chaser is obviously not an environmentalist, so I doubt it bothered him.”


  Christina turned around. “Now, let’s keep going. The longer we stay in one place, the more likely it becomes that my former colleagues find us.”


  Christina resumed moving forward. I followed, though I still couldn’t get my mind off how quiet everything was. It reminded me of Target Practice 2, although the silence there was different. This felt like a deathly silence, which fit in with what Christina said about Icon eliminating the island’s native wildlife. I wasn’t much of an environmentalist myself, but even I didn’t like the idea of needlessly slaughtering wild animals for no reason.


  My thoughts were interrupted when my ankle hit against some kind of wire at my feet. I froze and looked down to see that I had indeed walked into a very thin, barely visible wire, which held against the effort I was putting against it.


  Christina turned around again and said, “What did you—”


  Her eyes immediately landed on the wire and she went deathly pale. “Don’t move.”


  “What?” I said. I wanted to pull my foot back, but now that Christina told me not to, I didn’t. “Why?”


  Christina opened her mouth to explain, but then I heard rustling in the bushes around us. The sudden sounds startled me and made me jump back, causing the wire to snap back to its original position.


  Then loud alarms began blaring in our ears from every direction.
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  “Crud!” Christina screamed. She looked at me in fear. “You idiot! I told you not to move!”


  “What?” I said, raising my voice to be heard over the blaring alarms. “I got startled. And anyway, you said this was the least protected part of the island!”


  “Least protected doesn’t mean it’s not protected at all,” Christina snapped. “But come on. These alarms are loud for a reason, and if we don’t get out of here fast—”


  The rustling of the trees above was the only warning sign we got before something huge and burly fell down on top of Christina. Christina screamed as the creature fell on her, knocking her to the ground and grabbing at her hair.


  “Christina!” I said. “Get off her!”


  I grabbed the creature’s big, hairy back and pulled it off her. I threw the creature somewhere into the woods around us, where I heard it hit the ground and cry out in pain before it scrambled away, howling in anger as it retreated. I considered following it for a second, but then turned my attention to Christina, who was supporting herself on her hands and panting hard.


  “Christina, are you okay?” I said. I held out a hand toward her. “Can you get up on your own?”


  Christina took my hand and I got her to her feet. Her clothes were covered with dirt and her hair was dirty and wild now, making her look like a crazy woman who lived in the wild by herself.


  “I’m fine,” said Christina. “A little beat up, but you got the dumb brute off me before it could really hurt me.”


  “What was that thing, anyway?” I said, looking over my shoulder in the direction I’d tossed it in. “It looked kind of like a gorilla, but—”


  I was interrupted by loud howls, which were so loud that they seemed to drown out even the alarms. Christina’s face went paler than ever and said, “Oh, shit.”


  “’Oh, shit’?” I repeated. “Don’t tell me you know what those things are.”


  “I do,” said Christina. She grabbed my arm. “And we’ve got to run unless you want your limbs torn off.”


  Christina darted off through the forest and I followed as fast as I could. All around us, I heard rustling in the trees and bushes, punctuated occasionally by some of the most terrifying howls I’d ever heard. It reminded me of coyotes, but at the same time there was something distinctly … human about the howls. Whatever was making the noises, I didn’t want to see them.


  “What are those things?” I yelled to Christina. “What are we running from?”


  “Blind Apes,” Christina responded, glancing over her shoulder to look at me.


  “Blind Apes?” I repeated. “What are those?”


  This time, Christina didn’t bother to look over her shoulder. “Genetically-modified gorillas created by Icon to patrol their forests. They are completely blind.”


  “If they’re blind, how do they—”


  “Hearing and smell,” said Christina. “They rely mostly on their excellent hearing and sense of smell to find their targets. They’re ridiculously strong, too, strong enough to break a man in half. Oh, and they also have a hard time telling the difference between actual intruders and Icon agents. I know more than a few of my former fellow agents who got torn apart by these beasts because they got mistaken for intruders.”


  “Whoa,” I said, glancing around at the treetops as we ran. “I hope Uncle and the others are okay.”


  “Blind Apes aren’t everywhere on Icon,” said Christina. “They’re mostly just here in this forest. Now enough talking. Just run.”


  I nodded, but then all of a sudden my cape caught on a branch and I tripped and nearly fell on my bottom. I looked back and saw my cape stuck on a branch that was sticking out of a nearby tree.


  “My cape!” I said. I looked back at Christina. “Christina, I’m—”


  But Christina was nowhere to be seen. I looked around desperately for her, but she seemed to have vanished entirely. She must have been so intent on getting away that she didn’t even notice I was caught. Or maybe she was intentionally leaving me behind to be eaten by the Blind Apes so she could escape herself.


  Regardless, I ripped my cape off of the branch, but before I could get very far, something huge dropped out of a nearby tree. It nearly landed on top of me, but I jumped forward at the last minute and then turned around to see the massive beast that was rising to its feet before me.


  The beast looked like a gorilla, except it was even bigger than the gorillas they had at the Rumsfeld City Zoo. Its fur was pitch-black, with a few patches of gray here and there to indicate that it was an older gorilla. Its forearms were as thick as tree trunks, while its body was built like a truck. Its eyes were a milky white, but despite that, it was looking directly at me as if its eyes were still working perfectly. It also smelled horrible, like mud and droppings.


  I took a step back, raising my fists defensively. “If you want to fight, then let’s fight.”


  I flew toward the Blind Ape as fast as a bullet and punched it in the face. The blow sent the Blind Ape staggering backwards, but it recovered quickly and threw both of its fists at me faster than I could react.


  The Blind Ape’s fists struck me, sending me flying from the impact. I crashed into the ground and went rolling backwards several feet before I slammed into the trunk of another tree, where I lay dazed from the blow. Dang that Blind Ape hit hard. It was like getting hit by a truck. Had I not been wearing my costume, that blow would likely have shattered every bone in my body. As it was, it just hurt me a whole lot.


  Groaning in pain, I rose to my feet, dusting off my costume. But the Blind Ape just rushed toward me and threw another punch at me. This time, I flew into the air, narrowly dodging the Blind Ape’s fists, which crashed into the tree so hard that I heard an audible crack even above the blaring alarms. The tree then tottered backward and crashed into the ground with a loud boom.


  I landed behind the Blind Ape, which whirled around to face me, but I kicked its legs out from underneath it and the Blind Ape collapsed onto the ground. But then the Blind Ape jumped back to its feet and lashed out with another punch, which I dodged by flying above it. As I flew above the Blind Ape, however, it reached up and grabbed my cape, yanking me back down to earth and slamming me as hard as it could against the ground before throwing me away.


  I crashed into the ground again, where I lay, stunned from the impact. Okay, I was really going to have to rethink the wisdom of wearing a cape now.


  Shaking my head, I rose to my feet again just in time to see the Blind Ape charging toward me again. This time, I flew into the air, but I went higher than before, piercing the treetops and emerging into the air outside of the forest. It was fresh and nice out here, but I didn’t stay up long. I just flew up for a few more seconds before turning around and flying back down into the forest.


  The Blind Ape had come to a stop and was looking around for me, but when I broke through the treetops, it looked up just in time to see me coming. But I was too fast for it to dodge. With a roar, I slammed both of my fists into the Blind Ape’s face as hard as I possibly I could.


  I heard something crack when my fists crashed into the Blind Ape’s face and then the Blind Ape collapsed underneath me like a pile of garbage. It did not rise again.


  Panting and sweating from all of the effort I put into that one blow, I landed on the ground next to the Blind Ape and nudged it with the tip of my shoe. The creature didn’t even stir, which confirmed that it was definitely dead.


  I heard a slow clap nearby and looked over my shoulder to see Christina leaning against a nearby tree. She was clapping at me, an amused grin on her face.


  “Excellent job, kid,” said Christina. “I’ve never seen anyone kill a Blind Ape before. Didn’t even think you could kill one, to be honest. Good job.”


  “And where were you the entire time?” I said. I wiped sweat off my forehead. “I thought you had just abandoned me.”


  Christina frowned. “You seriously thought that I’d risk my life to take out one of those monsters? You obviously don’t know me well enough. Honestly, I didn’t even think it was possible to kill a Blind Ape. Thanks for proving me wrong, though.”


  “It wasn’t easy,” I said. “But—”


  I was interrupted by more rustling in the trees above us, followed by a distant howl that sounded much closer than I was comfortable with.


  “Uh oh,” said Christina. “Sounds like that Ape’s friends are coming. Let’s get the hell out of here before they show up to avenge their friend.”


  Christina turned and ran through the forest. And I ran after her, doing my best not to look over my shoulder in case we were being chased.
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  Christina and I ran for what seemed like hours, though it was probably more like a few minutes. The alarms in the forest kept blaring in our ears and I kept hearing the sounds of howling Blind Apes, but it was hard to tell how close they were. If the Blind Apes were following us, I doubt they were having any trouble, because it wasn’t exactly like we were trying to be silent or anything like that.


  Suddenly, Christina turned off to the right, saying, “Over here!” and seemingly disappeared into some bushes. I had no idea where she could have gone, but I turned at the same point she did and tore through the bushes, only to find myself standing in front of a tree with a thick layer of moss at the base. Christina herself was nowhere to be found.


  “Christina?” I said, whipping my head back and forth as I tried to look for her. “Where did you go? Christina?”


  All of a sudden, I heard Christina’s voice through the moss say, “I’m in here, idiot! Come in before the Blind Apes find us.”


  The moss opened like a door, revealing a very stressed out-looking Christina on the other side. I ran into the hollowed out tree and Christina slammed the door shut behind us. Then she turned to me and held a finger up to her lips to indicate that silence was needed. She didn’t need to tell me twice. Knowing what I did about the Blind Apes’ hearing, I was more than happy to keep my mouth shut, even though I had a lot of questions about our current hiding spot.


  It appeared we were in some kind of hollowed out tree. It was roughly about the size of my room back home, maybe slightly smaller, though there was still plenty of room for Christina and me to fit in without it feeling claustrophobic. It smelled of damp earth and wet leaves and I thought there was a cricket in here or something, because something was making buzzing noises and it definitely wasn’t me or Christina.


  Another thing I noticed was how clean the hollow was. Based on the smoothness of the walls and ceiling, it seemed like this hollow must have been carved out by someone a long time ago. Meaning that this wasn’t a natural phenomenon, though I couldn’t ask Christina about who might have gone to all the trouble of carving out this hollow just yet.


  We sat in the darkness for several agonizingly long minutes, listening closely to the alarms and howls of the Blind Apes. It seemed like the noises were never going to end, but eventually, the alarms shut off and, a couple of seconds later, the howls of the Blind Apes slowly faded off into the distance until soon, the forest was silent once again.


  Christina, however, was still and silent for another couple of seconds, before she let out a sigh of relief and said, “Whew. That was close.”


  “Why did the alarms turn off?” I said in a low whisper, even though we were alone. “The Blind Apes didn’t kill us.”


  “They’re motion sensitive,” said Christina, glancing at me. “The alarms only go off if you walk into one of the tripwires around here, but will stay on as long as they detect an intruder. If you hide, however, then the alarms cannot sense you and will turn themselves off eventually.”


  “Seems like a pretty bad design flaw, if you ask me,” I said, gesturing at the place in which we hid, “given how easy it is to exploit it.”


  “Only if you know how they work, like I do,” said Christina. “If you’re just some unsuspecting schmo who has no idea what kind of defenses Iconia has, then you’ll probably just get scared by the alarms and run straight into the open arms of a Blind Ape.”


  “What about the Blind Apes, though?” I said. “I killed one of their own. I’d think they wouldn’t stop until they tracked me down and avenged their fallen brother.”


  “The Blind Apes aren’t very social creatures,” said Christina. “They rarely avenge their fallen brothers and sisters. The only reason they even work together is because the alarm sounds drive them mad and force them to search for the intruder who set them off. Like I said, the Blind Apes have very sensitive hearing, which is why they go insane whenever the alarm goes off. It’s also why the forest is usually silent. They prefer the silence because it doesn’t hurt their ears.”


  “Oh,” I said. “Meaning once the alarms shut off, then the Blind Apes decide that everything is okay and move on?”


  “Pretty much,” said Christina. “The Blind Apes are just animals, remember. They’re not as smart as humans, though they’re a lot smarter than most people give them credit for.”


  “I see,” I said. I shook my head. “Using pain to control animals … somehow, that doesn’t surprise me coming from Icon.”


  “Chaser doesn’t see them as living beings,” said Christina. “He probably just sees them as useful, if brutal, security guards. Chaser has a tendency to see other living things as tools for him to use to achieve his agenda.”


  “So he doesn’t even realize that other beings feel pain?” I said in surprise.


  “Oh, no, he realizes that,” said Christina with a chuckle. “He just doesn’t care. Like the good sociopath he is, he’ll keep pushing your buttons until he gets exactly what he wants.”


  I smirked. “Just like you, right?”


  Christina punched me in the arm. “Watch it, kid. I could walk out right now and have all of the Blind Apes attack us and I wouldn’t regret it.”


  “Okay, okay, fine,” I said. I glanced around the hollow again, frowning. “But what is this place and how did you know it was here?”


  Christina leaned against the wall and put her arms around her legs. “This forest actually has a lot of these hiding places scattered about. They’re supposed to be safe spaces that Icon agents who accidentally trigger the alarms can hide inside in order to avoid the Blind Apes, if necessary. There are about a dozen in all and I have every location memorized.”


  “Wow,” I said. “Somehow you knew where we were even in the middle of the night like this?”


  “There are certain signs in the area around these safe spaces which a trained eye can pick up even in the dark,” said Christina. “Oh, and I suppose I got a little lucky, too, because I could have easily led us into a dead end if my hunch was incorrect.”


  “Well, good thing you had enough luck for both of us,” I said. I listened closely, but the forest outside was as silent as always. “Sounds like the Apes are gone. Time to go?”


  Christina shook her head rapidly. “Not yet. The alarms can be reactivated again very easily if they sense intruders. We should wait a couple more minutes for the alarms to shut off completely.”


  “Doesn’t that make us sitting ducks, though?” I said. “What if Chaser sends his agents into the forest after us? Surely he has to know that we weren’t torn to shreds by the Blind Apes.”


  “And risk setting the Blind Apes on his own men?” said Christina. “Chaser doesn’t care one whit about any living being other than himself, but even he knows it would be stupid to send his own men into a dark forest full of easily triggered beasts in the middle of the night like this. We’re safe here for now, though we’ll have to move on eventually.”


  “I see,” I said. “Then I guess that means we can take this time to rest and recover.”


  “Yeah, but don’t get too cozy,” said Christina. “Just because Chaser might not send any agents into the forest after us does not mean that we’re home free just yet. He probably has agents stationed around the forest’s perimeter in order to catch us as we leave. It’s what I would do in his situation, anyway.”


  “Right,” I said. “I hope that Uncle Josh and the others are okay. If they also ran into the Blind Apes—”


  “Doubt it,” said Christina. “The Blind Apes are only in this particular forest. Of course, that doesn’t mean your friends are okay, given how there are plenty of other security systems around the island that are even worse than the Apes.”


  I gulped. “Like what?”


  “Can’t say, because it all depends on where their pod washed up,” said Christina. “In any case, we need to worry about ourselves right now, rather than them. They can take care of themselves. We cannot.”


  I nodded in agreement, but that didn’t stop me from worrying about them anyway. Uncle Josh was family, after all, and I couldn’t stand the thought of him dying or being captured. I’d already lost my brother. I didn’t want to lose another family member.


  Of course, if everything went well, then maybe I would save another member of my family tonight. I hadn’t forgotten about Grandfather, who was still being held prisoner somewhere in the dungeons of Iconia. A part of me wanted to rush out and storm the Tower of Icon now, but I knew that that would just result in me being captured or, more likely, killed. Right now, Christina and I needed to be as stealthy as possible, though I had a strong feeling that we would have to come out of the shadows eventually.


  All of a sudden, the Trickshot Watch started beeping. Christina and I looked down at the Watch, whose surface was now glowing for some reason.


  “What’s going on?” Christina hissed. “Silence it. Last thing we need is for any nearby Apes to hear that beeping noise.”


  “I don’t know what it’s doing,” I said, tapping its surface repeatedly. “It’s never done this before. I don’t know what it could possibly be—”


  I was interrupted by a voice that suddenly spoke from the Watch, though due to the static, it was hard to understand. “… Jack … it’s …”


  It was hard to understand what the voice was saying, but it sounded like an old man, though I didn’t quite recognize it.


  “Who’s there?” I said. “Hello? Are you still there? Tell me your name and how you know who I am.”


  “… Jack …” the voice said through frequent static. “It’s … me …”


  The voice sounded very familiar, stirring memories I had not thought of in a long time in the back of my head, but I didn’t want to believe the conclusion my mind was coming to, even though it was logical. “Still can barely hear you. Who are you?”


  “It’s … me …” said the voice again. “Your … grandfather … Gregory McDonald …”


  “Grandfather?” I said in shock, exchanging a surprised look with Christina. “Is that really you?”


  “Yes … it’s … me …” said Grandfather.


  My face cracked into the biggest smile I’d worn in a long time. “I can’t believe it! How are you contacting me through the Watch? Are you okay? Where are you?”


  “Doesn’t … matter …” said Grandfather. “You … must … go … back …”


  “Back?” I repeated. “What are you talking about? I’m coming to rescue you.”


  “You … fool …” said Grandfather. “Go back … go … back …”


  “Why?” I said. “Why should I go back? What is the problem?”


  The words that Grandfather said next were difficult to understand through the thick static, but I managed to understand them nonetheless:


  “You … are walking … into a trap …”
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  As soon as Grandfather said those words, the Watch immediately went silent. I tapped the face of the Watch again, but nothing happened. The Watch seemed to have turned off.


  Still, I said, “Grandfather, are you still there? Can you hear me? Hello? Grandfather?”


  “Sounds like the Watch shut down,” said Christina. She had leaned forward when Grandfather spoke through the Watch, but sat back against the wall of the hollow with a slightly puzzled look on her face. “Though I wonder how he managed to speak through it.”


  Lowering the Watch, I said, “Me, too. I didn’t even know that you could communicate through the Watch.”


  “That’s not what I mean,” said Christina. “Gregory is supposed to be a prisoner. I know for a fact that prisoners are not allowed any sort of contact with the outside world whatsoever. Yet somehow your grandfather managed to get a hold of some kind of device that he used to contact you. Doesn’t make a whole lot of sense, now does it?”


  “You’re right,” I said, nodding. “It doesn’t. That’s what puzzles me the most about it. Still, Grandfather somehow managed to get the Trickshot Watch delivered to me despite being held prisoner here on Iconia, so maybe it’s not as puzzling as it seems.”


  “Whatever,” said Christina with a shrug. “It’s still very strange. The connection must not have been very good, even though Gregory is here on Iconia. Then again, Iconia does have jamming signals meant to interfere with transmissions that aren’t from their agents. Perhaps that’s why the connection wasn’t so good.”


  “I don’t care about the strength of the connection,” I said. “What matters to me is Grandfather’s warning. You heard what he said. He said I was walking into a trap.”


  Christina rolled her eyes. “Like we couldn’t figure that one out ourselves. Chaser has all sorts of traps set up on Iconia for the express purpose of capturing intruders like you and, now, me. Seems to me Greg could have given us a bit more useful information than the obvious.”


  “I’m not sure that’s what Grandfather was referring to,” I said. “I think he was talking about a trap specifically set for me. I mean, that has to be what he was warning me about. Otherwise, why go through all of the trouble of warning me about stuff that I already knew existed?”


  “Hmm, I guess,” said Christina. “But I kind of doubt Chaser would go through all of the trouble of setting a trap specifically for you. The whole world doesn’t revolve around you, you know.”


  “Unless Chaser considered me a big enough threat, that is,” I said. “And given how Icon has tried to kill me several times already, including framing me for Baron Glory’s murder, I’m thinking it’s not as far-fetched as you think it is.”


  Christina snorted. “What kind of trap would he set for you, anyway? That would require him to expect you to reach Iconia, even though he tried to blow us up in the submarine.”


  “Well, there’s one way he could have ensured I would make it to Iconia in one piece,” I said slowly.


  “Oh? And what would that be?” said Christina.


  “Oh, I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “Maybe he could send one of his agents to approach me and pretend to quit the organization. Then this agent—who is notoriously selfish and a bit of a narcissist—might offer to help me get to Iconia because she wants to kill Chaser, too. I mean, it’s a possibility, you understand.”


  Christina went very still, like a snake about to strike. “Huh. Interesting theory you’ve got there. It would probably be rude of me to think you’re implying that I’m leading you to your doom. I mean, you wouldn’t be so stupid as to say such a thing out loud where I can hear it, right?”


  I locked eyes with Christina. “And maybe I would. And maybe it wouldn’t be stupid so much as a warning not to try anything if you don’t want me to break your legs.”


  Christina, to her credit, didn’t break eye contact with me. “You really think I’m lying about betraying Icon, then?”


  “I’m not sure what to believe,” I said. “But I don’t rule it out as a possibility. You’re a known liar and deceiver. And it’s what I would do if I were in your position.”


  I expected Christina to make some snarky comment about how dumb I was to say something like that. I also half-expected her to just drop the act and attack me outright without giving me a chance to respond.


  But then Christina shrugged and said, “You’re wrong, but you’re also a lot smarter than I thought. I understand if you’re skeptical about my change of heart. To be frank, I’m a little skeptical myself.”


  “Huh?” I said. “How can you be skeptical of yourself?”


  Christina suddenly laughed. It was a harsh, sudden sound, so loud that I worried the Blind Apes might hear it and converge on our hiding place immediately.


  But Christina’s laugh was short-lived. She looked at me, still chuckling slightly, and said, “I keep forgetting you’re still basically just a kid. Once you get a few more years on your shoulders and have some more experience in the world, you’ll understand what I mean. Or maybe you can just ask your parents.”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe I understand more than you think.”


  “Clearly, you do,” said Christina. “But you also understand a whole lot less than you think. Teens always think they know best when they’re that age. I know I did, until reality kicked me in the teeth and shoved me into a locker.”


  “But I thought you didn’t remember anything from your life prior to Icon,” I said.


  “I don’t have any specific memories,” said Christina, tapping the side of her head. “But I have some general memories—more like feelings—from my childhood. I can recall, for example, how awkward I was as a teenager, though I don’t remember where I went to high school or if I even did at all.”


  “What a weird case of amnesia you’ve got,” I said. “How can you remember feelings but not memories?”


  “Sometimes, kid, feelings we felt a decade ago leave a deeper impression on us than whatever we did ten years ago,” said Christina. “Again, you’re just a kid, so you won’t understand until you get older and have more life experience.”


  I always hated it whenever adults said something like that to me, though this time I sensed that Christina had a point about this. Everything she said didn’t make a whole lot of sense to me except an abstract way, but abstract thinking was never my strong suit (Kyle was way better at it than me), so even then, I didn’t really understand it.


  “All right,” I said. “Still, I’m not entirely sure if I should trust you or not.”


  “And I don’t blame you,” said Christina. “If our roles were reversed, I’d feel the same way about you. Smart people don’t trust traitors right off the bat. Usually, they keep a close eye on them and don’t trust them until they earn it.”


  “And how do you intend to earn my trust?” I said.


  Christina smiled, though it was an amused smile now. “When did I say I ever wanted it? All I want is to destroy Icon. I don’t need your ‘trust’ to do that. If anything, your trust could get in the way, because then I might feel obligated to help you for some stupid reason.”


  “Well, if you don’t want my trust, then I’m not sure we can be allies,” I said slowly. “Maybe we should just go our separate ways. I could probably destroy Icon all on my own.”


  “Eh, maybe,” said Christina. “But I think you know better than that. If you want to go up against the Blind Apes again, then be my guess.”


  I hesitated, but realized Christina had a point. The two of us might never become friends, but our current circumstances meant that we couldn’t be enemies, either. Until we destroyed Iconia, the two of us would have to continue working together. I still wasn’t a very big fan of that idea, but the practical voice in my head that always sounded like Dad told me that I didn’t have much of a choice in the matter and that it was in my best interests to work with Christina until we accomplished our goal.


  “All right,” I said. “It’s probably smarter if we stick together for now, anyway. Safety in numbers and all that.”


  Christina’s smile grew more amused. “See, you really are a smart little brat. I can’t wait to see how smart you get once your brain stops growing. That won’t be for another seven years, though, so for now I’m going to have to hold your impulsive hormone-driven ways in check and make sure you don’t get us killed by playing the hero.”


  “I’m not playing at anything,” I said. I put a hand on my chest. “I’m a real hero, just like my grandfather. I know you’re really cynical and probably don’t actually believe in heroes, but I do and I strive to be one every day.”


  “You’re right about one thing,” said Christina. “I don’t believe in heroes. And you shouldn’t, either, not if you don’t want to be disappointed. But that’s another lesson the world will beat into you at some point. Who knows, maybe it will beat that lesson into you tonight.”


  I found Christina’s smugness incredibly irritating, to the point where I wished I could just punch her in the mouth and shut her up for good. But I kept calm and said, “It’s not a ‘lesson’ I need to learn, Christina. I think you, maybe, need to learn that real heroes exist, even if you don’t think they do.”


  “I’ll believe it when I see it,” said Christina. “And so far, I haven’t seen any, including you.”


  “Then maybe tonight, you’ll see a real hero at work,” I said. “Trust me, you will.”


  Christina actually raised an interested eyebrow when I said that. “Sounds interesting, but I would recommend not making promises you can’t keep. That’s a good way to destroy your credibility, though to be fair, you don’t have much credibility with me to start with.”


  “I’ll earn it tonight, then,” I said. “You’ll see, one way or another.”


  “Right,” said Christina. She peeked out the entrance and pulled her head back in. “Everything sounds quiet, so the alarms have probably shut off. That means it’s go time. You ready?”


  I nodded. “Of course. Lead the way.”




  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


   


  The rest of the journey through the forest was a lot quieter than the first part. That was mostly because of me, because having seen what happens when you make too much noise in here, I decided I would be extra quiet tonight. Christina, of course, moved as silently as ever, but I was learning quickly and matching her movements step for step. She seemed somewhat amused by my copying of her movements, but she didn’t say anything.


  Once or twice, we found more tripwires like the one I set off earlier, but we were always careful to step over them. In my case, I thought about flying the rest of the way, but Christina informed me that the treetops also had tripwires for any intruders who might try to hide in them and that it was easier and quicker to walk than fly through the forest.


  Another time, we nearly woke up a sleeping Blind Ape, which was resting on the ground near a tree. It had looked like a giant mound of dirt at first, at least until it stirred and rolled over on its side, nearly hitting Christina with one of its hands in the process. But we managed to get around the sleeping beast without waking it, though we moved even slower than ever after that to avoid walking into other sleeping Blind Apes we might run across.


  Fortunately, we did not run into any more Blind Apes or any other security system Icon had set up here. We reached the tree line in a fairly timely manner, but instead of walking out of that cursed forest forever, Christina got on her hands and knees and gestured for me to do the same. We hid behind a thick bush in between two large trees and Christina pulled aside a portion of the bush for us to see what lay beyond.


  We had made it to the center of the island, which was a large compound that covered a surprisingly large area. Street lamps lit up all of the streets and alleyways between the buildings, while armed guards patrolled the streets with grim expressions on their faces. The sheer amount of buildings was startling, though they were all gray boxes of varying shapes and sizes. I noticed that several of the buildings were marked: Lab #1, Lab #2, etc. I even saw a cat dashing between two buildings as if it did not want to be seen.


  But what caught my attention more than anything was the huge Tower that rose out of the very center of the compound. The Tower of Icon was even bigger and more majestic in real life than it was in the pictures I’d seen. It rose high into the air like a sword held by a knight, towering over every other building in the immediate area and even over the trees of the forest. It wasn’t quite a skyscraper in size, but it was about as close as you could reasonably get to one and would definitely stand out among the many buildings of Rumsfeld back home. Lights lit up its exterior, but unless my eyes were tricking me, it seemed like the lights were designed in such a way as to deliberately make it look forbidding and even evil.


  “There it is,” said Christina. “The Tower of Icon itself. Chaser’s pride and joy. And our target.”


  “It’s massive,” I said. “What does Chaser need all of that space for?”


  “Oh, Chaser doesn’t use all of it for himself,” said Christina. “Several of the high-ranking Icon executives have rooms there, plus there are training arenas, armories, and labs for experiments to be performed in. It’s also where most of Icon’s newest tech is tested. Oh, and the roof has a helicopter pad.”


  Christina nodded at the very top of the Tower. I looked up and saw a helicopter making its way across the skies toward the Tower.


  “Whose helicopter is that?” I said, looking at Christina.


  Christina frowned. “Not sure. Could be Chaser’s, but he never uses it and anyway that helicopter is too dark to be his. It’s probably one of his agents coming back from a mission. Sometimes agents use the helicopter to get around. I should know, because I’ve flown it before myself.”


  “You mean you’re a helicopter pilot?” I said.


  “Yeah,” said Christina, nodding. She tapped the side of her head. “Another thing I learned when I joined Icon was that I am a very skilled helicopter pilot, which means that at one point in my old life I learned how to fly helicopters. Yet another mystery about yours truly, though I’m not complaining, of course.”


  I nodded and then looked at all of the smaller buildings scattered about the compound. “And what are the rest of these buildings for?”


  “Various purposes,” said Christina. “Some are warehouses where we keep equipment and objects retrieved from missions. Others are labs where all kinds of crazy scientific testing is done. And some are apartments for agents who aren’t high-ranking enough to earn a room in the Tower. I had one of those apartments when I was an agent and they suck. Too small, walls too thin, and of course all of the other male Icon agents are a bunch of perverts.”


  “Labs, huh?” I said. “Like where Power was made?”


  “Exactly,” said Christina, nodding. “That’s the sort of thing we make here, though to be frank, most of Icon’s experiments go nowhere. Power is our most successful product and is about the only thing keeping the organization afloat financially from what I understand.”


  “Well, it’s a horrible drug,” I said. I looked up at the Tower again. “And if we can destroy Iconia, then we can destroy Power as well and keep it from destroying any more innocent lives.”


  “Yeah,” said Christina. “Only problem is, we don’t have the bomb, so I’m not sure how we’re going to destroy the Tower.”


  “Wonder no more,” said a voice behind us, “for we are here!”


  Christina and I looked over our shoulders to see Uncle Josh, Mack, and Gina walking toward us. All three of them looked like they had been wandering through the wilderness for ages, especially Gina, who was picking twigs and leaves out of her hair with a rather sour expression on her face.


  “Uncle,” I said, turning around to face the three Pinnacle agents in surprise. “What are you doing here? I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.”


  “Hey, I said we were making our way to the center of the island,” said Uncle Josh. He smiled. “What, didn’t think I’d keep my word?”


  “It was pretty hard, though,” said Mack with a shudder. “Dang Apes. And those stupid Pits, too.”


  Christina smirked. “You found the Pits? Seriously?”


  “What are the Pits?” I said.


  “Just one of the many, many traps Icon has set up on this dumb island,” said Gina in a cross voice. “One you would think we’d be smart enough to avoid.”


  “Hey, it was well-hidden,” said Mack. He rubbed the back of his head. “And you know I’m really heavy, so don’t be surprised that I fell into it first.”


  “Enough bickering, you two,” said Uncle Josh before Gina could respond. “What matters is that we evaded Iconia’s security and managed to make it here against all odds. And reunite with Jack and Christina as well.”


  “Right,” said Christina. She chuckled. “Still, I can’t believe you fell for the Pits, possibly the lamest security measure this island has. And I mean literally fell into it. I could go on about—”


  “Don’t,” said Uncle Josh, raising a finger to silence her. He squatted down next to us, as did Mack and Gina. “We’re all here and we’re all safe. What matters next is putting the plan into action.”


  “You mean blowing up Iconia,” I said. “Right?”


  “Right,” said Uncle Josh, nodding. He patted his backpack. “I have the Gift right here. It should have enough bang to destroy the entire island, if I can fix it in the right place.”


  “Sounds good to me,” said Christina. “Can I help set it up? I like blowing things up, especially things I betrayed.”


  “Hey, wait a minute,” I said, holding up a hand. “Before we blow anything up, I need to save my Grandfather.”


  “Oh, yeah, I almost forgot about him,” said Mack, slapping his forehead. “He’s still here on Iconia, isn’t he?”


  “Yes,” I said. “He’s being held prisoner somewhere in Iconia’s dungeons. He even managed to call me and warn me that there was a trap waiting for me somewhere up ahead.”


  “How did he call you if he’s being held prisoner?” said Uncle Josh in amazement.


  “I don’t know,” I said. I raised the Watch. “I just know he somehow managed to contact me through the Watch. So I know, at the very least, that he’s still alive, even if he’s not currently free.”


  “Interesting,” said Uncle Josh. He frowned. “But this does make things a bit sticky for us. The original plan was to step in, set up the bomb, and then get off Iconia as fast as possible before the bomb blew up. Of course, getting off Iconia in a timely manner was always going to be a dicey proposition, what with the Diver being destroyed, but I figured we could just commandeer an Icon vessel and use that to escape.”


  “But we can’t just leave Grandfather here to die,” I said. “He’s my grandfather. I need to save him. And he’s your family, too, uncle, even if only by marriage.”


  “I know, and I agree, but it makes this tight mission even tighter than it already is,” said Uncle Josh. “Unless you can guarantee that you can find him quickly, we’ll have to time everything just right.”


  “Give me half an hour,” I said. “Half an hour to find and rescue Grandfather. If you can give me that much time, then I’ll get him and bring him with us when we leave Iconia.”


  “Half an hour isn’t much time,” said Mack doubtfully. “Even I would ask for a little bit more time than that.”


  “I can give you half an hour, maybe forty-five minutes at most,” said Uncle Josh. “I worked some extra time into the plan in case something like this happened. Still, it’s going to be extremely tight no matter how you look at it.”


  “I’ll go with him,” said Christina. She patted me on the shoulder. “Otherwise, he might get lost trying to find the dungeons and end up ruining our plan. Not that I expect the plan won’t go to hell either way, but if he has me to guide him, then his chances of success are a lot higher.”


  I rolled my eyes at Christina. “Whatever, Christie.”


  “Don’t call me Christie.”


  “I’ll call you whatever I—”


  “Stop bickering,” Uncle Josh snapped suddenly. He sighed and rubbed his forehead. “This is the crew I was assigned to lead. And you two weren’t even part of the original crew. Ugh.”


  “Sorry,” I said. “No more bickering. Right, Christie?”


  Christina shot me the dirtiest look she could muster, but then Uncle Josh said, “Let’s work out a plan, now that we’re all here together. We don’t have much time before Icon finds us, so let’s figure out what we’re all supposed to do and put the plan into action quickly, because the time to act is now and we must not let this opportunity slip between our fingers.”




  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


   


  About ten minutes later, a plan was fleshed out and agreed upon. Mack and Gina would take the Gift to the Tower of Icon’s power supply, where it would cause the maximum amount of damage, while Uncle Josh, Christina, and I would head for the dungeons to rescue Grandfather. It surprised me that Uncle Josh was coming along on this mission, but he said that Mack and Gina needed as many distractions as they could get in order to place the bomb and he figured the three of us would make excellent distractions for Icon. I didn’t like thinking of myself as a ‘distraction,’ but I didn’t complain about Uncle Josh coming along, because the way I saw it, the more people we had, the better.


  After Mack and Gina set the bomb, they would set the timer for thirty minutes and meet up with us at the top of the Tower of Icon. Uncle Josh said that he wanted to hijack one of the Tower’s helicopters, which we would then use to escape the island and return to the mainland USA. Thirty minutes hardly seemed like enough time for us to travel from the dungeons of the Tower to the top, but Mack and Gina couldn’t guarantee us any more time than that, so I didn’t complain. I just hoped we would be fast enough to meet the deadline before it happened.


  Christina’s nearly encyclopedic knowledge of the compound’s security cameras and guard patrol cycles (seriously, it was really creepy how much she knew, even though she claimed that she didn’t play much of a role in the island’s security systems before she quit the organization) came in handy for the three of us. She helped us find a small gap in the compound’s defenses, a portion of the compound where no security cameras were focused and where none of the guards patrolled regularly, save for the afternoon guy who only came by once. She told us that we were unlikely to be seen if we took that route, so we took her advice and made our way around the edge of the compound until we found it.


  Then, one by one, we crossed the gap between the forest and the compound, taking shelter in the shadows of a warehouse that towered above us. Once all three of us crossed over, I said, “Okay, Christina, where should we go next?”


  “Easy,” said Christina. She pointed down the streets between the buildings. “We keep going until we reach the Tower.”


  “We’re going through the front door?” said Uncle Josh with a frown. “Come on. You have to realize that Icon has probably buffed up their security since we got here. Even with Trickshot’s super strength, I don’t think we’d be able to just force our way in.”


  Christina tilted her head to the side. “Good point. But the front door isn’t the only way into the Tower. Hell, even the back door isn’t the primary way to get in. There are other ways inside if you know this place as well as I do.”


  Christina nodded at a building on the other side of the street, which had the label Lab #5 on it in bright red paint. “Lab Five should do the trick.”


  “How?” I said. “It’s a completely separate building from the main Tower. I’m not sure how entering Lab Five will take us anywhere.”


  “I guess I forgot to mention how the compound works,” said Christina. She gestured at the street under our feet. “You see, nearly every building on Iconia is connected to the Tower through a series of underground tunnels. It’s really a maze of sorts, connecting the Tower to every lab, warehouse, and living quarters in the vicinity. It even extends out to the docks in some cases, which is helpful for transporting goods that you want to safely take to the Tower.”


  “Why are they connected like that?” I asked in bewilderment. “It must have been expensive even for Icon to build and maintain.”


  “There are … things that Chaser doesn’t want even his agents knowing,” said Christina. “I told you that the various laboratories here on Iconia do all kinds of freaky experiments, but I never told you what these experiments are. That’s because I don’t know, because a good chunk of them are delivered to the Tower via the underground tunnels connecting them to it. Oh, and sometimes the Tower sends things like prisoners through the tunnels to the labs for experimentation purposes.”


  My stomach churned at the thought. “You mean there are experiments so awful that even Chaser doesn’t want you guys knowing about them?”


  “Yep,” said Christina. “Now you’re starting to get why I quit.”


  “I see your plan,” said Uncle Josh. “If we break into Lab Five, then we could use its underground tunnel to enter the Tower of Icon from below. In fact, it should take us directly to the dungeons, right?”


  “Spot on,” said Christina. “I’ve only used the tunnels a few times myself, however, so I’m not as familiar with them as I am with other parts of the island. But I understand how they work, and they aren’t all that complicated, anyway. Plenty of signs to help anyone who gets lost down there to point them in the right direction.”


  “I hope you’re right,” I said. “How well guarded are the labs?”


  “Not as well guarded as you’d think,” said Christina. “Usually, there’s just one guard and maybe a security camera to cover the door, but we can just go through the back entrance. Follow me.”


  Like a ninja, Christina moved with silence across the open streets to Lab #5 across from us. Uncle Josh and I followed her as quietly as we could, making our way around to the back of the building which was, as Christina said, unguarded. The back door stood all by itself next to a dumpster, with a single security camera fixed on it.


  “A security camera,” said Uncle Josh as the three of us came to a stop just a few feet away. “Luckily it’s not focused on us, but it is still problematic if we’re going to enter without being—”


  Christina jerked a hand toward the camera and an energy rope launched out of her palm and wrapped firmly around the camera. Then Christina jerked her hand back and the camera tore off its mount and flew toward us. Christina caught the camera with two hands and then looked into it as if to make sure it wasn’t functioning.


  “What was that?” said Uncle Josh in surprise.


  Christina looked at Uncle Josh as if she had forgotten he was standing there. “What? I got rid of the security camera. Now they won’t be able to see us enter.”


  “But we’ve lost the element of surprise now,” said Uncle Josh.


  “Trust me, we didn’t even have it in the first place,” said Christina. “They knew we were here as soon as we washed up on the island in those escape pods. Besides, I’m pretty sure you said we’re supposed to be the distractions for the other two, and this seems like an excellent way to gather a lot of attention we wouldn’t want under other circumstances.”


  Christina tossed the camera aside before we could say anything and walked over to the door. Uncle Josh and I exchanged uncertain looks, but we followed her anyway because it wasn’t like we had much choice. It was hard to argue with her logic, but I still thought it was foolish of her to destroy that camera like that. But it was too late to argue with her about the wisdom of doing that now. I would just have to hope that it would work out better than I thought.


  The back door was locked, but I easily opened it by smashing the door handle off. Ordinarily I would have handled that a bit more stealthily, but given how Christina had already blown our cover wide open by destroying the security camera, I didn’t see the need to be stealthy anymore. I shoved the door open and stepped inside, looking around at our surroundings as I did so.


  We had emerged into the end of a long hallway that stretched on for a surprisingly long distance. Closed office doors stood on either side of the hallway, illuminated by the fluorescent lights on the ceiling above us. It looked like a stereotypical office space. Indeed, I would have thought I had stepped into your average office building if I had not known where we were.


  “Looks like no one is here,” said Christina as she and Uncle Josh entered behind me. “Lucky us.”


  At that moment, however, the sound of heavy boots hitting the floor could be heard and then two armed guards appeared from around the corner up ahead.


  “Intruders!” one of the guards shouted. “Die!”


  Both guards raised their guns and began firing. Uncle Josh and Christina dropped to the floor with their hands on their heads, but I flew into the air, just barely dodging the bullets. I flew toward the two guards, who kept shooting at me, but even in this small space, their aim was off and I dodged their bullets easily. I pulled two disks out of my pouch and hurled them at the floor. The disks began bouncing off the walls almost uncontrollably until they struck the guns out of the hands of the guards, who cried out in pain and dropped their guns.


  I landed in front of the guards and grabbed them both and slammed their heads together before dropping them onto the floor. The guards crumbled into a heap on the floor, while I turned around and gestured for Christina and Uncle Josh to follow me. “Come on, guys. Let’s get going before more of these jokers show up.”


  Uncle Josh and Christina were back on their feet instantly, walking over to me as fast as they could.


  “Okay, where do we go from here?” I said to Christina as she approached me.


  “Down the hall,” Christina replied. “The entrance to the secret underground tunnel is located inside the actual laboratory itself. If we move quickly, then we should be able to get in there before more guards show up.”


  I nodded and led Uncle Josh and Christina down the hallway in the direction from which the guards came. The three of us soon found a set of double doors which were labeled ‘LAB #5.’ I didn’t even hesitate to push open the doors and stride inside without even a hint of fear in my step.


  The lab was huge. It reminded me of the lab in Bug Bite’s Hive back home, except this place was even bigger than that. Strange vats of some kind of purple substance bubbled that smelled like mud below us, dozens and dozens of vats by the look of it, while huge computer monitors were attached to the walls with control stations set up underneath them. The whole room technically didn’t even have a ‘floor,’ per se. Just a long series of catwalks above the bubbly vats that made me feel like we were in danger of falling into them if we weren’t careful, despite the waist-high railings on each side. It didn’t help that the platform appeared to be suspended by thick steel cables at each corner.


  In the center of the room was a large platform with a huge computer on it. The computer monitor was on, displaying a variety of numbers and symbols which made no sense to me but which were probably related to whatever scientific experiments they did in here. Again, I was reminded of Bug Bite’s lab, only there were fewer giant bugs in here than back home.


  “Whoa,” I said, looking around the lab in awe. “What is this place?”


  “Where they study and experiment upon Power,” said Christina. She gestured at the vats below us. “See all of that purple goop? That’s Power, albeit in an unrefined form.”


  I looked over the railing, unable to believe my eyes. “They must have gallons and gallons of the stuff. I didn’t know they were making so much of it.”


  “Neither did I, honestly,” said Uncle Josh. “We knew they had manufacturing facilities and labs where they made this stuff, but this is even more than we thought.”


  “Icon sells this crud all over the world,” said Christina. “Of course we—I mean they—need to make tons of it. The US alone orders more Power than all of Europe put together. Turns out that drugs that give you superpowers are a profitable business. Who knew?”


  My hands curled into fists. “If this is where most of the experimentation and manufacturing of Power is done, then we can destroy this facility and end this here and now. We can make sure Power is never used to hurt anyone ever again.”


  “Not now,” said Christina, shaking her head. “It would take too much time for us to destroy all of these vats. Remember, we’re trying to save your grandpa here, not play DEA.”


  “Christina is right,” said Uncle Josh. “Besides, when the Gift goes off and destroys Iconia, it will also destroy all of their supplies of Power, as well as the equipment they use to manufacture it. We’ll kill two birds with one stone.”


  It was hard for me to ignore the vats of Power below us, but I decided that Uncle Josh was right. “All right. You’ve got a point. Still, I’d love nothing more than to destroy all of this junk and end its reign of terror once and for all.”


  “We’ll end its reign of terror later,” said Christina. “For now, let’s keep going. We don’t have much—”


  “Hold it r-right there!” a shrill, high-pitched voice cried out. “You three intruders will g-go no farther!”


  The three of us looked around in confusion before a man stepped out from behind the main computer in the center of the lab. He was tall and rail-thin, wearing a long white lab coat over his thin frame. He had a really big head and even bigger glasses balanced on the bridge of his nose that made him look almost bug-like. His hair was wild and frizzy and he had one hand behind his back, while in the other he carried a phone that he held before him like a gun.


  “Benny?” said Christina in surprise. “What are you doing here so late at night? I thought you would be in bed by now.”


  “Benny?” I said. “Who’s Benny?”


  “It’s Benjamin,” said the scientist in an incredibly nerdy voice. “Benjamin van Dijk, head scientist of the Power division of Icon’s science department.”


  “You’ll always be Benny to me, though,” said Christina with a smirk.


  Benjamin flushed in embarrassment at Christina’s remark, but then shook his head and said, “I don’t care what you call me. Chaser told me you betrayed the organization and that you might try to come here to destroy the Power vats. That’s why I came here, to make sure that my life’s work wasn’t ruined by a vindictive little witch like you.”


  “So you’re the guy who made Power?” I said.


  Benjamin smiled proudly. “Of course. Actually, my grandfather, Evan Homer, was the original creator of the Superpower drug. I’m just following in his footsteps by improving upon his original formula.”


  “How are you ‘improving’ on his original formula when Power is known to have all kinds of nasty side effects that Superpower doesn’t?” I said.


  “Shut up,” Benjamin snapped. “You’re just a kid. You wouldn’t understand science or how science works. I’m getting closer and closer every day to perfecting Power, but I can’t do that if I let you three destroy everything I’ve been working toward my whole life.”


  Christina sighed. “Listen, Benny, I know you are a Man of Science and all that jazz, but we really don’t have time to play. We’re on a bit of a deadline here and we don’t have time to beat up a nerd like you. Hell, we don’t even have a locker to shove you into.”


  “I’m not here to play,” said Benjamin. “I’m here to kill all of you, especially you, Christina. Chaser doesn’t tolerate traitors and neither do I.”


  I couldn’t help but smirk. “Dude, your threats to ‘kill’ us would be a lot more credible if you weren’t such a dork. Let me guess, you’re going to lecture us to death about the merits of the scientific method and peer review or something like that?”


  Benjamin smiled. “Yeah, I’m not Mr. Universe, but I can become Mr. Universe, and without having to work for it, either.”


  Without warning, Benjamin pulled out a needle full of purple goop—Power—from behind his back and inserted it directly into his arm, pushing down on the needle’s butt in order to inject Power into himself. He groaned in pain, but didn’t stop until every last drop of Power had been shoved out of the needle.


  Then Benjamin ripped the needle out of his arm and threw it aside. His arm was bleeding from where he had injected himself, but when he looked at us, he was grinning like a maniac.


  “Ben, what did you just do?” said Christina. “Did you just inject yourself with that stuff?”


  “Yes,” said Benjamin, nodding. “And it’s not just an ordinary dosage of Power, either. It’s a special mix I brewed just for myself. It will take a moment to kick in, but once it does …”


  Benjamin suddenly went silent. And then he screamed.




  CHAPTER NINETEEN


   


  Benjamin’s scream was the most horrifying sound I’d heard in my life. His already high-pitched voice just grew higher and higher, while at the same time becoming more and more monstrous. He coughed and hacked between screams and fell down onto the floor, clutching his throat and looking like he was dying right on the spot. It was so horrifying that even Christina looked away, but Uncle Josh and I just stared at Benjamin as the dose of Power did whatever it was doing to his body.


  Benjamin’s skin began glowing purple. His skin started to boil and melt off his body. His glasses fell off his face, while his clothing started to fall off his body. He kept screaming the entire time, banging his fists against the floor, sending more of that purple goo flying everywhere.


  Then he raised his head and looked at us and I wished he didn’t. The skin on his face was melting away, partially revealing his skin. It reminded me of what happened to Thomas when he injected himself with Power, how his own skin boiled away, leaving nothing but his skeleton and organs. Only Benjamin seemed to be conscious for every second of his horrific transformation.


  “See this?” said Benjamin, whose voice was horribly distorted due to his melted lips. “This is the power of science, the pinnacle of everything I’ve worked for. This is—”


  Without warning, Benjamin’s entire body collapsed into a disgusting puddle of sticky, purple goo underneath his lab coat, leaving his sentence hanging in the air unfinished.


  Christina finally looked back over at Benjamin, a disgusted look on her face. “Well, that was anticlimactic.”


  I blinked. “Did he just kill himself?”


  “Looks like it,” said Uncle Josh. “That’s one of the problems with Power, you know. Because it’s so unstable, it can kill you just as easily as it can enhance you. Looks like poor old Benjamin ended up losing that particular roll of the dice.”


  I shuddered. “I can’t imagine what it must have felt like. To melt into a puddle of goo … and based on his screams, he felt every minute of it.”


  “He sure did,” said Christina. “Jerk deserved it, too. Never liked him. Always considered himself above the rest of us due to the fact that his grandfather was the guy who made Superpower. He wasn’t a really great scientist himself, honestly.”


  “Tragic as it may be, this does work out well in our favor,” said Uncle Josh. He pointed ahead of us. “The path to the tunnels are now completely open and we didn’t even have to fight him.”


  “Good point,” said Christina. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before guards show up.”


  Christina took a step forward, but as soon as she did, the purple goop that had once been Benjamin shifted. All of a sudden, it began bubbling and expanding like crazy, becoming a bigger and bigger bubble with each passing second. The three of us watched in horror as the purple goop soon became twice as tall as Uncle Josh and three times as wide. It knocked aside Benjamin’s glasses, which fell over the side of the railing into the purple vats below with a splash and a hiss.


  Then arms and legs began to grow out of the blob, while the blob itself took on a more humanoid shape. A monstrous head rose out of the top of the blob, forming a neck with it. The creature’s head resembled some kind of demon, with sharp teeth and horns poking out of either side of his head. In seconds, we found ourselves standing face to face with a tall, muscular humanoid creature with completely purple skin. It towered over us, though its head did not quite touch the ceiling of the lab. Not that it needed to, however.


  “Oh my god,” I said. “What is that thing?”


  The creature smiled. “’Thing’? I’m not a ‘thing.’ I’m a person. Benjamin van Dijk. Remember?”


  “Benny?” said Christina in shock. “That’s you?”


  “Of course it is,” said Benjamin. He raised one clawed hand and flexed his fingers. “I honestly didn’t know what the drug would do to me when I injected it into me, but it appears that it has turned me into some kind of living goo or possibly clay. I will have to analyze my new powers later. For now, I will perform my first scientific experiment on the limits of this form’s powers by murdering all three of you in cold blood.”


  “Murder this!” I shouted.


  I pulled three disks out of my pouch and threw them directly at Benjamin, who didn’t even try to dodge. All three disks hit him in the chest, but instead of knocking him back, they just got stuck in his gooey form and slowly sank into his body, leaving the three of us to stare at him in shock.


  Benjamin’s laugh was bubbly, like bubbles in a swamp. “Did you honestly think that your pathetic little disks would be able to hurt me? My new body allows me to absorb attacks that would have killed me in my old body. I wonder what else I can do? Oh, I know.”


  Benjamin suddenly jerked his arm at us. His arm suddenly extended like a whip and wrapped around Christina, jerking her off her feet and pulling her toward him before either Uncle Josh or I could react. Benjamin held Christina with one hand, looking at her with a mixture of amusement and hunger on his face.


  “Let me go, you creep!” said Christina.


  She raised her hand and a sizzling energy rope appeared out of it. She slammed it through Benjamin’s head, sending chunks of purple goo flying everywhere. It looked like a kill shot to me, what with Benjamin now being headless and everything.


  But Benjamin’s body stood there for a couple more seconds before a head reformed out of the stump of his neck. Soon, Benjamin looked good as new, a huge grin plastered all over his monstrous face.


  “That almost hurt, Christina,” said Benjamin. “But it’s harder to make me feel pain now. My new body can absorb attacks, like I said, and that includes the pain I would normally have experienced from an attack like that. Your attack was annoying, but nothing I can’t handle.”


  Christina looked genuinely taken aback by Benjamin’s little trick. I had to admit that I was shocked by it, too, if only because I’d never fought a super like this guy before.


  “But just because I can’t feel pain anymore doesn’t mean you can’t feel it anymore,” said Benjamin.


  His purple goop suddenly started to cover Christina, going up and down her body until only her head was visible. She gasped, but then the purple goop started to enter her body through her mouth, making her choke.


  “You don’t know how long I’ve waited to do this,” said Benjamin with a deep chuckle. “Even before you betrayed Icon, I hated you and wanted nothing more than to see you suffer. Now I have the power to do it and it is delicious.”


  Normally, I wouldn’t have cared if Christina got killed, but we still needed her help, and besides, Benjamin was in our way. So I flew toward Benjamin and gathered all of my strength into one punch.


  Benjamin turned his head to see me coming, but he was too late to dodge. I slammed my fist into his chest with enough force to make his whole body explode from the impact. Christina fell to the floor with a thunk, where she lay breathing in and out rapidly and coughing up the purple goo, but even as I lowered back to the floor, the scattered remains of Benjamin’s body were already reforming not far away from where I stood.


  But I didn’t pay attention to that for the moment. I looked down at Christina and said, “Christina, are you okay?”


  Gasping for breath, Christina looked up at me and said, “What do you think?”


  I was about to come back with a snarky answer of my own, but at that moment I heard a low growl and looked over to see that Benjamin had fully recovered. He looked more pissed off now than he had before, however, and he even seemed a little bigger than before, though hopefully not tougher.


  “Back up already?” I said, turning to face Benjamin. “I thought you’d be down for a few minutes at least.”


  “That didn’t even tickle,” said Benjamin. He cracked his neck back and forth. “But it did annoy me, and now I have the power to do something about people who annoy me.”


  Benjamin raised his hand and shot a tendril of purple goop at me and Christina. I grabbed Christina and flew into the air, narrowly avoiding Benjamin’s tendril. I flew over to Uncle Josh with Christina in my hands and landed next to him, letting go of Christina at the same time, who almost tripped over her own feet but managed to regain her balance when we landed.


  “This is a terrible situation,” said Uncle Josh. “With Benjamin in the way, it will be even harder to get to the Tower than before.”


  “Christina, do you know what Benjamin’s weakness might be?” I said, looking at her. “You knew him, right?”


  Christina shrugged. “All I know is that he’s the biggest nerd in the organization and that he doesn’t handle rejection especially well. Otherwise, I couldn’t tell you how to beat him, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  I cursed under my breath. “We don’t have time to fight him. For all we know, backup might be coming any moment to help Benjamin defeat us.”


  “Oh, you need not worry about my fellow Icon agents, Trickshot,” said Benjamin, his mouth twisting into an ugly grin. “I will kill all three of you myself and present your corpses as gifts to Chaser. Or perhaps I will use your bodies in future scientific experiments. I suppose we’ll just have to wait and see what Chaser says.”


  I scowled, but it was clear that we had no choice but to fight Benjamin if we were going to get out of here alive. I looked at Christina and said, “Christina, you and Uncle Josh should stand back. I’ll try to fight Benjamin and distract him long enough for both of you guys to get past him.”


  “Sounds good to me,” said Christina. She shuddered. “I really don’t want to feel all of his icky, sticky goo on my body again. Worst feeling of my life.”


  “But your punches already didn’t do anything to him,” said Uncle Josh. “And your disks weren’t much more successful. You need backup.”


  “Thanks for the offer, but I don’t think numbers will help in this case,” I said. “You and Christina just need to get over to the tunnels. I’ll join you after I deal with Benjamin.”


  “You do know I can hear everything you are saying, right?” said Benjamin. “Foolish intruders. Do you really think I would let you get past me?”


  Benjamin’s right hand transformed into some kind of cannon, which he aimed at us. He then fired a blob of purple goop, which Christina batted out of the air with an energy rope before it could hit us. The blob fell over the side of the railing into the open vats of purple goop below, where it landed with a plop and a sizzle.


  “Good reflexes,” said Uncle Josh, looking at Christina as her energy rope dissipated.


  “I try,” said Christina with a shrug.


  “Right,” I said. “Now, you two need to get out of here. I’ll keep Benjamin distracted.”


  Without waiting for their responses, I flew toward Benjamin. Benjamin extended his clawed hand toward me and tried to slash me out of the air, but I swerved out of the way at the last second. I flew over the side of the railing and hovered above the vats, which were crackling and sizzling below me like lava.


  “What are you waiting for, Benny?” I said. I gestured at him. “Come and get me. Or did your Power not give you the ability to fly?”


  “I don’t need the ability to fly to take you down,” said Benjamin.


  He aimed his cannon hand at me again and fired. I ducked, however, and dodged it easily. Then I hurtled toward him as fast as I could and kicked him in the face, but his head split at the last second and my kick hit nothing but empty air.


  Then Benjamin’s head reformed and I had only enough time to see him grin like a monster before he slammed me with a giant fist. The fist sent me flying toward the computer in the center of the room, where I crashed into the screen and fell onto the floor with a loud thunk. My senses dazed from the impact, I nonetheless shook my head and looked up to see Benjamin walking toward me, drips of purple goo falling off his body with each step.


  “You’re quite the persistent one,” said Benjamin, whose voice sounded more distorted than ever. “That blow would have killed a normal human, but perhaps I just need to hit you again. Not a problem. I can do this all night, though I’m not sure you can even with your powers.”


  As much as I didn’t want to admit it, Benjamin had a point. I had already taken a good beating several times over the course of the night from people other than Benjamin and, while I wasn’t in danger of collapsing from exhaustion just yet, I did find myself growing more and more tired, to the point where I found myself wishing that I was back home sleeping comfortably in my bed. It didn’t help that I had yet to get in a really solid blow that actually hurt him.


  Nonetheless, I rose to my feet, using the computer’s control panel for support. I needed to find a way to beat him, but that was easier said than done, because his powers made it hard to hurt or even hit him. He seemed almost impervious to injury, which made me think that this entire fight might be useless and that I would just have to abandon it at some point to join back up with Christina and Uncle Josh.


  “Nothing to say?” said Benjamin. “Perhaps you’re weaker than I thought.”


  Benjamin launched his claw at me. I shot up into the air, narrowly avoiding the claw, which smashed into the computer and ripped it into pieces.


  “Hey, watch where you’re shooting that thing!” I said. “You destroyed your own computer!”


  Benjamin snorted as he retracted his arm. “What do I care? All I care about is killing you. And I will do that even if I have to tear this entire lab apart.”


  Benjamin raised his hand and fired his claw at me again. I dodged this time, but then he shot his other hand at me suddenly and it was a direct hit. He struck me in the chest and his hand clung to my chest, sticking to it like bubblegum. He then jerked me back down onto the floor, which I landed on hard enough to rattle the floor.


  Struggling to get up to my feet, I looked up just in time to get slapped in the face by a tendril extending from Benjamin’s body. I fell flat on my back, but rolled backwards onto my feet and took several steps away from Benjamin, who retracted his tendril back into his chest, an amused grin on his face. I hated being on the defensive all the time, but until I could figure out his weakness, all I could do was dodge and fly around to distract him from Uncle Josh and Christina.


  Suddenly, I heard Christina shout, “Hey, kid! We made it!”


  Peering around Benjamin, I saw that Uncle Josh and Christina stood in an open doorway on the other side of the lab. The doorway seemed to lead to a set of metal stairs going down, though I couldn’t see exactly where they led from here. But I knew that had to be the entrance to the tunnels, which meant I needed to get away from Benjamin as fast as possible.


  Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only one to notice Uncle Josh and Christina’s success. Benjamin had also turned around to see them and he growled deeply under his breath when he saw where they were.


  “Stupid,” said Benjamin. “I’m an idiot for allowing myself to be distracted by this kid. But it doesn’t matter. I’ll fix that mistake of mine, like I always do whenever I mess up a formula in the lab.”


  Benjamin raised his hand, but I rushed up behind him and slammed my fist into the back of his head. Benjamin’s head exploded, sending chunks of purple goop flying everywhere. I knew he would recover eventually, however, so I flew over him toward Christina and Uncle Josh, who were both gesturing at me to follow them.


  But I didn’t get far before I felt something sticky attach to my ankles and I was slammed down onto the floor. Shaking my head, I looked over my shoulder to see that Benjamin’s head had already reformed and he was holding me down with a tendril extending from his chest.


  “Even if those two get away, that doesn’t mean I’m going to let you get away as well,” said Benjamin. “If I kill only you, then that will please Chaser all by itself. And I live solely to please his will, even at the cost of my own life.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY


   


  “Jack!” Uncle Josh cried out. “I’m coming to—”


  “No!” I shouted back, waving desperately at them. “Stay back! You guys don’t stand a chance against him. I’ll be fine without you.”


  Without waiting to see what Uncle Josh or Christina would do, I looked back at Benjamin, who was now slowly pulling me toward him with a murderous grin on his face. I pulled three disks out of my pocket again, but instead of throwing them at him, I threw them at the tendril that he was using to drag me toward him. The disks cut through the tendril as easily as string, allowing me to jump to my feet and fly toward Uncle Josh and Christina, who were watching the entire fight with surprised looks on their faces.


  “Get in there!” I shouted. “Go in now! I’ll be right behind you guys!”


  “What about Benjamin?” said Christina. “He’s still here and he’ll be coming after us!”


  Christina was absolutely right. A glance over my shoulder showed me that Benjamin was already running after me. He ran slowly and awkwardly, most likely because he wasn’t entirely used to his new form yet, but I knew that he would catch up to us eventually, especially if he followed us into the tunnels. Yet how I was supposed to defeat him when I couldn’t even hit him? The constant sizzling and crackling of the Power vats below didn’t help me think of some way to beat him.


  Wait a minute …


  I landed just a few feet from Uncle Josh and Christina and said to them, “Get inside the tunnels. I’ll be right behind you guys, but I need both of you to get in there before I defeat Benjamin.”


  “What?” said Uncle Josh. “How are you going to beat him? You can’t even touch him.”


  “It’s too complicated to explain, but both of you guys need to get out of here before I can do it,” I said. “Otherwise, I’ll risk killing you guys as well.”


  Christina frowned. “Whatever your plan is, it better finish him off for good. Otherwise, I will kill you.”


  “I’ll be dead if I fail,” I replied. “Now go! We don’t have much time.”


  Uncle Josh looked hesitant, but then he nodded and stepped into the stairway, with Christina following closely behind him. They didn’t close the door behind them, but they wouldn’t need to if everything worked out the way I thought it should.


  I turned to face Benjamin, who stopped several feet away from me, his goopy form constantly dripping gunk onto the floor. I just now realized how horribly he smelled, like swamp gas mixed with skunk. I guess I’d been too focused on beating him earlier to notice his stink, though with luck, I soon would not have to smell it ever again.


  “Not running with your girlfriend and uncle?” said Benjamin, cracking the most disgusting grin I’d ever seen on another creature’s face. “I guess you really are an idiot after all. Or do you like to think you’re playing the hero here?”


  “I’m just trying to keep my friends safe,” I said. “Which, I guess, is a concept you don’t understand, given how even your fellow Icon agents seem to hate you.”


  Benjamin growled. “Shut up. I don’t need a brat like you lecturing me about friendship. With the power I now command, I don’t even need friends.”


  “And now you sound just like a villain from a Saturday morning cartoon,” I said. “Ah, well. It was nice knowing you.”


  I drew not three, not four, not even five, but six Trickshot disks from my pouch, but instead of throwing them at Benjamin, I threw them at the floor. The disks bounced off the floor and each went in a different direction, flying all over the room, hitting off every imaginable surface. The echoing of my metal disks bouncing off of every surface in the lab was not loud, but it was very persistent, like being in a room full of flies.


  Benjamin, who had taken a step back when I threw the disks, just looked around with a puzzled frown on his face. “What are you doing? I thought we’d already established that your disks couldn’t hurt me. Throwing more of them around won’t actually hurt me more than the three you threw at me originally.”


  I smirked. “If I had been meaning to hit you directly, I would have just thrown them at you. But I didn’t. Can you, with that big scientist brain of yours, figure out why?”


  Benjamin tilted his head to the side, as if he was seriously considering the question, when I suddenly heard a small snap and then the floor shuddered under our feet. Benjamin suddenly looked around, fear on his face for the first time, while I had to hold onto the open door to the tunnels to maintain my balance.


  “What was that sound?” said Benjamin. He looked at me urgently. “Was that your doing? What did you—”


  Another snap and the floor shuddered again, this time even making Benjamin stumble. I maintained my balance this time by holding onto the door as tightly as I could, though now the floor was quite wobbly under my feet.


  “You’re shaking the floor somehow,” said Benjamin. He sounded close to panic now. “Yet you’re not moving at all. How is this possible? Some new power I didn’t know the Trickshot suit even had?”


  My smile grew wider. “Oh, this isn’t a new power, my friend. It’s just an old one being used in a new way.”


  Benjamin opened his mouth to ask me what I meant, but he was interrupted by a third, fourth, and fifth snap that each happened in rapid succession one after the other, sounding like a pop gun going off. The floor suddenly shook and even tilted under our feet. Benjamin went sliding several feet before he reached out with his hand and grabbed onto the computer in the center of the room, which stayed steady despite how much the floor had shaken.


  “Those snaps …” Benjamin’s voice trailed off. “They sound familiar … but where …”


  “Still haven’t figured it out yet?” I said. “All right. I’ll give you a hint. Look at the platform’s support cables.”


  Benjamin suddenly looked around at the steel cables which had been holding this platform up over the open vats of Power below us. At first, he looked as confused as ever, but as soon as he noticed that nearly all of the cables save for two at either end of the platform had snapped, realization dawned on his monstrous features like lightning.


  Benjamin whipped his head toward me, anger and fear on his face in equal tones. “Your disks have snapped nearly all of the cables. You’re trying to make this platform crash into the vats below.”


  “Right on,” I said. “I remember how part of your goop fell into the vats and dissolved, so I’m betting that the same thing will happen to the rest of your body if you fall into it. Call it a hypothesis, if you will, albeit not a very scientific one.”


  Fear rose in Benjamin’s eyes. “You foolish boy. If you drop this platform on the vats, you’ll doom us all! If you destroy Power, that will destroy Icon’s main source of income.”


  “And?” I said. “That’s a bonus if it means getting rid of you forever. What other good things will happen if I let you die?”


  Benjamin shook his head and growled at me. “Well, your plan isn’t going to work. You missed two of the cables, which is the bare minimum this platform needs to stay suspended in midair. You should have thrown more than six of those pesky disks of yours.”


  My smile grew so big that it almost hurt. “Oh, I know. But doing cool trick shots isn’t my only power, you know.”


  Gathering all of my super strength into my right fist, I slammed my fist down as hard as I could onto the floor of the platform we stood upon. The sudden impact of my fist onto the platform strained the remaining cables at first, making me think for a split second that the cables were stronger than I thought and that my plan was going to fail after all.


  But then the cables snapped and the platform fell directly toward the steaming vats below. I activated my flight powers at the last second, however, and flew backwards into the open doorway, but I didn’t get far before Benjamin extended his hand toward me and wrapped it around my ankle, nearly yanking me down with him as the platform fell out underneath his feet.


  “I’m not dying today, brat!” Benjamin shouted. “You’re my ticket out of here whether you like it or not!”


  Just as those words left Benjamin’s lips, the sixth and final disk I had thrown appeared out of nowhere and cut cleanly through Benjamin’s arm. I yanked my foot back into the room and slammed the door shut behind me. The last thing I saw, before I slammed the door shut, was the shock and horror on Benjamin’s face as he fell.


  As soon as I closed the door, I heard the loud sound of metal crashing into the vats below. There were sounds of metal splashing into some kind of liquid, alarms going off, and something sizzling in the vats of Power. I even thought I heard Benjamin’s last screams of pain, but they were drowned out by all of the much louder noises which accompanied the fall of the platform.


  But at this point, I didn’t care to see if Benjamin had died or not. I just turned around to see Uncle Josh and Christina standing there, shocked looks on both of their faces.


  “What are you two looking at?” I said.


  “Nothing,” said Christina. “I just didn’t expect you to have the balls to pull off a move like that.”


  “Same here,” said Uncle Josh. “That was risky, Jack, much riskier than even I would be willing to try. You’re lucky you didn’t get killed.”


  I shrugged. “I’ve done riskier in the past. Besides, Benjamin wasn’t that hard. He wasn’t as smart as he thought he was.”


  “Yeah, sounds about right,” said Christina. “Creep always thought he was smarter than everyone else just because he was the head scientist of the Power division. I would have killed the jerk myself if I could have.”


  “Right,” said Uncle Josh. “Anyway, we need to keep going. Benjamin may be dead, but we still have a long way to go if we’re going to rescue Gregory and destroy Iconia. It wouldn’t surprise me if Chaser has sent some of his agents down into the tunnels to catch us, so let’s get going.”


  Uncle Josh turned and began walking down the stairs as quickly as he could. Christina followed and I took up the rear, glancing over my shoulder every now and then to make sure that Benjamin hadn’t somehow survived the collapse and was following us. I knew he was probably dead, but it was better to be safe than sorry, in my opinion.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


   


  The stairs descended beneath Lab #5 much deeper than I expected. It seemed to take us ages before we finally reached the bottom of the stairs, where we went through yet another doorway that led us into a massive underground tunnel that stretched on forever in both directions. The walls, floor, and ceiling were covered with shiny metal panels, illuminated by the bright fluorescent lights set on the ceiling at ten feet intervals. There were no Icon agents down here when we entered, but I did notice a security camera looking directly at us when we emerged from the doorway.


  “Don’t worry about it,” said Christina, nodding at the camera. “Chaser probably already knows we’re here. No point in being stealthy about it.”


  “I guess you’re right,” I said. “So where do we go from here?”


  “Let’s see …” Christina looked up and down the tunnel. “North. That’s where the Tower is, so if we keep going north, we’ll eventually reach the Tower dungeons where your grandpa is.”


  “That’s simple,” I said.


  “Oh, trust me, it’s far from simple,” said Christina. “I bet Chaser already has guards set up to keep us from entering the dungeons from here. Keep your guard up.”


  “Sure,” I said. I looked at Uncle Josh. “You ready, Uncle?”


  “As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess,” said Uncle Josh. “As long as we don’t have to run into any more super freaks, I think I’ll be—”


  Uncle Josh was suddenly interrupted by a loud ringing noise coming from his pocket, a sound which made all three of us jump when we heard it. I immediately drew three disks from my pouch, while Christina conjured two energy ropes in her hands which she held like whips, but then Uncle Josh said, “Hold your horses, you two. It’s just my phone. Let’s see who it is.”


  Uncle Josh pulled his phone out of his pocket and said, “Hello? … Hey, Mack! How are you and Gina doing?”


  I heard Mack’s voice over the phone, but it was too low for me to make out exactly what he was saying. But I could see Uncle Josh, who was nodding and tapping his chin in interest as Mack spoke.


  “Interesting,” said Uncle Josh. “Well, call me back when you and Gina get the bomb set up. We just entered the tunnels and are on our way to the Tower. See you later.”


  Uncle Josh ended the call and slipped his phone into his pocket, while I said, “How are Mack and Gina doing? Have they set up the bomb yet?”


  “Not yet,” said Uncle Josh. “Apparently, our distraction is working, because Mack says that they’ve seen guards converging on Lab Five in response to our actions there. Looks like everything is going according to plan.”


  I chuckled. “Those guards are going to be in for a nasty surprise once they get to the lab.”


  “What about the bomb?” said Christina. “You told Mack to call you back when they set it up.”


  “Oh, right,” said Uncle Josh. “Yes, they’re getting pretty close to the spot where the Gift is supposed to go. Once they get it in place, they’ll start the timer, but I made them promise to call me before they did so we could get ready.”


  “Didn’t you say the timer can only be delayed for thirty minutes?” I said. “That doesn’t leave us a whole lot of time to escape once it starts.”


  “Don’t worry,” said Uncle Josh. “By the time they start the timer, we should be well on our way to the top of the Tower where Icon keeps all of their helicopters. But if you really want to make sure we have plenty of time to spare, then I suggest getting a move on, because the quicker we save Greg, the quicker we can get out of here, bomb or no.”


  I nodded and said, “All right. Let’s head north, then.”


  I started walking in that direction, with Uncle Josh and Christina following closely behind me. I would have flown the entirety of the tunnel myself, but I didn’t want to leave Uncle Josh or Christina behind. I especially didn’t want to leave Uncle Josh alone with Christina. Despite everything we’d been through, I still didn’t trust her entirely. It might have just been our paranoia speaking, but I worried that Christina might betray us at the last minute. Of course, it was getting harder and harder to maintain that opinion, given how many times Christina had been given the perfect opportunity to betray us and yet had not every time.


  “So how long is this tunnel?” I said, looking over my shoulder at Christina.


  “About half a mile long, I think,” said Christina. “Usually, I travel on the trolley, so I’m not exactly sure how long it is.”


  “Trolley?” I said. “They have a trolley down here?”


  “But I don’t see any tracks,” said Uncle Josh, looking at the floor.


  “Trolley is just our name for it,” said Christina. “It’s more like a hover vehicle that we use to transport supplies and stuff between the Tower and the labs. It’s not very fast or comfortable, but it does the job.”


  I suddenly looked down the tunnel. “Do you think there’s a chance the trolley might come down this way and run us over?”


  “Doubt it,” said Christina.


  “Why?” said Uncle Josh. “That would seem like a good way to kill us.”


  Christina’s mischievous smile returned. “Because I may or may not have disabled its engines when I betrayed Icon, purely out of spite.”


  “Ah,” I said. “Of course you would do that.”


  “What can I say?” said Christina. “It’s what my mom always said: ‘If you’re going to betray someone, then take a dump in their salad while you’re at it.’”


  I frowned. “Didn’t you say you have amnesia? How can you remember what your mom said?”


  Christina suddenly looked away. “It’s not complete amnesia. I do remember a few things here and there from my past, but nothing definite. I couldn’t tell you what my mom’s name is or what she looks like. I just remember that.”


  “You have amnesia?” said Uncle Josh, looking at Christina with interest. “I didn’t know that.”


  “Yeah, I do, but it’s not that big a deal,” said Christina with a shrug. “I’ve learned to live with it. I don’t know anything about my past and I don’t need to.”


  Uncle Josh tapped his chin. “Hmph. In my experience, amnesiacs are usually very interested in learning about their past. They’re not usually as dismissive of it as you are.”


  “Maybe I’m not like your average amnesiac,” said Christina. “Maybe I’m special.”


  “Like a snowflake,” I said with a smile.


  Christina shot me the most murderous glare she had ever looked at me with before, but I didn’t apologize. I’d gotten Christina there and she knew it. She would probably go to her grave never admitting it to anyone, but I’d gotten her with the snowflake comment and it felt pretty good.


  “Snowflake?” said Uncle Josh. “Rather appropriate, given how frigid she is.”


  “I’m starting to rethink the wisdom of betraying Icon now,” said Christina. “Maybe when we get to the Tower I’ll just hand you two over to the guards and claim you kidnapped me and forced me to help you or something.”


  I shook my head. “Nope, too late for that, Christie. You’re with us, for better or for worse.”


  Christina said nothing to that, but I could tell she was really starting to regret joining up with us. Either that, or she was planning her next comeback to me. I didn’t really care either way. As long as she continued to help us save Grandfather, I didn’t care how she felt about, well, anything.


  The three of us walked together in silence for the next several minutes. I kept my eyes and ears open, keeping a careful eye out for any potential traps or dangers in here. But it was like the forest earlier: Eerily quiet, with the only sounds being our own footsteps and breaths as we advanced closer and closer to the Tower. It was a lot nicer than the forest, though, mostly because we weren’t having to push through tons of tree branches and bushes.


  As we walked, I thought about TW again. I wished he was still here with us. I was certain he would be happy to save Grandfather, but unfortunately he was not going to be around to see him saved. But if we succeeded in rescuing Grandfather, then perhaps he would be able to repair TW. After all, Grandfather was the man who originally programmed TW in the first place. If I gave him the Watch, then he might be able to bring TW back.


  That thought filled me with hope, but I told myself not to get too excited just yet. After all, there was still a long way to go before we even reached Grandfather, much less saved him. True, we were closer now than ever before, but I couldn’t allow myself to get too caught up in my own excitement. Caution was still a virtue here, regardless of how quiet it may have seemed.


  I was snapped out of my thoughts, however, when Christina said, “What was that?”


  “What was what?” I said, looking at Christina in confusion.


  “I thought I heard something,” said Christina. She pointed straight ahead of us. “I thought I heard something coming from up ahead.”


  “What did it sound like?” I said.


  “Footsteps,” said Christina. “Like someone is down here with us.”


  “An Icon agent?” said Uncle Josh.


  I looked ahead, but as far as I could tell, we were the only people in the tunnel at the moment. “I don’t see anything. Maybe you just heard our own footsteps echoing off the floor and walls.”


  “Probably,” said Christina, folding her arms across her chest and frowning. “But I’m not sure. Those footsteps didn’t sound like ours. They sounded much heavier, like they belonged to someone bigger than any of us.”


  Uncle Josh reached into his right pocket. “We knew it was unlikely that Icon would allow us to advance without any problems. It wouldn’t surprise me if one of their agents is somewhere in here.”


  “Again, I don’t see anything,” I said. “I think that maybe you’re—”


  I was interrupted by a low rumbling in the ground, a tremor of some sort. It was soft, almost imperceptible, but at the same time, it was quite noticeable.


  “Why did the ground shake?” I said. I looked at Christina. “Does Iconia have earthquakes or something?”


  “No,” said Christina, shaking her head. She looked as mystified as Uncle Josh and I. “I don’t know what’s up with the tremor.”


  “Whatever it is, it can’t be any good,” said Uncle Josh. “We need to keep moving forward. The dungeons aren’t much farther now.”


  Just as Uncle Josh said that, all of the vents in the ceiling suddenly opened at once. We all looked up just in time to see some kind of strange green gas begin pouring out of the vents toward us.


  “What is that?” I said. “Gas?”


  Christina’s eyes widened with horror. She looked at me and Uncle Josh and said, “We need to run. Now. Because if we breathe in any of that gas … we’ll be dead in seconds.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


   


  Normally, I would have questioned Christina about what that gas was and how it would kill us, but there was something about its green hue that made me feel the same kind of apprehension I felt whenever I saw a rattlesnake.


  So I just ran after Christina, who ran ahead of me and Uncle Josh surprisingly fast. As we ran, more gas poured out of the vents on the ceiling, forming a wall of gas behind us that advanced in our wake. We had already put a good distance between ourselves and the gas, but we didn’t slow down at all.


  “What is that gas?” I shouted at Christina as we ran. “Is it another one of Icon’s inventions?”


  Christina nodded without looking over her shoulder at me. “Yeah. Benjamin made it. It’s a special blend called Benjamin gas, named after himself, obviously.”


  “What’s so special about it?” I said. “Aside from the fact that it kills in three seconds, that is.”


  “Look back and tell me what you see,” said Christina. “It’s easier to show its effects than explain them.”


  Uncle Josh and I looked back over our shoulders, but I almost immediately wished I hadn’t, because through the thick green cloud of Benjamin gas, I saw that the floor, ceiling, and walls were rusting away. It looked like the gas was taking bites out of the tunnel, as if it was some kind of living creature that needed to eat metal to survive.


  “It’s corroding the metal,” said Uncle Josh as we turned our attention back to Christina. “That can’t be good.”


  “It isn’t,” said Christina, shaking her head, again without looking at us. “But that’s what it’s designed to do. It’s toxic enough to rust and corrode even the strongest of metals. It can also eat through human flesh in three seconds flat.”


  “Oh my god,” I said. “That’s awful.”


  “Oh, and did I forget to mention that it was specifically designed to kill supers quickly?” said Christina. “Benjamin explained it to me once. Said the gas interacts negatively with the altered genes of your average superhero and causes the target to explode, rather than just have their flesh eaten off their bones in three seconds like what happens to ordinary humans.”


  I gulped and looked over my shoulder again. “You mean if we let that stuff touch us, you and I will explode?”


  “Yep,” said Christina. “And I have no reason to think Benjamin was being his usual lying, weaselly self when he told me that, because he showed me the video they had taken of the test subject they had used the gas on and it worked exactly like how he described. He told me it took them hours to clean up all of the blood and gore from the resulting explosion.”


  I shuddered at the thought of Christina and I blowing up via exposure to that gas. “Why would Icon unleash such a dangerous gas in their own tunnels? Don’t they realize they’re going to have to fix all of the damage it’s causing?”


  “Chaser obviously wants us dead,” said Christina. “And, given how everything else he’s thrown at us has failed so far, he’s probably getting desperate. He probably thinks killing us off is worth rendering one of his tunnels unusable for a few weeks or months or however long it might take to repair it.”


  “He’s insane,” I said.


  “No, he’s the Superior,” said Christina sarcastically. “That means he’s smarter than everyone else in Icon put together, including yours truly.”


  “Can you two stop talking?” said Uncle Josh, who was huffing and puffing worse than either Christina or me. “We can speculate on why Chaser is ruining his own island later. Right now, we need to outrun that gas.”


  Uncle Josh was absolutely right. The gas cloud behind us had grown so thick that I couldn’t even see through it anymore. Not to mention it seemed to be gaining speed, slowly but surely catching up to us. There was still a chance we could outrun it, but that was less and less likely every second. It didn’t help that all three of us were dead tired from the events of the night. The adrenaline was probably the only thing keeping us from failing entirely, though how long even that would last, I didn’t even know.


  That was when a new idea occurred to me. I looked at Uncle Josh and Christina and said, “I have an idea about how we can outrun the gas.”


  “What is it?” said Uncle Josh, glancing at me as we ran. “You don’t happen to have super speed as one of your abilities and you just didn’t mention it until now?”


  “No, it’s better than that,” I said. “I could fly all three of us the rest of the way. I can fly faster than I can run, so this might help us.”


  “Can you even carry us both?” said Christina, glancing over her shoulder at me with a disbelieving look on her face. “We might just slow you down.”


  “That’s what my super strength is for,” I said. “I can carry both of you in my arms like you weigh nothing.”


  “It’s worth a shot,” said Uncle Josh. “I’m starting to get tired anyway. Let’s see how it does.”


  I nodded and flew into the air, grabbing Uncle Josh and Christina around their waists and lifting them into the air. With my super strength, it was indeed easy to pick up both of them, though I was still unused to flying with more people than just myself, so I found it hard to balance the two at first due to the stark difference in Uncle Josh and Christina’s weight. Uncle Josh weighed a lot more than Christina, nearly unbalancing me, but I managed to shift their weight around enough that I could stay upright as I flew.


  With Uncle Josh and Christina held securely in my arms, I flew the rest of the length of the tunnel as fast as I could. Behind me, I could hear the sizzling noise of the gas as it ate through the metal panels of the tunnel, but I didn’t dare look back. I just flew across the tunnel straight and true, focusing entirely on getting to the end, where the entrance to the dungeons was.


  There it was. A large set of double doors stood set against the end of the tunnel on top of what looked like a loading platform of some sort. An odd-looking vehicle with no wheels or other visible forms of propulsion sat next to the loading bay, a vehicle I recognized as the trolley Christina told us about earlier.


  “We’re almost there,” said Christina, who sound positively giddy. “Just a little father …”


  All of a sudden, I heard the sound of gears creaking and then, not too far ahead, a large metal wall began to descend from the ceiling toward the floor. The metal wall was descending quickly, and if it fell onto the floor, I realized that we were going to be trapped between the wall and the gas. Chaser must have wanted to make sure we didn’t make it to the dungeons, so he was activating the wall in order to keep us from escaping the gas. And worse, I wasn’t sure I could fly fast enough to get to the other side.


  I looked at Uncle Josh and Christina. “Guys, I can’t make it to the other side of the wall fast enough, but I think if I throw you guys, you should be able to make it.”


  “Throw us?” said Christina, looking up at me in alarm. “Oh, hell no. You are not going to throw—”


  I never got to hear Christina finish her sentence, because at that moment I threw both her and Uncle Josh at the rapidly closing gap between the wall and the floor. I even used my perfect aim powers to ensure they made it, though I wasn’t sure if my powers worked on people like they did on objects.


  Christina and Uncle Josh hit the floor and rolled underneath the wall, making it safely onto the other side. The gap was bigger than I thought. Maybe if I flew faster …


  But then the wall came down with a sickening boom and I landed in front of it. I banged hard on the wall with my fists, but even with my super strength, I was unable to even dent it. Whatever this wall was made of, it was clearly meant to last.


  “Uncle! Christina!” I shouted. “I don’t know if you guys can hear me, but you need to keep going! Go save Grandfather!”


  No response, which I had expected, because as far as I could tell, the wall was too thick for sound to travel through it. I just hoped that they somehow understood my message and would keep going even without me. Uncle Josh probably would, but I couldn’t count on Christina to not give up. I just hoped that Christina’s desire for revenge against Chaser would overwhelm her fear of them.


  I looked around the tunnel frantically, hoping that I might have overlooked a way I could escape. But there were no exits or escape routes, nowhere I could hide for safety. It was just me, the wall, and the gas … and the gas was getting closer and closer all the time.


  If I didn’t find a way out of this soon, then the gas would be upon me in seconds … and I would die.
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  Just as that thought passed through my mind, a flat line of energy suddenly poked out from under the wall. Before my startled eyes, the energy line started to rise, forcing the wall up inch by inch. It looked like a carjack lifting up a car, except the wall must have been heavier than any car I knew of, because it rose very slowly.


  “Kid!” said Christina’s voice from underneath the gap under the wall. “Are you still alive? Has the gas gotten you yet?”


  “No, it hasn’t,” I said. “Is this your doing, Christina?”


  “Yeah,” said Christina, whose voice sounded strained. “Using my energy ropes to force the wall open, but it’s hard because I’ve never done this before and the wall is freaking heavy. Not sure how much longer I’ll be able to hold this up.”


  I squatted and put my hands under the small gap between the wall and floor. “You don’t need to do this on your own. I’ve got your back. Just let me use my super strength and we can raise this wall together.”


  Activating my super strength, I struggled to lift the wall. With both Christina and I working on it now, the wall rose quicker than before, but I was still far too aware of the deadly gas coming my way. I didn’t know how close it was to me now, but it would be upon me any second now, so I didn’t have any time to sit around and worry about it. I just put all of my effort into raising the wall inch by inch, nearly screaming from the effort.


  Finally, I noticed that the gap was big enough for me to slip under. With a grunt, I fell down to the floor and rolled underneath the wall. As soon as I passed through to the other side, Christina’s energy rope dissipated and the wall slammed back down onto the floor so hard that the noise ringed in my ears. But the wall was so flush with the floor that not even a tiny bit of the gas could get through.


  Panting and sweating, I looked up at Uncle Josh and Christina, who stood nearby. Christina was sweating and panting nearly as much as me, while Uncle Josh just looked very stressed out, rubbing his chin anxiously.


  “Jack, are you okay?” said Uncle Josh, walking over to me and kneeling down beside me. “You didn’t inhale any of that Benjamin gas or anything, did you?”


  Breathing hard, I said, “No … I … no, I didn’t. Just really tired from having to lift up that wall.”


  “I can see that,” said Uncle Josh. “Your super strength is a sight to behold, but even you have your limits. You nearly killed yourself back there.”


  “So did I,” said Christina. She wiped the sweat off her forehead and looked at her hand in disgust. “Ugh, sweat. I hate sweat.”


  I looked at Christina with a puzzled look on my face. “Why … why did you save me? The gas could have sneaked through under the wall. You risked exposing yourself and Uncle Josh to the gas, yet you helped me anyway. Why?”


  “Because I still need you if we’re going to kill Chaser,” said Christina. I noticed she wasn’t looking directly at me. “My powers are strong in their own right, but it’s easier to kill someone if you have allies. Plus, I wanted to make sure Chaser didn’t get any kills this time. It’s pretty obvious he was hoping to get all three of us down here, but he didn’t even get one of us. I bet that pisses him off worse than anything else I could have done.”


  Despite what Christina said, I sensed she had other reasons for saving me. Maybe she had actually grown to like me as a friend, though that didn’t seem likely, given how Christina didn’t seem to like anyone other than herself.


  Regardless of her motives, I said, “Well, thanks for saving me, anyway. I would have been a goner back there if you hadn’t saved me.”


  “No problem,” said Christina. “I’ve done tougher than that before. That was almost child’s play, actually, given how ridiculously easy it was.”


  “Right, that’s why you’re sweating so much,” I said with a smirk.


  “Shut up,” Christina said.


  “You two need to stop sniping at each other,” said Uncle Josh. He rose to his feet and dusted off his pants. “What matters is that we all got out of this together. As long as we’re still alive, we can handle whatever Chaser throws at us, no matter how deadly or dangerous.”


  “True,” said Christina, “but I still don’t think it’s wise to get too comfy just yet. Chaser knows what we’re trying to do at this point and I bet he’s going to have some new nasty traps for us waiting in the dungeons ahead, though I can’t really say what.”


  I rose to my feet with Uncle Josh’s help. I was shaking slightly and still panting hard, but I said, “I agree. We need to remain on our guard, but at the same time, we should keep going forward confidently. The dungeons are on the other side of those doors, right?”


  I pointed at the massive double doors on the platform above us. The doors appeared to be made out of solid iron and looked like they had been built and installed a long time ago. They even had huge metal rings in place of doorknobs, which made them look more like the entrance to an ancient medieval castle than the doors to the dungeons of a secretive spy organization’s headquarters.


  “That’s right,” said Christina. “Actually, they don’t open up to the dungeons directly. They open up to a hallway. One way leads up to the higher levels of the Tower. The other way leads to the dungeons, though the dungeons aren’t very far down from here.”


  I clenched my fists. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s get going. There’s no time to waste.”


  Before we could go any further, however, Uncle Josh’s phone suddenly rang again. He whipped his phone out of his pocket, glanced at the screen, and said, “It’s Mack again.”


  “What?” said Christina in alarm. “Did he and Gina plant the Gift already? Please tell me they didn’t. We still haven’t saved the kid’s old man just yet.”


  “Only one way to find out,” said Uncle Josh.


  He fumbled with the screen of his phone accidentally and somehow turned the speakerphone feature on at the same time as he answered the phone itself. As soon as he did that, Mack’s voice suddenly blared over the phone, “Josh! It’s gone.”


  “What’s gone?” said Uncle Josh. “What are you talking about? You didn’t lose the Gift, did you?”


  “No, we still have that,” said Mack. “But the other thing we came here to steal is gone. The suit is gone. Completely missing.”


  “What other thing you came here to steal?” I said. I looked at Uncle Josh questioningly. “You didn’t mention stealing anything on this mission. I thought you were trying to destroy Iconia.”


  “Is that Trickshot?” said Mack. “Wait, Josh, do you have the speaker phone on? Please tell me you don’t, because we’re not supposed to let Trickshot know what we’re actually doing here.”


  Christina and I exchanged surprised looks and I looked at the phone again. “What are you talking—”


  I stopped speaking as soon as Uncle Josh ended the call. He looked guilty as hell, his eyes shifting back and forth as he took a step away from me. I didn’t know what was going on here, but it was clear to me that Uncle Josh had been keeping something a secret from me.


  “Uncle Josh,” I said slowly. “What was Mack talking about?”


  “Nothing,” said Uncle Josh quickly. “Nothing at all. Mack, in case you hadn’t noticed, has a tendency to speak without thinking. He was probably just confusing this mission with another one we’re supposed to go on soon. I wouldn’t give any second thought to anything he just said.”


  Christina laughed. “Come on, Josh. That has to be the worst deflection I’ve ever heard, and I’ve heard a lot of deflections in my time. You’re obviously hiding something … and if I had to hazard a guess, it would be the true purpose behind this mission.”


  “True purpose?” Uncle Josh laughed nervously. “You know what the ‘true purpose’ of this mission is. We’re trying to destroy Iconia with the Gift. It’s that simple.”


  “Actually, it’s not,” said Christina. “I mean, that might be one of your goals, but it’s pretty obvious that that is just a cover story so you can accomplish your real goal. Your real goal, by the way, that I don’t know anything about, though I don’t need to know what you guys are actually doing in order to tell that you’re bullshitting your own nephew here.”


  I looked at Uncle Josh. “Is that true, uncle? Have you been lying to us about the real reason you, Mack, and Gina are helping me? The real reason Pinnacle sent you to Iconia?”


  “Of course it’s not true,” said Uncle Josh. “I would never lie to my own nephew, not even if my boss told me to.”


  Christina laughed again. “Sure. That’s why Mack was talking about not being able to steal the thing you guys wanted.”


  “I don’t think Uncle Josh would lie to me,” I said. “Like he said, I’m his nephew.”


  “And?” said Christina. “Come on, kid. I know you have your suspicions. I could tell back on the sub. You figured there was something else going on here, something more than just an attempt to blow up an island. You just never thought to actually figure it out or even ask because you’re too trusting for your own good.”


  I hated to admit it, but Christina had a point. Back on the Diver, I had indeed suspected that Uncle Josh and his fellow Pinnacle agents were withholding some information from me. But I had just dismissed it as information relating to the mission I didn’t need to know. I mean, as long as they helped me save Grandfather, I really didn’t care about all of the tiny, insignificant details of this mission of theirs.


  But now, I was starting to think that there was indeed a lot more going on than they had told me.


  I looked at Uncle Josh straight in the eyes and said, “Tell me the truth, uncle. What are you, Mack, and Gina really trying to accomplish here on Iconia?”


  Uncle Josh hesitated and for a second I thought he was actually going to try to run away.


  But then Uncle Josh sighed and said, “All right. I guess you deserve to know the truth. You want to know why we’re really here? It isn’t to blow up Iconia or even kill Chaser. It doesn’t even have anything to do with the Gift, really.”


  “Then why are you here?” I said. “Why go through all of this?”


  “You want to know why?” said Uncle Josh. He took a deep breath and said, “We’re trying to get the Atlas Armor.”
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  “The Atlas Armor?” I said, staring at Uncle Josh in confusion. “What’s that?”


  Uncle Josh rubbed his arm. “You remember the Atlas Glove, right?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, I remember that. It was that weird gauntlet you wore on your hand that could shoot laser blasts, right?”


  “Right,” said Uncle Josh. “The one I stole from Icon. Do you remember how I told you that it was just one part of a much larger machine that Icon was working on?”


  “Oh, yeah,” I said. “But you said you guys didn’t know, exactly, what they were building at the time, right?”


  “Yes,” said Uncle Josh. “We just knew they needed the Glove to complete it. But since then, the intelligence we’ve gathered suggests that Icon didn’t just build a Glove. They built an entire suit of power armor they call the Atlas Armor, so named because it is said to grant its user the strength of the Greek titan Atlas.”


  I looked at Christina. “Christina, you wouldn’t happen to know anything about this, would you?”


  “I was aware that Josh here stole something from us a while back, but no one told me what,” said Christina with a shrug. “I think Chaser wanted to keep knowledge of the theft contained within the upper echelons of the organization, rather than share it with us peasants.”


  “Not surprising,” said Uncle Josh. “The Atlas Armor is one of their best kept secrets, from what I can tell. But thanks to the efforts of our spies, we managed to figure out what they were building.”


  “Why would Icon build power armor?” I said. “Are they planning to mass produce and sell it like Power or something?”


  “Probably not,” said Uncle Josh. “Though we don’t know everything, we do know that the time, money, and effort being put into it was far more than the time, money, and effort being put into Power. Power was already a very profitable drug, so Icon has no reason to develop something that takes longer time and more money for less profit. Besides, our spies didn’t find any evidence of plans for mass production, so it appears to be a one-of-a-kind weapon.”


  “Then they must be planning to use it for themselves,” I said. “But why?”


  “I don’t know,” said Uncle Josh. “All I know is that Ephraim gave us orders to destroy it. We don’t know what Icon is trying to do with the Atlas Armor, but I doubt they have any plans to use it to bring about world peace.”


  “Why didn’t you just tell me this upfront?” I said. “Why lie to me about it for so long?”


  “Because Ephraim told us to keep it a secret from everyone who wasn’t a Pinnacle agent,” said Uncle Josh. He did not meet my eyes. “But he was aware that you were planning to go to Iconia, so he told us to tag along with you. He figured that it would be easier for us to get to Iconia if we had you as an ally, even if you weren’t allowed to know the real reason why we were going here.”


  “You mean you manipulated me into doing your dirty work?” I said.


  “Not quite manipulated,” said Uncle Josh carefully. “We just thought it would be more convenient to tag along with you to Iconia. That’s all.”


  “But you never intended to save Grandfather,” I said. “Right?”


  “Well, we didn’t have orders to,” said Uncle Josh. “And, well—”


  “Then you lied to me,” I said. “You lied to me about the real reason you came here. What else did you lie to me about, I wonder?”


  “Nothing,” said Uncle Josh, quickly meeting my gaze with his own. “Please believe me. And the only reason we even lied to you about this was because Ephraim told us to, not because we wanted to. Honest.”


  Christina chuckled. “’Please believe me.’ Come on. You’re a spy. You can’t believe anything spies say.”


  “Including anything you say?” I said, looking at Christina hard.


  “Yep,” said Christina without missing a beat. “Didn’t we already have this conversation about how you can’t really trust me? I’m not really in the mood to go over it again.”


  My hands balled into fists and I looked back over at Uncle Josh. “So you don’t have any plans to save Grandfather, then.”


  “We didn’t,” Uncle Josh corrected. “But we do now. There’s a reason I went with you and Christina rather than with Mack and Gina, and it’s because I genuinely want to save Greg now. I mean, I want to destroy the Atlas Armor as well and end Icon, but at the moment I want to help you more than anything else.”


  I looked in Uncle Josh’s eyes. He looked very sincere right now, which made it easy for me to believe that he was telling the truth. Even so, I couldn’t help but feel disappointed at his lies. I had thought Uncle Josh would never lie to me, given how we were family and all, but apparently I didn’t know my uncle well enough to know that he would lie to me if his boss told him to. It left me feeling bitter and angry, to the point where I almost wanted to tell Uncle Josh to go away and never talk to me again.


  But I caught myself before I said anything rash. It was too late for me to tell Uncle Josh to go away now. With the wall behind us, there was nowhere for Uncle Josh to go. And besides, he hadn’t tried to hurt me or anything. The worst he had done was help me under false pretenses, which wasn’t really the most serious thing in the world if you thought about it. It wasn’t like he had betrayed me and sold me out to Icon or anything, after all.


  So I said to Uncle Josh, “All right, uncle. I’m still upset about how you lied to me, but I’ll forgive you. You were just following your boss’ orders, not trying to harm me or anyone else. Still, I’m not very happy about this.”


  “That’s fine,” said Uncle Josh. “I don’t expect you to be. Just as long as we are on the same side, everything will be fine.”


  “This is heartwarming and all, but we really should keep moving,” said Christina. She pointed up at the doors on the platform. “We’re not far away now. Just beyond those doors are the dungeons where your grandfather is being kept prisoner.”


  “Then what are we waiting for?” I said. I punched my fist into my other hand. “Let’s do this.”


  I flew up onto the platform and waited as Christina and Uncle Josh took the stairs on the side. It was slightly frustrating to have to wait for them, but luckily the stairs were not very long and soon all three of us stood in front of the double doors to the dungeons. As far as I could tell, they were not locked, which seemed odd to me, though even if they had been locked, I would have just smashed them open without a second thought.


  “Ready?” I said, looking from Uncle Josh to Christina and back again. “Once we pass this point, we won’t be able to go back.”


  “Of course I’m ready,” said Christina. Two energy ropes appeared in her hands and she cracked them both. “I’m always ready.”


  “Same here,” said Uncle Josh, nodding. He pulled his gun out of its holster at his side and held it up close to his chest. “Lead the way, Jack.”


  I nodded, smiling, and then pushed the doors open. I marched into the hallway on the other side, which I found stretched on in either direction for a long while. I couldn’t even see where each direction ended, although I noticed the halls were wide enough for the trolley to travel along. But unlike the tunnel, this hall seemed to be made mostly out of stone and concrete, rather than metal plating.


  But like the tunnel, it was empty … suspiciously empty, as a matter of fact. A lone security camera hung from the ceiling in front of me, looking down directly at me, Uncle Josh, and Christina. Christina gave it a rude gesture almost as soon as she saw it, prompting Uncle Josh to ask, “What was that for?”


  Lowering her hand, Christina looked at Uncle Josh and said, “Just my way of saying hello to Chaser. I know he’s watching our every move, so I wanted to let him know I’m thinking of him, though not in any way he’d like, of course.”


  A sudden crackling sound came from the camera and then I heard Chaser’s voice loud and clear through a speaker underneath the camera say, “What a coincidence, Christina. I am also thinking of you. Or, at least, thinking of how to kill you for betraying Icon. I would say great minds think alike, but that would be assuming your mind is as great as mine, which is observably untrue.”


  “Chaser,” I said, looking up into the camera. “I didn’t think we’d hear back from you so soon. Thought the next time we’d talk, it would be with my fist in your mouth.”


  “Your threats would be amusing if you weren’t so pathetic,” said Chaser. “But I have been watching all of you this entire time since you arrived on Icon and I must say I am impressed by how you have managed to get so far. On the rare occasions we receive intruders, they are usually killed brutally not too long after they wash up on the shore of the island. If I had an award to give you for being the longest surviving intruders, I most definitely would.”


  “I’m not sure that winning the Most Successful Intruder Award means much, considering the only reason they got this far is because of me,” said Christina, folding her arms across her chest.


  “That, my dear Christina, was a joke,” said Chaser. “But you’ve always had a hard time parsing my humor, so perhaps I should not be taken aback by your apparent inability to understand it. Regardless, I genuinely am impressed at your persistence, if nothing else.”


  “Thanks,” I said, though I wasn’t sure if Chaser actually meant it or not. “Anyway, it’s too late to stop us now. Once we get my grandfather back, we’re going after you next. And trust me, there aren’t enough Icon agents in the entire island to stop us.”


  “It’s true that I could overwhelm you three through sheer numbers,” said Chaser. “I have summoned back a good number of agents back from the field, but I have always preferred quality over quantity, so I would rather not waste many good agents in what may be a vain attempt to take you down. I have another way to get rid of you three that, I think, is more efficient and less wasteful of good agents.”


  “What are you going to do?” I said. “Spray us with more of that gas from the tunnels?”


  “No,” said Chaser. “Instead, I’m going to invite you to my personal chambers so we can talk. How does that sound?”


  Surprised, I looked at Christina and Uncle Josh, hoping one of them might know what he meant by this. But they looked just as puzzled as me, especially Uncle Josh, so I was left with no choice but to ask and hope Chaser would clarify what he meant.


  “Talk,” I repeated, looking back up at the camera. “What do you mean?”


  “Exactly what I just said,” said Chaser. “If we come face-to-face, then perhaps we can talk out our differences like civilized beings, rather than engage in more pointless, flashy fights which fix nothing and cause lots of collateral damage. I don’t want to lose another lab. If we can discuss our differences civilly and perhaps work out a deal, that would be ideal for both of us.”


  “You can’t be serious,” I said.


  “Oh, I am,” said Chaser. “At my heart, I am an intellectual, a reasonable and rational individual. I prefer to solve my problems with reason as much as possible. I, of course, don’t discount the necessity of violence at times, but I think we can figure things out through dialogue rather than destruction.”


  I eyed the camera suspiciously. “This isn’t some kind of trick, is it?”


  “If it was, would I tell you?” said Chaser. “Try thinking before speaking. I hear it can keep you from sticking your foot into your mouth.”


  Scowling, I turned away from the camera. “Sorry, but I’m not interested in ‘talking’ to you. I’m going to rescue Grandfather and, if I have the time, will stop by your personal chambers to kick your ass on the way out of here.”


  I lifted my foot to start walking away, but then Chaser said, “What if I told you I had Gregory with me this very moment?”


  I paused, holding my foot in the air, and looked up at the camera. “What do you mean?”


  “Your grandfather is with me in my chamber,” said Chaser. “I was well aware you were coming to Iconia to save him. As soon as it became clear to me that you would make it to the Tower, I had some of my agents transfer Gregory from his cell in the dungeons all the way to my chambers. That way, you would be forced to confront me, no matter what.”


  “How do I know you’re not just lying to throw us off track?” I said.


  The camera was silent for a moment, and then Grandfather’s voice—weak and dim—said, “Jack … help …”


  Then Chaser spoke again. “There you go. I gave Gregory the microphone for a second to speak into it. I assume you recognize your own grandfather’s voice?”


  I bit my lower lip. “Yeah, that’s him, all right.”


  I could have said I thought it was a fake, but it sounded too much like how Grandfather’s voice sounded when he spoke through the Trickshot Watch not too long ago. Clearly, Chaser was telling the truth here, however much I wished he wasn’t.


  “Then you have a choice,” said Chaser. “Either come to my chambers and meet me face-to-face … or you will get to listen in great detail as I kill Gregory. And trust me, I am very methodical in everything I do, including murder.”


  My hands balled into fists. “Fine. I’ll come to your chambers. Where are they?”


  “Not far,” said Chaser. “Christina should be able to lead you to them, seeing as she has visited my chambers before. Christina, do you think you will be able to do that?”


  “Yeah,” said Christina without any enthusiasm in her voice at all. “I remember where they are.”


  “Excellent,” said Chaser. “I look forward to our conversation, Trickshot. I hope it will be quite … productive.”


  With that, the speaker shut off, leaving Uncle Josh, Christina, and I standing there in the hallway all by ourselves.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


   


  “We can’t do this,” said Uncle Josh. “This is clearly a trap. Chaser isn’t going to have a reasonable conversation with you and—”


  I stopped walking and whirled around to face Uncle Josh, who had been talking almost nonstop since I agreed to meet with Chaser. I had tried to ignore him, but I was so annoyed with him that I couldn’t take it anymore. “Yeah, I know.”


  “You know?” Uncle Josh repeated. “Then why on earth did you ever agree to it?”


  “What choice do I have?” I said, throwing my hands up into the air. “Chaser has Grandfather and he will kill him if I don’t go to meet him. Even if this is a trap, I can’t just sit back and let Chaser do that.”


  “It’s still dangerous,” said Uncle Josh. “I bet the second we walk into his chambers, we’ll get caught or maybe even killed. Chaser is a madman and a monster. He likes to think of himself as a dispassionate intellectual, but the truth is he’s every bit as monstrous and vile as his minions, if not more so, given how he’s the leader of the entire organization.”


  “Would you two just shut your traps?” said Christina. She stood a few feet away from us, having apparently just realized we weren’t following her anymore. She had her hands on her hips, an annoyed look on her face. “Once you make a deal with Chaser, you can’t just go back on your word. He’ll not only kill Jack’s grandpa, but he’ll also kill all of us. Trust me, I’ve seen what he does to people who try to go back on their deals with him and it never ends well for them. Ever.”


  I had been surprised by Christina’s reaction to my deal. Unlike Uncle Josh, she hadn’t even tried to convince me to change my mind or that it was a bad idea. It was probably because she understood how Chaser thought better than Uncle Josh did, but maybe she was also just more afraid of Chaser than Josh was. Then again, if I knew Chaser as well as she did, I might be a lot less brave than I was, too.


  “You’re right,” I said. “Let’s keep going. Chaser’s chambers aren’t too far now, are they?”


  Christina nodded. “Yeah. We should get there any minute now.”


  Christina turned and continued walking down the hall. I resumed following her and Uncle Josh resumed following me, but he had apparently decided that it was useless to argue with me anymore, because he kept his mouth shut. My guess was that Uncle Josh was just resigned to the fact that we were going to confront Chaser and that there was nothing he could do about it one way or another.


  I understood Uncle Josh’s concerns. I really did. The only problem was that Chaser had manipulated us into a no-win situation. If I had rejected the meeting outright, Chaser would have killed Grandfather. And I had no doubt that he would have done it, because everything I’d seen suggested that Chaser was not the kind of man to make idle threats. This was our best chance to save Grandfather, even though it probably was a trap.


  But what else was I supposed to do? Saying no would have just resulted in Grandfather dying. The best we could hope for at the moment was getting to Chaser’s chambers and hopefully finding a way to turn the tables on him. Unfortunately, I wasn’t yet sure how we were going to do that.


  The most surprising part about Chaser’s living quarters was that they were located in the deepest levels of the Tower, rather than near the top like you think they would. According to Christina, this was because Chaser did not like heights and preferred to be as close to the ground as possible. It still seemed strange to me, but then Chaser in general struck me as a very strange man.


  After a minute or two of walking, we turned a corner in the hall and Christina said, “Here we are.”


  I looked over Christina’s shoulder and saw a gigantic door, easily twice as tall as me, set flush against the floor at the end of the hall. The door seemed to be made out of stone, but it looked like it had been carved out of a mountain or at least a boulder. It looked pretty thick, too, to the point where I wasn’t very certain I would be able to smash it open myself even with my super strength.


  “That’s the door to Chaser’s personal chambers,” said Christina, pointing at the door. “He should be on the other side of that door, waiting for us.”


  “What are we waiting for?” I said. I punched my fist into my other hand. “Let’s do this.”


  The three of us walked up to the massive door. I was uncertain whether we should knock on it or not, but as we stopped in front of it, the door suddenly started to open inward all on its own. Its hinges creaked loudly, until soon the door stood wide open, showing a pitch-black room on the other side that reminded me of the night sky out in the country, though without stars, of course. It also reminded me of the darkness underneath my bed when I was a kid, where I used to be afraid that monsters lurked waiting to eat me if I fell asleep.


  Without any further words between us, we walked inside. This time, I was in the lead, rather than Christina, and I walked as confidently as I could, hoping to project an aura of strength and confidence that would make Chaser think twice about springing his trap on us, whatever it might be.


  Chaser’s chambers were huge, much bigger than you would suppose. The ceiling rose high above us, supported by massive marble columns shaped like the Greek titan Atlas, as if they were supporting the whole room on their shoulders. On the walls were maps of the world, each one covered with pins that seemed to indicate specific locations, which seemed to indicate areas of the world where Power drugs were shipped. And sitting before us was a massive computer monitor, the biggest I’d yet seen, though it was currently off. Lights on the ceiling turned on, making my night vision unnecessary.


  The chambers were also incredibly cold. My suit insulated me from extreme heat and extreme cold, but even I could feel the biting cold, though I didn’t shiver. Christina and Uncle Josh, on the other hand, did, especially Christina. Her skin was paler than ever and she looked like she wished she could be anywhere other than here. It still felt very strange to see the snide, sarcastic Christina I’d always known behave so timidly whenever she was anywhere near Chaser. It made me wonder just how dangerous Chaser actually was.


  Then, without warning, the massive door slammed shut behind us, making all three of us jump. Uncle Josh drew his gun from his holster and aimed it this way and that like he was looking for the person who had slammed the door shut.


  “Now, now, Joshua Resnick,” said Chaser’s voice from the computer monitor before us. “There’s no need to be so jumpy. I just closed the door behind you so we could have some … privacy.”


  “Privacy?” Uncle Josh repeated, lowering his gun slightly. “Since when does Icon respect a person’s privacy?”


  “As long as it is mine,” said Chaser.


  All of a sudden, the computer monitor flickered on, revealing a strange symbol: An eyeball with a line crossed through it. I realized that that had to be the symbol of Icon, because I had seen that same symbol on the other buildings in the compound around the Tower.


  “Welcome to my personal chambers, Jack ‘Trickshot’ McDonald, Joshua Resnick, and, of course, Christina Madison,” said Chaser. “It pleases me to see that all three of you came here without delay. It means we can begin the conversation right away.”


  “I don’t want a ‘conversation’ with you,” I said. I stepped forward. “Grandfather. Where is he?”


  “You clearly don’t understand how negotiations are supposed to work,” said Chaser. “First, we need to talk, and then I will show you what I plan to offer you.”


  “I don’t give a damn about negotiations,” I snapped. “And why are you talking to me through a computer monitor? Too afraid to speak to me directly?”


  Chaser sighed. “Cowardice has nothing to do with it. This is just how I prefer to talk to other human beings. I find that speaking through the computer allows for a clarity of thought I would not otherwise achieve, because I don’t have any of that distracting body language to ruin my perfectly crafted sentences.”


  “That’s a dumb reason to talk only through a computer,” I said. “Not that I care, though. I want to see Grandfather.”


  “Very impatient,” said Chaser. “Just like Gregory, you are inherently unable to delay gratification for the things you want. Patience is a virtue, one you seem to lack.”


  “I’m starting to rethink this whole ‘conversation’ idea,” I said. “Maybe I’ll just smash that computer screen of yours and make you give me Grandfather back the hard way. How does that sound?”


  “Rather rude, to be honest,” said Chaser. “And anyway, you aren’t in any position to make demands of me. Remember, I am the one who has Gregory, not you. If you keep behaving rudely and hostilely, then I will kill Gregory and then you and your friends, too.”


  I bit my lower lip. Chaser was right. As long as he had Grandfather, Chaser had leverage in this conversation. It was annoying and frustrating, but it wasn’t like there was anything I could do about it. I would just have to keep my cool and try to turn this conversation around in my favor. Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure how to do that.


  “All right,” I said. “What do you want to talk about?”


  “Many things, Trickshot,” said Chaser, “though right now I only want to talk to you about the Trickshot Watch.”


  I put my hand over it. “The Trickshot Watch? Why do you want to talk about it?”


  “Because I want it,” said Chaser. “And if you give it to me, I will give you Gregory in return. A simple exchange, though one I think both of us would benefit from, wouldn’t you say?”


  “I’m not giving you the Trickshot Watch,” I said, pulling my wrist closer to my chest. “Not only is it a dangerous weapon in the wrong hands, but it’s also a priceless family heirloom. My grandfather gave it to me for the purpose of defending Rumsfeld. I’m not going to give it to you, no matter how nicely you ask.”


  Chaser was silent for a few seconds, but then he suddenly said, “Tell me, Jack, do you know where Gregory originally got the Trickshot Watch from?”


  I folded my arms across my chest. “No. I was just told he was given it by someone, but I never found out who gave it to him in the first place.”


  The next words that came out of the computer screen shocked me to my core:


  “Then let me inform you: Gregory received the Trickshot Watch from Icon. And now, the Trickshot Watch shall return to Icon, where it rightfully belongs.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


   


  “What?” I said. “Did you just say that the Trickshot Watch came from Icon?”


  “Correct,” said Chaser. “And not just from Icon in general, but from me in particular. I gave your grandfather the Trickshot Watch over fifty years ago now, back when he first started out as a superhero.”


  “You mean you knew Grandfather back in the old days?” I said. “Impossible.”


  “Not as much as you think,” said Chaser. “I am nearly as old as Gregory, just off by a couple of years or so. I gave him the Trickshot Watch when he told me he was thinking about becoming a superhero. That is a fact.”


  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “No way. You’re lying.”


  “I’m not ‘lying,’ Trickshot,” said Chaser. “You know I’m not. Ask yourself, if Icon did not originally own the Trickshot Watch, then how were we able to capture your grandfather? Why did we capture him in the first place, if not to take back what was rightfully ours in the first place?”


  I put a hand on my forehead, trying to understand what Chaser was telling me. “If the Trickshot Watch originally belonged to you guys, then why didn’t you just ask Grandfather to give it back to you, rather than kidnapping him like this?”


  “Because Gregory had no intention of giving it back,” said Chaser. “He wanted to keep it forever, even though he had originally accepted it on the basis that we could take it back anytime we wanted. That is why we kidnapped him ten years ago, because it was the only way we’d get the Trickshot Watch back. Sadly, Gregory managed to figure out how to send the Trickshot Watch to you anyway, which is how you got involved in all of this.”


  “Why did you give Grandfather the Trickshot Watch in the first place?” I said. “And why didn’t he want to give you guys the Watch back, if he was just borrowing it?”


  The computer screen seemed to glow a little brighter. “Because we wanted to test the Watch and see its full capabilities. I suppose we could have just tested it in a lab somewhere, but I’ve always had a preference for testing things out in the real world, where you can see real results from your efforts. By having Gregory use the Trickshot Watch in his superhero career, we had hoped to find out the mysteries behind it, given its alien origins.”


  “But there’s more to it than that,” I said. “Right? Otherwise, Grandfather wouldn’t have refused to give it back to you guys.”


  “Correct,” said Chaser. “You see, Gregory discovered what our actual plans for the Trickshot Watch were and he … disagreed with them, to put it mildly. He realized how destructive the Trickshot Watch could be in the wrong hands, so he did everything in his power to keep it ‘safe’ from us.” A low chuckle came from the screen. “But what Gregory did not realize at the time was that Icon always gets what it wants eventually. He could have hidden the Trickshot Watch on the moon and we would have still gotten it. But he was quite persistent, I’ll give him that much, and we did waste a lot of time and agents trying to capture him until we finally succeeded ten years ago. And with luck, Gregory will never see the light of day ever again.”


  “What are your real plans for the Trickshot Watch, if scientific progress isn’t what you really want?” I said. “Were you planning to mass produce the Trickshot Watch and make a fortune? Because if so, then you’re in luck, because the last guy who wanted to do that is dead, so the market is wide open.”


  “Profit is hardly my main interest,” said Chaser. “To the extent that it is an interest at all, it is only because I need to make a profit in order to keep Icon afloat. But if profit was all I wanted, I would simply increase production on Power and distribute it even more than I already have. Icon has barely tapped the true profit potential of Power. With just a few simple adjustments, I could increase production of Power tenfold and see profits rise twenty times and yet still not make even as much money as I could if I cared for that sort of thing.”


  “If not money, then what?” I said. “Power?”


  “Close, but not quite,” said Chaser. “Power—not the drug, but the concept—is indeed one of my goals, but even that isn’t what I really want. And I am not so sure I should tell you, because you don’t need to know it. You just need to know that I want the Watch and that I will give you your grandfather in return if you give it back to me.”


  I covered the Trickshot Watch protectively. If money and power were not Chaser’s goals, then I had no idea what he could possibly want. Whatever it was, I had a feeling that it was not entirely noble, so it would be better to figure out a way to keep it from him.


  “You say you knew Grandfather,” I said. “I take it Icon has been around for a while?”


  “Certainly,” said Chaser. “Icon is an old, old organization, stretching back hundreds of years, well before I was born.”


  “You mean you didn’t found it?” This question came from Christina, who sounded as shocked as I felt at this revelation.


  “Yes,” said Chaser. “But my family, the Chaser family, has always played a crucial role. My great-grandfather, Roland Chaser I, was the first Superior, being handed the role after the establishment of the organization’s modern form. Icon has taken many different forms over the years, adapting to the times and places in which its members find themselves, but always it has moved toward its founders’ ultimate goal, albeit slowly due to the immense scope of the project.”


  “And what ‘project’ would that be?” I said. “World domination?”


  “That’s another thing you don’t need to know,” said Chaser. “You only need to know that I’ve been redirecting Icon’s resources toward my own plans for quite a while. I haven’t forgotten the founders’ mission yet. It’s simply been put on hold for the past fifty years while I work hard at my own goal, which is nearing completion even as we speak.”


  “What an irresponsible waste of resources,” said Uncle Josh, shaking his head. “I am glad that Pinnacle isn’t run by someone nearly as shortsighted as you.”


  “Shortsighted? Hardly,” said Chaser. “Should everything work out the way I want it to, it will be Ephraim who will be seen as shortsighted. But I’ve spoken at length about this enough. The time for your decision is now, Trickshot. Either give me the Watch or watch as your grandfather dies a horrible death. The choice is yours.”


  My hands curled into fists. Normally, my mind would have been blown by all of these revelations, but at the moment I was too distracted by our current situation to really think them through deeply. I needed to find some way to save Grandfather while keeping the Trickshot Watch away from Chaser. And yet Chaser had obviously planned this out well enough to put me in a situation where he would get the Trickshot Watch no matter what.


  “Well?” said Chaser. “I’m awaiting your response patiently, Jack. Will you give me the Watch or not?”


  I looked at Uncle Josh and Christina briefly, hoping that one of them might have a plan. But they looked just as stuck as me. Christina still looked too afraid to even speak to Chaser, while Uncle Josh seemed as frustrated about this situation as I was, if not more so. He was probably angry that we had not been able to retrieve the Atlas Armor, too, which was something that had crossed my mind, though I didn’t care about it as much as he did.


  “Make your choice,” said Chaser. “Do it soon. The longer you go without saying anything, the more I will consider your silence a yes.”


  I opened my mouth to reply, but at that moment, the Trickshot Watch started beeping and its surface started glowing. I looked at the Trickshot Watch, as did Uncle Josh and Christina, and I thought that Chaser was looking at it as well.


  “What is this?” said Chaser, who sounded genuinely astonished. “What are you doing?”


  “Nothing,” I said. “I—”


  All of a sudden, through a thick fog of static, I heard Grandfather’s voice say, “Don’t do it, Jack! Don’t give him … don’t give him the Watch!”


  “Grandfather?” I said in shock. “Is that you?”


  “Don’t give it to him!” said Grandfather again, his voice clearer now. “Don’t worry about me! Just make sure it doesn’t—”


  Grandfather’s voice was abruptly cut off, like his phone’s battery had died.


  “Grandfather?” I said. “Grandfather, are you still there?”


  “He is not,” said Chaser. “Not anymore, anyway. I managed to figure out how he was contacting you and shut him off before he could blab some more. Holding a very technical man like him prisoner has been … tricky, to say the least.”


  “You did that because you didn’t want me to listen to Grandfather,” I said. “Let me guess, you were never planning to let me, Uncle Josh, and Christina go even if I gave you the Watch, right? You were planning to kill us as soon as the Watch was out of my hands, because then we would be powerless to stop you. You wouldn’t even give us Grandfather.”


  Chaser was silent for a long time, but when he spoke again, he sounded even colder than before. “You have found me out. I suppose you aren’t interested in giving up the Watch anymore, then?”


  “Absolutely not,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re going to have to pry it from my cold, dead hands.”


  I expected Chaser to start screaming and threatening me with all kinds of horrible things, because that was what supervillains usually did whenever you thwarted or figured out their master plan.


  Instead, however, Chaser said, in a calm voice, “I suspected something like this would happen. Gregory wasn’t ever one to comply with those he deemed ‘supervillains,’ even when it made sense to do so. I should have known better than to expect you to be any different. I guess the apple really doesn’t fall far from the tree.”


  “And?” I said. “What are you going to do about it?”


  “Nothing.”


  There was silence for a moment until what Chaser said actually sank in.


  “Wait, what?” I said. “Nothing? Are you just going to … to let us go?”


  “Obviously not,” said Chaser. “I’m no fool. I’m not going to let you three get away that easily, just because you have rejected my offer.”


  “Then what did you mean by doing ‘nothing’ to stop us?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “You weren’t trolling us, were you?”


  “I do not ‘troll,’ as kids these days say,” said Chaser. “But just because I am not going to do anything does not mean that I will not have one of my agents kill you instead.”


  All of a sudden, a portion of the wall underneath the computer monitor slid open, revealing a pitch black dark room on the other side. Even with my night vision goggles, it was hard to tell what was in there, but I could very clearly hear two large, heavy metal boots clanking against the floor. Clank, clank, clank went the boots, which was a sound I wouldn’t ordinarily find frightening, but under the circumstances, I could not help but feel a little tense. I pulled three disks out of my pouch and held them close to my face, while Christina extended two energy ropes from her hands and Uncle Josh raised his gun, aiming it at the dark room and the clanking sound coming from within.


  Then a figure who I had never seen before stepped out of the room. He was sleek and tall, with shiny green-and-black armor that covered his whole body from head to foot. His face plate was a shiny chrome color, reflecting the lights above like crystal. It made him look almost alien. At any rate, I found the lack of a face disturbing, kind of like Holes, except Holes didn’t look like he walked straight out of a science fiction horror movie.


  “Who is this?” I said to Chaser. “Another one of your agents?”


  Uncle Josh, on the other hand, looked almost as pale as Christina now. “Jack, I know what that is. I saw it before the last time I was here.”


  “You’ve seen that thing?” I said, looking over my shoulder at Uncle Josh. “What is it?”


  “Allow me to introduce it,” said Chaser before Uncle Josh could respond. “This is the full and complete Atlas Armor, the newest and greatest weapon built by Icon’s greatest minds. And Atlas here will crush you like an ant.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


   


  As soon as Chaser finished his sentence, Atlas suddenly flew toward us on rocket boots. He pulled his fist back and slammed it into my face, knocking me flat on my back onto the floor, where I lay stunned from the blow.. I looked up to see Atlas raise his fists above his head to bring them down on me, but then Christina’s energy ropes wrapped around his arms and jerked them down, nearly causing Atlas to lose his footing.


  “Jack, get him!” Christina shouted. “Now, while I have him distracted!”


  Shaking my head, I jumped to my feet and aimed a punch at Atlas’ mask. But he immediately flew upward into the air, with my fist completely missing where his head had been mere moments before. Christina yelped as she was yanked into the air with Atlas, screaming for help as he flew around the room.


  “Christina!” I shouted. “Watch out!”


  But I didn’t think Christina heard me because she was screaming so loudly. Atlas suddenly made a sharp turn and somehow shook Christina’s energy ropes off him, sending her flying uncontrollably toward a wall at a shocking speed.


  I flew into the air and caught Christina in midair before she could smash into the wall. We then landed on the floor on the other side of the chamber, though Christina continued to hold onto me as if she was still flying about uncontrollably.


  “You okay, Christina?” I said, looking at her with some concern, because she was shaking slightly in my arms.


  Christina shook her head and pushed me away. “Yeah, I’m fine. Now put me down or I’ll slug you.”


  I let Christina down, but then turned around in time to see Atlas hovering on the other side of the room, dodging Uncle Josh’s bullets with ease. Uncle Josh, however, kept shooting, not even remotely afraid of his opponent, even though it was pretty obvious to me that Uncle Josh was completely outmatched here.


  “What’s he doing?” said Christina. “Does he really think that he’ll be able to shoot that monster with his gun?”


  “I’m not sure,” I said, “but I’m going to go help him anyway. You try to find a way out of here, okay?”


  Before Christina could voice the obvious objection on her mind, I flew toward Uncle Josh, who had run out of bullets as soon as I took off. He then threw the gun at Atlas, who dodged the thrown gun easily and rushed down toward Uncle Josh. He stopped in front of Uncle Josh and grabbed him by the neck, lifting him off his feet with one hand.


  “Hey!” I shouted. “Let go of my uncle, you creep!”


  I pulled out a disk from my pouch and threw it at Atlas’ hand. The disk struck head on, causing Atlas to let go of Uncle Josh, who fell to the floor with a gasp, clutching his no-doubt aching throat. But I didn’t pay attention to him, because I body-slammed Atlas, sending him flying across the room until he crashed into one of the marble columns holding the ceiling up. The crash seemed to have stunned Atlas for a moment, so I looked down at Uncle Josh, who was slowly sitting up, though still rubbing his neck.


  “Uncle Josh, how are you doing?” I said. “Can you breathe?”


  “I … I think so,” said Uncle Josh in a slightly hoarse voice. “If you hadn’t saved me, he would have broken my neck in just a few seconds. Haven’t fought someone that strong in a long time.”


  “It’s the beauty of the Atlas Armor,” said Chaser, who sounded almost gleeful. “As I was promised, it enhances the strength of the user to superhuman levels. And that’s but the most basic application of its power. You haven’t seen anything yet.”


  “Well, I’m not that impressed,” I said. I gestured at Atlas. “Because I just broke your new toy with a body slam.”


  “Broke?” said Chaser. “You barely even scratched it.”


  I heard the sound of metal scraping against rock and looked back over at the marble column. Atlas was slowly but surely pulling himself out of the marble column and, although he had yet to speak a word, I sensed that he was incredibly pissed off at what I did.


  “Uh oh,” I said. “That’s not good.” I looked at Uncle Josh. “Uncle, you and Christina should stay out of this fight. If Atlas is as strong as Chaser says it is, then I’m the only one here who can really give it a fight. You two should just try to find a way out of here, maybe try to force the door open so we can escape.”


  “I won’t argue against that,” said Uncle Josh, “though something tells me Christina won’t be entirely happy to hear that she’s not going to fight.”


  Christina suddenly appeared beside us, a winning smile on her face. “Did someone say I don’t have to fight the crazy man in the power armor? If so, I’m definitely in and you can’t change my mind.”


  “You don’t have to be so eager, you know,” I said.


  Christina opened her mouth to respond, but then Uncle Josh suddenly shouted, “Watch out!”


  I looked over in time to see Atlas rocketing toward me. He swung both of his fists at me, but I caught them both and we were both soon stuck in a struggle session, pushing back against each other as hard as we could. I heard Uncle Josh and Christina running away toward the door, but I didn’t pay any attention to them because all of my attention was focused on keeping this dude from overwhelming me.


  Chaser wasn’t joking about the Atlas Armor granting its user superhuman strength. If anything, Atlas seemed to be even stronger than me, though that could have just been my fatigue starting to catch up to me. In any case, I wasn’t sure if I would be able to win this fight on strength alone.


  And again, I hated how I couldn’t even see his face. That stupid faceplate was coming off at some point, probably after I finished beating him into a tin can. Or maybe I would wait until after I kicked Chaser’s butt, because I didn’t have any intention of letting that jerk get off scott free.


  Suddenly, Atlas’ rocket boots kicked in. He flew over me, but without letting go of me, and he landed and threw me head over heels across the room. I spun through the air for a moment before I regained control of my trajectory and stopped in midair before one of the columns, turning around just in time to see Atlas rocketing toward me at a speed almost too fast for me to keep up with.


  But I flew up at the last minute and, as Atlas flew by underneath, I slammed my feet down on his back. Atlas crashed into the floor below like a meteor, leaving a huge crater shaped vaguely like him. That attack would have killed an ordinary man, but to my horror, Atlas pushed himself up out of the crater and looked up at me with that same unnerving face plate of his, as if to ask if that was all I had.


  “They made you out of stern stuff, didn’t they?” I said. “And what are you waiting for? I’m right here. Are you waiting for me to come to you or—”


  Atlas held up both of his hands toward me. The hands suddenly unleashed a giant blast of energy at me, which struck me in the chest so hard I slammed into the ceiling and bounced off it. I landed on the floor hard enough to crack it, where I lay dazed from the blast and barely able to understand where I was or what just happened to me.


  But then Atlas appeared over me, grabbed me by my cape, and once again threw me across the room. This time, he threw me at one of the columns and I hit it so hard that I actually smashed through it and landed on the other side.


  “Now, now, Atlas,” said Chaser, whose voice sounded somewhat distant now for some reason, as if there was something wrong with my ears, “I don’t want you tearing up my personal quarters. Knock down too many of those columns and the entire ceiling will collapse on us.”


  I found it odd how Chaser spoke to Atlas like he was a little kid who needed to be reminded that it was his nap time, but I didn’t pay attention to that. I just sat up, groaning at the pain in my back. I felt something hot running down the side of my face and, touching it, realized I was bleeding from the forehead. It was kind of amazing that I had sustained such minor injuries despite all of the punishment I’d taken, which was a testament to the durability power I’d inherited from the suit.


  But then a scream of terror made me forget all about my own pain. Looking toward the door, I saw that Atlas was flying toward Uncle Josh and Christina, who seemed to have had no luck in opening the door over the last several seconds. There was no way I would be able to catch up with Atlas before he reached them, but I didn’t need to. I drew three Trickshot disks from my pouch and hurled them at the floor.


  The Trickshot disks bounced off the floor and immediately began bouncing all around the room faster than even my eyes could follow. Despite the seeming randomness of their bouncing, all of the Trickshot disks had the same destination: Atlas, who was closing in on Uncle Josh and Christina fast.


  One of the disks struck the sole of Atlas’ rocket boot, sending him swerving off to the side unexpectedly. Another one struck him in the face and the third and final disk hit him in the back of the head. The three blows had slowed him down, especially the first one, giving me enough time to fly over to and catch up with Atlas.


  Flying over Atlas, I grabbed him by the shoulders and, spinning around, threw him toward the other side of the room as hard as I could. Atlas spun crazily through the air for a moment before he crashed into and through the floor for several feet until he came to a screeching stop in front of Chaser’s computer monitor, where he lay stunned from the impact of my throw.


  Yet I wasn’t done with him. I flew over to Atlas, who was struggling to get to his feet, and as soon as I landed, I punched him in the face and knocked him down once again. As soon as he fell, I kicked Atlas in the gut and then grabbed him by the neck and slammed him against the wall as hard as I could.


  Pulling back my fist, I said, “Good night, you jerk.”


  Atlas said nothing to that, but before I could finish him off with a punch to the face, a small hissing sound came from his faceplate, which slowly flipped open. It flipped open like a door, which meant I didn’t get to see the face behind it until it fully opened.


  As soon as I saw the face behind the mask, I froze. I couldn’t believe what my eyes showed me. It had to be a lie. Maybe I was going crazy from the lack of sleep I’d gotten tonight. Or maybe I had actually died in the submarine explosion earlier and this was all just my last nightmare before I passed away from the injuries I received from the blast.


  Because there was no way that Atlas was my grandfather, Gregory Matthew McDonald, the original Trickshot and defender of Rumsfeld, Texas.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


   


  The face which had been hidden behind the Atlas face plate looked almost exactly like I remembered Grandfather looking, save that it was paler than usual and the mustache and beard were grown out more. But I couldn’t deny that I was looking at the face of my own grandfather, the very real face I had just been about to punch in like a piece of paper. His dull gray eyes looked at me with an expression I couldn’t read, though he didn’t seem conscious.


  “Grandfather?” I said in a low voice. “Is that … is that you?”


  Chaser suddenly spoke above me. “Why, yes, it is indeed Gregory Matthew McDonald, your grandfather and the man who gave you the Trickshot Watch in the first place.”


  Against my will, I dropped my fist, unable to take my eyes off of Grandfather’s face. “You mean I was fighting Grandfather this entire time and I didn’t even know it?”


  “Certainly,” said Chaser. “Why do you think both your grandfather and the Atlas Armor were missing? I wanted your grandfather to be wearing the Atlas Armor so that I would have someone equal to you in strength and ability to defend me. I thought Gregory would defeat you, given how he is more experienced and skilled than you, but I suppose even the Atlas Armor can’t entirely undo the effects of old age, eh?”


  I was amazed that Grandfather was still breathing at all. I had beat on Atlas pretty hard, harder than I normally would against another human being. I guess that the only reason Grandfather wasn’t just smashed meat in a tin can at the moment was because the Atlas Armor was tough enough to absorb my punches, though given how tired Grandfather looked, perhaps the Armor wasn’t as sturdy as it looked.


  I looked up at Chaser. “You jerk. You almost had me kill my own grandfather in cold blood and I didn’t even know it. You’re every bit the monster Christina said you are.”


  “I am flattered,” said Chaser. “I didn’t make you do anything. I just pit you against an equally strong opponent, an opponent you easily overcame. Congratulations.”


  “Congratulations?” I repeated. “Do you even realize what you just said?”


  “I do,” said Chaser. “But I also know that you’re not in any position to act on your outrage.”


  “What do you mean?” I said.


  All of a sudden, Grandfather punched me in the gut with surprising strength. I gasped in pain and let go of Grandfather, who immediately lashed out with a kick to my chin. The blow sent me staggering backward, lights flashing in my eyes, while Grandfather advanced toward me with a slow but menacing gait.


  “Grandfather, can’t you hear me?” I said, rubbing my chin where he had kicked me. “It’s me, Jack. Your grandson.”


  “Don’t bother trying to talk to him,” said Chaser. “Gregory is entirely unaware of anything he’s doing. The Armor controls him now, and because I control the Armor, that means he won’t give up until you’ve been beaten into a fine pulp. It is what the Atlas Armor is designed to do, after all: protect me from threats to my life, such as you.”


  I hated Chaser’s voice, but I was too hesitant to fight Grandfather. I knew I should have defended myself, even gone in for the kill, but I was now suddenly so worried about harming Grandfather that I wasn’t sure if I should try hitting him or not. Even if the Atlas Armor allowed him to take more pain than normal, I still didn’t like the idea of beating my own grandfather into submission.


  “You are hesitating,” said Chaser. “Can’t fight your old man? I’m not surprised. Most people can’t fight their own family, certainly not to the death. Gregory would be reacting the same way if he still had his free will. Luckily for me, his free will is being suppressed by the Atlas Armor’s neurotechnology. He won’t remember killing you in cold blood, nor that you were unable to fight back against him, either.”


  Chaser’s tone was mocking, but there was a lot of truth to what he just said. The thought of punching my own grandfather in the face or anywhere else on his body was repugnant to me. Whereas before I hadn’t cared if I killed or crippled Atlas, I now worried that I would kill my own grandfather if I wasn’t careful.


  Then, all of a sudden, two energy ropes came out of nowhere and wrapped around Grandfather’s body. Grandfather came to a stop and looked down at the energy ropes in confusion before they suddenly constricted, making him actually cry out in pain.


  “Grandfather!” I said. I looked at where the ropes had come from to see Christina holding them. “Christina, what are you doing here? I thought you and Uncle Josh were trying to open the door.”


  “Oh, I gave up on that when it became clear that the door can’t be opened from the inside,” said Christina, though her voice was incredibly strained. “When I saw you were having trouble with this guy, I decided to help you instead, especially when I heard Chaser’s smug voice mocking you. Can’t stand it.”


  “But—”


  “Don’t argue with me,” Christina snapped. She nodded at the computer monitor. “Take out Chaser. I’ll hold Atlas down as long as I can, but he’s pretty strong and I’m not, so I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be able to hold him. If you can take out Chaser, then you can take out Atlas.”


  I hesitated, but realized Christina was right. If I couldn’t bring myself to punch out Grandfather, then I would just have to take out the man who was controlling him: Roland Chaser himself, who was no doubt sitting behind the other side of that monitor feeling very smug about how he had managed to pull one over on me.


  I nodded at Christina and flew over Grandfather, who whipped his head up to look at me as I passed by overhead, and toward Chaser’s computer monitor, which was glowing as brightly as ever.


  “What are you doing?” said Chaser, a hint of fear in his voice. “Where are you going? Stay back, or I’ll—”


  I didn’t get to hear what Chaser would do to me, because at that moment, I smashed into and through the computer monitor with a single punch. I crashed through the wires and electronic components in the monitor, tearing through it like I was rushing through the jungle. It was dark inside at first, until I suddenly burst out into a small room barely bigger than my own bedroom on the other side.


  The room had the same concrete floors, ceiling, and walls as the rest of the chamber. It was mostly bare, save for various computer monitors which seemed to display different parts of Iconia, including the silent forest which Christina and I had made our way through earlier. I also spotted the smoking remains of Lab #5 on another monitor next to it, but my eyes were really drawn to the only other human being in the room other than myself.


  Sitting in a chair was the weakest, most pathetic man I had ever laid my eyes on. He might have been in his late sixties, but he frankly looked more like he was in his late nineties. His limbs were thin, almost stick-like, while his skin was pulled across his face, showing his brittle skull. His eyes would have looked big in their sockets even if he hadn’t been wearing thick, horn-rimmed glasses, while his teeth seemed to be yellowing and brittle. He sat with a computer monitor hanging off an arm behind the chair in front of him, but the monitor immediately moved out of the way as soon as I landed, allowing me to face the man—who smelled like he hadn’t bathed in weeks—with nothing between us but a few feet of empty air.


  “So,” I said, slowly rising to my full height. “This is really you, huh? The real Roland Chaser?”


  Chaser’s eyes were wide with fear. He kept hitting a button on the arm of his chair over and over, but as far as I could tell, it didn’t do anything. Maybe it was supposed to send an SOS to his agents, though I didn’t think it would do him any use, given how he was probably going to be dead by the time the cavalry arrived.


  “You’re pathetic,” I said. “Look at you. You look like how my grandma did when she was dying from cancer in her final years.”


  Chaser stopped hitting the button. He didn’t even try to get out of his chair. Instead, he just glared at me with hateful, almost inhuman eyes, his small, thin hands shaking noticeably on his lap.


  “My body may be frail, but I still have the intellect of a god,” said Chaser. He tapped the side of his head. “And in this world, that’s all that matters. It isn’t the physically strongest who rule, but the most intelligent. But I suppose a meat head like you just wouldn’t understand, now would you?”


  I didn’t respond. I just walked up to Chaser and picked him up by his throat, raising him out of his chair. He gasped and kicked at me, but his feet were so weak that I barely even felt his kicks against my strong chest. It felt more like a soft, if not gentle, breeze, and I likely wouldn’t have noticed it at all if I wasn’t looking directly at him.


  “Rant all you like about your ‘godly’ intellect,” I said. “Ain’t doing you much good without any air going into your lungs, huh?”


  Chaser hissed at me. “Underestimate me at your own will, Jack. Underestimate me … and live with the consequences.”


  “Buddy, I think you’ve got it backwards here,” I said. I poked his thin, weak chest with one of my fingers. “You underestimated me. That’s how I was able to get this far in your own base, because you didn’t realize that I’m no ordinary superhero. I’m Trickshot, grandson of the original Trickshot, and I’m going to end not just your life, but Icon’s as well.”


  “Foolish,” said Chaser in a venomous tone. “Completely and utterly fool—”


  Once again, I didn’t let Chaser finish his sentence. I just crushed his neck under my grasp, heard a soft snap, and then his body went limp in my grasp. His head lolled onto his shoulder and, though his eyes were still open, they were glazed over, a clear sign that all life had left his body and that Roland Chaser was no more.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


   


  I dropped Chaser’s corpse onto his chair. He fell back onto it almost perfectly, sitting as close to upright as he could get, with his head lolling to the right. Indeed, if I hadn’t known any better, I would have assumed he was still alive, just maybe taking a nap in an awkward position or something. Then again, who takes naps with their eyes open?


  Shaking my head, I just breathed a deep sigh of relief and rubbed my forehead. It took me a moment to realize it, but it was over. All of it. Chaser was dead. Without the Superior to lead it, Icon would eventually collapse on its own. But more importantly, without Chaser, that meant there was no one to control the Atlas Armor, which meant that Grandfather was finally free of his control. It meant that Grandfather would be able to come home with me and that my mission could be called successful.


  All of a sudden, I heard a loud ringing noise coming from my pocket. I fished my phone out of my pocket and saw that I had a call coming from Uncle Josh. Seemed odd to me he would call me when I was so close by, but I was so relieved by Chaser’s death that I didn’t question it.


  “Uncle Josh, guess what?” I said as soon as I answered the phone. “Chaser’s dead! I killed him! Uh, I mean—”


  “He’s dead?” said Uncle Josh, who sounded genuinely surprised. “Really? Are you sure?”


  “Absolutely,” I said. “I’m looking at his corpse right now. Broke his neck. He was a skinny little thing for sure, so he wasn’t that hard to kill.”


  “Impressive,” said Uncle Josh. “For as long as I’ve been a member of Pinnacle, Chaser has always been the Superior of Icon. I have a hard time believing that he’s actually dead, yet I know you would never lie to me about this.”


  “Want me to take a pic on my phone and send it to you for proof?” I said. “I can do that right now if you want.”


  “No, no, that’s fine,” said Uncle Josh with a shudder. “I was just calling you to let you know that Greg just collapsed.”


  “He did?” I said. “Is he okay?”


  “I think so,” said Uncle Josh. “He’s breathing, at least, though not conscious as far as I can tell. I think Chaser’s death must have severed the connection between the two. Without Chaser to control the Armor, Greg had no reason to keep fighting. I think he’ll survive, though.”


  I sighed in relief. “Wonderful to hear. I was worried about him for a second there.”


  “Oh, but that’s not the only news I have to share,” said Uncle Josh. “Mack just called me. He and Gina set up the Gift where it’s supposed to go, meaning we only have about thirty minutes before it blows and takes the entire island with it.”


  “What, really?” I said. “I almost forgot about them.”


  “Same here,” said Uncle Josh. “But you should hurry back over. The timer is ticking and Mack said they’d meet us at the top of the Tower like we originally planned. We’ve got no time to waste.”


  “Sure,” I said. “Just hold on and let me find an exit.”


  “Before you hang up, have you seen Christina anywhere?” said Uncle Josh. “She seemed to disappear as soon as you smashed through the screen and I can’t seem to find her anywhere in here. The door isn’t open, so she has to still be in the room here.”


  “Maybe she’s looking for another way out that doesn’t involve opening the door?” I said. I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll be back out in a flash. And I’m going to take a picture of Chaser’s body anyway for proof. I bet your boss would like proof that Chaser is dead, so you can give him this picture I’m about to take.”


  “Thanks, Jack,” said Uncle Josh. “I knew there was a reason you were my favorite nephew.”


  “No problem,” I said. “See you soon.”


  I ended the call and aimed my phone’s camera at Chaser’s corpse. Right before I could snap a picture, the door on the right side of the room suddenly burst open and Christina stepped in. Startled, I nearly dropped my phone, but managed to catch it at the last second and turned to face Christina, who was looking around like she was trying to make sure that no one got the drop on her.


  “Christina!” I said in surprise. “How did you get back here?”


  “Found the back door into Chaser’s room,” said Christina, gesturing at the door from which she had emerged. “I went looking around as soon as you smashed through the screen and found this door right behind the screen. It was unlocked, so I went in to see if you needed my help.”


  “You’re late,” I said. I gestured at Chaser’s corpse. “He’s dead. I killed him.”


  Christina looked at Chaser with a mixture of confusion and surprise on her face. “That’s him? Wow.”


  “You act like you haven’t see him before,” I said.


  “Well, I haven’t,” said Christina. “Like I said, most Icon agents have never seen Chaser in person. Only Atticus knew what he looked like, but Atticus never described him to anyone.”


  I nodded. “Yeah. I figure Chaser was just getting old and sick. His muscles probably atrophied from years of sitting in that chair bossing everyone around from this dark little room.” I shuddered. “Now that I think about it, this does seem more like a tomb than an actual computer room. Appropriate place for him to die, I think.”


  Christina said nothing. She just continued to stare at Chaser with an expression I couldn’t quite understand but which I assumed was probably horror. I didn’t blame her. This was the first time she had ever seen her former boss and he was not only small, pathetic, and bony, but also dead. It made perfect sense that she would just stare at his body wordlessly. I’d likely do the same thing in her situation.


  “Anyway, Uncle Josh just called me and told me that Mack and Gina set up the bomb, so we’ve got a little less than half an hour before we need to get out of here,” I said. I held up my phone again, aiming it at Chaser. “I’m just going to snap a picture of Chaser’s body that uncle can present to his boss for proof that the mission was successful and then we can get the hell out of here, because once the Gift explodes, it’s going to take all of us with it.”


  Just as I got my phone’s camera set up just right, something thick wrapped around my neck from behind and yanked me back. Gasping for air, I crashed down onto the floor on my back, dropping my phone in the process. I grabbed at the rope around my neck and realized that it was one of Christina’s energy ropes, which even my strong fingers were unable to break. The energy rope tightened around my neck, making me gasp even harder for air, though there was practically no air entering my lungs.


  Christina appeared above me, a wicked grin on her face. “Oh, what’s the matter, Jack? Cat got your tongue?”


  “Christina …” I said, my voice strained and weak. “What … what are you doing?”


  “Just completing the plan, of course,” said Christina.


  Without warning, a mechanical tentacle lowered from the ceiling and attached to the Trickshot Watch. The tentacle immediately started vibrating, which sent vibrations through my arm as well, and even caused the face of the Watch to glow. I reached over to remove the tentacle, but then Christina yanked again and I gasped for air, too distracted by what Christina was doing to me to stop whatever that tentacle was doing to the Watch.


  “Oh, no, you don’t,” said Christina in a mad voice. “You’re staying right where you are until the download is complete. I’m not going to let you go until it’s finished.”


  “Download?” I said, my voice weaker than ever. “What … what download?”


  Christina’s smirk became even madder. “You’re about to find out.”


  Before I could ask her what she meant by that, the tentacle ceased vibrating and then disconnected itself from the Watch and curled back into the ceiling above. At the same time, Christina’s energy rope disappeared from around my neck and I sat up, coughing and hacking, trying to get as much air into my lungs as possible while Christina herself backed away very quickly, even though I hadn’t yet tried to kill her.


  “Dang it,” I said, beating my chest in an attempt to get as much air through my lungs as possible. “What just happened? What did you do to the Watch?”


  “We’ll find out soon,” said Christina. She didn’t sound crazy now. Just curious. “We should find out any second now whether the download worked. It should, but—”


  “Again with the download,” I said. I rose to my feet, using Chaser’s chair for support. “You know what? I really don’t think I need to find out what you’re talking about. You freaking betrayed me at the last second, which I knew you were going to do, and now I’m going to break your back and leave you to die here just like your leader.”


  I turned to face Christina, punching my fist into my other hand, but before I could take even one step closer to her, a voice in my head said, “I wouldn’t advise doing that if I were you, Jack. Hitting women is not a very gentlemanly—or superheroic—thing to do, wouldn’t you agree?”


  “Who’s there?” I said, looking around suddenly. “And how are you talking in my head?”


  “Oh, dear,” said Christina, shaking her head. “Looks like you’ve finally lost your precious marbles. I always thought you were crazy, but now you’re talking about voices in your head. Poor baby.”


  I glared at Christina, but before I could respond, the voice in my head said, “I’m surprised you don’t recognize my voice, Jack. We were just speaking less than two minutes ago, after all. Is my voice really that generic? Or do you just have bad short-term memory?”


  A chill went down my spine as I considered who was talking to me. “No … no, it can’t be …”


  “Say my name, Jack. I know you know who I am. Delaying the inevitable won’t make the truth any less true.”


  My fists shook. I didn’t want to say his name. Instead, I rushed toward Christina, aiming a punch for her head, hoping to take her out with one solid blow so Uncle Josh and I could escape the Tower before it blew up.


  But as my fist flew through the air toward Christina, my costume turned back into energy and went back into the Watch. As a result, I was back in my street clothes and my fist was back to its normal strength.


  As a result, Christina caught my fist and twisted my arm, making me cry in pain before she swept my legs out from underneath me and sent me falling to the floor. She then pinned me down with one of her feet and knelt down toward me, an amused smirk on her face.


  “What happened to all of that super strength you just had, kid?” said Christina. “Did you misplace it? You didn’t seem very forgetful to me, but then again, you don’t seem particularly smart, either.”


  I didn’t respond, because at that moment, a blue light flashed into existence beside both of us. It was a hologram, very much like TW, but unlike TW, the hologram looked nothing like Grandfather. It resembled a wire frame figure, humanoid in shape but no actual human features save for two red dots on his face which acted as eyes. The figure flexed his holographic muscles for a moment before looking down at me.


  “This is … wonderful, Jack,” said the holographic figure. “Much better than my old, frail physical body. I feel like I can run a marathon again, like how I could in my youth. And it’s all thanks to you.”


  I couldn’t take my eyes off the hologram who stood above me like a god. “Chaser.”


  The holographic figure tilted his head to the side. “I am so glad you identified me, because I was worried for a moment there that you might have forgotten about me already. Luckily for us, however, your memory is still in proper working order. I just wanted to thank you, because of your efforts, I will now live forever. And it’s all thanks to you.”




  CHAPTER THIRTY


   


  I looked from Christina to Chaser and back again, unable—unwilling, actually—to believe my eyes. “What just happened? I killed you. You should be dead.”


  “Oh, I am,” said Chaser. He looked over at his physical corpse with obvious distaste. “Or my old body is, anyway. It was on its last legs, supported only by far too many surgeries and medicines that only put off the inevitable. And I would have died with it, if you hadn’t come here bringing the Trickshot Watch with you. For that, I must thank you. I know I’ve already thanked you many times already, but I am a firm believer in thanking the people who help you, especially in matters as important as this.”


  “Yeah, it’s pretty amazing,” said Christina, though I noticed that she didn’t look exactly comfortable in Chaser’s presence. “I didn’t think your plan would work when you first explained it to me, but I guess I shouldn’t have doubted you.”


  “Of course,” said Chaser. “It’s what I always tell the others. Never doubt me, never question me, never even consider doing either. Accept my plans, even if they don’t make sense to you, because they will always work out in the end, no matter how strange or even nonsensical they may seem in the beginning.”


  “I’ve definitely learned my lesson there,” said Christina.


  “Anyone mind explaining to me what is going on?” I said. I glanced at the Trickshot Watch. “How did you get into the Watch when I just killed you?”


  “I’m not physically in the Watch myself,” said Chaser, looking down at me again. “It’s my consciousness, which was downloaded into my computers, where it awaited the day you would come to Iconia with the Watch so it could be downloaded into it like a computer program.”


  “But how do you remember me if that’s what happened?” I said. “I didn’t see that weird tentacle thing attached to the back of your head or whatever.”


  “I had a computer chip implanted into the back of my skull a few years ago to wireless copy my memories and consciousness into my computers twenty-four seven,” said Chaser. “That way, my computers would have the most up-to-date version of me, no matter when I got the Watch. That is also why I never left my room, because I needed to be as close to my computers as possible in order to make sure my backups were always up to date.”


  “But … how is any of this even possible?” I said. “Humans can’t transfer their consciousness into machines. That’s just science fiction.”


  Chaser tilted his head to the side. “Given everything you’ve seen Icon can do, why do you find it so hard to believe that our scientists—who compose some of modern humanity’s greatest thinkers and minds—couldn’t find some way to transfer human consciousness into computers? It’s something my scientists have been working on for the last ten years or so and it’s only been recently that the tech has been perfected. Truly, technology is amazing.”


  “Is … is this your great master plan, then?” I said. “Transferring your consciousness into the Trickshot Watch?”


  “But of course,” said Chaser. He nodded at his corpse. “You saw how pathetic my body was. I knew that I was going to die sometime soon, but I didn’t want to die, because I want to stay alive forever. And I am pleased to say that it appears that immortality is now fully within my grasp.”


  “Why?” I said. “Why would you want to live forever?”


  Chaser folded his arms across his chest. “You see my old body, don’t you? It didn’t become that way strictly because of old age and lack of exercise. About ten years ago, I came down with an incurable disease that, my best scientists informed me, would kill me in a decade or so if I didn’t find some way to cure it. Of course, as I just said, the disease was incurable, though that didn’t stop me from scouring the world’s medical literature at the time for any possible cure to it.”


  Then Chaser unfolded his arms and put his hands on his waist. “But, as you might guess, I failed to find a cure. I was forced to confront the very real possibility that I might die, rotting away due to the incurable disease I had contracted. If that happened, I would not be able to lead Icon, and because I hadn’t yet designated a successor, I feared that Icon would go astray without me to lead it. As much as I trust Atticus, I didn’t trust him then—and still don’t trust him now—to succeed me as the Superior.”


  A flash of understanding appeared in Christina’s eyes just then. Maybe she had been wondering about that and was now satisfied that Chaser had answered her question. Or maybe she was surprised at how frankly Chaser spoke about the inadequacy of his second-in-command. Either way, I ignored Christina, because right now she was not the biggest threat.


  “That was when I read an experiment done by some Chinese scientists who were trying to discover the secrets of consciousness,” said Chaser. “They attempted to transfer the consciousness of a man dying of cancer into a computer specially designed for that exact purpose. The experiment almost worked, though the machine was unable to hold the man’s consciousness and it exploded, which killed most of the scientists save for one. I recruited that surviving scientist into Icon after I paid his medical bills he incurred while staying in the hospital. I put him to work, along with a team of our own scientists, to perfect the process of transferring human consciousness into machinery.”


  “Must have worked, then,” I said. “Given, well, you know.”


  Chaser nodded. He ran his hands down his holographic body. “It worked fabulously, even better than I expected. But there was just one problem: The scientist informed me that current technology would not be powerful enough to hold my vast, complicated consciousness. He told me I would need to find something extremely powerful in order to house my data for long periods of time. I did, of course, have him and his team design a series of servers for that purpose, but I knew I didn’t want to spend the rest of eternity in servers. I wanted the freedom and mobility I had as a physical human being, but with the immortality of a computer program.”


  “How did you get around that?” I said.


  Chaser pointed at the Trickshot Watch. “The answer is on your wrist. I realized that the Trickshot Watch was a piece of alien technology. I vaguely recalled reading notes that the earliest Icon scientists had written on it, including one which theorized that the Watch’s memory capabilities were so vast that they could hold an entire human being’s consciousness inside them if you somehow managed to upload it in there. I remembered that Gregory had told me he had modified the Watch to have an AI assistant that was very human-like in its capabilities, which was all the confirmation I needed that the transfer would be possible.”


  “So that’s why you captured Grandfather and brought him back to Iconia as a prisoner,” I said. “Because you wanted to put your consciousness into the Trickshot Watch.”


  “Bingo,” said Chaser, nodding. “Gregory knew that as well, but even though he considered me a friend, he didn’t agree with it. That’s why we had to capture him, rather than invite him, because he wouldn’t have come back of his own free will. Luckily, my agents managed to take him by surprise and drag him back to Iconia against his will.”


  “So what took you so long to actually do the transfer?” I said. “If you had the Trickshot Watch for ten years, why wait so long?”


  “Because the technology wasn’t ready yet,” said Chaser. “The technology to transfer human consciousness into a machine was still far from perfect. I just wanted to make sure I had the Watch on hand for the inevitable day when the machine would be perfected. That day came almost four months ago now, but then … well, you know what happened next.”


  I nodded. “Grandfather sent me the Trickshot Watch.”


  “Somehow,” said Chaser. He shook his head. “To this day, I still don’t know how he did it. He had no friends or allies in Icon who would be willing to help him. He didn’t have any powers that he could use to do it himself. And yet, somehow, he did it. It was … frustrating, as you might imagine.”


  I couldn’t help but smirk. It was nice to hear Chaser sound so annoyed at Grandfather outsmarting him. I didn’t know how he did it, either, but I still felt satisfied hearing him say that anyway. “That’s Grandfather for you. He always finds a way to do what he wants.”


  “Yes, Gregory had an annoying habit of doing that,” said Chaser. “But no matter. The Trickshot Watch being in your possession was but a minor speed bump on my plans to immortality. As of a few minutes ago, I have now passed the speed bump and achieved my goals and dreams. I will now live forever as an immortal being, as close to a god as a human can possibly become.”


  Then Chaser gestured at Christina. “Of course, I couldn’t have done it without Christina’s help here. If she hadn’t lured you to Iconia, then this entire plan wouldn’t have worked. It’s thanks in no small part to her efforts that I was able to let myself get killed and then transfer my mind into the Watch.”


  “It was actually pretty easy,” Christina said. “The kid here isn’t as smart as he likes to think he is. Nor were those Pinnacle agents, for that matter. I have to admit, though, that I literally thought I would die a few times during the mission.”


  “Sorry about that,” said Chaser. “I needed to make sure that neither Jack nor the Pinnacle agents even suspected that they were walking into a trap. Also, I didn’t let the other Icon agents know about our plan. Only you and I were in on it or even aware that there was a plan at all. Even Atticus, bless his heart, didn’t know that your betrayal wasn’t genuine, which is why he was confused at my nonchalance when he first reported your betrayal to me.”


  Christina’s mouth dropped open. “You mean Scourge, Black Ghost, and Benjamin were trying to kill me for real?”


  “Of course,” said Chaser. “If the other Icon agents had known about our plan, they would have ruined it by not going all out against you. By keeping them in the dark about the true nature of your ‘betrayal,’ it made the entire performance that much more realistic.”


  “But …” I thought back to everything we had been through tonight. “All of those guys are dead. We killed several of your best agents.”


  “So?” said Chaser. “I was aware that you might kill a few of my agents if I went through with the plan, but it was a price I was willing to pay for immortality. All Icon agents exist to serve me. Every agent you killed tonight would have happily sacrificed themselves at my orders. Their deaths aren’t really that tragic.”


  The cold way Chaser spoke of his dead agents was disturbing. Even Christina looked a little put off by Chaser’s tone, though she was probably still processing the fact that only she and Chaser had been aware of the plan and that she had nearly been murdered by some of her fellow coworkers over the last several hours. That must have been a terrible realization to have, but frankly I didn’t have too much sympathy for her, given how Christina had just betrayed me for real.


  “It was my most audacious plan yet,” said Chaser. He looked up at the ceiling, like he was staring at the sky above. “But it worked almost flawlessly. Now I am immortal and no one can stop me. Or my army.”


  “Your army?” I repeated. “You mean Icon, right?”


  Chaser looked at me again. His red eyes glowed brightly. “I’m not referring to Icon. I’m referring to the army I’ve slowly been building up over the globe over the last century, since the introduction of Superpower and the creation of Power. I’m talking about the reason Icon has spent so much time and money getting as many people as possible addicted to Power.”


  “And what is that reason?”


  Chaser leaned down toward me. “To make an army of superpowered humans who would follow my commands to the letter. And make the whole world tremble when it hears the name Roland Chaser.”




  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


   


  “That was your plan all along?” I said. “Raising up an army of superhumans to take over the earth?”


  Chaser nodded. “Of course. Well, it’s a bit more nuanced than that, but you get the gist of it.”


  “How is that supposed to work?” I said. “Power is an unstable drug. It kills people just as often as it gives them powers, and sometimes, it kills you by giving you powers.” I was thinking of Thomas when I said that.


  Chaser tilted his head to the side again. “I already explained to you that it was more nuanced than that. Truthfully, the drug is really supposed to cause instability in a country’s population. Rather than create a well-defined, formal army that fights under the banner of a country like Iconia, it will really be dozens, if not hundreds, of smaller groups of superhumans scattered all across the planet in every nation under the sun. These groups will naturally create fear and uncertainty in a country, which will lead to political and social instability, which will in due course lead to outright collapse.”


  “Why?” I said. “Why would you want a country to collapse?”


  “Because then Icon can sweep in and take over,” said Chaser. “We’re well-positioned to provide aid to any country which needs it. Of course, that ‘aid’ is designed to keep a country dependent on us, effectively making us the real rulers of that country, regardless of who is in office at the time. Opportunity exists in chaos, especially in engineered chaos like the kind we have planned.”


  “Makes sense,” said Christina. “Power doesn’t just give people superpowers. It also drives its users insane, right?”


  “Right,” said Chaser. “That’s one of the side effects, deliberately designed into the drug itself. There is a reason the actual Superpower drug is tightly regulated in every country on the planet and that is because no government wants that power to end up in the hands of a madman. Sure, every now and then a Superpower user goes rogue and starts leading a life of crime, becoming what we call ‘supervillains,’ but that has become rarer and rarer in recent years due to improvements in the Superhero Exam to weed out crazy people, as well as improvements in the Superpower drug itself to avoid creating mental anguish in users.”


  “So you’re deliberately making people insane and giving them superpowers in order to destabilize whole countries for your benefit?” I said. “You’re even crazier than I thought.”


  “I’m not crazy,” said Chaser. “I’m just doing what the original founders of Icon wanted. They envisioned a whole world united under the organization’s banner, a world that would no longer be needlessly divided by race and by borders. This is simply the way I’ve chosen to go about it doing it.”


  “Sounds more like to me that you just want to rule the world as a dictator,” I said. “An immortal dictator, at that.”


  “It’s a long-term project,” said Chaser with a shrug. “And, like I said, I was dying. My actions are perfectly moral when you consider them in light of the facts.”


  “No, they aren’t,” I said. “They’re immoral. They’re downright evil.”


  “We can agree to disagree,” said Chaser. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. My plan worked and I am now in control of your Watch, so you couldn’t stop me even if you wanted. Not that you are in any position to do so, of course, because Power is still being widely distributed and more and more people all across the globe are being hooked on the drug every day. Soon, the first nation to collapse due to the instability created by Power users will happen and every other country on the planet will follow shortly thereafter.”


  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It was the craziest, most outlandish thing I’d ever heard, but it was all apparently true. I couldn’t even imagine pulling off a plan of this magnitude, and I wasn’t an idiot, either. It was just so freakishly huge that it was beyond anything I would have come up with on my own. For the first time tonight, I realized just why Christina had been so afraid of Chaser the entire time she was with me, and I couldn’t deny feeling a little bit of fear toward him as well.


  “Now, I tire of talking,” said Chaser. He stood up straight, showing off his muscular holographic form. “It is time to speak with the rest of Icon and inform them what just happened. From now on, I intend to take a more hands-on approach to leading Icon. With my new, immortal body, I will be able to lead Icon in ways I have not been able to lead before.”


  I cracked a smile. “Sorry to burst your bubble, but Mack and Gina have set up a bomb that, when it blows, will take all of Iconia with it. You might be immortal for now, but not for much longer, I think.”


  Chaser didn’t look even remotely worried when I said that. “Yes, I’m aware of what those Pinnacle agents have done. But you are deeply mistaken if you think I don’t already have people working on it.”


  “Wait, what?” I said.


  “I sent a message to Icon’s bomb disarming team to head to the location where the Gift has been set to disarm it,” said Chaser. “They should be there even as we speak, working on disarming the bomb before it can explode and destroy the island. It shouldn’t be very difficult, I think, because Icon has the best bomb technicians in the world and they’ve disabled far more dangerous bombs than this before.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. “Right?”


  “It’s no joke,” said Chaser. “But sadly for you, you won’t be living long enough to see that I was telling the truth. Your uncle, on the other hand, will, though his existence will end shortly after yours.”


  “You’re going to kill me now?” I said. I tried not to panic, but it was hard to hide the fear in my voice. “But the Watch—”


  “Can be worn by literally anyone,” said Chaser. “Perhaps I’ll have Atticus wear it. I’m sure he would be happy to do so, given how fanatically loyal he is to me. Or maybe Christina would like to wear it. I think you would look very sexy in the Trickshot costume, Christina.”


  Christina looked a little creeped out by Chaser’s comment about her in my costume, but I had to admit I kind of agreed. In my mind’s eye, I imagined Christina in my skintight Trickshot costume and it was … interesting, to say the least. It was also a distraction from my current situation, albeit a pleasant one.


  “I’ll do whatever you want me to, Chaser,” said Christina, though I noticed she didn’t meet his eyes when she said that. “If you want me to wear the Watch, I will.”


  I was amazed at how docile Christina was in Chaser’s presence. This was hardly the bossy, opinionated, snarky woman I had fought alongside with all night. I always knew that Christina feared Chaser, but I didn’t know she was so scared of him that she was willing to do literally anything he asked her to do no matter what. Chaser must have broken her far more than I thought.


  “Good to hear, Christina,” said Chaser. He pointed at me. “I want you to break his neck. It will be the most efficient way to kill him. Quick and relatively painless. Then we can move on and clean up the mess he made in Lab #5, which has set us back somewhat, though not by very much.”


  Christina pointed her hand at me and an energy rope extended from her palm and wrapped around my neck. The rope constricted, making me gasp in pain. I couldn’t speak and I could barely breathe. I just looked up at Christina, trying to plead with her to let me go, but there was no mercy in her eyes. She looked like she was perfectly willing to kill me. I mean, I knew she never actually liked me, but I still found the look in her eyes scarier than anything else I’d seen so far tonight.


  “Good, Christina,” said Chaser. “Now break his neck. Quickly. Though I am not afraid of the bomb going off, I still want to get this brat out of the way as quickly as possible. As well, we will need to deal with Joshua Resnick, who is still out in the main area tending to Gregory. He will have to die next. Do you want to kill him as well?”


  “Sure,” said Christina, though she didn’t look at Chaser. “I have no love for that stupid family. Hell, I’d kill his grandfather, too, if you asked.”


  “Oh, I won’t need you to kill Gregory,” said Chaser. “I still have some use for my old friend. It’s just his grandson that is the problem.”


  “Of course,” said Christina.


  I looked Christina in the eyes, desperately pleading for her not to do this. I wished that one of Trickshot’s powers had included telepathy, because right now all I wanted to do was project my pleading thoughts directly into Christina’s mind. Then again, it wasn’t like it would sway Christina much, if at all. She would probably just enjoy the sound of me begging for my life.


  But then I noticed something odd in Christina’s eyes. A look of regret seemed to come over them, as if she wasn’t quite sure she wanted to do this. She still didn’t look at Chaser, but I noticed she tilted her head toward him ever-so-slightly, as if to indicate that she was about to do something. I had no idea what she meant or if she was even doing anything at all. My eyes might have been playing tricks on me in an attempt to make the best of a very bad situation.


  “Well?” said Chaser. “What are you waiting for, woman? Kill him. I know you want to do it. Break his neck. He shall be an example to the world of what happens to those who cross my path.”


  Christina suddenly relaxed. “He’s an annoying brat, that’s for sure. And I’d like nothing more than to teach this brat a lesson for being so annoying.”


  “Then what are you waiting for?” said Chaser. “You are testing my patience with your delaying, Christina, and you know what I do to those who test my patience.”


  “Oh, I know,” said Christina. “But I also know that I don’t like people telling me what to do.”


  The energy rope around my neck suddenly vanished, allowing me to breathe fully again. I hacked and coughed, trying to breathe in as much air as I could, while Chaser just floated there. Though his face was expressionless, I could tell he was stunned by Christina’s reaction.


  “Christina, what is this?” said Chaser. His voice actually shook. “Did you just disobey me?”


  “Yeah,” said Christina. She looked at Chaser. “What of it?”


  “I … I didn’t think you had the courage to do it,” said Chaser. “I thought you feared me too much to even consider disobeying me.”


  Christina flashed her usual insane smile. “Normally, I am, but when you flat out admitted that you put me through actual danger and didn’t let anyone in on our little plan … well, that’s when I realized just how little my life matters to you. And I don’t know about you, but I hate taking orders from people who don’t care about me or my life.”


  “Narcissistic woman,” said Chaser. He pointed at her. “All agents of Icon exist solely to serve me. You don’t have the right to disobey.”


  “Well, then consider this my resignation,” said Christina. Two energy ropes suddenly fell out of her hands. “Effective as of this very moment.”


  Christina whirled around and smashed her energy ropes into the computers nearby. Chaser suddenly screamed in anger, but his screams didn’t do anything to stop Christina from completely wrecking all of his computers and equipment. She moved fast and graceful, like a lion tearing apart its prey, and even I didn’t want to get in her way.


  But it didn’t take her long. Soon, all of the computer monitors and servers were nothing more than smoking, broken machines, leaving the room eerily silent.


  Christina, who was now panting and sweating, turned around to face Chaser again. She was still smiling, and with her hair all messed up now, she looked even crazier than usual.


  “There,” said Christina. “I destroyed all of your precious computers, including, I’m sure, whatever backup plans you had to prevent your consciousness from being destroyed. All of your life’s work … gone in an instant.”


  Chaser just floated there, his face and body language impossible to read. He simply glanced around the room before looking at Christina again.


  “Your little temper tantrum was cute,” said Chaser. He held up a hand. “But ultimately, it accomplishes nothing other than angering me. And you know what I do to those who anger me.”


  Christina snorted. “What are you going to do? Punch me with your holographic fist? I’m not scared of light.”


  “I’ll do much worse than that,” said Chaser. “I’ll make you wish you were never born.”


  As Chaser spoke, one of the tentacles from the ceiling suddenly lowered and wrapped around Christina’s neck. She was hoisted off the floor and she gasped for breath, her feet kicking wildly as she grabbed at the tentacle squeezing tightly around her neck.


  “I may lack a physical body now, but that doesn’t mean I cannot control the Tower,” said Chaser. “Let your punishment be what you failed to inflict on Jack: A broken neck and a lifeless body that will serve as a warning to anyone else thinking of betraying me.”




  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


   


  I couldn’t stand seeing Christina like that. I flipped open the lid of the Trickshot Watch and smashed my fist down on ‘TRANSFORMATION’ button. In an instant, my costume was back on me and my powers were flowing through me.


  I jumped to my feet and, pulling three disks out of my pouch, threw all three of them at the tentacle strangling Christina. The disks cut through the tentacle like butter, sending Christina falling to the ground. She hit the floor and lay there, gasping for breath as she removed the tentacle still clinging to her neck.


  Chaser turned to face me, though he seemed completely unemotional. “Your reflexes are quite fast. If you had been but a moment slower, she would have died.”


  “Well, I couldn’t just let you kill her,” I said. “Christina isn’t a friend, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to let you murder her in cold blood like that.”


  Chaser shook his head. “You are a fool of the highest order, but I suppose I can’t really expect more from the grandson of Gregory. He would have done the same thing as you, if he was in your situation. It’s why I both hated and admired him in my youth, though for you, it’s just hatred.”


  “I’m still going to stop you,” I said. “I’m not going to let you win.”


  Chaser sighed. “Good God, have you already forgotten who and what I am? Allow me to display but a fraction of my power.”


  Chaser held a hand out toward me. All of a sudden, my suit felt tighter than usual. I fell on my hands and knees, gasping for air, but it was becoming hard to breathe again. It felt like my costume had shrunk down a size in an instant.


  “Being that I am the Trickshot Watch’s AI, I have access to all sorts of features you aren’t even aware of,” said Chaser. “Such as controlling the tightness of the suit. Normally, the suit automatically adjusts to fit your general body size and shape, but it’s possible to manually override it and deliberately alter its tightness. All I am doing is forcing the suit to tighten more and more. I estimate it will squeeze you to death fairly soon, likely with the next couple of minutes or so. It won’t be nearly as painless as a broken neck, but if that bothers you, you should curse Christina rather than me, given how I ordered her to do that.”


  I gritted my teeth. I wanted to punch Chaser in the face, but my increasingly tight suit made it impossible for me to get up. Even if I could get up, I still wouldn’t be able to hit Chaser, because as a hologram, my fists would just fly straight through his head. All I could hope was that a miracle would happen, but I knew miracles weren’t real.


  Chaser didn’t say anything, either. He just continued to look down at me, with not even the slightest concern on his face or in his body language. On the contrary, he seemed to be impatient, as if wondering when the suit would get tight enough to kill me. It was a bizarre sight, even a funny one under other circumstances, but right now all it reminded me was that I was dying and that I would be dead very soon if I didn’t figure out how to put an end to Chaser fast.


  But if I couldn’t even touch Chaser, how was I supposed to beat him? He was virtually invincible, almost godlike, really. I wasn’t going to call him a god, of course, because I didn’t want to flatter his ego, but I couldn’t deny that he was my most powerful enemy yet. Very soon, I would be dead, and once I died, there would be no one to stop Chaser. I hoped that perhaps Uncle Josh might find a way to stop him, but even Uncle Josh might not be able to withstand Chaser’s might.


  If only TW was here … he could help. But it was TW’s absence which allowed Chaser to put his consciousness in the Watch at all. If TW hadn’t died, then Chaser’s plan wouldn’t have worked. That was another negative, though unexpected, side effect of TW.


  My eyes darted to the Trickshot Watch. Unlike the rest of my suit, it wasn’t tightening at all, but there was no way I could remove it, because that would require dexterity that I lacked at the moment due to how tight my suit was.


  But I didn’t need to remove the Watch in order to get my suit off. I remembered how, when I first got the Watch and was training in that warehouse with TW, I had ordered the suit to listen to me. Ever since then, the suit had obeyed my commands, but it had been a long time since I consciously ordered the suit to obey me. I also remembered that TW had once told me that the suit was like a living organism, in that it could understand commands and required energy to feed. That was why TW had been built in the first place: To keep the suit from siphoning the life force out of me.


  An idea struck me like lightning just then, an idea I wasn’t sure would work, but I was almost over the brink of despair and was willing to try anything, no matter how outlandish it seemed.


  I closed my eyes and heard Chaser chuckle. He probably thought I had closed my eyes in order to avoid seeing my own death, but he was about to be disappointed, assuming my plan worked.


  “Suit,” I said in my mind. “I know it’s been a long time since we last talked. I know we haven’t talked or interacted much at all. And I know that Chaser is putting pressure on you to kill me. But please, I beg of you, listen to me. Stop squeezing me to death.”


  Unfortunately, the suit kept squeezing me, as if I wasn’t talking to it at all. My head started to feel foggy and breathing became nearly impossible, a good sign that all circulation was being constricted. I probably had less than a minute left to live, so I had to make the suit listen to me.


  “I know you’ve been hungry ever since TW’s death,” I continued. “But killing me won’t sate your hunger. If you want life energy—if you want to get rid of that all-consuming hunger—then eat Chaser. I promise you that if you do, you will get far more energy than you’ll ever need. You might even never need to eat again.”


  I put as much confidence and passion into my words, being as persuasive as I possibly could be. I tried not to sound desperate, but it was hard, given how I was literally being squeezed to death. But one thing Dad had taught me was that desperation was never convincing and that I needed to remain calm and confident at all times, especially when I was trying to convince someone of something.


  Then, all of a sudden, the squeezing stopped. The suit still clung tightly to my body—too tightly for my liking—but it wasn’t anywhere nearly as bad as it was just a few seconds ago.


  Then, slowly but surely, it began to expand. Breathing became easier, my muscles didn’t feel nearly as tight as they used to, and I could start to think clearly again. My entire body ached, but even the pain wasn’t as bad as it had been a few moments ago.


  Breathing in and out hard, I opened my eyes and looked up at Chaser. For the first time since Chaser had taken control of the Watch, he looked genuinely surprised, standing back as if I had just slapped him in the face.


  “What is this?” said Chaser. “Why is the suit no longer squeezing you to death? I am in control.”


  “No, Chaser,” I said, shaking my head. I put a hand on the TS symbol on my chest. “I’m in control of the suit. I can tell it what to do, not you. Do you want to know why?”


  “W-Why?” said Chaser, his voice trembling for the first time.


  I slowly rose to my feet, never breaking eye contact with Chaser the entire time. Chaser, to his credit, floated down toward me until the two of us stood face to face.


  “Because I’m Trickshot,” I said. “And you’re not.”


  Without warning, Chaser suddenly started screaming in pain. His holographic form began glitching out, blinking in and out of existence rapidly. He clutched at his chest, but there was nothing he could do to stop his death from happening.


  “What … what is this?” said Chaser. “What is going on? What kind of trickery is this?”


  “It’s not a trick,” I said. “I guess you must not know this, but when Grandfather first built TW and put him into the Trickshot Watch, it was to keep the suit from draining him of his life force. TW’s purpose was to give the suit something to chew on so it wouldn’t kill Grandfather. And because you took TW’s place, that means that the suit is now feeding on you. And let me tell you, it’s a hungry, hungry costume.”


  “You … fool …” Chaser growled. “I … will … not … die like … this …”


  Chaser’s form was growing fainter and fainter. Bits and pieces of his holographic form were being eaten away. He was doing an admirable attempt not to scream, but then he suddenly burst into loud yelling that was occasionally punctuated by glitched audio that sounded like my dad’s old MP3 player.


  Chaser looked me in the eyes one last time and reached out toward me. Even as a hologram, I could tell he wanted nothing more than to wrap his fingers around my throat and strangle me to death here and now.


  But just before his fingers touched my neck, Chaser completely disappeared.




  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


   


  I looked down at the Trickshot Watch. There was nothing on it to indicate that Chaser was gone, but at the same time, I could sense that Chaser was truly, finally dead. The suit had eaten him, eaten every last bit of his consciousness. Chaser as I knew him no longer existed. The only indication that Chaser had ever existed was his corpse, which still sat on his throne, its broken neck lolling like a discarded doll. Chaser’s corpse was still very creepy, but relief washed over me when I realized that Chaser was finally dead.


  “Whoa,” said Christina, who was lying on the floor, staring at the spot where Chaser’s hologram had been just seconds ago. “That was crazy.”


  I had almost forgotten about Christina. I looked down at her and said, “Are you okay? Do you need any help up?”


  Christina waved off my offers for help. She pushed herself up into a sitting position and kicked away the remnants of the tentacle that had nearly strangled her to death, rubbing her neck. “No, I don’t need your help, but next time I go to a seafood restaurant, I’m going to make sure I don’t order any octopus.”


  I nodded. “Well, I’m glad you’re alive, anyway. Even though we’re not friends, I didn’t think Chaser was in the right to kill you.”


  Christina snorted. “Of course he was in the right. Didn’t you hear what he said? Icon agents aren’t allowed to disobey him. We’re his property, little better than tools meant to be used and discarded as he sees fit. He’s got a real winning personality, in case you couldn’t tell.”


  “Right,” I said. “Well, he’s gone. He’s not going to hurt or kill anyone else ever again, whether in Icon or elsewhere.”


  “Yeah,” said Christina. “Unless he comes back as a ghost, but I’m pretty sure he wasn’t able to figure out how to do that before he died.”


  I shuddered at the thought of Chaser returning as a ghost to haunt us. “Don’t even mention it. I’m going to have nightmares for weeks if I have to think about that.”


  Christina smirked. “Then maybe I should bring it up more often, if it disturbs you that much.”


  “Please don’t,” I said. “I value my sleep a lot and—”


  I was interrupted by Uncle Josh suddenly bursting into the room, his gun at the ready. He swept the room with his gun until his eyes landed on me and Christina, a puzzled expression on his face. “Jack? Christina? What happened? When you didn’t come out of Chaser’s room, I came in to see what—”


  Uncle Josh’s eyes fell on Chaser’s corpse in the chair. “What in the hell is that thing?”


  “Chaser,” said Christina as she slowly rose to her feet. “Or his body, anyway.”


  Uncle Josh grimaced. “Good lord. In all of the years I’ve known about Chaser, I was expecting something … taller, I guess. He looks pathetic.”


  “Well, he’s dead,” I said, putting my hands on my waist. “And he’s never coming back. Ever.”


  “No doubt,” Uncle Josh agreed. He suddenly pulled his phone out of his pocket, snapped a picture of Chaser’s body, and put it back into his pants’ pocket. “There we go. All the proof Ephraim will need that we killed Chaser. He’s going to be ecstatic.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Assuming we can get off Iconia before it blows up, that is.”


  “Oh, right,” said Uncle Josh. “I got another call from Mack and Gina while I was waiting for you guys. They said a bomb disarming squad came down to disarm the bomb, but Mack knocked them out. We’ve got less than twenty minutes left to meet Mack and Gina at the top of the Tower.”


  “Less than twenty minutes?” I said in alarm. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s go. We’ll tell you about everything that happened with Chaser later, after we get off the island.”


  Uncle Josh nodded and the three of us ran out through the back entrance to Chaser’s room. We burst out back into the main chambers, where I spotted Grandfather, still wearing the Atlas Armor, lying on the floor in front of the screen not too far away from us. He still looked unconscious, but I rushed over to check on him anyway.


  “Grandfather!” I said, falling down next to him. “Grandfather, are you okay? Can you hear me? Hello?”


  “He’s unconscious,” said Uncle Josh, who stopped beside me with a grim look on his face. “I hope your super strength is enough to carry him, because that armor is too heavy for me to—”


  All of a sudden, Grandfather’s eyes flickered open. He looked up at me, Uncle Josh, and Christina with dull eyes for a moment, and for a second I was worried that he was still somehow under Chaser’s spell and that we were going to have another fight on our hands.


  But then Grandfather blinked and he looked confused. “Jack? Is that you?”


  I smiled, barely able to suppress the tears in my eyes all of a sudden. “Yeah, old man, it’s me.”


  “And you’re wearing my old costume …” Tears formed in the corners of Grandfather’s eyes. “It worked. You got the Watch, just as I planned. I can’t believe it.”


  “Yeah, I know,” I said. “And Chaser is dead, by the way. I killed him.”


  “Chaser …” Grandfather’s voice trailed off and his tears seemed to become even thicker. “Poor Chaser. He was a good man, ambitious and intelligent, but he never paired that ambition or intelligence with morality, which he always seemed to think he was above. I should have known what path that would have led him down, but I was blind and foolish and didn’t even think of stopping him until it was too late.”


  “It’s okay, Grandfather,” I said. “You did your best. All that matters is that Chaser is gone. Now we just need to get you back home to where you belong. How does that sound?”


  Grandfather smiled, despite the tears trailing down the sides of his face. “That sounds wonderful, Jack. Absolutely wonderful.”


  “This is heartwarming and all, but we don’t have a whole lot of time before this place goes to kingdom come,” said Christina all of a sudden. “And I am not going to drag that old man around, especially in that heavy armor he’s wearing.”


  I glared at Christina for ruining this perfect moment, but Grandfather just chuckled and said, “No, it’s fine, young lady. I think I can move on my own. Let me try.”


  Grandfather sat upright all of a sudden and rotated his limbs. “This suit is amazing, but nothing beats the Trickshot costume. I will admit, though, that this armor comes very close. It’s just missing TW and it would be perfect.”


  I considered telling Grandfather about TW, but decided that could wait until later. I just stood up and helped Grandfather to his feet. “Good to see I didn’t beat you too hard back there, old man.”


  “I’ve taken worse beatings than that before, Jack,” said Grandfather, cracking his neck. “Trust me, your punches were good, but not that good.”


  I was about to argue with him about that, but then Uncle Josh stepped in and said, “We can catch up later. Right now, we have a date at the top of the Tower, so we need to get out of these chambers before the bomb goes off.”


  “Bomb?” Grandfather repeated. “What bomb?”


  “A couple of our friends set up a bomb below the Tower,” I explained. “It’s going to blow up in less than twenty minutes, and when it does, it will take the whole island with it.”


  Grandfather’s eyes widened in surprise. “Seriously? What did you bring with you, a nuke?”


  “It doesn’t matter,” said Uncle Josh. “What matters is getting out of here, but the door is too heavy and thick for us to open. But if we don’t get out of here soon, we’ll be blown up with the island.”


  “Door, eh?” said Grandfather. He turned his attention to the massive door on the other side of the room. “It is a big one, I’ll agree with you there.”


  I raised my fists. “I’ll just use my super strength to smash it open. Everyone else can stand back and—”


  “Sorry, Jack, but I think you’ve done enough for today,” said Grandfather. “Let your old man show you how we did things in my day.”


  Grandfather stepped forward and held up both of his hands, forming a cup with them. A powerful energy blast suddenly exploded from his palms, striking the massive door head on and making the door explode. Chunks of stone went flying in every direction, forcing us to duck to avoid being hit, but when the dust cleared, I looked up and saw that the door had been almost completely decimated by the blast, leaving the door wide open for all of us to exit.


  “There,” said Grandfather, lowering his hands. “Easy.”


  “That’s how they did things in your day?” I said in disbelief.


  “It’s just an expression, Jack,” said Grandfather, cracking a smile at me. “I’ll admit, though, that I thought it would just make a hole in the door we could crawl through, not blow the door up entirely.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” said Christina, taking her hands off her head and rising to her feet. “The door is open, so what are we waiting for? Let’s get out of here before that damn bomb blows up.”


  “Okay,” I said. “Because we’re in a hurry, we’ll fly. Grandfather, you grab Uncle Josh and I’ll grab Christina.”


  “All right,” said Grandfather. “I hope you’ll be able to keep up with me, because this Armor can fly pretty darn fast.”


  I smiled. “Don’t worry, Grandfather. I still have enough in me to outrace an airplane if I have to.”


  “Then let’s go,” said Grandfather. “See you at the top.”


  We both grabbed our passengers and then flew through the hallway as fast as we could.




  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


   


  Grandfather and I raced through the lower hallways of the Tower of Icon, taking each twist and turn as they came. We made good time, managing to avoid flying into anything, although it helped that Christina, who was more familiar with the layout of the Tower than we were, kept shouting directions to us as we flew.


  We didn’t run into any Icon agents on our way back up, which seemed odd to me until Christina explained that very few Icon agents ever came down to the lowest levels of the Tower, because that was considered Chaser’s domain and Chaser did not approve of agents wandering into his domain without his permission. It was a rule that worked well in our favor, given how it meant we didn’t have to fight anyone. We were free to fly as fast as we wanted, which was good because we didn’t have much time to waste fighting random Icon agents who wanted to avenge Chaser’s death.


  But once we got to the lobby of the first floor, Grandfather veered off to the side toward the front doors. I followed him and, shouting as loudly as I could, said, “Grandfather, where are you going? I thought we were going up the Tower, not out of it!”


  “Easier to travel up the Tower outside,” Grandfather shouted back over his shoulder. “No ceilings to deal with. Come on!”


  Grandfather blasted the front doors open and flew outside, with me following closely behind. As soon as we got outside, Grandfather went straight up into the air, his rockets burning behind him, while I struggled to keep up with him in the cool night air.


  As we flew toward the top of the Tower, I looked down over the rest of the compound surrounding the place and saw nothing but chaos in every direction. Icon agents were running from building to building, screaming and calling out names, while some buildings were on fire and burning. I even saw a Blind Ape stalking its way through the streets between the warehouses, attacking random Icon agents while letting out the blood-curdling yell I had come to fear.


  “What’s going on down there?” I said to Christina as we flew. “Why did everyone lose their minds all of a sudden?”


  “I’m not sure,” Christina yelled so she could be heard above the screams below. “I think that Chaser’s death must have had something to do with it. Has to be some kind of emergency signal sent out upon his death. Or maybe Mack and Gina decided to have a little fun after they set up the bomb.”


  Neither answer made much sense to me, but I said nothing, because the way I saw it, if the Icon agents were too busy dealing with all of the chaos that had erupted on the island, then they likely didn’t have the time or energy to pay attention to us. That would make it easier for us to get away. I just hoped that Mack and Gina had made it to the top of the Tower as well, because we didn’t have much time before everything went boom.


  Reaching the top of the Tower, I saw that it was a full-on landing site. A small guard tower stood off to one side, while in the center landing pad was a large, black helicopter that looked really futuristic. It had the Icon symbol painted in white paint on the side, with odd cannons hanging underneath it.


  A handful of Icon agents—perhaps the landing pad’s guards—turned when Grandfather and I flew up. They aimed their guns at me, but then Mack suddenly appeared out of nowhere and slammed his huge fists into the backs of their heads, knocking out the two of them instantly. Gina appeared beside Mack and waved at us as we approached.


  “Mack, Gina!” Uncle Josh shouted as we landed next to them. “You both made it!”


  “You were concerned about us?” said Mack. “We were concerned about you, given how you guys were going directly into the belly of the beast. We thought that Chaser probably killed you for sure.”


  “Quite the opposite, actually,” said Uncle Josh. “But it doesn’t matter. Everyone needs to get into the helicopter. Probably less than ten minutes before the whole island blows.”


  “Yeah,” said Gina. She looked at Grandfather and frowned. “Who is this guy and why is he wearing the Atlas Armor?”


  “We’ll explain later,” I said. “For now, we just need to get the hell off this island.”


  All six of us rushed toward the helicopter. Uncle Josh and Gina got on first, climbing into the cockpit, followed by Christina and Mack in the passenger seats, and then finally Grandfather and me. I just jumped up onto the helicopter when the helicopter’s blades suddenly roared to life. The helicopter itself rose from the ground, but what I had initially assumed were cannons actually turned out to be rockets that allowed it to rise faster into the air than its rotor blades could do on their own. I clung to the handrail on the ceiling of the helicopter, which was about the only thing keeping me from falling out of the helicopter as it rose into the air.


  In minutes, we flew over Iconia and out toward the sea. I could tell that the helicopter was being pushed to its limits, because the rotors were spinning so fast I could hear them creaking. I half-worried that the blades might just fly off the helicopter entirely, but luckily they held, but even if they hadn’t, the helicopter’s rockets likely would have been more than enough to keep it afloat.


  As for Iconia, it was already on fire. Smoke rose from the compound around the Tower, but we were so far away that I couldn’t see any detail. But I could imagine the Icon agents rushing about frantically, trying to understand what was going on and getting mauled to death by Blind Apes and whatever other scientific monstrosities that Icon had created. It was kind of a horrifying mental image, to be honest.


  “Mack!” I shouted above the roar of the helicopter blades above. “How much longer until the Gift goes off?”


  Mack glanced down at his wristwatch and said, “Should be any minute now. Not much longer—”


  Mack was interrupted by the largest boom I had ever heard in my life. A massive, fiery explosion rippled out from the center of the island, causing the entire Tower to collapse on itself. Fire spread all across the island, consuming everything in its path. Even from a distance, I felt the shockwave from the blast, forcing me to look away to avoid getting blinded by the bright light caused by the explosion. The explosion was also incredibly loud, though I imagined it had to be far worse up close. Even so, it left my ears ringing long after the actual explosion itself had faded away.


  When the explosion ended, I looked back out the helicopter toward Iconia.


  There was nothing left, save for a large, smoking crater where the island itself had once been.




  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


   


  One month later …


   


  It had been over a year since I last visited the Rumsfeld City Cemetery, but it looked not much different from the day of Thomas’ funeral. Rows and rows of headstones of various shapes and sizes stood like soldiers on either side of the twisting, winding path that took you through the entire cemetery. A few trees were planted here and there, offering some shade from the hot Texas sun. Some of the headstones dated from the founding of Rumsfeld, while others looked like they had been set just yesterday.


  The last time I had been here was over a year ago, during Thomas’ funeral. On that day, it had been dark and raining, forcing all of the attendees to bring raincoats and umbrellas. Today, however, the sky was clear, the sun was shining, and a warm breeze was blowing through the graveyard. There were also fewer people in the graveyard today, probably because it was hot and the middle of a work day.


  “How much longer until we reach Thomas’ grave, Jack?” said Grandfather, who was walking beside me.


  Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked at Grandfather and said, “What?”


  “Thomas’ grave,” Grandfather repeated. “How much farther is it?”


  “Oh, not far now,” I said. “Just a few more headstones down and we should see it.”


  Grandfather nodded. “I hope you’re right. These old bones of mine are not what they used to be, especially after so many years as Icon’s prisoner. The heat doesn’t agree with me much, either.”


  Grandfather popped open his water bottle and took a swig of the ice cold water within. Sighing in relief, Grandfather closed the water bottle and put it back into his bag. Today Grandfather wore a light cotton button down shirt and khaki shorts, which he insisted on wearing because of the heat. I didn’t argue with it, but it did make Grandfather look kind of weird to me, because I was so used to thinking of him wearing a sweater vest and slacks that his current outfit looked off to me.


  Then again, I wasn’t dressed much better. Just a green t-shirt and jeans. I probably shouldn’t worry about style, anyway, because Grandfather and I weren’t going to some kind of fashion show. We were going to pay our respects to Thomas.


  When Grandfather and I returned to Rumsfeld about a month ago now, I had told Grandfather all about Thomas’ death. Grandfather had insisted on visiting Thomas’ grave, because Thomas had died while he was being held captive by Icon, so he had been unable to go to the funeral. The only reason we didn’t go right away was because Grandfather had been so worn out from his time in Icon that he needed a long time in which to recover. He didn’t need too much medical attention, given how Icon had apparently not harmed or mistreated him during his stay on their island, but he needed rest.


  Not anymore, though. While Grandfather was still a slow, plodding old man, he seemed to have much more energy and vigor than he did even on Iconia. He seemed impatient whenever any of us took too much time to do something and he always insisted on doing things for himself. My guess was that Grandfather was reveling in his new freedom and he wasn’t patient with anything that diminished it even slightly. Not that I could blame him. I’d probably be the same way if I had been held captive by some secret spy organization for ten years with no contact with the outside world.


  Today, it was just me and Grandfather going to Thomas’ grave. Dad was at work and Mom had dropped us off here while she ran errands around town. I was sure they would have liked to come with us, but they insisted I could show Grandfather’s Thomas’ grave on my own and that we didn’t need them around. That was true, but I still would have liked it if all of us could have gone as a family to Thomas’ grave.


  But I suppose we had spent plenty of time together over the last month. Grandfather had moved in with us, because we had sold off his old house when he disappeared ten years ago and he had nowhere else to stay. He was staying in Thomas’ old room, which was normally the guest room. And he was going to stay there for the foreseeable future, because he did not have a house to go back to, though I offered him a spot in Marge’s old house if he needed some place to go.


  “Ah,” I said, stopping. “There it is.”


  I pointed at one of the headstones near the path. It read thus:


  THOMAS HOWARD MCDONALD


  1995-2017


  Grandfather also stopped and looked at the headstone with a solemn expression on his face. He walked off the path and stopped in front of the grave, folding his arms behind his back as he did so. I followed and stood beside him, watching Grandfather carefully to see how he would react. Grandfather and Thomas had been very close prior to Thomas’ death and I wasn’t entirely sure how Grandfather would react now that he was looking at Thomas’ grave himself.


  “He died from a Power overdose, right?” said Grandfather without looking at me.


  I nodded. “Yeah. He was desperate and thought it might help him become a superhero, but … it killed him.”


  Grandfather nodded in response. “Not surprising. Power was a dangerous drug. He wasn’t the only person who it killed. Many people around the world have died from using it. All because of Chaser and his insane quest to become a god.”


  I almost started when Grandfather mentioned Chaser’s name. He had not spoken about Chaser at all since the day we left Iconia. Frankly, given how Grandfather and Chaser had been friends and how badly Grandfather had taken Chaser’s betrayal, I thought Grandfather would never mentioned Chaser’s name ever again. Guess I was wrong.


  Putting my thumbs in my pockets, I said, “Yeah, but it’s over, right? Iconia was destroyed and so were the factories and labs producing Power. No one else is going to die from it.”


  “There is still a lot of it out there, though,” said Grandfather. “They shipped tons of that stuff all over the world. And I fear that someone will get the formula somehow and start producing their own. Icon proved that there is a demand for that awful drug, and where there is a demand, there is usually a supplier.”


  I gulped. “Meaning this might not be the end of Power?”


  “Likely not,” said Grandfather. “On the other hand, it will probably be a long time before someone is able to mass produce that stuff again, so with luck, it will be a very long time before it becomes a problem again, especially if those Pinnacle fellows are able to destroy what’s already out there.”


  I nodded. About a week after the destruction of Iconia, Uncle Josh had called me up to let me know that Iconia was definitely destroyed and that Pinnacle was currently working on rounding up the few Icon agents who had been off the island during the explosion. He had also told me that Pinnacle was trying to track down every shipment of Power out there so they could destroy it before it fell into the wrong hands. I had offered to help, but Josh told me to stay where I was and that Pinnacle was more than capable of handling this mission on their own.


  “But if there’s one thing I don’t like about Pinnacle, it’s that they took the Atlas Armor,” said Grandfather suddenly. He sighed. “That suit made me feel young again.”


  I had almost forgotten about that. When we returned to Rumsfeld, Uncle Josh had insisted on taking the Atlas Armor with him. He said it would be safer in Pinnacle’s hands and that we shouldn’t worry about it. Grandfather had tried to convince Uncle Josh to let him keep the Armor, but Uncle Josh wouldn’t listen and now the Atlas Armor was in Pinnacle HQ, wherever that was.


  “Yeah, it was really cool,” I said. “But I don’t think it would have been very helpful for you. Not like you’re going to become a superhero again or anything.”


  “True,” said Grandfather. He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m technically retired now anyway. Superheroing is for youngsters like you, not old men like me. That armor would have just gotten me into a lot of trouble and trust me, I’ve had more than enough trouble to last me the rest of my short days.”


  I chuckled at that. “Yeah. You should probably just take it easy for now. You’ve been through a lot.”


  “I have, I have,” Grandfather agreed, “though not as much as you, if half of the stories I’ve heard are true. Sounds like you’ve been earning quite the name for yourself as the new Trickshot while I was away.”


  I smiled sheepishly. “What can I say? I try to stay out of trouble, but somehow it always finds me.”


  “Like that Christina girl,” said Grandfather, “who, I think, fancies you quite a bit.”


  I blushed slightly. “Christina? She hates me.”


  “Is that why she betrayed Chaser at the last minute?” said Grandfather. He punched me in the shoulder. “Come on, Jack. Even I could see it, and my eyes aren’t anywhere near as good as they used to be.”


  “Well, it doesn’t matter anyway,” I said hastily. “She’s gone and I doubt I’ll ever see her again.”


  “Didn’t she join Pinnacle?” said Grandfather. “If so, perhaps Joshua will bring her with him when he comes to visit us again next time. I’m sure she would be happy to see you again.”


  The part about Christina joining Pinnacle was true. When we got back to Texas, Uncle Josh had offered Christina a job in Pinnacle due to her skills fitting the organization perfectly. To my surprise, she accepted the job offer, mostly because she didn’t have anywhere else to go or anything else to do now that Icon was no more. I didn’t know exactly what she was doing nowadays, but given how similar Pinnacle was to Icon, my guess was that her life hadn’t changed that much.


  “She’d probably just snark at me if she saw me again,” I said. “Besides, I don’t think she cares much for Rumsfeld. I doubt she’d come with Uncle Josh even if he invited her.”


  “Oh, you never know,” said Grandfather. “Women aren’t always as direct about their feelings as men are. Sometimes, you have to read between the lines to understand how a woman really feels about you. Ask me how I know.”


  I couldn’t help but smile when Grandfather said that. I just shook my head and said, “Whatever, old man. I’m not really interested in relationships right now anyway. Too much work.”


  “Agreed,” said Grandfather. “After your grandmother passed, I had no intention of remarrying, and still don’t. I thought about going back into superheroing, but without the Atlas Armor, I’m just an old man. Perhaps I’ll just go fishing. I haven’t done that in a while.”


  “Sounds good to me,” I said. “Maybe we can go fishing together sometime.”


  “I’d love to,” said Grandfather. “But are you sure you’ll have any time to hang out with an old man like me? Between schoolwork and your superhero work, I don’t think you’ll have much time for anything else.”


  I smiled. “Don’t worry, Grandfather. I’ll always make time for you. School really isn’t that hard or time-consuming. I’ll just copy whatever Kyle does. He’s usually right.”


  Grandfather laughed. “That’s not a good habit to get into, Jack. But I’m glad to hear you’ll still make time for me. But your superhero work …”


  I shrugged and looked at Thomas’ grave. “I’m not sure I’ll still do it. Now that Icon is gone, the Injectors are destroyed, and you’re back here, I don’t think I have anything else to do. Bug Bite did a good job protecting Rumsfeld before I came around and, now that he’s out of the hospital, he’ll keep doing a good job. He caught that Aeolus freak all on his own, after all, so he obviously doesn’t need my help.”


  Grandfather tilted his head to the side. “Maybe that’s true, but I think I know the real reason you want to quit: TW.”


  I started and looked at Grandfather. “What about him?”


  “I think his death affected you,” said Grandfather. “I understand. He was just an AI, but he was very human, too, more human than even some humans I know. It was tough for me to send him away to you in the first place.”


  I shifted uncomfortably where I stood. I had told Grandfather about TW’s passing shortly after we returned to Rumsfeld. Grandfather hadn’t cried or anything, but it had been obvious to me that TW’s death had affected him almost as badly as it affected me. It probably hit him even harder, because Grandfather had known TW even longer than me and was his original creator and programmer.


  “Well, that’s why I gave you the Trickshot Watch back,” I said. “Now that Trickshot isn’t needed anymore, I figured you should have it back as a reminder of TW.”


  “I know,” said Grandfather. “And I appreciate it. But I think you should have it back.”


  Grandfather stuck his hand into his pocket and pulled out the Trickshot Watch. He held out the Watch toward me, which I took with a surprised look on my face.


  “Why are you giving this back to me?” I said, turning the Watch over in my hands.


  “Because you earned it,” said Grandfather. “When you told me about how you used the suit to defeat Chaser, that was when I knew that the Trickshot Watch was yours. It told me that the Watch considered you its master and that it wouldn’t listen to me or anyone else. It’s only right, then, that you should be the one to own it.”


  I slipped the Trickshot Watch back on my wrist and looked at Grandfather. “Thanks, but I’m still not sure I’m going to use it. I guess it could just be a reminder of TW’s sacrifice, but—”


  “My sacrifice?” said a familiar voice in my head all of a sudden. “Odd. That would imply that I’m dead.”


  A flash of blue light erupted next to me, and when it faded, I found myself standing next to a hologram that looked like Grandfather but which was obviously not him.


  My jaw fell open. “TW? Is that you? You’re alive?”


  TW smiled. “Yes, it is. And I am better than ever, thanks in no small part to Gregory.”


  I looked at Grandfather in disbelief. “You resurrected him? For real?”


  Grandfather’s smile was even bigger than TW’s. “Oh, it wasn’t that hard. I was the one who originally created TW in the first place, after all. When you gave me back the Watch and told me about TW’s death, I spent all of my free time working on repairing him. What did you think all of those noises you heard in my room over the last month were from?”


  Tears welled up in my eyes and started pouring down my cheeks. I brushed the tears out of my eyes and said to Grandfather, in a shaky voice, “T-Thank you, Grandfather. I don’t know how I can repay you.”


  Grandfather put a hand on my shoulder. “Just be the best man and superhero you can be. Uphold the Trickshot legacy and keep it alive. Bug Bite might be enough for Rumsfeld, but it doesn’t hurt to have another superhero around just in case.”


  I sniffled, but before I could say anything in response, TW put a hand on his forehead and said, “I’m intercepting a police radio transmission. Apparently there’s a bank robbery going down in downtown Rumsfeld being pulled off by some kind of supervillain. Bug Bite is unavailable due to another supervillain attack on the other side of the city and the police are calling for help.”


  I looked at Grandfather. “Grandfather, do you mind if I—”


  “Do it,” said Grandfather. “I’ll tell your mother where you are, don’t worry.”


  I nodded and, pressing the ‘TRANSFORMATION’ button on the Trickshot Watch, turned and flew into the air, listening to TW’s directions the entire time as I soared like an eagle.
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