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Book 1:

Crossover


CHAPTER ONE

 

While being a sidekick didn’t pay nearly as well as being an actual superhero, Alex Fry—also known as Beams, the sidekick of the famous superhero Rubberman—had come to love the job. In the year since he had started working as a sidekick, Beams had saved his city from multiple threats, not to mention learned a thing or two about the actual superhero business itself from his boss, Rubberman, who was more like a mentor than a boss. Beams enjoyed protecting his city, family, and friends from the criminals and supervillains who sought to harm them, and he had to admit that having his own fan club and getting paid to do it wasn’t so bad, either.

But if there was one thing Beams both loved and hated about the business, it was the unpredictability of it all. Some days, you might find yourself preventing a bank heist being pulled off by the local criminal gang. Other days, you might find yourself going toe-to-toe with a fanatic who believed that holding a high school full of students hostage was the ideal way to stick it to the man. And on others still, you might have to avoid getting killed by an assassin hired by a rival corporation that wanted your boss’ business.

And then, on some days, you found yourself at the vanguard of a full-on alien invasion of Earth, made even worse by the knowledge that Beams could have prevented it entirely if he had just thought through things a bit better six months ago.

The day had started out normal enough. Beams had woken up, showered, and got dressed before having breakfast with his parents and his older brother, James, who was in town for the summer due to his college being out for the summer. James, being the helpful big brother he was, had offered to take Beams to the local mall to help him pick up chicks, but Beams had refused because he had to get to work. Beams’ workload had increased since the start of summer, though it was mostly because Beams didn’t have any school in the summer, which meant he had more free time to dedicate to Rubberman’s business.

Looking back, though, Beams wondered what would have happened if he decided to play hooky. Beams never believed in the whole ‘butterfly effect’ phenomenon, but he wondered if there was an alternate universe somewhere where he accepted his brother’s offer to go pick up chicks and the alien invasion never happened.

It’s not helpful to regret the past, Rubberman always told Beams. Just learn from your mistakes and make sure you don’t repeat them in the future. That’s all we can do.

That was true enough, but when a huge alien spaceship descended from the sky above and sent out dozens of strange, flying creatures screeching at the top of their lungs, Beams wondered how this was his fault.

It happened when Beams was about halfway between his house and the Elastic Cave, his boss’ base. He had taken his usual shortcut to the Elastic Cave’s false storefront entrance, hoping to get to work early so he and Rubberman could get started on their daily patrol. Rubberman had informed Beams that they would be doing their usual afternoon patrol today, with Rubberman using the Rubbermobile and Beams using the Beams Cycle. Beams loved the Beams Cycle, because it was a motorcycle designed specifically for him and he rarely got to ride it.

The sky had been cloudy and thundering, with lightning lighting up the sky every now and then, but it didn’t make sense to Beams, because the weather app on his phone had said that it was supposed to be bright and sunny today. It was especially strange given how it was August, which was usually the hottest and driest month of the year for Texas. But Beams had dismissed it as the weather app being wrong as usual and hadn’t thought to bring along his umbrella or raincoat.

Still, the thunder had become so severe that Beams almost considered turning around and heading back home when the alien spaceship first descended from the sky.

At first, when Beams saw it, he thought he must have forgotten his glasses and was maybe seeing an airplane or something. But when Beams raised his fingers up to his eyes and felt the rim of his glasses, he realized that his eyes were working perfectly fine and his glasses were on his face where they were supposed to be.

Coming to a stop on his bike, Beams looked up at the massive alien spaceship as it descended from the clouds like some kind of god. The spaceship resembled a giant flying saucer, except with a weird pillar-like thing sticking out underneath it. Lightning crackled along its surface and Beams realized that the thunder he had heard earlier was not actually thunder at all, but the engine of the ship itself. Though the ship looked unarmed, an ominous chill went down Beams’ spine nonetheless.

A sudden ringing from his pocket made Beams start. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and, seeing it was Rubberman, answered the call and said, “Hey, boss, do you see what I’m seeing?”

“If what you’re seeing is a gigantic alien spaceship hovering over downtown Golden City, then yes, I see it,” said Rubberman’s voice over his phone. “I’m watching it through the monitors in the Elastic Cave. Where are you?”

Beams looked around at his surroundings. “I’m in an empty alleyway near downtown Golden City, about halfway between my house and the Elastic Cave.”

“Okay,” said Rubberman. “Adams suggested I call you to make sure you’re okay.”

“Nah, I’m fine, boss,” Beams said, glancing up at the spaceship, “though I’m not sure for how much longer, given how dangerous that thing looks.”

“Get to the Elastic Cave as fast as you can,” said Rubberman. “We have no idea how dangerous these aliens are, so—”

All of a sudden, the phone connection cut out. Beams looked at his phone screen and saw that he had no data at all, which was odd because he had just renewed his plan yesterday.

Beams dialed Rubberman’s number again, but he just got the out of order sound. That wasn’t good.

Slipping his phone back into his pocket, Beams decided to make a run for the Elastic Cave when he heard a strange screeching sound above. Looking up, Beams wished he hadn’t, because the creatures he saw flying down from the spaceship would live in his nightmares forever.

They looked like giant bats, flapping their massive wings as they peeled off the core of the spaceship and scattered across the city in every direction. Their high-pitched screeches filled the air like exploding bombs and, though they flew well enough, there was something distinctly unnatural about how they moved. They flew as though they were used to a different level of gravity, though there was something more disturbing about them that Beams could not put his finger on.

One of the bats broke off from the rest and headed directly for Beams. It came fast, too fast for Beams to put his costume on. But Beams did manage to jump off his bike at the last second. As he hit the street, the bat’s claws snatched his bike, snapped it in two like a stick, and threw both halves away. The bat flew back up to the sky, while Beams scrambled to his feet and looked up at the creature.

That was no bat. Though its general physical appearance was bat-like, it had bug-like eyes and a beak like an eagle. It looked like no animal Beams had ever seen on Earth, but given where it came from, that wasn’t surprising.

The bat turned in an arc and rushed back toward him like a bull. Beams took off his glasses and fired twin eye beams at the bat. The lasers struck it head on, but the bat alien thing didn’t even slow down. It just screeched in anger and flew toward him faster than his eyes could follow, pushing through his lasers as though they weren’t even there.

Cutting off his laser beams, Beams closed his eyes and fired his lasers. They rebounded against his eyelids and Beams suddenly felt energy flow through his body.

Opening his eyes again, Beams leaped directly into the air, causing the alien bat to go underneath him. Beams jumped higher than he intended, however, and reached out and caught the ledge of a nearby building. He pulled himself up onto the roof of the building and scrambled to his feet, feeling both exhausted and yet energetic.

Looking up, Beams didn’t see the alien bat at first until it landed on the other side of the rooftop hard enough to crack the roof and sent tiles falling off to the street below. The alien bat growled and flared its wings out, though Beams thought it was just trying to intimidate him more than anything.

“What are you?” said Beams. “Can you even understand what I’m saying? Or are you stupid as well as ugly?”

The alien bat screeched again, but instead of rushing toward Beams, it made some kind of strange sucking sound and suddenly spat something out of its beak at him. Something green and ugly hurtled across the air toward Beams, but Beams jumped to the side, just barely avoiding the thing, which struck the part of the roof where he’d been standing mere moments before.

Coming to a stop, Beams looked over at the green thing and felt his stomach sink. It looked like snot, but the way it hissed against the roof tiles told him that it was actually some kind of acid. That meant Beams had just barely avoided getting splashed with acid.

“Oh, so you can spit acid now, too?” Beams said, looking over at the alien bat. “What else can you do? Can you pat your head and rub your stomach at the same time as well?”

The alien bat didn’t respond. Its wings suddenly folded over against its body and the alien bat began rushing toward Beams on four limbs, screeching the entire time.

Surprised, Beams nonetheless jumped into the air over it, but the alien bat suddenly jumped into the air and slashed at him with one of its claws. Going too fast to control his trajectory, Beams got slammed in the chest by the bat’s claw and fell back down to the roof below. He hit the roof hard and nearly rolled off, only catching the edge of the roof at the last second. Jerking to a stop, Beams looked down and realized that he was a couple of stories off the street below, meaning that if he fell, he’d likely break his legs.

Then Beams heard the sounds of the bat’s claws tearing across the roof and its head suddenly appeared over the edge of the roof. The alien bat was looking straight down at Beams, snapping its beak repeatedly, like some kind of nervous habit.

Only too late did Beams realize that the alien bat was preparing another round of acidic saliva, this time aimed directly at his face. And this time, he had no way to dodge.

I hate Mondays, Beams thought as he stared up into the monstrous face of the alien bat above him. I hate them a lot.


CHAPTER TWO

 

Kevin Jason—better known as the superhero Bolt, son of the late superhero Genius—thought that becoming a full-time member of the Neohero Alliance, the largest superhero organization in the world, would make his life easier than it had been when he had been the leader of the Young Neos, the most famous young superhero team in the country. At the young age of eighteen, Bolt had already faced his fair share of supervillains and world-spanning catastrophes that even a lot of adult superheroes twice his age had never dealt with. He had looked forward to living a much easier but also more exciting, life, because adult NHA members had more privileges than Young Neos members did.

I thought I might get to fight more supervillains, travel around the country protecting innocents from danger, and doing all sorts of cool things, Bolt thought. But I didn’t think I’d get stuck with janitor duty, of all things.

It was true. Hovering in the air with a bucket of soapy water in one hand and a brush in the other, Bolt surveyed the work he had done on the Justice Statue already. The Justice Statue was a massive marble statue depicting Omega Man, the leader of the NHA’s Leadership Council, and the Midnight Menace, the leader of the Independent Neoheroes for Justice, which was the second largest superhero organization in the country, standing together and shaking hands. It was supposed to be a symbol of unity between the two superhero organizations, whose past relations had been strained due to their differing approaches to crime and the non-superhuman world. It was a beautiful statue, Bolt had to admit, and both Omega Man and the Midnight Menace were so realistic that they looked like the real people just blown up to titanic sizes.

But the Justice Statue didn’t look pretty on its own. It took effort to maintain and clean it, and Bolt had just spent several hours cleaning the Statue by himself. Well, it wasn’t entirely by himself. The lower parts of the Statue had been cleaned by the Hero Island Janitorial Team, but the upper parts were considered too difficult for the non-superhuman janitors to reach.

So, naturally, the task had fallen on Bolt, who, with his flight and super speed, was considered the best available candidate for the job. Bolt had been told by the head janitor, a jovial black man named Curtis, that it would take him less than a couple of hours to clean the upper half of the Statue and that all he needed was a good bucket of water and soap to get the hard-to-reach parts.

Now Bolt was starting to wonder if Curtis knew just how dirty the upper part of the Statue was. Although the Justice Statue looked beautiful from a distance, up close, you could see where all of the dirt and even bird droppings collected on the heads of Omega Man and the Midnight Menace. The bird droppings in particular were bad, because the seagulls which lived on the beaches of Hero Island sometimes liked to come inland and rest on the Justice Statue, which they seemed to think was a toilet.

Bolt had started at eight that morning and now it was about lunch. That was good, because Bolt had gotten hungry from all of the scrubbing he had done, not helped by the fact that he dropped the brush a couple of times and had accidentally knocked over the bucket at least once. The Janitorial Team were always patient with him and let him refill whenever that happened, but Bolt felt embarrassed every time he had spilled the bucket nonetheless.

For that matter, Bolt was tired from all of the work he’d done. He was strong, young, and in good shape, but scrubbing dirt and bird droppings off the Statue took a lot of effort, not helped by the harsh wind that blew around up here. He was glad that the sky was mostly clear, because if it had been raining, he was certain he would never have gotten the job done.

Of course, if it had been raining, they’d probably find some other job for me to do, Bolt thought. Maybe they’d have me pick garbage off of Hero Beach or entertain tourists or something like that.

Shaking his head, Bolt lowered down to the base of the Statue. Here, he found the rest of the Janitorial Team gathering their supplies and getting ready to go to lunch. There were about a dozen janitors in all, not counting Bolt himself, and they all wore the distinctive blue uniform that all Hero Island workers wore. Bolt didn’t have to wear it, because he was technically not a janitor, though he found himself asking again why he was doing janitorial work if he didn’t even get to wear their uniforms.

Then again, I like my costume just fine, Bolt thought as he gently landed on the ground, glancing down at his red and black full body spandex costume, which also had a cool lightning bolt design on the chest. Way cooler than their uniforms, that’s for sure.

“Kev!” a loud, jovial voice shouted suddenly. “Good work!”

Bolt started and looked around until he spotted a huge black man, clad in the same blue janitor uniform as the others, walking up to Kevin, with a big, friendly smile plastered on his face. The middle-aged man had very little hair, but he did have a big black mustache across his upper lip that made him look much older than he actually was.

“Hi, Curtis,” said Bolt. “Sorry. I didn’t see you coming.”

“That’s all right, man,” said Curtis, stopping a few feet away from him. He gestured at the top of the Statue with one massive hand. “I just wanted to congratulate you on doing such a fantastic job cleaning the upper parts of the Statue. That’s always the hardest part to clean and the most dangerous, because unlike you, we can’t fly, so if we fall off while cleaning it, it’s disability for us.”

“Uh, thanks,” said Bolt. “So, um, where do I put my bucket and brush?”

“Oh, I’ll take them off your hands and get them to Manny,” said Curtis, holding out his hands. “He’ll make sure they get put up properly. Meanwhile, you can get some lunch if you want.”

“Oh, thanks,” said Bolt, handing Curtis the brush and bucket without hesitation. “I was worried for a second there that I might have to put them away myself.”

“Nah, man, you don’t need to worry about that,” said Curtis. He emptied the bucket onto the ground without looking at it, getting some water splashed onto the legs of his jeans in the process. “Figured Mecha Knight has a ton more work for you to do today, so I wanted to make sure you got lunch so you can regain your energy.”

Bolt groaned inwardly, because Curtis was probably right. It had been Mecha Knight’s idea to put Bolt to work helping around Hero Island, rather than going out and fighting supervillains like he did before. Mecha Knight had explained to Bolt that it was for his own good, but Bolt was pretty sure Mecha Knight had done it just to get him out of the way.

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” said Bolt. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Think I’m going to take a minute or two to rest before I head back to the House.”

“Okay,” said Curtis, nodding. “Well, thanks for helping again. These jobs are always easier whenever we have one of you superhumans helping, especially one as powerful as you. Heck, even ones like your dad were helpful, because they can use those big brains of theirs to figure out better ways to clean things that we can’t.”

“Were?” said Bolt. “Did you know my Dad?”

“Genius?” said Curtis. “Sure. He was actually the guy who hired me back when Hero Island was first created. I was in my twenties back then, barely out of college, and no one really knew much about superheroes back then, but I thought the NHA was awesome after they defeated Nuclear Winter, so I was eager to help.”

“Huh,” said Bolt. “You’ve been around for a while, then, haven’t you?”

“Yep,” said Curtis, nodding. He patted his chest. “Longest serving worker on Hero Island, which is why I’m the head janitor. But I wouldn’t be nearly as effective as I am if your old man hadn’t given me a few pointers in regards to efficiently cleaning up the island. I wish I could have gone to his funeral, but I was in the hospital because of a knee injury at the time and couldn’t go anywhere.”

I nodded. “It’s fine. Thanks for your condolences anyway. I’m sure Dad would have appreciated them.”

“Sure,” said Curtis. “Anyway, I got to go and make sure the rest of these monkeys don’t mess everything up, because I’m hungry and can’t wait to have lunch myself. See you later, Kev.”

With that, Curtis turned and walked away, shouting at the other janitors to stop messing around and put everything away. Bolt watched him go for a second before shaking his head and looking up at the Justice Statue, which shone under the rays of the afternoon sun.

Bolt liked Curtis, and the rest of the Janitorial Team for that matter. They treated him like one of their own, even though he was a superhuman and they weren’t. They were certainly nicer than Hero Island Security, anyway, who always treated Bolt as if he was some kind of spy.

Still, Bolt would have traded janitor duty for active duty in the NHA in a heartbeat. When he graduated to full-time NHA membership, Bolt had assumed he would do on missions all the time like when he led the Young Neos. He was sure he would have been set against the really dangerous threats and villains, the kind that the Young Neos were not allowed to deal with due to how dangerous they were.

Instead, Bolt spent nearly all of his time on Hero Island doing these kinds of chores while every other adult NHA member seemed to go on all kinds of cool adventures. Even the Young Neos seemed to go on more adventures than him, which Bolt was not allowed to join or help with because he wasn’t a part of the team anymore.

Mecha Knight had told Bolt that it was common for new NHA members, especially ones who graduated from the Young Neos, to go through a probation period where they did chores on Hero Island until they were called to active duty by the Leadership Council. But Bolt suspected that this was just an excuse to get free labor and help for the Janitorial Team, because Bolt wasn’t paid anything extra for all of the work he did.

Wouldn’t surprise me if Black Blur suggested this, Bolt thought. Jerk has never liked me for some reason. I could see him convincing the rest of the Council to relegate me to janitor duty just to mess with me.

It was just such a drastic change from his time in the Young Neos, which made the change hard for Bolt to deal with. Going from leading a team of young superheroes against various and sundry supervillains and even world-threatening catastrophes to glorified janitor duty was as hard as it sounded. It didn’t help that Bolt was not in the spotlight as much as he used to be, which he had to admit was one reason he disliked his current job.

I didn’t even get to help during the Tsunami incident, Bolt thought, a frowning appearing on his lips, despite the fact that I have as much experience fighting supervillains as anyone else.

That was when Bolt noticed something shining in the sky out of the corner of his eye. He turned his attention in the direction of the shining object and squinted, trying to see what it was. At first, he thought it was just an airplane flying overhead, but the object wasn’t merely flying over Hero Island. It was flying toward the Island … and based on its speed, it would be here in just a few minutes.

Bolt whirled around and shouted to the other janitors, “Everyone, get down! Something is coming out of the sky and is going to crash any minute—”

Bolt was interrupted by a roaring flame above. He had just enough time to look up and see a massive fireball hurtling through the sky toward them before the fireball struck the ground behind and exploded.

The explosion sent Bolt flying. He hit the ground and rolled several times until he hit the base of the Justice Statue, where he lay, dazed from the blast and trying his best to clear his head. He was aware of a hot flame burning somewhere in front of the Justice Statue, as well as huge clouds of smoke rising from within.

“Kev!” said Curtis, suddenly appearing in front of Bolt. “You okay, boy? That explosion looked bad. Can you walk?”

Bolt pushed himself up and coughed. “Yeah, Curt, I think I’ll be okay. Is everyone else okay?”

“Yeah,” said Curtis. “The other guys ran as soon as they saw that ship.”

“Ship?” Bolt repeated. “What ship?”

Curtis jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the fire. “The one that fell out of the sky. Saw it with my old eagle eyes before it blew up. Not sure if it’s still in one piece or not, though.”

Frowning, Bolt slowly rose to his feet, dusting off his shoulders, and looked around Curtis at the burning flame not too far away from them. The fire was already starting to die down, though it was still too hot and bright to approach.

But as the flames died down and the smoke began to clear up, Bolt saw that Curtis wasn’t joking. The thing which had crashed into the ground wasn’t a meteorite or anything like that. It was a round, ball-shaped spaceship, almost like a pod. In fact, unless Bolt’s eyes were playing tricks on him, he thought it looked an awful lot like—

“Pokacu,” Bolt muttered under his breath.

Curtis started when Bolt spoke. “Poka-what?”

“Pokacu aliens,” Bolt said. He looked at Curtis seriously. “Remember? They invaded Earth twice, nearly destroyed the planet the second time. That looks like one of their escape pods”

“Oh, you said Pokacu,” said Curtis. His face became pale. “I remember ‘em now. Scary dudes. Are you saying that they’re—”

“I don’t know what they are,” Bolt said, interrupting Curtis. “They can’t possibly be back, because when I blew up the Mother World, all of the Pokacu died with them, but that’s obviously a Pokacu escape pod.”

“Holy crap, Kev,” said Curtis. “What should we do?”

“Call the Leadership Council,” said Bolt. “Tell them Code A. They’ll know what that means. Meanwhile, I’ll inspect the pod and find out where it came from.”

Curtis nodded again and ran off, pulling his phone out of his pocket and dialing the Leadership Council’s emergency number as he did so. Bolt didn’t doubt that the Council would respond, because Code A was the NHA’s official codeword for potential alien invasions of Earth. It could also be used if you found yourself dealing with individual extraterrestrial visitors. Either way, it was only supposed to be invoked in emergencies and there were harsh punishments for anyone who used it to spread false alarms.

The return of the Pokacu is definitely what I’d call an emergency, Bolt thought. Time to see what’s going on.

Carefully, Bolt approached the crashed escape pod. It was completely blackened from its reentry to Earth and radiated heat like a furnace. But Bolt’s suit allowed his body to handle extreme heat, so it didn’t bother him that much. He made his way through the charred earth and between the flames until he got to the main hatch, which was firmly closed shut.

Coming to a stop, Bolt listened carefully for any sounds coming from within. He heard nothing, but that didn’t mean anything. For all Bolt knew, there could be a Pokacu warrior waiting for him to get close enough so it could pop out and kill him. He would have to be careful, regardless of what was inside.

Electricity began dancing along Bolt’s fingers as he prepared himself for the pod’s occupant. He took a step toward the pod when, all of a sudden, the hatch burst open. Bolt jumped and nearly fired a lightning bolt at the hatch, but caught himself at the last moment. That was good, because when the hatch opened, someone fell out of the hatch and onto the ground below.

The being who had fallen out of the hatch was not human. It wore strange, blocky armor and had slimy blue skin that seemed to be constantly sweating. It was vaguely humanoid in shape, but it looked more like a Pokacu than a human, though Bolt didn’t think it looked exactly like a Pokacu, either. There was something extremely familiar about it, but Bolt didn’t know where he could have seen it before until the creature raised its head and looked at him, showing its glowing red slit eyes and vent-like mouth.

Bolt gasped. “Nicknacks, is that you?”

Nicknacks gasped for air and said, “Bolt …”

His face fell onto the dirt, but Bolt rushed toward him and, flipping Nicknacks over, grimaced at the sight before me.

Nicknacks’ body was cut up. Deep gashes ran along his chest and stomach. His right arm hung awkwardly off his side, while a large open wound ran directly underneath his chin. He looked like he had just lost a fight with a kitchen knife, making Bolt surprised he was alive at all.

“Nicknacks, what happened to you?” said Bolt in horror. “Who did this to you?”

Nicknacks opened his eyes and stared up at Bolt. His eyes, which normally glowed a rich red, were softer and even slightly pink.

“Bolt …” Nicknacks’ voice was raspy and dry. “He’s coming … they’re coming …”

“Who’s coming?” said Bolt. “Who?”

Nicknacks made a deep, shuddering gasp before he said, “The Dread God’s Avatar. And he will destroy us all.”


CHAPTER THREE

 

The alien bat’s sucking was becoming louder and louder. Beams glanced over his shoulder, wondering whether he would be able to survive the fall from this height. His power boost earlier was already starting to wear off and he wasn’t wearing his costume, which would have helped prevent a few bumps and scrapes at least.

Do I really have a choice, though? Beams thought, looking back up at the alien bat. If I don’t let go, I’m going to get a face full of alien acid, which will probably kill me immediately. Maybe if I fall and break my legs, I can drag myself to safety somehow.

But the thought of falling and breaking his legs was too scary for Beams to even consider. He held tightly onto the edge of the roof, looking into the face of the alien bat, listening to the sounds of the other aliens flying around and attacking the citizens of Golden City. Beams just hoped that Rubberman would somehow be able to stop this invasion even if he died.

All of a sudden, the alien bat gasped in pain and teetered back and forth for a second before it fell forward. Beams clung to the side of the building as closely as he could as the alien bat’s body fell past him and crashed onto the street below, knocking down a street lamp in the process. Looking over his shoulder, Beams saw the alien bat lying on the street in a very awkward position, with weird yellow liquid rapidly pooling underneath it. Even from a distance, Beams could smell the stink rising from the yellow liquid, which reminded him of sewage water and blood.

It’s dead, Beams thought. But who killed it?

“Kid!” a voice above shouted. “Are you okay?”

Beams looked up to see a complete and total stranger standing above him. He was a young black man, probably in his early or mid twenties, wearing a weird-looking blue-and-yellow uniform that reminded Beams of an astronaut for some reason. The man had short, curly hair and stunningly white teeth, like the kind you see on models in toothpaste commercials. Nonetheless, he gave off a strange timelessness about him, as if he was much older than he seemed. He also carried what looked like a glowing energy sword in his hand, like a light saber, though Beams knew it couldn’t be an actual light saber.

“Uh, yeah,” Beams said. “Who are you?”

“A friend,” said the man. He crouched toward Beams. “Did that Kakarr hurt you too much?”

“That what?”

“The alien bat thing I just killed,” said the man, gesturing at the body below. “They’re called Kakarr. Very nasty creatures. They’re particularly fond of disemboweling their targets after melting their faces off.”

Beams shuddered at the mental image of his faceless body being torn open by that creature. “Uh, can you help me up?”

The man held out a hand toward him. “Sure. That’s what I’m here for, after all.”

Beams took the man’s hand and the man helped him up onto the roof. Beams crawled a few feet away from the edge, however, before he stood up and looked out toward the spaceship. The ship was still hovering in the air above Golden City, lightning and clouds shrouding it like a robe, while more of those creatures this man called Kakarr swarmed the city like bees. People were running and screaming, traffic was backed up as people tried to drive home, and general chaos and pandemonium reigned in downtown Golden City.

“Thanks for saving me,” said Beams, glancing at the man. He turned around. “But I need to get out of here. I have places to be and—”

The man suddenly grabbed Beams’ forearm, making Beams look at the man again. To his surprise, the man wore a deeply serious expression on his face, as if he had no intention of letting Beams go.

“I understand you’re one of this city’s protectors, but you shouldn’t toss on your costume and fight just yet,” said the man. “I came here to let you know exactly why these aliens are here and what they’re trying to do.”

“How do you know my secret identity?” said Beams in alarm. “My license—”

“Don’t worry,” the man said. He mimed zipping his lips shut. “As an IEA member, I’m used to keeping secrets. I won’t tell anyone you’re really Beams, the sidekick of Rubberman, though right now I’d say keeping your job is the least of your worries.”

Beams hated the idea of this complete stranger knowing who he was, because it was illegal for a sidekick to reveal his identity to anyone, which was grounds for his license being instantly revoked by the government. On the other hand, this man did just save his life and he seemed to know what these aliens were and why they were attacking the city, so Beams decided he would worry about how this man knew his secret identity later.

Yanking his arm out of the man’s hand, Beams turned to face him and said, “IEA? Is that some kind of government agency? You’re not with the Department of Superheroes, are you?”

“I’m not affiliated with any earthly government,” the man insisted. “’IEA’ stands for Interdimensional Elite Agency. We protect the multiverse from any and all threats to its safety.”

“Multiverse?” Beams repeated. He narrowed his eyes. “You’re not trolling me, are you?”

The man smiled. “You just saw an alien spaceship spewing lightning descend from the sky and send giant alien bat creatures to terrorize the citizens. You almost got killed yourself. And you find it hard to believe that there are other universes beside your own?”

Beams opened his mouth to say yes, but then thought about it and closed his mouth. “All right. Let’s say I believe you. You’re a member of some sort of interdimensional agency which protects the multiverse from threats. Why are you here?”

The man jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the massive spaceship floating in the sky above Golden City. “I’m here for that, obviously. If we don’t stop that thing, it will destroy your entire city and everyone in it.”

“Yeah, I could guess that,” said Beams. “Which is why I need to get to my boss, and fast, because it’s our duty to protect Golden City from any and all threats. It’s what we’re paid to do.”

“True, but just destroying one spaceship won’t save your city,” said the man. “If you and your boss manage to take these guys down, they’ll just send another and another until they either destroy you or get what they want.”

“’They’?” Beams repeated in horror. “You mean that thing is part of a fleet?”

“Oh, yeah,” said the man, nodding. He spread his arms wide. “They’ve got tons of those things, mass producing them on a scale that would make even a Chinese factory look tiny by comparison. And that ship is one of the smaller ones. You don’t want to see the warships.”

Beams gulped. He hoped that the man was exaggerating, but given how serious he sounded, Beams realized that the man might actually be downplaying just how big and powerful this enemy was. Even so, Beams found it hard to imagine how you could mass produce ships of that size on any reasonable scale.

“But what are these creatures?” said Beams. “Why are they here? Where do they come from? What do they want?”

“I can’t answer all of your questions here,” said the man. He walked past Beams, heading toward the other side of the roof. “We need some place safe to talk. The Elastic Cave would probably be a safe place to talk, because your boss is going to need to know this, too.”

“Wait, you know about the Elastic Cave, too?” said Beams, turning to watch the man walk away.

The man came to a stop and looked over his shoulder at Beams. “Of course. We know pretty much everything about you, because we’ve been watching your universe for a while. Granted, we’ve only been paying attention to you in particular since the West Texas incident, but we still have a fairly complete profile of you and your boss.”

“Why have you been watching me since I went to West Texas?” said Beams, eying the man suspiciously.

“For the same reason the Darzens—which are the aliens currently invading your city—are attacking your city,” said the man. “I’m surprised you haven’t made the connection yet, but I suppose it has been six months since then, so—”

“Six months …” Realization struck Beams like a lightning bolt when he realized what the man was talking about. “Those aliens … the Darzens … I’ve met them before, haven’t I?”

The man nodded grimly. “Yep. The Darzens want the Rubber Ball back. And they’re going to destroy your whole world to get it if we can’t stop them.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 

The Dread God’s Avatar?” said Bolt, tilting his head in confusion. “Nicknacks, what are you talking about? You sure you’re thinking all right?”

“Apocalypse,” said Nicknacks. “Death. Complete and utter annihilation. Earth won’t survive.”

Nicknacks normally spoke very calmly and rationally, which made his nihilistic ranting extra concerning to Bolt. Nicknacks sounded traumatized, which made Bolt wonder just what Nicknacks had gone through since the last time he saw him.

Over a year ago, Nicknacks—real name N’ckn’ax—had left Earth in search of his fellow Pokacu. During the last Pokacu invasion, Nicknacks had learned of the existence of a group of independent Pokacu who had broken away from the Mother World’s control and went off to form their own colony somewhere in space. Nicknacks had left Earth to find them and let them know that the Mother World was destroyed and that they could come to Earth if they wanted.

Bolt had not heard from Nicknacks since then. Nor had anyone else in the NHA, as far as he knew. That, of course, made sense. Bolt was under the impression that the group of independent Pokacu which Nicknacks had sought out had been very far away from Earth. And without the technology necessary to make intergalactic communication possible, it made sense that no one in the NHA or on Earth in general had heard from the alien since his departure.

That was why Nicknacks’ sudden reappearance here was so alarming to Bolt. He had no idea who this ‘Dread God’s Avatar’ was or, for that matter, what a ‘Dread God’ even was. Yet if Nicknacks was telling the truth, then Earth itself was in danger of being destroyed by this figure, whoever it was.

“Nick, you shouldn’t try to move or anything,” said Bolt. “I’m going to stay by your side until help comes. The janitors sent out a Code A, so we should have help here soon enough.”

Nicknacks raised a hand and grabbed Bolt’s bicep. “N-No … it’s too late. They are already here …”

Bolt was about to ask Nicknacks what he meant by that when he heard a deep growl come from within the darkened escape pod. Bolt looked at the open escape pod, which was completely dark, but then two glowing green eyes flickered open. A clawed hand emerged from within and, grabbing the lip of the hatch, pulled its form into the light.

The alien creature which had emerged from the pod looked nothing like a Pokacu. It was a vaguely humanoid figure covered head-to-toe in thick, metallic armor. Long, mechanical wings extended from its back, while it carried a strange double-bladed sword in its right hand that was almost as long as Bolt’s torso. Two glowing green eyes peered out from the eye holes, which Bolt noticed were covered with glass. It had no mouth hole or any other kind of opening and it didn’t seem to have any sort of oxygen tank, which made Bolt wonder how it was even breathing at all.

“What the heck is that?” said Bolt in shock.

“A Darzen warrior,” said Nicknacks in a heavy voice. “Thought I knocked it out, but it must have just woken up, which is why it hasn’t attacked us yet.”

As soon as the words left Nicknacks’ mouth, the Darzen looked down at Bolt and Nicknacks. It had no human expression for Bolt to read, but when it pointed its blade at them, Nicknacks shouted, “Bolt, move!”

Bolt didn’t even hesitate. He just scooped Nicknacks into his arms and flew into the sky away from the Darzen. He was just in time, because a strange energy beam exploded from the Darzen’s sword and exploded against the ground. When the smoke cleared, there was a crater about a foot deep where Bolt and Nicknacks had been kneeling just moments before.

“Whoa,” said Bolt as he landed near the base of the Justice Statue. “What was that?”

“Energy,” said Nicknacks. He coughed and hacked. “Darzens can take their life energy and convert it into a blast. Very deadly.”

“Yeah, I can tell,” said Bolt. “Anyway, Nick, I’m going to try to distract that thing until help arrives. You stay here and try not to move too much, okay?”

Nicknacks looked at Bolt in alarm. “No, you should run. You can’t beat it. It’s too powerful. And even if you do beat it—”

“Nick, come on,” Bolt interrupted. “I know that thing hurt you, but I guess you don’t know that I graduated from the Young Neos recently and am a full-time adult NHA member now. I can take care of myself. You just worry about yourself, all right?”

Before Nicknacks could respond, Bolt laid him on the ground and flew into the air back toward the Darzen. The Darzen had jumped out of the escape pod by now and was looking up at Bolt as he approached, its unnatural green eyes following his every movement. The Darzen’s eyes reminded Bolt of a robot’s eyes, though he figured that that was just a coincidence.

“Hey, ugly!” Bolt shouted. “Let’s dance!”

Bolt fired a red lightning bolt at the Darzen. The Darzen, however, batted the lightning bolt aside with a single swing of its sword. With a flap of its wings, the Darzen launched itself into the sky toward Bolt. It flew much faster than Bolt expected, forcing him to swerve sharply to the right to avoid getting hit. As Bolt flew by the Darzen, it slashed at him with its sword, though Bolt managed to dodge it at the last second.

Coming to a stop several feet away from the Darzen, Bolt turned around to see the alien. It flapped its wings furiously to remain in place, though now it held its sword in both hands defensively, perhaps expecting Bolt to fire another lightning blast at it again.

He’s about to get disappointed, Bolt thought, punching his fist into his other hand. I don’t make the same mistakes twice.

Activating his super speed, Bolt rushed toward the Darzen. The Darzen raised its blade, but it was too slow. With a single punch, Bolt sent the Darzen flying backwards through the air. But the Darzen regained control of its flight and landed on the ground below as gracefully as if did that sort of thing every day. Bolt was pleased to see a dent shaped like his fist in the Darzen’s chest, though he was less pleased to see that the Darzen was still standing.

“You’re tough!” Bolt shouted. “But I bet you can’t take a few more hits like that!”

Bolt flew in a circle around the Darzen, launching lightning bolt after red lightning bolt at the creature. The Darzen blocked or deflected each bolt with its massive sword, but one of the bolts got through and hit the Darzen’s hands, knocking its sword out of its hands and sending it flying several feet away outside of the Darzen’s reach.

Sensing his opening, Bolt landed in front of the Darzen and began pummeling it with several super fast punches. His rapid fire fists struck every inch of the Darzen’s face and chest, sending it staggering backward with each mighty blow. He hit it so hard and so fast that the Darzen didn’t even have time to respond. The only sounds which came from the Darzen were the sounds of his fists as they smashed against its surprisingly tough metal armor, which was getting more and more dented with every punch.

Finally, with a yell of triumph, Bolt punched a hole straight through the Darzen’s chest. He expected to feel some kind of flesh or even mechanics, but to his surprise, it was completely hollow. He yanked his fist out of the Darzen’s chest and watched in disbelief as it immediately collapsed onto the ground at his feet, looking quite dead.

“Huh,” said Bolt. He looked over his shoulder at the Justice Statue, where Nicknacks still lay. “Hey, Nick, look! I killed it.”

Bolt expected Nicknacks to be joyful, but to his surprise, Nicknacks shouted in alarm, “Bolt, get away from that thing! Now, before it gets you!”

Puzzled, Bolt looked back at the dead Darzen at his feet and saw some kind of strange green energy rising from the hole he had punched in its armor, like smoke from a chimney. Before he could react, the energy suddenly twisted and began wrapping itself around him until it entered his mouth. Bolt gagged and struggled against the energy, but he was unable to break free of it. He could only feel the energy entering his body, flooding his whole being, making it almost impossible for him to focus on anything else.

Bolt wanted to scream for help, wanted to scream for aid, but all he could do was gag on the energy. His body felt number and number until soon he couldn’t feel any part of his body at all. And the pain only stopped when the last of the energy exited the armor and went into his body, at which point all of the feeling suddenly returned to Bolt’s body and he gasped for air.

“Holy crap,” said Bolt, panting and sweating. “What … what was …”

A sharp pain shot throughout his body and Bolt screamed. He fell to his hands and knees, but soon began to feel control over his body starting to slip between his fingers. First went his arms, then his legs, and finally his whole body. He tried to get up, but found his body entirely unresponsive to his commands.

What’s going on? Bolt said in his mind, because his mouth didn’t work. Why can’t I control my body?

That was when a voice answered in his head, a voice he had never heard before in his life but which sent chills down his spine nonetheless:

Because I’m in control now, human. And, although flesh-based bodies are normally pathetic, this one seems fitter and stronger than my old suit of armor. It will be useful for helping to bring the Dread God back to life.

No way … said Bolt. You’re not …

But I am, said the voice. I am the very same Darzen you just ‘killed.’ Now I am in your body, in your head, in your very soul. And there’s nothing you can do about it other than watch helplessly as I conquer your world in the name of my god. Rejoice, for few mortals are ever granted such stupendous pleasures.


CHAPTER FIVE

 

Less than half an hour later, Beams and the mysterious man who claimed to be from another universe appeared in front of the false storefront entrance to the Elastic Cave, which was Rubberman’s hideout and base. By ‘appeared,’ it was more like stepped, because the mysterious man used a strange device he called a ‘dimension hopper’ which allowed him to open a dimensional portal from one location to the next. According to the man, the device could be used for ‘intradimensional’ traveling as well as ‘interdimensional’ traveling, which made no sense to Beams, but when the man actually activated the device, all of Beams’ skepticism vanished immediately.

But they didn’t leave immediately. The man allowed Beams to put on his costume first, which required finding a secluded back alley where he could suit up without fear of being seen. Of course, that was probably unnecessary, given how most of the inhabitants of Golden City were too distracted by the invading alien force to care about Beams’ secret identity, but he did it just to be safe.

Stepping through the portal, Beams could not believe how quickly they had traveled from one point in the city to the other. He looked around and saw that they were definitely at the false storefront entrance to the Elastic Cave. He looked over his shoulder as the man stepped through the portal and closed it behind them, probably to make sure that none of the Kakarr bats followed them through.

“That dimension hopper of yours is absolutely amazing,” said Beams as the man tapped on its touch screen a few times. “I’ve read a lot of science fiction novels that deal with dimension-hopping, but I didn’t think it was even possible in real life.”

The man smiled. “Now are you willing to believe that the multiverse is real? Or am I going to have to take you on a dimension-hopping trip to different universes to prove it?”

Beams shook his head rapidly. “No, no, I believe now. You might have a hard time convincing my boss, though. Rubberman’s a bit more skeptical than me.”

“He’ll believe soon enough,” said the man. “He’ll have to if he wants to save not just Golden City, but the entire planet.”

“Then let’s go in,” said Beams. “I bet Rubberman is already worried about me. Got to make sure he knows I’m safe.”

Beams entered the false storefront, holding the door open for the man. The two of them then stepped over into the center of the empty room, where Beams pressed a button on the control panel and soon they both began descending into the Cave. The man looked a little claustrophobic as they descended, but Beams was too busy figuring out how to explain the situation to Rubberman to care about that.

Finally, there was a small ding and the elevator came to a stop. As soon as the doors opened, Beams walked out of the elevator and said, “Rubberman, Adams, I’m here! And I’ve got someone who knows what those aliens want, too!”

Beams was pleased to see Rubberman and Adams, his butler and assistant, standing in front of Mission Control, which had several monitors displaying many different news channels and websites, which was how Rubberman kept up to date on local crimes. But now, every monitor showed the exact same thing: Footage of the Darzen alien attack on Golden City, with news reporters all trying to explain to viewers what was going on. One of the monitors even showed a news reporter who appeared to be there in real time, talking rapidly into the camera before a Kakarr appeared out of nowhere and smashed its claw into the camera, causing that monitor to go blank before Rubberman switched the channel to another news station that was still active.

As soon as Beams stepped inside, Rubberman looked at him and said, “Beams! You’re safe. Thank God. I thought that the aliens might have gotten you because I couldn’t call you on your phone.”

“No, I’m fine,” said Beams, shaking his head. “My phone is still dead, but—”

“Your phone probably isn’t dead,” said the man as he stepped out of the elevator behind Beams. “The Darzens are likely jamming any and all communication signals within the city. They probably don’t want the city’s inhabitants to organize against them or call for help. Standard Darzen invasion tactic.”

Rubberman rose from his chair in front of Mission Control and turned to face Beams and the man, a frown on his face. “And just who are you and how do you know so much about these, uh, ‘Darzens,’ I think you called them?”

“He’s the guy who saved me from the alien that attacked me,” said Beams. “He’s, um—”

“Space,” said the man. “Jason Space, but you can call me Mr. Space if you want. It’s what everyone else does.”

“Mr. Space,” Rubberman repeated with a frown on his face. “Are you a superhero? I know of a Mr. Star, but I’ve never heard of a Mr. Space. Got a license?”

“I’m not a superhero, sorry,” said Mr. Space. “I just prefer to go by that name because it’s cool, though it would make a good superhero name, wouldn’t it?”

“If you’re not a superhero, then what are you?” said Rubberman. “And how do you know so much about these aliens?”

“I’m a member of the group known as the Interdimensional Elite Agency, or IEA for short,” said Mr. Space. “We protect the multiverse from all kinds of nasty threats, including the Darzens. Here’s my holo card as proof.”

Mr. Space tapped the touch screen on his arm and a holographic card, not much bigger than Beams’ own sidekick license, flashed out of it. The holographic card featured a smiling Mr. Space who had much longer hair than the one in the room with them, though his face was exactly the same. There were also a whole bunch of numbers and letters on the card, but they were in a language that Beams couldn’t read, one that looked like no Earth language he had ever seen.

“You … protect the multiverse?” said Rubberman. His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “But multiverse theory is just a theory. No scientist has ever been able to prove it.”

“He’s the real deal, boss,” Beams said. “We just used a dimension hopper to cross half the city. Mr. Space, want to show it off?”

“Sure,” said Mr. Space. “Watch and be amazed.”

Mr. Space tapped his touch screen a few times and a dimensional portal opened before him. He stepped through the portal and reappeared through another portal on the other side of the room, bowing a couple of times as both portals closed at roughly the same time.

“See?” said Mr. Space. “And I can do a lot more than that. I can cross entire universes with this device, which is how I got here in the first place.”

Rubberman stared at Mr. Space in amazement. “You mean you’re from a universe where technology has advanced to the point where you can open portals to other universes with a device not much bigger than a wrist watch?”

“Well, yeah,” said Mr. Space, nodding. “I know it’s hard to believe, but—”

Rubberman’s arm extended and snatched the touch screen device off of Mr. Space’s arm. He retracted his arm back to its normal length and began turning the dimension hopper over in his hands, muttering under his breath, “If I can just figure out how this thing works, I might be able to mass produce it and get a head start on this whole dimension-hopping business. I could found a whole new industry of interdimensional travel. I’d make all of those Silicon Valley nerds look like peasants in comparison to the wealth I’d get.”

“Hey, give that back,” said Mr. Space, walking over to Rubberman and snatching the dimension hopper out of his hands. “It’s not for sale or profit. It’s meant to be used to help IEA agents defend the multiverse.”

“Sorry,” said Rubberman sheepishly. “I didn’t mean I was going to profit off it. It was just a joke. Right, Beams?”

Beams frowned. While his boss was a genuinely good man at heart who valued justice and righteousness above all else, he was also an excellent businessman who cared about making a profit. Rubberman wasn’t as bad as some superheroes, but every now and then his inner businessman would make him forget his priorities. “Yeah. And it’s not like we have time for that, anyway, what with a literal alien invasion occurring and everything.”

“Beams knows what’s up,” said Mr. Space. “Of course, he was just attacked by an alien, so of course he would know what’s up.”

“So those things are actual, honest-to-God aliens?” said Rubberman, glancing at the monitors around the Control Panel. “This isn’t some kind of hoax?”

“They’re one hundred percent real,” said Mr. Space. “They really are not of this Earth, or any Earth, for that matter. They’re from another world, but they don’t come in peace by any definition of the term.”

Rubberman nodded. “I see. I guess it makes sense. We’ve encountered aliens before, or Beams has, anyway.”

“Boss, these aliens are the same ones I met in West Texas six months ago,” said Beams. “That’s what Mr. Space says, anyway.”

“It’s true,” said Mr. Space. “They’ve finally returned to Earth after the six month period of grace Beams got from them in a deal.”

Rubberman looked at Beams. “Wait, you told them to stay away from Earth for six months? I don’t remember you telling me that.”

Beams smiled sheepishly. “Guess I must have forgotten when I got home. See, I threatened to destroy the brain of their dead god, the Rubber Ball, if they didn’t leave Earth alone. I told them to stay away from Earth for at least six months if they didn’t want the brain of their god to be destroyed, but I honestly forgot about that and didn’t think they would actually come back.”

“If you had known more about the Darzens, you would have realized that they never forget deals or promises,” said Mr. Space. “They may sometimes take a long time to fulfill their end of the deal, but they’ll never let the other side forget their own end of the deal.”

“Meaning this alien invasion is Mr. Fry’s fault, then,” said Adams in his usual sarcastic Scottish voice. “Why am I not surprised?”

Beams shot Adams an annoyed look, while Rubberman stepped forward and said, “These Darzens, they’ve come back for the Rubber Ball?”

“Oh, yeah,” said Mr. Space, nodding. “They’re on a religious quest to resurrect their dead god, who you guys might know as the Dread God. And, from what our intel suggests, they will stop at nothing to do it.”

“Can you tell us more about these Darzens?” said Rubberman. “We don’t really know much about them. It would be easier to fight them if we knew the basics about them.”

Mr. Space folded his arms in front of his chest. “Okay. The Darzens are a space-faring interdimensional alien species whose home world is Jinkopa, which is located about as far away from Earth as possible. They’re an extremely advanced civilization, much more so than Earth. You know how your Earth hasn’t gone back to the moon since the sixties? They’ve had multiple colonies on several different worlds for millions of years now.”

“Dang, that is advanced,” said Beams. “Didn’t they rule Earth once, too?”

“The Dread God did, yeah,” said Mr. Space, nodding. “Before, of course, he was killed by one of your ancestors. Most likely, Earth was a Darzen colony world at some point, which I assume is one of the reasons they’re back.”

“How did one of our ancient ancestors kill a god?” said Rubberman in amazement.

Mr. Space shrugged. “It’s just a legend, so there’s probably a lot more to it than that. All I know is that Earth is one of the very few Darzen colony worlds to have successfully thrown off the yoke of the Darzen and drive them off the planet. My guess is that they’re just as interested in taking over the world as they are in resurrecting their god.”

“But why are they attacking Golden City?” said Beams, scratching his head. “The Rubber Ball isn’t here. Nightbolt sent it away to a friend of his a while back. He even gave us the promise that the aliens would never be able to find it even if they combed the whole Earth.”

Rubberman suddenly gulped. “Well, uh, Beams, about that—”

He was interrupted when the door to the room Beams stayed in while he worked here opened and a woman Beams had never seen before stepped out. She seemed to be in her thirties and wore a skintight pink and white body suit that left little to the imagination. She was slightly shorter than Rubberman and had the letter A stitched into her chest, but what really caught Beams’ attention was the thick metal box she carried under her right arm.

“Dennis,” said the woman, yawning and scratching the back of her head. “I thought I heard people talking. Is your sidekick finally here?”

Beams looked at Rubberman. “Who is that?”

Rubberman scratched the back of his head. “Oh, uh, you remember the visitor I told you would be stopping by the base today? That’s her. Angel Wings, who is the superhero of Blinders, Indiana. She’s another student of Nightbolt and the two of us met during my training. We’ve been friends ever since.”

Angel Wings suddenly waved at me. “Oh, hello! Are you Beams? I like your costume a lot better than Rubberman’s last sidekick’s. Colors don’t really do it for me, but your helmet is pretty cool.”

Beams normally would have been happy to meet a new superhero, but his eyes were drawn to the metal box under her arms. He couldn’t see through it, but he sensed that same malevolent intelligence reaching out to him, trying to draw him near it. It had been six months since he’d last felt that intelligence, but there was no mistaking it for what it was. And, while it was terrifying in its own right, under these new circumstances, it was downright horrifying.

“Boss …” said Beams slowly. “Angel Wings doesn’t have what I think she has, does she?”

Rubberman nodded, although he looked very sheepish. “Yes, she has the Rubber Ball, which she brought with her to here when I invited her over for a visit.”

Beams whirled around to face him. “But why would you do that? Don’t you remember how dangerous the Rubber Ball is?”

Rubberman opened his mouth to respond when, all of a sudden, all of the screens in Mission Control went blank at the exact same time. They were blank for only a brief second, however, before they turned back on, though this time, they didn’t show the news.

Instead, each screen showed the same vision: The face of a strange-looking alien humanoid. It seemed to be wearing some kind of thick metal armor, its glowing red eyes peering out from between the glass eye holes of its armor. Thick spikes rose from the back of its helmet, while its eyes observed Beams and the others with a distinct, alien coldness unlike anything Beams had felt before.

“What the heck?” said Rubberman, whirling around to look at the screen. “What happened to the monitors? And what is that?”

Mr. Space’s eyes widened in horror. “Uh oh.”

“Uh oh?” Beams repeated. “What do you mean by ‘Uh oh’?”

Mr. Space gulped. He now looked like he wanted to be anywhere else other than here. “That’s the Dread God’s Avatar. He knows where we are. And he’s going to kill us all.”


CHAPTER SIX

 

Bolt had never lost control of his body before. He felt like a prisoner in his own flesh, unable to move his limbs or even just feel any part of his body. He felt like he was both a prisoner in his own body and a spirit floating outside of it, watching its movements like he was an outsider looking in. He watched in horror as the Darzen turned his hands over, inspecting his new body.

“Interesting,” said the Darzen, its voice sounding exactly like his own, though the words weren’t his. “This body is softer than my old one, but at the same time, it is far stronger. And the power flowing through it is unlike anything I have ever felt before. I wonder if this is how the Avatar feels.”

Give me my body back, said Bolt, who spoke through the Darzen’s mind rather than aloud.

“Sorry, but I can’t do that,” said the Darzen. He breathed in deeply and smiled. “This is what we Darzens do. Break open our armor and we emerge and possess the body of whoever attacked us. Perhaps you should have listened to the Pokacu who warned you against fighting me, though it’s too late to regret your mistakes now.”

Bolt felt panic rising in him. What are you going to do? If you hurt anyone—

“What will you do?” said the Darzen with a chuckle. “You can’t stop me. I think I’ll just use this body of yours to find the Crown. Should be easy.”

The what? said Bolt. What Crown?

“You’ll find out soon enough,” said the Darzen. Then he paused and a devious smile spread across his lips. “On second thought, perhaps I’ll kill the Pokacu first. Finish what I started and all that.”

The Darzen turned around to see Nicknacks walking toward him. Bolt was shocked that Nicknacks could walk at all, given how serious his injuries looked. Nicknacks was half-staggering, half-walking, clutching his chest and wearing an expression of pure pain. Despite that, he didn’t seem to be afraid of the Darzen. If he was, then he was doing a good job of hiding it.

“Let Bolt go,” said Nicknacks, his voice more strained than ever. “Let him go now.”

The Darzen chuckled. “Tough words coming from a weakling like you. You couldn’t kill me back when I was in my normal body. What makes you think you will be able to kill me now that I’m in this very strong and very fast human body?”

The Darzen fired a lightning bolt at Nicknacks. Bolt screamed at him to dodge, but Nicknacks apparently didn’t need to be told what to do. He jumped to the side, narrowly avoiding the blast, and pulled something out of his armor and threw it at the Darzen. Bolt had just enough time to see that the thrown object was a small, disk-shaped item before it landed at the Darzen’s feet and exploded, creating a massive, blinding cloud of smoke in every direction.

“Damn it,” said the Darzen, holding his hands up over his eyes. He suddenly began coughing and hacking. “What is this?”

“Smoke bomb,” came Nicknacks’ voice from somewhere in the smoke cloud. “Your body-stealing technique is impressive and deadly, especially in Bolt’s body, but you don’t realize that it also leaves you with the same vulnerabilities as him.”

“Vulnerabilities—?” the Darzen hacked and coughed. “What vulnerabilities?”

“Smoke inhalation,” said Nicknacks, whose voice seemed to be coming from everywhere at once. “Humans can’t inhale too much smoke, especially over a long period of time. It interferes with their breathing and can even kill them outright if they inhale too much.”

The Darzen suddenly closed his mouth, but then a slam in the back of the head made the Darzen open his mouth and inhale smoke again. Coughing and hacking, the Darzen whirled around and tried to punch Nicknacks, but his fist only hit more smoke.

Go get him, Nick! Bolt said. He hated feeling so powerless, so it was nice to see Nicknacks getting in a few good blows, even if it was on his own body.

“We Pokacu don’t handle smoke very well, either,” said Nicknacks, “but thanks to the Mother World’s modifications to our bodies, we can inhale a larger amount of smoke over a longer period of time than humans can without suffering any ill effects. Our eyes also don’t water, which means that we don’t have to deal with poor visibility, either.”

The Darzen’s eyes were watering intensely now. He kept whipping his head this way and that, desperately searching for Nicknacks, when all of a sudden something struck his knees and he fell to the ground. He gasped again, inhaling more air than before, breaking into another fresh round of coughing and hacking.

I just hope that my body doesn’t get lung cancer because of this, Bolt thought. Not sure if that would be worth killing the Darzen.

“But I know that you Darzens can leave the bodies of your victims any time you like,” said Nicknacks’ voice again. “I also know that if your victim dies while you’re inside it, you die with it. Given how Darzens have as strong a will to live as any human, all I need to do is push you past the breaking point to make you give up Bolt’s body.”

The Darzen scrambled back to his feet, but Bolt could tell that the smoke was already taking its toll on him. He was sweating hard and breathing even harder, covering his mouth with one hand to keep himself from inhaling anymore smoke. He still kept looking around, but now it was obvious that Nicknacks had the upper hand here.

“C-Clever, Pokacu,” said the Darzen. He coughed. “B-But this new body of m-mine has more tricks up its sleeve than you do. Observe!”

The Darzen launched straight into the air and Bolt flew with him. They burst out of the smoke cloud, but almost went past the Justice Statue before they came to a stop a few feet above it. The Darzen was hacking and coughing, but not as much anymore, and he was also taking in big gulps of clean air in between rounds of heavy coughing.

“By the Dread God, that was torture,” said the Darzen, whose voice was very hoarse. He looked down at his body in interest. “But being able to fly … it will take some getting used to, but I am already enjoying it greatly.”

Don’t get too comfortable, said Bolt. I’m going to get my body back soon and then you’ll really feel sorry.

The Darzen looked over at Bolt, a devilish grin on his face. “Didn’t you shoot red lightning bolts at me during our fight earlier? I wonder if I could use those same lightning bolts myself.”

The Darzen looked at his hands and furrowed his brows. Immediately, red bands of electricity began dancing between his hands and his devilish grin grew even more devilish than before.

“Amazing,” said the Darzen. “The power I wield … this must be what the Avatar feels.” He suddenly looked down at the smoke cloud below. “Time to smite the unbeliever, as the Dread God himself would do in this situation.”

The Darzen immediately began hurling lightning bolt after lightning bolt down at the smoke cloud below. Bolt shouted at him to stop, but all he could do was watch as the Darzen threw lightning bolt after lightning bolt at the ground, laughing all the while. Chunks of earth flew into the air as the lightning bolts struck the ground below. One of them even struck Nicknacks’ escape pod and blew it up, while others dissipated the smoke cloud. Bolt realized that the Darzen was trying to overwhelm Nicknacks through sheer power and, given all of the lightning bolts he was throwing, Bolt feared that he would succeed.

After several seconds of throwing down lightning, the Darzen stopped and waited as a powerful gust of wind blew through just then. The gust of wind dissipated the last of the smoke cloud, allowing Bolt to see the fruits of the Darzen’s attack.

The ground looked awful. Blackened craters dotted the landscape at the base of the Statue, with wisps of smoke rising from within. The charred remains of the escape pod were scattered in every direction, while chunks of earth that had been blown into pieces lay here and there. There was no sign of Nicknacks anywhere, which made Bolt fear that Nicknacks had been utterly obliterated during the initial onslaught. Even the Darzen’s original armored form was burnt to a crisp.

But the Darzen wasn’t smiling. He lowered to the ground, landing lightly on the charred earth, and looked around, a deep frown on his face.

“Where did you go, Pokacu scum?” said the Darzen, turning his head this way and that. “I know you’re still here. Are you hiding? If so, where?”

Bolt had no idea how the Darzen could have known that Nicknacks had survived, but then the Darzen heard a slight footstep behind one of the chunks of destroyed earth and fired another lightning blast at it. The lightning bolt exploded the earth chunk, revealing Nicknacks, who was hiding with his hands over his head behind it. Nicknacks rose to his feet, but before he could do anything, the Darzen rushed toward him and kneed him in the gut before punching him in the face, knocking him flat to the ground where he lay with a dazed expression on his face.

The Darzen coughed a bit before he said, “Nice tricks, Pokacu, but know that in a contest of strength, the strong always wins. The Dread God teaches that tricksters and deceivers will fail, while the strong and forthright shall always stand true.”

“You aren’t forthright,” said Nicknacks in a strained voice. “You are monsters. And your god is even worse.”

The Darzen’s face contorted with rage. “Did you just insult the Dread God? You really do want to die, don’t you? Not surprising. You Pokacu were always weak even with your precious Mother World to guide you. Now you’re hardly even worth the bother of killing.”

The Darzen raised his hand, electricity dancing along his fingertips. “One solid blast of electricity and you should die in an instant. Then, no one will be able stop me from—”

Bolt never got to find out what the Darzen was going to do, because at that moment a dimensional portal opened before them and a young woman with dark hair and wearing an odd uniform stepped through it. She grabbed Nicknacks and, before the Darzen could respond, dragged him through the portal, which closed with a slight pop.

“What the hell?” said the Darzen, taking a step back in surprise. “Who was that?” He looked at Bolt. “Was that a friend of yours?”

I don’t know, said Bolt. I didn’t recognize her. She’s a total—

“Hey, Darzen!” a woman’s voice shouted behind him. “Over here!”

The Darzen whirled around to see that same woman again, standing several dozen feet away from them. Nicknacks lay at her feet, while the woman herself stood with her arms folded in front of her chest. She also seemed to be holding some kind of small handheld device in her right hand, though the Darzen did not seem to notice it

“You again,” said the Darzen. “State your name and business, or else you’ll die with the Pokacu.”

“I’m Captain Helena Galaxy,” said the woman, showing no fear in the face of the Darzen. “Captain of the Adventure and member of the Interdimensional Elite Agency, or IEA for short. As for my business, I’m here to make sure you don’t get that Crown you’re looking for.”

“The IEA?” said the Darzen. He scowled. “I remember you. Your kind have gotten in our way before. I did not think you operated in this universe, though.”

“This universe is one of several we observe and defend,” said Galaxy. “More specifically, one we observe and defend from you.”

Bolt was every bit as surprised as the Darzen. He remembered the IEA from the Starborn incident what seemed like a lifetime ago now, though it had happened just before he graduated to the NHA. But the IEA agent he had met then had been a guy who called himself Mr. Space. Bolt had never met Captain Galaxy, but given how she said she was the captain of the Adventure, Bolt assumed that Galaxy had to be friends with Space. Regardless, Bolt was just happy to see a friendly face, even if he had never met her before.

The Darzen chuckled. “You sound very tough, talking about defending universes from me, but the truth is, you can’t even defend yourself. This new body I possessed wields power you can’t even dream of. With its power at my command, I can stretch out your inevitable death as long as I want, but because I’m in a hurry, I think I’ll make it quick and to the point.”

The Darzen activated his super speed and rushed toward Galaxy. But Galaxy raised her hand and pressed a button on what looked like a detonator.

As soon as she did, a weird, green barrier suddenly expanded outward. It completely covered the Darzen, even forcing him to come to a stop right in the middle of it, a shocked look on his face.

“What … what is this?” said the Darzen, looking around the green barrier. “I don’t understand. How come my powers don’t work?”

“Power negation field,” said Galaxy from the other side, though her voice sounded slightly muffled, as if she was speaking through water. “But that’s the most boring part of it. You’re about to experience the real fun soon enough.”

“Real fun?” the Darzen repeated. “What in the Dread God’s name are you—”

All of a sudden, the Darzen started screaming in agony. He fell to his hands and knees, screaming his lungs out, while Bolt just floated nearby, watching with a mixture of confusion and horror as the Darzen yelled in pain.

“What … what is happening?” said the Darzen in between screams. “The pain … by the Dread God the pain …”

The Darzen screamed again, only this time, the strange green energy from before—which Bolt recognized as the Darzen’s actual form—began pouring out of his mouth, eyes, and ears. It poured out uncontrollably, dissipating into nothingness as it touched the air. The Darzen tried to put his hands over his ears to keep it in, but every time he did, he immediately removed his hands and started screaming again as a fresh new wave of pain washed over his body.

No, not his body, Bolt thought. Mine. And this is the best chance to get back what rightfully belongs to me.

Bolt flew down toward his body. He merged with his body and felt the Darzen’s spirit again, but it was struggling to maintain control over his body now.

Get out, said the Darzen, whose voice was now full of panic. Get out, now, or I’ll—

You can’t do a damn thing to me, and you know it, Bolt replied. Now I’m taking this body back. Bye bye!

Bolt forced the remaining energy bits of the Darzen out of his body. The last thing he heard was the Darzen’s scream of anguish leaving his own lips, but as the last bits of energy left his body, the Darzen’s scream gradually faded to nothing.

As soon as the last of the Darzen was gone, the energy field vanished. Bolt suddenly gasped for air. He could feel all of the pain that the Darzen had accumulated while in his body over the last five or ten minutes. In particular, he could feel his lungs, which were burning from his previous smoke inhalation. He figured he would probably be okay, but he made a mental note to have his lungs looked at by Hero Island’s doctor later.

The sound of footsteps walking toward him made Bolt look up. Captain Galaxy was approaching him, pointing some kind of weird-looking gun at him, but she stopped when he looked up, though she didn’t lower the gun.

“Bolt, is that you?” said Captain Galaxy hesitantly. “Is the Darzen gone?”

Bolt nodded shakily. “Yeah. He’s gone completely. I think he died.”

Captain Galaxy sighed in relief and lowered her gun to her side. “Whew. That was the first time I used that field on a Darzen-possessed human, so I wasn’t entirely sure it would work, but luckily for us, it did. I thought it might kill you, too, in the process.”

Bolt’s eyes widened in shock. “You mean that thing could have killed me but you went ahead with it anyway?”

“Yeah,” said Captain Galaxy. “It was either that or let that monster use your body to terrorize Earth and the multiverse. Just be grateful you survived.”

Bolt coughed a couple of times before he said, “But what was that? And how did it even work?”

“It’s a power negation field, like I said,” said Captain Galaxy. “Any superhumans who are in it can’t use their powers. Interestingly, it can also force out a Darzen from its victim for reasons we are not entirely sure of yet and also kills the Darzen at the same time. Useful little weapon to have around whenever you find yourself dealing with Darzens.”

Given how that was not the craziest thing Bolt had ever heard in his life, he decided not to question it. “Okay. Well, thanks for saving me and Nicknacks. But what are you doing here? Are the Starborn—”

“The Starborn aren’t up to anything bad,” Captain Galaxy reassured him. “Nor are their Servants. It’s a different threat this time, one that is much worse than the Starborn.”

“Worse than the Starborn?” said Bolt. “What are you talking about?”

It wasn’t Captain Galaxy who answered his question, but Nicknacks, who said, “I know of what she speaks, assuming we’re talking about the same thing, because the threat she came to stop is the same one that I came to warn the Earth about.”

“And what would that threat be, anyway?” said Bolt. “I’m still not entirely sure what it is.”

Nicknacks looked Bolt straight in the eyes and said, “The Dread God. He is rising, and once he is risen, Earth—and the multiverse itself—will be destroyed.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

A chill went down Beams’ spine just from looking at the Dread God’s Avatar. Its eyes, its face, its very appearance … everything about it suggested that it was not of this Earth. Beams had a strong urge to shoot the monitors, though he refrained from doing so, knowing just how useless that would be.

“Who are you?” said Rubberman. He had taken a battle stance, even though the Avatar was only visible through the monitors and wasn’t actually here.

“Did you not hear what your fellow human just said?” said the Avatar. “I am the Dread God’s Avatar, chosen by the Dread Priest to represent the Dread God in this mortal plane.”

“Dread God’s Avatar?” Beams repeated. “Do you have a real name or—?”

“Not anymore,” said the Avatar. “I abandoned my old name when I was chosen to be the Dread God’s Avatar. My old name has been scrubbed from every historical record and purged from the collective memory of our people. Who I was before I was chosen is irrelevant. All that matters is retrieving the Dread God’s brain in order to bring him back to life. And I will kill every last human being on the planet if I must.”

“See?” Mr. Space said under his breath. “He’s going to kill us all, just like I said.”

Beams shot Mr. Space an annoyed look, but before he could say anything, the Avatar locked his gaze on Beams and said, “Wait a minute. I recognize you. You are the human who held the Dread God’s brain hostage and threatened to destroy it if we did not leave your planet alone for six months of your Earth time. I did not expect to see you here.”

“How do you recognize me?” said Beams in surprise. “You weren’t there when I did that.”

“But I was,” said the Avatar. “I was the Darzen with whom you spoke. That, of course, was before I was chosen to become the Avatar. You were quite the stubborn human and showcased a bravery and ingenuity which I did not think existed among the people who slew the Dread God in the first place.”

Beams gulped. “Um, thanks, I—”

“But that does not mean I will spare you,” said the Avatar, continuing as if Beams hadn’t said a word at all. “Threatening to destroy the Dread God’s brain is at once both audacious and evil. For that alone, I should kill you, but for you to take the Dread God’s brain and then hide it from us … that is unforgivable by every definition of the word.”

“I didn’t hide it from you,” said Beams. “Someone else did.”

“I don’t care,” said the Avatar. “Our scouts have indicated that the Dread God’s brain is currently located in this city, in a cave deep beneath the surface. We have invaded the city as a whole in order to make sure we will not face immediate resistance from the population, but we already have troops converging on its location even as we speak to retrieve it from you.”

Beams glanced at Angel Wings. The poor woman looked completely freaked out by the Avatar, but she hadn’t dropped the box containing the Rubber Ball. But Beams could feel it. He could feel the Rubber Ball drawing him to it, especially now that the Avatar was here. He felt a strong desire to take the box from Angel Wings’ hands and hand it directly to the Avatar himself.

But Beams fought the urge down and looked at the Avatar again. “If you’re just going to send your troops to take it from us, then why contact us like this? Why not just have your men invade our base, instead of letting us know ahead of time that we’re about to be attacked?”

“Because, as evil and wicked as you may be, I still have a degree of respect for you, human,” said the Avatar. “I wanted to give you and your friends one last chance to give up the Dread God’s brain peacefully before we destroyed you. If you do, then I will tell my men to spare you.”

“And if we don’t?” said Beams.

“Then you will die,” said the Avatar, “like every other creature that opposes the holy will of the Dread God himself. But the Dread God knows mercy as well as vengeance and I am willing to offer you mercy if you would but cooperate with us.”

Beams licked his lips uncertainly. “How do I know you would keep your word if we gave up the Rubber Ball to you?”

“We already waited six months before we invaded, as per our agreement,” said the Avatar. “Sparing you would not be much harder than that, if indeed it could be described as hard at all. The Dread Priest would probably disagree, but I am in charge of the Darzen military, not him, and so I decide who lives and who dies.”

Beams looked around at everyone else. Mr. Space and Angel Wings both looked like they wished they were anywhere else at the moment, while even Adams was sweating nervously. Only Rubberman seemed calm, his arms folded in front of his chest and a peaceful expression on his face.

Beams met Rubberman’s eyes. He was looking for some guidance for what to do here, hoping that Rubberman might be able to help him figure out how to respond. Beams had been through a lot as a sidekick already, but he still wasn’t anywhere nearly as experienced as Rubberman.

Rubberman’s expression was hard to read at first, but then he slowly nodded, as if to say, You know what to do. I’m behind you one hundred percent, whatever you do.

Beams nodded once in response and looked back at the Avatar. “Sorry, but I’m going to have to say no. We aren’t going to give up the Rubber Ball so you can resurrect your dead god and take over the world. We’re not stupid.”

“What?” the Avatar said, almost shouted. But then he took a deep breath and said, in a calmer voice, “All right, then. You’ve made your choice. It is a foolish one, a shortsighted choice that you will regret dearly, but you’ve made it nonetheless. You will now suffer the consequences that all who oppose the Dread God’s will suffer. It is a shame you have decided to be so pigheaded, but I suppose I shouldn’t have expected any better from the human who threatened to kill the Dread God not less than six months ago.”

With that, the screens instantly went blank.

As soon as the Avatar’s face disappeared off the screens, the lights suddenly shut off, plunging the entire Elastic Cave into darkness.

“What happened?” said Angel Wings’ panicked voice from somewhere within the darkness. “Why did the lights go out?”

A second later, Beams heard a click and then the lights flickered back on. Beams was relieved to see that everyone was still okay, though everyone looked freaked out anyway.

“The Darzens must have knocked out the power somehow,” said Rubberman. He tapped the floor with one of his feet. “Luckily, the backup generator kicked in, so we still have power down here, at least for now.”

“What are we going to do?” said Angel Wings. She looked at the metal box in her arms. “I’m not sure I want to keep holding onto this.”

“Well, we can’t just give them the Rubber Ball back,” said Beams, folding his arms in front of his chest. “If we do—”

Beams was interrupted by what sounded like something tearing through metal. The sound was coming from the elevator doors, causing everyone to look over at the elevator just in time to see two claws tear through the doors. A Kakarr stuck in its head through the doors, screeching loudly, but Rubberman socked it in the face with a well-placed punch, causing the Kakarr to screech and pull its head back into the elevator shaft. As soon as the Kakarr’s head disappeared back into the shaft, Adams rushed forward and pressed a button on the control panel next to the doors, causing a huge metal door to slam shut over the actual elevator doors.

“There,” said Adams. “The blast door ought to keep those monsters out.”

“It won’t last forever, though,” said Mr. Space. “You think the Kakarr are the only beasts at the Darzens’ command? They’ve got weapons so powerful that they make your country’s nukes look like children’s playthings. They could wipe this entire base off the face of the Earth with a single blast from one of their spaceship cannons.”

“But they won’t,” said Rubberman. “Otherwise, they’d risk destroying the Rubber Ball and killing their god for good. That means we have time to figure out how we’re going to get out of this mess.”

“Why don’t we just destroy the Rubber Ball entirely?” said Angel Wings, holding the box away from her body. “We could do it, and do it pretty easily, I think. Beams alone could probably destroy it with those eye beams of his, if they’re as strong as I’ve been told.”

“No,” Beams said, shaking his head. “We can’t destroy it.”

“Why not?” said Angel Wings in annoyance. “It’s not like we need it ourselves for anything, right?”

Rubberman shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Actually, Angel, the Rubber Ball is what gave me my powers. My life is linked to it. If we destroy the Rubber Ball, I will die, too.”

“What? Really?” said Angel. “Why didn’t you tell me that in the first place?”

“A better question is, what is the Rubber Ball even doing here?” said Beams, looking from Rubberman to Angel and back again. “I thought it was supposed to stay hidden with Angel. Why did you have her bring it all the way out here in the first place?”

Rubberman rubbed his forearm. “Well, I was hoping to take a look at it and see if I could find a way to divorce myself from its bond with me. Not that I wanted to get rid of my powers or anything, but I wanted to see if I could remove my biggest weakness, because as long as the Rubber Ball exists, I’m always at risk of dying if it gets destroyed.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that ahead of time?” said Beams. “Would have appreciated if you had told me it was going to be here today.”

“I didn’t want that information to leak,” said Rubberman. “There are a lot of people in the world who would like to use the Rubber Ball for their own ends. I wanted its arrival here in Golden City to be as discreet as possible.” He sighed and glanced at the monitors. “Of course, with the arrival of the Darzens, I guess that idea blew up in the hanger.”

Beams could not help but feel angry at Rubberman for doing this. He supposed that the Darzens would have come back to Earth anyway, whether the Rubber Ball was in Golden City or elsewhere, but he still thought it was irresponsible on his boss’ part.

Then again, you could argue that we’re both at fault here, given how I was the one who made that deal with the Darzens in the first place, Beams thought.

“Could we argue about who’s at fault later?” Mr. Space interrupted. “It’s only a matter of time before the Darzens manage to get in here, and once they do, we’re all screwed. Our only hope is to try to get the Rubber Ball out of here somehow.”

“Good point,” said Rubberman. “The Rubber Ball is what they actually want. If we can get it out of here, then they might leave us and Golden City alone.”

“But where on Earth could we possibly take it that the Darzens would not be able to reach?” said Angel. She brushed back her blonde hair. “With their highly advanced tech, they could go anywhere they pleased and no one would be able to stop them.”

Mr. Space cleared his throat. “This is the reason I came here, actually. No one said you have to hide it anywhere on Earth, after all.”

“What do you mean?” said Adams. “Are you going to suggest we hide it on the moon or in the clouds, perhaps?”

“Nope,” said Mr. Space, shaking his head. “I’m suggesting you guys give it to me and I’ll take the Rubber Ball not just away from Earth, but out of this universe entirely. I’ll take it to the IEA headquarters, where it will be safe from the Darzens. At least, it will be safer there than on Earth, anyway.”

Angel Wings immediately held out the box toward Mr. Space. “Sounds good to me. The Darzens won’t have any reason to break into the Elastic Cave if the Rubber Ball isn’t even around, after all.”

Mr. Space took a step toward her, but then Rubberman extended his arms and took the box out of her hands. He pulled the box toward his chest and held it close against his body, causing Mr. Space to look at him in surprise.

“What did you do that for?” said Mr. Space. “I was just about to take the box out of this universe. Don’t you want that?”

Rubberman bit his lower lip. “Yes, but I’m not entirely sure I can trust you to do that just yet. I’m worried that the Darzens might somehow still get the Rubber Ball anyway. Even if they don’t, I would rather keep the Rubber Ball where I could see it, for obvious reasons, of course.”

“Come on, man,” said Mr. Space. He gestured at the ceiling. “The Darzens are going to get in here any second. Even if we manage to escape, they’ll just hound you down to the ends of the earth until they catch you. Transporting the Rubber Ball out of this universe is our only shot at getting them to leave your Earth alone. It’s just logical.”

“Perhaps, but I still have my reservations about it,” said Rubberman. “I don’t know you. You seem like a good man, but I’ve been burned by appearances before. Perhaps there is another way to keep the Rubber Ball out of the Darzens’ hands without having to resort to such drastic measures.”

Mr. Space looked like Rubberman had socked him in the face, though Beams wasn’t really surprised. His boss had always been a very cautious type, despite his entrepreneurial nature. It made sense that Rubberman would want to make sure that the one thing that could kill him was safely where he could keep an eye on it.

On the other hand, Beams agreed with Mr. Space that taking the Rubber Ball out of this universe was their best bet for getting out of here alive. There probably was not a single place on Earth which would be immune from a Darzen invasion. The Darzens might withdraw their current invasion of Golden City entirely if they discovered that the Rubber Ball was not even in the same universe as them anymore. Of course, Mr. Space did say that the Darzens were interdimensional aliens, but perhaps interdimensional travel was harder than intergalactic travel. Regardless, Beams wanted to make Rubberman give up the Rubber Ball to Mr. Space, but he didn’t know how to convince him of that.

“Listen, I know that the Rubber Ball is important for your life and all, but this is stupid,” said Mr. Space. “I promise you that I won’t let the Rubber Ball come to any harm if you let me take it out of this universe. I’ll protect it with my own life, if it comes to that.”

Rubberman still looked doubtful, however. That was when Beams realized what he needed to say to convince him to give the Rubber Ball to Mr. Space.

Stepping forward, Beams said, “What if I left our universe with Mr. Space and made sure he kept the Rubber Ball safe?”

Everyone looked at Beams in surprise, as if they had not expected him to say that. Even Adams, who was rarely taken aback by anything, looked shocked by Beams’ suggestion.

“You, go with Mr. Space?” said Rubberman. “Why?”

“Like I said, I could make sure he keeps the Rubber Ball safe,” said Beams. “I know you don’t trust Space, but I also know that you trust me. I’ll keep an eye on him and make sure he doesn’t let the Rubber Ball fall into harm’s way.”

Rubberman looked at Mr. Space. “Would you take Beams with you? Or is that against the rules of your, ah, agency?”

“Technically, it is,” said Mr. Space. “IEA members are not supposed to take the inhabitants of a specific universe out of their natural universe. On the other hand, if this is the only way that I’ll be able to get the Rubber Ball from you, then I’m willing to take the heat from my superior for dragging Beams along behind me.”

“I won’t be gone forever,” said Beams. “Once I’m sure that the Rubber Ball is kept safe, I’ll come back as soon as I can. How does that sound?”

Rubberman still looked very doubtful and reluctant, but then he slowly nodded and said, “All right. Normally, I would never even consider doing such a thing—it’s too dangerous—but extraordinary circumstances often call for extraordinary actions. You can go with Mr. Space to the headquarters of his group, wherever that is, but you must come back as soon as you can. And don’t worry about your parents. I’ll make sure to call them and let them know what you’re doing later.”

Beams nodded. He felt a little hesitant about leaving his own universe to go to some place completely unknown to him, but given how it was either this or allow his home city to be invaded and maybe even destroyed by violent interdimensional aliens, he decided that this was what he needed to do. He did, however, glance at the box in which the Rubber Ball was kept, sensing its presence trying to draw him toward it.

Mr. Space slapped his hands together. “Excellent. We’ll be back so fast it will be like we never left at all.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

A couple of hours later, Bolt stood in the Council Chamber, which was the meeting room of the Neohero Alliance’s Leadership Council. He stood off to the side by himself, watching as the various members of the Leadership Council sat on their thrones talking amongst themselves. He felt awkward being here, even though he had been summoned to this Chamber several times in the past, but Omega Man, the head of the Council, had insisted that Bolt be here due to his direct involvement in the battle against the Darzen. Bolt didn’t know if the Council was going to grill him on what happened back there or if they just wanted him here in case they needed to ask him questions about his experience.

I’d rather not talk about it, Bolt thought with a shudder. Last thing I want to do is relive that experience of losing control of my body.

It had been a very traumatic experience. Though Bolt probably wasn’t going to suffer from PTSD, he still felt very shaken by the experience. What scared him most was what would have happened if that Galaxy woman hadn’t used her power negation field to purge the Darzen from his body. He feared that the Darzen would have used his power to attack and even kill not just innocent civilians, but even his own friends and allies such as the Young Neos, who undoubtedly would have tried to stop him once they learned of his possession.

I nearly killed Nick back there, Bolt thought. Well, I didn’t do it. The Darzen did, though it used my body to do it. Nick put up a good fight, but it was pretty clear to me that he was completely outmatched and just barely hanging in there.

Speaking of Nicknacks, he was currently not in the Chamber, though Bolt had the impression that he would be here soon. The last Bolt had seen, Nicknacks had been taken to the Hero Island Hospital to have his wounds healed. Hero Island’s primary doctor, Healing Touch, was not on the Island at the moment, but Bolt understood that Healing Touch’s assistant, Syringe, was healing Nicknacks. Syringe did not have the instant healing powers of Healing Touch, but he could heal most wounds very quickly, so Bolt figured Nick would be okay soon.

Can’t say the same about the rest of the Island, though, Bolt thought, glancing at the Council again. Or at least the Council.

Despite the fact that the Darzen was dead, Code A was still in effect across the entire island. From what Bolt had seen, Code A meant that all tourists had been either moved off island or into nearby buildings where they were supposed to remain safe, all flights and ferries to and from the mainland had been suspended, and every available NHA member was on patrol duty. As far as Bolt knew, there were no other Darzens on Hero Island or even on Earth, but the Leadership Council had yet to rescind Code A and likely wouldn’t do so until at least after this meeting, if not longer than that.

The second Pokacu invasion must have really shaken them up, Bolt thought. Not that I blame them, of course.

Bolt heard the door to the Council Chamber open and looked over to see the woman who had introduced herself as Captain Helena Galaxy walking toward him. She looked like she had walked straight out of one of his dad’s old military science fiction novels, complete with energy gun holstered safely at her side. She didn’t look like much, but Bolt had a lot of respect for her after she saved him and Nick from that Darzen earlier.

“Hi,” said Bolt, pushing himself off the wall and turning to face her. “I’m surprised you’re here. I thought you had gone back to your ship or something.”

Captain Galaxy stopped in front of Bolt and shook her head. “No, I haven’t. Sparky is keeping the Adventure safe while I’m away. The Council summoned me here to be present for the meeting, though I was planning to come with or without their summons.”

Bolt raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

“To warn the Leadership Council about the Darzens, of course,” said Captain Galaxy. “I didn’t come to this universe for fun or to go on vacation. There’s a grave threat to both your Earth and the multiverse as a whole, and we need as many allies as we can get to stop it.”

“You mean the Darzens,” said Bolt. “Right?”

“Yes, but there’s a lot more to that,” said Captain Galaxy. “But I’ll explain it all once the meeting starts. By the way, where is Nicknacks?”

“Still in the hospital, as far as I know,” said Bolt. “He’s getting healed of his injuries. He’ll probably get better, but I’m not sure how soon—”

All of a sudden, the ceiling of the Council Chamber started to open. Bolt, Captain Galaxy, and the Council members all looked up at the ceiling just in time to see Omega Man himself descend through the hole in the ceiling. But Omega Man wasn’t alone. He carried in his arms Nicknacks, who looked much better already. His armor was still dented and cracked in a few places, but his bleeding seemed to have stopped and his wounds were closed. He looked dead tired, however, which made sense, given everything that Nicknacks had been through recently.

Omega Man placed Nicknacks into an empty soft-seated high-back chair before the Council and then flew over and sat on his throne in the very center of the Council. Bolt watched Nicknacks carefully, but aside from his exhaustion, the alien looked pretty good.

“Welcome back, Nicknacks,” said Omega Man. He nodded at his fellow Council members. “The Leadership Council welcomes you back to Earth after your long journey through outer space. It is unfortunate that your return is under such terrible circumstances, but these kinds of reunions always seem to happen in times like this.”

“Thank you, John,” said Nicknacks. His voice was much stronger than before, though still somewhat scratchy. “Though I am not a native of this planet, I have still missed it every day I was gone. Earth is one of the most beautiful planets not just in this solar system, but in the whole universe. I can say that with confidence after seeing all of the dead and barren worlds elsewhere in the cosmos.”

Omega Man nodded. “And we, in turn, missed you. Though we managed to replace your spot on the Council, we’re willing to welcome you back anytime you want.”

Black Blur, who was the Council member who had replaced Nicknacks after he left Earth, fidgeted slightly in his seat, looking rather uncomfortable at Omega Man’s offer. Bolt had to hide a smile, because Black Blur had always been his least favorite member of the Council and he was enjoying seeing him worried for his position.

“Thank you for that offer, but I am afraid I will have to pass for now,” said Nicknacks. “I’m not interested in rejoining the Council. I came back to Earth for one reason and one reason only: To warn you all of the coming threat to this world, a threat much bigger—and far more dangerous—than even the Mother World.”

All of the Council members exchanged surprised looks when Nicknacks said that. Bolt glanced at Captain Galaxy and noticed she didn’t seem surprised. She actually seemed to agree with Nicknacks, which made Bolt wonder just how dangerous the Darzens were.

“Are you talking about the alien which Bolt fought, Nick?” said Mecha Knight in his usual monotone voice.

“Not just that,” said Nicknacks. “That Darzen was but one member of an entire army—and entire species—of such creatures. And he was one of the weaker ones, a common soldier barely worthy of mention.”

“Who are the Darzens?” said Omega Man. “Where did they come from? And why do they want to attack Earth? What has humanity done to anger or provoke them?”

“To answer those questions, I will need to start from the beginning,” said Nicknacks. He adjusted his seat before looking at the Council again. “You all remember, I’m sure, the original reason I left Earth.”

“Of course,” said Lady Amazon. “You learned that there was a colony of Pokacu somewhere out in the universe which had broken free of the Mother World’s control. You wanted to tell them the Mother World was destroyed and bring them to Earth with you.”

Nicknacks nodded. “Yes. And I am pleased to say that I succeeded in finding them. The colony, which they called Seed, was located on a planet as far away from Earth as the Mother World is, if not farther. It’s impossible to reach with humanity’s current level of technology, though the Pokacu escape pod I used had enough power to go there and back.”

“You found them?” said Mecha Knight. He leaned forward, seemingly interested. “What were they like?”

“Confused,” said Nicknacks. “And afraid, because they feared that the Mother World would find them at any moment and send soldiers to wipe them out. They deliberately chose an almost barren world on the edges of the universe where the Mother World was unlikely to send her armies and even kept their technological level close to primitive in order to avoid attracting the attention of our people. If I had to compare them to an Earth people in terms of technology, they were much like the Native Americans who lived in the Americas before the European colonists arrived, but deliberately in their case, rather than due to ignorance.”

“What did they think when you showed up?” said High Fly. He was slouched in his throne, as he usually was, but he also looked very interested nonetheless. “Did they think you were a friend or foe?”

“Foe,” said Nicknacks. “When they saw the escape pod land, they attacked it, thinking I was a scout sent ahead of the Mother World’s army to prepare the planet for the Pokacu army’s invasion. I quickly informed them of who I was, however, and why I came there and even showed them proof that the Mother World was no more. They were pleased to hear that and even threw a feast to celebrate, with me being the guest of honor, even though I was only the messenger.”

Bolt thought Nicknacks was downplaying his role in the destruction of the Mother World. It had been thanks to Nicknacks’ personal and intimate knowledge of the Mother World in general and the Pokacu in particular that they had been able to destroy it at all. But that was totally in character for Nick, who was about as humble as they came.

“We even made plans to leave Seed and head for Earth as soon as possible,” said Nicknacks. “The people—who referred to themselves as Free Seeds rather than Pokacu—were worried that humans might not accept them due to your prior negative experiences with my people, but I assured them that they would be accepted once humans saw that they were good like me. They even began digging out their old spaceships with the intention of making them fit for space travel once more.”

“Incredible,” said Omega Man. “What happened to change that?”

Nicknacks sighed. “The Darzens happened. About one month after I arrived on Seed, a Darzen scouting party appeared on the planet. They discovered the colony and demanded that we swear loyalty to the Dread God, because Seed happened to be in the area of space the Darzens had claimed as their own. We refused to obey them and fought them, managing to kill their leader and send the rest packing. We thought that was the end of them … until a much larger battalion arrived not even a day later and completely wiped out the entire colony in less than three hours.”

Stifled gasps came from the Council, while Bolt gulped. Captain Galaxy looked disturbed as well, though not surprised.

“I managed to escape,” said Nicknacks, glancing at the open ceiling as if afraid a Darzen spaceship would appear in the sky. “I tried to bring other Seedlings with me, but none of them escaped with me. I was chased by a group of Darzen soldiers and one of them, as you saw, managed to get into the escape pod with me. We fought to a standstill in the escape pod even as it left Seed, but the abrupt change in gravity knocked us both out. The escape pod only managed to get back to Earth because I had programmed Earth’s coordinates into its systems ahead of time. Had I not, both the Darzen and I would be drifting endlessly through space and you would be none the wiser of the impending invasion of Earth.”

“How awful,” said Lady Amazon. “You mean to tell us that the remnants of your people were taken by surprise by this new foe and got completely annihilated. What an awful thing to happen.”

Nicknacks shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Well, we weren’t entirely taken by surprise, because the truth is that the Pokacu have known of—and feared—the Darzens for a very long time. We just didn’t think they were even aware of Seed, even though it was part of their territory. Which was a bad assumption to make, looking back.”

“You’ve known of the Darzens before?” said Omega Man. “Why didn’t you tell us about them sooner?”

“You must understand that, though we knew of the Darzens, we didn’t have much contact with them,” said Nicknacks. “The Mother World never ordered us to invade their world, nor did we ever go near their territory. In all the time I served the Mother World, I never even met a Darzen. And anytime we learned that a particular planet we sought to invade was a Darzen-occupied world, we’d turn and run away. Even just the knowledge that a Darzen ship was in the same vicinity as us was often enough to quash all plans of invasion and run away.”

“Are you saying that the Mother World was afraid of the Darzens?” said Omega Man in shock.

“Not the Darzens,” said Nicknacks, shaking his head, “but the god they worshiped. A figure as old and ancient as the universe itself, yet seemingly old even when the universe was young. A being of such immense power that he could blow up a world with a look and shatter a solar system with a clap of his hands. An entity whose very name, unpronounceable in all but the native tongue of the Darzens, is enough to shatter the minds of anyone who dares utter it.”

“What is this god you speak of?” said Omega Man. “What is its name?”

“As I said, it is unpronounceable in the human tongue,” said Nicknacks. “Or any other language, for that matter. The closest translation I can give is ‘Dread God.’ It’s a fitting name, because it is a god that indeed inspires dread in everyone who is aware of it. The Mother World dreaded it more than anything else in the universe and, because of the connection between the Mother World and the Pokacu, we feared it as well. Even now, years after I broke free of the Mother World’s control, I still feel deep fear whenever I hear its name.”

Even a few of the Council members looked disturbed when they heard its translated name, despite the fact that none of them had even heard of the Dread God before today.

“If this Dread God is so powerful and awe-inspiring, then why hasn’t he destroyed or invaded Earth yet?” said Black Blur. He looked nervous. “Surely we would have been made aware of such a powerful entity long before today, wouldn’t we?”

“Because he’s dead,” said Nicknacks. “That’s why.”

“How can a god die?” said Lady Amazon skeptically. “That would imply he’s a mortal, wouldn’t it?”

“Like I said, that’s just a translation of his name,” said Nicknacks, “though by no means an inaccurate translation. Still, the Dread God is dead, slain a long time ago by mighty warriors on a planet he once conquered.”

“How could anyone kill a god?” said Lady Amazon. “Even just a metaphorical one?”

“I don’t know,” said Nicknacks. “There are only legends about the Dread God, no fact-filled historical documents or anything else. I only know what the Mother World told us when I was still a drone. The Dread God has been dead for eons. And thank God for that, because the universe is not prepared for something like that.”

“If the Dread God is dead, then why was the Mother World so afraid of the Darzens?” said Mecha Knight. “It does not compute.”

“Because the Mother World was paranoid,” said Nicknacks. “She feared that the Dread God’s spirit might still linger somehow and that it would come to the aid of his people if they were attacked. I don’t think it’s true, but you have to understand the kind of fear the Dread God instilled in her. She was as afraid of the Dread God as a mouse is of a lion and for much the same reasons.”

Bolt gulped. He remembered how intense and overwhelming the Mother World’s power had been, how close the Mother World had come to destroying Earth. The idea that the Dread God wielded even more power than the Mother World made Bolt hope that Nicknacks was joking, though given how serious Nick’s tone was, Bolt knew that that was a false hope.

“So these Darzens …” Omega Man seemed to be trying to find words to express his thoughts. “Why are they going to invade Earth? What does Earth have that they want?”

“I can answer that,” said Captain Galaxy, stepping forward. “The Darzens are searching for something, and that ‘something’ is here on Earth.”

“Can you tell us what they’re searching for, at least?” said Omega Man.

“Of course,” said Captain Galaxy. “They are trying to resurrect the Dread God … and to do so, they need the Soul Crown.”

“The Soul Crown?” Bolt said. “What’s that?”

Captain Galaxy frowned deeply. “A powerful artifact which once belonged to the Dread God, but which we must prevent from falling into the Darzens’ hands again.”

“Why?” said Omega Man. “Because they plan to use it to resurrect the Dread God?”

“More than that,” said Captain Galaxy. “If the Darzens succeed in getting the Soul Crown … every last person on Earth will die.”


CHAPTER NINE

 

Interdimensional travel always seemed like something from science fiction to Beams. His best friend, Frank, was a firm believer in multiverse theory, though mostly because it seemed like a cool idea to him, rather than because it had any real scientific basis. Beams, on the other hand, had always thought it was a cool story idea, but that it would never work in real life, although when he considered all of the crazy things he had seen since going to work for Rubberman, he wondered if his skepticism had been slightly arbitrary.

In any case, when Mr. Space opened a portal and stepped through it, Beams did not hesitate to walk through it after him. He had seen enough proof from Mr. Space to realize that multiverse theory was indeed correct and that he could trust that the portals Mr. Space opened would take him to other universes. He did, however, look over his shoulder one last time as he passed through the portal, waving back at Rubberman, Adams, and Angel Wings. The three of them waved back at him, but he saw the three of them immediately begin talking amongst themselves, no doubt figuring out what to do while Beams was away.

That was the last Beams saw of them. In the next instant, he passed fully through the portal and found himself standing in a metal hallway with weird, glowing ropes along the ceiling that provided illumination for the hallway. The portal closed behind Beams with a small pop, making him almost jump in surprise, though Mr. Space looked perfectly at ease in here. In fact, despite holding the metal box containing the Rubber Ball, Mr. Space looked as if he was finally home.

“Whew,” said Mr. Space. “We’re finally safe.”

“Are you sure?” said Beams. “If the Darzens can travel through dimensions as well—”

“Don’t worry,” said Mr. Space. “The Darzens probably don’t know we have the Rubber Ball yet. With luck, by the time they realize that, the Rubber Ball will be safely within IEA headquarters where they will be unable to get it. Hopefully, they’ll then go home and forget all about this.”

Beams frowned. It didn’t seem likely to him that the Darzens would just give up on their quest to resurrect their dead god, but he had more pressing questions on his mind at the moment than that. “Say, where are we? I don’t recognize this place.”

“This place?” said Mr. Space. He gestured with one hand, because his other arm held the box containing the Rubber Ball under his arm. “This is the Adventure, which is our interdimensional spaceship. Quite the beauty, ain’t she?”

“Um, I suppose …” said Beams. “But you said ‘our.’ Are you not alone?”

“Nope,” said Mr. Space, shaking his head. “I’m not a solo agent. There’s no way I could pilot and maintain this entire ship by myself. I’ve got two other crew members here aside from myself.”

“Oh?” said Beams. “Who are they?”

“Well, there’s SP-28Y, or, as we call him, Sparky,” said Mr. Space. “He’s technically our robotic assistant, rather than a full crew member and IEA agent in his own right, but Galaxy and I think of him as equal with us, which is why we gave a proper name.”

“Galaxy?”

“She’s the other member of the crew,” said Mr. Space. “Captain Helena Galaxy. She’s technically the leader of the team, hence the Captain title, but we’re good friends and basically equals aside from that. She’s not as nice as me, but don’t tell her that when you see her.”

Beams titled his head to the side. “So you’re Mr. Space and Captain Galaxy? Oddly appropriate names for interdimensional explorers.”

“What can I say?” said Mr. Space with a shrug. “Just how our family names worked out. If it helps, you can think of them as superhero names like the kind you guys have on your Earth.”

“My Earth,” Beams repeated. “You mean there are multiple Earths.”

“Sure,” said Mr. Space. He turned and said, “We can talk while the treads move us to the bridge. I need to see Sparky and let him know I’m back from my mission.”

Beams was about to ask what he meant by ‘treads’ when the floor abruptly began moving under their feet. While Mr. Space maintained his balance with no issue, Beams fell over and landed on his bottom, sitting there with a surprised expression on his face before he shook his head and looked around.

“Wait, the floor is moving?” said Beams, looking up at Mr. Space.

“Sure,” said Mr. Space. “I forgot to tell you. We don’t walk around here. We let the floor take us to where we need to go. Much quicker and efficient.”

“Seems kind of slow to me,” said Beams as he rose to his feet and dusted himself off. “I think it would be faster if we walked.”

“Hey, you’re the one from a universe that doesn’t even have dimension-hopping tech,” said Mr. Space with a snort. “You just need to get used to our state of the art technology.”

Beams wasn’t sure how treadmills were considered ‘state of the art technology’ where Mr. Space was from, but he chose not to get into a debate about it, because he had more important questions to ask than that.

“So we’re going to the IEA headquarters?” said Beams.

Mr. Space nodded. “Yeah. It’s one of the most secure places in the multiverse. It ought to be more than enough to protect the Rubber Ball from the Darzens.”

“Uh huh,” said Beams. “Where, exactly, is it located?”

“Not in any particular universe,” said Mr. Space. “It’s actually a giant floating dimension ship in the middle of the void between universes. It serves as a massive hub for all IEA agents. It’s pretty cool. I’ll have to show you an image of it when we get to the bridge.”

Beams thought about asking more questions about the IEA, but he decided he would save them for later. He wanted to learn more about the Adventure and meet the rest of Mr. Space’s crew before he started asking too many questions. Besides, he wasn’t sure where to start, given how he hadn’t even been aware that the IEA existed until less than an hour ago, if even that.

Their journey to the bridge of the Adventure went by fairly quickly. They traveled up to the next deck on the treads, but then Mr. Space insisted that they take what he called the ‘elevator.’ It was the oddest elevator Beams had ever seen, because it was more like a floating platform that could ascend and descend than a normal elevator. Beams even feared that the platform wouldn’t hold both of their weight, but when the two of them stepped onto it, the platform did not suddenly give out underneath them and it ascended without any trouble.

A few seconds later, Beams and Mr. Space entered the bridge of the Adventure. As they passed through the doorway, Beams looked around and saw dozens of monitors displaying a variety of different images and footage on them. Some of the monitors seemed to display the Adventure’s various statistics, while others showed security footage from different rooms in the ship. A few even displayed feeds from exterior cameras and, while none of the exterior cameras displayed the entirety of the ship, Beams guessed that the Adventure was absolutely enormous, much bigger than he originally thought. The bridge had a slight orange tinge to it for some reason, as if someone had spilled orange juice recently, though it could have been an air freshener as well.

But Beams’ attention soon became focused on the robot sitting in the floating chair in the middle of the room, surrounded on all sides by a variety of floating screens. The robot’s back was to them, so he couldn’t see its face, but he could tell it was hard at work, tapping on touch screens, pressing buttons, and doing a bunch of other things to keep the ship going.

“Hey, Sparky!” said Mr. Space. “I’m back, and I brought a visitor, too!”

The chair rotated in midair, showing the the robot himself. The robot was humanoid in appearance and seemed to be about the size of an average adult. He was silver and black and wore armor on top of his metallic skin. His mouth was more like a vent than a mouth and his optics glowed blue in his eye sockets. He had some kind of blaster attached to his waist, which Beams assumed was for self-defense.

“Welcome back, Mr. Space,” said Sparky. “Was the mission successful?”

“Yep,” said Mr. Space, nodding. He tapped the box under his arm. “When Galaxy gets back from her mission, tell her she owes me fifty credits.”

“Why?” said Beams.

Mr. Space looked at Beams. “We made a bet about who would complete their mission first, betting fifty credits each. Because I got back first, that means she owes me money.”

“Do you two usually bet on your missions like this?” said Beams.

“All the time,” said Mr. Space. “We may be friends, but a little friendly competition never hurt anyone. Well, there was that one time Galaxy threw her floating chair at me when I beat her that one time, but other than that, our competitions have always been friendly.”

“What about the time you accused her of cheating and didn’t talk to her for a week after that when she refused to admit to it?” said Sparky.

Mr. Space glared at Sparky. “I don’t remember asking you for your insight, Sparky, old buddy.”

“Very well,” said Sparky with a shrug. He looked at Beams. “Who is this?”

“Sparky, meet Alex Fry, or, as he is known in his world, Beams,” said Mr. Space, slapping Beams on the shoulder. “He’s a sidekick and can shoot lasers from his eyes and stuff. Pretty cool, if you ask me.”

“Mr. Space, do you mean to say that you brought a native on board the Adventure?” said Sparky. “That is against IEA protocols, you know.”

Mr. Space waved off Sparky’s concerns. “I know. I had to read the whole freaking rulebook to pass my qualification tests. Unique circumstances forced me to bring the kid along with me, but don’t worry. He’s a good sport who isn’t going to touch anything without our permission, right, Beams?”

One of Sparky’s monitors had floated over to Beams and Mr. Space, which Beams had been about to touch. But as soon as Mr. Space said that, Beams yanked his hand back and said, “Yeah, of course. I’d never touch any of your stuff without your permission, no sir.”

“See?” said Mr. Space. “He’s going to be just fine.”

“Right,” said Sparky, though the robot didn’t sound entirely convinced of that. “Well, I suppose it’s too late to send him back now, but we’ll see what Captain Galaxy has to say when she gets back.”

“Gets back?” Beams repeated. “You mean she isn’t here?”

“Nope,” said Mr. Space, shaking his head. “She went to another universe on a separate, though related, mission. That’s why we bet with each other.” He chuckled. “Oh, man is she going to be angry when she finds out I completed my mission before her. That hardly ever happens.”

“I have not heard from Captain Galaxy since she left for Universe Five Two Nine One Six,” said Sparky. “So I do not know her current status, though I’ve been on standby to give her help should she need it.”

“Galaxy’s a tough gal,” said Mr. Space. “I bet she’s going to be fine, especially if she meets up with that Bolt kid and his friends. Once they find out she’s with me, I’m sure they’ll be willing to help her, no matter what happens.”

“I hope you are right,” said Sparky. “The Darzens are a dangerous enemy, one not to be taken lightly.”

“Wait, are the Darzens attacking another universe?” said Beams.

“Yes,” said Sparky, nodding. “They are seeking something else they need to resurrect the Dread God, which is is another universe separate from your own. But we are not going there, not unless Captain Galaxy calls for aid, anyway.”

“But we have the Rubber Ball,” said Beams, gesturing at the box under Mr. Space’s arm. “I thought that was all they needed to bring back the Dread God.”

“Resurrection is evidently a far more complicated process than we originally assumed,” said Sparky. “In any event, it will probably be quite a while before we hear back from Captain Galaxy, so—”

A small ping came from one of the monitors. Sparky’s floating chair turned in midair to face it and Sparky tapped the screen once. A message appeared on the screen, but it was in a language that Beams could not read. The words looked like complete gibberish to him, but Sparky seemed to understand them, because his gaze was fixed on the message as though it were the most interesting book in the world.

“Sparky, who’s that message from?” said Mr. Space. “Is it from Galaxy? Does she need us to pick her up?”

Sparky shook his head. “No. It’s a message from headquarters. They’re requesting all IEA ships back to headquarters immediately.”

“What?” said Mr. Space. “Why?”

“According to this message, the Darzens are attacking headquarters,” said Sparky. “And it sounds like they’re winning.”


CHAPTER TEN

 

A chilling silence fell across the Council Chamber like a curtain when Captain Galaxy said that. Even Nicknacks looked more disturbed than he normally did, as if even he had not expected her to say that. Bolt shifted his weight slightly, hoping that Captain Galaxy would explain what she just said.

“I don’t understand,” said Omega Man at last. “How does the Darzens getting the Soul Crown equal the deaths of every human on Earth?”

“You have to understand what the Soul Crown is,” said Captain Galaxy. “Let me show it to you.”

Captain Galaxy tapped a few buttons on the touch screen on her arm and aimed her wrist at a nearby wall. An image was projected onto the wall, depicting what looked like a giant horned crown encrusted with seven sparkling gems of different colors. The image began to rotate, showing every inch of its surface.

“This is the Soul Crown,” said Captain Galaxy. “It was once the crown of the Dread God. It was so named because anyone he touched while wearing the Crown would lose their soul, which would be absorbed into one of the Crown’s seven gems and eventually be broken down and added to the Dread God’s own soul to make him even more powerful.”

Bolt gulped. “How did this thing end up on Earth?”

“Long story,” said Captain Galaxy. “All you need to know is that it is here and that the Darzens are seeking it in order to aid the resurrection of the Dread God. Should they get their hands on it, they could use it to steal the souls of every man, woman, and child on the planet. Or the Dread God could use it to make himself more powerful than ever. I imagine that he probably would need it, given he’s been dead for so long and probably won’t be at full power if they succeed in bringing him back to life.”

“That’s crazy,” Black Blur said, shaking his head. “Stealing souls … why, I’ve never heard of such craziness. It’s unreal.”

“I have,” said Bolt. “There was this girl named Savannah Jones whose soul was stolen a while back. I managed to save her, but it’s definitely something that has happened before, so the Soul Crown isn’t that crazy.”

“You’ve run into this phenomena before?” said Captain Galaxy interestedly. “Tell me more.”

“Bolt can tell you more about that story later,” said Mecha Knight before Bolt could speak. “You need to tell us where this Soul Crown is.”

The image of the Soul Crown on the wall suddenly vanished and Captain Galaxy lowered her hand. “That’s just the thing. I don’t know where it is.”

“What do you mean?” said Omega Man. “Do you mean to tell us that you came all the way from … from another universe just to tell us you don’t know where the Soul Crown is?”

Captain Galaxy shrugged. “More or less. All I know for sure is that it is somewhere on this Earth. The reason I came here specifically was because I believed that the vast resources of the Neohero Alliance would help me find the Soul Crown, wherever it is.”

“We would be more than happy to help you find it, if that’s what you need,” said Omega Man. “If the Dread God is truly as big a threat to Earth and to the multiverse itself as you say, then we’ll be happy to give you whatever resources you need to find the Soul Crown.”

“Shouldn’t we at least vote on it first?” said Lady Amazon. “I’m not thrilled at the idea of just giving this complete stranger access to our resources, given how we don’t even know if we can trust her or not.”

There’s no need to give her access to anything, Jessica, said a familiar gravelly voice in their heads. Not when there are other ways to find what you are looking for.

“That voice …” said Omega Man. “Cadmus, is that you?”

“Where are you?” said Mr. Miner, whipping his head this way and that as he searched for the owner of the voice. “Show yourself, you government spook.”

Very well, said the voices in their head again. I intended to show myself soon anyway. I was just waiting for the right moment to appear.

From out of a shadowy corner came two figures Bolt hadn’t seen in a while and who he didn’t want to see at all. One of them was a man who appeared to be in his mid-forties, though Bolt knew he was much older than that, wearing an old-fashioned suit that went well with his dark hair. The other was a young, smiling woman in her early twenties wearing a thick patch with the word ‘G-MEN’ on her right shoulder. She smiled and waved at Bolt when she saw him, but he just nodded once to show he noticed her.

“Cadmus Smith,” said Omega Man. “This is … unusual. Generally, you call us ahead of time to schedule a visit, rather than breaking in like this.”

Cadmus Smith, the Director of the Department of Superpowered & Extraterrestrial Beings and the leader of the G-Men, the government-sponsored superhero team, simply rested his hands in his pockets. “I’m a stickler for the rules, that’s true, but even I know that things change in an emergency. And this is most definitely an emergency, one that could affect the United States, so of course I am interested in it.”

“How long have you been listening in on our conversation?” said Bolt.

“Long enough to understand much of what has happened over the last day or so,” said Cadmus. “But I wouldn’t even be here if I hadn’t had Shade here watching your fight with the Darzen alien earlier. She notified me of Nicknacks’ return as soon as she saw him.”

Bolt looked at the young woman, Shade, who stood by Cadmus’ side. Shade was another G-Man agent, as well as Cadmus’ right-hand woman and eventual successor as the Director of the Department of Superpowered & Extraterrestrial Beings. Bolt had encountered both her and Cadmus several times since the start of his superhero career, largely against his will, because Bolt didn’t like or trust the G-Men, given their bad history with his family.

“So you’re still watching me?” said Bolt to Shade. “Don’t tell me you’re also watching me when I shower, too.”

“Is that how you say hello after the last time we saw each other?” said Shade with a pout. “Besides, I’m not assigned to you specifically. I just keep an eye on Hero Island in general, just in case something like this happens. Though I wouldn’t mind watching you in the shower if—”

“Shade,” said Cadmus calmly but firmly. “Please keep your mouth shut. This is not the time to flirt.”

“Yes, sir, Director Smith,” said Shade, though she still winked at Bolt anyway, which earned her a glare from him.

“So you two are with the government?” said Captain Galaxy. “Interesting.”

“Not as interesting as the fact that you are from another universe,” said Cadmus. “The last time we had a visitor from an alternate universe, the superhuman population of Earth was nearly destroyed. So forgive me if I do not entirely trust you.”

“Don’t worry,” said Captain Galaxy. “I’m here to help everyone. The last thing I want is to kill anyone … well, anyone other than the Darzens, who have it coming due to how brutal and violent they are.”

Cadmus nodded, though as usual, he looked skeptical. “Very well. If the Leadership Council trusts you, then I trust you as well.”

“Cadmus, what are you even doing here?” said Omega Man. “Are you just concerned about what the Darzen threat poses to the United States?”

“Yes,” said Cadmus. “But it’s more than that. I’ve been aware of this Dread God figure for some time now, but it wasn’t until I overheard Galaxy’s explanation of him that I really understood who he was and the threat he poses to our world.”

“How did you know about the Dread God?” said Bolt in amazement. “Have you guys already fought some Darzens or something?”

“Not quite,” said Cadmus. “We learned of him from a Pokacu named Graalix.”

Bolt scowled. He knew that name well. Graalix had been the sole survivor of the first Pokacu invasion of Earth and had also been the commander of the Pokacu army which attacked during the second invasion of Earth. “What are you talking about? Graalix is dead. He died during the second invasion of Earth.”

“Actually, he didn’t,” Shade piped up. “He was heavily wounded, nearly dead, but we managed to pull his body from the wreckage of the ship he was in and transported him in secret to a government facility you won’t find on any maps. We’ve been studying him ever since, trying to learn the secrets of the Pokacu in order to—”

“Shade,” said Cadmus sharply, this time actually looking at her. “What did I say about keeping quiet and letting me do all the talking before we came here?”

“Sorry, sir,” said Shade, smiling somewhat sheepishly. “I won’t speak unless spoken to.”

“Good,” said Cadmus. He looked back at everyone else. “As Shade said, we had salvaged his body from the ship and have kept him alive in a secret G-Men facility in the Nevada desert for the past year or so. We’ve learned quite a bit about Pokacu anatomy from him, but recently, he’s been ranting and raving about the Dread God coming to Earth to destroy us all.”

“What?” said Nicknacks. He leaned forward in his chair. “Why would Graalix be talking about that?”

“Of that, we’re not sure,” said Cadmus. “We couldn’t understand any sense of his ravings until just recently. It is obvious to us now that Graalix must be receiving some kind of signals that even our most advanced machines cannot pick up, warning him that the Dread God is coming to Earth to destroy it.”

“But who would send these signals in the first place?” said Bolt. He looked at Captain Galaxy. “Galaxy, would you happen to know?”

“Don’t look at me,” said Captain Galaxy, holding up her hands. “I didn’t even know it was possible for Pokacu to receive signals from another universe.”

“It’s a mystery we’ll have to crack some day,” said Cadmus. “Nonetheless, now that we know what the Darzens seek, his rantings make much more sense.”

“They don’t seem all that helpful, though,” Mr. Miner grunted. “Sounds to me like he’s just ranting like a loony tune.”

“His rantings may not be helpful, but one thing is,” said Cadmus. “Namely, that the government has the Soul Crown which Galaxy spoke of.”

Captain Galaxy took a step forward, but then seemed to catch herself. “You’re not pulling my leg, are you?”

“Why would I?” said Cadmus, tilting his head to the side. “I have no reason to lie. We do indeed have the Soul Crown, though it isn’t on any public records and certainly isn’t available to the public or even to most of the government.”

“Where is it?” said Captain Galaxy. She tensed, like she was ready to run all the way to wherever the Soul Crown was being kept. “Tell me where it is.”

“In the same facility where we keep Graalix,” said Shade again. “It’s been down there for as long as I’ve been a member of the G-Men, though it’s probably been there much—”

“Shade,” said Cadmus.

This time, Shade just shut up and tried to look as innocent as she could. Bolt smiled, mostly because he enjoyed seeing Shade get embarrassed like that.

“As Shade was saying, the government has had the Soul Crown for quite some time,” said Cadmus. “It was salvaged from a downed alien spacecraft near Roswell, New Mexico back in the fifties. No one knew what it was, so it was put deep inside storage and has never, to my knowledge, been taken out since then. I only remember it because I was there when it was first found and I realized that it looked exactly like the crown which Galaxy showed us.”

“The fifties?” Captain Galaxy muttered. “But you look so young …”

Bolt ignored Captain Galaxy’s muttering. “All right. So if we know where the Soul Crown is, why don’t we go get it? At least to make sure it is safe and sound.”

“I’ve got a better idea,” said Captain Galaxy. “Take me to the facility where it is being kept so I can verify that it is actually the Soul Crown. It might be something entirely different, so I want to make sure we’re on the same page here.”

“Fine by me,” said Cadmus. “You can come with us and we’ll show it to you.”

Bolt noticed that Cadmus said they would just show it to Captain Galaxy, but not actually give it to her, which is what Captain Galaxy wanted. He wondered if Captain Galaxy noticed that or not. Regardless, it didn’t surprise him, because Cadmus was not the kind of man to give up anything he deemed important, especially something as rare and powerful as the Soul Crown.

“Take one of our members with you before you go,” said Omega Man. “And Nicknacks, too.”

Cadmus looked at Omega Man. “Why should I? We need to take only the dimension hopper with us.”

“Because this is an NHA manner now,” said Omega Man. “The NHA has traditionally been on the front lines of extraterrestrial attacks on Earth. We intend to keep it that way, which I hope you agree with, because every recent alien attack has always required cooperation between the G-Men and NHA.”

Cadmus sighed, but said, “Very well. We’ll bring Nicknacks and one member of your choosing with us. Who will it be?”

Bolt shot his hand up. “I’d like to go, if that’s all right with the Council.”

“Bolt is a logical choice,” said Mecha Knight. “He already knows what is going on, so there’s no need to debrief him on the mission. Plus, he’s strong enough to defend himself or the others if the mission should go sideways, as these missions are wont to do.”

“Let’s vote on it,” said Omega Man. “All in favor of allowing Bolt to travel to the G-Men’s facility?”

Every hand in the Council went up. Even Black Blur’s hand went up, much to Bolt’s surprise.

“A unanimous vote,” said Omega Man in awe. “I can’t even remember the last time we did that.”

“But it’s binding, right?” said Bolt. “I can go?”

“Sure,” said Omega Man. “But we expect you to be back as soon as possible and to let us know if you need any help, all right?”

Bolt nodded. “Sure thing, Omega Man. I’ll do my best.”

“If we are all done talking, why don’t we head out?” said Cadmus. “Time is wasting and that is something we do not have in endless supply right now. Let’s go.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Sparky!” said Mr. Space. “Activate all of the hyperdrives and set our destination for HQ. Set the engines to maximum speed so we don’t waste any time.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Space,” said Sparky as he began pressing buttons and tapping touch screens. “Destination set. Hyperdrives activating even as we speak.”

Beams was suddenly thrown from his feet. He landed on the floor, but managed to throw out his hands and arms in time to break the fall. Mr. Space, on the other hand, stood by him with his arms folded over his chest, as if he hadn’t felt the ship move.

“Hey, are you okay?” said Mr. Space to Beams. “You fell pretty hard.”

“I’m fine,” said Beams as he slowly rose back to his feet, dusting his costume off. “I just wasn’t prepared for that sudden lurch.”

“Lurch?” Mr. Space repeated.

“Yeah,” said Beams. He gestured at the floor. “The ship lurched when the hyperdrives activated, didn’t it?”

Realization shone in Mr. Space’s eyes. “Oh, now I know what you mean! Yes, I forgot that hyperdrives can be hard for someone to get used to, especially if you’ve never been on an interdimensional ship before. I’ve just been on the Adventure so long that I’m pretty much used to its movements. I’m sure you’ll get used to it as well eventually.”

Beams nodded, but then he looked around and said, “Hey, wait a minute, didn’t you say that your friend was still on her mission? Aren’t you going to call her and let her know about the distress signal?”

“No time,” said Mr. Space, shaking his head. “If HQ is under attack, then all IEA agents are obligated to return to base immediately unless we are physically unable to. That means leaving behind some of our own agents if necessary.”

“What?” said Beams in shock. “But what if she needs your help?”

“Don’t worry about Galaxy,” said Mr. Space, waving off Beams’ question as if it was irrelevant. “She’s tough and competent, which are the two primary qualities that the IEA looks for in all potential agents. She can take care of herself, especially since we won’t be gone long, because as powerful as the Darzens may be, I’m confident the IEA will be able to repel their attack in short order.”

Beams nodded again, though he wondered what Mr. Space meant that Galaxy wasn’t by herself. Were there other members of the Adventure that he was unaware of? Or was Mr. Space referring to someone else?

I guess it doesn’t really matter, Beams thought. Looks like we’re jumping straight into a fight. That means I’m going to have to get ready to battle.

Beams raised his hand up to the side of his helmet, but then paused and looked at the Rubber Ball, which was held underneath Mr. Space’s right arm. Mr. Space was currently talking to Sparky, asking him to get the cannons ready and prepare the Adventure’s shields, so he did not notice Beams staring at the box.

I can hear it, Beams thought. The heartbeat of the Dread God. It’s still alive in there … still thinking … and still very, very angry.

Beams was even surprised at himself for knowing that much. It had been six months since he had come anywhere near the Rubber Ball. He had thought that his connection to it would have gone away since then. He hadn’t even felt the Rubber Ball during his time apart from it, to the point where he had forgotten about the Rubber Ball completely until recently.

Yet now I know what it is thinking, Beams thought. No, not thinking. Feeling. And I also want to take it.

Beams found it difficult to resist the temptation to rip the box out of Mr. Space’s hands and open it to free the Rubber Ball within. He had no idea why he was having so much trouble with it. If anything, his connection to the Rubber Ball felt stronger than ever. It reminded him of something Rubberman told him once about weightlifting. If you took an extended break from weightlifting and then came back a while later, Rubberman had said, your body actually regained the lost muscle and strength much faster than if you had stayed at it every day. It was like lifting weight stirred your muscle memory and helped your body get back to its original strength and size quicker than normal.

Is that what is happening here? Beams thought. Has my connection to the Rubber Ball become stronger after our time apart? And will it keep growing stronger as time goes on?

Beams shook his head. He looked at Mr. Space and said, “How much longer until we get to HQ?”

“We should be there any minute now,” said Mr. Space. “Normally, it would take us at least a few days, but Sparky activated the Adventure’s hyperdrives, so we should be there in a few minutes.”

“If your ship can go that fast, then why doesn’t it go at that speed all the time?” said Beams. “It would be faster, wouldn’t it?”

“It would also blow out the Adventure’s engines completely and destroy the ship itself as well,” said Mr. Space, glancing at Beams. “Interdimensional tech may be amazing, but it’s not magic. It has limits just like every other kind of technology, though admittedly its limits are a lot higher than other kinds of tech.”

Beams opened his mouth to ask more about it, but then Sparky suddenly said, “We have finally arrived at IEA HQ. I am sending a message to the flagship to alert them to our presence.”

“Great,” said Mr. Space. “Also, turn on the Adventure’s exterior cameras. I want to see how the battle is going.”

Sparky nodded and tapped a few more touch screens. In the next instant, all of the monitors showed the exterior of the ship, but then the cameras rotated until they were all pointing forward. Beams gasped at the scene it displayed.

A massive satellite—possibly as big as the moon, although it might have been bigger than even that—floated in front of what looked like a multicolor painting, which Beams could only assume was the space between dimensions. The satellite was shaped like a sphere with two long protrusions rising from the top and bottom. It was tilted slightly, like Earth on its axis, and bright lights lit up its exterior, yet somehow Beams thought he would have been able to see it even without the light. It seemed like the space between dimensions had its own light source, though he couldn’t see any sun.

But even the satellite, as massive and majestic as it was, wasn’t the most interesting thing the cameras showed. What was most interesting was the spaceship battle occurring all around it.

Hundreds of spaceships—ranging in size from slightly bigger than a helicopter to larger than an aircraft carrier—were locked in combat around the satellite. Half of the ships were dark, wasp-like vehicles that swarmed larger ones, while the other half were mostly silver and sleek like bullets. An absolutely massive spaceship, which seemed to be made out of some kind of rusted, corrugated metal, floated not too far from the satellite, firing off laser after laser at the satellite. Every time a laser hit the satellite, however, a yellowish-green barrier would become briefly visible and block the lasers, only to fade away in the next instant.

As Beams watched, two ships crashed into each other in a fiery explosion, while several of the wasp-like ships swarmed a large silver one and completely tore it apart. One of the silver ships fired several missiles at an incoming larger ship, knocking out its engines and send it crashing into the barrier around the satellite. Several of the silver ships were peppering the massive rusted one with laser blast after laser blast, but their attacks didn’t even seem to glance off the rusted one’s massive hull.

“Holy cow,” said Beams, staring uncomprehendingly at the battle before him. “This looks like something straight out of a space opera.”

“This isn’t a space opera,” said Mr. Space in a grim voice. “This is real life. Those are real people—my fellow IEA agents—getting slaughtered out there and that is a real Darzen warship attacking HQ, though I’ve never seen one in real life before.”

“Wait, you mean the big rusty-looking one?” said Beams, pointing at the massive dark ship he had noticed before.

Mr. Space nodded. “Yeah. I’ve heard rumors about Darzen warships. They’re supposedly the strongest ships in the Darzen army, capable of obliterating entire cities on their own with one blast of their mighty cannons. Their only problem is that they’re really slow, but that doesn’t matter when they have nigh-impenetrable hulls. And that doesn’t even take into account the fact that they usually carry about three dozen stingers inside them at all times to deal with enemies too small and fast for them to hit.”

“Stingers?”

“Those wasp-looking ships,” said Mr. Space, gesturing at a screen depicting one of the wasp-like ships Beams had noticed crashing into the barrier. “They’re single-person vehicles that are incredibly fragile, but also very fast and can hit hard, especially in large numbers. Very annoying.”

Beams was about to ask Mr. Space how he knew so much about them when one of the screens suddenly depicted the IEA symbol and Sparky said, “We are receiving a transmission from the flagship Olympia. Should I connect?”

“Of course,” said Mr. Space.

Sparky nodded and tapped a screen. The next second, the IEA symbol was replaced with the video of gruff-looking man in his fifties sitting in a chair which looked a lot like Sparky’s floating chair. The man had long gray hair, with a beard and mustache to match, and he seemed to be wearing a blue-and-yellow uniform, though the monitor only showed his head, neck, and shoulders.

“Commander Nova!” said Mr. Space. He immediately stood up straight and saluted the man on the camera. “Jason Space, deputy of the Adventure, at your service!”

“Jason Space?” the man, apparently named Commander Nova, said with a frown. “Where is your captain, Helena Galaxy?”

“She is still out on a mission, sir,” said Mr. Space promptly. “When we received HQ’s distress call, we felt we had to leave immediately, as per IEA protocol.”

Commander Nova sighed. “I was hoping, when we sent out the distress call, that Captain Galaxy would be with you. Just our luck that she had to be out a mission when the worst attack on HQ in the history of the Agency happens. God really does have a sense of humor.”

Mr. Space flushed with embarrassment when Commander Nova said that, but he said, “Well, we’re still willing to provide your forces with the full might of the Adventure. Our cannons are at one hundred percent charge and all three shield layers are at max power.”

“Very well,” said Commander Nova. He then glanced at Beams and frowned. “Who is this? He doesn’t look like an IEA member.”

“Uh, he’s my guest,” said Mr. Space, who looked even more embarrassed than before. He nodded at the Rubber Ball under his arm. “Part of our mission was to retrieve this box and this boy came along to make sure it got to HQ safely.”

Commander Nova’s eyes narrowed. “You mean this kid is a native? For God’s sake, Space, you can’t keep taking natives out of their universe like this. You’re going to unbalance the whole multiverse if you keep this up.”

Keep taking natives out of their own universe? Beams thought. Has Space done this before?

“Sir, I know full well what the IEA’s policy on interactions with natives are, but this situation is different,” said Mr. Space. “I have in my arms the brain of the Dread God who the Darzens are trying to resurrect. One of the reasons I came back to HQ was to deliver it to Chief Nebula and—”

“What?” Commander Nova said. “You mean you have the Dread God’s brain? For God’s sake, why the heck did you bring it here? Are you trying to make sure that the Darzens can get it?”

“Sorry again, sir,” said Mr. Space. “When we received the distress call, I just didn’t—”

“Doesn’t matter,” Commander Nova interrupted. “I want you to take that box and get as far away from here as possible. We still don’t know why the Darzens are attacking HQ, but if they learn that your ship has the brain of their god, then they’ll redirect the full force of their army on your ship.”

“But sir,” said Mr. Space in surprise, “we want to help defend HQ.”

“And you won’t be able to help if yours gets swarmed and destroyed by stingers,” Commander Nova finished. “This is an order, agent, and I expect you to follow it.”

Mr. Space opened his mouth, likely to continue arguing, but then a sudden alarm began blaring in the bridge and Sparky said, “Intruder alert. According to the Adventure’s security systems, three unknown invaders have appeared on the third deck. They appear to be Darzen warriors.”

“What?” said Beams. “How did they get on board the ship?”

“No idea,” said Mr. Space, “but it’s obvious why they’re here. I’ll go down and eliminate them. Beams, you can stay here.”

But Beams shook his head. “No way. You can’t beat all of those Darzens by yourself. You need my help.”

“All right,” said Mr. Space. “I don’t have time to argue this anyway. Sparky, you can protect the Rubber Ball while Beams and I head down to Deck Two in order to eliminate the intruders.”

“Certainly,” said Sparky. “I will activate the barrier shield around the bridge just in case any Darzens manage to make it past you two and get up here.”

“Good luck, Space,” said Commander Nova. “I am unable to provide your ship with any reinforcements, but I will send a message out to the rest of the fleet that your ship has been invaded and needs back up. See you later.”

The screen returned to showing an exterior shot of the Adventure, which showed the battle between the IEA and the Darzens was raging as hard as ever.

“Come on,” said Mr. Space to Beams as he drew his gun. “We’ve got no time to lose.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

A few minutes later, Bolt, Captain Galaxy, Nicknacks, Shade, and Cadmus Smith stepped out of the shadows into a small, but well-furnished, office. Bolt blinked several times as his eyes adjusted to the sudden change in lighting. They had used Shade’s shadow travel power to quickly and easily travel from Hero Island, which was located off the coast of New York, to the Facility, which was located somewhere in the Nevada desert. Bolt had shadow traveled a couple of times in the past, but he never enjoyed it and was always grateful whenever they emerged from the shadows and into the light.

“Is this the Facility you told us about, Cadmus?” said Nicknacks, glancing around the office into which they had emerged.

Cadmus nodded. “Yes. This is my office, which I thought was the safest place for us to emerge without compromising any government secrets to you outsiders.”

“You mean you have more secrets here than just Graalix?” said Bolt.

“Of course,” said Cadmus. “We’re the government. We have secrets within our secrets. And no, before you ask, we are not going to show them to you. We are only going to show you the Soul Crown.”

“And give it to me,” said Captain Galaxy. “Right?”

Cadmus’ expression, as usual, was hard to read. “Come with me. I will lead the way.”

Cadmus left the office, followed by Captain Galaxy, Bolt, and Nicknacks. Shade took up the rear, which made Bolt feel a little nervous, because it made him feel like the three of them were prisoners being escorted to their prison cells. Of course, he knew that wasn’t the case, but Bolt did not trust the G-Men due to several bad experiences with them in the past. The G-Men may have been a superhero team dedicated to defending America, but their methods were often questionable and it wasn’t always obvious how certain things they did—such as kidnapping young newborns from their parents and experimenting on them for their whole lives, for instance—benefited America or if they did at all.

“So,” said Bolt as they walked down the empty hallway, “what is this place called?”

“That is confidential,” said Shade behind him, causing Bolt to look over his shoulder at her. “But we call it the Facility. It’s an off-the-books government facility meant to keep things that the government doesn’t want the general population to know about secret.”

“Such as the Soul Crown and Graalix,” said Bolt. “Right?”

“Right,” said Shade, nodding. “We also do a lot of experiments here, too. The things we do—”

“Shade,” said Cadmus from up ahead. “Don’t spill all our secrets to the visitors. They don’t need to know everything.”

“Sorry, sir,” said Shade. She brushed back a few strands of hair. “It’s just that I can get a little talkative around cute boys.”

Bolt flushed with embarrassment. He already had a girlfriend and he hated how Shade always flirted with him. Shade wasn’t bad-looking by any stretch of the imagination, but he still wasn’t interested in her. It didn’t help that half the time he wasn’t sure if her flirtations with him were serious or not. Based on her mischievous grin, he guessed she was just trolling him this time, though it could have gone either way.

“And no one knows about this place?” said Nicknacks to Cadmus in front of him. “No one at all?”

“Only a handful of people in the government know of it,” said Cadmus without looking over his shoulder. “President Plutarch and Vice President Porter, for example, know of it. So do the heads of the CIA and the FBI. But other than those people, the Facility’s existence and location are a complete secret, well above top secret in the government’s confidentiality order.”

“Interesting,” said Nicknacks. “Given all of the strange things you obviously keep here, I understand why you keep it secret.”

“Of course,” said Cadmus. “Secrecy is necessary for security. Without secrecy, it is much harder to protect this country.”

Bolt frowned. “I don’t know. I think a little transparency in the government never hurt anyone.”

“But you don’t want to reveal your whole hand to everyone,” Shade said. “Sometimes, it’s better for everyone if certain things are kept under wraps. And, of course, keeping secrets can be a lot of fun, if you know what I mean.”

Shade winked at Bolt when she said that. Bolt just looked away from her, deciding that he was just going to do his best to ignore her until they got out of here. He was just glad that his girlfriend, Blizzard, wasn’t here, because if she was, she’d probably have already strangled Shade to death by now (though he wasn’t sure that would be a bad thing).

“Can you guys stop discussing issues like transparency in the government?” said Captain Galaxy. “I know it’s important and all, but we’re here to see the Soul Crown, not discuss politics.”

“Of course,” said Cadmus. “We should be there soon. I sent a text ahead of time to the Facility Supervisor to get the Soul Crown ready for us in the meeting room. We’re almost there.”

Cadmus was correct. After a couple more minutes of walking, they arrived in front of a set of double doors labeled ‘MEETING ROOM,’ where Cadmus entered first, followed by Captain Galaxy, Nicknacks, Bolt, and Shade.

To Bolt’s disappointment, the conference room was rather plain and unremarkable, looking no different from any other generic conference room in the world. The walls did have bare patches here and there, however, that made Bolt think that there must have been some pictures or images or something hanging there recently. Why they were taken down, he did not know, but given how the nails were still in the walls, Bolt suspected that confidential images usually hung in the conference room that the G-Men did not want Bolt and the other two visitors to see. It would certainly fit in with the secretive nature of the G-Men in general and Cadmus Smith in particular.

But they were not the only people in the conference room. A short, fat man wearing a lab coat that looked a little too tight around the waist stood at the end of the conference table, his hand on a large metal box on the table. The man looked up when everyone entered, revealing that his left eye was covered with a patch. It made Bolt wonder how this man lost his eye, though he quickly pushed that thought out of his mind as Cadmus approached the man.

“Director,” said the man. His voice was slightly breathless, as if he had just run a marathon. “You got here quicker than I expected.”

“Shade’s shadow travel is very useful,” said Cadmus. He came to a stop before the man and glanced at the box. “I’m more surprised you got the Soul Crown out of storage so quickly. I thought we would have to wait at least a few minutes before you got it up here.”

“You know me, Director Smith,” said the man, pumping his chest out proudly. “I believe in efficiency and doing things without delay. I was the one who designed the Facility’s method for organizing the objects stored within. I knew exactly where the Crown was and how to get it. Child’s play, really.”

“Hmph,” said Cadmus, which told Bolt that Cadmus was used to this man’s boasting and didn’t think much of it. “Well, I’m glad you got it out here anyway. Our guest will be pleased to see it.”

“Guest?” the man repeated. “You didn’t mention a guest in the text you sent me.”

“Why else would I ask you to remove such a valuable and unique object from storage, if not to show to a guest?” said Cadmus. “Allow me to introduce her to you.”

Cadmus stepped aside and gestured at Galaxy, Bolt, and Nicknacks. “This woman is Captain Helena Galaxy, who is from another universe. The alien is Nicknacks, who I know you have heard of before, and the superhero is—”

“Bolt,” the man said. He scowled. “I recognize him.”

“You do?” said Bolt in confusion. “But we’ve never met.”

“But you’ve met my brother,” said the man. “Howard Blue, or, as you probably know him, Sandstorm. He was in charge of that facility where you were being kept prisoner, but then you beat him up and escaped.”

Now Bolt remembered. Last year, during his brief time on the run from the law, Bolt had ended up in the custody of the G-Men. He had managed to free himself, but not without having to fight a G-Man agent named Sandstorm, who, as his codename implied, could control sand and even turn his body into that substance. It had been a long time since Bolt had last thought of Sandstorm, though now that the man mentioned it, Bolt did see the family resemblance between the two, even though this guy was shorter and fatter than Sandstorm.

“Oh, yeah,” said Bolt, rubbing the back of his neck. “Sorry for that. I didn’t mean to hurt your brother. I was just trying to escape. Is he okay?”

“He’s fine,” said the man with a snort. “Which is the problem.”

Bolt blinked. “What?”

“You heard me,” said the man. He pointed a finger accusingly at Bolt. “My brother’s power meant he’s never had to take a punch in his whole life. I was hoping that you knocking him out would humble him a bit, but he still thinks he’s better than me just because he was born with a power and I wasn’t. Maybe if you had punched him a few more times, he would have realized he wasn’t all that.”

“Um …” said Bolt, not sure what to say.

Luckily, Bolt didn’t have to say anything, because Cadmus said, “Your family issues are irrelevant here, Peter. Right now, we have more important issues to discuss, such as the Soul Crown.”

The man named Peter took a deep breath and said, “Sorry, Director. It was irresponsible of me to bring my family issues into the workplace. I’ll try not to do that again.”

Shade leaned toward Bolt and, smiling mischievously, whispered, “He’s said that a dozen times already and he still loses his cool whenever you bring up his brother. He’s fun to troll.”

Before Bolt could respond to that, Cadmus said, “Guests, meet Peter Blue, the Facility Supervisor. He is the man in charge of all operations and employees within the Facility. He’s not an official member of the G-Men due to lacking a superpower, but he works closely with us and is under my authority due to the Facility being under the purview of the Department of Superpowered & Extraterrestrial Beings.”

Peter sulked when Cadmus mentioned his lack of a power. Bolt knew that superpowers were genetic, but he had never heard of siblings where one sibling got a power and the other didn’t. He supposed it was possible that Peter and Sandstorm might have had separate mothers or fathers, but given how closely the two resembled each other, he doubted that. It was just another odd genetic anomaly, he supposed.

“Yes,” said Peter, standing up straight, though it did nothing to hide his big gut. “I’m in charge here, so you have to do what I say.”

“Actually, my authority overrides yours while I am here, so technically they have to listen to what I say,” said Cadmus.

Peter flushed with embarrassment again. “Yes, sir, of course.”

“Can we just see the Soul Crown now?” said Captain Galaxy impatiently. “The Darzens are on the move and are likely searching for the Crown even as we speak.”

“Of course,” said Cadmus. “Peter, open the box and show her the Crown.”

“Yes, sir, Director Smith,” said Peter.

He quickly undid the latches around the box, causing the lid to pop up. He opened the lid fully and then carefully picked up the object within, which he lifted up for everyone to see.

The Soul Crown looked almost exactly like the holographic image which Cadmus had shown them earlier, only now it was real. It was big—about twice as wide as Bolt’s head—and, despite being gray and rusted, had a strangely beautiful and even majestic look about it. Strange alien symbols that looked like no earthly language ran along its surface, while its gems were cracked and faded as if from a lack of use. There was also a rather thick layer of dust on it, which caused Peter to cough slightly as he inhaled some of it while lifting up the Crown.

“Here it is,” said Peter. “Facility Object Number Two Three Nine, or, as Cadmus calls it, the Soul Crown.”

Captain Galaxy stepped forward, her eyes locked onto the Crown as if it was what she desired more than anything else in the world. “Can I hold it? Just to make sure it’s the real deal?”

Peter nodded and handed her the Soul Crown. Cadmus’ eyes narrowed as Captain Galaxy took the Crown, but he didn’t say anything, perhaps because Captain Galaxy held the Crown with the gentleness of a mother holding her newborn baby.

Captain Galaxy carefully looked the Crown over. “Yes, I think this is it.”

“It looks so old, though,” said Bolt. “Even if the Darzens get it, what if it doesn’t work?”

“Oh, it works,” said Captain Galaxy. “Trust me. I can say that even without having to try it out. This isn’t an Earth-made device. This was created by the Dread God himself millions of years ago. The Dread God is pure evil, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t intelligent or creative.”

“Then why don’t we destroy it?” said Bolt. “That way, we can make sure that the Dread God doesn’t rise again.”

“It’s not that simple,” said Captain Galaxy, shaking her head. “My orders are to retrieve the Crown, not destroy it.”

“Orders?” Bolt repeated. “Orders from who?”

“From the head of the IEA, obviously,” said Captain Galaxy. “What, did you think I was here on my own because I wanted to be here? I came because my boss told me to, nothing more.”

“As true as that may be, I think we need to discuss whether you can take that with you,” said Cadmus. “The Soul Crown is US government property. Despite my authority, I need authorization from the President to give it to you, which I don’t currently have.”

“Can you get it for me, then?” said Captain Galaxy.

“I could,” said Cadmus. “But perhaps I don’t want to.”

“What?” said Captain Galaxy in shock. “But the only reason I even came here in the first place was to get it.”

“When did I say I would ever let you have it?” said Cadmus. “I don’t recall saying anything like that. Do you, Shade?”

Shade shook her head, a big grin on her face. “Nope. I think that Galaxy here just assumed that.”

“This is an object of multiversal importance,” said Captain Galaxy. “We cannot allow any government, no matter how big and powerful, to keep it. If you won’t get me permission from your president to take it, then I’ll just have to steal it. And there’s nothing you can do to stop me from escaping to another universe.”

Cadmus tilted his head to the side. “You really have no idea who you’re dealing with, do you?”

Without warning, Shade shot a long shadow tendril out of her hands at Galaxy. The tendril wrapped itself tightly around Captain Galaxy, making her cry in surprise and fall to her feet. She dropped the Soul Crown, but it was caught by another tendril before it hit the floor and handed to Cadmus, who took it without saying a word.

“Galaxy!” said Bolt. He looked at Shade. “Let her go, now.”

“No,” said Shade. “I think I’m going to keep her right where she is, thanks.”

“Shade is correct,” said Cadmus. “We’re going to keep this woman prisoner in the Facility. Her unique status as a visitor from another universe means that she knows knowledge which could help put the United States a step ahead of its rivals. Not to mention her dimension-hopping tech is something that our scientists should have a look at to see if they can reverse engineer its properties.”

“Cadmus,” said Nicknacks in a warning tone, “this is not right. The Darzens are not an enemy to be trifled with. Neither is their god, even if he is dead. We can solve this issue peacefully, but only if you let Galaxy go right now.”

“No,” said Cadmus, shaking his head. “If these Darzens are truly a threat, then there is no safer place on the entire planet for the Soul Crown than the Facility. In all of the Facility’s years in existence, not a single person has ever successfully broken into—”

A beeping ring tone suddenly went off. Everyone checked their phones, but it turned out that it was coming from Peter’s phone. He whipped it out of his coat pocket and snapped, “Peter speaking. What is it?”

Peter’s eyes widened as he listened to the voice on the other end. “What? … Level Three? Are you sure? Okay, I’ll let the Director know. Just try to keep it contained and I’ll be down there as soon as I can.”

Peter hung up his call as Cadmus said, “Who was that and what were they calling about?”

“It was one of the security guards on Level Three,” said Peter. “He said that the Guest has escaped his containment and is making his way up here.”

“The Guest?” Cadmus repeated. “Impossible. He’s in no condition to escape anything.”

“Who is the Guest?” said Bolt. “What, is this a hotel now all of a sudden?”

Before either Cadmus or Peter could explain, the conference room door was suddenly bashed off its hinges. It flew toward Peter, but Bolt blasted it with a lightning blast, making the door explode into pieces. Peter flinched, but Bolt immediately turned his attention to the figure who had stepped through the door. He gasped when he recognized the figure who had entered the conference room.

“Graalix?” said Bolt in surprise. “Is that you?”

The Pokacu alien made a rumbling chuckling sound deep in its throat. “Long time no see, human scum. It is time that I put an end to you once and for all, this time … in the name of the Dread God.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Beams ducked behind a storage crate and narrowly avoided a sizzling laser blast from one of the Darzens. He peeked over the top of the crate and fired his own laser blast back, but the Darzen had taken cover behind a storage container on the opposite side of the room and his eye beams missed. He cursed and fell back behind the crate, listening as a sizzling laser blast struck the crate, though thankfully his crate was thick enough to take the blast without getting destroyed.

We’ve only been fighting for a few minutes, but it feels like it’s been hours, Beams thought, blinking his eyes rapidly in order to get some moisture into them. And they’re still not down.

Earlier, Beams and Mr. Space had arrived in Deck Two of the Adventure, where they were almost immediately assaulted by three Darzen warriors. The Darzens were some pretty odd creatures. According to Mr. Space, the Darzens didn’t have physical bodies like humans. Instead, they were energy clouds stuffed inside empty suits of armor, and even if you managed to pierce their armor and cause their energy forms to leak out, the Darzens might just possess your body and continue the fight that way. Beams had yet to see this particular ability of the Darzens in action yet, but he had no reason to disbelieve it, even though it sounded like something straight out of a science fiction novel.

Beams glanced to the right. Mr. Space was crouched behind a container, occasionally peering out from around the corner and firing sound blasts at the Darzens. His attacks were no more successful than Beams’, but so far the two of them had managed to keep the Darzens from getting beyond Deck Two.

But not for much longer unless we can kill these jerks fast, Beams thought.

“Beams!” Mr. Space suddenly cried out over the sound of energy blasts. “Cover me while I get closer to the Darzens!”

Mr. Space suddenly ran out from between the crates, yelling and shooting sound blasts at the Darzens. Beams stood up and began firing laser beams at the Darzens, doing his best to distract them from Mr. Space. Two of the Darzens returned fire, but the third kept firing at Mr. Space, who dodged and ducked the laser blasts as best as he could. But then one of the laser blasts caught him in the shoulder and he fell to the floor hard.

“Space!” said Beams. “No!”

Beams closed his eyes and fired his beams, which bounced off his eyelids and went back into his body. He immediately felt powerful and, opening his eyes, saw the Darzens starting to move in on Mr. Space, who was clutching his shoulder while moaning in pain. His shoulder was smoking from where the laser had hit and Beams could smell the stench of raw, burning flesh even from here.

But Beams didn’t care. He just leaped through the air toward the Darzens and landed between them and Mr. Space. He lashed out with a kick, striking one Darzen on the chest, and then swept the legs out from underneath the second before blasting the third with a particularly powerful energy blast that sent it flying backwards.

“Space, are you okay?” said Beams, glancing over his shoulder at his injured ally. “Can you still fight?”

“Not sure,” said Mr. Space with a grunt. His eyes widened. “Watch out!”

Beams looked back in time to see one of the Darzens rushing toward him with a long, jagged dagger in hand. Beams dodged the dagger and blasted the Darzen in the chest with another laser blast. He then followed it up with a continuous beam of energy aimed at the Darzen’s chest, which rapidly melted through the Darzen’s armor until it created a hole from which strange, green glowing energy began pouring out.

But Beams—remembering what Mr. Space had told him on their way down here—didn’t let up on his beam. His beam disintegrated the energy form of the Darzen as it came out. The Darzen screamed in agony, but it seemed paralyzed as Beams’ laser tore through its energy form.

When the last of the Darzen’s energy form was disintegrated, the Darzen’s empty suit of armor suddenly collapsed onto the floor with a clunk. Beams shut off the continuous beam of energy and blinked rapidly, because using such a powerful, continuous laser beam always made his eyes ache for a few minutes afterward.

“Whoa,” said Mr. Space behind him. “I’ve never seen anyone kill a Darzen so easily before.”

“Guess their energy forms don’t like my lasers,” said Beams.

He looked up to see that the two remaining Darzens had retreated a short distance away from Beams. Though their faces were inhuman, it was obvious that they were afraid of him after seeing him kill one of their own so easily. The thought that these fanatical religious aliens feared Beams enough that they didn’t want to risk fighting him made him crack a grin.

“What’s the matter?” said Beams. “Too scared to take me on? Afraid you’ll end up joining your friend in the afterlife? What kind of afterlife do you guys even believe in, anyway? I know you have a god, but—”

There is no afterlife, human, said a voice in his head suddenly. There is only serving the Dread God and expanding his empire throughout the multiverse.

Without warning, a dimensional portal opened up between Beams and the Darzens. A figure stepped out of the portal, another Darzen, but it was obvious to Beams that this was no mere foot soldier like the three he had been dealing with.

This one was taller than the other Darzens by at least a head, with armor shaped to resemble a muscular body. It carried a long, rusted, yet majestic-looking sword by its side, while its armor was covered with spikes that made Beams think of a dragon. Even its face was different from its fellow Darzens’, wearing more human-like features. Its fists were as big as his head and its legs looked more like thick steel beams than legs.

But what really frightened Beams more than anything was the stench of blood coming from this one. And Beams suddenly knew who this warrior was.

“The Dread God’s Avatar,” said Beams. He took a step back involuntarily. “In the flesh.”

The Avatar smirked. “Flesh? The Darzens abandoned their fleshly bodies millenniums ago. We took on purer forms of energy as a blessing from the Dread God, who promised us we could live forever as beings of pure energy than beings of flesh and blood.”

“Didn’t help your friend,” said Beams. “Who I just killed, by the way.”

The Avatar tilted his head to the side. “We are immortal, not unkillable. But it does not matter. I have come to retrieve the Dread God’s brain in order to bring him back to life. I know you have the brain with you, because it was not in your universe with your friends when I was there.”

A chill ran down Beams’ spine. “What did you do to Rubberman and the others? Are they still okay? Did you kill them?”

The Avatar rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. “What I did to them doesn’t matter. All that matters is retrieving the Dread God’s brain. That is more important than anything else in the whole multiverse.”

Beams shook in anger. He suspected the Avatar was being deliberately vague in order to play with him, but he knew he would find out soon, because once he killed the Avatar, he would go back to his universe and find out how everyone was doing.

“I’m not going to let you go any farther,” said Beams. He raised his fists. “I’m going to take you down and make sure that your dead god stays dead.”

The Avatar shook his head. “Once again, I am impressed by your bravery. As a warrior myself, I have always held respect for others who display bravery, even when that bravery expresses itself as foolishness. You may be but an infant in the eyes of my people, but you display a degree of bravery which even many of my own fully-grown people lack.”

Beams narrowed his eyes. “Then perhaps you should leave me alone, rather than try to kill me. Isn’t that how warriors respect each other?”

“When did I say I was going to kill you?” said the Avatar. He held out a hand. “No, I want you to hand over the brain to me voluntarily. And I know you will, because the Dread God wills it.”

Beams blinked several times. “What? Do you really believe I’m just going to give you the Dread God’s brain because you asked nicely?”

“Of course,” said the Avatar. “As I said, the Dread God wills it. And his will is always fulfilled, no matter how long it takes.”

“How do you know the Dread God wills it?” said Beams. “If he’s dead, I’m not sure how he can will anything.”

The Avatar looked perfectly relaxed, which made Beams wonder if he had some kind of trick up his sleeve. “Because the Prophecy says so.”

“What Prophecy?” said Beams. “I’ve never heard of any Prophecy.”

“Then allow me to enlighten you,” said the Avatar. “Millions of years ago, when the Dread God was first slain by your ancestors, he uttered one last prophecy in his dying breath. The Prophecy is largely untranslatable into your inferior human tongue, but if I were to attempt to do so, it would sound something like this:

“Weep not, my Children, my Sires

For though death do conquer me

And enemies dance over my grave

But not eternally

Soon, my enemies will cry

My enemies will weep

And ‘twill be due to one

Of their own

Who will come to my aid

And bring me back

From the dark Beyond

And I shall rule over our enemies

Forever and ever.”

“Is that it?” said Beams.

The Avatar nodded. “Yes. I am aware it doesn’t sound like much in your human tongue, but no language in all the multiverse even comes close to capturing the inherent beauty of the Darzen tongue. But I believe it communicates the general point well enough.”

“Right,” said Beams. “Like I would ever give the Dread God’s brain to you, Prophecy or no.”

The Avatar chuckled. “I know that the Dread God has been reaching out to you, trying to sway you to his side. You can feel him drawing you toward him, can’t you?”

Beams stepped back involuntarily. “How do you know that? I’ve never told anyone else that.”

“Because I am also connected to the Dread God,” said the Avatar. He touched his forehead. “It is one of the advantages of being the Avatar. The Dread God’s Avatar is no meaningless title. It represents a fundamental transformation in what I am, a change to my nature that makes me different from—and superior to—my Darzen brethren. I am still not the Dread God’s equal, but I am as above my fellow Darzens as an adult is from a child. My very nature has been elevated … and I can offer you the same, if you would but give me the Dread God’s brain.”

Beams opened his mouth to say no, but then paused. There was something in the Avatar’s words that spoke to him, despite his best efforts to ignore him. He had a horrifying realization: Although he and the Avatar were as physically different as beings could possibly be, they were really kindred spirits. They both had connections to the Dread God, even if they didn’t react the same way to these connections. It was an unsettling thought, that Beams and the Avatar were almost brothers, united in their connection to the Dread God. It made Beams wonder if there was something to the Prophecy after all.

The Avatar held out a hand toward Beams. “Join me, human, and together, we can bring back the Dread God. You know it’s your destiny. You know it is what you were born to do.”

Beams hesitated.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

It had been a long time since Bolt had last seen Graalix. The Pokacu alien had been the commander of the Pokacu army which had invaded Earth about a year ago now. Even before then, Graalix had been the only survivor of the first Pokacu invasion which happened sixteen years ago now, having survived by hiding underneath the Atlantic Ocean where no one could find him.

The last time Bolt had seen him, Graalix had looked quite dead. But the Pokacu who now stood in the doorway of the conference room looked more alive than ever. He wore thick steel armor which shone in the light, while his red eyes glowed from within a spiked helmet that covered his head. He was slightly taller by about a foot or so, with two long blades at his side. His muscles rippled underneath his armor and he looked like a warlord leading his army into battle. Blood dripped from the tips of his fingers, blood that no doubt belonged to the Facility workers who had tried to stop him.

“Graalix,” said Nicknacks softly. “It’s been a while. You look much better than the last time I saw you.”

Graalix snarled. “I won’t even say your name, you traitor. You aided the humans in the murder of the Mother World, resulting in the deaths of our entire species. In a just world, you would be put to death for your crime, but you’ve managed to evade punishment by siding with the humans. Disgusting rat.”

“Call me what you like, Graalix, but at least I didn’t sell out to the Dread God like you have,” said Nicknacks.

“Sell out?” Graalix repeated. “I have sold out to no one. I have simply accepted the Dread God’s help and, in exchange, I am helping him.”

“How did you escape from your room?” said Bolt. He looked at Peter. “Did your scientists actually repair him?”

Peter did not meet Bolt’s gaze. “He wouldn’t talk when he was injured—he said he was in too much pain—so I ordered the scientists and engineers to heal his body and get rid of as much of the pain as I could. But I know they didn’t make that many modifications to him.”

Graalix flexed his arms. “Not all of these modifications are from your men. Many of them come from the Dread God, or I should say, the Dread God’s Avatar, who reached across the dimensions to speak to me and grant me a new and improved body, one much better than my old one.”

“The Dread God’s Avatar?” said Bolt. “Who is that?”

“A being chosen by the Dread God himself to represent his presence in the physical realm,” said Graalix. “But it doesn’t matter. I came here to slaughter the enemies of the Dread God and retrieve the Soul Crown, not talk.”

“Why are you working for the Dread God?” said Captain Galaxy in alarm. “I thought that the Mother World hated the Dread God.”

Graalix’s hands fell to his sides. “The Mother World is dead, murdered by humans and a traitor. For over a year now, I’ve been deep in what you humans would call ‘grief’ and ‘mourning.’ I even considered killing myself many, many times, because I didn’t think there was any point to living a life without the Mother World, one in which I would just remain an experiment for humans to ruthlessly dissect for their own purposes.”

Bolt glanced at Peter. Based on Peter’s surprised expression, it was obvious that he hadn’t even realized that Graalix had been considering suicide during his imprisonment. Perhaps Graalix was good at hiding his angst.

Then Graalix put a finger on his head. “But then the Dread God’s Avatar reached out to me. I was afraid at first, because I remembered the Mother World’s stories about the Dread God and his followers, but the Dread God’s Avatar offered me a new life purpose, a new reason to live. He promised to me that the Dread God would use his dark power to bring back the Mother World and restore the Pokacu people to their former glory as long as I served him.”

“The Avatar sold you on a lie, then,” said Nicknacks. “The Mother World is gone, Graalix. So are our people. You and I are the only two Pokacu left in the universe. I know this, because I saw the last of our people slaughtered before my own eyes by the Darzens themselves not too long ago.”

“You are a liar as well as a traitor,” said Graalix. “In his heyday, the Dread God was powerful enough to terrify even the Mother World. Why would such an entity lack the ability to bring back the dead? You are simply a traitor who wishes for the Mother World to remain in the grave, where she is unable to punish you as you deserve.”

“The Avatar is taking advantage of your desperation,” said Nicknacks. “He knows you want the Mother World back more than anything, so he’s sold you on an evil lie, one that will never come true.”

“And?” said Graalix, his voice suddenly more emotional. “Is it any better than remaining a guinea pig for the humans? I don’t care whether he is lying or not. I have been given a new lease on life, and I intend to use it to kill you to avenge the Mother World.”

Graalix drew one of his swords and launched through the air toward Nicknacks. Bolt, however, tackled Nicknacks out of the way just in the nick of time. Graalix’s sword slammed into the floor hard enough to crack it, while Bolt and Nicknacks rose to their feet and moved away from Graalix.

“Are you okay?” said Bolt to Nicknacks as the two of them walked backwards.

“Yes, thank you for saving me,” said Nicknacks. He rubbed the back of his neck. “I would have been a goner if you hadn’t moved so quickly.”

A deep growl from Graalix made Bolt look at him. The Pokacu warrior held out his sword and it flew back into his hand. He turned to face Bolt, anger etched on his alien features.

“You,” said Graalix, his voice distorted by anger. “The human who murdered the Mother World. The one I should have killed. That is a mistake I intend to correct today.”

Graalix raised his sword, but then three black tendrils rose from the floor around him. Two of them wrapped around his arms, pulling them back, while the third wrapped around his neck and cut off his air, making him gasp in surprise.

Surprised, Bolt looked over his shoulder and saw Shade standing behind him, holding out her hands with an amused grin on her face.

“You took us by surprise, ugly, but you didn’t honestly think we’d just let you do whatever you wanted, did you?” said Shade. “You can talk all you want about avenging the Mother World and all that, but you’re still our prisoner, which is something I’m going to remind you of.”

Bolt had to admit he was glad Shade had stepped in. Shade was very powerful, possibly one of the most powerful superhumans in the world, so he figured that if she was here, then Graalix was going to go down.

Indeed, for a moment, Graalix’s eyes grew wide with fear, as if he was afraid that he was about to die. But then anger flashed in his eyes and a deep, rumbling growl emitted from his throat like thunder.

To Bolt’s astonishment, Graalix slowly but surely began to pull the shadow tendrils back. At first, his movements were slow and awkward, but as his growls grew deeper and deeper, his movements became faster and faster, until he soon snapped the tendrils off the ground entirely. The tendrils vanished, save for the one around his neck, which Graalix quickly slashed with his sword, making it vanish as well.

“What?” said Shade in shock. “How did you do that? Only Bolt’s ever been able to break free of my tendrils and you’re definitely not Bolt.”

Graalix’s Pokacu face twisted in what was supposed to be a bizarre mimic of a smile. “It was not of my own power that I did that, female human, but through the power of the Dread God. I told you I was better and stronger than before. And now, there’s not a single thing you can do to stop me.”

Graalix rushed forward, swinging his sword, but Bolt also rushed forward. Graalix slashed at him, but Bolt dodged the sword and threw a punch aimed at his chest. But Graalix caught Bolt’s fist and actually managed to hold it back, looking down at Bolt with an amused expression on his face.

“You are quite strong for a human, I’ll give you that,” said Graalix, whose voice was slightly strained, “but the Dread God has granted me strength beyond what I could ever imagine. We are much closer to equals now, human, and soon I will be your superior.”

Bolt realized Graalix had a point. Bolt had faced very few enemies who could catch one of his punches, much less hold it back with little effort. Whatever the Dread God did to Graalix really did make him strong. And for the first time since the fight started, Bolt wasn’t sure he would win.

Bolt glanced over his shoulder and snapped, “Nick, get the Soul Crown and everyone else out of here! I’ll try to keep Graalix busy.”

Nicknacks nodded and immediately went over to the conference table where Cadmus, Peter, and Galaxy stood around the Soul Crown. Bolt turned his attention away from them, but he figured they would get out of here. He had to focus all of his attention on making sure Graalix didn’t go after them.

“What a simple tactic,” said Graalix. “Distract me in order for the weaker ones to escape … but I’m not surprised. Humans are very simpleminded creatures. That is why I am going to kill you today.”

Graalix brought his sword down on Bolt, but then a shadow tendril appeared out of nowhere and wrapped around Graalix’s wrist, stopping it several inches above Bolt’s head. Bolt looked over his shoulder again and saw Shade still standing there, a look of determination on her face. Behind her, he saw Nick, Cadmus, Galaxy, and Peter running out of the conference room with the Soul Crown box in Peter’s arms.

“Shade, what are you still doing here?” said Bolt, his voice straining now. “I told Nick to get everyone out of here.”

“And leave you to fight this ugly old alien all by yourself?” said Shade. She smirked. “Come on. I’d hate to see a guy as handsome as you get beaten up by an alien as ugly as this guy. Plus, this is really a G-Men matter and Cadmus would tear me a new one if I ran away, so it’s not like I have much choice in the matter.”

“Whether one or two, I’ll kill you regardless,” said Graalix. “Die!”

Graalix’s sword hand ripped through the tendril, but Bolt yanked his hand out of Graalix’s fist and jumped back. He landed next to Shade, who formed two shadow blades on her hands and took a fighting stance as Graalix yanked his sword out of the floor again and glared at them both.

“I still think you should have run,” said Bolt without looking at Shade.

“Is it because you care so much about me?” said Shade, also without looking at him.

“No, because you’d just get in the way,” said Bolt. “And I hate the G-Men, so—”

“But I’m not like the other G-Men,” said Shade. “I’m prettier than most of them, for one.”

Before Bolt could respond to that, Graalix roared and rushed toward them. Bolt flew into the air, while Shade rushed forward. Though Shade wasn’t as fast as Bolt, she moved surprisingly quick, slashing at Graalix’s armor and quickly jumping back out of the reach of his sword. Graalix kept growling as he swung his sword this way and that, but he was unable to land any hits on Shade.

While Shade distracted Graalix, Bolt landed in front of the conference table and, lifting it over his head, whirled around and threw it at Graalix. The table flew toward Graalix, but then the alien turned around and slashed it straight down the middle with a single swing of his sword, sending both halves flying into the wall behind him.

“Foolish human,” said Graalix. “There’s not a thing you can do to—Argh!”

Shade had stabbed Graalix in the back while he wasn’t looking. But as soon as Graalix swung his sword behind himself, Shade pulled her shadow blade out of his back and jumped backward out of his reach.

Sensing an opportunity, Bolt rushed forward and punched Graalix in the face so hard that Graalix went flying into the wall. Not only did Graalix fly into the wall, but he also flew through it, smashing into the next room beyond, which was quite dark.

Lowering onto the floor, Bolt dusted off his costume, while Shade looked over at him and grinned again. “See? I told you I would be helpful.”

“I could have distracted him on my own,” Bolt replied. He shook his fist. “Anyway, I punched him out as hard as I could. There’s no way he could have survived that, and if he did, it won’t take much more to take him down for good.”

A deep chuckle suddenly came from the next room, followed by a sudden flare of light, which made Bolt and Shade cover their eyes to avoid being blinded. The light within the room was growing brighter and brighter, to the point where Bolt thought he was going to go blind even if he covered his eyes completely.

“Ha!” came Graalix’s voice from within the light. “If that was as hard as you could punch me, then you are weaker than I thought. Behold the true power which the Dread God gave me, the power that dwarfs that of any human being on this wretched planet!”

The light suddenly faded, allowing Bolt and Shade to lower their hands to see what had happened.

At first, Bolt could not see anything due to the pitch blackness of the next room. But then he noticed movement within the darkness and Graalix jumped out of the room and landed in the floor in front of Bolt and Shade, but he looked different now.

He was no longer as bulky as before. Instead, Graalix’s form was athletic and sleek, like a sports car. His face had even become more human, with an actual mouth and nose. He didn’t have his swords anymore and only carried his fists, which he held before him like guns.

“Whoa,” said Shade, staring at Graalix with her jaw dropped. “He’s hot now.”

Graalix smirked.

The next second, Shade went flying into the wall on the other side of the room as if she had been hit by a car. She slammed into the wall hard enough to leave an imprint shaped like herself in it and fell to the floor where she lay either dead or unconscious.

“Shade!” said Bolt, looking over his shoulder at her. “No!”

“Foolish human,” said Graalix. “First rule of war: Never turn your back on your enemy.”

Bolt turned back to face Graalix, but somehow Graalix had gotten in front of him without him noticing. Graalix immediately punched Bolt in the gut and the blow was hard enough that Bolt actually doubled over with pain. The blow was followed up by an uppercut that sent Bolt falling backwards onto the floor, where he lay, his senses dazed and shaken.

Then Graalix slammed a foot down on his chest, making Bolt gasp for air. He looked up at Graalix, who was smiling down at him with the scariest smile Bolt had ever seen in his life.

“Oh, how I’ve waited for this moment to end your sorry little life,” said Graalix. “Once I am done with you, justice will finally be served and the Mother World will at last be avenged.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Well?” said the Avatar, tilting his head to the side. “What say you, human? Will you fulfill your destiny and aid me in resurrecting the Dread God or will you continue to stand against fate and prophecy pointlessly?”

Beams wasn’t sure what to say. He wanted to say no, but he couldn’t forget how drawn he was to the Dread God’s brain. He didn’t want to help the Dread God or his followers, but if the Avatar was telling the truth, then perhaps Beams would have no choice in the matter.

“Your silence is telling,” said the Avatar. “If you had been against this, you would have said so already. Could it be that you sense the truth of the matter? I believe you do. You are an honorable, truthful human, so you no doubt sense the truth in my words.”

“I …” said Beams. “I …”

All of a sudden, loud alarms began blaring in the hold. Beams and the Avatar started, as did the remaining two Darzens, but then an automated voice over the speakers blared, “ATTENTION! CARGO HOLD IS SET TO OPEN. ALL PERSONNEL EVACUATE CARGO HOLD IMMEDIATELY!”

“What?” said the Avatar, looking around. “What is going on here?”

Beams didn’t know any more than the Avatar, but before he could say that, he felt a hand wrap around his forearm and looked over his shoulder to see Mr. Space standing behind him. Mr. Space wore an urgent look on his face, ignoring his still-smoking shoulder.

“Come on, kid,” said Mr. Space. “We’ve got to get out of here now!”

Before Beams could say anything, Mr. Space dragged him off toward the exit. Beams looked back toward the Avatar, who seemed to have recovered from his shock by now. He drew his sword and rushed after them, but he didn’t get very far before an energy barrier appeared between the Avatar and Beams and Mr. Space. The Avatar struck the barrier with his sword, which caused the barrier to flicker briefly, but it held against his repeated strikes.

“What is that barrier?” said Beams, looking at Mr. Space.

“The safety barrier,” Mr. Space replied. “It’s supposed to activate only when the cargo hold is breached in order to keep all the air from being sucked out into space.”

“But the cargo hold hasn’t been breached at all,” said Beams.

Mr. Space smiled. “It can also be activated manually if the cargo hold is opened during flight.”

As soon as Mr. Space said that, Beams heard metal sliding against metal. Looking through the barrier, he saw that the cargo hold’s main entrance was slowly but surely starting to open. Soon, it was opened entirely, revealing the emptiness of the space between universes on the other side.

There must have been a powerful sucking force coming from outside, because as soon as the cargo hold opened, crates and boxes of supplies were sucked out into the void. The two remaining Darzens were also sucked out immediately, their arms and legs flailing pointlessly as they vanished into the void beyond. The Avatar was nearly sucked out as well, but he slammed his sword into the floor of the cargo hold, gripping its hilt with both hands. Fear and anger were mixed together on the Avatar’s face, but even his power did not seem to be enough to keep himself from getting the foothold he needed to advance.

But then a small laser cannon lowered from the ceiling on the other side of the barrier and aimed and fired at the Avatar. The laser blast hit the Avatar in the face and, though it didn’t seem to do much damage, the blast must have shattered his concentration anyway. The Avatar let go of his sword and was immediately sucked out into the void of space. The last thing Beams saw before the Avatar disappeared was absolute hatred on his face. Their gazes met briefly before the Avatar vanished into the void between dimensions.

A second later, the cargo hold closed up again and then the barrier vanished. The ceiling-mounted laser cannon also folded back up into the ceiling, leaving the cargo hold looking pretty much exactly the way it had before, minus several crates of supplies and the Darzens.

“Whew,” said Mr. Space, wiping sweat off his forehead. “For a moment there, I wasn’t sure that would work. When I saw the Avatar stab his sword into the floor, I thought for sure that he was going to somehow make it past the barrier. Luckily, even the mighty Avatar can’t handle a blast to the face without breaking his concentration.”

Beams looked at Mr. Space. “You mean this was something you planned?”

“More like improvised,” said Mr. Space. “Opening the cargo hold when you’re in the void between dimensions is incredibly risky, because you might get sucked out and die. At the very least, you’ll probably lose a lot of supplies, though that’s a small price to pay to keep the Adventure safe from those monsters.”

“How did you open the cargo hold yourself?” said Beams. “I didn’t see you get up and move or anything.”

“While you were talking with the Avatar, I sent Sparky a message to open the cargo hold from the bridge,” said Mr. Space. “Sparky didn’t want to do it at first due to how risky it is, but once I explained my plan to him, he accepted it.”

Beams looked back at the cargo hold entrance, frowning. “Does this mean that the Avatar is dead?”

“Hopefully,” said Mr. Space. “It’s possible to survive in the void between dimensions, but not likely, especially over a long period of time. Unless he gets picked up by one of his fellow Darzen ships soon, he’s probably going to die. If he’s lucky, he’ll find a portal to another universe and go there, though it’s equally possible he could just drift endlessly through the void for all eternity.”

Beams breathed a sigh of relief. “So he’s not going to come back here, right?”

“Right,” said Mr. Space. “Not anytime soon, anyway.”

All of a sudden, the speaker in the upper right corner of the cargo hold blared with Sparky’s voice. “Mr. Space, Beams, the cargo hold monitors on the Bridge say that there are now only two people in the cargo hold. I assume the plan was successful?”

“Yep,” said Mr. Space, nodding. “The Avatar is gone and probably dead. Let’s break out the champagne and red velvet cake!”

“Good to hear,” said Sparky. “And I can confirm that the Rubber Ball is still safely where you left it with me. I will note, however, that it appears we lost about ten percent of our cargo during the assault.”

“We can replace it at HQ,” said Mr. Space. “Speaking of HQ, how is the rest of the organization faring against the Darzens?”

“Not so well,” said Sparky. “The Darzens’ numbers seem to have grown and the protective barrier around the HQ seems to be getting weaker and—”

Sparky suddenly stopped speaking, as if someone had just interrupted him, prompting Mr. Space to say, “Sparky, what’s the problem? Did something happen?”

“Yes,” said Sparky. “I just received a message from Commander Nova addressed to the entire space fleet of the IEA. According to him, the Darzen forces are suddenly retreating for some unknown reason.”

“Retreating?” said Mr. Space in surprise. “Really? Are you sure?”

“Yes,” said Sparky. “Looking more closely at the monitors, it does appear that the Darzens’ fleet has ceased their assault on HQ and are busily making a retreat. I see stingers and warships alike disappearing into portals rapidly. They seem to be in a hurry, because I just saw two stingers crash into each other in an attempt to get through one portal.”

“Huh,” said Mr. Space. “I wonder why they’re so afraid all of a sudden.”

Beams looked at the Avatar’s sword, which still stood in the floor hilt up. “Maybe it was the fact that we got rid of the Avatar. He’s their leader, isn’t he? If he’s dead, then that means the Darzens don’t have anyone to lead them, which is probably why they’re retreating. They probably think they can’t beat you guys without the Avatar leading them to victory.”

“Makes sense,” said Mr. Space. “Still seems a tad suspicious, though, if you ask me. I’ve always been told that the Darzens never retreat from battle, no matter how bad the odds. On the other hand, if the Avatar was indeed chosen by the Dread God, then maybe his defeat is giving them a crisis of faith or something.”

“Either way, it works out well for us,” said Beams. He rubbed the back of his head. “It means that the Rubber Ball is still safely where it needs to be.”

“Right,” said Mr. Space. He looked up at the speaker. “Sparky, you can turn off the bridge’s security systems now. Beams and I are about to head back up to the bridge.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sparky. “Turning off bridge security systems now.”

Mr. Space looked at Beams. “Well, let’s get going. No reason to spend any more time down here than we already have.”

Beams nodded, but then glanced at the Avatar’s sword and the corpse of the Darzen he killed. “What about the dead Darzen? Should we do something about it?”

“I’ll have Sparky clean it up later,” said Mr. Space. “And get rid of that sword, too. Actually, that sword looks really cool. I think I’m going to keep it, assuming Galaxy doesn’t force me to throw it away.”

“Why would she force you to throw it away?” said Beams, looking at Mr. Space, puzzled.

“We’ve had bad experiences with taking mysterious alien objects we don’t understand,” said Mr. Space. “And the cooler the object is, the more likely Galaxy is to tell me I can’t keep it. Which is why I know she’s going to tell me to throw the sword away when she gets back from her mission.” Then Mr. Space stroked his chin in thought. “Perhaps I can convince Sparky to help me hide it. It’s pretty big, so it would be kind of hard, but maybe—”

Mr. Space was interrupted by Sparky’s voice blaring over the speaker again. “Mr. Space! Please get up here immediately. I’ve received an urgent communication from the Chief’s Office urging all ships to return to HQ now.”

“We’re on our way,” Mr. Space said. “But can you tell me why everyone needs to return to HQ? The battle is over. We won.”

“The message is short and doesn’t have many details,” said Sparky. “But if what it says is true, then it may not matter that we won the battle at all.”

“What do you mean?” said Beams. “What happened?”

Beams almost wished he hadn’t asked that, because when Sparky answered, he suddenly felt an ominous chill go down his spine:

“Amanda Nebula, the Chief of the IEA, has been found dead in her office.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Graalix raised his fist above his head and brought it down on Bolt. But Bolt turned his head to the side, causing Graalix’s fist to miss his face and smash into the floor.

Without hesitation, Bolt blasted Graalix in the chest with a red lightning bolt. The lightning bolt sent Graalix flying into the ceiling, which he slammed into hard enough to send cracks running through it. Graalix fell almost immediately and was caught by Bolt, who flew up into the air and slammed Graalix down into and through the floor. They crashed into what seemed to be a break room for Facility workers. At least, that was what Bolt thought, because he saw a couple of guys wearing office clothing and sipping on coffee immediately scream and run as soon as he and Graalix smashed through the ceiling.

The two of them landed onto the floor with a crash. Bolt immediately wrapped his hands around Graalix’s neck and squeezed, but Graalix punched him in the chest hard enough to make him loosen his grip. Then Graalix shoved him off him and Bolt, taking advantage of the momentum, rolled backwards a few feet until he was back on his feet.

Rising to his full height, Bolt raised his hands, which were crackling with electricity. “When did you get so strong all of a sudden?”

Graalix also rose to his full height, dusting off his new sleek form. “When the Dread God granted me the strength I needed to avenge my people. I doubt you would understand, however. You were born with your power, while I wasn’t.”

“I understand that I’m going to smash your face in regardless of where your new power came from,” said Bolt. “Starting right now.”

Bolt rushed toward Graalix, but Graalix suddenly disappeared, forcing Bolt to screech to a halt and look around the break room in confusion.

“Huh?” said Bolt, turning his head this way and that. “Where did you go? Don’t tell me you can turn invisible now, too.”

Graalix suddenly appeared behind him and said, “Invisibility? No. Super speed, yes.”

Without warning, Graalix grabbed Bolt’s shoulders and threw him across the break room. Bolt smashed into the fridge hard enough to knock the door inwards. He heard glass and plastic break behind him, as well as smelled what might have been a smashed ketchup bottle, but he paid no attention to that. He just pulled himself out of the fridge and glared at Graalix, who stood with his arms folded in front of his chest with an amused smirk on his face.

“You don’t look very happy,” said Graalix. “Don’t like having your own powers used against you?”

Bolt scowled. “So the Dread God gave you super speed in addition to super strength? Neat god, even though he’s dead.”

“The Dread God may be dead,” Graalix began, “but he won’t—”

Bolt never got to find out what the Dread God wouldn’t be, because he ripped the fridge off the wall and hurled it at Graalix. Graalix’s eyes briefly widened in shock before he suddenly disappeared. The fridge smashed into the floor, sending bottles of water and plastic wrapped sandwiches spewing from its interior.

But Bolt wasn’t confused. He activated his own super speed and suddenly saw Graalix rushing toward him. He rushed toward Graalix and threw a punch at his face, but Graalix dodged it and punched Bolt in the stomach. The two began trading blows rapidly, each one blocking or dodging punches from the other.

But then one of Graalix’s punches missed and Bolt got a solid punch into his face. Graalix fell down to the floor and Bolt, turning off his super speed, brought his foot down on him, but Graalix rolled out of the way at the last second and Bolt’s foot shattered the floor tiles upon impact.

Rolling to his feet, Graalix was now panting. He didn’t have very many injuries on his body, but he looked tired nonetheless. Bolt couldn’t blame him, because the fight was starting to wear down on him, too, and he wasn’t sure how much longer he would be able to keep up against a foe who was nearly his equal in terms of strength.

“As powerful … as powerful as ever, I see,” said Graalix. “You are quick and powerful. As am I.”

“Difference is, buddy, I have a lot of experience controlling my powers,” said Bolt. He punched his fist into his other hand. “The Dread God may have given you powers on par with mine, but if you don’t know how to use them, then they’re useless.”

“Don’t condescend to me, human,” said Graalix with a snarl. “Even when I was a normal Pokacu, I was still above you. The Pokacu conquered countless worlds in the name of the Mother World. And once the Mother World is back, we will resume our conquest of not just the universe, but the multiverse as well. No one shall be able to stand against our might.”

Bolt shook his head. “You really can’t let go of the past, can you, old pal? Oh, well. I guess you’ll just be joining your precious Mother World in the afterlife!”

Charging his fists with electricity, Bolt rushed toward Graalix. The Pokacu also rushed toward him and swung one of his fists at Bolt. Bolt waited until the last second and then dodged the incoming punch, leaving Graalix wide open for a counterattack, and slammed both of his electrically-charged fists into Graalix’s abdomen.

Graalix roared in agony as the electricity coursed through his body. His skin began to smoke and his screams of pain grew louder and louder with every second. But Bolt just kept his fists connected to Graalix as firmly as he could, channeling as much electricity into Graalix’s body as he was able to.

Finally, Graalix suddenly stopped screaming and Bolt pulled his fists away. Graalix then collapsed onto the floor, his eyes rolled into the back of his head, his skin smoking slightly from the electricity that had been inflicted upon him. With his chest rising and falling, Bolt knew that Graalix was still alive, which surprised him. Perhaps Graalix was tougher than he thought.

“Bolt,” came a voice from the doorway to the break room. Bolt looked over and saw Cadmus Smith, Peter, Nicknacks, and Captain Galaxy standing there, with Cadmus being the one who had spoken. “Is he dead?”

Bolt shook his head. “No. Just unconscious from getting electrocuted.”

“Good,” said Cadmus. He stepped into the room, his eyes locked firmly on Graalix. “Few things surprise me anymore due to my old age, but this one did. I wonder how the Dread God managed to get past our security and provide Graalix with such a massive power upgrade. It doesn’t make sense.”

“Legends say that the Dread God can reach across the cosmos and bless—or curse—anyone with but a thought,” said Nicknacks. “It is perhaps not surprising, then, that the Dread God was able to power up Graalix without even being alive anymore.”

“Is this the power of the Rubber Ball?” Captain Galaxy muttered. “Interesting … and terrifying … better take some notes to give to HQ when I get back …”

“What was that, Galaxy?” said Bolt. “The Rubber what?”

“Oh, it’s nothing,” said Captain Galaxy, waving off Bolt’s question. “Just muttering to myself. It doesn’t concern you.”

Bolt’s eyes narrowed, but he decided not to push the subject any further. He looked up at the ceiling and said, “What about Shade?”

“I’ve already asked the Facility’s medical team to move her to the Facility’s medical center,” said Cadmus. “I suspect she’ll be okay, because she’s suffered far worse injuries in the past and survived. Still …” Cadmus looked at Graalix with an unexpectedly harsh gaze. “If she had died, I would have killed Graalix myself, regardless of how valuable his knowledge might be to advance US interests.”

“Wait, you mean we’re going to spare him?” said Bolt. He gestured at the ceiling. “Did you even see my fight with him? Graalix is a monster. You guys shouldn’t have even saved him in the first place.”

“If we hadn’t, we would be far less knowledgeable about the Pokacu race and their technology than we are now,” said Cadmus without missing a beat. “The knowledge we’ve gleaned from Graalix’s body will be used to further US interests in the not-so-distant future. Having to deal with an out-of-control prisoner who you managed to put down is a small price to pay for a brighter future for all.”

“It’s irresponsible is what it is,” said Bolt. “You should have just let him die with the other Pokacu.”

Cadmus shook his head. “You clearly have no concept of international politics. The United States was not the only country attacked during the second invasion and it wasn’t the only country to end up with a wealth of Pokacu technology from the aftermath. But it is the only country to have recovered a live Pokacu specimen from the wreckage of a ship, which gives us an insurmountable edge over the other countries.”

“I don’t care about politics,” said Bolt. “I just want to do what’s right.”

“And that is why eighteen-year-olds don’t have the right to vote,” said Cadmus.

Bolt stepped forward, but then Nicknacks stood between them and said, “Enough bickering, both of you. Just because we have managed to defeat Graalix and keep the Soul Crown safe doesn’t mean that the Darzens are no longer a threat.”

“Nicknacks is right,” said Captain Galaxy. “The Darzens don’t give up that easily. The best thing to do would be to give me the Soul Crown so I can transport it to safety.”

“There’s no guarantee that you will be able to keep it safe,” said Cadmus. “At least, not any safer than the US government could.”

“Are you kidding me?” said Captain Galaxy. She gestured at the unconscious Graalix. “The Dread God managed to literally create a threat right in the middle of your own supposedly secure facility. And he could easily do it again if he wanted. Or he could send an army of Darzens to invade Earth and overwhelm your defenses through sheer power and numbers. Trust me, you guys don’t have the tech necessary to keep the Soul Crown safe from the Darzens.”

“And I’m not going to simply hand over a valuable, rare artifact to an unknown such as yourself,” said Cadmus. “I would need to request permission from President Plutarch first, though given how I have no intention of letting you have it at all, I will not do that.”

“Stop being such an obstructive bureaucrat and give her the damn Crown,” said Bolt. “You saw Graalix. Do you really want to see something even worse come after him?”

“The G-Men are perfectly capable of dealing with any threat to the United States,” said Cadmus coolly.

“Like how Shade got beaten by Graalix, right?” said Bolt. “It wasn’t like I had to step in and stop him or something. No, it was one hundred percent you guys and you guys alone. You guys are real American heroes.”

“Bolt, I am done speaking with you and your friends,” said Cadmus. He looked over his shoulder at Peter. “Peter, return the Soul Crown to the storage basement and ensure it is well-protected. Also make sure to have some of our men escort Bolt, Captain Galaxy, and Nicknacks out of here.”

“What?” said Captain Galaxy. “But the Soul Crown—”

“Is safe with us,” said Cadmus, cutting her off briskly. “Now, I am done talking with all of you. You three are here on my invitation and my invitation alone. I can revoke that invitation anytime, and I will, because I will not tolerate this kind of attitude from people who aren’t my superiors.”

This was the first time Bolt had ever seen Cadmus get genuinely annoyed. Usually, Cadmus kept a calm, even cold, demeanor, but he seemed to be losing his patience.

Guess he’s human after all, Bolt thought, unable to hide the smirk on his face.

A low groan from the floor made Bolt look down at Graalix. The Pokacu alien was already stirring, his eyes flickering open. He didn’t get up, but his eyes did dart back and forth quickly, as if to ascertain his location.

“Awake already?” said Bolt. “Man, you are tough.”

Then Graalix’s eyes landed on Bolt and he smiled. “I am more than tough, human. I am indestructible, just as the Dread God’s Touched always are.”

“Okay,” said Bolt. “You can call yourself that if it makes you feel any better, but—”

Without warning, Graalix disappeared and Bolt realized, a moment too late, that Graalix had activated his super speed again.

A cry from the doorway followed by the sound of several people falling over made Bolt and Nicknacks look back in that direction. Graalix stood in the doorway, with Cadmus, Captain Galaxy, and Peter lying on the floor around him like he had knocked them all out.

More importantly, however, was the fact that he held the box containing the Soul Crown in his hands. He grinned at Bolt and said, “You should have killed me when you had the chance, human. But now, you will live long enough to see the rise of the Dread God. Live … live, and tremble.”

A dimensional portal exploded open behind Graalix, who fell backwards into it like a rock star falling into an adoring crowd.

As soon as Graalix passed through the portal, it closed with a soft pop.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

So,” said Beams, standing beside Mr. Space in the elevator that was taking them up to the highest level of HQ. “This is HQ.”

“What?” said Mr. Space, glancing at Beams.

“I said, this is HQ,” said Beams. He gestured out the window in front of them. “That is, I mean.”

What Beams was talking about was the massive park visible out the front window of the elevator they ascended. The park reminded Beams of the pictures of Central Park in New York City he had seen a while ago, except it was far more fantastical than that place. Massive oak trees dotted the park, while strange-looking fauna that had to be from alternate universes and other planets covered the whole park like a blanket. A large stream ran through the middle, its branches forking off into different directions to send water to different parts of the park. Various IEA agents could be seen below enjoying the park’s amenities, resembling ants from Beams’ current vantage point.

“Oh, yeah,” said Mr. Space, nodding. “That’s Cosmo Park. Biggest park in the multiverse.”

“And it’s inside this giant floating space thing,” said Beams, gesturing at the rest of HQ. “Right?”

“Right,” said Mr. Space. “It was added in order to make HQ a nicer place to stay and work. Before, HQ was a pretty depressing place, but the trees, grass, and flowers all make it a lot better, especially when you’re relaxing in between missions.”

“You mean this was something you guys added later?” said Beams.

“Oh, sure,” said Mr. Space. “Actually, we’re adding new parts to HQ all the time. Most of the time, it’s just extra room for new agents, but sometimes it’s quality of life stuff like Cosmo Park. We even have a gym.”

Beams nodded, but he didn’t say anything, because he was still overwhelmed by everything he had seen since they arrived on HQ. And they hadn’t even been here that long. The Adventure had just docked into HQ’s main port less than an hour ago. Sparky had stayed behind to mind the ship and compile and send a report to IEA leadership, while Mr. Space had been personally summoned to the main meeting room at the very top of HQ to discuss the death of this woman Amanda Nebula. All of the other IEA Commanders were going to be there as well and, though Mr. Space wasn’t a Commander, he had still been summoned because of his and Galaxy’s involvement in the Darzen situation.

According to Mr. Space, Galaxy normally would have been the one summoned to speak to the Commanders due to her status as Captain of the Adventure, but because Galaxy still wasn’t back from her mission, Mr. Space had to go in her place. And Beams was coming along because he still wanted to keep an eye on the Rubber Ball, which Mr. Space carried underneath his arm as usual.

Beams eyed the Rubber Ball carefully. It was still locked in its box, but he could feel its draw stronger than ever. More importantly, however, was that the Avatar’s words to Beam were still on his mind. He still wasn’t entirely sure if the Avatar had been lying about this so-called ‘Prophecy,’ but somehow he doubted he was.

If that Prophecy of theirs is true, then I’m destined to help bring back the Dread God, Beams thought. Yeah, right. If I could, I would destroy the Rubber Ball here and now and end this madness for good.

But even if the Rubber Ball hadn’t currently been locked away in a thick steel box, Beams would not have destroyed it. The Rubber Ball was not merely the source of Rubberman’s powers. It was also the source of his life. If the Rubber Ball was destroyed, then Rubberman would also die. Beams wasn’t sure if the Rubber Ball had to be in the same universe as Rubberman in order for that to happen, but he didn’t want to risk killing his boss just to satisfy his own curiosity.

Thinking of Rubberman reminded Beams of the other thing the Avatar had said. He hoped that Rubberman, Adams, and Angel Wings were okay. He couldn’t imagine the Avatar sparing them, especially if they fought back, but he tried to convince himself that the Darzens had left them alone due to the fact that they didn’t have the Rubber Ball anymore. It was hard to convince himself of that, however, because the Darzens were ruthless and quite willing to kill anyone they didn’t like.

But I’ll have to worry about that later, Beams thought. After I make sure the IEA will secure the Rubber Ball, I’ll head back to my universe to make sure everyone is safe.

Beams looked at Mr. Space. “So, who is this Amanda Nebula lady, if you don’t mind me asking?”

Mr. Space sniffled. “Amanda Nebula was the current Chief of the Interdimensional Elite Agency. She ran the Agency for over fifty years. She even personally recruited me into the organization. Great woman.”

“Oh,” said Beams. “Were you close?”

“Not exactly,” said Mr. Space, shaking his head, “but Chief Nebula was like a mother to everyone in the Agency. My mom died when I was young, so having Chief Nebula around was almost like having my own mom back again, even though we never interacted much.”

“She sounds like a good lady,” said Beams. “I wonder how she died.”

“Some Darzen must have somehow gotten past security and killed her,” said Mr. Space. “It makes sense. It explains why the Darzens retreated. Their goal was obviously to murder Chief Nebula, probably in order to destabilize the IEA. Jerks.”

“Do you think that will work?” said Beams. “I’m not familiar with the Agency’s hierarchy, but will it become destabilized without her?”

“Probably not,” said Mr. Space, wiping a tear from the corner of his eye. “The Agency has a strict, stable hierarchy as regulated by our Constitution. One of the Commanders will succeed her, though which one depends on who is voted in. The Darzens would have to kill all of the Commanders in order to truly destabilize the Agency.”

“How many Commanders are there?” said Beams.

“Seven,” Mr. Space said. “Each one could become the next Chief, but it has to be put to a vote by the Commanders first. Whoever gets the most votes becomes the next Chief and then the Chief’s former Commander title is personally picked by the new Chief. This way, there’s always a Chief and there are always seven Commanders, no more, no less.”

“I see,” said Beams. “Losing your Chief in the middle of this crisis seems like a big problem to me.”

“It is,” said Mr. Space, running a hand through his curly hair. “It will be even worse for Galaxy. Once she finds out that Chief Nebula is dead, she’s going to lose her—”

A small ding interrupted Mr. Space and the elevator came to a stop. The doors opened and the two of them walked out, though Mr. Space went first, with Beams following not too far behind.

If Beams thought that he had gotten his share of surprises for the day, he was about to be proved wrong. The office or meeting space or whatever they had just stepped into was nothing at all like Rubberman’s office back home, or any other office which Beams had ever stepped in. Indeed, for a moment he wasn’t even sure they were in an office at all, because it didn’t even look like one.

It was large and wide open, but beyond that, Beams had a hard time making sense of it. The floor, walls, and ceiling seemed almost entirely nonexistent. It looked more like they were standing in the void between dimensions. He couldn’t even make out where the walls ended and where the floor and ceiling started. Even though he could feel solid metal floor underneath his feet, his instincts still told him that he was standing on thin air and would fall into the endless void below if he took even one more step further.

But what really caught his attention was the six human beings floating in the center of the room around a table that ceaselessly rotated in midair, albeit at a slow pace. A large hologram of an old woman—probably in her seventies or so, based on how white her hair was—hovered in the center of the room, with the words ‘AMANDA NEBULA, 1943-2018’ glowing underneath. That was how Beams realized he was looking at a memorial to Amanda Nebula, the former Chief of IEA. She reminded him somewhat of his own grandmother, except she had a steely look in her eyes more like his Vietnam veteran grandfather, as if she had been a veteran of that very same war.

The six figures who floated around the table on hover chairs could only be the Commanders who Mr. Space had told Beams about earlier, though one of them seemed to be missing. Beams immediately recognized Commander Nova, whose long beard and mustache were not nearly as impressive as his big muscles. The other five Commanders, who were divided equally between male and female, Beams did not recognize, but he could easily tell that they were all hardened individuals from perhaps a lifetime of fighting and defending the multiverse.

“Commanders,” said Mr. Space. He wore an uncharacteristically serious expression and bowed deeply at the waist. “Jason Space, deputy of the Adventure, reporting for duty, sirs.”

“The Commanderate acknowledges your presence, Deputy Space,” said Commander Nova. “You may rise.”

Mr. Space stood up straight, still wearing that uncharacteristically serious frown on his face. Beams shifted uncomfortably. He felt an urge to bow like Mr. Space, but was afraid that he might mess up and somehow offend the Commanders. It didn’t help that one of the Commanders—a middle-aged brunette whose skin was pitted with scars—was looking at him with what seemed like a special dislike, as if his very presence offended her existence.

“Deputy Space, who is the boy?” the woman snapped. Her voice was brisk and sharp, reminding Beams of his second grade history teacher who looked and sounded an awful lot like this woman. “He looks too young to be an IEA agent.”

“He’s not one of ours,” said Commander Nova. “The boy is a native from the same universe as the Rubber Ball.”

The other Commanders all exchanged puzzled and alarmed looks. Remembering Commander Nova’s earlier displeased mood when he learned that Beams was a native, Beams figured that Mr. Space must have committed a very big goof by bringing Beams along. He wondered if he was going to be punished for it.

“Just what we need,” the woman groaned. “The Darzens attack and kill dozens of agents and destroy even more ships, Chief Nebula is found dead in her own office, and now one of our agents kidnapped a native from his own universe. This is the worst day that the Agency has seen since the Crisis.”

“I didn’t kidnap the boy,” said Mr. Space, “who, I will let you know, is Alex Fry, who also goes by the codename ‘Beams’ in his own universe. He came entirely of his own free will because he wanted to ensure that the Rubber Ball was safely delivered to HQ.”

“What interest does this boy have in the Rubber Ball?” asked another Commander, a Chinese man who seemed to be in his late thirties.

“He was the boy who kept the Darzens from getting the Rubber Ball six months ago in his universe,” said Mr. Space. “Remember that? It was part of Captain Galaxy’s report.”

“Oh, I remember that,” said Commander Nova, nodding. He looked at Beams again with more interest. “As far as I know, no one has ever managed to force a deal like that on the Darzens. For such a young man, he certainly has great potential.”

Beams could not help but feel a little proud of himself, but it quickly turned to annoyance when the woman said, “Who cares what this boy did? The rules state that natives are never supposed to leave their universe unless it is absolutely necessary.”

“With all due respect, Commander Luna, it’s too late to send him back now,” said Mr. Space. “And trust me, Beams has been more of a help than a hindrance so far. He helped me protect the Rubber Ball from the Dread God’s Avatar, who is also the head of the Darzen army which attacked HQ. Besides, I don’t have any intention of keeping him. I will send him back to his universe just as soon as I can.”

Commander Luna scowled, looking as if she didn’t like Mr. Space’s tone, but then Commander Nova waved a hand and said, “Very well. We have far more urgent matters to discuss right now than the presence of a native. We can discuss what to do with the boy later. Right now, we need to discuss the recent murder of Chief Nebula.”

“Yes, let’s,” said Mr. Space. “Sparky and I got the message, but we don’t know what happened.”

“Truth is, we don’t, either,” said Commander Nova. He tapped some sort of holographic interface on the arm of his chair and the hologram of Chief Nebula changed to show a shrouded corpse lying on a table in a dimly lit room. “This is Chief Nebula’s body, which is currently lying in HQ’s morgue, where it is being prepared for burial. I was told by the undertaker that Chief Nebula was going to be buried in her universe once he finished preparing her body for burial. Supposedly, that is what she wanted.”

Beams could not help but shudder at the sight of the shrouded corpse. Even though it was just a hologram, Beams never handled death or corpses very well. He was glad it was covered with that white shroud, because he did not want to see a corpse.

The hologram suddenly changed again to the earlier image of Chief Nebula, smiling serenely at everyone in the room.

“According to Ronald, Chief Nebula’s assistant, he found her slumped over in her desk shortly after the Darzens began their retreat,” said Commander Nova. “He found her with a laser blast hole to the forehead. There’s no security footage of the attack, because Chief Nebula did not have any security cameras in her office for privacy reasons, so we don’t know for sure who killed her.”

“It was obviously one of the Darzens,” said Commander Luna without hesitation. “The jerks must have somehow slipped one of their own through our defenses while we weren’t looking. Once they did the deed, they left and their fellow Darzens retreated, because that was their whole mission in the first place.”

“It couldn’t have been a Darzen, though,” said the Chinese Commander who Beams had noticed before. “They came close to breaking HQ’s barrier, but they gave up right before they succeeded. Darzens are not known for their stealth, anyway. Someone would have noticed a Darzen wandering HQ’s hallways, even if only a robot.”

“There is another clue to support Commander Meteor’s theory,” said Commander Nova. “The door to Chief Nebula’s officer was not locked, nor were the normal security locks broken. It appears that Chief Nebula allowed the assassin inside voluntarily.”

“Hold on,” said Mr. Space with a gulp. “You’re not saying—”

Commander Nova frowned grimly. “I am. The assassin was not a Darzen who managed to sneak through our defenses somehow. The assassin was an IEA agent. And they are still hiding somewhere on board HQ, where they could strike again unless we find them fast.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Graalix!” Bolt shouted. He rushed over to the doorway as fast as he could. “No! Get back here!”

Stopping in the doorway, Bolt looked in every direction, hoping that the portal had been some kind of illusion and that Graalix had actually run away instead.

But the hallway outside the break room was as empty as an abandoned warehouse. It seemed like Graalix had indeed managed to escape to another universe.

“He’s gone, Bolt,” said Captain Galaxy behind him. She was getting back up to her feet, along with Cadmus and Peter. “He’s taken the Soul Crown to the Darzens.”

“Then we failed,” said Bolt. “He’s going to resurrect the Dread God and the multiverse will be destroyed.”

“Not necessarily,” said Captain Galaxy, brushing back some of her long hair. “In order to resurrect the Dread God, the Darzens need more than just the Soul Crown. They also need the Dread God’s brain.”

“His what?” said Bolt, looking at Captain Galaxy in confusion.

Captain Galaxy tapped her forehead. “His brain. You know, that thing that allows living things to think, even if most of them don’t use it?”

“I don’t understand,” said Cadmus Smith, who was dusting off his suit. “If the Dread God died millions of years ago, then his brain should have decomposed along with the rest of his body by now.”

“Not exactly,” said Captain Galaxy. “When the Dread God first died, his body was frozen and preserved in Antarctica. That included his brain, which, due to the Dread God’s unique body, survived by going into a form of deep hibernation.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” said Bolt. He took a step down the hall. “Let’s use that dimension-hopping tech of yours to go to Antarctica now. If we hurry, we might be able to find his brain before Graalix does.”

But Captain Galaxy shook her head. “I forgot to mention an important fact: The Dread God’s brain is in another universe.”

Bolt paused and looked at Captain Galaxy with even greater confusion than before. “What are you talking about? How could the Dread God’s Crown be here, but his brain be in another universe?”

“Let me start from the beginning,” said Captain Galaxy. She glanced at the hole in the ceiling that Bolt had made when he threw Graalix through the floor. “I said that the Dread God’s body was in Antarctica, but what I meant was Antarctica in another universe.”

“An alternate universe,” Bolt repeated. “Like the one where Mastermind came from, right?”

“Similar, but not quite,” said Captain Galaxy. “This other universe isn’t merely an alternate path splitting off from your universe, Bolt. It’s an entire universe in itself, with its own branches and alternate paths created by its inhabitants. They have superheroes and the like just like your universe, but even their superheroes are completely different from yours.”

Bolt frowned. “Meaning there isn’t like an alternate version of me in this universe, for example?”

“Correct,” said Captain Galaxy, nodding. “In this other universe, the Darzens conquered Earth millions of years ago and the Dread God ruled over humanity as a mighty and terrible god. He ruled from that universe’s Antarctica, which, in that universe, was once a powerful civilization in itself, mostly thanks to the Darzens contributing their technology to it.”

“But then the Dread God was killed,” said Bolt. “Right?”

“Right,” said Captain Galaxy. “A hero rose up from the people, who the Darzens call the God Slayer. This hero supposedly wielded a sword given to him by mysterious gods who opposed the Darzens, which he used to slay the Dread God and seal his body in an unbreakable ice block. This inspired the people of Earth, who rallied together and drove the Darzens off using their own technology against them.”

“Who were those mysterious gods who opposed the Darzens?” said Bolt.

“We don’t know,” said Captain Galaxy, shaking her head. “We don’t even know how much of that story is true, because this is just what captured Darzen soldiers have admitted to IEA interrogators. It doesn’t help that all of that stuff happened eons ago, so it’s not easy to verify how much of that story is true and how much is just legend.”

“It still doesn’t explain how the Soul Crown ended up in our universe, though,” said Bolt.

Captain Galaxy folded her arms across her chest. “I’m not done with the story yet. When the hero slew the Dread God, he took the Dread God’s Soul Crown and gave it to these same gods who gave him the sword. The gods then took the Soul Crown to this universe, where it was eventually found by the US government, and, well, you know the rest of the story.”

“Interesting,” said Cadmus. “But irrelevant, given how Graalix managed to escape with the Soul Crown, which I assume means that the Darzens are now one step closer to bringing their god back to life.”

“Not if my partner’s mission was successful,” said Captain Galaxy.

“Your partner?” Bolt repeated. “Do you mean Mr. Space? I remember him from the Venetian incident.”

“Yeah, that’s who I am referring to,” said Captain Galaxy. “Chief Nebula of the IEA—our boss—gave Space and I orders to retrieve both the Soul Crown and the Dread God’s brain, which we call the Rubber Ball, in order to prevent the Darzens from getting them first. I went to this universe to get the Soul Crown, while Space went to the other universe I just told you about in order to get the Rubber Ball.”

“Do you know if Space has completed his mission or not?” said Bolt.

“No, I don’t,” said Captain Galaxy. “I haven’t heard any communications from the Adventure since I got here. But let’s just say that I’m a little cynical about Space’s chances of success, because we were given to understand that the bulk of the Darzens’ efforts were going to be aimed toward retrieving the Rubber Ball.”

“Only way to find out is to head back to your ship and see if he got it,” said Bolt. “Right?”

Captain Galaxy nodded. “Right. Here, let me call the Adventure and see if I can contact Sparky. He should still be on the ship, because we left him behind to man the Adventure while we were on our missions.”

Captain Galaxy tapped the touch screen on her arm a few times and then paused, staring at the screen as it tried to connect to the Adventure. Bolt wished he could read the language on her touch screen, but he was surprised at how easily he understood that it probably said something like ‘dialing’ like his smartphone would.

Then a giant red ‘X’ suddenly appeared on the screen and Captain Galaxy frowned. “Odd. It says it can’t connect to the ship.”

“Your, uh, ‘ship’ isn’t even in the same universe as you,” said Peter with a snort. “Interdimensional communication technology isn’t possible.”

Captain Galaxy rolled her eyes. “I keep forgetting how primitive you natives are. Trust me, interdimensional communication technology, or ICT, is perfectly possible. Indeed, once you understand the principles behind dimension-hopping tech, then ICT becomes very easy to—”

“Yeah, we get it,” Bolt interrupted. “Why can’t you connect with your ship?”

Captain Galaxy tapped her foot on the floor in thought. “There are lots of reasons. Could be something in the Facility is blocking transmissions into and out of here, though given how primitive your technology is, I doubt you have any jammer powerful enough to jam my ICT. Or they might be too far away for my device to connect.”

“You mean you have technology which allows you to communicate with people in other universes, but it still has a range limit?” said Bolt skeptically.

“Yeah, because the multiverse is freaking huge and the laws of physics don’t work the same everywhere,” said Captain Galaxy. “Another possibility is that the Adventure was destroyed and Sparky is dead, but that doesn’t seem likely to me, because Sparky would have sent a distress signal if he was under attack. I think it’s more likely that the Adventure is simply out of range of my device.”

“If that’s the case, then why did it leave you behind like this?” said Bolt. “Doesn’t make a whole lot of sense that Sparky would just abandon you and Space in the middle of your very important missions.”

“I can’t say for sure, but I think it’s likely that something happened back at HQ,” said Captain Galaxy. “It’s the only reason I can think of that would explain why Sparky would just abandon me. An IEA vessel which is summoned directly back to HQ cannot ignore those orders. Commands from HQ, especially from the Chief or one of the Commanders, override the orders of individual Captains like myself.”

“Meaning one of your bosses called Sparky back to base?” said Bolt.

“Most likely,” said Captain Galaxy. “Again, I don’t know why, but maybe some emergency happened that I’m unaware of. In any case, Sparky will probably be back eventually to pick me and Space up, once the emergency is finished and he’s no longer needed at HQ.”

“But Graalix got away with the Soul Crown,” said Bolt. He gestured at the spot where Graalix had been standing mere moments before. “We need to chase after him ASAP.”

“I know, but without Sparky and the Adventure, I can’t go after Graalix,” said Captain Galaxy, shaking her head. “I do have a personal dimension-hopping device, but without knowing exactly where he has gone, my device is essentially useless.”

“Where do you think Graalix is likely to take the Soul Crown?” said Bolt. “Perhaps to the Darzens’ home world, wherever that is?”

“That is as likely a location as any,” said Captain Galaxy. “IEA spies say that the Dread God’s reconstructed, lifeless body is being kept safely on the Darzen home world, but … it would be beyond suicidal to go there, even just the two of us.”

“Why?” said Bolt. “Is it because that’s where all of the Darzens are?”

Captain Galaxy shook her head. “That’s hardly the thing that scares me. I’m more afraid of violating Rule Thirty-Seven.”

Bolt frowned. “What’s that?”

“Rule Thirty-Seven is a directive which Chief Nebula issued ten years ago,” said Captain Galaxy, “forbidding any sort of contact with or travel to the Darzen home world. She said it was for our safety, because the Darzens are extremely hostile to intruders and have been known to declare war on the worlds who have sent intruders, long, bloody wars that never end well for their victims.”

“What is the punishment for defying that rule?” said Bolt.

“Death,” Captain Galaxy replied. “IEA agents are not allowed to travel to the Darzen home world unless under orders from the Chief or one of the Commanders. Even then, they can’t stay too long on it and have to avoid interacting with the locals at all.”

“Seems like a harsh punishment,” said Bolt.

“I understand it quite well,” said Cadmus. “The death sentence is an effective way to deter people from doing what you don’t want them to do. I like the way your Chief thinks.”

“Well, it’s an obstacle in our path, because that’s probably where Graalix went with the Soul Crown,” said Bolt. He punched his fist into his other hand. “But we need to head there anyway, Rule or no Rule.”

“Didn’t you just hear what I said?” said Captain Galaxy. She gulped and looked around in fear. “If any of my superiors found out that I broke Rule Thirty-Seven, they’d kill me before I even got back to HQ. It’s not worth the risk.”

“Are you sure?” said Bolt. “Your mission was to retrieve the Soul Crown, wasn’t it? And you haven’t done that yet.”

“Because I failed.”

“Not if you know where the Soul Crown was taken and you’re willing to try to get it back.”

Captain Galaxy shook her head again. “I would like to get it back, but not if that means pissing off my superiors and getting killed. It’s not worth it.”

Bolt sighed in exasperation. “Come on. The fate of the multiverse depends on us retrieving the Soul Crown. If we don’t do it, no one else will.”

“Even if I agreed to go to the Darzen home world with you, we can’t reach it,” said Captain Galaxy. “My dimension-hopping tech isn’t strong enough to take us there by itself.”

Cadmus stepped forward just then. “Who said you needed a technological solution to your problem? The G-Men could help.”

Bolt looked at Cadmus suspiciously. “What are you talking about, Cadmus? The G-Men don’t have dimension-hopping tech or powers or anything like that.”

Cadmus smiled. “Please don’t speak to me so condescendingly, but I understand your skepticism. You are not G-Men, so of course you are unaware of everything we have at our disposal.”

Cadmus then walked past Bolt out of the break room, brushing his shoulder as he passed him. “Follow me. We have no time to lose.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

An uncomfortable silence descended on the room. It was even more uncomfortable for Beams who, having never been to an IEA meeting before, wasn’t sure how he was supposed to behave. Given how ‘natives’ were not even supposed to be in HQ at all, Beams wondered if there were even established procedures for this sort of thing.

Beams looked at Mr. Space. Mr. Space looked every bit as shocked as the Commanders, maybe even more so, by this revelation.

“Commander Nova,” said another man, who seemed to be a light-skinned African-American man, “you don’t seriously believe that any of our brave and honorable agents—each one forced to swear a loyalty oath to the Agency before becoming a member—actually murdered Chief Nebula during the battle, do you?”

“It seems like the most logical explanation to me, Commander Sol,” said Commander Nova. “Our security is top notch. The Darzens are a technologically advanced species, but even they have never been able to successfully breach our security. It also explains why the locks on Chief Nebula’s doors were not broken. Chief Nebula was well-known for being a personable Chief, who often left her door open so visitors could come in and talk to her.”

“But we were in the middle of a battle,” said Commander Luna. “There’s no way Chief Nebula would have just let in anyone to her office during such a dangerous situation. And if she did, wouldn’t she have left a note in her visitor’s log?”

“According to her visitor’s log, her last visitor was Ronald, her assistant, who visited her office approximately three hours before the first Darzen stingers began their assault on the HQ,” said Commander Meteor, who was scrolling through a holographic display in front of him that seemed to display Chief Nebula’s visitor log. “He left about thirty minutes later to file the Chief Engineer’s status reports on HQ’s energy barriers for later study.”

“Ronald told me that Chief Nebula has no planned or scheduled meetings with anyone today,” Commander Nova said. “He told me that Chief Nebula was intending to spend the day finishing up some paperwork she had been putting off, at least before the Darzen attack. That, of course, changed, though she managed to get some paperwork done nonetheless.”

“Meaning the Chief had an unannounced visitor at some point between the beginning and ending of the attack,” said Commander Sol. “But the question is, who?”

“Impossible to say,” said Commander Nova. “But I hope it is clear that we have a traitor within our ranks, likely working with the Darzens to assassinate the Chief when everyone was distracted.”

“That explains why the Darzens retreated so soon,” said Commander Meteor. He pinched his fingers across the hologram and it vanished into thin air. “Yet I still find it troubling to believe that they would unleash such a devastating attack on us merely to serve as a distraction for this assassination.”

“Actually, it’s perfectly consistent with past Darzen war strategy,” said one of the unnamed Commanders, a woman with curly red hair. She seemed to be the youngest Commander, perhaps in her early thirties or so, and she wore a pink bow, of all things, above her chest insignia. “In the old days, it was common for the Darzens to send a massive force against a powerful target with the intention of distracting it long enough for a spy to sneak in and take it down from within. They did this to great effect in the Battle of Zarzu, when a Darzen spy sneaked through the Zarzuns’ nigh-impenetrable wall surrounding their capital city and killed the Zarzun Emperor and his entire court, effectively toppling the entire empire in one day.”

“We should have seen this coming,” said Commander Luna, slamming her fist against the arm of her chair. “By killing Chief Nebula, it’s obvious that they hoped to cripple the Agency from within.”

“Didn’t really work, though, did it?” said another woman whose name Beams did not know, who spoke much more softly than the other Commanders. “All seven of us are still alive. Therefore, we can vote in a new Chief today if we want.”

“An excellent idea, Commander Pulsar,” said Commander Nova. He tapped his fingers on the arms of his chair a couple of times and the hologram of Chief Nebula was replaced by a virtual ballot box. “I say we vote now. The Agency’s Constitution states that the Commanders must vote in a new Chief as soon as humanly possible. With all of us present, we can easily vote in a new Chief this very second if we so desired.”

“Actually, we’re not all here,” said the red-haired woman from before. She gestured at the empty seat that Beams had noticed when he first entered the room. “Commander Aster isn’t here.”

All faces turned to look at the empty floating chair. Glancing at the different Commanders, Beams saw expressions ranging from annoyance to resignation, which made him wonder if this Aster figure was usually late for meetings.

“Where in the multiverse could he possibly be?” said Commander Nova in exasperation. “Meteor, I thought I saw his flagship working with yours to take down that warship during the battle.”

“The Odyssey did come back with me when we received the news of Chief Nebula’s death,” said Commander Meteor, tapping his chin thoughtfully, “but I don’t remember seeing it dock alongside mine.”

“Of course Aster would be late,” said Luna, glaring at his empty seat. “Thinks he’s so much better than the rest of us because he happens to be an ace pilot. I’d love to slap some humility into that smug face of his.”

“Did someone mention my name?” said a voice behind Beams all of a sudden.

Beams looked over his shoulder to see someone enter the office. He was a young-looking man, maybe in his late twenties at most, with a long mohawk and wearing the same bodysuit that all IEA Commanders wore. He held a half-eaten chocolate bar in his hand, but he tossed it away into a mini-portal that opened right before the chocolate bar hit the floor.

“Sorry I’m late, everyone,” said the young man, waving at the other Commanders as he entered the room. “I just had a bad case of the munchies when we got back from the battle, so I had to stop by the cafeteria to get me something to eat. Almost forgot about the meeting until my deputy reminded me about it. Did I miss anything important?”

Commander Nova sighed heavily. “Somewhat. You missed the part where we deduced that Chief Nebula was murdered by a traitor within the Agency.”

The young man—who had to be Commander Aster—stopped and stared at Nova with huge, wide eyes. “No way. Everyone loved Nebula.”

“Not everyone, apparently,” said Commander Luna with a grunt, “if this theory is correct. And it has a lot of evidence to support it.”

Commander Aster clicked his tongue against his teeth. “Yeesh. If this is true, then things are much worse than I thought. Maybe I should have skipped the meeting after all.”

“You were planning to skip the meeting?” said Commander Luna, half-rising from her chair in rage.

Commander Aster held up his hands. “Just joking, Luna. Take a chill pill, okay? Humor is good for your blood pressure.”

Commander Luna glared at Aster before sitting back down in her chair and muttering something under her breath which Beams could not hear, but which he thought wasn’t very polite.

Then Aster looked at Mr. Space and Beams and, waving at them, said, “Hi, there! Who are these two?”

“That is Jason Space, Deputy Captain of the Adventure, and Alex Fry, also known as Beams, a native from a universe where Space just recently completed a very important mission,” said Commander Nova, gesturing at each in turn as he introduced them. “Jason Space and his currently absent captain, Helena Galaxy, were on Mission RB. Remember?”

“Mission RB …” Aster stroked his chin in thought. “Was that the one where they’re supposed to assassinate that interdimensional warlord we’ve been keeping an eye on for a while or was it the one where they’re supposed to deliver a wedding cake to Chief Nebula’s granddaughter’s wedding?”

“You’re thinking of Missions AW and WC, respectively,” Commander Nova said. “Mission RB is the one where they retrieve the Dread God’s brain.”

Aster snapped his fingers. “Ah, of course! You know, I think we should really consider changing the way we name our missions. It would be a lot less confusing if we stopped using vague initials that could mean anything.”

Beams kept quiet during this entire conversation, but his thought was to wonder how someone as absentminded as Aster could have possibly risen to the rank of Commander, especially given how the rest of the Commanders didn’t seem to like him all that much. Maybe Aster was smarter than he looked.

The empty floating chair flew down to Aster, who jumped on it and kicked back with his hands folded behind his head as the chair returned to its original position. The other Commanders all looked annoyed at Aster’s lack of formality, but they said nothing of it, which told Beams that this was probably how Aster always acted.

“So …” said Aster. He looked down at Mr. Space. “Is that the Dread God’s brain you’ve got right there?”

Beams didn’t like the way Aster looked at the box under Mr. Space’s arm. Aster seemed too interested in it for his own good, unlike the other Commanders, who all viewed it with a mixture of alarm and worry in their eyes.

“Yes,” said Mr. Space, nodding. He held the box up for all of the Commanders to see. “Inside this steel box is the brain of the Dread God himself, also known as the Rubber Ball. It’s been pretty chill so far. It hasn’t even attempted to escape its box, not even when the Avatar attacked our ship.”

But Beams knew that that was not entirely true. Ever since Beams had seen the Rubber Ball again, he had sensed its anger and hatred, its desire to destroy at everyone who kept it from its body. He even shared the anger, but had to remind himself that it was just the Rubber Ball trying to influence him to join it. But he could not forget the Prophecy, nor the Avatar’s other ominous words about how he was destined to resurrect the Dread God.

“Amazing,” said Commander Meteor, stroking his chin. “I have heard many stories about the Rubber Ball, about how it has caused trouble even without a body to act as its host.”

“It’s as dangerous as a nuke, if even half the stories are true,” said Commander Luna. She balled her hand into a fist. “I say we destroy it. That way, the Dread God will never come back and the Darzens will probably commit mass suicide out of sheer despair. Would serve them right, those jerks.”

Beams’ eyes widened in shock. He looked at the Rubber Ball, briefly feeling an urge to take it from Mr. Space’s hands, but he didn’t move. He decided to wait and see what the other Commanders would say before he did anything.

“I don’t think we should destroy it,” said Commander Nova. “Chief Nebula’s orders for Mission RB were to have the Rubber Ball delivered directly to her. It was supposed to be insurance against the Darzens, because if we had the Rubber Ball, the Darzens would be less likely to try to mess with us.”

“Wouldn’t it be the other way around?” said Commander Luna. “I’d say that having the Rubber Ball makes it more likely that the Darzens will attack us, rather than less, because they’re definitely going to want to save their god. They’re religious fanatics, after all.”

“That may be true, but it is equally possible they’ll be very hesitant about attacking us as long as we have the Rubber Ball in our hands,” said Commander Nova. “In any case, we have to take it from Space anyway and put it in the Vault. We can decide what to do with it later, after we elect a new Chief.”

Mr. Space nodded and lowered the Rubber Ball to his chest. Beams, on the other hand, breathed an internal sigh of relief, but he didn’t let himself relax too much yet. If the IEA decided to destroy the Rubber Ball because they didn’t want it to be used by the Darzens, then that would also kill Rubberman, which was something Beams absolutely could not allow. But he couldn’t just take the Rubber Ball away right now and run, because he had nowhere to run to. Besides, there was always a chance that the Rubber Ball would be simply kept in storage, rather than destroyed.

“A new Chief, huh?” said Aster. “Yeah, I forgot about that. How does the election process go again? Last time we did it was like fifty years ago, wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” said Commander Nova, nodding. “I had my personal assistant do some research into the election process as soon as I learned about Chief Nebula’s death. As it turned out, it’s very simple. All that is required is a simple majority Commanders to vote for one of their fellow Commanders, who then  becomes the new Chief and holds that title for the rest of his or her life.”

“It’s that simple?” said Aster. “Huh. Well, why don’t we get started, then? Not a good idea to go too long without a Chief, right?”

“Right,” said Commander Nova. “And because all seven Commanders are here, we will begin the voting process.” Then he suddenly looked down at Space and Beams. “Oh, I almost forgot. The voting process is only allowed to be viewed by Commanders. Lower ranked IEA members and non-members are not allowed to be present for the election.”

Mr. Space nodded. “I understand completely, Commander Nova. Beams and I will take the Rubber Ball to the Vault, where we will make sure that it is kept safe from potential intruders and thieves. We eagerly await the results of your vote.”

With that, Mr. Space turned around and walked toward the exit. Beams followed, his eyes still glancing at the Rubber Ball every now and then. A sharp sense of relief filled him at the knowledge that the Rubber Ball was not going to be destroyed immediately. It meant that Rubberman would survive after all.

But another part of him was worried about whoever the next Chief was going to be. If Commander Luna or one of the other Commanders who wanted to destroy the Rubber Ball got elected, then they would have the authority to order the destruction of the Rubber Ball.

And that was not something Beams had any intention of allowing to happen, no matter what.


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Cadmus led Bolt, Captain Galaxy, and Nicknacks down to the lower levels of the Facility. Peter wanted to come with them, but Cadmus gave Peter orders to oversee the repairs to the damaged caused by Bolt and Graalix’s fight, as well as make sure the Facility workers who were injured by Graalix got the medical attention they needed. But Bolt sensed that Cadmus was actually angry at Peter for allowing Graalix to escape, which made Bolt feel a little sorry for Peter, because, even though Peter didn’t like him very much, he knew that it wasn’t Peter’s fault that the Dread God enhanced Graalix’s power well beyond its natural limits.

Then again, Peter is a big creep anyway, Bolt thought as he followed Cadmus past steel door after steel door, which were all painted with numbers ranging from 1 to (so far) 25. I can save the multiverse without him, though I can’t save the multiverse if Cadmus doesn’t tell us where we’re going.

Picking up speed until he matched Cadmus’ stride, Bolt said, “Okay, Cadmus, where, exactly, are we going? You still haven’t explained how we’re going to reach the Darzens’ home world. And not everyone is a telepath like you, so I can’t just read your mind and find out.”

“Graalix wasn’t the only prisoner we kept down here,” said Cadmus without looking at Bolt. He gestured at the numbered doors. “We have a variety of other odd and interesting figures who we’ve collected over the years. Most are human … but a few aren’t.”

Bolt suddenly heard a loud snarl emit from a door labeled 26, followed by the door shuddering as if it was under heavy assault. Cadmus stopped, glanced at the door, and then the door stopped shuddering. No more sounds came from beyond the door now, but Bolt thought he heard a soft snoring sound, as though the creature on the other side had suddenly fallen asleep.

Resuming walking, Cadmus said, “The Facility is not merely where we perform clandestine scientific experiments to further the interests of the United States. It is also a prison for prisoners who we do not wish to put in normal prison.”

“Like Ultimate Max?” said Bolt, thinking of the best and strongest prison for superhuman criminals in the country.

Cadmus snorted. “Ultimate Max is where ordinary superhuman criminals go, the ones everyone knows about. But there are some whose existence is a mystery to everyone but the government. And I have every intention of ensuring that knowledge of these criminals stays within the walls of this Facility.”

“Do you mean like the Test Subjects from Project Neo?” said Bolt.

“Similar, but not the same,” said Cadmus.

Bolt frowned. “Sounds kind of illegal.”

“It’s a gray area,” said Cadmus. He met Bolt’s eyes. “Besides, are you going to challenge me down here now, knowing that you have much bigger fish to fry than me?”

Bolt bit his lower lip. He hated Cadmus’ tendency to put him in these sorts of situations. One of these days, he was determined to punch that smug bureaucrat’s face, but for the moment, he nodded and said, “Fine. But maybe I’ll let slip what I see when I leave.”

“You’re assuming anyone would believe you if you did,” said Cadmus. “The G-Men are very good at swaying public opinion. Our contacts in the media would be more than happy to listen to us.” He frowned. “Or would, if President Plutarch would stop insulting them all the time in public.”

“Not too happy with the current President?” said Bolt. “Interesting. You never struck me as one to criticize your superior.”

Cadmus’ face became as expressionless as stone. “My own personal opinions don’t matter. I’ve served under many presidents over the years, some I’ve liked more than others. Regardless, they are my boss and I do what they say, even if I personally disagree with their orders.”

Bolt was dubious that Cadmus didn’t do things behind his boss’ back, but before he could say anything, Cadmus came to a stop and said, “Here we are. Door Number Thirty-One.”

Bolt, Captain Galaxy, and Nicknacks stopped in front of a steel door that looked like every other steel door down here, except with the number 31 painted on it in blue paint. Had Cadmus not stopped and pointed it out, Bolt would have walked straight past it.

“And who is behind door number thirty-one?” said Bolt, looking at Cadmus.

Cadmus finished a key card out of his pocket and stepped forward. “You’re about to find out.”

Cadmus swiped the key card in the door’s lock. A small click indicated that the door was unlocked, so Cadmus turned the handle and pushed the door open. It was pitch black inside, but Cadmus entered without a fear in the world. Bolt followed, as did Captain Galaxy and Nicknacks, and as they did, Cadmus flipped a switch on the wall and lights on the ceiling suddenly came on.

The lights revealed that they stood inside a small, concrete room. It was incredibly bare, with nothing on the walls, ceiling, or floor, aside from the lights and the light switch. The only thing of interest was the table in the middle, upon which lay an incredibly old black man who looked oddly familiar to Bolt, even though Bolt was fairly sure he had never seen this guy before. The old man had short, wispy white hair. He was as thin as a rail and looked as fragile as a glass vase. He wore a prison jumpsuit that seemed to be the smallest size available, but it still hung off of his thin frame like it was two sizes too large.

The old man was strapped to the table and had an odd-looking mechanical spray can aimed in his face. His eyes were closed, like he was asleep, but he was so still that Bolt thought he was dead until he noticed the subtle rising and falling of the man’s chest as he breathed in and out. The number 31 was written on the front right chest pocket of his suit and he smelled like an old person, except worse, as if he hadn’t showered in a week.

Cadmus walked up to the old man and, stopping by his head, said, “Dwayne, wake up. We have an important job for you to do today.”

The old man’s eyes flickered open. They were a dull green and seemed to be partially covered with cataracts. His eyes darted up at Cadmus’ face and the old man’s thin frame began to shake terribly. “Oh no. Are you going to resume torturing me? I was told you weren’t going to make me see that again.”

The fear in the old man’s voice was palpable and thick. Bolt glanced at Captain Galaxy, who looked just as put off by the old man’s pleading as he was. He felt sorry for the old man, who had clearly been tortured by the G-Men, though Bolt didn’t see any scars on his body to indicate what kind of torture they had put him through.

“Don’t worry, Dwayne,” said Cadmus, patting Dwayne’s shoulder. “I’m not going to torture you today. In fact, I need your unique powers to help some guests I’m having over today.”

“Guests …?” Dwayne’s eyes darted to the entrance. His eyes went from Nicknacks to Captain Galaxy quickly, but then locked on Bolt.

It was like a switch had been flipped in his head. Dwayne’s eyes widened with anger and his trembling became even worse, because it was now fueled by anger rather than fear.

“You …” Dwayne spat. His voice became lower, practically demonic, and became harder to understand due to the anger distorting his words. “You … you murderer! Monster! Bigot!”

Bolt took a step back and held up his hands. “Hey, man, calm down. You must be confusing me with someone else.”

“No, I know exactly who you are, you evil oppressor,” Dwayne hissed, his voice now strangely high with rage. “You killed my hero and ruined the lives of me and my friends! Die!”

All of a sudden, a portal opened behind Bolt. The portal had a powerful sucking force, which nearly sucked Bolt into its interior, but Captain Galaxy and Nicknacks grabbed his hands and pulled him back. Bolt tried to help by using his flight powers, but the sucking force of the portal was so powerful that he couldn’t even escape it. He just felt himself being slowly ripped out of Galaxy and Nicknacks’ grip, being drawn ever closer to the endless void behind him. He didn’t know what awaited him on the other side of that portal, but he didn’t want to find out.

Abruptly, yellow gas poured out of the sprayer by his face. Dwayne inhaled the yellow gas and suddenly began coughing and hacking. The portal closed shut behind them and Bolt fell to the floor, though he was quickly helped back to his feet by Nicknacks and Captain Galaxy.

“Cadmus!” said Bolt, looking at Cadmus. “What the hell was that?”

Cadmus held a small remote in his right hand which was connected by a wire to the sprayer. “That was powerless gas. Dwayne here has a personal supply of powerless gas underneath his bed, which we have to spray him with every so often whenever he has one of his tantrums. Had to do it after losing a couple of agents to one of his earlier tantrums, but I thought he had gotten over them by now.”

“I’ll … never … get over … the Leader’s death …” Dwayne said in between coughing and wheezing. Tears trailed out of the corners out of his eyes. “The Vision will live on …”

“Ah, I see now,” said Cadmus. He nodded at Bolt. “Seeing you must have triggered him. I should have realized that something like this would happen if I brought you here, but I was in too much of a hurry to take such precautions. My apologies.”

“It’s fine,” said Bolt, rubbing the back of his neck. “But why would Dwayne get so triggered just by seeing me? I’ve never seen him before.”

“Yes, you have,” said Dwayne. His cough had subsided by now, but his voice sounded worse than ever. “How could you forget me? I was there when you killed the Leader. What, did you forget about me to soothe your own guilty conscience?”

“Dwayne is correct that you two have met before,” said Cadmus, before Bolt could respond. “His real name is Dwayne Masters, but you knew him under a different name: Hopper, a former member of the Young Neos and a top member of the superhuman cult known as Vision.”

Bolt’s eyes widened. He remembered Hopper now. Hopper had been a member of the incarnation of the Young Neos prior to the one Bolt had been in. In truth, however, Hopper had belonged to Vision, a cult founded by deceased US Senator Barnabas Sagan with the intention of spreading their odd ideas about the social construction of superpowers to the whole world.

The last time Bolt had seen him, Hopper had given up his youth to Sagan with the intention of restoring Sagan to his former glory. But then, of course, Bolt killed Sagan, which had left Hopper reduced to a slobbering mess of an old man. After that, however, Bolt hadn’t known what happened to Hopper or even if Hopper was still alive.

“I remember him,” said Nicknacks, looking at Hopper with distaste. “I was a member of the Leadership Council when he was on the Young Neos. His ability to open portals that allowed him to travel across vast distances in a short amount of time was interesting, though I never did like him or his fellow Visionists very much even before I knew their true allegiance.”

“Shut your mouth, you stupid alien,” Hopper snapped. “We never liked you, either. You’re not even human, but somehow you got to be one of the leaders of the largest superhero organization in the country? Typical superhuman bigotry. Disgusting aliens are okay, but not our fellow human beings who don’t have powers. God you’re a bunch of pricks.”

Captain Galaxy looked at Bolt. “Was he always like that or—?”

Bolt shrugged. “He wasn’t quite so blatant about it, but yeah, he and his merry band of snowflakes were pretty much all like this. Big reason why I didn’t like Vision: They’re a bunch of crybabies.”

“We are not a bunch of crybabies,” said Hopper, tears streaming down the side of his face. “We’re humans trying to make a difference in the world. Stop oppressing us!”

“Yes, yes, Bolt can be quite rude, I agree,” said Cadmus in a very deadpan voice. “Now, could you be quiet while the adults talk? You’re a little too old to be whining like a baby.”

Hopper shut his mouth, but tears of frustration continued to pour down the sides of his face.

Bolt folded his arms across his chest and looked at Cadmus. “How did Hopper get out here? Last I remember, he was crying over Sagan’s dead body.”

“Shade brought him in after we caught you,” said Cadmus. “Him and the other two young Visionists, Polly ‘Technical’ Jones and Sarah Jane Watson, the granddaughter of Barnabas Sagan. Like Hopper, they’re here in the Facility where they are being kept prisoner, though we’ve made an effort to keep the three of them apart from each other so they don’t try to escape.”

“We’ll get out of here eventually,” Hopper snapped. “You’ll see. And when we do, we’re going to start Vision again, except this time it’ll be even more inclusive and equal!”

“Didn’t someone try to start a Neo-Vision or something recently?” said Bolt, scratching the back of his head. “Didn’t work out too well from what I heard.”

Cadmus shrugged. “I think so, but it doesn’t matter. What matters is that we’ve been testing the limits of their respective powers, because despite their, ah, ‘unique’ ideological views, each one of these kids were on the Young Neos for a reason: namely, their powerful abilities, such as Hopper’s portal power, for example.”

“And?” said Bolt. “Exactly how is Hopper’s power supposed to help us?”

Captain Galaxy put a hand on her chest. “Can his power get us to the Darzens’ home world?”

Cadmus nodded. “Correct, Captain Galaxy. I believe that Hopper here should be able to help us reach the Darzens’ home world. Isn’t that right, Hopper?”

“What’s a Darzen?” said Hopper.

“They’re a vicious alien species seeking to resurrect their dead god in order to conquer the multiverse,” said Captain Galaxy with disgust.

Hopper suddenly scowled. “Wow, that’s pretty bigoted of you to describe an entire species as ‘vicious.’ What about the Darzens which aren’t vicious, huh? Did you ever think about them? Of course you didn’t, because you’re a bigot who—”

Hopper was suddenly sprayed in the face by another round of powerless gas. This time, it lasted a couple more seconds longer, and when Cadmus cut it off, Hopper’s face had an ugly yellow hue to it now that made him look sick and he was hacking like he was dying.

“Thanks,” said Captain Galaxy, flashing a smile at Cadmus.

“No problem,” said Cadmus. “It’s actually kind of fun. You should try it sometime.”

“We can talk about how fun it is to bully Hopper later,” said Bolt. He took a step forward and glanced at Hopper with disgust. “How do you know that his powers can get us to the Darzen home world? I remember that his powers could only be used to transport someone from one part of Earth to another. He never used it to cross universes.”

“He never used it to cross universes while you were looking,” Cadmus corrected. He patted Hopper on the shoulder again. “Thanks to our efficient testing methods, the Facility scientists were able to push Hopper’s powers to their absolute limit. As it turned out, neither Sagan nor the NHA ever realized just how powerful a young superhuman they had on their hands. It took the power of the G-Men to realize just how powerful Hopper’s abilities are.”

“He’s not really young anymore, though, is he?” said Bolt.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Cadmus. “What does matter is that we’ve managed to push his powers far beyond what even he thought his own limits were. As a result, I’m comfortable saying that Hopper is likely one of the strongest superhumans on Earth. With proper training, he could probably be on the same level as Omega Man, the Midnight Menace, or even Tsunami.”

“Wow,” said Hopper sarcastically. “Thanks for comparing me to three bigots. That’s definitely not problematic.”

Cadmus ignored Hopper as he continued to speak, saying, “As a result, we discovered that Hopper’s power can cross universes. We even sent a few agents through his portals to these other universes, though none of them ever returned.”

“Amazing,” said Captain Galaxy. “Dimension-hopping tech takes a ton of energy to work, far more than the human body can handle. How does a human as old and frail as Hopper pull it off?”

“Neogenetics is an interesting subject,” said Cadmus, “but for now, you must understand that Hopper can get you to the Darzen home world all on his own.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” said Bolt. He gestured at Hopper. “Have Tears here send us to the Darzen home world right away.”

“Tears?” Hopper repeated. He sniffled. “That’s not nice.”

Again, Cadmus ignored Hopper, his focus on Bolt. “First, we need to wait for the powerless gas to wear off him. That should probably take only about ten or fifteen minutes, because I didn’t spray him with very much. Still, even just a little powerless gas can leave a superhuman totally without power, so we need to wait. And second … I want to send one of my G-Men agents with you.”

Bolt paused. “Why?”

“Because the Soul Crown is still federal government property,” Cadmus insisted. “Therefore, it is up to us to retrieve it, regardless of who stole it or where it currently is.”

Bolt narrowed his eyes. “And what if I say no?”

“Then I’ll kick all three of you out of the Facility and send my own team of G-Men agents to the Darzen home world to retrieve the Soul Crown myself,” said Cadmus. He tilted his head to the side. “How does that sound?”

It didn’t sound especially good to Bolt. He hated the idea of having a G-Man agent coming along with them, because he doubted Cadmus was just interested in retrieving the Soul Crown, but at the same time, he couldn’t see any way around Cadmus’ demands. He would just have to accept them, at least for now. Besides, it wouldn’t hurt to have a couple more allies on hand, given how the Darzen home world was probably going to be a very hostile and dangerous place.

So Bolt nodded. “All right. Send as many G-Men agents with us as you want. Just make sure that none of them get in our way and everything should be just peachy.”

Cadmus smiled. “Very well. I will assemble a small team over the next half hour, which is when the powerless gas should wear off and Hopper’s powers should be back in working order. We’ll convene here in half an hour to start the mission.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Beams and Mr. Space walked along a long corridor on the bottom level of HQ. Mr. Space walked slightly in front, the Rubber Ball’s case held securely under his arms, while Beams walked slightly behind him at a slower pace. He glanced around at their surroundings every now and then, noticing how thick the walls were and how dark down here it seemed even with lights on the ceiling providing enough illumination for them to see where they were going.

“Oh, it’s always been like this,” Mr. Space had remarked when Beams pointed this out earlier. “Level Six is the lowest level of HQ. There are no windows or anything because it’s where we keep all of the important stuff. Both the exterior and interior walls have more layers than the other parts of HQ. It can even detach and operate as an independent spaceship in case of emergency. It’s pretty neat.”

Beams had nodded when Mr. Space said that, but he could not help but feel a little anxious as they drew closer and closer to the Vault. According to Mr. Space, Level Six of IEA HQ was home to the Vault, which was where all valuable and important objects that IEA agents recovered on their various missions were kept for storage. Only a handful of people had access to the Vault’s pass code and it was changed once a week just to be safe. Mr. Space even claimed that the Vault had never been broken into, which Beams found impressive, though he wondered if Mr. Space had jinxed them by saying that aloud.

Doesn’t matter, Beams thought, shaking his head. Why do I feel so anxious about approaching it? I’m not going in there. The Rubber Ball is.

But that was the problem. It was becoming easier and easier for Beams to feel the emotions of the Rubber Ball. He could tell, without even looking, that the Rubber Ball was anxious that it would be sealed inside the IEA’s Vault forever and that its worshipers would never be able to recover it. The Rubber Ball was even considering suicide in order to avoid such a terrible fate, though due to its lack of limbs, that was just a fantasy more than anything.

Somehow, I’m feeling every bit as anxious as it, Beams thought, glancing at the Rubber Ball. And I don’t even want to. Why did it have to pick me? Why couldn’t it pick someone else?

“Worried about your friends?” Mr. Space said, interrupting Beams’ thoughts.

“What?” said Beams, looking at Mr. Space.

“Your friends back in your home universe,” said Mr. Space. “I didn’t ask you about them back during the battle, but I heard you ask the Avatar about them and how he avoided the question. Are you worried that your friends were killed by the Darzens?”

It took Beams a moment to realize who Mr. Space was talking about. “Oh, no. I’m not worried about them at all. Rubberman is a pro hero, a real fighter. Adams is even tougher and I’m sure that even Angel Wings can take care of herself in a fight. I’d be more worried about the Darzens who attacked them. I bet they’re all going to feel that in the morning.”

Mr. Space shrugged. “I don’t know your friends very well myself, so I’ll just take your word for it. Even if they’re as tough as you say, though, the Darzens are tougher. They’ve defeated every civilization or race they’ve fought, and scared quite a few others into submission, like the Pokacu.”

“The what?”

“Never mind,” said Mr. Space, shaking his head. “All you need to know is that the Darzens are a tough enemy for even the strongest heroes to defeat. I wouldn’t want to be stuck in that situation we left your friends in myself.”

“Yeah,” said Beams. “So what are we going to do after we drop off the Rubber Ball?”

“Head back to your universe, I guess,” said Mr. Space with a shrug. “The longer you stay out of your universe, the more likely it becomes that the Commanders are going to punish me, maybe even ground me for a while. Right now, they’re too focused on this recent attack to care about this, but the ‘no natives’ rule is one of the most severely enforced rules in the Agency, so they will come down on me eventually.”

“Why does that rule even exist?” said Beams, scratching his back. He walked carefully across a portion of the floor with a sign reading ‘WET FLOOR.’ “What is so dangerous with bringing ‘natives’ from their universe to other universes?”

“It disrupts the balance of the multiverse, for one,” said Mr. Space. “Technically-speaking, all universes are supposed to remain segregated. Everyone is supposed to stay where they are, no matter how bad it may be. Matter cannot be destroyed or created, so by taking a native out of their universe, you’re risking breaking that law, which could have devastating consequences for that universe in question.”

“Oh,” said Beams. He cocked his head to the side. “What about you and the other IEA agents? Aren’t you all from different universes, too?”

“That’s different,” said Mr. Space. “For one, we’re offered information on the Agency so we can make a knowledgeable decision to accept or reject the offer. For two, most of us come from universes that don’t exist anymore or, at least, from planets in our universes which were destroyed.”

“Universes that don’t exist anymore?” said Beams in amazement. “What do you mean by that?”

Mr. Space’s expression hardened. “That’s a topic for another time. Let’s just say that the Darzens aren’t the only threat to the multiverse out there, though they’re certainly the biggest at the moment. Maybe after we survive all of this, I’ll tell you about some of the other things that lurk in the multiverse which the IEA fights.”

Beams couldn’t conceive of something powerful enough to pose a threat to the multiverse or how there could be multiple somethings that could do that. On the other hand, Beams couldn’t have conceived of the reality of the multiverse itself prior to meeting Mr. Space, so perhaps it was just his own imagination that was the problem here more than anything.

“Why was the IEA founded in the first place?” asked Beams. He could feel the Rubber Ball tugging at the corners of his mind, but did his best to ignore it.

“To protect the multiverse, obviously,” said Mr. Space. “It was founded … gosh, I don’t know how long ago, because years in HQ don’t quite mean the same thing as they do in a typical universe. But it was a long time ago, in response to an ancient threat that threatened the multiverse itself. The threat was defeated before it could cause too much trouble, but it was after that that the founders of the Agency realized that there was a need for an organization such as this, and thus, the Interdimensional Elite Agency was born.”

“I see,” said Beams. “How many threats have you guys defeated?”

“Tons,” said Mr. Space. “Zaarlak the Conquerer, the Reality Plague, the One Mind … and those are just some of the more recent ones. The Darzens and their Dread God are just the most recent in a very long line of multiversal threats we’ve dealt with.”

But none of them are as dangerous as the Dread God, Beams thought, but he caught himself and wondered where that thought came from. Then he glanced at the Rubber Ball and knew its influence over him was growing.

“And just like all of the other threats we’ve dealt with, we’re going to take down the Darzens and their Dread God,” Mr. Space continued. He shook the Rubber Ball’s box. “Or at least keep them from resurrecting him. If we can do that, then that will be enough to protect the multiverse all on its own.”

“Well, I hope you’re right,” said Beams, “because I want to go back to my universe as soon as possible to make sure my boss and his friends are okay.”

“And I really need to pick up Galaxy at some point,” said Mr. Space. “I still don’t know how successful her mission is. I also can’t wait to brag in front of her about how successful my own mission was. She’s going to be so annoyed.”

Mr. Space said that with a huge grin on his face, which Beams thought was kind of silly. But then the two of them turned a corner and found themselves standing in front of a huge vault door the likes of which Beams had never seen before in his life.

Admittedly, it did look somewhat like the door of a normal bank vault, but it was easily three times as big as your average vault door and twice as wide. It towered over them like a giant, with what appeared to be a complex series of mechanical locks hanging off the door. But Beams knew that even if he somehow could undo all of the locks, that moving the door itself would be a task fit only for a superhero as strong as Prime Man. Even then, Beams knew it would take Prime Man hours to open the door all by himself.

At the door’s base stood two IEA agents wielding longer and bigger versions of the sound blaster which Mr. Space carried in his holster. The two agents appeared to be the Vault’s guards, their eyes carefully watching Beams and Mr. Space as the two of them approached the door.

“Halt,” said the first guard, who was slightly taller than the second. “State your name and business.”

Mr. Space and Beams stopped and Mr. Space said, “I’m Deputy Jason Space of the Adventure, here on important business from Commander Nova, who gave me orders to deliver this very important object into the Vault for safekeeping.”

“And who is the boy?” said the second guard, who had a much deeper voice than the first.

“An authorized guest who will accompany me into the Vault,” said Mr. Space. “He’s not an official IEA agent, but he won’t touch anything or cause any trouble.”

“All right,” said the first guard. “You’ll need to show us your holocard ID. Just standard procedure.”

Mr. Space nodded and looked at Beams. “Hey, Beams, can you hold the box while I get out my ID? Won’t take more than a few seconds.”

“Okay,” said Beams, holding out his hands. “No problem.”

Mr. Space handed the box to Beams, who took it carefully with both hands. As Mr. Space started tapping the touch screen on his right arm, Beams looked down at the box bearing the Rubber Ball.

This was the closest he had gotten to the Rubber Ball since they left his universe. He could hear the Rubber Ball’s familiar heartbeat. He knew that neither Mr. Space nor the two guards could, because the box was too thick. Even Beams couldn’t really hear it, at least not with his ears. He could hear it in his mind, however, and for a moment it seemed almost indistinguishable from his own mental voice.

Maybe I should keep it, Beams thought. Take it and run. But to where?

Beams didn’t know, but he sensed that the Rubber Ball would show him the way. He shook his head, trying to push such thoughts out of his mind, but now that he actually had the Rubber Ball in his hands, he found it almost impossible to ignore. It felt like the Dread God was imposing its will on him, tearing through his mental defenses inch by inch.

“Hey, Beams?” said Mr. Space. He gestured at the Vault door. “The guards are unlocking the door. Can I have the box back?”

Beams looked up suddenly. He hadn’t realized it, but the two guards were indeed undoing all of the locks. They seemed to be inputting a series of passwords into a small computer near the base of the door. As they did so, Beams heard a series of soft but audible clicks emit from the door as the various locks became unlocked, which meant that the door was going to open soon.

Once it does, the Rubber Ball will go back there, where it will be safe from all harm, Beams thought. And, more importantly, from the Darzens themselves.

“Beams?” said Mr. Space, frowning. “Beams, buddy, can you hear me? Hello?”

Beams looked at Mr. Space … and then fired lasers at his chest, directly striking him head on and knocking him down on the floor.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Half an hour later, Bolt, Captain Galaxy, and Nicknacks still stood in Hopper’s cell. Bolt had his arms folded in front of his chest, tapping one foot on the ground while glancing at the door frequently. Captain Galaxy was scrolling through her touch screen, apparently trying to reconnect with Mr. Space or the IEA. To Bolt, however, it looked more like she was playing a game, albeit one that didn’t look like any game he had ever played.

Only Nicknacks showed any degree of patience. He stood near Hopper’s bed, his arms hanging from his sides, his eyes seeming to stare off into endlessness. Bolt envied Nick’s patience, if only because it would make it easier to wait.

They were waiting for Cadmus Smith, who had yet to return with the G-Men agents he said he was going to send along with them. Bolt wondered how many G-Men agents Cadmus was going to bring, exactly. There couldn’t have been many available on such short notice in the Facility, unless there were more people here than Bolt supposed. Even if there were, it seemed strange that Cadmus would take so long to find any who would be willing to go on such an important mission.

Maybe Cadmus is just messing with us, Bolt thought with a scowl. Would fit his character. He likes to act like he’s more mature than Shade, but frankly he’s every bit as much a troll as she is, if a lot less flirty.

His thoughts were interrupted by the door to the room opening. Cadmus Smith entered, looking no more hurried or stressed than he usually did, and he was followed by Shade and another G-Men agent who Bolt had never seen before. The G-Men agent was an Asian man who seemed to be in his thirties, completely bald and with strangely sleepy-looking brown eyes. He didn’t look like much of a fighter to Bolt, though he knew that appearances could be very deceiving, especially with G-Men agents.

“Hello all,” said Cadmus, coming to a stop before Bolt and Captain Galaxy. “Sorry for the delay. It took me slightly longer than expected to find available agents within the Facility.”

Bolt glanced at Shade. “Wasn’t she knocked out by Graalix? I thought she was getting medical treatment for her injuries.”

“Aw, I didn’t know you cared so much about me, Bolt,” said Shade. She flicked back some of her hair. “The injuries weren’t that bad. Besides, I’m a strong independent woman. It would take a lot more than that to take me down for good.”

“Okay,” said Bolt. He looked at the Asian man. “And who is this guy?”

“Meet Hypno,” said Cadmus, gesturing at the G-Men agent. “He’s a senior G-Men agent who is normally stationed here at the Facility due to his … special gifts being quite useful for making prisoners tell us what we need to know.”

Bolt was about to ask what Hypno’s ‘special gifts’ were, but then heard a whimpering sound behind and looked over his shoulder. Hopper was staring at Hypno as if his worst nightmares had just come to life. Hypno smiled in an amused way.

“What, exactly, can his powers do?” said Bolt, looking at Cadmus again.

“Hypno can hypnotize anyone he makes eye contact with,” said Cadmus. “In a word, suggestibility. Often, the target doesn’t even know they’ve been manipulated by his powers and are under the impression that they are behaving of their own free will right up until the effect wears off. Very useful, as you might imagine, for making prisoners tell us things they don’t want to tell us.”

Bolt immediately averted his eyes from Hypno. He doubted that Hypno would use his powers on him, but at the same time, he had had enough bad experiences with the G-Men to know that it wasn’t worth the risk. “I’m not sure how helpful such a superpower will be on a planet full of hostile aliens.”

“The mission isn’t about fighting,” said Cadmus. “You are only going to the Darzen home world in order to retrieve something they stole from us. Therefore, stealth and cunning are more important than brute strength and overwhelming power.”

“Being able to make your enemies help you is a very useful power,” said Hypno quietly. “I’ve never used my power on alien creatures like these Darzens before, but I am willing to serve my country in whatever capacity that Director Smith sees fit.”

“Good,” said Cadmus. He looked over at Captain Galaxy. “Tell us more about the Darzen home world. Is it fit for human habitation?”

Captain Galaxy shook her head. “No, not really. It does have breathable air, but—”

“Why does it have breathable air?” said Bolt. “If it’s an alien world where humans have never been before, then why would the air be breathable?”

“Because the Darzens used to bring slaves over from other worlds onto their planet a long time ago,” Captain Galaxy replied. “So the Dread God made the air breathable for all living creatures, humans included. Even when the Dread God died, the air remained breathable and has continued to remain that way as far as I am aware.”

“Convenient,” said Cadmus. “I thought we might need to break out the environ suits, but it appears that they will be unnecessary. You can all travel to the Darzen home world in your current gear, then.”

“Good,” said Shade. “Those environs are so ugly and awkward. I was not looking forward to having to wear those.”

“But what is the name of the Darzen home world?” said Bolt. “I’m getting sick of just calling it the Darzen home world. It has to have a shorter name than that.”

“It does,” Captain Galaxy said. “The Darzen home world is called Jinkopa, though that’s just the name the Darzens gave us. Supposedly, it has another, secret name which the Darzens only use among themselves, though what it is, I don’t know.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Bolt. “What does matter is making sure we get there before the Darzens resurrect the Dread God. And now that we’re all here, I assume we’re going to leave now, right?”

“Right,” said Cadmus. He looked at Hopper. “Hopper, are you ready to open the portal to Jinkopa?”

Hopper bit his lower lip. “I-I don’t know. I don’t open portals for bigots like you, because unlike some people, I—”

Cadmus’ eyes narrowed and Hopper suddenly cried out in pain.

“Okay, okay, I’ll open the portal,” said Hopper, tears streaming down his eyes. “Just make the mental pain stop, please, I beg of you.”

Cadmus’ eyes returned to normal and he looked at Bolt. “Hopper has agreed to open the portal. Are you ready to go?”

Bolt punched his fist into his other hand. “Of course I am.” He looked at Captain Galaxy and Nicknacks. “What about you two? Are you guys ready as well?”

Nicknacks shook his head. “Sorry, Bolt, but I am afraid I will have to sit this one out.”

“What?” said Bolt. “Why?”

“Because I’m not well enough to go,” said Nicknacks. He rubbed his arm. “I’ve recovered well since I’ve returned to Earth, but I think I would be more of a liability than a help, especially because I’ve never been to Jinkopa before. I’ll stay back here on Earth and go back to the Leadership Council and inform them of what happened and where you are going.”

Bolt frowned. He had hoped Nicknacks would come along on this mission due to his knowledge of the Darzens, but he supposed someone had to stay behind to let the NHA know about where he was going. “All right. It doesn’t really matter anyway, because we’re going to be back faster than you can say that Hopper is a crybaby.”

“Hey, I am not a—”

“No one cares,” Cadmus interrupted Hopper. “Anyway, we don’t have much time. Open the portal. Now.”

Hopper cringed under Cadmus’ harsh tone, but then he closed his eyes and seemed to be focusing hard on opening a portal. Veins pulsed in his forehead and a low grunt came from under his breath. He even started to shake slightly, which worried Bolt that Hopper might kill himself from the exertion of opening a portal to another universe.

Finally, after several tense seconds of waiting, a portal exploded open in front of everyone. The portal was about as tall and wide as the door to Hopper’s cell. The other side was surprisingly dark, but Bolt thought he saw the outline of a mountain range on the other side under a blood red moon, though due to the wavy nature of the portal, it was hard to say for sure what awaited them on the other side.

“There,” said Hopper, opening his eyes. He was sweating profusely now. “I opened the portal, but I’m not sure how much longer I can hold it open. Go through it now before I lose concentration.”

Bolt nodded, but before he went through the portal, he looked over at Cadmus. “And what about you?”

“I’m staying behind as well,” said Cadmus simply. “If you do not return within twenty-four hours, I will alert the President and assemble a team of G-Men agents to rescue you, as well as inform the NHA. Other than that, I trust that you will succeed in this mission and be back with the Soul Crown shortly.”

Bolt narrowed his eyes. He had no intention of returning the Soul Crown back to Cadmus, and he could tell that Cadmus knew that. But he nodded and then, after Captain Galaxy, Shade, and Hypno crossed the portal, he went inside as well and found himself in an entirely new world unlike anything he had experienced before.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

Beams was barely aware of what he just did. He just knew that one moment he was looking at Mr. Space, who was asking him to hand the Rubber Ball back to him, and then in the next instant Mr. Space was lying on the floor, clutching his chest and moaning in pain. His chest was smoking from where Beams’ lasers had struck him. Beams’ lasers did not seem to go through Mr. Space, thankfully, but Beams figured he had probably left a mark that would not heal for a long time.

Why did I do that? Beams thought in alarm. I didn’t even think about it.

But then Beams heard that heartbeat in his ears again and looked down at the Rubber Ball. He still couldn’t see it through the box, but he could sense that the Rubber Ball within was pleased with what he did.

Oh, no, Beams thought in horror. The Rubber Ball made me do that. Which means that our connection isn’t one way. If I can feel it, then it can feel me … and control me, too, by the look of things.

“Deputy Space!” a voice suddenly shouted. “Wait there, you little brat!”

Beams whipped his head toward the two guards who had been unlocking the Vault doors. They had drawn their rifles and were aiming them at Beams, looks of alarm and warning on their faces.

“Put the box down and raise your hands over your head,” said the first guard in a no-nonsense voice. “If you disobey our orders, we will shoot you.”

Beams’ first instinct was to obey the first guard’s commands, but instead, he just fired another laser at them, forcing the guards to jump out of the way to avoid being shot. While the guards dodged the blast, Beams turned and ran back up the hallway, the Rubber Ball still held securely in his grasp. He could hear the guards shouting at him to get back, but Beams didn’t pay them any attention. At this point, he was barely in control of his own body, only aware enough to realize just how screwed he was going to be once he was captured.

I’m not going to be captured, Beams thought. The Rubber Ball wouldn’t allow it.

Beams held that thought with as much certainty as if stating that the sun was going to rise in the morning. That was when he realized that the power of the Dread God was no exaggeration. Even in its most vulnerable form, the Dread God was confident in its ability to escape its pursuers. Why that was, Beams could not say, but there were a lot of things that didn’t make sense to Beams and he was not in the position to understand the Dread God’s alien mind.

He turned the corner up ahead, but came to a stop when a green, translucent energy barrier suddenly appeared in front of him. He could see through the other side, but when he tried to touch it, the barrier burned his finger and he jerked his hand away. He fired his lasers at it, but his lasers didn’t even crack the barrier. They were simply absorbed into it, making the barrier glow slightly before it returned to its normal light.

Damn it, Beams thought, unsure if this was his own anger or the Rubber Ball’s anger at being stopped. Stupid IEA agents. Should have seen this coming.

A couple of shouts behind him made Beams look over his shoulder just in time to see the guards rounding the corner. The guards stopped several feet away from Beams, keeping their rifles trained on him with the handling of trained marksmen, which they might very well be, given how professionally they held their weapons.

“Stop running, intruder,” said the second guard. “We have you cornered. There is no escape now. We’re still willing to take you in peacefully, but if you continue to resist, we will use the minimum force necessary to take you down. And if you keep resisting even after that, then we’ll use lethal force. Understood?”

Beams took a step back before he remembered the barrier behind him. He stopped and stared at the guards. Frustration mounted inside Beams and once again he couldn’t tell if it was his own frustration or the Rubber Ball’s. The two seemed nearly indistinguishable now, which would have alarmed him under other circumstances, but now it seemed like a minor annoyance he would have to deal with later, once he got away from these guards.

“Not going to give it up?” said the second guard. “Very well. Fire!”

Beams closed his eyes, not wanting to see the rifle blasts come his way. But then he heard a soft pop sound, followed by what sounded like metal tearing into flesh and someone screaming in horrible agony. Beams opened his eyes again and looked at the guards, only to wish he hadn’t.

The Dread God’s Avatar stood behind the guards, towering over them like the giant he was. He had stabbed his sword into the back of the first guard, which went straight through the first guard’s stomach, the sharp point glistening with his blood. The first guard wore an expression of mingled alarm and pain on his face before he dropped his gun. His head lolled useless onto his chest before the Avatar drew his sword out of his chest, causing the now-dead guard to fall to the floor.

“What the hell?” said the second guard, looking up at the Avatar in horror. “Who are you? What are you?”

The Avatar smirked. “Your reckoning.”

The Avatar brought his sword down on the second guard’s head and cleaved his skull in two. The second guard collapsed onto the floor of the hallway, blood rapidly leaking out of his head, creating a shallow pool of his own crimson blood whose stink even managed to reach Beams’ nostrils.

Despite how horrific the deaths of the guards were, a part of Beams—which he knew had to be the Rubber Ball—felt a vicious sense of satisfaction at seeing the guards dead. A part of him wished that the Avatar had been even more brutal in his killing of the guards, but he supposed that all that mattered was that the guards were dead.

The Avatar wiped the blood off his sword with a cloth before looking at Beams. “Hello, Beams. I came as soon as I heard the Dread God’s cry for help. I was worried that he might not have finished converting you, but that just goes to show you that one should never doubt the power of the Dread God, which is above all other powers in the multiverse.”

Beams blinked several times. “Wait, you mean the Rubber Ball called for help?”

“Of course,” said the Avatar. “This was part of the plan it created as soon as I was thrown out of the airlock of the Adventure. The Dread God was waiting patiently for the right moment to summon help. As soon as it became clear what the IEA planned to do with the Rubber Ball, the Dread God sent out a distress signal that I caught.”

“But … you were thrown out into the void between dimensions,” said Beams. “You should be dead.”

The Avatar chuckled. “Anyone else would have died under those circumstances. But I am not anyone else. I am the Dread God’s Avatar, the incarnation of his will and his servant in the mortal realm. Just as the Dread God could travel the void between dimensions without harm, so can I. It is just a little less convenient for me than using a ship, though not by much.”

“You mean you were waiting out in the void all this time?” said Beams in shock.

“Right,” said the Avatar. “And it was well worth the effort. The Dread God is ready to go home and return to this mortal realm. After so many eons without him, it is hard to believe that his resurrection is just around the corner, but it is.”

Beams wanted to step back, but he was frozen where he stood. “What if I don’t give you the Rubber Ball?”

“You don’t need to,” said the Avatar, “because you are going to bring it with you to Jinkopa. That is, the Darzen home world, in case you are unfamiliar with the name.” The Avatar held out his hand. “Come. We have no time to lose.”

Despite his best efforts, Beams began to take steps toward the Avatar. Step by step, he drew closer to the Avatar. He felt a confused mixture of his own emotions—fear, worry, anxiety—and the Rubber Ball’s—excitement, happiness, and anticipation—the closer he drew toward the Avatar, who stood there with a patient, knowing look on his alien features.

“Come on,” said the Avatar. “Closer and closer, now.”

Beams tried to cry out for help, but he knew no one could hear him. He could only watch as his body drew closer and closer to the Avatar, despair rising within him at the thought that he was about to help bring back one of the most evil beings in the multiverse.

Then, without warning, someone came out of nowhere and tackled Beams to the floor. Beams and his mysterious assailant hit the floor and the impact sent the Rubber Ball flying out of Beams’ hands. The Rubber Ball flew through the air briefly before it clattered against the floor several feet away from both Beams and the Avatar. Beams could sense the shock and confusion emanating from the Rubber Ball at this sudden turn of events, but for the first time in a while, his own emotions took precedence over the Rubber Ball’s and he looked over his shoulder to see who had tackled him.

It was Mr. Space. Although his chest wound was still smoking slightly, he nonetheless looked ready to rumble. He was panting and sweating, his body shaking with each breath, yet somehow he had managed to summon enough strength to tackle Beams to the floor.

“Space?” said Beams, staring at Mr. Space in shock. “What … what are you doing here?”

“Got up as soon as I heard the Avatar appear,” said Mr. Space. He smiled. “Knew you didn’t shoot me on your own free will. Had to be the Rubber Ball. Shouldn’t have given it to you, but oh well. You live and learn.”

Beams opened his mouth to reply, but then the Avatar appeared over them. He grabbed Mr. Space by the back of his shirt and hurled him away at the wall. Mr. Space struck the wall hard enough to leave a dent shaped like himself. He fell down onto the floor and lay there very still.

“Foolish human,” said the Avatar, shaking his head. “He should have at least attempted to take me down while I was distracted. Perhaps then he would have been able to save you.”

The Avatar suddenly grabbed Beams by the collar of his suit and yanked him off the floor. Beams struggled to break free, but the Avatar slapped him upside the head, which made Beams’ head spin from the impact. His helmet kept his skull from being crushed by the blow, but he was still left dazed and confused.

“Sorry, but the Dread God prophesied you would aid in his resurrection,” said the Avatar. “Of course, in order to resurrect the Dread God, we’ll need his brain first.”

The Avatar stuck out his other hand toward the box. The box suddenly flew into the Avatar’s hand and he grasped it firmly. He began examining the box containing the Rubber Ball, a smile of satisfaction crossing the Avatar’s lips.

“Excellent,” said the Avatar. “I can feel the Dread God’s heart beating deep within. He is pleased.”

Though still dazed from the Avatar’s attack, Beams could sense the Dread God’s pleasure as well. But unlike the Avatar, Beams did not smile, because he did not want to see the Dread God rise again.

The Avatar turned around. A portal suddenly opened in front of him and he said, “Now come, human. We will return to Jinkopa, where we will begin the resurrection process. In less than an hour, the Dread God will rise again … and the entire multiverse shall tremble at his might.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Stepping through Hopper’s portal into Jinkopa, Bolt did not quite know what to expect. He had only ever left Earth once before, when he, Blizzard, and Nicknacks traveled to the Mother World in order to destroy it. Even then, Bolt had spent perhaps less than half an hour off Earth before going back home, so even then, he didn’t spend much time off world.

So when Bolt stepped through the portal and into Jinkopa, he found himself on a planet quite unlike Earth. It seemed to be night, but at the same time, there was a huge, blood red moon hanging above them, its dull crimson light bathing the landscape like a wave. The land was hard, rocky, and mountainous, with dead, black scraggly trees dotting the landscape like corpses left on a battlefield. The air was breathable, but there was a hint of soot in the air which made Bolt grimace. The land smelled of dust and death, and was strangely hot, again despite the fact that it was nighttime. Even odder, there were no other stars in the sky aside from the red moon, though whether the moon’s light was blocking out all other stars or there was some other explanation for the lack of stars in the night sky, Bolt could not say, though he did notice what seemed to be meteors shooting across the sky every now and then like bullets.

“This is Jinkopa?” said Shade, looking around with an unimpressed expression on her face. “Doesn’t seem like much to me.”

Captain Galaxy, however, was looking around as if she expected a monster to jump out of the dark and attack them any second now. “This is my first time to Jinkopa, too, but it looks like all of the pictures I saw of it. Only it’s a lot scarier in real life than in pictures.”

Hypno, on the other hand, seemed calm and at ease. He glanced up at the red moon and frowned. “What a strange moon. Why is it red?”

“Not sure,” said Captain Galaxy, rubbing her hands together anxiously. “Due to the rules against traveling to Jinkopa, IEA agents like myself don’t know very much about the planet itself. We do know that it used to be a much more beautiful place than it currently is before the Dread God came.”

“You mean the Dread God didn’t always rule over the Darzens?” said Bolt. “Where is he from?”

“No one knows,” said Captain Galaxy, shaking her head. “That knowledge is lost to history. All we know is that when the Dread God took over the Darzens, he completely reformed Darzen civilization to revolve around himself and turn his followers into an army capable of conquering the multiverse. Beyond that, his past is a mystery.”

Bolt punched his fist into his other hand. “Well, we don’t need to know his past anyway. We just need to get the Soul Crown back from his followers. Easy peasy.”

“Easy on paper, maybe,” said Shade, folding her arms across her chest, “but in practice, I think it’s going to be a lot harder than that. It’s a miracle that Hopper’s portal took us here, but Jinkopa is a planet. For all we know, the Soul Crown might be on the other side of the world completely.”

Bolt looked at Captain Galaxy. “You’re the expert here. Where on Jinkopa would Graalix have likely taken the Soul Crown?”

Captain Galaxy rubbed her arm. “Probably the capital city. Its name, like every other Darzen name, is unpronounceable on the human tongue, but it roughly translates to the Dread City. That’s where the Temple of Dread is located and where the Dread Priest conducts his evil rites to worship the Dread God.”

“The Darzens really like the word ‘dread,’ don’t they?” said Hypno. He chuckled. “Ah, it doesn’t matter. ‘Dread’ is a good word.”

“The Dread Priest?” Bolt repeated, looking at Captain Galaxy, puzzled. “Who is that?”

Captain Galaxy’s eyes darted across the mountainous landscape briefly before she looked at Bolt again. “Again, information on him is limited, but the Dread Priest is the head priest and leader of the Darzen religion. If I had to compare him to an earthly religious figure, I would make him a combination of the Pope and Mohammad, except unlike those two, he’s ageless. He’s about as old as the Dread God and has served the Dread God since the early days of the Dread God’s empire.”

“Is he powerful?” said Bolt. “A fighter?”

“Not as far as I know,” said Captain Galaxy with a shrug. “All I know for sure is that the Dread Priest is said to use the ‘black magic’ of the Dread God to punish the souls of those who oppose the Dread God’s will. They say that the Dread Priest can rip a person’s soul out of their body and subject it to pain beyond imaginable.”

“Can he really do that?” asked Shade. Her face became pale. “Please tell me he can’t.”

“It’s just a legend,” said Captain Galaxy, “but I suspect there’s more truth to it than we’d like to think.”

Shade shuddered. “Ugh. I hate talking about souls. Souls are like ghosts and ghosts are just creepy.”

Bolt smirked. “So the lady who is the literal embodiment of darkness is afraid of ghosts? Huh.”

Shade punched Bolt’s shoulder. “Don’t tease. I bet you’re afraid of something silly, too.”

“Yeah, but I’m not going to say it out loud,” said Bolt. “You’ll just have to guess it yourself.”

Shade smiled. “Are you maybe afraid of me? Because I know you tend to avoid me. Afraid I might steal you away from Blizzard?”

Bolt immediately scowled, but then Hypno said, “Come on, guys. We have an important mission which Director Smith expects us to complete. The fate of the United States depends on it.”

“You mean the multiverse,” said Captain Galaxy.

Hypno shrugged in a care-free way. “Yeah, I guess that’s important, too. In any case, we need to figure out how to reach this Dread City you mentioned.”

Captain Galaxy looked down at her touch screen and frowned. “Whenever I go on a mission of some sort, I usually download a map of the local area onto my communicator before I head out. Unfortunately, I was unable to do that this time, so we’re basically on our own.”

“I know,” said Bolt. He pointed at the sky. “I’ll fly up into the sky and see if I can spot any nearby towns or cities. I’ll be back in a flash.”

Before anyone could respond, Bolt took off into the sky. He found the air heavier here for some reason, but he managed to fly high enough until he was above the nearest mountain peaks. Then he paused in midair and slowly began to rotate on the spot, his eyes roaming the area below.

The mountainous landscape upon which he and his friends had emerged spread out for miles in every direction. Even with the bright red light from the moon, there were still plenty of dark spots that he couldn’t make out. He didn’t see anything that he would call a city, much less a town or even a village. He did see strange, tower-like structures somewhere in the distance, but it was impossible to tell if they were parts of larger settlements or if they were lone outposts or something like that.

There’s nothing out here, Bolt thought. Maybe Jinkopa should be renamed Dead World, because that’s all it seems to be.

Then Bolt caught movement below. A mile or two off from where he had flown off from, he saw what seemed to be a small caravan of Darzens traveling along a narrow mountain road. There were about a dozen Darzens in all, walking around some kind of carriage that was being drawn along by a giant, lizard-like creature that looked almost like a wingless dragon. Two of the Darzens sat in the front of the carriage, evidently guiding the wingless dragon along. Not a single one of the Darzens seemed to notice Bolt, who hovered silently in the sky watching their progress.

Bolt had no idea who these Darzens were or where they came from. Perhaps they were locals who lived in this area, traveling to the nearest town or city to trade whatever they were transporting on the caravan.

I bet they could tell us where the Dread City is, Bolt thought with a smile. I’ll do the neighborly thing and ask.

Bolt flew over the Darzen caravan and landed behind a large boulder just off their road. He knew he probably should have gone back and told Captain Galaxy, Shade, and Hypno what he found, but he figured he could handle this on his own. He would capture one of the Darzens and bring it back to his friends.

As soon as the Darzens passed his rock, Bolt struck. He jumped out of his hiding place and, before any of the Darzens knew what happened, unleashed a wave of red electricity at the Darzens. The wave struck the entire caravan, blowing up the carriage and sending the individual Darzens flying away or falling to the ground. The wingless dragon was also knocked over from the blast, but when the blast snapped the ropes attaching it to the carriage, it quickly got to its feet and ran away down the road, roaring loudly all the while.

But Bolt paid no attention to that. He just rushed over to the nearest Darzen, which lay dazed on the road, and, picking it up, flew straight into the air back to the spot where his friends were. The Darzen he caught didn’t even try to fight back, probably because it was still dazed from the electric blast Bolt had unleashed upon it.

Soon, Bolt spotted his friends roughly where he left them. Captain Galaxy looked worried, while Shade looked amused and Hypno looked unconcerned as Bolt waved at them and came in for a landing. He landed in front of his allies, tossing the Darzen onto the ground between them and pinning it to the ground with one of his feet.

“Here we go,” said Bolt, gesturing at the dazed Darzen underneath his foot. “One Darzen prisoner, just as you ordered.”

“No one ordered a Darzen prisoner,” Captain Galaxy said, almost snapped. “What were you thinking? You could have been seen and killed.”

“But I wasn’t,” Bolt said. “I attacked a caravan of Darzens I spotted on a nearby road. Knocked out most of them and kidnapped this guy, because I figured that since he’s a Darzen, he has to know where the Dread City is.”

Captain Galaxy scowled, clearly still annoyed at Bolt’s recklessness, but then Hypno held up a hand and said, “We can argue about the wisdom of Bolt’s actions later. For now, let’s see if we can make this creature talk.”

Hypno knelt in front of the Darzen and tapped its head. “Hey, buddy, are you awake? Can you hear me?”

The Darzen raised its head, its glowing green eyes peering out from the glass eye holes of its helmet. It looked into Hypno’s eyes and immediately became very still, as though it were dead. Bolt guessed that Hypno’s powers of suggestion were at work.

“Good, good,” said Hypno. “Can you understand what I’m saying, my friend? I hope you can. It would make my job a lot easier.”

The Darzen nodded. “Yes. I understand the human tongue quite well.”

“Ah,” said Hypno, “may I ask why?”

“The Dread God demands it,” said the Darzen, its tone robotic. “All Darzens are taught the languages of our enemies. Language shapes thought, and by learning the enemy’s language, you learn the enemy’s thought processes, and therefore how to defeat them in battle.”

That was an oddly profound statement coming from a seemingly random Darzen soldier, but to Bolt, it sounded as though this was just something the Darzen had memorized from whoever had taught it English, not an actual original thought of its own.

“Very interesting, buddy,” said Hypno, stroking his chin. “I’ve always wanted to be multilingual myself, but—”

“Hypno,” said Shade in a warning voice not unlike that of Cadmus. “We don’t have much time. Get to the point.”

Hypno nodded quickly. “Sure thing, Shade, sure thing. Now, my Darzen friend, would you be willing to help us with a small problem we have?”

The Darzen nodded. “Yes. What do you need?”

“We need to reach a place called the Dread City,” said Hypno, gesturing at himself and the others. “It’s the capital city of Jinkopa. Would you mind giving us directions?”

“It is not far from here,” said the Darzen. He pointed over a nearby mountain peak. “Go over that mountain. There is a tunnel on the other side which will take you to the city, which is underneath these mountains.”

“An underground city,” Hypno remarked. “How interesting. Is it very deep beneath these mountains?”

The Darzen shook his head. “The first layer is not, no.”

“First layer?” Bolt repeated. “What do you mean?”

The Darzen kept its eyes focused on Hypno, though it addressed Bolt’s question. “The Dread City has three layers. Each layer is deeper in the crust of Jinkopa, with the Third Layer being the deepest and the First Layer being the closest to the surface. The First Layer is open to all Darzens, but the Second and Third Layers are open only to the Dread God’s Elect.”

“Why?” said Hypno. “Is there a reason for that?”

“Yes,” said the Darzen. “The Dread God’s body is on the Third Layer. It is also where the Temple of Dread is and the Dread Throne, where the Dread God was said to sit in his life.”

“Dread this, dread that,” Bolt muttered. “They like that word too much.”

“Is the Third Layer heavily guarded?” said Hypno. “Is it hard to get into?”

“Yes,” said the Darzen. “Only the Dread God’s Elect are allowed to travel down there. Anyone else who tries to go down there will be executed on the spot by the Third Layer’s guards. It is not very wise to go down there without first receiving permission from the Dread Priest or the Avatar.”

“The Avatar,” Hypno repeated. “He sounds important.”

“He is,” said the Darzen. “The Dread God’s Avatar is his chosen emissary in this mortal realm. He is a Darzen like us, but ascended to a level that most Darzens can only dream of. He is currently off-world seeking the Dread God’s brain in order to complete the resurrection.”

Bolt breathed a sigh of relief. He had been worried that they may have been too late to stop the resurrection process, but it sounded like they were just in time.

“What would happen if we humans were to head down to the First Layer?” said Hypno. “Would we survive?”

“No,” said the Darzen. “You would be killed, unless you came as slaves. The Dread City is not open to visitors from off-world unless summoned personally by the Dread Priest. Otherwise, the law is that off-worlders are to be executed on the spot.”

Hypno tapped his chin. “Interesting. Thanks for the info, buddy. I think we have enough. Why don’t you take a nap? You look awfully tired.”

The Darzen didn’t even nod. Its head just fell to the ground with a loud clunk and it stopped moving underneath Bolt’s foot, though he kept his foot on it just in case this was a trick.

Hypno stood up and dusted off his pants. “What a fine and polite fellow this Darzen was. He was very informative.”

“Yeah, but the information he gave us wasn’t very useful,” said Captain Galaxy with a sigh. “Not only is the Dread City underground, but the Third Layer—which is probably where Graalix took the Soul Crown—is beyond our grasp. We can’t even get onto the First Layer without getting killed for trespassing.”

“It’s not all bad,” said Shade. She nodded in at the mountain peak which the Darzen had pointed at. “We at least know where the entrance is. With my powers, I think we could easily sneak into Dread City without being seen.”

“Could we shadow travel there?” said Hypno.

“I don’t think so,” said Shade. “I mean, I might be able to do it, but shadow traveling underground is not usually a wise idea, especially since I don’t really know where I’m going. I might end up taking us to the Second Layer or maybe even getting us trapped in between Layers. It would probably be safer to sneak in another way.”

“Easy for you to say,” said Captain Galaxy. “I bet the Dread City is crawling with Darzens who are constantly on the lookout for intruders, especially now that the Dread God’s resurrection is at hand. Sneaking down into the Third Layer will be impossible.”

Bolt considered their situation. He kept looking from the unconscious Darzen to the mountain peak about a mile away, thinking about what the Darzen had just told them. He was perfectly willing to fight his way through whatever defenses the Dread City had, but he also knew how dangerous and time-consuming that would be. Besides, his team wasn’t big or strong enough for a siege, save for perhaps Shade, but even she was better at stealth than fighting.

Yet we know nothing about the Dread City’s layout, aside from what this guy just told us, Bolt thought. Even if we sneaked into the First Layer somehow, we’d have to waste precious time sneaking through the Second and Third Layers as well. And by then, the Dread God might be brought back to life and it will be useless.

Bolt decided that they needed a guide. They needed someone who could take them through the City’s Layers to the Temple of Dread, where the Soul Crown was likely to be. The Darzen they had captured could do it, but how could this Darzen convince his fellow Darzens to allow four hostile humans into the biggest and most closely guarded city on the entire planet?

They’d kill us just as quickly as they would let us in, Bolt thought. They would never let us in, even if we had that guy to vouch for us. Unless we became slaves, then—

An idea struck Bolt like lightning. A smile spread across his face as his mind turned over the idea. It seemed so simple, yet so dangerous and risky, but it was also the one most likely to work.

Bolt looked at the others. “Guys, I have a plan to get into the Dread City, though I don’t think you are going to like it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Beams suddenly woke up. He sat up, breathing hard and heavy, and realized that his helmet was missing. He still wore his green and yellow jumpsuit, but his helmet was gone. He was also sweating hard, as if he had spent the night sleeping underneath ten layers of thick wool blankets. His throat and mouth were as dry as a desert and all he could think about for a moment was how good a cold glass of water would taste right now.

That was when he noticed a glass of crystal clear water sitting on a stone desk next to his bed. Not caring where it was from, Beams snatched the glass off the desk and downed it in one gulp. A sense of relief flowed over him as the water went down his throat and into his stomach. He sighed in relief and then looked around at his surroundings to find out where he was.

He sat in what seemed like the room of an ancient stone castle, though it didn’t look like any castle on Earth. It seemed like a king’s bedroom, with a high-vaulted ceiling and ancient swords hanging from the stone wall.

Beams himself sat in a four poster bed, with long black drapes running along the posters. His blankets were coarse and rough, as though they had been stitched together by someone who didn’t entirely understand how a blanket was supposed to look. His pillow was lumpy and itchy, and the sheets were even more itchy and rough. The bed smelled of dust and sweat, an awful scent that made him cover his nostrils.

On the right side of the room were three tall windows that opened out into the rest of the world. From his position on the bed, Beams could not see much out the windows. The best he could tell was that they were overlooking a city of some kind, though whatever it was, it was definitely not Golden City or any other city which Bolt had visited. The sky was pitch-black, dotted with red stars that looked decidedly unnatural.

“You are awake,” said a familiar voice behind him. “At last.”

Beams looked over his shoulder. Standing in front of the door to the room was the Avatar. He stood with his arms folded behind his back, his sword sheathed safely at his side. He looked almost nonthreatening, but Beams knew better than to relax around this guy.

“You,” said Beams. He noticed his helmet sitting on the desk next to his bed, which he snatched and held in his lap like his first born. “What happened? Where am I? How did I get here?”

“When we crossed through the portal, you lost consciousness,” said the Avatar. “It surprised me, because I thought you were stronger than you looked. I must have hit you harder than I thought.”

Beams eyed the Avatar suspiciously. “So we’re no longer in the IEA HQ? Then where are we?”

“Jinkopa,” said the Avatar. “That is to say, the home world of my people. More specifically, we are in the Dread City’s Third Layer. Worry not about your safety here, because only a few hundred souls are ever allowed in the Third Layer at any one time. You will have as much privacy here as you please.”

Beams had no idea what the Avatar meant about the Dread City’s ‘Third Layer,’ but he didn’t care. He just jumped off his bed and, slamming his helmet on his head, fired two laser beams at the Avatar.

But the Avatar waved a hand and a portal opened up in front of him. The lasers disappeared into the portal, which closed with a soft pop an instant later.

“I suspected you might try something like that when you woke up,” said the Avatar. “Regardless, it won’t do you any good. I can open as many portals as I want. And if I ever got tired of playing catch, I’ll just knock you out.”

“Unless I kill you first,” said Beams.

Amusement twinkled in the Avatar’s eyes. “Assuming you manage to kill me yourself, you would not be free. You would need to fight through the Dread Priest’s Chosen Elite; then the Dread Priest himself; then the people of the Third Layer, who are the Dread God’s Elect; then the Second Layer and its people; then the First Layer and its people; and finally, you would reach the surface. But then you would need to find some way to get off of Jinkopa, which would mean tracking down a Darzen settlement that has such technology, which would probably result in your death, because by then you would be so weak from fighting that even the weakest villager could kill you easily.”

Beams’ hands balled into fists. He guessed that the Dread City had to be underground, based on the Avatar’s talk of Layers and the surface. He had no idea how accurate the Avatar’s description was, but the Avatar did not strike him as a liar, so he assumed that the Avatar was being truthful in his description of all of the challenges which Beams faced between here and his freedom.

“So kick back and relax, as you humans say,” said the Avatar, gesturing around the room. “I had this room specifically designated for you. The bed didn’t even exist until a few days ago, because we Darzens do not sleep and therefore do not need beds like you humans do. I hope you like it.”

Beams brushed his fingers against the lumpy, rough mattress. “It’s ugly and uncomfortable.”

The Avatar shrugged. “The Darzens are not known for our sewing skills. We are conquerors and rulers, meant to bring the entire multiverse under the Dread God’s rule. You don’t need good beds to do that.”

“Maybe, but they sure are nice to have anyway,” said Beams. “Why didn’t you kill me?”

“Because of the Prophecy,” said the Avatar. He pointed at Beams. “You are destined to bring the Dread God back to life. Even I don’t have the authority to override the Prophecy. Only the Dread God has that, and he never overrides his own prophecies for any reason.”

Beams opened his mouth to ask where the Rubber Ball was, but then he sensed it. Somewhere deep beneath the temple—and he was sure he was in a temple, though how he knew that, he wasn’t sure—he could sense the Rubber Ball’s feelings of satisfaction at being back where it belonged. It was the first time he had sensed such positive feelings from the Rubber Ball, which was usually a mixture of anger and hatred at everyone and everything around it. The Rubber Ball seemed convinced that its resurrection was indeed at hand, which filled Beams with both dread and excitement, with the dread primarily being his own and the excitement being the Rubber Ball’s.

“Has the resurrection started yet?” said Beams, though he already knew the answer to that question.

“No,” said the Avatar, shaking his head. “The resurrection process hasn’t even begun. Though Brother Graalix has returned with the Soul Crown, the Dread Priest needs time to set up the ritual. He said it should be done before the end of the day, which means that tomorrow will be the Dread God’s first full day back to life. Doesn’t that sound wonderful?”

“No,” said Beams. “It doesn’t.”

The Avatar frowned. “I am not one to question the Dread God’s decisions, but I wonder why he chose you, out of all of the humans in the multiverse, to be his savior. You seem reluctant.”

“Reluctant?” Beams repeated. “I’m not just reluctant. I flat out don’t want to be here or help the Dread God do anything, much less come back to life. I want to go back home to my friends, to my family, to my boss. Not help a bunch of crazy aliens bring their dead god back to life.”

The Avatar looked completely unfazed by Beams’ outburst of emotion. “Yes, indeed, it’s quite the mystery why the Dread God chose you. But the Dread God’s ways are mysterious and above our own. I exist only to carry them out, regardless of whether I understand them or not.”

Beams’ hands shook, but he just sat down on the bed. “So what am I going to do until the ritual begins?”

“Wait,” the Avatar said simply. “I don’t want to risk losing you, not after everything we’ve been through already. You are going to stay here in your room while I go to check on the Dread Priest’s ritual.”

Beams’ stomach growled. “What if I get hungry?”

“We will provide you with the nutrients your human body needs,” said the Avatar. He paused. “It’s been a while since the Darzens had physical bodies, so if we seem insensitive to your physical needs, it is only because we grew beyond them ages ago, thanks to the grace of the Dread God. Nonetheless, we will strive to meet your needs as best as we are able while you are our guest.”

“What role am I going to play in the Dread God’s resurrection?” said Beams. “What am I supposed to do?”

The Avatar folded his arms across his massive chest. “Nothing, except wait until the ceremony begins. For now, you just need to wait here.”

Beams glanced toward the windows. “What if I decide to escape?”

“I can only guarantee your safety while you stay in your room,” said the Avatar. “The Third Layer is a holy place, open only to the Dread God’s Elect. Those whom the Dread God has chosen are very protective of their city … and they are not very tolerant of those they deem invaders.”

The way the Avatar said ‘invaders’ sent a chill up Beams’ spine. He suddenly had mental images of being lynched in the streets by angry Darzens, hacking him apart with their swords and axes while calling him a heretic.

“Okay,” said Beams, holding up his hands. “I’ll stay here.”

“Wise,” said the Avatar. “Anyway, I must go. I have other matters to attend to before the ritual begins and the Dread Priest will be quite angry with me if I don’t get them finished before his work starts.”

The Avatar turned and left the room, closing the door behind him. As soon as the Avatar closed the door behind him, Beams leaped off the bed and ran toward the windows. He stopped in front of the windows and peered through them at the city below.

It was unlike any earthly city he had ever seen. The geometric shapes of the buildings were not very Earth-like. In fact, he wasn’t even sure how most of the structures were even supposed to stand. Above, the sky now looked more clearly like the ceiling of a massive cavern, because the light from the red stars (or whatever those red lights shining on the ceiling were) showed a rough-hewn stone ceiling even in the utter blackness of the night. The Third Layer seemed awfully deserted, but Beams doubted the Avatar would warn him to stay in his room if the Third Layer was entirely deserted.

But I can’t stay here, Beams thought, tightening his grip on the window sill. I’m not going to help the Darzens bring back their god. I want to go home.

But Beams wasn’t sure if the Darzens actually needed him to be here in order to resurrect the Dread God or if they simply assumed they did based on the Prophecy. From what the Avatar said, it sounded like they had all they needed to bring back the Dread God.

If so, then they don’t need me, Beams thought. But if I run now, then they’ll still resurrect the Dread God and my universe—and the multiverse in general—will be at risk.

Beams bit his lower lip. More than anything, he wanted to leave, but he also didn’t want the Darzens to resurrect the Dread God. He felt like it was partially his responsibility that the Dread God’s resurrection was at hand and there was nothing he could do about it.

I should risk it, Beams thought. There’s no way I could possibly stop the resurrection process myself. And if they really do need me, then by running away, I could potentially force them to put off the ritual for at least a little while longer. Maybe I could figure out a plan to stop them if I do that.

Beams closed his eyes and fired his lasers into his eyelids. As soon as his lasers bounced back into his eyes, energy flowed through his limbs and, climbing onto the sill, Beams bounded out of the window onto the roof of the closest building. Landing gently, Beams immediately ran away, hoping to get as far away from the castle which towered above him like Satan in hell, praying that he would somehow find some way to stop the Darzens before it was too late.

But I’m still all alone down here, Beams thought. I don’t have Rubberman, Alfred, or even James, my older brother. Unless a miracle happens, I’m only delaying the inevitable.

That was when a huge red lightning bolt exploded from the center of the city, blinding Beams, who nearly tripped over his own feet.

What was that? Beams thought, shaking his head and looking toward the center of the Third Layer. Was that a lightning bolt? A red one?

Another red lightning bolt shot into the air, followed by a scream and what sounded like metal smashing into wood.

Uh oh, Beams thought. Whatever is going on here is obviously not normal.

Instead of running away from the scene, however, Beams ran toward it. He had no idea who else was down here aside from himself, but if it was serious enough that the Darzen were sending soldiers to deal with it, then it might just be his ticket out of here.

At the very least, whoever was fighting the Darzens couldn’t be any worse than them.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

In Bolt’s mind, it had been a good plan, even if it was a bit undignified. Taking advantage of what their Darzen captive—who told them that his name was K’kloxin’shse, though Bolt decided to call him Klox for short—had said about only slaves being allowed in the Third Layer, Bolt had suggested that he and his allies enter the Dread City as ‘slaves’ of Klox. He argued, quite convincingly in his opinion, that the Darzens would not think to look at slaves like them too deeply and that it would be easier for them to enter the City if they came across as harmless slaves than powerful fighters who could cause trouble.

The others didn’t like the idea at first—especially Captain Galaxy, who seemed to react to the idea of pretending to be slaves more violently than either Shade or Hypno—but eventually everyone agreed that it was probably the best idea. It helped that Bolt explained that they would just pretend to be slaves until they got to the Third Layer, at which time they would be able to reveal their true natures and start kicking butt and taking names.

It even worked up until a point. Using rope Bolt had recovered from Klox’s caravan, they had tied themselves up and allowed Klox to take them down to the Third Layer. Hypno had used his powers to convince Klox that he had managed to defeat and capture four ‘invaders,’ who were now his personal slaves, as per Darzen law. He was going to present these slaves to the Dread Priest as a ‘gift,’ supposedly as a symbol of religious devotion, but in actuality a bribe in order to receive some kind of top position in the Darzen military. Klox, it turned out, was very ambitious.

The plan went swimmingly when they reached the First Layer, where Klox and his ‘slaves’ were stopped by a dozen of the biggest and toughest Darzen guards Bolt had ever seen. Bolt had thought it would take them a while to reach the Third Layer, but when Klox displayed his ‘slaves’ to the guards and explained what he intended to do with them, the guards immediately approved Klox for travel into the Third Layer. Bolt wasn’t quite sure, but he thought the guards must have recognized him somehow, because one of the guards’ gaze had lingered on him a bit too long and the sped up approval process was suspicious.

That was the first sign that things weren’t going to go smoothly, but Bolt had ignored it, which was easy to do given how strange the Dread City was. Bolt didn’t think he would ever forget it as long as he lived. The First Layer had to be at least as big as New York City, possibly even larger. The Second Layer was slightly smaller, though Bolt saw even less of it than the First Layer because they didn’t stay in it very long. He did catch a glimpse of a massive stone statue towering over the Second Layer, and he had the oddest feeling that the statue didn’t represent the Dread God, but some other figure from the dustbins of Jinkopa’s long history.

The Third Layer, by contrast, was the smallest of them all. Though still unreasonably big for an underground city, the Third Layer felt more like some of the smaller cities in Texas that Bolt had visited in the past. Yet it also seemed … older, somehow, than the first two Layers. It was like the Dread City had grown from the earth, starting with the Third Layer and gradually piercing the layers of Jinkopa until it reached the First Layer. The guards who escorted them below treated the Third Layer with more reverence, too, bowing their heads and muttering strange words under their breath that sounded like prayers.

But the very first thing Bolt saw when they entered the Third Layer was the Temple of Dread. It towered over every other building in the area, a twisted abomination that looked like no religious building Bolt had ever seen in his life. It looked more like the claw of some terrible dragon reaching up toward the sky, its individual towers like claws reaching toward the sky.

Regardless, Bolt was pleased at their progress. He knew, even without understanding a word of the strange language spoken by the Darzens, that they were heading directly to the Temple, which was likely where the Soul Crown was. Klox may have intended to sacrifice them to the Dread God, but Bolt and his friends would rebel long before that happened.

But as always, even the best laid plans would run into roadblocks that the planner did not foresee. And sometimes, the best laid plans would go off the rails entirely and crash in a ditch on the side of the road, forcing the planners to improvise.

The second sign that Bolt got that his plan wasn’t going to work exactly as he envisioned it was when they reached the center of the city. It seemed to be a town square of sorts, if Bolt had to describe it in human terms. A wide circle opened in the center of the Dread City, with a tall platform in the center. The platform, unlike every other thing in the Third Layer, was made of old, rotting wood. That was significant, because Bolt had yet to see any structures made of wood while on Jinkopa, or any wood at all aside from a few small, scraggly trees that were probably dead.

Here, Klox and the six guards who had agreed to escort him and his ‘slaves’ came to a stop. Bolt looked around quickly, wondering if they had already reached the Dread Priest, but the town square was entirely empty. Yet he still felt as though they were being watched, like the spirits of the long departed had made their home here and were watching them intrude upon their territory with jealousy.

“Why did we stop?” Shade whispered to Bolt. She tugged at her ropes. “Can I go crazy yet?”

Bolt shook his head. “Not yet. Wait until we see what the Darzens are going to do.”

Klox was talking with the head of the guards, a Darzen who towered over the others and carried a huge ax on his back. The head guard was gesturing wildly at the Temple and the odd wooden platform in the center of the square, while Klox kept shaking his head and pointing at the ‘slaves.’ Both spoke in the Darzen language, which meant Bolt couldn’t understand a word they were saying.

“Hypno, can you understand what they’re talking about?” Bolt whispered to Hypno, who was behind him.

Hypno put on a thoughtful face. “No, not really, but I understand their tone. They’re not happy.”

“They must be having some disagreement about what to do with us,” said Captain Galaxy in a hushed tone. “Perhaps the head guard is telling Klox to wait here while he goes and gets the Dread Priest. Klox, obviously, isn’t happy about that because he wants to present us as a gift or sacrifice to the Dread Priest himself.”

“Well, I’m sure they’ll be able to figure this out rationally,” said Bolt. “I don’t know much about Darzen arguments, but given how they’re both members of the same species and religion, they’ll obviously come to some kind of compromise they both can live with.”

As Bolt said that, one of the other guards had circled around behind Klox, who apparently didn’t notice. The head guard did, however, and nodded briefly at the second guard when he was directly behind Klox.

As if he had rehearsed this part, the second guard drew a long, jagged knife out of his armor and jammed it behind Klox’s armor. Klox suddenly cried out in pain before the head guard kicked him in the gut, sending Klox falling onto his hands and knees. Klox tried to get up, but the guard head slammed his foot into Klox’s head so hard that he shattered his helmet, sending the remnants of Klox’s energy being pouring out of the hole in his head.

Then the head guard pulled out some kind of gun and pointed it at Klox’s energy. A burningly hot, blue flame exploded from the gun, incinerating the energy as it poured out of Klox’s armor. There was no scream of pain from Klox. Just the sound of hot fire burning Klox’s energy, similar to what happened to the energy of the Darzen who Bolt fought on Hero Island what seemed like a lifetime ago now.

In seconds, the last of Klox’s energy was incinerated by the flames and the head guard cut off the fire. All that was left was Klox’s empty armor, which did not even stir.

“Uh oh,” said Hypno. “There goes my buddy.”

The guards immediately turned toward the slaves. The head guard pointed at Bolt and the others and, despite not saying a word, Bolt immediately understood that the head guard was telling his subordinates to slaughter them.

“Okay, Plan B!” Bolt shouted. “Time to let loose!”

Bolt snapped the ropes around his wrists and shot toward the guards. He threw a punch at the head guard, but the head guard ducked and, grabbing Bolt’s outstretched arm, turned around and threw him across the square at the wooden platform.

Bolt crashed onto the wood platform hard. He lay stunned in the wood pile before shaking his head and jumping to his feet. Looking down at the town square, Bolt saw that his friends were already in battle with the Darzens. Shade was fighting two at once, slashing at them with shadow tendrils while jumping out of the reach of their weapons, while Captain Galaxy was running and gunning, shooting her sound blaster at one of the guards that kept trying to come after her. Hypno, by contrast, was simply standing around quietly, looking quite at peace with himself, mostly because he had managed to convince one of the guards to attack one of its brethren.

But then the head guard jumped up onto the platform and landed in front of Bolt. The head guard pulled his ax off his back and wielded it before him like a sword.

“Foolish human,” said the head guard in a deep, rumbling voice. “We saw through your plans right away. Brother Graalix warned us that humans like you might be coming to interrupt the ritual. Hence why we killed K’kloxin’shse, because he was a traitor attempting to bring enemies directly into the Temple.”

“He really wasn’t,” said Bolt, “but I guess it doesn’t matter, because you’re going down either way.”

Bolt fired a red lightning bolt at the head guard, but the head guard deflected it off his ax, sending the lightning bolt flying into the sky. Then the head guard rushed toward Bolt and swung his ax at his neck, but Bolt dodged the blow and slammed his fist into the head guard’s stomach. The blow sent the head guard staggering backwards and Bolt moved in, throwing another punch at the head guard’s chest.

But then the head guard back-flipped off the platform and landed on the street below. Bolt’s fist hit empty air and he went staggering forward, swinging his arms wildly in an attempt to regain his balance.

Coming to a stop at the edge of the platform, Bolt looked down and saw the head guard standing down there, holding his ax tightly in both hands.

“What are you doing down there?” said Bolt. “Too afraid to come back up and fight me like a man?”

The head guard’s eyes gleamed with amusement. “No. I’m going to kill you my way.”

Before Bolt could do anything else, the head guard slammed his ax into the base of the platform as hard as he could. The platform shook badly enough that Bolt fell forward off it. He landed hard on the street on his back, and the next instant, the head guard slammed his foot down on Bolt’s chest, making him gasp in pain.

“I shall present your head to the Dread Priest and the Avatar as a gift,” said the head guard, raising his ax over his head. “To the Dread God!”

Right before the head guard brought his ax down on Bolt’s head, a red laser beam came out of nowhere and struck the head guard’s hands, sending the ax flying out of his hands. The head guard cried out in surprise, but then in the next instant a green and yellow blur struck him in the side hard enough to make the head guard stumble off Bolt and stagger to the side. The head guard staggered for several feet until he fell over on his side, groaning in pain from the blow.

Blinking in surprise, Bolt sat up and looked at his savior. The man standing before him looked to be about his age and seemed to be a superhero, but Bolt had never seen this guy before. He wore a skintight yellow-and-green costume very similar to his own, but he also wore a helmet and visor that blocked most of his face from Bolt. His body seemed to be faintly glowing with energy, though Bolt sensed that this guy’s energy was different from his.

“Are you okay?” asked the superhero, looking down at Bolt with a worried frown. “Can you still fight?”

Bolt jumped to his feet and nodded. “Always, but thanks for the help, uh—”

“Beams,” the superhero said. He held out a hand toward Bolt. “Call me Beams. I’m a sidekick who works for Rubberman.”

Bolt had never heard of Rubberman, but he shook Beams’ hand and said, “I’m Bolt. Former leader of the Young Neos and current member of the Neohero Alliance.”

Beams frowned. “What’s a neohero?”

“Well, first you tell me what a Rubberman is,” said Bolt. “Or what you mean when you say you ‘work’ for him.”

Beams opened his mouth to reply, but then a low growl came from before them and the two heroes looked at the head guard. The head guard was rising to his feet and Bolt was shocked to see a dent in his side from where Beams had hit him. He wondered just how strong Beams was.

“Two humans,” said the head guard. “Impossible. Did you come with the other four and were hiding this entire time? No matter. I will kill you both. The resurrection of the Dread God must not be interrupted. This, the Dread Priest commands.”

Beams glanced at Bolt. “We can catch up later. Want to teach this guy a lesson?”

Bolt nodded and mock bowed. “After you.”

Beams cracked a grin. “Nah, you go first. It’s just polite.”

“Let’s split the difference and attack him together,” said Bolt. “Deal?”

“Deal,” said Beams with a thumbs up. “Let’s do this.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

Beams had no idea what was going on here. When he arrived at the scene of the fight and saw four humans fighting about six Darzens, he had instantly chosen the side of the humans just because they were human. He thought they were IEA agents at first, but only one of them—the long, dark-haired girl wearing a uniform like Mr. Space’s and wielding a sound blaster like his—really looked like one. Two of them, an Asian man who stood watching two Darzens beat each other up with amusement and a young woman who had some kind of weird shadow powers she was using to slice and dice two Darzens at once, looked like they worked for the government, and the fourth and final one looked like a superhero, though not one Beams recognized.

It was the last one in the black and red bodysuit who Beams rescued, because he had been about to be beheaded by the head guard and none of the other humans had been close by enough to help. Though Beams usually didn’t warm up to people quickly, he found that he and the superhero, who called himself Bolt (Beams wondered whether this guy even had a superhero license, because he didn’t look like anyone Beams knew), clicked pretty well. He didn’t understand what Bolt meant when he talked about the ‘Young Neos’ and the ‘Neohero Alliance,’ but he would worry about that later when he had the time. Right now, he and Bolt needed to take down the head guard, who was already rising back to his feet from the previous blow Beams had dealt him.

“Okay, Bolt,” said Beams, glancing at his new friend, “this guy obviously doesn’t have ranged attacks, so if we can keep the distance between us and him—Bolt?”

Bolt was missing. Beams looked around wildly for him, but Bolt seemed to have disappeared completely.

The head guard seemed to realize that, too, because he said, “Ah, the human has fled. What a coward, as all humans are. But he won’t get far. The Dread City devours heretics and invaders. He will die well before—oof!”

A resounding clang came when Bolt suddenly appeared from nowhere and slammed his fist as hard as he could into the head guard’s abdomen. The head guard gasped in pain and doubled over before Bolt slammed his foot into his face with a roundhouse kick. Then Bolt followed it up by picking the head guard up and throwing him at Beams.

“Beams!” Bolt shouted. “Catch!”

But Beams, who didn’t have super strength, just dropped to the street. The head guard flew over his head, screaming in fear, and smashed into and through the wooden platform. He crashed into the street on the other side, where he lay as still as a stone.

“Beams!” Bolt suddenly appeared in front of Beams and yanked him up to his feet. “What was that? I said catch.”

Beams wrenched his collar out of Bolt’s grasp and dusted off his costume. “How the hell was I supposed to catch that? That guy has to weigh at least a ton, but you threw him around like he’s a paper doll.”

Bolt frowned. “Sorry. I thought you had super strength like me, since you kicked him so hard.”

“I can increase my speed and stamina by firing my lasers into my eyes, but I don’t have freaking super strength,” said Beams, shaking his head. “And how do you move so fast, anyway?”

“Super speed,” Bolt explained. “I’ve got a lot of superpowers. Super strength, super speed, flight, oh, and electricity, too. What can you do?”

Beams suddenly looked away. “Uh … I can shoot lasers from my eyes and blow stuff up. It’s cooler than it sounds.”

Beams couldn’t help but feel a little defensive in comparison to Bolt. He had never heard of an empowered human who had so many powers. He wondered what kind of serum Bolt had drank that gave him so many powers at once.

“Oh, cool,” said Bolt. “So if you can shoot lasers from your eyes, then you’re obviously—”

A loud groan interrupted him again. The head guard was rising to his feet once more, though this time, he was starting to look worried, as if he was afraid he was actually going to lose.

“What the heck?” said Bolt. “He’s getting back up again? What are these Darzens made of? Titanium?” He shook his head. “Never mind. I’m going to teach him a lesson.”

But Beams grabbed Bolt’s shoulder and said, “Wait a minute. Darzens can’t be killed unless you destroy their essence. As long as his armor remains in tact, you can beat him up all you want and it won’t matter a bit.”

“So what do you think we should do?” said Bolt, who sounded very impatient.

“We need to make a hole in his armor,” said Beams. “You’re stronger than me, so you should break a hole open in his armor. Then I will use my lasers to burn his essence until it’s all gone.”

“You can do that?” said Bolt, who sounded impressed.

Beams nodded. “Yeah, I’ve done it before, actually.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Bolt. “Okay, I’ll poke a hole in his armor and then let you do your thing.”

Without warning, Bolt disappeared again, only to reappear in front of the head guard. Before the head guard could react, Bolt began hammering him with super-powered punch after super-powered punch. Bolt punched the head guard so quickly that even Beams could not follow each punch. Beams had never seen a superhero as powerful or as strong as Bolt. The closest equivalent he could think of from back in his universe was Prime Man, but Bolt might give even Prime Man a run for his money.

Unless Bolt isn’t from my universe, that is, Beams thought, which, given all of the dimension-hopping shenanigans that have happened recently, might not be that far off from the truth.

Finally, Bolt punched a hole in the head guard’s armor. Green energy began pouring out of the head guard’s armor, so Beams jumped forward and fired a continuous beam of burning hot laser at the energy. The head guard cried out in pain as Beams’ lasers disintegrated his energy form, but the pain must have paralyzed him, because he didn’t move at all until the last of his energy was finally vanquished. Then the head guard’s lifeless body keeled over forward with a loud, dull clunk.

Beams cut off his energy beam and stepped back, blinking his eyes rapidly. He had used a lot of energy today already and he was beginning to feel tired, especially his eyes.

Can’t rest yet, though, Beams thought, glancing at the Temple that hung over the city like a dragon. Still have a lot of work to do.

“Great job, Beams!” said Bolt, suddenly appearing next to Beams. He held up a hand. “High five!”

Beams high-fived Bolt and said, “Thanks, but we did this together. If you hadn’t punched a hole in his armor, I wouldn’t have been able to kill him.”

“True,” said Beams, “but still, I’ve had trouble with Darzens’ energy form in the past. None of my powers are very useful for destroying their energy forms like yours. I can give them a beating, but I can’t do much else to them besides that.”

“Well, what matters is that we defeated him,” said Beams. “But what about your friends? Aren’t they still fighting the other Darzens?”

“Actually, we just finished up,” said a calm, cheery voice behind them.

Beams and Bolt turned around to see Bolt’s three friends walking up to them. Of the three, the IEA agent looked like the worse, while the Asian man was completely unharmed and even seemed to be enjoying himself.

“Quite a show you two put on,” said the Asian man as the three of them stopped in front of Beams and Bolt. “You two make a great team, though I’ve never seen you before, um—?”

“Beams,” said Beams. He frowned. “How did you guys manage to beat those Darzens?”

“I’ve got an incinerating barrier,” said the IEA agent, tapping a small disk at her side. “Used it to destroy their energy forms. They won’t be a threat to us or anyone else ever again.”

“Good to hear,” said Beams. “So, um, who are you guys again? Sorry, but I just got here, so I don’t know who any of you are.”

“I’m Shade,” said the young, pale-skinned and dark-haired woman he had noticed earlier. He also realized she was really cute. She pointed at the Asian man. “And this guy is Hypno. Don’t look into his eyes, because then he’ll make you do his bidding.”

Hypno chuckled. “Ah, Shade, I’m not using my power at the moment. I’m just trying to have a good time.”

“Did you say your name is Beams?” asked the female IEA agent. “As in, Alex Fry, from Golden City?”

“Yeah,” said Beams in surprise. “How do you know my real name? I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

“That’s because I’m Captain Helena Galaxy, Captain of the Adventure,” said the female IEA agent, gesturing at the IEA symbol etched into her uniform. “My deputy, Mr. Jason Space, went to your universe seeking the Rubber Ball. Did you meet him?”

“So you’re Space’s friend,” said Beams. He nodded eagerly. “Yeah, I met him. He’s the reason I’m not in my universe anymore. He mentioned you to me, though he never showed me a picture of you or anything.”

Captain Galaxy looked around and frowned. “But where is Space? I don’t see him anywhere.”

“He’s … not here right now,” said Beams. “He’s back at the IEA headquarters.”

“What about the Rubber Ball?” said Captain Galaxy, staring Beams straight in the eyes. “Is it safe?”

Beams shook his head sadly. “No, it’s not. And it’s my fault.”

Beams quickly explained to Captain Galaxy and the others everything that happened since the invasion of his universe by the Darzens. It took him a surprisingly short amount of time to explain everything, though he had to omit a lot of details and speak quickly, because he had no idea how much time they had until the Avatar or the Dread Priest sent more Darzens to kill them.

“And then I jumped out of the window of my room in the Temple and got over here,” said Beams. He gestured at the dead guard behind them. “You guys know the rest.”

“This is even worse than I feared,” said Captain Galaxy, staring at the street uncomprehendingly. “Chief Nebula dead at the hands of a traitor within the IEA … both the Soul Crown and the Rubber Ball in the hands of the Darzen … and Space badly hurt. I had hoped that Space would be able to keep the Rubber Ball out of the Darzens’ hands, but it looks like he failed.”

“No, he didn’t fail,” said Beams. He pointed at himself. “I failed. I let myself get corrupted by the Rubber Ball, allowed it to influence my actions. Space did nothing wrong. It’s all on me.”

“At this point, does it matter whose fault it is?” said Bolt. He pointed at the Temple. “The Dread God’s body, brain, and crown are all in that Temple, from what Beams told us. This Dread Priest guy is already setting up the ritual, which I imagine they’ll start with or without Beams. We need to break into the Temple and start breaking stuff.”

“But the Temple is likely heavily guarded,” said Hypno, scratching his chin as he gazed over at the huge building. “Given what we’ve seen of the Darzens so far, I think it is safe to assume that they’ve gone the extra mile to protect their god’s body. It won’t be easy to assault that place.”

“Do we have much of a choice?” said Bolt. He looked around at everyone. “We don’t have time to sneak around and try to slip through their defenses. Our best bet is a direct, no-holds-barred attack on the Temple itself. We take down anyone who gets in our way or tries to stop us, up to and including the Avatar and the Dread Priest themselves. And if necessary, we’ll destroy both the Soul Crown and the Rubber Ball.”

“I agree,” said Captain Galaxy, looking up again. She had a look of determination on her face. “We should never have let it get this far in the first place, but what’s past is past. A direct assault is our only realistic option left if we’re going to stop the resurrection ritual in time.”

Shade smiled. “I prefer to slink around in the darkness, but I’m also okay with breaking a few skulls here and there. Sounds like fun.”

Hypno rubbed his forehead in exasperation. “Director Smith warned me that you could be a bit foolhardy, young man, but I can’t find fault with your ideas, even though I’m not much of a fighter myself.”

Beams found it amazing how everyone just folded under Bolt’s authority. He himself felt quite persuaded by Bolt’s short plan, even though he had known Bolt for maybe ten minutes.

He must have had experience leading people before, Beams thought, looking at Bolt with newfound respect. I hope we can sit down and chat after this, because I have a feeling that this guy’s led a very interesting life.

“What do you think, Beams?” said Bolt, looking at him. “Will you join us, even though you just escaped from that place?”

Beams nodded. “Of course. This is my mistake to fix and I’m going to need all the help I can get to do it.”

“Excellent,” said Bolt. He looked toward the Temple and punched his fist into his other hand. “Then let’s go. We have no time to lose.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

Bolt, carrying Beams on his back, soared through the skies over the Third Layer of Dread City. He could feel Beams tense against his body, which was probably due to the fact that Beams was not used to flying. Beams had explained to Bolt that there were very few superheroes in his world who could actually fly independently on their own and that many used machines and devices to pull off this ‘trick.’ That made no sense to Bolt, who wondered how you could be a superhero if you relied primarily on gadgets and devices to fight crime rather than your inherent, natural born powers, but there were a lot of things about Beams’ world that made no sense to him. Perhaps he would go there someday and see for himself what Beams’ world was like.

In any case, Bolt had more important things to worry about. Such as attacking the top of the Temple and acting as a distraction for Captain Galaxy, Shade, and Hypno. He glanced down between the streets of the buildings below, but he did not see his allies, though that was probably because Shade was using her shadow powers to cloak their movements.

They’ll probably reach the Temple at the same time as us, Bolt thought. Or maybe even before. Shade would probably do that just to be able to tease me about how slow I am.

Shaking his head, Bolt thought over the plan briefly. It was simple. The group had split into two smaller groups. Bolt and Beams were in a group together, while Captain Galaxy, Shade, and Hypno had their own group. The two groups would attack the Temple simultaneously from different angles. Bolt and Beams would attack from the top, while Captain Galaxy, Shade, and Hypno would attack from the bottom. The reasoning behind this plan was that it would split whatever security forces the Darzens had mustered and make it easier to enter the Temple. They would try to meet in the middle, but the real goal for both groups was finding the Soul Crown, the Rubber Ball, or both.

As always, Bolt was well aware that the plan could go wrong at any moment. Beams had briefly explained to all of them about the figure known as the Dread God’s Avatar who, by the sound of it, was much stronger and more powerful than your average Darzen and just as willing to fight. Beams said he didn’t know much about the Dread Priest, but told everyone to keep an eye out for him anyway in case he turned out to be a threat.

It sure would be nice to have my friends from the Young Neos right now, Bolt thought. This reminds me of all of the missions we went on together. At least it’s more interesting than cleaning bird droppings off statues, anyway.

“Okay, Bolt!” Beams shouted in his ear above the howling wind as they soared through the sky. “Remember the plan! We’re going to silently enter my room and then, when the others get to their spot, begin our assault. Got it?”

“Yeah, I remember,” said Bolt, glancing at the windows of the center tower as they approached. “I just hope that Shade and the others aren’t too slow, because—”

A loud screeching sound interrupted Bolt, followed by a heavy flapping of wings and then a dark shadow falling over them both. Bolt looked up just in time to see a massive bat-like creature swooping down toward them, its bird-like beak opened wide. Bolt swerved to the side, nearly tossing Beams off his back accidentally, and narrowly avoiding the bat, which soared past them like a dive bombing airplane.

“Holy crap!” said Bolt, coming to a stop and looking in the direction from which the bat had come. “What the hell was that?”

“A Kakarr,” said Beams. He sounded terrified. “Those things were part of the invasion of my world. My eye beams are useless against them. And it’s got a rider, too. Look!”

Beams was right. Riding atop a saddle attached to the Kakarr’s back was a Darzen soldier wielding a spear of some sort. The Darzen soldier had sleeker, more aerodynamic armor in comparison to the armor which other Darzens wore, though it also made the soldier look even more intimidating than your average Darzen. The Kakarr made a sharp turn in the sky and was flapping back toward them, screeching all the while.

“Air defense,” said Bolt. “Of course they would have air defense.”

“What should we do?” said Beams. “If we waste time fighting that thing, the plan will be ruined.”

“Then we won’t fight it,” said Bolt. He nodded at the window. “We’re not far from your room. Hang on tight!”

Beams shot toward the windows and, raising a hand, fired a powerful blast of red lightning at them. The red lightning bolt exploded the stone windows apart, leaving a gap big enough for the two of them to enter. Bolt landed on the floor quickly, skidding a few feet away from the smoking gap before coming to a stop.

“Whew,” said Bolt as Beams let go of him and staggered away. “That was close. You okay, dude?”

Beams—who was shaking—nodded and said, “Y-Yeah, I—Watch out!”

The Kakarr which had intercepted them in the sky was flying straight toward them. At first, Bolt thought that the Kakarr was going to crash itself into them kamikaze-style, but then its rider jumped off of the Kakarr’s back and used its momentum to throw itself through the air. The rider hit the floor with its shoulder and rolled onto its feet, holding its spear before it like it did that sort of thing every day.

“Whoa,” said Bolt. “That was like an action movie. Maybe you should consider a career in Holly—”

The rider rushed toward them, but Beams jumped forward and fired an unusually powerful blast of energy at it. The blast struck the rider in the face and sent him flying backwards out of the gap in the wall where the windows used to be. A few seconds later, Bolt heard a soft thunk as the rider hit the ground below.

Beams looked at Bolt in annoyance. “We don’t have time for clever quips. Remember, we’re fighting for our lives here and these guys are going in for the kill.”

Bolt cracked a grin. “What, you don’t have friendly banter with your enemies in your universe? Sounds boring.”

Beams opened his mouth to reply, but at that moment the door to the room burst open and half a dozen armed Darzens spilled through the open door like water bursting through a dam. One of the guards pointed at Bolt and shouted in that weird Darzen language, but Bolt activated his super speed and rushed toward the guards. He slammed into them like a lightning bolt, sending them flying around the room like a town hit by a hurricane. One of the Darzens dodged his punch and tried to slash him with a sword, but Bolt dodged the blade and kicked the Darzen hard enough to send it flying into and through a wall on the other side of the room.

In seconds, all six of the Darzens were down, leaving only Bolt and Beams standing.

Bolt turned to face Beams, still smiling. “So what were you saying about wasting time bantering with the enemy? We don’t have time for it or whatever?”

Beams scowled. “Whatever. Let’s just keep going. Those guys aren’t the only guards we’re going to have to deal with.”

Bolt gave Beams the thumbs up and the two of them rushed out of the room into the hallway outside. The hallway was surprisingly spacious, the walls decorated with strange and frightening carvings depicting scenes that Bolt assumed were from Darzen history or mythology. He didn’t get much chance to look at them too much, however, because he immediately spotted more Darzen soldiers rushing toward them, a dozen in all, wielding a variety of axes, swords, and spears.

“There they are!” one of the Darzens shouted. “Intruders! Kill them all in the name of the Dread God and his Avatar!”

Beams stepped toward them, but Bolt put a hand on Beams’ shoulder and said, “Wait here. I’ve got a great idea, but you’re probably going to have to duck.”

Beams glanced at Bolt in confusion, but Bolt didn’t bother to explain. He just shot into the air and landed directly in the center of the Darzen soldiers, who all turned around to face him at the same time.

But Bolt gave them no time to react. He gathered up his electrical energy deep inside him and, with a yell, unleashed it in one great explosion of energy. The energy expanded from his body like a bomb, striking all twelve of the Darzens at once. Some were sent flying, some were knocked flat off their feet, and still others got burned to a crisp. In seconds, all twelve of the Darzens lay scattered around the hallway, unconscious and defeated.

Panting slightly, Bolt turned to face Beams, who was staring at him in disbelief.

“What was that?” said Beams in astonishment.

“Just one of my favorite attacks,” said Bolt, dusting off his shoulder. “Useful for taking out multiple enemies at once, though it’s also a bit draining. But don’t worry about me. I’ve still got plenty of fight left in me.”

“That is good to hear,” said a deep voice behind him, “because you are about to be in the fight of your life.”

Bolt looked over his shoulder just in time to see a huge sword coming his way. He activated his super speed and ran away from the sword, stopping beside Beams and turning around to face his new enemy.

The enemy who stood before them was yet another Darzen, but he was bigger and bulkier than the others, with a face that Bolt would describe as almost human. He wielded a long, dangerous-looking sword that looked like it could cut stone as easily as human flesh. The spikes poking out of its armor looked rusted and twisted, like thorns on a branch.

“Who are you?” said Bolt, holding up his fists. “Another Darzen?”

Beams took a step back. “It’s the Dread God’s Avatar.”

“You mean that guy is the Avatar you told me about earlier?” said Bolt, looking at Beams in surprise. He looked at the Avatar again. “He’s even bigger than I thought.”

The Avatar held his sword before him defensively. “Correct. And you are Bolt, the human who gave Brother Graalix some trouble, aren’t you?”

“Yeah,” said Bolt, nodding. “Surprised you recognize me, given how I’ve never seen you before.”

“You matched Brother Graalix’s description of you,” said the Avatar. “When I heard the explosions coming from the hall, I guessed that you were here. Brother Graalix warned me not to take you lightly, because you always seem to find a way to come out on top. But not today.”

“What, can you see into the future or something?” said Bolt. “You don’t know that.”

“Perhaps,” said the Avatar with a shrug. “But I don’t need to know the future to know that I will win today. The Prophecy has foretold the Dread God’s return. And the Dread God’s prophecies are never wrong.”

“We’ll see about that,” said Bolt. He looked at Beams. “Ready, Beams? Beams?”

For whatever reason, Beams was standing there as if he had become frozen on the spot. It was almost like someone had cast a spell over him, his limbs frozen solid.

“Beams?” said Bolt, looking at him worryingly. “Hey, pal, are you all right?”

Beams suddenly looked at Bolt and fired. His lasers struck Bolt in the chest, sending Bolt flying backwards into the wall on the opposite side of the room. He struck the wall hard and fell down onto the floor, where he lay, slightly stunned from the impact of the blast.

Shaking his head, Bolt looked up to see Beams still standing there, his visor glowing dangerously with charged energy. It seemed like something had possessed Beams, which made Bolt suddenly realize that things were about to get a whole hell of a lot harder.

“Beams?” said Bolt. “Beams, what’s the matter with you? Why did you shoot me?”

The Avatar chuckled. He sheathed his sword and said, “Well, well, it appears that the Dread God is going to take care of you for me. I can sense that the Rubber Ball has taken control over Beams, so I might as well leave you two to your fight. The Dread God’s resurrection is at hand, so regardless of who wins and who loses, he will rise again either way. Just as it should be.”

With that, a portal opened behind the Avatar, which he stepped backwards into. The last thing Bolt saw of the Avatar before the portal closed was the Avatar’s triumphant smirk.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

Beams once again felt like a prisoner in his own body. He tried to stop himself from shooting Bolt, but now that he was back in the Temple, it felt like the Dread God’s power had increased. He could only watch as Bolt slowly rose to his feet, dusting himself off.

“Beams, I don’t want to fight you,” said Bolt, raising his hands with his palms up. “We’re not enemies. This is just a big waste of time. We need to fight the Avatar and the Dread Priest, not each other.”

Beams wanted to say that he agreed, but he couldn’t even control his own mouth. He just suddenly fired another laser blast at Bolt, but Bolt jumped to the side, expertly avoiding the blast, and rushed toward Beams. Bolt ran around Beams and then grabbed his arms and twisted them behind his back. Though Beams couldn’t control his body, he could feel the pain from his arms being twisted in unnatural directions. His body even cried out in pain and struggled to break free of Bolt’s grasp.

“Stop fighting!” Bolt snapped. “Get a hold of yourself! I could easily crush you like an ant, but I don’t want to. Fight off the Dread God’s possession!”

Easier said than done, Beams wanted to say. He could sense the malevolence of the Dread God lurking somewhere in the back of his mind, controlling his every movement. The Dread God was angry at Bolt restraining him, so he twisted Beams’ head around and fired another laser at Bolt. He couldn’t hit Bolt exactly because that would require turning his head around completely, but Bolt did let go of his arms, allowing Beams to whirl around and throw a punch at his face.

But Bolt dodged the punch and responded with a quick punch of his own. Though the blow was light, it still knocked Beams’ off his feet and made him gasp in pain.

Let me go, Beams told the Dread God. Give me my body back. Give it back now.

But the Dread God just ignored his pleas. He got back to his feet and fired another energy blast at Bolt, but Bolt dodged it easily and swept Beams’ legs from out underneath him, sending Beams crashing back to the floor. Beams tried to get up again, but Bolt pinned him to the floor with a stomp and twisted his arms behind him again.

“Beams!” said Bolt into his ear. “I’m counting on you to fight back against the Dread God’s control! Resist him as much as you can. Kick him out!”

Again, easier said than done, but Beams decided to try again harder than ever. Yet no matter how hard he pushed back against the Dread God’s might, it was like trying to move a mountain. It made Beams wonder just how powerful the Dread God was … and how much powerful he would be once he was alive again.

What makes this even worse is that I can sense that the Dread God is just toying with us, Beams thought. He’s not even using the full extent of his power and yet he’s making us fight each other like we’re archenemies. It’s madness.

Beams sensed the Dread God’s amusement. It was obviously taking great pleasure in pitting him against Bolt. It wasn’t even trying to win. It was just trying to distract them long enough for the Dread Priest to complete the ritual and restore its original body.

That thought filled Beams with anger, but at the same time, with hope. If the Dread God wasn’t putting one hundred percent of its effort into possessing him, then there was a chance … however small … that he might be able to free himself.

But then he felt a surge of power course through his body and he yelled and threw Bolt off himself. Bolt jumped back, a startled look on his face, as Beams rose to his feet again and turned to face him.

“If you keep getting back up like this, I might just have to break your legs,” Bolt said. “That’s something that even the Dread God can’t recover from.”

Beams’ body did not answer. It just took one step forward, but Beams, sensing a weakness, rushed in and forced his body to stop it mid-step. He could sense the Dread God’s astonishment at his taking back control … which quickly turned to anger, even hatred, and he suddenly felt himself coming under severe mental assault, the likes of which he had never suffered before in his life.

Putting his hands on his head, Beams wanted to scream for his life, but he was unable to, because without control over his body, all he could do was take the mental pain which the Dread God dished out. He sensed the Dread God trying to batter his will into submission, trying to make him crack. Indeed, Beams felt like he was not only cracking, but even snapping under the insane pressure which the Dread God inflicted upon him. He just wanted it to end, for death to claim him and his life to be over so he wouldn’t have to take it anymore.

But at the same time, Beams didn’t want to die, not like this. He forced himself to withstand the Dread God’s mental anguish, to take the attacks head on. He pushed through the attacks, ignoring the pain, trying to get back to his own body. The intensity of the Dread God’s attacks increased the closer he got back to controlling his body, until soon it was nearly unbearable.

Yet just as the attacks became unbearable, Beams let out a yell of anguish and forced the Dread God out of his mind. He could sense the Dread God’s shock at his forcing him out, but soon he could no longer feel what the Dread God felt, and in the next instant he found himself standing in front of Bolt, panting and sweating as if he had just run a mile.

“Beams?” said Bolt uncertainly. “Is that you? Are you back?”

Beams blinked several times. “Y-Yeah. I got control over my body again, but … I have a killer headache, ugh.”

Beams put his hands on his head. The headache was indeed killer, but even as he stood there, he sensed it going away. But he could also still sense the Dread God, though its presence was nowhere nearly as strong as it once was. Indeed, it almost felt like it was gone entirely, which helped him feel relieved.

Bolt, on the other hand, continued to look at Beams warily. “Well, that’s good to hear. What was it like?”

“Like I was floating outside of my body, watching it do everything while I couldn’t do anything,” said Beams. He grimaced. “I think the reason the Dread God wasn’t putting in all of his effort is because he’s become distracted by the ritual.”

“Huh,” said Bolt. “I was possessed by a Darzen myself not too long ago, but—”

Bolt suddenly stopped speaking and held his finger up to his ear. “Hello? Oh, hi, Shade. How are you guys doing? Uh huh, okay. Yeah, we’ll keep going and hopefully meet you at the ritual site soon. Bye.”

“Shade?” Beams repeated. “How was she talking to you?”

“Earcom,” said Bolt, tapping his ear. “Very convenient. Anyway, sounds like Shade and the others have begun their assault on the first floor and are making their way to the top. That means we need to keep going if we’re going to meet them in the middle like we planned.”

Beams nodded. “Lead the way, man, though I don’t know where the ritual is going to take place.”

“Can’t be far from here, otherwise the Avatar wouldn’t have shown up to stop us,” said Bolt. “Let’s go!”

Bolt ran down the hallway at normal speed. Beams followed, his headache subsiding with every step. Though his connection with the Dread God seemed weaker than ever, Beams could still sense the Dread God somewhere nearby. He knew it wouldn’t be long before they arrived at the site of the ritual. The only question was, would they arrive there in time to stop it? Or was the Dread God’s abandoning of him a sign that they were already too late?

Beams hoped it was the former, but he would not bet on it.


CHAPTER THIRTY

 

As Bolt and Beams ran through the hallway of the Temple, Bolt could not help but glance over his shoulder at Beams every now and then. He wasn’t worried about Beams keeping up with him, because he was deliberately running at a normal speed that most people could match. No, he was mostly concerned that Beams might get possessed by the Dread God again. He even thought about putting Beams in front so he would not be attacked from behind, but decided against it, because he was much stronger than Beams and was therefore better able to deal with any obstacles they ran into on their way to the ritual.

Mostly, I’m impressed he managed to fight off the Dread God by himself, Bolt thought. I couldn’t even fight off a Darzen on my own. He may not be a very physically strong guy, but I think he’s got a spirit ten times as strong as my own. Makes me wonder what sort of adventures he’s been through to develop that kind of spirit.

Shaking his head, Bolt decided he would think about that later. For now, he was just glad that Beams was on his side. He knew he could take Beams in a fight, but he had a feeling that Beams could give him a run for his money under the right circumstances.

Oddly enough, the two of them did not run into any other Darzen soldiers or guards on their way through the hallway. That set off alarms in Bolt’s head and he could sense that Beams was just as worried as he was. It didn’t make sense that they were able to run freely through such an important building to the Darzen people. They should have been swarmed on all sides by every available guard or soldier. That they weren’t told Bolt that they were probably running into a trap of some sort.

Not like we have much choice, though, Bolt thought as he ran. I guess it’s also possible that Shade and the others have distracted the bulk of the guards, but Beams and I are a much bigger threat than them. It would make more sense to focus the bulk of their efforts on stopping us, which tells me that the Avatar or the Dread Priest or whoever runs this joint doesn’t want to stop us.

The two of them reached the end of the hallway, where they found an ancient stone staircase that spiraled down into a pitch black hole to the next floor. Bolt illuminated his hand with red sparks and held it over the dark staircase, but he couldn’t see anything dangerous within, so he and Beams rushed down the stairs as fast as they could, heedless of whatever dangers lay ahead.

“Hey, Bolt,” said Beams as they ran down the stairs, “do you think we’re very far from the Dread God now?”

“How am I supposed to know?” said Bolt, glancing over his shoulder again. “I’m not the one with the connection to the Dread God here. You are.”

“We are getting closer,” said Beams, “but it’s hard to tell for sure. My connection with him isn’t as strong as it used to be.”

“Well, keep your guard up anyway,” said Bolt. “I bet they have a trap for us laid somewhere ahead, so we better make sure we don’t run into it.”

“Might be too late for that,” said Beams, “given how we haven’t run into anyone else since the Avatar.”

“You noticed that, too?” said Bolt. He slowed down, though still ran at a good pace. “That’s rarely a good sign.”

“Agreed,” said Beams. “Whatever awaits us at the end of these stairs, we need to keep our wits about ourselves. The Dread God is closer than ever to coming back to life. We can’t afford any mistakes.”

Bolt nodded again and then noticed a light coming just around the next corner. Knowing that they were about to reach the exit, Bolt put on an extra burst of speed and, rounding the corner, emerged into a new chamber. He stopped as soon as he and Beams emerged from the stairway, his mouth gaping as he gazed upon the chamber into which they had emerged.

It was massive, much bigger than Beams’ room above. Tall jet black marble columns rose from the floor in regular intervals, holding a massive, dome-shaped ceiling above their heads. Along the walls were carvings of Darzens worshiping some kind of demonic entity clouded in fire and shadow, depicting scenes of such ugly brutality that even Bolt couldn’t stare at them for long. The floor was made of the same black marble as the columns, but it somehow felt much older than the columns. Burning torches hung along the walls, providing the only illumination in this place, because there were no windows, though there were a few doors that seemed to lead to various rooms.

In the center of the chamber, however, was a sight that Bolt would never forget for as long as he lived. It was a giant of massive proportions, easily three times as tall as Bolt and Beams standing on each other’s shoulders. It looked like some unholy combination of man and cow, with huge longhorns sticking out of its forehead, humanoid-shaped body, and hands and feet that more closely resembled hooves than human hands and feet. The top of its head was cut open, revealing that it was completely empty, while its eyelids were shut. It stank of cow flesh and death, yet it did not look as if it had been rotting away, despite the fact that it was clearly dead.

“What in the hell is that?” said Bolt. “Their science experiment? Beams, what do you think?”

But when Bolt looked at Beams, his friend had taken a step back. His body was visibly shaking and he looked close to running away outright.

“Beams?” said Bolt. “What’s the problem? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Not a ghost,” said Beams. What little of his skin was visible through his helmet visor was pale. He pointed at the strange creature. “That thing. I’ve seen it before, but I didn’t think I’d see it ever again.”

“What is it?” said Bolt. “Why are you so scared of it? It looks dead.”

“It’s not dead because it’s never been alive,” said Beams. “That’s the body of the Dread God.”

Bolt looked over at the Dread God’s body in alarm. “What? But it doesn’t have a brain …”

“The Darzens created it,” said Beams quickly. “Six months ago in my universe, the Darzens were abducting cattle from small farmers in West Texas. They were cutting these cattle apart and stitching their bodies together to create a new body for their god.”

Bolt grimaced. “So the body itself was never alive, but its components were. Gross.”

“It’s more than gross,” said Beams. “As long as they have that body, they’ll be able to bring back the Dread God. We don’t know where the Rubber Ball or Soul Crown are, but it doesn’t matter now. If we can destroy the Dread God’s body, then the Rubber Ball and the Soul Crown will both be useless.”

“Good thinking,” said Bolt. He held up a hand which began sparking and crackling with electricity. “On the count of three, we’ll shoot it together. Ready?”

Beams’ visor began glowing with charged energy. “Always.”

“Good,” said Bolt. He turned to face the Dread God’s body and held his glowing and crackling fist above his head. “One … two … three!”

Bolt fired a blindingly bright red lightning bolt at the Dread God’s body. At the same time, Beams unleashed a powerful laser blast from his visor. Both of their attacks flew through the air toward the Dread God’s body, crackling and sparking and thundering through the air.

But right before they hit the Dread God’s body, both the lightning bolt and the laser blast struck some kind of invisible barrier. The two blasts bounced off the barrier and went flying everywhere, striking the floor, walls, and ceiling and leaving smoking holes or gouges wherever they struck. One such lightning bolt nearly hit Beams, who jumped out of the way at the last second before the rogue bolt left a smoking crater where he had been standing mere moments before.

“What was that?” said Bolt, staring at the Dread God’s body in bewilderment. “How did it deflect our attacks? I thought it wasn’t alive.”

“The body didn’t do that,” said Beams, shaking his head. “The Darzens must have put some kind of protective barrier around it. Not sure how, but—”

All of a sudden, Beams was interrupted by a low but consistent chanting that seemed to be coming from everywhere at once. It sounded somewhat like Latin chanting, but soon it became obvious that the chanting was in a language which was not Latin and was not even related to any earthly language. It was like listening to banging gongs and whistling flutes, at times alternating and at other times mixing together, with the sound of steel clashing against steel tossed in for good measure. The sound would have made the hairs on the back of Bolt’s neck stand up if he wasn’t wearing a skintight costume.

Then, before their startled eyes, doors on either side of the chamber opened. From within the darkened chambers came hundreds of Darzens, but they did not seem to be the soldier class which Bolt and Beams had fought before. These ones wore white-and-black robes that gave them a holy aura not unlike a priest in a Catholic church. They didn’t even seem to notice Bolt and Beams. The chanting priests or worshipers or whatever they were moved toward the Dread God’s body, getting on their hands and knees and kneeling before their god.

Their chanting did not end. Though Bolt could not understand a word being uttered by any of the Darzen worshipers, he saw images in his mind of things he had never experienced. He saw Darzen warships raining death down on planets, saw the Dread God sweep his massive arms and total entire cities in the blink of an eye, witnessed massive armies attacking the Dread God only to be annihilated as easily as Bolt crushed a bug under his boot. Death, destruction, chaos … and dread were the recurring themes in these visions, visions of the past, of the glory days of the Dread God and his empire, though Bolt couldn’t explain how he was seeing them, and that frightened him more than anything.

Shaking his head, Bolt looked at Beams and saw that his friend seemed to be experiencing something similar. A growing expression of absolute and utter horror was growing across Beams’ face. Yet there was also something else in his face, a kind of savage delight, which reminded Bolt once again of the connection between Beams and the Dread God.

Before Bolt could consider that thought further, however, a dimensional portal opened directly above the Dread God’s head. From within the portal descended a flat, solid platform, upon which stood three figures, each one holding a different object in their hands. Bolt recognized two of them instantly as the Avatar, who held the box most likely containing the Rubber Ball in his hands, and the other as Graalix, who held the Soul Crown’s container in his own hands.

The third figure standing in between them, however, Bolt had never seen before. He was clearly a Darzen, but like the Avatar, he looked more human than any of them. He seemed indescribably ancient, with pitted and scarred armor from countless battles, wearing robes of the same colors as the robes of the worshipers below, but which had strange, alien shapes that made Bolt’s skin crawl. He was hunched over and leaned upon a long, metal-and-crystal staff, his dark red eyes glowing dangerously from the eye holes in his helmet. Bolt had the sensation that he was looking at a being who, while not quite immortal, was certainly not mortal, which was the same sense he got from the Avatar.

“It’s him …” Beams muttered under his breath.

“Who?” said Bolt, glancing at Beams.

Beams pointed at the figure standing between the Avatar and Graalix and said, in a voice not quite his own, “The Dread Priest. The ritual is complete. The Dread God will rise again.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

The Dread Priest suddenly spoke. His voice was ancient yet clear, like the words on a carefully preserved parchment from the old days. Even though he did not seem to have a microphone or loudspeaker, the Dread Priest’s words were clear and understandable to everyone in the massive chamber. And though Beams couldn’t explain it, he sensed that the Dread Priest spoke in English and the Darzen language at the same time.

“Dear Elect!” said the Dread Priest, his voice echoing with power and authority. “Today is a day which we have been looking forward to for eons, the day which thousands of Darzens have lived and died to see come into fruition. It is a day spoken of in the Prophecy, the last Prophecy which the Dread God uttered to his followers before his death. Today is the day that the Dread God will rise again and resume his rightful place as the Conqueror of All, the Deity of Fear, the Divine Destruction, the Heretic’s Bane, and the Omni-King!”

The ‘Elect,’ as the Dread Priest called them, cheered, yet didn’t stop their chanting. Their chanting was happier now, which was somehow more chilling than their earlier calm. Yet Beams understood the chanting well, because his connection to the Dread God gave him a basic understanding of the Darzen language. And they were not even chanting in the Darzen language, but rather in an ancient dialect of their language which was no longer spoken by anyone other than students of Darzen history and the Elect themselves.

The Elect were chanting an ancient chant passed down to them by their forefathers from even before Darzen history was recorded. Their chanting spoke of the Dread God’s greatness, of their great commitment to his glory, of how happy they were to have been chosen to be his Elect. There was more—much more—but Beams feared that his mind would be shattered if he dwelt too long on the many and varied meanings of the Elect’s chanting. He only knew one thing: The Elect fully expected to see the Dread God’s resurrection, unless someone put a stop to it.

“For countless eons, the Dread God has slept,” the Dread Priest continued. “He was slain by demons which sought to take his throne and it was those same demons who drove us and our ancestors off that world where he once reigned. For eons, we have sought his brain and his crown, desperately attempting to find them both, but it wasn’t until recently that we were able to find out where they were. Even then, we were forced, due to the machinations of one of the descendants of the demons, to put off the ritual for a little while longer, but today, we wait no longer. The Dread God will rise again and all his enemies shall tremble at the might of him and his Elect!”

More cheering from the Elect. Beams also felt a compulsion to cheer, but he kept his mouth shut. He just wondered how long it would take the Dread Priest to notice him and Bolt. He found it odd that none of the Elect seemed to notice them, even though they were standing right there and weren’t even trying to hide. Maybe they were so overcome with religious ecstasy that they had developed an extreme form of tunnel vision.

“As glorious as this day is, not all is at ease,” the Dread Priest continued. “Enemies from afar have come to thwart the day spoken of in the Prophecy. These enemies seek to prevent the Dread God from rising again, seek to kill everyone who had pledged loyalty to the Dread God. They are evil incarnate and, though we have thwarted their own attempts to be a stumbling block, they still seek to stop us even now.”

Without warning, the Dread Priest pointed his staff at Beams and Bolt. “There they stand! The enemies of the Dread God, who seek nothing less than to extend the length and misery of this dark age in which our people have lived for what has seemed like an eternity. They have come not as ambassadors of their own people seeking to join us in worship of the Dread God, but as enemies who wish to ensure that the Dread God never breathes the pure air of the Third Layer ever again.”

As one, the entirety of the Elect turned to face Beams and Bolt. Though none of the Elect were armed, Beams nonetheless felt intimidated seeing so many angry-looking Darzens turn to face them at once. Their collective glare was a force in itself, and for the first time Beams understood that the Elect were every bit as much a power in their own right, that their title wasn’t merely something given to puff up their own status, but a reflection of their true nature which was recognized by the Dread God.

“Uh oh,” Beams muttered. He glanced at Bolt. “What do you think we should do? Fight?”

“All of these people?” Bolt shook his head. “Nah. We need to take out the Dread Priest, as well as the Avatar and Graalix. They’re the ones who are going to complete the ritual. Going to attack now.”

Before Beams could ask what he meant by that, Bolt launched into the air and flew straight toward the Dread Priest, the Avatar, and Graalix. The Elect all turned as one again, following Bolt’s trajectory with a mixture of awe and fear. They seemed to have forgotten all about Beams, which was fine by him, because he was pretty sure he couldn’t take all of the Elect in a fight. He just watched as Bolt zipped through the air toward the platform upon which the three leaders of the Darzens stood, moving so fast that Beams’ eyes could barely keep up.

Both the Avatar and Graalix tensed as if they were going to jump off the platform to meet Bolt in combat, but the Dread Priest held up a hand as if telling them to stand down. The Dread Priest stepped forward, his dark red eyes following Bolt’s every movement like a cat carefully watching a bird which had landed in its territory.

Seconds before it happened, Beams called out to Bolt to stop, to come back. But he was too late.

The Dread Priest swung his staff like a sword. Without warning, Bolt was slammed out of the air by an unseen force and went careening off to the side uncontrollably. Bolt smashed through the wall on the other side of the room hard enough to make it sound like an explosion, causing even some of the Elect to cover their ears in order to protect their hearing.

As if that wasn’t enough, the Dread Priest waved his hand at Bolt. The wall rapidly rebuilt around Bolt, trapping him within it. Only his head, hands, and feet were visible, with the rest of his body fused with the wall itself.

“Witness the absolute audacity of the human who sought to stop the Dread God’s ritual,” said the Dread Priest. “See how much demonic hate flows through his bones. Luckily for us, the Book says that all enemies of the Dread God ultimately destroy themselves through their own hubris and flaws. Furthermore, it says that the Dread God delights in the sacrifice of his enemies, so we will keep this one alive a little while longer until we can sacrifice him to the Dread God. What a wonderful thing that will be: The Dread God will receive his very first sacrifice in eons and you will all be its first witnesses. The Dread God may even add this day to the Book, which would be the first addition to the holy writings since his tragic death ages ago. Halok!”

“Halok!” the Elect chanted back, which Beams understood to be a word similar to ‘amen,’ although there was something far more sinister about that word.

Regardless, Beams now wished he was anywhere else. He hadn’t realized just how powerful the Dread Priest was. He was also not entirely convinced that Bolt was still alive, but either way, Beams was on his own now. He half-wondered where Shade and the others were, but realized that it was unlikely any of them would get here before the ritual was completed.

That means I really am on my own, Beams thought. Uh oh.

Then the Dread Priest pointed again. “But all is not well. One more enemy still stands, though this one may not be as much of an enemy as he seems at first glance.”

Once again, the Elect turned as one to look at Beams. Beams stepped back again before realizing that the entrance to the stairs behind him had somehow closed between the time he and Bolt had emerged from it and now. That meant Beams couldn’t run even if he wanted to.

“The enemy you see today is the very same one who threatened to destroy the Dread God’s brain not too long ago,” said the Dread Priest. “Yet he is not to be killed or sacrificed, unlike the other, for the Dread God has chosen him to serve him.”

Beams turned to run (even though there was nowhere to run to) but then found himself yanked off his feet by the same invisible force which had taken out Bolt and went hurtling backward through the air toward the Dread Priest. He stopped in the air above the Dread Priest, the Avatar, and Graalix. He struggled to break free of the Dread Priest’s telekinesis, but his body was held as rigidly as if a giant hand had snatched him up.

“There,” said the Dread Priest, a soft smile crossing his distorted lips. “Resist not, young one. Soon, you will see the Dread God return to all of his glory and power. And once you do, you will see just how foolish you were for opposing his great and mighty will.”

Beams wanted to snap back at the Dread Priest, but he found it impossible to move his mouth. It felt like someone had tied a thick steel trap around his jaw. He could still breathe, but he couldn’t speak or make any noises.

“Now,” said the Dread Priest. He looked from the Avatar to Graalix and then back at the Elect. “Though other enemies are still making their way to this area below, the loyal forces of the Darzen Army are keeping them at bay. Even if they weren’t, the Dread God will be more than enough to deal with them. Behold!”

The Dread Priest spread his hands and both boxes flew out of the hands of the Avatar and Graalix and floated on either side of Beams, who glanced at the boxes in a worried fashion.

“In minutes, the Dread God will rise again!” the Dread Priest’s voice boomed throughout the chamber. “Behold, Elect! Your god’s rest is finally about to end! Glory shall return to Jinkopa and the entire Darzen Empire! Halok!”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

Through his superhero career, Bolt had suffered a variety of different fates. He’d been shot, smashed, punched, stabbed, brainwashed, thrown around like a rag doll, crushed, attacked mentally, and even banished to another universe by an evil alternate universe counterpart of his father. Bolt had thought he’d seen it all, or at least as much as a guy his age could be expected to see.

But Bolt had never been fused into a stone wall before. That was a new one even for him.

It was a hard sensation to describe. If Bolt had to use words to describe it, he would say it was like lying in a mud puddle, only the mud had hardened to the point of nigh unbreakability and he couldn’t move his limbs or get up at all. He could still breathe clearly and the rest of his body seemed to be working just fine aside from feeling like he’d been thrown around by a giant, but somehow that made it all the more disturbing. He had no idea what kind of power the Dread Priest wielded, but whatever it was, it was clearly something he had never faced before.

The question was whether Bolt would be able to break free or not. His limbs were totally immobile, which meant he couldn’t rely on his good old fists to punch his way out. He couldn’t even kick his way out. His feet were facing out, true, but all he could do was wiggle them awkwardly, which would have been humorous if he wasn’t about to witness the resurrection of a multiverse-destroying god.

The Dread Priest just finished giving his sermon to the Elect, who were all chanting excitedly among themselves. Their chanting annoyed Bolt, but he had bigger problems to deal with, like saving Beams and stopping the Dread Priest from resurrecting the Dread God.

Where are Shade and the others? Bolt thought. The Dread Priest wasn’t serious about how the soldiers are keeping them out, was he?

“Now,” said the Dread Priest, his voice as booming and authoritative as ever, “it is time that you witness the rebirth of the Dread God himself! Let us begin the ritual!”

Without warning, the boxes containing the Rubber Ball and the Soul Crown popped open and fell to the floor with a soft clatter. Hanging in their place were two objects: The Soul Crown, which Bolt had no trouble recognizing, and a soft, organic-looking sphere which had to be the Rubber Ball, or the Dread God’s brain. Just looking at the Rubber Ball, Bolt could sense a malevolent presence emanating from it. From a distance, the presence was faint, yet there was no mistaking it for anything other than the presence of an evil force that was looking forward to its subsequent resurrection.

Upon seeing the Rubber Ball, the chanting of the Elect grew louder than ever. A few Elect began to stamp their feet in some kind of rhythm and soon all of the Elect joined in, stamping their feet in a rhythm which made no sense to Bolt but filled his body with a sense of dread even worse than the Rubber Ball did. He wanted them to stop, to be quiet, but their chanting and stamping combined into a sound of pure horror that made Bolt wish he was dead.

The Dread Priest waved his staff at the Dread God’s body. The Rubber Ball and Soul Crown flew over to the Dread God’s head. The Rubber Ball went in first, fitting inside the skull perfectly, and then the top of the Dread God’s closed like a cap. The Soul Crown then lowered onto the Dread God’s head and instantly began glowing a deep red color. The color itself sent all sorts of instinctive alarms ringing in Bolt’s head, but he was unable to move or escape.

“The Dread God’s resurrection is at hand,” said the Dread Priest in a voice full of mad glee. “But there is still one step left before it can be fully completed.”

The Elect still chanted and stamped their feet, but Bolt could tell that they were confused about what this ‘last step’ could possibly be. Bolt didn’t blame them. He thought the ritual would be complete when the Dread God’s brain was put back in his body.

“In order to resurrect the Dread God, a sacrifice of three hundred souls is needed to power the Soul Crown,” said the Dread Priest. His eyes fell on the Elect, an evil glint in his red orbs. “Three hundred souls elected by the Dread God eons ago, whose entire lives have been prepared for this one moment. By giving your lives, your very souls, you will provide the Dread God’s body with the energy it needs in order to return to its full vitality.”

The chanting and stamping of the Elect became a lot less enthusiastic now. It was clear to Bolt that the Elect hadn’t been told about this ahead of time or even given any hint that they would not live long enough to see their own god come back. A few even stopped chanting and stamping entirely, exchanging confused and nervous looks with one another.

But the Elect didn’t get a chance to leave, because the Dread Priest pointed his staff at them and shouted, “Dread God! I give you the three hundred souls you desire! Devour their souls and add their life to your own!”

The Soul Crown exploded with red and purple lightning bolts. The lightning bolts flashed down to the gathered Elect, striking all of them. Some of the Elect tried to run, but the lightning bolts moved faster than their legs could carry them. Every Darzen who was struck by lightning became burned charred black. Their bodies fell to the floor, clunking against the stone one after another in an eerily quiet horror show, their robes disintegrating in the process. It was a scene that would be burned in Bolt’s memory forever. He didn’t like the Darzens, but even he couldn’t help but feel sorry for the Elect who had spent their whole lives believing they were going to live to see the return of their god only to be sacrificed to that very same god as unceremoniously as any heretic.

In seconds, all three hundred of the Elect lay on the floor, their suits of armor empty husks. The Soul Crown’s jewels, on the other hand, were now glowing with intense brightness, creating a light show that Bolt could not look away from. He just stared as the Soul Crown grew brighter and brighter until finally, with a loud ringing noise, the Soul Crown suddenly stopped glowing and tightened around the crown of the Dread God’s body.

As suddenly as it began, it was over. The Soul Crown, though more colorful than before, no longer stole the souls of the Elect. The Dread God’s body still lay on the stone slab, arms folded over its stomach, as if the Dread God was just taking a nap.

For a moment, Bolt thought it must have failed. He thought that the Dread Priest had been mistaken about bringing back the Dread God and that it would turn out that he sacrificed three hundred of his fellow worshipers for no reason.

Then the Dread God stirred … and his eyes opened.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

Beams could not help but watch in horror as the Dread God’s eyes opened. At first, the Dread God seemed to stare into space mindlessly, but then a soft blue light began glowing in the Dread God’s irises. He coughed, a harsh, rumbling sound like an earthquake, and then slowly began to sit up. His movements were slow, sluggish, even a little awkward, but just knowing the sheer power behind the Dread God’s strength gave a certain dangerous majesty to his movements all by itself.

“Welcome, Dread God!” said the Dread Priest in a hysterically gleeful voice. He threw his hands into the air, raising his staff high above his head. “Welcome, Dread God! Your priest welcomes you back to the world of the living. Halok!”

The Avatar and Graalix, on the other hand, viewed the Dread God with far more caution. The Avatar seemed cautiously interested in the Dread God, while Graalix was beginning to look as if he was regretting having helped the Darzens. Beams couldn’t blame him. He felt more or less the same way, even though he had not directly aided in the Dread God’s resurrection in the way Graalix had.

The Dread God blinked. He looked around the chamber, like a newborn baby opening its eyes for the first time, before his eyes landed on the Dread Priest.

“Well done, good and faithful servant,” said the Dread God. His voice was even deeper and more terrifyingly majestic than the Dread Priests’. “For eons, I have lived a miserable, pathetic life, unable to do anything other than watch as the world around me moved on. For countless ages, I could only sense the world become old and forget about me. I watched the descendants of my murderers build civilizations and empires, discover the secrets of science, delve into untold spirituality, and even begin to dip a toe into the vastness of outer space, with dreams of space empires and colonies glimmering behind their eyes.”

Then the Dread God’s voice took a harsher turn. “But now, I have returned. And with me, so has dread. Soon, my former subjects will know the fear, the existential dread, that their ancestors used to feel when they gazed upon my glory. But this time, it will never end … it shall last from now until the end of eternity, and beyond.”

“Your will be done, my lord,” said the Dread Priest. He immediately dropped his staff and got on his hands and knees before the Dread God. “Your servant has done what you asked. I have been loyal to you, always, and my loyalty shall extend to you even beyond death.”

“Of that, I am well, aware, my faithful servant,” said the Dread God. “Were it not for your leadership in my absence, my people would have collapsed ages ago.”

“’Twas no mean feat, my lord,” said the Dread Priest. “I am sorry to report that your grand empire is no longer as grand as it once was. In your absence, though I have striven to maintain what you built, far too many worlds and peoples went rogue. We have precious few worlds under our command anymore and even many of your followers have grown disillusioned and doubtful.”

“I am aware of that as well,” said the Dread God. He flexed his hand into a fist. “But wipe the tears from the eyes of every Darzen, for today shall begin the rebuilding of my glorious empire. But we will not simply rebuild. We will add, expand, and conquer. We shall crush our enemies under our heels and break the wills of those who oppose us.”

“My lord,” said the Avatar, kneeling before the Dread God like the Dread Priest. “It is my pleasure to see you alive and well again. Like the Dread Priest, I have worked hard to bring you back to life. I have used the power you granted me as your Avatar to carry out your will wherever I go.”

The Dread God nodded. “Indeed you have. You have been an inspiration to all Darzens. Yet your work is still needed if we are to conquer the cosmos and beyond under my name. Therefore, you shall retain the title of Avatar of the Dread God, as well as all of the powers and respect that accompany that title.”

“Thank you, Dread God,” said the Avatar. He sounded close to crying himself, which Beams found bizarre given how big and muscular he was. “I shall never forget your kindness and mercy, not for as long as I live.”

The Dread God nodded once again and his eyes fell on Graalix. “And you, small one, you are a member of the Pokacu race, are you not?”

Graalix immediately knelt similarly to the Avatar and the Dread Priest, though Beams thought he didn’t seem nearly as eager as they. “Yes, Dread God. My name is Graalix and I am the sole surviving member of the Pokacu race, the children of the Mother World.”

“The Mother World,” the Dread God repeated. “Yes, I remember her. She feared me greatly, but I allowed her to exist so long as she did not interfere with my path. I should have conquered her.”

“It is too late now, my lord,” said Graalix, though he seemed to say ‘lord’ reluctantly. “She is destroyed, but I was told that you had the power to restore her and all of my people if I aided you. So—”

The Dread God suddenly snatched Graalix up in one hand and brought him close to his face. Anger distorted the Dread God’s already inhuman face into absolute monstrosity, making Beams wish that he wasn’t even looking at him. “Does the mouse make demands of the lion after he helps remove the thorn from his paw? If not, then what gives you any right to demand anything of I, the Dread God? The Pokacu were always a loathsome, petty little race undeserving of my glory and attention, but I forgot that they were self-centered in addition to being disgusting little insects.”

“Please, Dread God …” Graalix gasped, as if he was being crushed in a vice. “My … my apologies … I didn’t mean—”

“I care not what your intentions were, Pokacu insect,” said the Dread God. “The Dread God does not tolerate disrespect or demands made of him. I have no equal, either in this universe or any other. I would not even tolerate such demands from my most faithful of servants, yet you disgusting Pokacu slug believed you could approach me as a partner in some kind of business deal, as if I had signed a contract bound by law stating that I would have to uphold my own end of the deal once I resurrected.”

Graalix couldn’t even talk now. His eyes were bulging from his sockets and visible cracks existed in his armor.

“Were this before my death, I would have smote you here and now and used you as an example to others who would dare get in my way,” said the Dread God. He shook his head. “But I am feeling merciful and kind today and, though I feel no obligation to you or any other mortal, I must acknowledge that were it not for your efforts, the Soul Crown would still be lost. Therefore, I shall merely cripple you, but not kill you. Such is my mercy, which you shall live long enough to preach to others about.”

Without warning, the Dread God hurled Graalix to the floor like a ball. Graalix crashed into the floor hard enough to create a small crater where he crashed. He lay there very still, his legs twisted in unnatural directions and strange blue blood leaking out of his body, yet Beams could tell that Graalix was not only alive, but that he would live long enough to survive his near-death.

That was when Beams realized that the Dread God was looking at him now. He looked at the Dread God and met his gaze, staring into the massive eyes of the Dread God. But it didn’t really feel like he was staring at another person. He felt more like he was staring at his reflection in a mirror, a grotesque, distorted reflection that made his stomach churn.

The Dread God snapped his fingers. Beams all of a sudden found himself standing on the palm of the Dread God’s open right hand, staring up into the Dread God’s face with a mixture of fear and apprehension.

“And then there was you,” said the Dread God. “Alexander Fry, son of Jack and Fanny Fry, employee of Dennis ‘Rubberman’ Pullman, and known to the public in your world as Beams. But to me, I know you as my savior.”

“I’m not your savior,” said Beams. He wasn’t sure where this sudden urge to talk back was coming from, but he rolled with it. “I should have killed you. I should have destroyed you on that Darzen ship six months ago.”

“But then you would have killed Rubberman,” said the Dread God. “And I know how much you care about him, because I’ve been in your mind for these past six months. In some ways, I am you and you are me.”

“I’m not you,” said Beams. “You are not me. No matter how much you mess with my mind, no matter how much you pry into my deepest thoughts, you’ll never be me. Ever.”

The Dread God chuckled. “Your words are spoken fiercely, but I can sense the doubt hidden behind them, like a frightened peacock spreading its feathers to make it look bigger than it actually is. You are nothing but a small human boy, barely able to keep up in a world of gods and monsters. Still, as with Graalix, I owe you a debt, so I will spare you today.”

Beams blinked. “Are you … are you going to let me go home?”

“Of course not,” said the Dread God. He nodded at Graalix. “Graalix will no longer be able to serve me, nor do I need his services any longer. But it would be … useful to have another leader of the Darzens, a third member to join the triad that currently consists of the Dread Priest and the Avatar. You shall be that third member, regardless of how you feel about it.”

Beams’ hands balled into fists. He wanted to glance at Bolt, but he knew that Bolt was in no position to help him. It didn’t help that there was a part of him that wanted to join the Dread God, a part of him that desperately sought the Dread God’s acceptance. He knew it was just the Dread God attempting to override his free will, but it was becoming harder and harder to ignore, especially whenever he imagined himself leading the armies of the Dread God across the multiverse.

“No words?” said the Dread God. “I understand. Your tiny human mind is still trying to wrap itself around everything that happened. No matter. I don’t need you in order to regain my empire. You will come around eventually, because all mortals who oppose me eventually—”

The Dread God never got to finish his sentence, because Beams fired a powerful charged laser blast directly into his face.

The Dread God cried out in surprise and dropped Beams, who fell toward the floor fast. Acting on instinct, Beams hit the floor with a roll and immediately sprinted toward the nearest exit. He could sense that his lasers hadn’t actually harmed the Dread God, who was too powerful to be harmed by mortal attacks, but Beams hoped nonetheless that the Dread God would remain distracted long enough for him to escape. He could hear the Dread Priest shrieking at him, but he didn’t care. His eyes were on the nearest door and he put all of his speed into it, hoping against hope to reach it before—

A huge, hand-shaped shadow appeared over him suddenly and the Dread God’s hand came down on him with a crash. Gasping for breath, Beams looked over his shoulder and saw the Dread God’s angry face glaring down at him with pure hatred.

“Foolish mortal,” said the Dread God, hatred coloring every word that left his mouth, “you dare … you dare attack me. Your pretty lights didn’t hurt me, but I have never, in my entire history of existence, ever forgiven anyone who has ever attacked me for any reason. It is nearly enough to make me crush you out of existence, but I think I shall instead cripple you like Graalix and then have you thrown in the dungeons for a few decades to think about what you did. Trust me, that is merciful in comparison to what I could do to you.”

All of a sudden, the weight of the Dread God’s hand increased on Beams’ body. Beams gasped in pain. He could already feel his legs starting to break. The pain was so horrible that he couldn’t even think straight long enough to fire his lasers.

All he could do was stare up at the ugly visage of the Dread God even as the pressure on his legs became too much to bear.
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Watching the Dread God come back to life was bad enough. Hearing the Dread God speak about how he was going to bring back his empire was worse. Seeing the Dread God punish and reward his servants was awful.

But seeing the Dread God trying to cripple Beams under his hand? That was something Bolt would not stand for. He had been quiet during this entire scene, watching with a mixture of dread and awe as the Dread God returned to life and proclaimed his plans for the future, but when the Dread God began trying to kill Beams, Bolt decided he had waited enough.

I’m still stuck in this wall, Bolt thought. Escape seems impossible, but I’ve been stuck in far worse before and escaped. This is nothing.

Beams activated both his super strength and super speed. He struggled as hard as he could against the wall, wriggling his hands and feet uselessly. He pushed his body against its limits, forcing his powers to go beyond what they normally could. His body strained against the stone that it had been fused into and pain wracked every inch of his body, but Bolt didn’t care. His focus was on saving Beams and nothing else.

Come on … Bolt thought. Break, damn it. Break!

Then Bolt started to hear cracking noises around him. At first, he thought his spine was starting to snap from the effort of trying to escape, but then he looked around and noticed thick cracks developing along the wall around his body. His limbs began to move much more freely and the wall itself began feel weak against his efforts.

Finally, with a roar of triumph, Bolt shattered the stone wall and went flying toward the Dread God. As he flew toward the Dread God, he channeled red lightning into his fist, making it crackle and burst with electricity. He flew as fast as he could, rearing his fist back, aiming square for the Dread God’s head.

The Dread God seemed to hear him coming, because he looked in his direction with a puzzled look on his face. But Bolt was too fast for the Dread God. He slammed his sparkling, crackling fist as hard as he could directly into the Dread God’s face. He felt skin and bone shatter under the impact of his fist as lightning and electricity tore at the Dread God’s face.

The Dread God went flying. His massive form slammed into the wall on the other side of the room, his head even smashing through it, though the rest of his body didn’t. The Dread God was then very still, not moving even an inch as he lay there against the wall.

Panting and breathing, Bolt stared in disbelief at the Dread God’s body. Bolt always knew he had a strong arm, but even he hadn’t expected to hit the Dread God that hard. He thought for sure that the Dread God would have reacted, yet he managed to land a solid blow nonetheless.

Then Bolt shook his head and lowered down to the floor, where Beams was sitting up painfully, rubbing his legs. But Beams was not looking at him. He was looking at the Dread God’s still body, looking just as shocked as Bolt, maybe even more so.

“How are your legs?” said Bolt as he landed beside Beams. “Can you still stand? Can you walk?”

“I … I think so,” said Beams, looking up at Bolt. “That wasn’t a dream, was it?”

Bolt shook his head and raised his fist. “Nope. I actually punched him in the face.”

“You didn’t …” Beams seemed afraid to finish the sentence.

“Kill him?” said Bolt. He shrugged. “I don’t know. If he’s really as powerful as he says he is, he should still be alive, but I did hit him pretty—”

A cry of anguish and anger tore through the air. Bolt and Beams looked up at the floating platform where the Dread Priest and the Avatar stood. The Dread Priest was slamming his staff against the platform and screaming, while the Avatar was staring at the Dread God’s prone body in complete and utter disbelief.

“You monsters!” the Dread Priest screamed. “Insolent little pests! How dare you … how dare you attack the Dread God! Death is too good for infidels like you. No, you deserve to have your souls shredded into pieces and scattered to every corner of the multiverse. Your souls deserve to burn for all eternity in the afterlife.”

“Kind of hard for our souls to burn in the afterlife if there isn’t a god to send us there,” said Bolt, nodding at the unmoving body of the Dread God. “Just saying.”

The Dread Priest’s face, normally not very handsome, was so distorted by anger that it looked painful. “You dare joke about your evil ways? Never in all of my eons serving as the Dread Priest have I ever met infidels as disrespectful of the Dread God as you. Both of you deserve nothing but the most painful of deaths for your wicked ways. I hate you!”

Bolt could not help but smile. Even knowing the Dread Priest’s powers, he couldn’t help but feel more amused by the Dread Priest’s temper tantrums than anything. He wished he’d brought a camera so he could film the Dread Priest’s tantrum and put it up online. He was sure it would go viral.

Then a voice he didn’t want to hear spoke. “Enough, Dread Priest. Your god still lives … and he burns with a righteous anger against the infidels who tried to kill him.”

Bolt turned to see the Dread God wrench his head out of the wall. The Dread God’s face was bloody and covered with ugly burn scars, but otherwise functional. The Dread God touched a trickle of blood leaking from his forehead and looked at the small amount of blood on his index finger with a hard-to-read expression.

“I bleed …” said the Dread God in a low voice. “I have forgotten what it feels like to bleed, as I have forgotten so many other physical sensations. This body is clumsier than I expected.”

The Dread God looked up at Bolt and Beams. “But no matter. You should have hit me harder, infidel. Now I will kill you both and use you both as examples to those who would oppose my righteous will.”

The Dread God slowly rose back to his feet. Bolt took fighting stance, as did Beams, but deep down, they both knew they couldn’t defeat the Dread God. Bolt was convinced that if that attack couldn’t finish him, then nothing could. At least, nothing they could do, at any rate. Yet Bolt also knew there was no point in running, because no matter how far or how long they ran, the Dread God would catch them eventually. That much was certain to him.

The Dread Priest gasped in delight. “The Dread God rises again! Oh joyous day! Oh—”

“Enough, Dread Priest,” the Dread God interrupted again. “Once I am finished with these two, I shall call together an audience of all of the people of Jinkopa to inform them of my righteous return. I will need your aid in organizing the people.”

“Yes, my lord, of course,” said the Dread Priest, nodding eagerly. “The Avatar and I live only to serve you. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“Very well,” said the Dread God. He turned his rage-filled eyes toward Bolt and Beams. “It is time I end both of you. Even you, Beams. I thought you could serve me in some way, but it is now obvious to me that no matter what I do to you, you will never serve me. Therefore, I shall eliminate both of you from existence.”

The Dread God raised his hands and pointed them at Bolt and Beams. Powerful beams of black and white energy exploded from his hands, but Bolt and Beams immediately fired back with their own attacks. Bolt sent out a continuous stream of red lightning, while Beams unleashed a continuous beam of orange energy. Their attacks met the Dread God’s energy beam head on and there was a huge explosion which covered the whole room in a bright light. Bolt and Beams went flying from the impact of the explosion and crashed hard on the floor, rolling to a stop against the wall where Bolt had been fused to. Bolt had to close his eyes to protect them from the light of the explosion, but once the light faded, Bolt opened his eyes.

The explosion from the collision between their attacks and the Dread God’s lasers had left a smoking crater in the center of the room. The platform upon which the Avatar and the Dread Priest stood had been blown away and the Dread Priest had nearly fallen off, only being suspended in midair by the cuff of his robe by the Avatar, who had caught him at the last minute. Graalix had been blown away, too, toward the base of the slab upon which the Dread God’s body had rested. It was hard to tell if he was still alive or not, though Bolt’s eyes were drawn to the Dread God.

The Dread God looked no worse the wear for the explosion. His hands were slightly sooty and smoking, but other than that, he seemed completely unaffected by the explosion.

Bolt wished he could say the same about himself or Beams. His body hurt all over from the blast, which was in addition to the pain he still felt from being fused with the wall. Beams looked even worse, lying flat on his stomach without even looking up.

“Beams?” said Bolt. He coughed. “Beams, are you okay?”

Beams stirred and raised his head. A portion of his visor had snapped in the blast, revealing more of his face. “Barely. You?”

“I’ve been better,” said Bolt. He sat up. “But enough of that. The Dread God is still around and—”

A large shadow appeared over them and Bolt and Beams looked up to see the Dread God towering over them. Bolt’s heart failed him at the sight. He struggled to get back to his feet anyway, but then the Dread God glared at him and he froze, unable to move even his pinkie toe. Somehow, the Dread God had paralyzed him, and seemed to have done something similar to Beams, too, based on how still Beams was.

“I tire of your antics,” said the Dread God. He raised a fist above his head. “I will finish both of you off now and then move on to restoring my empire and crushing my foes.”

The Dread God’s fist came crashing down toward them like a falling meteorite.

That was when a hand grabbed the back of Bolt’s costume and yanked him back. A second later, Bolt found himself in a completely black realm, feeling someone pulling him along, and Beams was being dragged along beside him as well.

In another instant, Bolt and Beams were back in the light of the Dread God’s chamber. This time, however, they were on the other side of the room entirely, near one of the doors, with the Dread God’s back to them. The Dread God had smashed his fist into the floor, completely decimating it, yet he had missed both Bolt and Beams.

“What happened?” said Beams, sitting up and looking around. “Who saved us?”

“That would be me,” said a familiar feminine voice above them.

Bolt and Beams looked up. Shade stood behind them both, her arms crossed in front of her chest and a smile on her lips. Captain Galaxy and Hypno stood behind her, Captain Galaxy wielding her sound blaster, Hypno looking as if he wanted to be anywhere but here at the moment.

“Shade!” said Bolt. He scrambled to his feet. “For the first time ever, I’m glad to see you! I thought you’d never get here.”

Shade frowned. “First time ever? Come on, Bolt. I thought you and I had something. Are you telling me every time you’ve ignored my flirting you were serious?”

“How did you guys get here?” said Beams as he rose to his feet, dusting off his pants. “I thought you guys were being delayed by the Darzen guards.”

“They were a little tricky to deal with, true, but they weren’t that hard,” said Shade. She jerked a thumb over her shoulder at Captain Galaxy. “Galaxy here has a nifty little barrier device that is really useful for killing a whole bunch of Darzens at once. I asked her if I could bring one back to the G-Men, but she said it’s for IEA members only.”

“Our tech isn’t for general use by anyone,” said Captain Galaxy, shaking her head. “Only approved IEA agents are allowed to use them, and for good reason, due to how powerful and advanced they are.”

“Personally, I think you’re just trying to keep the good stuff from us,” said Shade. “Don’t want us to become more powerful than you, because then we might challenge your little organization’s power, right?”

Hypno looked at Bolt and Beams with desperate eyes. “The two of them have been like this the whole time. It reminds me why I don’t like working with women. They argue about everything.”

“We do not argue about everything,” said Shade.

“He’s not wrong,” said Captain Galaxy flatly, “though it’s not my fault you don’t know how to take no for an answer.”

“Everyone, shut up,” Beams snapped, causing everyone to look at him. “The Dread God is alive and he’s going to kill us all if we don’t get out of here in time.”

Captain Galaxy’s eyes widened in horror. “Wait, that thing over there is—”

“Indeed,” said the Dread God. He had turned around to face them and he looked even angrier than ever. He spread his massive arms. “Gaze upon my physical form, gaze and despair, for it is the last thing any of you will ever see.”

“How do we kill it?” said Hypno, who was trembling in his boots.

“That’s the thing,” said Bolt in a grim voice, “I’m not sure we can.”

The Dread God chuckled. “Wise words, especially coming from you. I am the immortal Dread God, ruler of Jinkopa and soon to be god of the multiverse. No mortal can kill me, for I would never allow it.”

“Wasn’t he killed once a long time ago, though?” said Shade, scratching the top of her head. “I’m pretty sure I remember being told that, which is why he had to be resurrected.”

“Does it matter?” said Beams. “We don’t have the weapons necessary to kill him. We need to run and regroup.”

“But we can’t just let the Dread God get away,” said Captain Galaxy. “We need to kill him here and now. If we let him get away, he’ll destroy the multiverse itself.”

“You’re acting like we have a choice,” said Beams. “Fact is, we don’t. And trust me, I know the Dread God better than anyone. Our best chance at beating him is to retreat and try to beat him again another time.”

Captain Galaxy hesitated. “But if we don’t kill him now, I’ll have failed my mission and will have to pay Space money due to a bet we made.”

Beams threw his hands up into the air. “Really? That’s why you want to get yourself killed? Because of a bet? Maybe the Dread God is right that we mortals are stupid.”

“Hey,” said Captain Galaxy warningly, “you’ve never met Space. When he wins something, he never stops gloating, not—”

A huge shadow fell over them again. The Dread God stood over all five of them now, his hands spread above him like a puppeteer controlling the strings of a puppet.

“I have you now,” said the Dread God. “You shall not escape me, not this time.”

Captain Galaxy pointed her sound blaster up at him. “Then we won’t run. We’ll fight, and we’ll kick your butt at the same time.”

The Dread God suddenly grinned, which disturbed Bolt far more than his normal angry scowl. “Destroy you? Why destroy you when I can … scatter you?”

The Dread God pointed a finger at them. All of a sudden, three dimensional portals opened up all around them. The portals immediately began sucking at the five of them. Bolt slammed his feet into the floor to keep himself from being sucked into the nearest portal, but Beams went flying away. He reached out and caught Beams, but Hypno ended up getting sucked into the portal Beams was supposed to go into. Shade, who stood nearest Bolt, wrapped her arms around his neck, but she was already being dragged toward the portal behind him. Captain Galaxy also got sucked into another portal, yelping in surprise.

“Hold on, Beams,” Bolt said through gritted teeth. “Don’t … let … go …”

But the sucking force of the portal was too powerful and Bolt’s grip broke. Beams flew backwards into the portal which Hypno had already disappeared into and the portal closed with a pop.

“No, Beams!” Bolt cried.

But that was all Bolt said before the sucking force of the portal behind him suddenly increased. He was torn out from the floor and he and Shade went flying backwards into the portal.

The last thing Bolt saw, before he passed through the portal, was the Dread God’s grinning face. And then the portal closed and Bolt saw nothing else.
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Beams wasn’t sure what happened. One moment, he was clutching Bolt’s hand, trying not to get sucked into the portal which the Dread God had summoned. The next, he let go and passed through the portal and found himself falling, for a brief moment, through an endless void of strange colors and textures that he knew existed in no universe.

And in the instant after that, Beams hit solid ground and gasped in shock. He sat up and tried not to throw up, clutching his upset stomach as he groaned in pain.

“Oh my … god …” Beams said in between breaths. “What … where …”

A groan behind him made Beams look over his shoulder. Hypno lay on the ground about a foot behind him, curled into a fetal position, his face pale.

“Oh my,” said Hypno in a slightly shuddering voice. He coughed. “Dimension-hopping does not settle well with my stomach.”

“You can say that again,” said Beams. He looked around. “But where are we? Are we … are we back on Earth?”

It took Beams a moment to realize that they had landed in a park of some sort. They were sitting on soft green grass, with a small pond of crystal clear water shimmering not too far behind them. Ducks were quacking in the pond, while a couple of pigeons had landed on a nearby bench. They took off into the air as soon as Beams looked at them, however. Somewhere in the distance, Beams thought he heard the honking of car horns, though it sounded very far away.

Hypno slowly pushed himself up and looked around. “This looks an awful lot like Central Park in New York City. I should know, because it’s one of my favorite places in the whole world. Went to it all the time as a child, though I haven’t visited it much this year.”

“Weird,” said Beams. “Why would the Dread God send us to Central Park, of all places? I’ve never even been here.”

“Perhaps the Dread God wants us to enjoy nature’s beauty,” said Hypno, looking up at the bright, sunny sky. “It is certainly a beautiful day today, isn’t it?”

Beams jumped to his feet. “Who cares? We need to get back to Jinkopa. Also, we need to find Bolt, Shade, and Captain Galaxy. Can you contact Shade?”

Hypno raised a hand to the earcom in his right ear and paused. “Hmm, no signal. Either Shade is out of the range of my earcom or she is in another universe entirely.”

“Makes sense,” said Beams. “The Dread God doesn’t want us working together, so he probably scattered us across the multiverse. That jerk.”

“How are we supposed to get back to our universes, then?” said Hypno, slowly rising to his feet and dusting grass off his behind. “Neither you nor I have dimension-hopping powers or technology like that Galaxy girl does. It would seem to me that we are stranded here, wherever ‘here’ is.”

“You’re probably right,” said Beams, looking around. “Still, we can’t give up. Let’s figure out where we are, what universe we’re in, and if this universe has any dimension-hopping technology.”

Hypno opened his mouth to say something, but without warning, Beams heard rustling sounds in the bushes around them. He and Hypno immediately took fighting stances, but then a girl suddenly burst out of the bushes around them and ran smack dab into Beams, knocking him over and sending the two of them falling onto the grass.

“Ow!” said the girl, lying directly across from Beams. “Sorry! I didn’t see you there.”

Shaking his head, Beams raised his head to see the girl better. She was young, probably barely as old as him, and quite pretty, with long blonde hair that reminded Beams of Greta, his old girlfriend. She wore a tattered leather jacket and torn jeans at the knees and had very odd, violet eyes that gave her an exotic appearance. She was also quite thin. Not quite anorexic, but certainly thinner than most girls he’d seen.

“Why, hello there, young lady,” said Hypno, holding out a hand toward her. “May I help you up? It is only what a gentleman like myself would do, after all.”

But the girl didn’t seem to hear Hypno. She scrambled to her feet and looked from Beams to Hypno and back again with a mystified expression. “Who are you guys? Are you superheroes?”

Slowly rising back to his feet, Beams slowly nodded. “Sort of. I’m a sidekick, technically-speaking, while Hypno is a government agent with superpowers.”

“G-Men are superheroes, too,” said Hypno, pouting slightly. “We just work directly for the federal government, rather than running around causing collateral damage that the government has to clean up later.”

Beams glared at Hypno, but the young girl was trembling. She looked over her shoulder, as if she was being chased, and said, “You guys need to run. Now. If you don’t, they’ll capture and jail you both. Especially if they find out you have powers.”

“Who will capture and jail us?” said Hypno. “Are superhumans hunted in this place?”

The girl shook her head. “Worse. They’re reeducated.”

Beams was about to ask her what she meant when, without warning, he heard something softly cut through the air and felt something sting his arm. He glanced down to see a thick dart stuck in his arm, which he immediately removed, but it did him no good, because a sudden drowsiness came over him. He fell to his hands and knees, but Hypno—who was also struck by a dart—just collapsed into an unconscious heap on the ground. The girl also collapsed, her blonde hair splaying out around her head like a pool of water, another dart sticking out of her shoulder.

Blinking hard, Beams tried to fight off the drowsiness, but it was hard. Whatever was in that dart had been designed to put him to sleep.

He heard footsteps coming out of the nearby trees and looked up. A black man in military fatigues was walking toward him, but Beams’ eyesight was becoming blurry due to the poison in the dart. The most he could make out was that the man was carrying some kind of gun in his hands, but that didn’t help him know who he was.

“Hey …” Beams’ words became slurred and stilted. “You …”

The black man stopped in front of Beams and looked down at him, a frown on his lips. “Odd. If you’re a super like these two, then the serum in the dart should have knocked you out instantly. I hope your kind isn’t developing some kind of immunity to the serum, though I suppose we could just solve that by killing you to make sure you don’t breed and pass your bigoted ideas down to your children.”

“Bigoted ideas …?” Beams repeated. “What do you mean …”

The black man scowled. He lashed out with a kick suddenly, striking Beams in the jaw and sending him crashing back onto the ground. The blow nearly knocked him out, but Beams clung to consciousness nonetheless.

The man appeared in Beams’ vision, his scowl deeper than ever. He pointed his gun at Beams. “Stay right where you are, super. By the orders of President Barnabas Sagan, I arrest you in the name of equality and justice. Any attempts to resist will result in your swift and immediate death.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 

Hey, Bolt,” said a familiar voice above him. He felt soft hands shake his shoulders. “Wake up. Come on, now. I know you’ve taken worse hits than that and gotten up.”

Blinking rapidly, Bolt looked up into the face of Shade. She was kneeling beside him, staring down at him with a concerned look on her face. Her short, dark hair was messier than normal and she had a couple of scratches on her face, but otherwise looked fine. Bolt himself, on the other hand, had a splitting headache the second he opened his eyes, though it rapidly subsided as consciousness returned to him.

“Shade?” said Bolt, blinking again. “Is that you?”

Shade smiled in relief. “Whew. I thought you might not recognize me there. You bumped your head when we fell out of that portal and I wasn’t sure if you were going to suffer from a concussion or not. Glad you seem to be okay, because I am not a nurse and I don’t know a thing about dealing with concussions.”

Rubbing his forehead, Bolt slowly sat up and looked around at their surroundings. They were sitting on top of a building in the middle of a city at midnight, though Bolt did not recognize the city himself. His eyes were drawn to the large skyscraper on the other side of the street, which had the words ‘MUNROE ACQUISITIONS, INC’ standing on top of it.

“Munroe Acquisitions?” Bolt repeated, staring at the words again. “What is that?”

“Sounds like a company that acquires things,” said Shade. “My uncle has a company like that, though I’m not sure what this place could possibly acquire.”

Bolt shook his head and stood up. His headache had nearly subsided now, being more of a low, dull throbbing sensation than the deep pain it had been earlier. “Doesn’t matter. We need to figure out where we are. The Dread God is alive and he’s probably going to go to our universe. I’ll see if I can contact anyone via my earcom.”

Bolt tapped his earcom, but he heard nothing but static in his ear. He looked down at Shade. “Can you contact Hypno or someone else from the government?”

Shade tapped her own earcom before shaking her head swiftly. “Nope. Just lots and lots of static.”

Bolt cursed. “Of course. The Dread God wouldn’t send all of us to the same universe. He deliberately separated us in order to make sure we couldn’t work together to bring him down.”

“But if that’s the case, then how can we get back to our universe?” said Shade. “Cadmus needs to know about this so he can get the federal government prepared for the Dread God’s invasion.”

“The NHA and INJ need to know about it, too,” said Bolt. His hands balled into fists. “But we don’t have the kind of technology that would let us contact someone in another universe. Therefore, we need to find someone or something in this universe which can take us back to our universe.”

“How do we do that?” said Shade. “What if this universe doesn’t even have dimension-hopping technology? I wouldn’t put it past the Dread God to knowingly send us to universes where that kind of tech doesn’t exist yet.”

Bolt shuddered at the thought. “Well, let’s just assume that dimension-hopping tech exists until we know for sure otherwise. What we need to do is find out where we are and what level of tech this universe is at. Best to take this one step at a time.”

Shade nodded and stood. “Yeah, I think you’re—”

Shade was interrupted by what sounded like rubber snapping nearby. Bolt looked to the right just in time to see a huge rubber fist flying toward him. It smashed straight into his face, knocking him flat off his feet, dazed from the blow.

“Bolt!” said Shade, reaching out toward him. “Bolt, are you okay?”

But Shade didn’t get very close to him before a rubbery arm extended out of nowhere and wrapped tightly around her body. Shade yelped in surprise before the arm lifted her off the ground and slammed her against the roof hard enough to stun her.

“Shade!” said Bolt. He jumped to his feet, but froze when a voice said, “Hold it right there, criminal! Or I’ll kill your partner.”

The voice came from behind a nearby water tower, from which a long, rubbery arm had extended to wrap around Shade like a snake. The voice was male and authoritative, though Bolt did not recognize it. But it sounded serious, without a hint of fear in its tone, as if the speaker was used to issuing these kinds of commands and being obeyed every day.

“Criminal?” Bolt repeated, looking at the water tower in confusion. “We’re not criminals. We’re superheroes. You’ve got the wrong idea.”

Suddenly, a man stepped out from behind the water tower. He seemed to be in his thirties, wearing a blue and white jumpsuit that somehow stretched with his body. He had deep bags under his eyes, however, like he didn’t get much rest, and he already had more than a few gray hairs on his head. He also had some kind of logo on his chest, the letters MATM stitched into his costume.

“Superheroes?” said the man. He frowned. “I’m Golden City’s superhero and I don’t recall being told that there would be any superhero visitors tonight. I don’t even recognize you two. Are you independent or with a hiring agency? Don’t tell me you’re with Heroes United.”

“Hiring agency?” Bolt repeated in confusion. “What are you talking about? I said we’re superheroes, not actors.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “If you’re both superheroes, then show me your licenses. If you do not have licenses, then you are operating as a superhero illegally, which means I can take you both in to the police due to my status as a licensed superhero giving me the right to arrest criminals.”

“We don’t have—” Bolt caught himself before he got himself and Shade into deeper trouble than they were already in. “I mean, what’s up with the trademark on your logo? Looks kind of silly.”

“This?” said the man, gesturing at his chest. “This is the logo of Munroe Acquisitions, Inc., the largest superhero acquisitions company in the country, as well as my employer.”

“Your employer?” Bolt repeated. “What are you talking about? Superheroes don’t have employers.”

“Yes, we do,” said the man. “Or can, anyway. The fact that you don’t know this makes me suspicious of your claim to be a licensed superhero. Besides, you look a little too young to be a superhero. Perhaps you’re a sidekick?”

“Listen, man, you don’t understand,” said Bolt, holding up his hands. “My friend and I here aren’t even from this universe. We don’t know anything about licenses or hiring agencies or anything like that. We’re just trying to find out where we are and how to get back home.”

The man threw back his head and laughed. “Ha! In all of my years in this business, I’ve heard plenty of excuses from criminals seeking to avoid arrest, but coming from another universe … man, I don’t know if you think I’m an idiot or if you’ve read one too many science fiction novels. Perhaps both.”

“But we really don’t know where we are,” Bolt protested. “Or who you are, for that matter.”

The man sighed. “Okay, perhaps you really are stupid. But I’ll tell you anyway.”

The man gestured with his free hand at the city around them. “This is Golden City, Texas. As for who I am, you can call me Rubberman. I’m the superhero of Golden City and an employee of Munroe Acquisitions, Inc., which owns all the intellectual property rights to the Rubberman brand and business. And you, my friend, are about to go to jail for the crime of operating a superhero business without a license.”


Book 2:

Team Up


CHAPTER ONE

 

Bolt could put up with a lot of things. You had to if you wanted to be a superhero. Things didn’t necessarily always go the way you planned, so there was always a degree of improvisation to any superhero career. That was just how things worked and, while that approach had benefited Bolt well so far in his short life, it could still be quite tiring. His girlfriend, Blizzard, hated improvising more than him, which was why Bolt always had to reassure her that things would work out in the end, no matter how bad things looked now.

But as Bolt stood on top of the roof of a building in downtown Golden City, staring down some guy who called himself Rubberman, who had knocked out his only friend Shade and was currently holding her hostage, and accusing Bolt of being a criminal for not having a ‘superhero license’ (something Bolt still didn’t understand) and talking about how he was going to arrest him …

Well, Bolt could be forgiven for losing his patience. Especially since he was stranded in an alternate universe he knew nothing about, with no way of getting home and no way of calling for help or stopping the evil alien god that was going to conquer the multiverse.

“Now,” Rubberman was saying, sounding very much like a police officer giving orders to a suspect, “I’m going to have to ask you to come in quietly. Otherwise, I will have to use force to apprehend you, but I’m not very interested in harming you or your friend here. Please put your hands behind your head and get on your knees.”

“Sorry, but I’ve got places to be and things to do,” said Bolt. He nodded at Shade. “And I need her if I’m going to go to those places and do all those things I need to do.”

Without hesitation, Bolt fired a red lightning bolt at Rubberman faster than Rubberman could react. The lightning bolt hit Rubberman dead on, sending red electricity crackling up and down his form. The attack should have knocked Rubberman down in one hit, maybe even sent him flying, but to Bolt’s shock, Rubberman just stood there, a look of surprise and confusion on his face. He hadn’t even let go of Shade, who was still wrapped in his elongated arm like a mouse caught by a snake.

“Electricity?” Rubberman said, glancing at his unharmed body. He looked up at Bolt. “Tell me, are you an empowered human or does your suit have some kind of electrical properties? I’ve never seen a superhero capable of throwing lightning bolts like that, especially red ones.”

Bolt stepped back. “That attack should have taken you out in one hit. How did you survive?”

Rubberman patted his chest. “I’m not just called Rubberman for branding reasons. My body is made of rubber, the toughest rubber around. Rubber doesn’t conduct electricity, so your electric attacks are useless against me. Even my suit is insulated from electricity.”

But then Rubberman shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. By attacking me, you’ve shown that you are unwilling to come quietly, which means I have to use the minimum force necessary to take you into custody.”

Rubberman launched his other arm at Bolt and wrapped it firmly around his neck. Bolt gasped in pain and clutched the rubber arm, which tightened around his neck and made it harder to breathe. He realized that Rubberman was trying to knock him out by choking him. He activated his super strength and ripped Rubberman’s arm off his neck, allowing him to breathe freely once again.

A shocked look appeared on Rubberman’s face, but Bolt just rushed toward Rubberman and punched him in the face. His blow sent Rubberman’s head stretching backward, but like a rubber band, Rubberman’s head snapped back and slammed directly into Bolt’s face. The headbutt made Bolt see stars, causing him to stagger backwards from the impact before Rubberman swiped his legs out from underneath him, sending Bolt falling down onto the roof instantly.

Bolt tried to get back up, but Rubberman wrapped his arm around his neck again and squeezed harder than ever. Bolt gasped in pain again, his eyes watering from the pain. Darkness was gathering at the edges of his eyes, unconsciousness threatening to overtake him if he didn’t get back up.

So Bolt launched into the air as hard and fast as he could. He got a good distance above the building before he came to an abrupt stop and gasped for air. Looking down, Bolt saw Rubberman still standing on the roof below, but he had now wrapped his legs around the legs of the nearby water tower, which was why Rubberman had not gone flying with him into the air. His arm was, however, stretched out ridiculously long, which would have looked comical if Bolt wasn’t choking.

“Lightning, super strength, and flight?” said Rubberman. “Never met an empowered human as powerful as you. Did you drink some kind of experimental serum or are you just special?”

Bolt would have responded with a clever quip of his own, but he was rapidly losing air and he knew he didn’t have much time before he lost consciousness and fell to the roof below. Yet Rubberman’s powers seemed almost custom-designed to counter his own. Bolt had faced a lot of tough opponents over the years, but never had he met someone whose powers were so well-suited for countering or even outright negating his own.

Think fast, Bolt, Bolt thought. You don’t have much time, but you need to beat Rubberman somehow.

An idea occurred to Bolt. It would be risky and cause a lot of damage, but it might just work. It might not defeat Rubberman, but if all it did was make him let go of Bolt, then that would be enough.

Activating his super strength, Bolt turned to face Rubberman and then rushed down toward him as fast as he could. He slammed into Rubberman hard enough to smash them both through the roof of the building and go crashing down through floor after floor until they hit the bottommost floor. When they crashed into the floor, Rubberman’s grip on his neck loosened and Bolt ripped it off. Then Bolt grabbed Rubberman’s arms and twisted them behind his back, tying them together into the tightest knot he could make.

“There,” said Bolt, standing up and looking down at him. “Let’s see you bounce back from that, rubber dude.”

To Bolt’s shock, Rubberman’s eyes snapped open and he glared up at Bolt. “Nice try, illegal, but perhaps you forget that my entire body is rubber, not just my arms.”

Before Bolt could react to that, Rubberman’s legs stretched up around him and constricted like a snake. Bolt once again gasped for air, but then Rubberman twisted his legs and slammed Bolt into a nearby wall. Dazed from the impact of the blow, Bolt nonetheless activated his super strength and began fighting against Rubberman’s legs, but they were constricted so tightly around his body that it was like trying to throw off his skin.

“Sorry, criminal,” said Rubberman. He quickly undid his knotted arms, causing them to retract back to their original size and length. “You’re a tough one, I’ll admit, but I’ve faced tougher before.”

Rubberman’s legs suddenly constricted around Bolt. Alarmed, Bolt tried to fly again, but Rubberman suddenly tightened his legs around him so much that Bolt fell back down onto the floor.

“I’m not going to let you fly away again,” said Rubberman, strain in his voice from the effort of keeping Bolt down, “no sir. I’m going to knock you out so you’ll be easier to take to the police, but I’ll do more than that if I absolutely have—”

Without warning, the shadows contracted around Rubberman and suddenly two shadow tendrils reached out of the darkness and wrapped around his arms. Surprised, Rubberman struggled to break free of the tendrils but failed. Unfortunately for Bolt, while Rubberman’s legs did loosen slightly around his body, allowing him to breathe normally again, they were still wound too tightly around his body for him to break free of them.

“What is this?” said Rubberman, looking at the shadow tendrils in confusion and horror. “Is this another one of your powers? Just how many powers do you have?”

“Actually, that would be my power,” said a voice from within the shadows.

Shade materialized out of the shadows, looking at Rubberman with a smirk on her face. Bolt was happy to see her, but unfortunately, Rubberman’s legs were still wrapped too tightly around his body for him to speak. He could only smile when he saw her, though Shade did not return the smile because she was focused on Rubberman, who was still struggling to break free of the shadows.

“Shadows?” said Rubberman. “This doesn’t make sense. Shadow doesn’t have physical properties. How can it constrict me like this?”

“Same way your body can stretch and bend like rubber,” said Shade. She cocked her head to the side. “Only, I’m not sure rubber will be very useful against my shadows.”

Rubberman scowled. “I can’t believe it. Two empowered humans, and they’re working together. What are the odds of that?”

“It’s not as unlikely as you think,” said Shade, folding her arms across her chest. “I mean, sure, superhumans are a minority in the world, but lots of them know each other.”

“What are you talking about?” said Rubberman. He shook his head. “Never mind. Let me go now or else I will arrest you, too.”

“I’ll let you go, but only if you free Bolt first,” Shade insisted, gesturing at Bolt.

“I am not going to let him go,” Rubberman snapped. “You two are criminals and I don’t make deals with criminals. As a licensed superhero, it’s my job to bring your kind to justice.”

Shade smiled a rather chilling smile. “Did I forget to tell you what I’d do to you if you refused?”

Another tendril extended from the shadows, this one as sharp as a knife. It stopped in front of Rubberman’s throat, making him look down his nose at it, his breathing suddenly becoming shallower.

“If you say no, then I’ll slit your throat and let you bleed to death here and now,” said Shade sweetly. “But you don’t seem like the suicidal type, so I’m going to give you a chance to be reasonable and let Bolt go. Can’t arrest ‘criminals’ if you’re dead, right?”

Bolt had always known that Shade’s flirty and fun personality hid a more ruthless individual who was more deadly than her appearance suggested, but it was rare for him to actually see it. Right now, Bolt saw Shade’s true ruthless nature, even if it was obscured somewhat by her falsely sweet tone. It was a reminder to him why Cadmus had chosen Shade to be his right-hand woman and eventual successor as the Director of the Department of Superpowered & Extraterrestrial Beings, and why he was glad she was on his side right now.

Rubberman must have sensed it, too, because he seemed to be thinking deeply about Shade’s offer. His eyes darted from the shadow knife at his throat to Bolt and back again as if he was trying to figure out a way out of this situation that didn’t involve allowing so-called ‘criminals’ to escape.

Finally, after a couple of tense seconds, Rubberman’s legs loosened around Bolt and retracted back to their original length. Bolt gasped for breath and scrambled to his feet, dusting off his costume as he rose to his full height.

“There,” said Rubberman. He glared at Shade. “I let your partner go. Are you happy now?”

“Quite,” said Shade, her smile wider than ever. “But I’m still not sure you will leave us alone, so I’m going to keep you restrained for just a little while longer while Bolt and I talk and figure out where we are, okay?”

“What?” said Rubberman, his eyes widening in rage. “You agreed to let me go if I let your friend go. You lied.”

“I’m with the government,” said Shade. “Lying is what we do.” Then her smile suddenly became fierce. “Besides, you’d have to be really naive to think I’d let you live after you tried to arrest us both.”

The shadow knife pulled back as if to slit Rubberman’s throat, but then Bolt laid a hand on Shade’s shoulder and said, “Wait a minute, Shade. Don’t kill him.”

Shade looked over her shoulder at Bolt. Her smile was gone, replaced by a frustrated scowl. “Why not? He attacked us and tried to arrest us both. Not to mention he manhandled me with those icky rubber arms of his. If we spare him, he’ll never leave us alone.”

“Because we need facts,” said Bolt. He scratched his chin. “And I remember Beams mentioning a ‘Rubberman’ to me when we first met. This guy might be the Rubberman he was talking about.”

Shade frowned, then sighed. “You’re right. We have no idea where we are or how to get back home. Director Smith always says a captive is better than a murder victim because a captive might have useful information you couldn’t get on your own.”

“Uh, right,” said Bolt, who wondered what other kinds of ‘helpful’ advice Cadmus had given to Shade over the years. “Let me talk to the guy. You restrain him with your shadows and make sure he doesn’t try anything, okay?”

“Fine,” said Shade, nodding. She suddenly looked at Rubberman. “But if you try to do anything to hurt Bolt, I’ll slit your throat before you even feel it. Got it?”

Rubberman nodded, though he didn’t look very happy about it. “Sure. Not like I’m in any position to bargain with you, anyway.”

Bolt walked up to Rubberman, being careful to keep a safe distance from him. “You said your name is Rubberman, right?”

Rubberman nodded slowly. “Yes. I hope you didn’t forget that already.”

“No, I was just trying to make sure I was addressing you correctly,” said Bolt. “Tell me, do you have a sidekick named Beams?”

Rubberman frowned, though this time more out of confusion than anger. “A sidekick? No, of course I don’t have a sidekick. And if I did, I wouldn’t name him Beams. That sounds too much like ‘beans,’ which usually isn’t the kind of image you want to be associated with your brand. Only an idiot would name their sidekick Beams.”

Bolt tapped his chin thoughtfully. He suspected that Rubberman was telling the truth and that Beams had also told him the truth about working for Rubberman. Both could be true due to the nature of alternate universes, which were created whenever a decision was made in their main universe. It was rapidly becoming clear to Bolt that he and Shade had somehow ended up in an alternate universe of Beams’ universe, one where Beams never became Rubberman’s sidekick. That didn’t mean Beams didn’t exist, but he probably wasn’t a sidekick or a superhero.

Makes sense, Bolt thought. I bet the divergence point was Beams not going to work for Rubberman, though this information doesn’t help us figure out how to get back to our universe.

“I see,” said Bolt. “So you’re the superhero of Golden City, right?”

“Right,” said Rubberman. “My job is to provide support to the police while also dealing with criminals that are beyond their reach. I work for the Munroe Acquisitions company, which puts a lot of limits on what I can and can’t do.”

“Huh,” said Bolt. “I’ve never heard of a superhero working for a company before.”

“You must be new, then, because it’s a pretty common practice,” said Rubberman. “Lots of acquisitions companies own the IP rights to dozens or even hundreds of superhero brands. Most acquisitions companies just buy out already established superhero brands and never make their own, mostly because they’re about as original as all big major corporations in the world.”

“Like your employer?” said Bolt.

Rubberman’s face suddenly became pale. “Please don’t tell my boss I said that. Sasha doesn’t take criticism or insubordination too well and I don’t want to lose my job, even if I don’t own the Rubberman brand anymore. I still need work.”

Bolt found it odd how Rubberman went from a confident superhero unafraid to take on two very powerful superheroes by himself to becoming a scared employee terrified at the mere thought of offending his boss with a fairly inoffensive observation of mega-corporations.

If this is how superheroes act in Beams’ universe, then I’m glad superheroes aren’t a business in mine, Bolt thought. I’d hate to be a slave to some big mega-corporation that just wants to exploit my ‘brand’ for their own profit at the expense of my freedom.

“Don’t worry,” said Bolt, “I have no intention of telling your boss anything you’ve said. I’m more interested in finding out if you know of a way to dimension-hop.”

“Dimension-hop?” Rubberman repeated. “What’s that?”

“You know, like traveling between alternate universes and stuff,” said Bolt. He mimicked jumping with his right hand. “Simple stuff.”

Rubberman’s frown deepened. “You mean like in science fiction movies? I’m not sure that’s even possible. I mean, I’m more of a businessman than a scientist, but I think that any scientist who discovered something like that would have publicized it already.”

Bolt rubbed his forehead in exasperation. “Meaning you don’t know how to do it.”

“Yep,” said Rubberman, nodding. “Why do you want to know? You aren’t seriously going with your whole ‘superheroes from another universe’ shtick, are you? Because I don’t think that the judge who will see you and your friend in court is going to be particularly persuaded by that defense.”

“One, we actually are from another universe,” said Bolt, holding up a finger. “And two, we’re not going to court because you’re not going to arrest us. Simple as that.”

“Keep telling yourself that,” said Rubberman. “Once your friend here lets me go, I’ll make sure to bring you both to jail, as you deserve.”

Bolt sighed, while Shade said, “Can I kill him now, Bolt? Pretty please? He’s getting on my nerves and he’s just being a huge jerk.”

“Not yet,” said Bolt, waving at Shade to stand her ground. “I still have some questions for him.”

Shade pouted but said nothing as Bolt turned back to Rubberman and said, “Suppose I wanted to find dimension-hopping technology or a place experimenting with it. Where would I go to find such technology?”

“McCoy Robotics,” said Rubberman. “They’re a robotics company with a factory just outside of town to the north of Golden City. They primarily specialize in robotics, but I’ve heard rumors of them experimenting with other forms of technology as well.”

“You think that a robotics company might be experimenting with dimension-hopping tech?” said Bolt.

Rubberman shrugged. “Like I said, I’ve just heard rumors. I’ve only been to the factory a couple of times in connection to crimes I’ve investigated, so I don’t know for sure how many of those rumors are true. They could be—and probably are—all fake.”

Bolt scratched his chin. It seemed a little too convenient that they ended up near a company which might provide exactly the technology they needed to go back and stop the Dread God, but maybe they just got lucky. Of course, it was equally possible that this would all turn out to be a false lead and they would find nothing, but so far it was their only clue and Bolt was not going to ignore it just because it might turn out to be false.

“All right,” said Bolt. “Shade and I will go to that robotics factory outside of town. And you, Rubberman, will take us to it.”


CHAPTER TWO

 

Beams sat in the back of a large prison van, his wrists and ankles chained together. His head hurt, because the man who had arrested him—who called himself Malcolm Rayner, apparently a soldier in the United States army—had slammed the butt of his gun over the back of Beams’ head when Beams tried to escape him in Central Park earlier. Even with his helmet, the blow had hurt, which was one of the reasons Beams had put up so little resistance when Malcolm ordered him, Hypno, and a girl apparently named Lauren into the back of a heavily armored van.

That had been about half an hour ago. Though the van lacked windows, Beams could feel every vibration and bounce of the van under his seat as the vehicle made its way to who-knows-where. Beams tried to ask Malcolm where he was taking them, but Malcolm had refused to say. He just threatened to shoot Beams if he refused to comply with Malcolm’s orders, which was enough to make Beams shut up and go along with whatever Malcolm told him to do.

It wasn’t that Beams’ powers didn’t work. It was just that Beams was still so disoriented from being banished to another universe by the Dread God that he wasn’t quite ready to use his powers to mount an escape yet. Especially because Hypno and Lauren were both still unconscious. Beams didn’t know why they both had been knocked out almost immediately by the darts while he was still conscious. The only noticeable side effect the dart had on Beams was that he was slightly drowsier than normal but otherwise completely functional.

It had baffled Malcolm, too, who wondered why the ‘powerless darts,’ as he called them, didn’t knock out Beams. Beams couldn’t explain it, so Malcolm just assumed that Beams had developed some kind of immunity to the dart’s serum. In any case, it hadn’t stopped Malcolm from slapping on heavy chains on his wrists and ankles and forcing him into the back of the heavily armored van with an unfamiliar logo on its side. Though Beams hadn’t gotten a very good look at the logo before entering the van, he remembered that it looked kind of like the United States government’s bald eagle logo, except with two lines across it, kind of like the equal sign in math.

But odd logos were the least of Beams’ problems. His biggest problem, of course, was finding a way out of this universe so he could go back to Jinkopa. Or at least back to his universe, because he needed to warn Rubberman and the others about the Dread God’s coming. He had no doubt in his mind that the Dread God would be heading to his universe first because that was where the Dread God had originally been killed and was where his brain had spent the last several eons isolated from his followers.

He’s going to destroy my Earth, Beams thought, tugging ineffectually at the chains linking his wrists together. He’s going to kill every man, woman, and child there for revenge. And it’s all my fault.

In particular, Beams was worried about Rubberman. He wondered how the Dread God’s resurrection affected Rubberman’s powers. Destroying the Rubber Ball would have killed Rubberman, but would the Dread God’s resurrection do the same thing? Or was Rubberman still alive because the Rubber Ball was also technically still alive, even if it wasn’t independent of the Dread God anymore?

Lots of questions and no answers, Beams thought in frustration. What a mess.

A moaning sound on the floor made Beams look down. Both Hypno and the girl who Malcolm called Lauren were stirring. Hypno had drooled a little while he was unconscious, leaving a tiny dribble of dried saliva on his chin, while Lauren’s hair was still very messy and all over the place. Both looked equally drowsy and tired, especially Lauren, who didn’t even brush the blonde hair out of her eyes.

“What … what happened?” said Hypno, blinking several times and looking around in confusion. “Where are we? Last I remember was a sharp, stinging pain …”

“You guys got hit by something called ‘powerless’ darts,” said Beams. “Knocked you two right out. Now we’re being transported to … somewhere, I don’t know, a prison maybe, like a bunch of criminals or something.”

Lauren’s eyes widened. “Powerless darts? I thought so. Only powerless darts have enough kick in them to knock out a superhuman in one blow.”

“What are powerless darts?” Beams said.

Lauren looked at Beams as if he had just asked a really stupid question. “They’re specially-designed darts full of distilled powerless gas. When they hit a target, they not only knock out said target, but also render the target powerless if they’re superhuman.”

“I think this girl is telling the truth,” said Hypno with a yawn. “I feel as powerless as I do whenever I get hit with powerless gas from my universe. In other words, I don’t think I can use my hypnotic powers to get us out of this situation.”

Beams frowned. “But my eye beams still work. See?”

Beams’ eyes glowed and he fired a small, thin beam of energy at the wall on the other side. It didn’t pierce the other side of the van, but it did leave a small, visible smoking hole where the laser hit it.

Lauren’s eyes grew even wider. “But you were hit by the powerless darts, too, weren’t you? How can your powers still work?”

“My powers aren’t genetic,” said Beams with a shrug. “That’s probably why. There must be something in the chemical makeup of the powerless darts’ poison that negates your genetic powers.”

If Lauren’s eyes got any wider, Beams was afraid that they would fall right out of their sockets. “Non-genetic superpowers? No way. Everyone knows that superpowers are genetic. They’re in your DNA. You get them from your parents.”

“I didn’t get my superpowers from anything except a serum my science teacher made,” said Beams, “which I probably shouldn’t have drunk, to be frank, but I’ve never been one to turn down a bet.”

Lauren looked at Hypno. “Is your friend here telling the truth? That his powers aren’t genetic?”

“How am I supposed to know?” said Hypno. “I barely know the guy. We don’t even work together.”

Lauren’s eyes darted to the G-Men patch on Hypno’s shoulder. “Are you two with the G-Men? I know the G-Men are supposed to be involved in all kinds of weird experiments, but—”

“I am, but he’s not,” said Hypno. “It’s complicated.”

“Very,” said Beams deadpan. “By the way, who are you and why was this Malcolm guy hunting you down like a rabbit?”

Lauren sat up. She brushed back her hair and Beams thought she looked very beautiful, even with the obvious fear on her face. “I guess it won’t hurt to tell you that. My name is Lauren Brooks. I’m a member of the Dissidents and I’m a superhuman. My powers are the ability to disintegrate anything with a touch.”

“Interesting,” said Beams. “Who are the ‘Dissidents,’ by the way?”

“Yes, please elaborate,” said Hypno, who was also sitting up now. “I’ve never heard of them.”

Lauren again looked at Hypno with an odd look. “You say you’re with the G-Men, but you don’t know what the Dissidents are? We’re always worried that you guys are going to infiltrate our groups and turn us over to the government.”

“It’s complicated,” said Hypno. “But you can trust that Beams and I will not turn you over to the government or anyone else. Not that we could even if we wanted, given how all three of us are stuck in the same boat here.”

“Okay,” said Lauren, though Beams sensed that she was a lot less eager to share her story with them than before. “Well, the Dissidents are a rebellion group that formed shortly after President Sagan dissolved Legislative and Judicial branches of the government and turned the United States into his own dictatorship.”

That took Beams by surprise, but Hypno seemed even more surprised than Beams because he leaned forward and said, “Did you say, President Sagan? As in, Barnabas Sagan, from Vermont?”

Lauren nodded. “Yeah. Didn’t you know? He was originally a fairly obscure Senator from Vermont before he won the 2016 presidential election in a landslide, beating his rival Adam Lucius Plutarch, although that was because Sagan hired an assassin to take out Plutarch without anyone knowing it was him. Still, Sagan won the presidency and was sworn into office in January the following year.”

“Interesting,” said Hypno. “Very interesting.”

Based on Hypno’s response, Beams guessed that the 2016 presidential election had ended quite differently in Hypno’s universe. Beams, on the other hand, didn’t get what was so significant about it. He barely paid attention to politics himself and was only aware of the guy who won the 2016 presidential election in his universe because Dad had stayed up all night to see the results and practically threw a party when the guy he voted for won. Beams also vaguely recalled there being something about riots in the streets and something to do with Russia, but he didn’t care one way or the other.

“So Sagan became President of the United States and a rebellion group was formed against him?” said Hypno.

Lauren shook her head. “Not immediately. At first, no one really understood how dangerous Sagan was. It wasn’t until near the end of his second term that he revealed his true colors when he declared himself President for Life and abolished the other two branches of the government.”

“And no one resisted?” said Hypno in confusion. “Not the G-Men or the NHA or even the INJ?”

“Sagan was subtle, at least at first,” said Lauren. She brushed some sweat off her forehead due to how hot it was in the back of the van. “He didn’t just infiltrate the government. He also had his followers, who called themselves Visionists, infiltrate all of the major superhero organizations in the country. They already had the Academy, so it was easy for the Visionists to infiltrate the NHA, INJ, and the G-Men. They killed, fired, or blackmailed senior members in those organizations and now every last one of them is filled with fanatical Sagan loyalists who would never even think of betraying Sagan for any reason.”

“What about Director Smith?” said Hypno. “I mean, Cadmus Smith? The Director of the G-Men?”

Lauren shifted uncomfortably on the floor. “He’s dead. He died about a week after Sagan took office. His death was blamed on the supervillain Tsunami because he was found drowned in his own bathtub, but he was actually murdered by a G-Man Visionist known as Mimic. We didn’t find that out until later, though, and most people still believe Cadmus was killed by a random supervillain, rather than being deliberately assassinated by Sagan in order to replace him with someone else.”

“Who is the current director, then?” said Hypno.

“Frances Martin,” said Lauren. “Or, as he is known in the superhero world, Mimic, the guy who killed Cadmus in the first place. He was appointed to the position of Director of the G-Men after Cadmus’ death. He then purged the Department of anyone who was insufficiently loyal to Sagan or who might have been loyal to Cadmus. I wasn’t there when it happened, but—”

“What about Shade?” Hypno interrupted. “Shouldn’t she have succeeded Cadmus as the Director of the G-Men?”

“Shade resigned the day after Cadmus’ death,” said Lauren. She gulped. “She was actually the one who told the Dissidents the truth, though she was on her own for a while there because she didn’t have any allies and was being closely watched by Sagan’s spies. She did join us eventually, which is how we found out what really happened to Cadmus.”

Hypno sighed. “I suppose it is reassuring to know that no matter what universe Mimic may be from, he is a cowardly traitor in every single one. Perhaps it’s one of those universal constants that scientists theorize alternate universes have.”

Lauren frowned. “Why are you talking about alternate universes? They’re just science fiction.”

Beams and Hypno shared a quick look. Beams shook his head slightly. He wasn’t entirely sure it would be wise to tell Lauren about where they were from just yet. It would be better to wait a while until they got their bearings and learned more about Lauren herself before they told her any potentially sensitive information.

“Never mind,” said Beams, shaking his head. “Anyway, just who these ‘Dissidents’ you keep mentioning?”

“The Dissidents Against the Sagan Administration, or DASA for short, is a resistance group against the Sagan administration,” said Lauren. “The Sagan administration’s FBI has declared the Dissidents terrorists, but we’re actually freedom fighters trying to restore our country to its original greatness. The group was founded shortly after Sagan’s election by its two founding members, Genius and Triplet, though it’s grown exponentially since then and has various cells all across the country.”

“Why was it founded?” said Hypno. “Did they already know that Sagan was going to be a dangerous enemy?”

Lauren nodded. “Yeah. Genius and Triplet had already discovered Sagan’s true nature prior to the election. They even tried to save Plutarch, but unfortunately, their plan failed and it resulted in the death of Genius’ son, Bolt, who was painted by Sagan’s friends in the media as a would-be assassin who was just barely stopped from killing Sagan at the last second.”

“Bolt is dead?” Beams repeated.

“Yeah,” said Lauren. “You sound like you knew him.”

“In a way,” said Beams, deciding that it would take too much time to explain everything to her. “But go on. What happened after Bolt’s death?”

“Both Genius and Triplet were branded terrorists by the government,” said Lauren, “so they went on the run together and founded the Dissidents, whose goal is to oppose and overthrow the Sagan administration. But it wasn’t until the last couple of years, when Sagan’s rule became really bad, that the Dissidents have started to grow.”

“How bad has Sagan’s rule been?” said Hypno.

“Extremely bad,” said Lauren. “It’s illegal to criticize Sagan, for one, or any members of his administration. You aren’t allowed to own guns and all superhumans have to have their powers registered with the government. All superhumans are considered reservists who can be called upon to ‘protect their country’ at any time, which usually means whenever Sagan needs soldiers to wipe out an enemy state he doesn’t like. Additionally, all young superhumans have to go through the Barnabas Sagan Academy for Talented Teenagers for the ‘greater good,’ though it’s really just a way to indoctrinate them into Sagan’s cult, where you are taught that superpowers are a social construct and have no genetic basis whatsoever.”

“Good grief,” said Hypno. “Sagan is a madman.”

“He thinks he’s a god,” said Lauren bitterly. “That’s why we oppose him. Why I oppose him.”

There was something personal behind Lauren’s words as if she opposed Sagan for more than just the reasons she listed above. Beams was about to ask her why when the van came to a screeching halt. Hypno and Lauren fell backward, while Beams lurched forward onto the floor, breaking his fall with his hands.

“What was that?” said Hypno, shaking his head and looking around the van in confusion. “Why did we stop? Are we at the prison already?”

“No, we can’t be,” said Lauren slowly. She sounded a little scared. “We should only be about halfway there now.”

“Then we stopped for another reason?” said Beams, pushing himself up into a sitting position and shaking his head. “What do you think—”

Without warning, the sound of gunshots going off in the air could be heard outside of the van. Lauren immediately clung to Beams, while Beams and Hypno both looked around in alarm. The gunshots were followed by screams and then the sound of a fist punching someone’s face. Then everything went silent again.

“What was that?” Hypno asked again, this time in a much lower voice than before.

“I don’t know,” said Lauren, fear etched in her words. “But whatever it was, I think we should stay quiet. Maybe it will leave us alone if—”

The back doors of the van were suddenly torn off their hinges and tossed away. Beyond the open doors, Beams could see that they were in the middle of a forest, but it looked quiet and empty right now. Lauren clung more tightly to him than ever, while Beams just prepared his laser vision for whoever was going to show up.

As it turned out, however, Beams did not need to shoot anyone, because the person who stepped into view appeared to be unarmed. The figure wore a stark white lab coat and insect-like helmet on his head, which obscured his features. He also wore identical metallic gauntlets on his arms that had all kinds of buttons on them. He stood very still, almost like a robot, though he was obviously a human being.

“Lauren?” said the man, whose voice was slightly muffled by the helmet on his head. “Are you okay? Can you walk?”

All of a sudden, Lauren’s face broke into a big smile. “It’s him.”

Beams looked at Lauren. “Him who?”

Lauren looked at Beams, her smile growing wider all the time. “Theodore Jason, or, as he’s better known, Genius, one of the first ever superheroes and one of the founders of the Dissidents. Everything is going to be all right.”


CHAPTER THREE

 

Bolt would never have admitted it to anyone, but he thought that the Rubbermobile was the coolest car he had ever seen in his life. Heck, it was probably the coolest car in the multiverse, though he had to be careful about saying that because there was probably a universe out there with way cooler cars than this one.

If so, I’m probably never going to visit it, Bolt thought, sitting in the passenger’s seat next to Rubberman as the Rubbermobile made its way through the streets of Golden City. So I can still say this is the coolest car I’ve ever seen, at least.

Bolt looked over his shoulder. Shade seemed to think the Rubbermobile was cool, too, because she was stretched out on the back seats, her hands behind her head and a relaxed expression on her face. She even looked like she was about to fall asleep, but Bolt knew better than to think that because one of her shadowy tendrils was snaking along the back of Rubberman’s seat. Should Rubberman attempt to betray them, Shade would not hesitate to slit his throat, which Bolt thought was a little extreme, but it seemed to work because Rubberman didn’t show any hesitation in driving them to exactly where they wanted to go.

When Rubberman had agreed to take Bolt and Shade to the McCoy Robotics factory on the north side of Golden City, Rubberman had suggested they take his work vehicle, a sleek race car he dubbed the Rubbermobile. It seemed like a dumb name to Bolt, but the actual Rubbermobile itself was so cool that it almost made the name cool as well. It was a tricked out sports car with a wicked awesome spoiler. Its colors matched Rubberman’s suit and it even had the same MATM logo that Rubberman’s suit did, except bigger and more obvious.

And it drove like a hover car. Bolt couldn’t even feel its tires burning against the pavement. In fact, if Bolt hadn’t been looking out the windshield, watching building after building disappear behind them as they drove through Golden City, Bolt would have assumed that they weren’t moving at all. That was how smooth it was.

Why didn’t Beams tell me about this? Bolt thought. Was he just trying to keep it a secret from me or something?

Bolt looked at Rubberman. Rubberman had been extremely tight-lipped ever since they forced him to help them. Bolt understood because he’d probably be the same way if a couple of ‘criminals’ held him hostage, but he didn’t like how tense the air in the car was. He wondered how Shade could possibly relax with all of the tension in the air, but perhaps that was just the way she was.

“So …” said Rubberman suddenly as they turned a corner down a narrow street. A bridge was coming up ahead. “You’re from another universe.”

Bolt nodded. “Yeah.”

“One where superpowers are inborn,” said Rubberman. “Right?”

“Right,” said Bolt, nodding again.

“And superheroes do not have to get a license in order to operate in public,” said Rubberman slowly, “but instead act as protectors of the common good for free, right?”

“Not if you’re a member of a superhero organization like the NHA,” said Bolt. “I get paid a pretty good salary every month for my services to the organization. The NHA isn’t a business, but it does make good income by allowing tourism onto Hero Island and making licensing deals anyway. Think Omega Man merchandise makes up like five percent of the organization’s yearly revenue or something like that.”

“Uh huh,” said Rubberman skeptically. “It sounds … chaotic.”

Bolt frowned. He had already answered a lot of Rubberman’s earlier questions about his home universe, so he wasn’t sure why Rubberman was bringing it all up again all of a sudden. “Chaotic? What do you mean?”

“I mean, it sounds like just about anyone can put on a suit and start calling themselves a superhero where you’re from,” said Rubberman. “And they don’t even do it for profit. It’s crazy.”

“Do you do it for profit?” said Bolt, tilting his head to the side. “Why would any superhero refuse to save lives if there’s no money in it? That doesn’t sound like something a real hero would do.”

“I’m all for saving lives and everything, but—” Rubberman shook his head. “What am I saying? You and the girl are obviously insane. I don’t know where you’re actually from or what you’re actually trying to do, but I know you can’t be from an alternate universe. I must be losing my mind by thinking through the implications of your lies.”

Bolt stretched his arms and leaned back in the comfy seat that conformed to his body shape. “Believe what you want, man, but it’s the truth. Once we find a dimensional portal, then you’ll see. Or maybe you won’t because we’re not going to take you with us when we go back to our universe.”

Rubberman gave Bolt the oddest look before shaking his head again and muttering, “Mom was right. I shouldn’t have become a superhero. I should have become a lawyer like she wanted. I’d still work with crazy people, but at least I’d make good money doing it.”

Bolt felt bad for Rubberman because he knew just how crazy his story sounded, but at the same time, he remembered how many times Rubberman had attempted to choke the life out of him already and stopped feeling sorry for him almost immediately. “You sound like you don’t enjoy this line of work.”

Rubberman sighed as they crossed the bridge crossing a beautiful river. “I do. I did. I mean … I don’t know what I mean, honestly. Ever since I sold the business to Sasha five years ago, I feel like I’ve become trapped.”

“Why did you sell your business to this Sasha lady in the first place?” said Bolt. “Sounds like you made a bad choice if you don’t enjoy it.”

Rubberman’s grip on the steering wheel tightened. Bolt realized he must have asked Rubberman a very personal question because Rubberman did not seem to want to answer it. It made Bolt feel a little stupid, even though, again, he didn’t feel sorry for Rubberman after remembering what he did to him.

Then, all of a sudden, Rubberman spoke. “Five years ago, I was a rising star in the superhero industry. My revenue and profits were skyrocketing year after year, I was making licensing deals left, right, and center, and was becoming beloved by the people of Golden City for all the good deeds I did among them. Lots of people tried to convince me to sell the business and retire young, but I knew I had a moneymaker on my hands and I didn’t want to give it up before its peak.”

Rubberman’s voice was full of regret. He sounded as if he regretted everything he had ever done.

“But then it happened.”

“What happened?”

Rubberman looked at Bolt before turning his attention back to the road. “Fro-Zen happened. He was my first sidekick five years ago, but the two of us had a falling out due to differing views on the industry. I didn’t think I’d see him again until he came back one day out of the blue and announced his intention to murder me for my ‘failure’ to live up to his ideas of what a superhero should be.”

“Sounds crazy,” said Bolt.

“Oh, that’s just the beginning of Fro-Zen’s madness,” said Rubberman with a shudder. “Fro-Zen wanted me to come out and face him like a man, but I knew what he was trying to do and so I didn’t fall for his bait. That is until he took all of the students in Harold Golden High hostage and threatened to kill every last one of them if I didn’t show up and fight him. He did a similar thing about five years before that when we had our falling out, though I managed to stop him that time.”

“That time?” Bolt repeated. “You don’t mean you failed to stop him this time?”

Rubberman shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I was by myself. I didn’t have a sidekick to back me up and my butler, Adams, wasn’t very useful for fighting. When I got there, it turned out that Fro-Zen had already killed every single student in the high school, plus the handful of faculty that had been there early, turning them into ice statues. We fought anyway and I just barely managed to win by breaking Fro-Zen’s neck, but the damage was done.”

“Yeah,” said Bolt. “He killed a bunch of teenagers. That’s psycho.”

“I’m not talking about the deaths, though those are tragic,” said Rubberman. “He also destroyed my reputation. Stories all over the media blamed the deaths of those teens—fifty in all, the worse school mass murder in US history—on me and my failure to get there in time to save them. The citizens of Golden City turned on me seemingly overnight, to the point where the city government was making plans to end its contract with me early, even though that would have required slogging through the court system and wasting a lot of money.”

“Ouch,” said Bolt. “Did they really turn on you that quickly?”

“Not everyone in Golden City likes me,” said Rubberman, his eyes focused on the road. “Even though I have faithfully served and protected the city for five years, there are people in power who hated me and wanted me taken down. I suspect they took advantage of the emotional shock so many citizens felt at losing so many innocent kids so quickly to take me out. Regardless, I saw my revenue drop to nothing, my licensing deals got cut, and people on the streets stopped waving or smiling at me whenever they saw me out on the streets. Even the police started treating me more as a nuisance than anything, It was a miserable time.”

“How did you get out of it?” said Bolt.

Rubberman nodded at the logo on his chest. “Sasha Munroe contacted me. She offered to buy out the Rubberman brand and business from me for a shocking price, much more than it was actually worth at the time, to be frank. I always hated the idea of selling out my independence, but I was in such dire financial straits that I accepted her deal. I sold the Rubberman brand and business and all its assets to Munroe Acquisitions, Inc. As a result, I am now technically an employee of that company.”

“That’s not so bad.”

“Oh, it is,” Rubberman reassured Bolt. “I mean, perhaps it’s better than shutting down the business entirely, but I’m no longer as independent as I once was. I don’t have any power over the day-to-day decisions of the business. All money earned from licensing deals goes directly to MA’s bank accounts. They could even fire me at any time and replace me with someone else. The only reason they haven’t is that it would be very expensive to train a replacement for me, though I could see Sasha doing it anyway just to spite me.”

Bolt bit his lower lip. “Ah. Do the people still hate you or—?”

“Not as much,” said Rubberman, “though I’m not as popular as I was before, either. The buyout at least saved the brand, because the licensing deals that were dropped suddenly were back on the table. I guess that the licensing companies felt safer doing business with Munroe Acquisitions than with me. Maybe they thought MA would turn around the brand’s image or something. MA’s been known to do that to the brands it acquires, though most of those rebranding efforts were from before Sasha became CEO.”

“Well, I guess it must have worked,” said Bolt. “If it hadn’t, would you even be working as Rubberman anymore?”

Rubberman’s fingers drummed against the steering wheel. “No, I probably wouldn’t. Even so, I still sometimes wish I had rejected Sasha’s offer and found some other way to save my business. I miss my freedom and independence. And I think Sasha cares more about the money she can milk from my brand than helping people or keeping the streets safe.”

Bolt nodded, mostly because he had nothing else to say. The world Rubberman described was so completely different from Bolt’s that he had a hard time wrapping his head around it. Bolt was just glad that superheroes weren’t a business in his world, because the last thing he needed was to lose his independence to some corporation that cared more about profit than saving lives.

I wonder if things are this bad in Beams’ universe, Bolt thought, turning his attention back to the road. Probably not, given how Beams acts, but I’m still glad I don’t live in his world.

“Hey, Stretch,” said Shade, suddenly sitting up and leaning forward. “Why are we stopping? Are we at the factory?”

Shade was right. The Rubbermobile came to a stop in front of what looked like an abandoned storefront in the middle of the city. There did not seem to be any people in this part of the city, nor did Bolt see anything he would even remotely describe as a factory.

“I agree with Shade,” said Bolt, looking at Rubberman. “Where are we?”

Rubberman didn’t take his hands off the steering wheel. But his eyes darted toward Bolt and there was a look in his eyes that set off alarms in Bolt’s head.

“No, we’re not at the Factory,” said Rubberman slowly. “And I never intended to take either of you to anywhere other than a prison cell, where illegal superheroes like you two belong.”

Without warning, a gas mask popped out of the ceiling and swung onto Rubberman’s face. At the same time, a thick green gas exploded from the air conditioning vents, hitting Bolt and Shade and making them cough and gag. The gas burned Bolt’s eyes and made his skin itch, but even worse, he could sense it knocking him out. Shade had already fallen unconscious in the back seats, her head lolling on her shoulders.

Covering his mouth, Bolt forced open the car door and spilled out of the Rubbermobile. He managed to crawl a few feet before Rubberman’s arm extended out of the car and wrapped around his neck, making him gasp. He looked over his shoulder to see Rubberman’s gas mask-wearing face extend out of the gas, looking like something straight out of a horror film.

“Knock out gas,” said Rubberman, his voice slightly obscured by his mask. “Always have some on hand for just these kinds of situations. Good night.”

Bolt would have resisted, but then darkness covered his vision and he knew nothing anymore.


CHAPTER FOUR

 

Lauren let go of Beams and rushed toward Genius. She practically tackled Genius, hugging him tightly and saying, “Genius, I can’t believe you saved me! Thank you SO much! I thought I’d never see you again!”

Genius seemed uncomfortable with Lauren’s hug, but he patted her on the head reassuringly anyway. “It’s fine, Lauren. When you didn’t come back to the rendezvous point, I knew you must have been captured. So, using my tracking tech, I managed to find the van which was taking you to Ultimate Max to be reeducated.”

“Did you stop the van all by yourself?” said Lauren, looking up at Genius with admiring eyes.

“No,” said Genius, shaking his head. “I had some help.”

All of a sudden, two young adults appeared behind Genius. They were a boy and a girl and seemed to be twins, from what Beams could tell. They wore identical full bodysuits, differing only in color, with the boy wearing a black suit and the girl wearing a white one. They also had identical gems glowing in their chests, with the boy having a purple one and the girl having an orange one.

“Is everyone okay?” said the boy. “No one got hurt when the van stopped, right?”

“Everyone is fine, Bait,” said Genius, glancing over his shoulder at the boy. “You don’t have to worry about them.”

“See?” said the girl to the boy with a smirk. “I told you stopping the van wouldn’t hurt them, but you wouldn’t believe me.”

“They still could have been hurt, though,” the man, apparently named Bait, argued. “That soldier could have just run straight into me. Car accidents kill thousands of people a year. Real heroes don’t recklessly endanger people’s lives like that.”

“’Real heroes,’ huh?” said the woman. “If you want to be a ‘real’ hero, maybe you should have stayed in the Academy like—”

“Bait, Switch,” said Genius in a firm tone. “This is not the time to argue. The government will find out that one of their own super hunters has been taken out and they’ll send someone to investigate. We need to get out of here before reinforcements arrive.”

“Okay, okay,” said the woman, apparently named Switch, who held up her hands as if to defend herself. “I’m still right, though.”

Bait shot Switch the kind of glare that only siblings could shoot at each other, but then Genius’ eyes landed on Beams and Hypno and he frowned. “Who are these two? I’ve never seen them before.”

“Oh, they’re new friends of mine,” said Lauren. She let go of Genius and gestured at the two. “The guy in the helmet is Beams, while the other guy is Hypno, who claims to be a G-Man agent.”

As soon as Lauren said ‘G-Man Agent,’ Genius, Bait, and Switch immediately stepped back. Genius even placed a protective hand on Lauren’s shoulders and brought her back with him. Their eyes were fixed firmly on Hypno, who, as usual, just sat there with a calm smile on his face. And, though they were all focused on Hypno, Beams had a feeling that they didn’t trust him any more than they did Hypno.

“What’s a G-Man agent doing here?” Bait said, not even bothering to hide the disgust in his voice. “Was he working with the super hunter we just took out?”

“Actually, I am a prisoner just like your friend Lauren,” said Hypno. He raised his shackled wrists. “See? Prisoner. I have also been hit with a powerless dart so I cannot use my fantastic powers of hypnosis to make you do my bidding. So I would say that the three of you are safe from my devious brainwashing powers.”

Beams honestly couldn’t tell if Hypno was being sarcastic or not, though it didn’t really matter, because Genius, Bait, and Switch looked like they had taken everything Hypno said completely seriously.

“I don’t recognize him from the leaked G-Men member files we got recently, but that doesn’t mean he’s not a G-Man agent,” said Genius. “I’m not sure why they would chain him up along with the other prisoners, though.”

“Maybe it’s a trap,” said Switch. “We all know how sneaky the G-Men can be. I bet he’s only pretending to be chained up and powerless so he can infiltrate our group and kill us all.”

“No, he’s definitely powerless,” Lauren insisted. “I saw him get shot with a powerless dart, just like I was.”

“Indeed,” said Hypno. “You can even ask my friend Beams here for a testimony. You’ll back me up, right, Beams?”

Beams nodded. “He’s telling the truth. He’s not a plant by the Sagan administration or anything like that. He’s in the same boat as Lauren and me.”

Genius looked at Beams oddly. “And who, may I ask, are you? You’re not G-Men, that much is obvious. And you seem a little too young to be INJ or NHA. An Academy student, perhaps?”

“None of the above,” said Beams. “I’m … not from around here. I barely understand what is going on, but one thing I can assure you is that I am not your enemy. You have to believe me.”

Beams met Genius’ eyes for a long moment. He hoped that Genius would understand what he was trying to say without actually saying it. If Genius was one of the leaders of the Dissidents, then it was in Beams’ interest to get on Genius’ good side. Besides, he had a strange feeling that Genius would specifically understand that he and Hypno were not from this universe, even though he didn’t say it aloud. Why he thought that he wasn’t sure. Perhaps Genius just came across as more intelligent than either Bait or Switch.

Finally, Genius broke his gaze and nodded. “Very well. You two can come with us back to our base. You can tell us all about where you are from and how you got here later. For now, we need to hurry, because the more time we waste here talking, the more likely it becomes that the government will notice one of their hunters is missing. Let’s go.”

-

Beams assumed they would walk or maybe drive to wherever the Dissidents’ base was, but instead Genius gathered everyone in a circle and told them to hold hands. Beams found himself standing between Hypno and Lauren, who held his hand perhaps a little quicker than she should have. But Beams didn’t have time to ponder that, because as soon as everyone was making physical contact with each other, Genius twisted his belt buckle.

A second later, Beams found himself standing in a bare, dimly-lit room that looked like the basement of an abandoned building. He blinked a few times, trying to make sense of what just happened.

“Did we just … teleport?” said Beams, looking at Genius.

Genius nodded and gestured at his belt buckle. “Yes, courtesy of my Teleportation Buckle. A personal invention of mine, which has saved my life and the lives of others on more than one occasion.”

“Cool,” said Beams. “Ever thought of mass producing and marketing it? You could probably make a boatload of money selling Teleportation Buckles.”

Genius stared at Beams as if he had just said something dumb. “Perhaps after we overthrow Sagan and restore America to some semblance of sanity, I will consider selling my very powerful and potentially deadly weapons to the general public. There’s no way that could go wrong.”

Beams flushed in embarrassment, while Switch said, “I don’t know, Genius, I think he’s got a point. The Dissidents sure could use the money.”

“I didn’t ask for your opinion, Switch,” said Genius sharply. “Besides, the Dissidents have plenty of money coming in from our allies. There’s no need to engage in business, not that we could given how we’re technically criminals.”

“So,” said Hypno suddenly, before anyone else could respond to what Genius just said. He was looking around at the bare basement, a puzzled look on his face. “Where, exactly, are we? The headquarters for the Dissidents?”

“Not exactly,” said Genius, shaking his head. “It’s one of our temporary hideous in New York. We have several dozen hideouts scattered around the city for just these sorts of occasions. This one is located near Central Park.”

“We don’t even have a permanent headquarters,” said Bait, shaking his head. “Too dangerous.”

“Why?” said Beams curiously.

“Because that would make it too easy for the Sagan administration to crack down on us,” said Genius. “Though Triplet and I are the official leaders of the Dissidents, our rebellion is very decentralized. We have small groups scattered all across the country working in their own ways to oppose and undermine the Sagan regime. I suppose we could gather together in one location for a final battle, but that would probably just result in us being crushed by the Army. Better to remain decentralized and independent and only come together every now and then for specific jobs.”

“Why don’t we continue talking in the living room?” said Bait, stretching his arms. “This basement is too cramped for my tastes.”

Genius nodded in assent and walked up the stairs to the door at the top, with everyone else following behind him. The six of them emerged into an empty hallway of what appeared to be an abandoned house, with creaky floorboards and peeling wallpaper on the walls. They entered the living room, which seemed to have seen some use given how some of the furniture had clearly been cleaned recently, though much of the furniture and windows still had thick layers of dust on them. On the wall beside the door, above the light switch, was what looked like a family photo, depicting a tall man, his pretty wife, and their young boy who was probably about ten or eleven standing together wearing their Sunday best. The whole place smelled of dust and unused furniture, though it felt haunted to Beams.

“This is your hideout?” said Beams, looking around the room. “It looks more like a house.”

Genius took a seat on one of the few cleaned chairs, while Bait stood beside him and Switch leaned against the wall next to the door. Genius folded his hands in his lap and said, “This house used to be my childhood home,  but Sagan doesn’t know that, so it’s the perfect place to hide whenever we need to make a run into the city. Not to mention it’s dilapidated outer appearance makes it unlikely anyone will stop by for a visit unless they’re a thief looking for an easy steal, I suppose.”

Switch grinned. “And if some thief does try to break in, well, he’s gonna learn why he shouldn’t.”

“Please, take a seat,” said Genius, gesturing at the sofa directly across from him. “And tell us your story. We’re interested in hearing what you have to say.”

Beams and Hypno took a seat on the sofa. Lauren also sat with them and, unless Beams’ eyes were playing tricks on him, she seemed to lean toward him ever-so-slightly. It occurred to Beams that Lauren might have had a crush on him, though he pushed that thought out of his mind in order to focus on the current situation.

“Now, tell us where you’re from,” said Genius. “And I mean where you’re really from. No lies. I’ll see right through them.”

Beams’ eyes widened. “Do you have telepathy?”

“Nope,” said Genius, shaking his head. “Just a very good and well-developed internal lie detector honed from years of use.”

Beams licked his lips. He glanced at Hypno, who just shrugged as if to say You can tell the story. I’ll just interject when necessary.

So Beams took a deep breath and, looking at Genius, said, “We’re from another universe.”

He expected Genius to look at him as if he was crazy and maybe even accuse him of lying. It’s what he would have done if some stranger he just met claimed to be from another universe.

But then Genius nodded once. “I figured as much.”

“Wait, what?” said Switch, looking at Genius. “How did you figure they were from another universe? Are you sure your lie detector isn’t broken?”

“It’s working perfectly fine, Switch,” said Genius. “A few things tipped me off that they weren’t from our universe, chief among them being Hypno here.”

“Me?” said Hypno in surprise. He put a hand on his chest. “What did I do that gave away our true nature?”

“Nothing,” said Genius. He leaned forward, his fingers steepled. “In this universe, you’re dead.”

“Oh,” said Hypno. “Well, may I ask who killed me?”

“I did,” said Genius, again without any emotion.

Hypno suddenly leaned away from Genius and gulped. “Um, I don’t suppose you would like to relive that particular memory of yours, would you?”

“No, I wouldn’t,” said Genius, sitting upright again. “I only killed you in this universe because you were one of the agents sent to apprehend me and Triplet. It was either kill or be killed, but I can tell you’re not with the Sagan regime, so no hard feelings, I hope.”

Hypno wore a very uncomfortable expression on his face as if he wasn’t sure how to respond to that.

Then Genius shifted his attention to Beams. “You, on the other hand, I don’t recognize. I suspect you’re not even from the same universe as Hypno.”

“Wow,” said Beams. “How did you guess?”

“Your powers still work despite the fact that you were hit with the same powerless darts as Hypno and Lauren,” said Genius, tilting his head to the side. “In all my years as a superhero, I’ve never met any superhuman who is immune to the effects of powerless gas. Even Omega Man in his heyday could be rendered totally powerless by the most minimal amount of the stuff.”

“You’re right,” said Beams, seeing no reason to lie. “I come from a universe where superpowers aren’t inborn like they are here or in Hypno’s universe. I gained my powers from an external source, so that’s probably why the gas doesn’t work on me.”

Lauren looked at Beams with wide eyes. “Whoa. I’ve never met a superhuman who got his powers from an external source.”

“Being able to use your powers even after being sprayed with powerless gas,” Bait mused from his spot by the door. “That would be very useful, right, sis?”

“Useful? It’s a game breaker,” Switch replied. She glanced at the oddly glowing gem in her chest. “Wonder if our Blood Gems would allow us to trade with him or not.”

“We can figure that out later,” said Genius. “For now, I am curious to know how you two ended up in our universe. Based on how confused you seem, I can guess it wasn’t intentional.”

“It definitely wasn’t,” said Beams, “though it’s a long story.”

“Long and complicated,” Hypno added, “not much of a challenge for you, of course, Genius, but it is definitely not very simple to sum up.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” said Genius. “We have plenty of time to chat because we can’t put the next phase of our plan into action for another couple of hours, at least.”

“Plan?” said Beams. “What plan are you guys talking about?”

Genius folded his arms across his chest and sat back. “We’re going to assassinate President Sagan today. And you two, I think, are going to help.”


CHAPTER FIVE

 

Bolt suddenly awoke with a start. He sat up, panting and breathing hard, sweat running down his forehead. He felt like he had just woke up from a terrible nightmare, though he wasn’t sure what it was about. He had a brief mental image of the Dread God rampaging through New York City, felling entire buildings with one blow and slaughtering thousands of innocent people as easily as a human stepped on a bug. He also thought he saw the Young Neos—led by his girlfriend, Blizzard—leading the charge against the Dread God, only to get killed in the most brutal ways imaginable.

Already, however, the images from his nightmare were slipping through his fingers like sand, leaving him with nothing but an unsettled feeling that he couldn’t explain in words.

It must be my subconscious at work, Bolt thought, rubbing the back of his head. I’m worried about the Dread God and what he may be doing to my universe. I’m worried that my friends might not be able to stop him or that they’ll get killed. Especially Blizzard. God, she must be worried sick about me. I didn’t even tell her I was leaving Hero Island, much less my universe. She’s going to kill me when I get back, I just know it.

Shaking his head, Bolt tried to remember why he was unconscious in the first place. It took him a moment, but soon he remembered that Rubberman had driven him and Shade to a back alley where he sprayed them with a foul-smelling knock out gas. Bolt couldn’t remember what happened after that, but he guessed that he and Shade must have been knocked out by the gas.

But where is Shade? Bolt thought, looking around at his surroundings.

Bolt sat in what looked like a completely transparent cage. The ceiling and floor were thick concrete, while the walls on all sides were some kind of transparent glass. On the other side of the glass, Bolt saw a set of elevator doors that were currently closed, with the words ‘LEVEL THREE’ written above them in a glowing font. A touch screen control panel stood off to one side of the elevator doors, perhaps used to control the elevator.

“Welcome back to the world of the living, Bolt,” said Shade’s voice to his right. “I thought you would never wake up.”

Bolt looked to the right and saw Shade sitting in the cell next to his. She sat with her back up against the wall and her arms folded around her legs, which were brought up to her chest. She did not seem hurt, but she was scowling as if she was unhappy about something.

“Shade?” said Bolt as he stood up. His movements were stiffer than usual, probably an aftereffect of the gas. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah, I’m unhurt if that’s what you’re asking,” said Shade. She nodded at the cage. “But I’m stuck like a rat in this stupid cage.”

Bolt looked around. “How long have I been out?”

“I don’t know,” said Shade with a shrug. “I just woke up myself about ten minutes ago, give or take. Hard to say, because my phone was taken from me when we were knocked out. At least, I assume so, because when I tried to look at it when I got up, it was missing.”

Bolt quickly checked his body for his gadgets. He was relieved to find that his earcom had been left alone, but his phone was missing as well. “Rubberman must have taken them off us.”

“Real super of him, eh?” said Shade, shaking her head. “Not that I blame him. He probably doesn’t want us calling help. Not that we could, granted, given how we’re in a completely different universe, but I see the logic behind it anyway.”

“Same, but it doesn’t change the fact that we need to get out of here,” said Bolt. He glanced at the cage walls. “Looks like glass. Have you tried breaking out yet?”

“Yeah, but they’re practically indestructible,” said Shade. “I slashed at them with my shadow tendrils, but they don’t even leave a mark on them. I think they might be bulletproof glass or something even stronger.”

“Well, maybe I can break them with my fist,” said Bolt, punching his fist into his other hand. “I’m a lot stronger than you, after all. It won’t take much from me to smash through them.”

Bolt walked up to the glass walls of his cage and slammed his fist against them as hard as he could. His cage shook upon impact but otherwise stood firm. It didn’t even crack under his fist, which surprised Bolt because his super strength had fueled that punch.

Stepping back, Bolt said, “What is this stuff made of? Indestructonium?”

“How am I supposed to know?” said Shade. “All I know is that it’s really tough. I think we’re stuck here until Rubberman or whoever comes down and lets us out.”

Bolt looked at Shade curiously. “Can’t you use your shadow travel powers to escape?”

“That requires there to be actual darkness for me to use,” said Shade. She gestured around her very well lit cell. “The lights in here are so bright and well-positioned that there aren’t any shadows for me to use other than my own. But I can’t use my own shadow to shadow travel for the same reason you can’t pick yourself up off the floor with your hand.”

“Just our luck that they’d put you in the cell with no shadows,” said Bolt. He took a step back and held up his hand, which began crackling with charged red lightning. “My fist might not be able to break the walls, but maybe a lightning bolt will shatter it.”

Right before Bolt could test that theory, however, a soft ding came from the elevator doors on the other side. The elevator doors opened and three figures walked out of the elevator.

The first one Bolt recognized as Rubberman. The superhero looked a lot better than he had the last time Bolt had seen him as if he had gotten a chance to shower and nap at some point. But he walked rather timidly as if he was afraid of waking up a lion, and from what Bolt could tell, it was the woman walking beside him who inspired those feelings in him.

The black woman who walked beside Rubberman was short and stout. She seemed to be middle-aged, with a few gray hairs indicating she was older than she looked, and wore a blue pantsuit that instantly identified her as a businesswoman. She walked with a swagger that seemed a bit exaggerated to Bolt like she was intentionally putting on a confident posture. A smartphone stuck out of her suit pocket, which looked rather expensive.

The third man was a ninja. Literally. He was a tall, strong-looking Asian man wearing completely black clothing. His eyes, which were a bright blue, shone out from behind his mask, and though he appeared unarmed and likely didn’t have any superpowers, Bolt had a feeling that this ninja guy was a bigger threat than even Rubberman.

“Ah, you’re both awake already?” said Rubberman in surprise as he, the businesswoman, and the ninja stopped in front of the glass cages. “You’re hardier than you look.”

“But they cannot escape, right, Dennis?” said the businesswoman. Her tone was as cold as ice.

Rubberman flinched when she spoke. “Ah, yes, of course, Miss Munroe. The glass used to make these cages is hyper impact glass, a special type of glass that can handle even a nuke being thrown at it. I had these designed back when I first started my superhero career so I would have a place to keep supervillains or unusually powerful criminals who would break out of ordinary prison too easily.”

Bolt rushed up to the front of his cage and slammed his fists against it. “You liar. You said you were going to take us to that factory where the dimensional portal was, but you lied.”

The businesswoman raised an eyebrow and glanced at Rubberman.

Rubberman shrugged. “They say they’re from another universe, but frankly I think they’re just crazy.”

The businesswoman did not stop frowning. She looked at Bolt and Shade and said, “Dennis, you certainly run into some very … interesting people, to say the least.”

“Let us go,” said Bolt. “The multiverse itself depends on us getting out of here. Let us out now, or else.”

The ninja reached into his pocket, but the businesswoman held up a hand and said, “Takeshi, hold your ground. The boy won’t be able to break the glass. Let him make all the threats he wants. He’s not in any position to carry them out, nor will he ever be.”

Takeshi pulled his hand out of his pocket, but he kept his eyes locked on Bolt anyway as the businesswoman stepped forward until she stood in front of Bolt. There was perhaps just a couple inches of glass between Bolt and the businesswoman, but Bolt couldn’t grab her. He just glared down at the short lady, who smirked up at him as if he was a tiger in a zoo for her amusement.

“Rubberman tells me you call yourself Bolt,” said the businesswoman. “Is it short for Lightning Bolt?”

Bolt shook his head. “No. I just got it from a candy bar.”

The businesswoman blinked. “Well … in addition to operating as a superhero illegally, you’re also infringing on the trademark of some poor candy company somewhere. Clearly, you know nothing about business.”

“Well, why don’t you tell me your name, lady?” said Bolt. “Awful rude of you to just step up and start accusing me of stuff I didn’t do.”

“My name is Sasha Munroe,” said the businesswoman. “I’m the CEO of Munroe Acquisitions, Inc., which is the largest and most successful superhero acquisitions agency in the world. I’m Rubberman’s boss.”

That explained why Rubberman seemed so tense around her. He was afraid of angering her, though Bolt didn’t see what was so scary about such a small woman. She may have been the head of a large corporation, but in Bolt’s eyes, she was just an ordinary middle-aged woman who clearly thought too much of herself.

“Well, Sasha,” said Bolt, folding his arms across his chest, “what are you doing here? I can’t imagine that Shade and I are important enough for you to take time off from your obviously important job as the CEO of such a massive corporation. Did you just come to taunt us?”

Sasha smiled. “I didn’t come to taunt either of you. Instead, I came to offer you a deal.”

Bolt frowned. “A deal? What are you talking about?”

“Then let me elaborate,” said Sasha. She gestured at Rubberman behind you. “When Rubberman told me about the two empowered humans he captured, I was instantly intrigued by his descriptions of your powers and costumes. Munroe Acquisitions is always looking for new superheroes to add to our ever expanding empire, so I’d like to offer you and your girlfriend a chance to work for us.”

“She’s not my girlfriend,” said Bolt. His eyes narrowed. “Furthermore, I thought we were operating illegally as superheroes. Do you want to employ illegal superheroes in your business and risk getting into trouble with the government of your world?”

“Details like that can be handled very easily,” said Sasha. “I have a lot of friends in the government who would be more than happy to ‘discover’ that you two were approved for superhero licenses within the last few years. The government doesn’t even know Rubberman has arrested either of you two yet. He wanted to report you two to the government, but I told him to take you both down here so I could talk with you first.”

“Meaning you had one of your employees break the law just so you can make a quick buck,” said Bolt. “Am I understanding you right?”

Sasha’s smile never wavered. “I remember when I was your age and I had such strong feelings of justice, too. I was a self-righteous little girl until I learned the power that money can give you. Trust me, if you accept my offer, no one in the government will ever be aware of any ‘lawbreaking’ on my part. Or your part, for that matter.”

“And if we refuse?” said Bolt.

“Then I will have Rubberman take you to the police,” said Sasha. “Operating as a superhero without a license is considered a grave offense, both in federal law and Texas state law. I imagine you two will get, at a minimum, a life sentence in the harshest prison in the state. You might even get a death sentence, though that would be more likely if you had actually killed someone.”

Bolt stiffened. He could tell that Sasha was serious about everything she just said. Now he was starting to understand why Rubberman feared her so. She may have been a short and frumpy-looking middle-aged woman who wouldn’t look out of place teaching in a church Sunday school class, but it was obviously just a ruse to hide a far more ruthless and cruel businesswoman who was willing to go to any lengths to get what she wanted.

Sasha folded her hands in front of her waist. “So, what will your decision be? If you go to work for me, you will be paid quite handsomely. You won’t see even one cent of the profits from the various licensing deals I’ll make off your brand, of course, but I’ll pay you and your girlfriend a handsome yearly salary that would make even top NFL stars jealous. Right, Rubberman?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Rubberman quickly. “You pay me very well, much more than I deserve, and I am eternally grateful for every penny you give to me.”

Bolt’s stomach churned at Rubberman’s supplication. Was this how the Rubberman in Beams’ universe acted? Or had this universe’s Rubberman been beaten down so much that he was left as a squirming worm who constantly praised Sasha in fear of what she could do to him?

Rubberman might be well paid, but he doesn’t have freedom, Bolt thought. Not true freedom, at any rate.

“Well?” said Sasha. “I have all night, given how I explicitly told my secretary to cancel tonight’s engagements or reschedule them for another time. Still, one of the lessons that my father, who owned the business before me, taught me was that you should never waste time. Give me your answer.”

Bolt’s hands shook. He wanted to sock Sasha’s smirking face, but the hyper impact glass meant all he could do was think about it. He looked over at Shade, who was glaring at Sasha as well, though Sasha, of course, didn’t seem even remotely bothered by how two powerful superhumans were glaring at her.

Not like she has any reason to be afraid, given the kind of protection she has, Bolt thought. Reminds me of John Mann, except without a weird fixation on Venetian masks.

“No answer?” said Sasha, tilting her head to the side.

Bolt glared at Sasha straight in the eyes and said, “Sorry, but I’m going to have to say no. Real superheroes don’t work for corporations that care more about profit than saving peoples’ lives. Where I’m from, superheroes protect people because it’s the right thing to do. So you can take your salary and your offer to bribe the government and shove it.”

For a moment, a look of absolute hatred and rage spread across Sasha’s features. In that instant, her false mask of politeness and cool professionalism peeled away, revealing a raging monster that was never denied what it wanted.

But then the mask was back on and Sasha stepped back. “Very well, Bolt. I didn’t think you would be feeling very amenable tonight anyway.” She looked over her shoulder. “Rubberman, activate the gas.”

Rubberman started. “The gas? But you said we were going to hand them over to the government.”

“Change of plans,” said Sasha. She glanced at them. “I don’t want either of them living long enough to spill the beans about the offer I made to them. Kill them and then dispose of the bodies. Given how they claim they aren’t even from this universe, I sincerely doubt anyone will even notice they’re gone.”

Rubberman bit his lower lip, but then extended a hand over toward the touch screen control panel Bolt had noticed earlier. He tapped the screen a couple of times before retracting his arm.

A second later, Bolt heard something shift behind him and looked over his shoulder to see a vent had opened up in the ceiling in the back of his cell. A sickly purple gas began pouring forth from the vent. A similar vent had opened in Shade’s cell, forcing her back against the clear wall of her own cell, staring at the gas as more and more of it poured out.

“Sasha, what is this?” said Bolt, glancing over his shoulder at her. “Poison gas?”

“Bingo,” said Sasha. Her smirk became cruel and twisted. “I wouldn’t worry about the pain if I were you. As soon as you inhale that gas, you will die instantly.”

“You’re mad,” said Bolt.

“I’m not mad,” said Sasha, shaking her head. “Simply pragmatic. If I can’t have you … then no one else can, either.”


CHAPTER SIX

 

You’re going to assassinate Sagan?” said Hypno in surprise. “Today?”

“Today,” Genius said, nodding. “We still have a few hours to get ready, but everything is in place. The only problem was Lauren getting captured by that soldier, but luckily we managed to save her before she could be taken away to the reeducation camps.”

“If Sagan is as bad a tyrant as you say he is, then I guess I can’t complain,” said Beams. “But I’m still interested in hearing the exact details of your plan, because assassinating the head of a state is always a big deal, no matter what the reasons for it are.”

“It’s simple,” said Genius. “A new statue dedicated to President Sagan is going to open in Times Square later today. Sagan himself will be present for the unveiling of the statue, as well as his Vice President, Wilma O’Brian. Sagan rarely makes public appearances anymore due to health reasons, preferring to interact with the people through livestreaming on the Internet, so this is our best shot to take him out.”

“This plan has been in the making for years,” said Switch, rubbing her hands together eagerly. “Sagan thinks it’s going to be another normal day. Can’t wait to see the expression on his ugly little face once he realizes he’s going to die. Are you excited for it, Lauren?”

Lauren nodded, though Beams noticed that the palms of her hands were sweaty. “Yeah, I am, but I’m also a little nervous. So many things could go wrong. You know how Sagan doesn’t go anywhere without his bodyguards.”

“We already have that figured out,” said Genius. “Triplet and I came up with this plan together. We’ve considered every possible angle and have a lot of backups just in case things go south. With luck, Sagan will be dead before dinnertime today.”

“Mind sharing your plan with us?” said Hypno. “How does Lauren, for example, fit into it?”

“Allow me to summarize it,” said Genius. He gestured at Lauren. “Lauren here will go to the celebration pretending to be an ordinary teenage girl who is a big Sagan fan. She will get close enough to him to shake hands with him. As soon as she does, she’ll use her powers and disintegrate his whole body before anyone can act.”

“Quick, easy, and painless,” said Switch. “Which is better than the old jerk deserves, but hey, as long as he dies, it doesn’t really matter how he goes, eh?”

“If I recall correctly, Sagan himself was a superhuman with telepathy as his power,” said Hypno. “How do you intend to get Lauren close enough without him reading her mind and finding out what she is trying to do?”

“I designed a telepathy-blocking device for exactly this reason,” said Genius. “See that hearing aid-like device in her right ear? That’s actually a telepathy-blocker. Anyone who wears it becomes immune to telepathy. Even the most powerful telepath will be unable to pierce her mind.”

“Won’t Sagan notice if he can’t read her mind, though?” said Beams, leaning back in the sofa. “Seems like that would make her stand out just as much as her thoughts would.”

“That’s where the device gets interesting,” said Genius. “Not only does it block Lauren’s thoughts from being read, but it also comes up with fake thoughts to trick the telepath into believing they’re reading Lauren’s mind. When Sagan tries to read Lauren’s mind, all he’ll find is the nervous thoughts of a Sagan fan girl eager to meet her hero for the first time.”

“Wow,” said Beams. “That’s way more advanced than anything we have in my universe.”

Genius shrugged. “There’s a reason I’m called ‘Genius’ and it isn’t because I have a huge ego. It’s my superpower. I can design and build almost anything my imagination can come up with. No matter how complicated, crazy, or strange it may be, if I can see it in my head, I can build it in real life.”

“That’s a handy power,” said Beams. “So your plan to kill Sagan is to have Lauren go up to him and shake his hand?”

“Yep,” said Lauren, nodding. She raised her hand. “With a single touch, I can kill him in one blow.”

“Then Switch and I will cause chaos so she can escape unharmed,” said Bait. “Once Sagan dies, all hell will inevitably break loose, so we’re going to make sure to make it work in our favor so we can all get out alive.”

“What about after that?” said Hypno. “Will that really be enough to turn around the country? If Sagan dies—”

“Obviously not,” Genius interrupted. “Returning America to its original greatness will take much more than just killing Sagan. But killing Sagan is a key part of the plan to take back the country. Sagan rules primarily through fear and intimidation. Without him in charge, I suspect we’ll see the various groups under his leadership begin fighting each other for the position he’s left, which will create an opening that the Dissidents will be able to exploit.”

“What about his VP?” said Beams. “Wilma O’Brian, I think you said her name was? If she’s Sagan’s VP, won’t she become President after his death?”

“The normal rules of presidential succession don’t apply anymore,” said Genius. He tapped the side of his head. “Remember, Sagan has abolished the Constitution, as well as the federal government in general. Like many dictators, he has not adequately set up a succession plan in the event of his death. O’Brian completely lacks Sagan’s ability to control and manipulate his government. Besides, she’s even less popular than Sagan due to her haughty, elitist attitude. We’ll take her out too if we can, but even if she survives, she’ll just be one of many, many people fighting for Sagan’s old position.”

“I’d love to sock her in the face, though,” said Switch, rubbing her hands together eagerly. “That old witch pisses me off even more than Sagan. She’ll have it coming.”

Beams stroked his chin, thinking deeply about this. “This sounds very risky, all of it.”

“Of course,” said Lauren. “But we have to do it. You don’t understand how bad Sagan is. He’s a monster. I wouldn’t even call him human. Assassinating him is what we need to do if we’re going to save the country.”

“Lauren is right,” said Genius. “I would prefer to solve our problems a different way, but killing Sagan is our only option at this point. Will you help us?”

Beams folded his arms across his chest. “Why should we help you?”

“Because we can always use more help,” said Genius. “Although Triplet and I have hashed out the details of this plan to the best of our ability, I can still insert the two of you into the plan fairly easily. In particular, I am thinking that Hypno’s ability to influence people could make several parts of the plan easier than I thought.”

Beams glanced at Hypno. “What do you think, Hypno? Do you want to help them?”

“Sure,” said Hypno easily. “This may not be my universe, but it is still a variation of it. Part of my duty as a G-Man agent is to protect the people of the United States from threats both foreign and domestic. I’m not thrilled to be working with the guy who killed me in this universe, but I never liked Sagan even in my universe, so I have no qualms with helping take him down.”

“But …” Beams voice trailed off as he tried to figure out what to say. He looked at Genius again. “I’m not sure I want to help. I hate dictators as much as the next guy, but Hypno and I aren’t from this universe. We have a threat of our own to deal with, one that is much bigger than just a corrupt dictator. What we really need, more than anything, is to find a way out of this universe, a dimensional portal of some sort to let us go back home.”

Genius nodded. “I know nothing about this threat you speak of, but I understand your desire to stop it nonetheless. Still, I think you should help us. You won’t even need to wait long, because we’re going to start the plan in a few hours.”

“I know, but like I said, what we really need is a dimensional portal of some sort,” said Beams. “Or dimension-hopping tech. I don’t know if your universe has dimension-hopping tech yet, but—”

“Dimension-hopping tech?” Genius repeated. He frowned. “Now that you mention it, I could probably build some kind of interdimensional portal generator if necessary. I can already see the blueprints forming in my mind, though I won’t be able to build it right away.”

“You’ll be able to build a portal generator?” said Beams in surprise. “Have you ever built something like that before?”

“No, but it won’t be that difficult, I think,” said Genius, folding his arms in front of his chest. “My suit-up watch can already access a pocket dimension to store the user’s costume. I’ve always wanted to expand upon the basic tech, but have never had much of a chance due to my duties as one of the leaders of the Dissidents. But I could always build a generator for you and Hypno if you want.”

“That … that would be fantastic,” said Beams, rubbing his hands together eagerly. “When will you start?”

“As soon as Sagan is dead,” said Genius, “which you two will help us to make a reality.”

Beams stopped rubbing his hands. “What?”

“Think of it as an exchange,” said Genius. He gestured at himself. “In exchange for helping us assassinate Sagan, I will build you two a portal generator you can use to go back to wherever you’re from. How does that sound?”

Beams bit his lower lip. He really didn’t want to waste any more time in this universe than he already had, but at the same time, it wasn’t like there was a portal generator on hand that they could use right away. Besides, he knew he would feel guilty if he left this place without trying to help these people who had already rescued him and Hypno once, even though they didn’t have to. It was what Rubberman would have done in his position, after all.

So Beams nodded and said, “All right. We’ll help you assassinate Sagan however we can. But you have to build the portal generator for us in exchange.”

“No problem,” said Genius. “Now, listen closely, everyone, because this is the last time we’re going to go over the plan and I want to make sure everyone understands the role they will play in it because if we fail, we won’t get a do-over.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

The purple gas was slowly but surely filling the cage. Bolt pressed as far back against the wall as he could, even sucking in his gut despite know how useless that was. His eyes darted this way and that as he tried to find an exit, but the cage was completely sealed off. He estimated that he had about a minute, maybe a minute and a half, before the purple gas completely filled the chamber and killed him.

His eyes darted over to Shade’s cage. Like him, she was up against the wall of her cage, which was also slowly filling up with the poison gas. Terror shone in her eyes. She looked over at Bolt with pleading eyes, as if to ask him if he had a plan, but he didn’t. He was just praying for a miracle at this point, but he wasn’t sure that they would get one.

He glanced over his shoulder. Sasha, Takeshi, and Rubberman still stood there. Sasha was smirking, Takeshi stood as still as a statue, and Rubberman looked as if he wished he didn’t have to do this. But Rubberman wouldn’t meet Bolt’s eyes, perhaps afraid that if he did, he might turn off the gas, which would get him into trouble with his boss.

What a coward, Bolt thought, hands balling into fists. How can you call yourself a superhero if you just do whatever you boss tells you to, regardless of its morality?

But Bolt had no time to think about that. He turned his attention back to the gas, which had filled up about a third of the cage now. He thought about holding his breath, but decided against it, because it wouldn’t make much of a difference in his survival.

Bolt’s eyes darted to the ceiling above. The ceiling wasn’t made of the same impenetrable glass as the rest of his cage. It appeared to be solid concrete, which Bolt knew he would be able to break if he tried. He might even be able to punch his way to the surface.

Or I might just cause a cave-in and kill us all, Bolt thought. Besides, even if it worked, it would mean abandoning Shade. As much as she annoys me, I can’t abandon her like this.

It was times like this that Bolt wished he had brought his Dad’s old Teleportation Buckle with him. He used to wear it all the time, but ever since he became a full-time NHA member, he would leave it in his room because he rarely left Hero Island and found that flying around the Island worked just as well as teleporting. If he had his Dad’s Teleportation Buckle, then he would be able to teleport himself out of here quite easily.

Hindsight is twenty-twenty, I guess, Bolt thought. He sighed internally. Unfortunately.

Then, without warning, the lights on Level Three flickered briefly before going out entirely, plunging the entire floor into darkness.

“What?” said Sasha’s voice from the shadows. “What happened? Why did the lights go out? Rubberman, I demand answers!”

“I don’t know, Miss Munroe,” came Rubberman’s worried voice from the darkness. “I paid the power bill this month, so I don’t think the power company cut us off or anything.”

“Someone cut the power,” came an unfamiliar voice which Bolt assumed belonged to Takeshi. “But who—”

The sound of several thwacks interrupted Takeshi, followed by a couple of dull thuds as people fell to the ground, though Bolt was unable to see who had fallen.

“Sasha, Takeshi!” said Rubberman. “Are you okay? Can you hear me? Who’s there?”

Without warning, the lights turned back on. Bolt looked over his shoulder again and was surprised to see someone new standing in the room outside of his cage.

A teenage girl wearing a gray bodysuit and wielding a long stick stood between Sasha and Takeshi, who both lay on the ground with bumps on their head from where she had hit them. The girl’s suit covered up her completely, save for her blue eyes, which shone out from her mask. She wasn’t very muscular or big, but she looked like she was ready to fight Rubberman, who was the only one of the three still standing.

“What?” said Rubberman. “A girl? Who are you and what are you doing here? And how did you get into the Elastic Cave without me knowing?”

“I’m just here to save those two,” said the girl, nodding her head at Bolt and Shade. “Orders from my boss. As for how I got in, well, I’d love to tell you, but my dad always said you should never reveal your secrets to anyone, especially to a superhero.”

Rubberman shook his head. “It doesn’t matter who you are or how you got in. You should have opened the cages before you attacked Sasha and Takeshi, girl. But you didn’t, so now you will have to deal with me by yourself.”

The girl tilted her head to the side. “Are you so sure about that? Look at the control panel.”

Rubberman snapped his head toward the control panel, as did Bolt. The control panel showed a green, flashing symbol with the word ‘OFF’ written on it in bright yellow.

Realizing what was about to happen, Bolt looked back over at the vent from which the poison gas spewed. The vent had closed and, though the gas was still trapped in here with him, no more gas was emptying into his cage. The same for Shade’s cage.

A second later, a portion of the cage wall flipped open next to Bolt. He peeled himself off the wall and poked his head out of the cage, unable to believe that he was free. Yet he could extend his hand out into the other room with no problem at all. Over at Shade’s cage, Shade had pushed open the door to her cage and poked her head out as well.

“No!” Rubberman shouted. He looked at the girl. “I still don’t know who you are or how you got in here, but I’m going to make sure you don’t leave.”

Rubberman launched one of his hands at the girl, but Bolt activated his super speed and caught Rubberman’s extended arm. A look of surprise appeared over Rubberman’s face before Bolt whirled around and hurled Rubberman against the wall on the other side of the room. Rubberman smashed into the wall and fell down to the floor, where he lay as unconscious as Sasha and Takeshi.

Panting from the effort, Bolt looked at the girl and said, “Thanks for saving us.”

“No problem,” said the girl, resting her stick on her shoulder, “but we can talk later. We need to get out of here now before these three wake up again. My boss is waiting for us.”

“Your boss?” Bolt said. “Who is your boss?”

“I’ll tell you later,” said the girl, turning around. “For now, you can call me the Silent Shadow, if you need a name at all. Follow me.”

The Silent Shadow walked up to the elevator and the doors opened before she even pressed the control panel. She entered the elevator and turned around, gesturing for Bolt and Shade to enter with her. The two of them exchanged an uncertain look before going inside with her. The elevator doors closed silently when they entered and the elevator immediately began to ascend.

“Were you two hurt?” asked the Silent Shadow, looking from Bolt to Shade and back again. “You didn’t inhale any of that poison gas, did you?”

“No, we’re fine,” said Bolt, brushing off his suit. “How did you even know we were down there in the first place?”

“I saw Rubberman take you two down here,” the Silent Shadow replied. “When I told my boss, he told me to rescue you both and bring you back to him.”

“Why did your boss want you to save us?” said Bolt. “We don’t even know him.”

The Silent Shadow shrugged. “I don’t know why. I just sort of do whatever my boss tells me. Normally I try to avoid confronting Rubberman because he’s so strong and experienced, but I got lucky this time thanks to you.”

Bolt cocked his head to the side. “You normally try to avoid confronting Rubberman? You make it sound like you’re some kind of criminal.”

The Silent Shadow did not meet Bolt’s eyes. “I guess you could say I am, but I prefer to think of myself as a hired gun, like my dad before me. Sometimes, I’m hired to do illegal things. But I don’t like it,” she added hastily.

Bolt’s eyes narrowed. “I may not care much for Rubberman, but I’m not much of a fan of criminals, either.”

“What are you going to do to me?” said the Silent Shadow, meeting Bolt’s gaze. “Try to take me to the cops? You’re not much better than me, you know. In the eyes of the law, we’re all criminals here, regardless of what we call ourselves or what we’ve done.”

Bolt bit his lower lip. The Silent Shadow had a point. Still, he didn’t like the idea of working with criminals, even if that criminal saved his life. But he supposed he would just have to worry about it later, once they were safely out of the Elastic Cave and were wherever the Silent Shadow was taking them.

“Do we have to take the elevator?” said Shade, glancing at the slowly changing numbers which seemed to indicate the number of floors that this place had. “It’s boring and slow.”

“It’s how I got here,” said the Silent Shadow, “and since I don’t know any other way out of here, this is the way we’re—”

Abruptly, the elevator came to a stop. Bolt, Shade, and the Silent Shadow looked around suddenly and Bolt said, “Why did the elevator stop?”

A speaker in the upper right corner of the elevator suddenly crackled on and a voice on the other end said, “Hold it, criminals! This is Rubberman speaking. I’ve manually forced the elevator to stop and have called the police, who are already on their way to arrest all three of you. Stay right where you are and do not try to escape.”

“Dang it,” said Bolt, snapping his fingers. “I didn’t expect him to recover so quickly.”

“Guess he must be tougher than he looks,” said Shade. She shrugged. “Oh, well. That means we get to do things my way. Everyone, grab my hand. We’re going to shadow travel.”

“Shadow travel?” the Silent Shadow repeated. “What’s that?”

“Our ticket to freedom, that’s what,” said Shade. She held out hands. “Now, come on. We don’t have much time to lose.”

Bolt took Shade’s hand and, after a moment’s hesitation, the Silent Shadow took Shade’s other. Shade smiled at them both before she stepped into a shadow in the corner of the elevator and dragged the two of them through with her. The Silent Shadow actually yelped in surprise as everything around them became pitch black, but an instant later they appeared on top of a building somewhere in downtown Golden City. Though the night was still quite dark, the lights from the various buildings all around them made it easier to see by.

“Here we are,” said Shade, letting go of Bolt and the Silent Shadow. “Freedom, at long last!”

Letting go of Shade’s hand, Bolt looked around at the building upon which they stood. It was completely devoid of people, aside from the three of them, and the building was tall enough that it was unlikely anyone would see them from the streets below. “Where are we? I don’t remember this place.”

“It was a building I saw when we first got here,” said Shade. “I think it’s a bank, though I’m not sure. It was just the first building to come to mind when I needed to get us out of here. We can go somewhere else if we need to.”

Bolt nodded and looked at the Silent Shadow.”Thanks for saving us, Silent—Silent Shadow?”

The Silent Shadow’s blue eyes were wide and shocked. She looked as if she had just been electrocuted with a buzzer. “What … what happened?”

“Shadow travel,” Shade said promptly. “It’s a power of mine that allows us to travel great distances via shadow.”

The Silent Shadow blinked several more times. “You mean we literally traveled through shadow? Actual shadow?”

“Yep,” said Shade. “Why do you ask?”

“I …” the Silent Shadow seemed to be struggling to find the words to describe her thoughts. “I didn’t know that was possible.”

“It’s not possible for everyone,” said Shade. “Just me.”

The Silent Shadow stared at Shade. “Are you an empowered human or something? Because I’ve heard of those, though they’re kind of rare.”

“We’re superhumans,” said Bolt. He shook his head. “But it doesn’t matter. What matters is that we’re free and alive and it’s thanks in large part to your efforts. If you hadn’t saved us, we would both be dead.”

“No problem,” said the Silent Shadow. Though Bolt couldn’t see her face, he imagined she was smiling sheepishly anyway, as if she wasn’t used to getting so much praise. “I don’t like Sasha Munroe much anyway. The public thinks she’s an honest businesswoman who is trying to protect the city, but I’ve known for a long time, thanks to my boss, that she’s pretty much the exact opposite of that.”

“Your boss,” Bolt repeated. “You still haven’t told us who he is.”

The Silent Shadow folded her hands behind her back and looked down at her feet. “I suppose it’s safe to tell you now because Rubberman probably doesn’t know where we are or that we’ve even escaped the Elastic Cave yet. My boss is a man named Albert Monsoon. Have you heard about him?”

“No,” said Bolt, shaking his head. “Who is he?”

“He’s the CEO of McCoy Robotics,” said the Silent Shadow, looking up at Bolt again. “He’s the richest man in Golden City, though he usually doesn’t spend much time here. I generally do whatever work he asks of me, like stealing rare and valuable artifacts from around the world. He pays well.”

“So did your boss order you to save us because he’s such a good guy?” said Shade. “Color me skeptical.”

“Like I said, I don’t know for sure,” said the Silent Shadow. “All I know is that Mr. Monsoon wants to meet both of you at his mansion on the other side of town tonight.”

Bolt looked at Shade. “What do you think, Shade? Should we go with her?”

Shade shrugged. “I don’t know. I’d rather run, but I’m sure Rubberman will sic the police on us, which will make it that much harder for us to hide in the city.”

“You can stay at Mr. Monsoon’s mansion,” said the Silent Shadow. “It has ten bedrooms and twelve bathrooms. I’m sure Mr. Monsoon will let you stay at least the night, maybe longer depending on what he wants with you. And trust me, he won’t hand you over to the police or anything like that. He doesn’t care much for the police or superheroes, to be honest.”

“Very well,” said Bolt. “You can take us to your boss’ mansion and we’ll hear what your boss has to offer us. But no guarantees we’ll work for him or anything, all right?”

“All right,” said the Silent Shadow. “Now, follow me. I know a shortcut to Mr. Monsoon’s mansion from here, so if we leave now, we should get there fast.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Beams had always wanted to visit New York City. Back in his universe, he had never done much traveling, having spent most of his life in Golden City. Sure, there was that one trip out to that small town in West Texas where he trained with Nightbolt, but Beams hardly considered that ‘travel,’ even if Texas was one of the biggest states in the Union.

He’d always wanted to visit New York City because it was the central hub of superheroes in his universe. It was headquarters of the Heroes United hiring agency, for one, and had the most superheroes of any city in North America. He especially wanted to see it after his older brother James had gone there on a school field trip once when he was in high school and raved about how great it was.

But now, Beams wasn’t so sure that he wanted to visit New York City anymore. He stood with the throngs of people—more people than he had ever seen gathered in one spot in his life—in Times Square, doing his best to avoid getting walked into or squashed between the seemingly endless amount of people who had gathered to see the unveiling of President Sagan’s new statue. The streets were packed with shouting people and honking cars, making it hard for Beams to focus on any one thing. The air had an odd smell of human sweat and gas from the car exhausts, which was a sharp contrast to the much cleaner air of Golden City. It didn’t help that it was hot and sunny today, too, which was probably why everyone was sweating so much.

All in all, Beams was happy he wasn’t alone. He stood next to Lauren, who seemed far more comfortable with the hustle and bustle of New York City than he did. She was eating an ice cream cone they had bought from a vendor when they arrived in Times Square, an ice cream cone that seemed way too overpriced to Beams. But Lauren had paid the fifteen dollars for the single cone happily and without question, which made Beams think Lauren was either not very good with money or else fifteen dollars for an ice cream cone was considered a deal in NYC, which meant that this city was even worse than he thought.

The two of them stood on the periphery of the area that had been set apart from the rest of Time Square for the unveiling of the Sagan statue. The statue itself could easily be seen no matter where you were in Times Square, rising above everyone else. The statue was covered a thick black shroud, which meant that you couldn’t even see its general outline. All Beams could tell was that the Sagan statue was massive and that it would probably kill or hurt a lot of people if it were to fall down.

At the foot of the statue was a platform that was currently empty. Neither President Sagan nor Vice President Wilma O’Brian were present, but according to the flyer Lauren had picked up when they got to Times Square, the two politicians would be showing up soon enough. There were, however, dozens and dozens of armed guards and soldiers patrolling or guarding the platform and the area around it. None of the guards seemed to noticed Beams and Lauren, which Beams was thankful for, because this mission was already tough enough without having to deal with Sagan’s bodyguards.

“How much longer until Sagan shows up?” Beams asked Lauren as two black men with Jamaican accents walked by them, arguing loudly about some band they were divided on.

Lauren finished licking her ice cream and glanced at her watch. “Five minutes. You ready?”

Beams nodded and looked back to the stage. He felt nervous about the plan, but his part was not going to be difficult. As long as no one noticed him, Beams should be able to pull off his part very easily.

That’s why I had to ditch my suit, Beams thought, glancing down at his new red t-shirt and jeans, and put on these normal clothes. I’d stand out like a sore thumb if I still wore my costume, though I feel kind of naked without it.

Taking a deep breath, Beams went over the plan again in his mind. They didn’t have much time left before the plan started, and it would start as soon as President Sagan showed up. So Beams was going to take these next few minutes to reflect on the plan, especially his role.

Operation Handshake—which was what Genius called their plan—hadn’t changed much even with Beams and Hypno’s additions, though they played important roles in the overall plan. Beams was to escort Lauren to the stage and keep her safe in the event that things went south, though he was warned that he would have to keep a safe distance from Sagan because Lauren’s telepathy-blocking device did not extend that same protection to his mind. As for Hypno, his job was to go around the crowd picking out random people who he would hypnotize into sleeper agents. The sleeper agents would begin rioting as soon as the ‘signal’—that is, Sagan’s death—went off, which would create enough chaos for Beams and Lauren to escape unharmed.

All in all, Beams was satisfied with his part in the plan, but he still worried things could go wrong. They always did, but this plan was riskier than anything Beams had done yet. He had never assassinated a politician before, not even one who deserved it like Sagan did. He imagined that Sagan must have a lot of protection, even without his telepathy, and that this protection would jump into action as soon as Sagan got killed.

Keep your head on straight, Alex, Beams told himself. It will be easy. All Lauren has to do is step up onto the stage and shake President Sagan’s hand. That’s it.

Even so, Beams scanned the crowd every now and then, just to make sure no one was paying attention to them. As far as he could tell, everyone was preoccupied with their own thoughts or with the things going on around them, to the point where Beams doubted that anyone was paying attention to two teenagers waiting to see the President of the United States.

And by the time anyone realizes that we’re not just two teenagers, it will be too late to stop us, Beams thought. I hope, anyway.

All of a sudden, a dimensional portal appeared on stage. This immediately drew the attention of everyone in the area and a few people even screamed, though whether in fear or excitement, Beams did not know. All Beams knew was that his first instinct was that the Darzens had created the portal and were about to invade this world, causing him to grab Lauren’s arm and protectively put himself in front of her, ignoring her own cry of surprise.

But as it turned out, no Darzens emerged from the portal. Instead, three figures stepped out of the portal, three figures Beams did not recognize. One of them was a tall, strapping young black man wearing a green and yellow costume, which Beams realized were the same colors as his costume. The black man had long dreads and waved at the crowd as he emerged from the portal, earning applause from the crowd, though Beams sensed that most of the people only clapped to avoid getting into trouble.

“That’s Hopper,” said Lauren in a low voice to Beams. “He was a member of the Young Neos when he was younger and is one of Sagan’s most loyal followers. He’s currently acting as Sagan’s personal transporter due to his ability to open portals that can transport people across the world.”

Portals? Beams thought, watching Hopper carefully. Could he open a portal to my home dimension, too?

Pushing that thought out of his mind for now, Beams turned his attention to the other two people. One of them was a very old-looking man whose stark white hair was quite wispy and thin. He was slightly hunched over and seemed to have trouble walking on his own because he clutched Hopper’s arm as he walked. Beams recognized him as President Barnabas Sagan, who Genius had shown him pictures of back in the hideout.

He looks horrible, Beams thought. I bet a stiff wind could knock him over.

The third person was a woman who looked slightly younger than Sagan, but not by much. She could at least walk by herself, standing upright and waving at the crowd with the fakest smile Beams had ever seen on another human being’s face. Unlike Sagan, she had a full head of hair and her skin wasn’t as wrinkly as his, but Beams thought it looked fake, like she’d gotten plastic surgery and was perhaps wearing a wig.

“That’s Wilma O’Brian,” Lauren muttered again as the crowd applauded the woman on stage. “Sagan’s vice president. She was the First Lady of President Howard O’Brian back in the nineties. Everyone thought she’d run for president herself someday, so they were surprised when she accepted Sagan’s offer to become his VP.”

“She looks like a robot wearing a skin suit,” said Beams.

Lauren smiled. “Yeah. She’s even less popular than Sagan, but you’d better not say that aloud, because she’s even less tolerant of criticism than he is.”

Beams looked at Lauren in disbelief. “Seriously?”

“Yep,” said Lauren, nodding. “But we can talk about that later. Sagan’s on stage, which means we need to get closer.”

Tossing her empty ice cream cone into a trash can, Lauren began making her way through the crowd to the front of the stage. Beams followed, smiling apologetically and saying sorry to the various bystanders Lauren shoved aside on their way through. He and Lauren were pretending to be boyfriend and girlfriend at the unveiling, so he was pretending to be the nonplussed boyfriend who was trying to apologize for his ‘girlfriend’s’ rudeness. Based on the unfriendly scowls he received, he guessed the bystanders weren’t accepting his apologies.

Beams and Lauren eventually reached the front of the crowd, where they found a line yellow police ribbon separating the crowd from the stage. Three armed guards stood on the other side of the ribbon, guns in hand, but they did not seem to pay particular attention to Beams and Lauren. That was good because once the plan started rolling, they wouldn’t have much time to fight the guards.

Up on the stage, President Sagan and Vice President O’Brian took their seats on the empty chairs, while Hopper went up to the podium and, speaking into the microphone, said to the assembled crowd, “Welcome, citizens of the United States! It is wonderful to see such a wide and diverse crowd of citizens have gathered today for the unveiling of our great and just president’s newest statue. All of these smiling faces fill my heart with joy because they represent the deep desire for equality and justice which President Sagan has worked tirelessly to bring about for so many years.”

Beams looked around at the people around him. Most were indeed smiling, but it looked awfully forced. He wasn’t sure if Hopper actually believed that the people were happy to see President Sagan or if he was simply trying to trick people into believing they were. It made Beams wonder why anyone would show up at all if they didn’t actually like the President.

“As we all know, President Sagan has been working toward achieving a truly just and equal society ever since his landslide election ten years ago,” Hopper continued. “Thanks to the President’s policies, we have rid this land of the great lie that superpowers are genetic, the great lie which for thirty years created a false system of inequality in which some were called superheroes and some were not. Now we understand that anyone can be a superhero and that powers can be attained by anyone so long as they believe. Truly, the oppressive social constructs which brought so much misery and inequality in society have been nearly eliminated.”

Beams frowned. He glanced at Lauren, hoping that she understood what Hopper meant about ‘oppressive social constructs,’ but she just shrugged as if to say, He’s crazy, don’t think too much about it.

Then Hopper scowled and balled his right hand into a fist. “Despite the great progress we’ve made in the last decade, there are still scattered remnants of the original lie in this country, who seek to undermine this great just and equal society which President Sagan has sacrificed so much to make. These Dissidents—bigots, really, privileged jerks who can’t stand not being special and superior to others anymore—are but a relic of the past. Their days are numbered and they know it, for it is we, and not they, who are on the right side of history.”

Hopper gestured at the veiled statue behind himself. “This statue represents not merely President Sagan, but equality and justice. It is a symbol of true justice and equality. Though there are many statues like it in the land, this one shall be a symbol of defiance against the retrogrades who seek to undermine our perfect utopia! Behold!”

The shroud on the statue was suddenly pulled down by a couple of workers. As the shroud fell, it revealed a gigantic statue that somewhat resembled Sagan. ‘Somewhat’ because, though the general figure resembled Sagan, some of the details were different. Its hair was fuller than the actual Sagan and its skin was nowhere near as wrinkly as his. It looked like how Sagan may have looked a decade or so ago, which was made all the starker by comparing it to the wrinkled old man who sat in the chair on the stage next to O’Brian.

Beside him, Lauren made a face. “Ugh. Now his ugly mug is going to be immortalized in stone. Makes me sick to my stomach.”

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” said Hopper to the crowd. He wiped a tear from his eye. “It’s a work of art, comparable to Michaelangelo’s ‘David.’ Actually, I would say it is superior to that statue because it represents ideals far superior to the ones represented by that old piece of trash.”

The people clapped and applauded, but again there was a noticeable lack of energy among them. It made Beams wonder what kind of leader Sagan was that he apparently didn’t notice or care to notice that his own people had little enthusiasm for him.

He must be a psycho who just likes getting praise even when people don’t mean it, Beams thought. Or maybe he’s too senile to notice how bored everyone is.

“Please, hold your applause,” said Hopper, holding up a hand, “because the best has yet to come. Today isn’t merely the unveiling of this beautiful statue. Indeed, I would say that that is the least exciting thing we will do today. Something far more glorious awaits us.”

The tone in the crowd became confused and even curious at this pronouncement from Hopper. Beams looked at Lauren, wondering if she knew what Hopper was talking about, but Lauren looked every bit as surprised everyone else.

“What’s he talking about?” Beams asked in a low voice.

“I don’t know,” said Lauren, a hint of panic under her words. She tugged at a strand of hair. “Our intel didn’t mention anything about something else happening today aside from the unveiling of the statue. Must be some kind of last minute change or something.”

Then Hopper suddenly looked to the right and gestured. “Guards, bring up the prisoner!”

Two burly guards walked onto the stage, carrying in between them a man wearing a cloth bag over his head. The bag completely hid the man’s features and the generic orange prison jumpsuit he wore made it impossible to tell who he was.

“A prisoner?” Lauren repeated under her breath. “Who could it possibly be?”

“One of your friends?” Beams muttered back.

“Can’t be,” said Lauren with a gulp. “If one of us Dissidents got caught, we would know. Genius would have told us.”

But Lauren didn’t sound very confident about that. Beams figured that Lauren didn’t handle unexpected developments in a plan very well if at all. But there was nothing they could do until they found out who, exactly, had been caught.

“Do you see this man?” said Hopper, gesturing at the masked man who was kneeling on the stage next to him. “He is one of the infamous Dissidents and a notoriously vile one at that. He is well-known for having destroyed dozens of Sagan statues, twelve in the last year alone, as well as harming and killing many peace officers who tried to stop him. But I am pleased to announce that he has finally been captured and that today he shall finally face the justice that a bigot like him deserves.”

“Statues?” Lauren muttered. Her eyes widened. “It can’t be …”

“Guards, remove the mask,” said Hopper, gesturing at the prisoner. “Let the world see the face of the most infamous Dissident ever!”

One of the guards reached over and ripped the mask off the prisoner’s face. Lauren gasped and clutched Beams’ arm unusually hard. Even Beams himself could not believe what he was staring at.

He was staring up into the face of Kevin Jason, also known as the superhero Bolt.


CHAPTER NINE

 

Bolt and Shade followed the Silent Shadow through the empty halls of Albert Monsoon’s mansion. The halls were exactly what you’d expect a rich man like Monsoon would have. The floors were tiled with expensive-looking vinyl, the walls were covered with gold-framed high art, and gigantic chandeliers hung from the ceiling, providing excellent light. The windows were also open, revealing Monsoon’s massive personal tennis court and swimming pool out in the backyard. In the distance, Bolt could see lights from Golden City, shining brightly in the darkness of the night.

As it turned out, Albert Monsoon’s mansion was located well outside of town. The Silent Shadow explained that this was because Monsoon preferred his privacy, so he had had his massive mansion built about a mile or so outside of the city limits. He’d also built a huge wall around it, covered the wall with barb wire, and even had a personal security team who patrolled the mansion 24/7.

“But he doesn’t just have guards,” the Silent Shadow had said. “He’s also big into technology, so he’s got AI security systems that work with the human security team to double up security. But don’t worry about the robot guards. As long as you two stay with me, neither the AI nor the humans will give you a hard time.”

So far, the Silent Shadow had turned out to be correct, because when they arrived at the mansion, the three of them were let beyond the gates as soon as the Silent Shadow flashed some kind of identification card to the fat guard at the gates. Even so, Bolt was well aware of the cameras hanging from the ceiling, which seemed to follow their every move. He knew it was silly to be so worried when Monsoon had specifically invited him and Shade to his mansion, but the fact was that neither he nor Shade had any friends or allies in this world and he wasn’t entirely convinced that Monsoon could be trusted yet despite the fact that he saved them.

“Fancy,” said Shade as they passed a silver water drinking fountain. “Where did he get all this money?”

“Mr. Monsoon is an entrepreneur,” said the Silent Shadow. “He founded McCoy Robotics about thirty years ago with his business partner, Jonah McCoy, who the business is named after. McCoy Robotics sells all sorts of robotics-related things to governments, companies, and countries all over the world, but they specialize in making robotic tech for superheroes. You can make a LOT of money serving superheroes, especially since they tend to break their equipment pretty often due to the dangers of their businesses.”

“Neat,” said Shade. “Are we going to meet this Jonah McCoy guy, too?”

“Unfortunately, no,” said the Silent Shadow, shaking her head. “Mr. McCoy died about ten years ago when he got lung cancer from smoking so much. I wasn’t there—that was before my time—but I did read some newspaper articles about it. Kind of depressing, because Mr. McCoy seemed like a good man, very generous and charitable toward others.”

“What about Monsoon?” said Bolt. “Would you describe him as good?”

The Silent Shadow did not look at Bolt. “He’s who he is. You take him or leave him, but in my experience, Mr. Monsoon has never cheated me out of the money he owes me and is generally pretty fair toward all his workers. He can be a bit … abrasive, but he’s not bad.”

Bolt noticed that the Silent Shadow did not use the word ‘good’ to describe Mr. Monsoon. She used a lot of words, but she didn’t really answer his question. Clearly, the Silent Shadow did not want to judge her boss, at least not explicitly. Bolt wondered why that was.

Maybe, like Rubberman, she’s afraid of offending her boss, Bolt thought.

Before he could ask, the Silent Shadow came to an abrupt stop and said, “Here we are. Mr. Monsoon’s office and room.”

They had stopped in front of a set of golden double doors set in the very center of the hallway. Written on the doors in silver lettering were the words ‘ALBERT MONSOON’ and below those words was a camera peering down at the three of them.

The Silent Shadow waved up at the camera. “Hi, Mr. Monsoon, sir! It’s me, the Silent Shadow. I’m here with the guests you wanted me to bring. Can you let us in?”

There was no response except for a soft click sound from behind the doors, which Bolt assumed meant that the doors were unlocked because the Silent Shadow pushed the doors open and entered. Shade went in next and Bolt followed last, closing the doors behind him on his way in.

Now Bolt understood why the Silent Shadow had described Monsoon’s living quarters as an office/room combo. The room was neatly divided into two, with a beautiful wooden archway separating both rooms. They had emerged into the office part of Monsoon’s room, while Monsoon’s actual bedroom could be glimpsed underneath the custom hand-carved archway to their left. Beyond the archway, Bolt saw a fancy blue four poster bed, but his attention was mostly focused on the office area.

Like the hallways outside, the office had beautiful tile flooring and a wooden ceiling that practically sparkled due to how clean it was. A half-circle window stood at the other end of the room, though it was currently covered with a huge black curtain. Bolt guessed it offered an excellent view of the sunrise in the morning when the curtain was drawn. The shelves were full of books on business, finance, and even spirituality, of all things, and a large oak desk stood in the center of it all, covered with a laptop and piles of papers that looked like they must relate to the McCoy Robotics business somehow.

But Monsoon himself was nowhere to be seen. Indeed, it seemed like Bolt, Shade, and the Silent Shadow were the only three people in the room at all.

“Where is he?” said Shade, looking this way and that. “Are you sure he’s here, Shadow? Because I don’t see him.”

“Just because you cannot see me, young lady, doesn’t mean I am not here,” said a voice with a slight Ukrainian accent from under the archway.

From out of the room came a tall, muscular middle-aged man wearing black athletic pants and a red tank top. Even though he had to be in his fifties, the man had huge muscles, like the kind of muscles you would see on a much younger man. He was also sweating heavily, with a towel tossed over his shoulder like he had just gotten done working out.

Shade’s eyes widened with interest when the man entered. “Hello there, Grandpa. Where have you been?”

“Shade,” said the Silent Shadow in a warning voice, “don’t call Mr. Monsoon ‘Grandpa.’ It’s disrespectful.”

The man, apparently Albert Monsoon himself, stopped before them and held up ah and. “No need to come to my defense, Greta. I don’t mind female attention, even though I am happily married and my wife likely wouldn’t approve of it.”

“Marriage isn’t an issue,” said Shade, her eyes fixed firmly on Monsoon’s muscles. “So do you work out or—”

“Shade,” said Bolt sharply. “You can admire his muscles later. Right now, we have more important things to talk about.”

Shade shot Bolt a quick smirk. “What, are you jealous or something? Actually, now that I think about it, you sounded a lot like Cadmus just now. Kind of funny, given how much you hate him.”

“I’m nothing like Cadmus,” Bolt insisted. “And I’m not jealous, either, because I already have a girlfriend.”

“The boy doth protest too much, I think,” said Shade, her smirk never leaving her lips.

The Silent Shadow looked at Monsoon desperately. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Monsoon, but I didn’t know they would be so disrespectful. If you want me to take them away—”

Monsoon laughed. “No, no, Greta, it will be fine. Their antics amuse me. I’ve needed a good laugh recently, anyway, what with all of the bad news on TV nowadays. That’s why I was working out tonight. Needed some way to get the stress out of my system.”

“You were working out?” said Bolt, looking at Monsoon questioningly.

“I can tell,” said Shade, causing Bolt to punch her in the shoulder. “Ow! What was that for?”

“Yes, I was,” said Monsoon, flexing the bicep of his right arm briefly. “I have a personal gym here in my house that I like to use whenever I need to exercise. I’ve been into weightlifting my whole life and I attribute much of my success to it. Weightlifting trains the mind as much as the body and even feeds the soul. In a sense, it is my spiritual discipline, much in the same way Christians pray or Jews study the Torah.”

“And you’re religious, too,” said Shade. “Not a big fan of religion myself, but I can work with—”

Bolt punched her in the shoulder again, but this time Shade dodged and said, “Ha! Missed!”

Bolt just glared at her, but then shook his head and looked at Monsoon again. “That’s interesting and all, but we’re not here to talk about the spiritual benefits of weightlifting, are we?”

“No, of course not,” said Monsoon. “Please, take a seat. It is much more comfortable to speak while seated.”

Bolt and Shade took seats in two very comfortable straight-backed chairs in front of Monsoon’s desk. Monsoon himself sat in the ornate chair on the other side of his desk, wiping sweat off his forehead, while the Silent Shadow stood behind him to his right. She looked a little uncomfortable, but also ready to defend her boss if necessary.

“So,” said Bolt, adjusting the height of his seat slightly to fit his height better. “You ordered the Silent Shadow here—”

“Please,” said Monsoon, “just call her Greta. There’s no need to use code names in private here. You don’t mind, do you, Greta?”

“No, sir, I don’t,” said Greta, “though the Silent Shadow is a lot cooler than Greta.”

“Uh, sure,” said Bolt. “Maybe we should introduce ourselves first, then. I’m Bolt, but my real name is Kevin Jason.”

“I’m Shade,” said Shade. She leaned forward deeply, an eager look on her face. “If you want to guess my real name, I’ll tell you if you get it right.”

Bolt grabbed Shade’s shoulder and forced her back upright. “Shade, I am seriously going to have to tie you down if you can’t behave yourself.”

“Sorry,” said Shade, though she didn’t sound very sorry. “Anyway, my real name is Sarah Bradford. Nice to meet you.”

Monsoon nodded. “And nice to meet you two as well. I take it you are both superheroes?”

“Yeah,” said Bolt. “I mean, we’re not licensed superheroes like you guys have here, but—”

“Because you’re from a universe where superhero licenses don’t exist,” Monsoon interrupted. “Correct?”

Bolt’s eyes widened. “How did you know that? We didn’t say anything about that.”

Monsoon leaned back in his chair again, an amused smile on his face. “It was just a guess, but an accurate one. It seems. You see, I have a deep interest in multiverse theory. I’ve read so many books about it by scientists who’ve studied it, but unfortunately, it’s one of those theories which can’t really be empirically proved. Which makes me wonder how it is considered science in that case, but that’s an issue for another time.”

“Yeah, but how did you guess that we’re from another universe?” said Bolt.

Monsoon stroked his chin. “There’s something off about the both of you as if you don’t belong here. It’s not that you’re foreigners. It’s that your very nature contrasts with the foundations of the universe itself. Or the foundations of our universe, at any rate.”

Bolt frowned. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“It’s hard to explain,” said Monsoon. “Since a young age, I’ve always been more spiritually-attuned than my peers. There is something about the two of you that sets off those same sensations I’ve picked up from others before. I wouldn’t exactly call it a superpower in the same way you two have powers, but it’s an unusual ability for sure.”

It all sounded like a bunch of hocus pocus to Bolt, but when he glanced at Greta, he noticed that she seemed to believe every word. Perhaps Monsoon was being honest about his ability to sense that they weren’t from this universe. Bolt was not exactly sure how that was supposed to work anyway, though he knew better than to argue with Monsoon about it.

“Is that why you saved us?” said Bolt. “Because of some vague spiritual feelings you’ve experienced or something?”

Monsoon chuckled. “No, that doesn’t have much to do with the reason I summoned you here. Meeting people from other universes is interesting and could potentially be very informative, but frankly, I have more practical reasons for why I brought you two here.”

“Oh?” said Shade. “’Practical,’ you say? I’d certainly love to get practical with you if you catch my drift.”

Bolt didn’t even try to stop her this time. He just sighed and rested his face in his hand, wondering if this was how Cadmus felt and how much worse it had to be for Cadmus, who had to deal with Shade’s big mouth every day.

Maybe that’s why he’s such a jerk, Bolt thought. His eyes widened. Am I empathizing with Cadmus? I’m not going crazy, am I?

“That isn’t what I was talking about,” said Monsoon, though he looked amused by Shade’s comment nonetheless. “I have something more important for you to do. Would you like to hear it?”

“I guess it wouldn’t hurt,” said Bolt. “Especially since you saved us from getting killed back there.”

“Very well,” said Monsoon. He picked up a cup of steaming hot coffee from his desk and sipped it. “I need you two to steal something for me. Something valuable, something important.”

“Like what?” said Shade. “Money? Some kind of ancient artifact to add to your collection?”

“It’s a bit more important than that,” said Monsoon. He met Bolt’s eyes. “I need you two to steal Sasha Munroe’s personal files from her work computer … files that will help us prove her crimes and put her behind bars once and for all.”


CHAPTER TEN

 

Though Beams had never seen Bolt without his mask on, there was no mistaking the young man kneeling on the stage for anyone else. He had the same brown hair, even done in the same style, and his body’s build was practically an exact replica of Bolt’s. His eyes—which were green rather than brown—were different, but other than that, he looked just like Bolt.

Surprised and horrified gasps came from the assembled crowd. Lauren’s grip on Beams’ arm became as tight as a vice grip, which Beams would have complained about, but he was so taken aback by this revelation that all he could do was stare uncomprehendingly up at the stage.

“Is that Bolt?” said Beams. He looked at Lauren. “But I thought he was dead in this universe.”

“He is,” said Lauren, her voice barely more than a whisper, “but that’s not him.”

“It’s not?” said Beams. “Then who the heck is it?”

Lauren didn’t get a chance to answer, because Hopper continued speaking, his voice magnified intensely by the microphone into which he spoke.

“See this man?” said Hopper, gesturing wildly at the man who looked like Bolt kneeling on the stage by his side. “This man looks exactly like the infamous Kevin Jason, or, as he is better known, Bolt, who attempted to assassinate our glorious leader over a decade ago, motivated by his bigotry and hatred of equality and justice. Bolt was also the son of the even more infamous Genius, that bigoted terrorist who leads the Dissidents along with the vile Triplet to this very day.”

The assembled crowd was still whispering and muttering in surprise among themselves, but there was now a hint of anger in their whispering as if they were starting to remember who Bolt was and what he had done. Beams was still trying to convince his brain that his eyes were not lying to him, though that became harder and harder to do the longer he stared at the man on the stage.

“But this man, I can report to you today, is not Kevin Jason,” said Hopper, shaking his head. “He is instead Kevin Jason’s long-lost but equally dangerous twin brother, Ronald Theodore Jason, or, as he is likely better known to you, White Lightning, the infamous Dissident terrorist who has caused so much pain and misery in this country.”

More surprised gasps and mutterings, though they were angrier than before, which told Beams that White Lightning was not very popular among this crowd.

“It’s him,” said Lauren. “Crap.”

“Do you know him?” Beams muttered to Lauren.

“Yeah,” said Lauren quickly. “Hopper’s right. White Lightning is Bolt’s twin brother and, ever since we freed him from the government facility where he was kept prisoner about a year ago, he’s been a useful Dissident member. His powers are pretty much exactly the same as Bolt’s, but I don’t know how he could have been captured.”

“Does Genius know this?” said Beams, looking up at the stage again. “White Lightning is his son, too, so—”

A ringing noise came from Lauren’s pocket. She pulled a phone out of it and, holding it up to her ear, said, “Genius? Are you seeing this? Yeah, I know, it’s White, but—”

Lauren was interrupted by Genius’ soft but sharp tone.

“Yeah, sure, boss,” said Lauren, nodding. “Abort mission. I’ll let Beams know.”

“Abort mission?” Beams repeated as Lauren ended the call and slipped her phone back into her pocket. “What are you talking about?”

“Genius says we need to leave,” said Lauren. She was shaking visibly now and even sweating slightly. “Says that White’s presence here means we won’t be able to get to Sagan. Too risky.”

“But what about White?” said Beams, gesturing up at the stage. “Shouldn’t we save him? If he’s as strong as Bolt, then wouldn’t having him on our side make sense?”

Lauren opened her mouth to reply, but then Hopper suddenly spoke again, his voice booming over the crowd like an explosion.

“I am pleased to see so many of you happy to see White Lightning where he deserves to be,” said Hopper. “While I cannot go into all of the details about how we captured him, rest assured that he currently poses no threat to any of you. The cuffs on his hands have a pod of powerless gas built into them that will explode and render White Lightning completely powerless, should he attempt to use his super strength to escape. But he won’t, because even this vile bigot is smart enough to know when he can’t win.”

White Lightning said nothing. Based on the glassy look in his eyes, Beams assumed they must have done a lot more than just handcuff him.

“So why did we bring out this famous prisoner of ours onto this stage?” said Hopper. “It’s simple. We will execute him live today on all of the TV networks and websites which are livestreaming this event. Every person in the nation is watching this event from the comfort of their own homes and soon everyone will see just what happens to bigots who attempt to spread their hatred and bigotry through the country.”

Hopper held out a hand toward one of the guards. The guard put a handgun in Hopper’s hand, who raised the gun above his head for everyone to see.

“See this gun?” said Hopper, waving it above his head. “With this gun, I will put a bullet through this bigot’s head. It will kill him instantly. He probably won’t feel a thing, which is far more than he deserves, but President Sagan is our gracious Leader who believes in mercy even for his worst enemies.”

President Sagan himself smiled when Hopper said that, though he then coughed loudly as if he had accidentally swallowed down the wrong tube. Vice President O’Brian, of course, hadn’t stopped smiling since she stepped out of that portal, but there was something vicious about her smile now as if she was looking forward to the execution.

Beams looked at Lauren again. “We need to save him. They’re going to kill him now if we don’t.”

“But Genius said we needed to retreat,” said Lauren with a gulp. “If we ran on stage now, we’d just get overwhelmed by the guards. We should follow Genius’ orders. He knows better than us.”

“But that’s his own son,” said Beams, gesturing up at White Lightning. “I doubt Genius wants to lose his second son. And he’s Bolt’s brother. Bolt would never forgive me if I let him die.”

“What are you talking about?” said Lauren, looking at Beams. “Bolt would never forgive you? He’s dead.”

“Never mind,” said Beams. “You can stay here if you want. I’m going to find a way up there and save White even if I have to do it myself.”

Lauren reached out to grab his arm, but Beams just pushed past her into the crowd. He didn’t bother to see if Lauren was going to follow him or not. He just pushed his way past the various bystanders, not even bothering to apologize or pay attention to what they were saying to him. He was making his way to the steps off to the side of the stage, which were guarded by a couple of armed guards who looked quite bored. Beams could hear Hopper continue to brag about how he was going to kill White, which meant that Beams didn’t have much time before he could save him.

“Hey!” said Beams as he ran up to the guards protecting the seats. “I need to get onto the stage now.”

One of the guards raised a questioning eyebrow. “ID?”

“I don’t have one,” said Beams, “but—”

“Then you can’t go up,” said the guard curtly. He pointed over Beams’ head. “Go back to the crowd, kid. No one is allowed up on stage without an ID. It’s for the President’s safety.”

Beams’ hands balled into fists, but a spontaneous bout of applause suddenly made him look back to the stage. Hopper seemed to have finished speaking now. He was pointing the gun at White Lightning’s head, a triumphant grin crossing Hopper’s lips. White, as usual, looked completely out of it, while people in the crowd began chanting for Hopper to shoot him and get it over with.

I don’t have any time, Beams thought. Looks like I’ll need to take a shortcut.

Stepping away from the guards, Beams closed his eyes and fired his lasers. The eye beams bounced off of his eyelids and back into his brain. Suddenly, adrenaline rushed through his body and he snapped his eyes open again.

“Kid, what are you doing?” said the guard. “Get back to the crowd or—”

Beams didn’t even let him finish his sentence. He squatted briefly before launching high into the air over the two guards, who shouted in surprise as Beams soared high above their heads.

But Beams soon forgot all about the guards. His focus was entirely on Hopper, whose finger was resting on the trigger of the handgun. Hopper did not seem to notice Beams coming toward him, but then Hopper suddenly looked up. A look of shock and confusion spread over Hopper’s face, but it was very brief because, in the next instant, Beams slammed his foot directly into the side of Hopper’s face.

A loud snap echoed throughout Times Square as Hopper staggered to the side and fell off the stage. His handgun fell to the floor beside White, who was now blinking rapidly as if he had just awakened from a bad nightmare.

Landing beside White, Beams looked up to see the two guards who had escorted White on stage aim their guns at him. But Beams fired two powerful laser blasts at the guards, striking them in the chest and sending them flying backward off the stage toward the guards who had guarded the steps. The four guards went tumbling off the stage in a confused tangle of limbs and armor, leaving Beams beside White completely unharmed.

That was when the screams started. In the crowd below, people suddenly began running around, shoving each other and bumping into each other, trampling anyone unlucky enough to get in their way. Beams realized that Hypno’s sleeper agents must have wakened up. He couldn’t see Lauren from here, but he figured she could take care of himself. Right now, he needed to focus on freeing White, who was still bound with those handcuffs.

“Hey, White, are you okay?” said Beams, kneeling beside him. “Can you hear me?”

White Lightning looked at Beams with his uncomprehending green eyes. “Who are you?”

“A friend,” said Beams, patting him on the shoulder. “A friend who will get you out of here. I’m going to take you back to your dad. How does that sound?”

A soft smile appeared on White’s lips. “Sounds good. But why is everyone screaming?”

“They’re having a party,” said Beams. He looked behind White at the cuffs around his wrists. There was indeed a transparent canister of gas attached to the cuffs. It was an ingenious design, but Beams would admire it later.

One good laser beam should break it without causing the canister to explode as well, Beams thought. Okay …

“Everyone is quiet,” said White suddenly. “Party over?”

Beams paused and looked back over the crowd. White was right. The rioting in Times Square had ended. And it wasn’t because the police had managed to get the crowd under control. Every single man, woman, and child who had come to attend the unveiling of the new statue stood stock still, like robots more than humans. They all wore the same glassy, uncomprehending expression on their face like they had all fallen asleep while standing. The only noises were the honks and beeps of cars in the distant New York City streets. Other than that, it had become as silent as a graveyard.

“My, my,” said an old, gravelly voice behind Beams. “I haven’t had to use my crowd control techniques in a long time. Looks like I still got it.”

Beams looked over his shoulder. President Sagan was standing up from his seat, with Vice President O’Brian holding his arm for support. Despite his weak frame, President Sagan had a look in his eyes that told Beams that he was just as dangerous as a much younger man.

“What did you do to these people?” said Beams. He stood up slowly and turned around to face Sagan.

Sagan chuckled. “’What did I do to these people’ … you make it sound like I killed them. I just calmed them down after they started rioting for no reason. It’s my duty as the President of the United States to bring peace and order to the people, though admittedly I prefer equality and justice.”

Beams sweat. “You mean you’re using your powers to control them.”

“Of course,” said Sagan. He tapped the side of his head. “I’m not just a telepath, you know. I can also control other peoples’ minds. Or attack them outright, depending on what I want.”

A sudden headache struck Beams like a boulder. He cried out in pain and fell to his knees, clutching his head with both hands, trying to make the pain go away but failing.

“Or I can multitask and do both at once,” said Sagan. “One of the perks of being a mental master, one you will never know, I am afraid to say.”

Beams gritted his teeth. He’d never faced mental pain like this before. It felt like a giant metal boot was stomping on his brain. That he managed to maintain his consciousness despite that was only because Sagan was going easy on him and he knew it.

Sagan tilted his head to the side. “Interesting. You’re from another universe, but you’ve allied with those rotten Dissidents to assassinate me. But you went against their plan when you saw White Lightning and decided to play the hero and save him. Hmph. You remind me of another headstrong superhuman young man I once knew, which is fitting because you will suffer the same fate as him for daring to oppose me.”

The pressure on Beams’ mind increased. He could feel his mind being crushed to pieces, and there was nothing he could do about it.

“Go to sleep, boy,” said Sagan. “Sleep … forever, and never awaken again.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Did you say you wanted us to steal from Sasha Munroe?” said Bolt. “Do you mean the fat lady who ordered Rubberman to kill us?”

Monsoon nodded. “Yes. And I need you to steal some very important private information from her, private information which will help us prove that she is the criminal she is.”

“I don’t mind making life difficult for someone like her,” said Shade, “especially after she almost killed us, but why are you asking us to do this?”

Monsoon folded his hands on his lap. “Because I am a man who desires justice. I’m not a superhero, nor have I ever been one, but I’ve always admired them because, in our society, superheroes play an important role in maintaining public order and safety. That is why McCoy Robotics provides nothing but the highest quality robotic products to them because we want to ensure that our superheroes have all the equipment they need to make society safer for everyone.”

“Justice,” Bolt repeated. “How will stealing from Sasha get justice?”

“Sasha Munroe is a criminal,” said Monsoon simply. “She’s one of the richest women in the city and has a reputation as a philanthropist who cares deeply about her community. But in truth, Sasha Munroe is as corrupt as any executive of a major multinational corporation and she is behind many, many crimes.”

“Crimes like what?” said Bolt.

“Various,” said Monsoon. “For example, she once hired the infamous assassin known as ZZZ to take out a local politician who was investigating a crime she was connected to. She made it look as if someone else had hired ZZZ, but it was obvious to anyone familiar with the matter that Sasha had hired him and not some crime lord or rival politician.”

“She’s even crazier than I thought,” said Bolt, “though given how she ordered Rubberman to kill us when we wouldn’t work for her, I can’t say I’m too surprised to hear that.”

“Yes, Sasha doesn’t take rejection very well, as you’ve no doubt noticed,” said Monsoon, shaking his head. “When she wants something, she is willing to do anything—even break the law—to get it. And if she can’t get it, she has a tendency to make sure that no one else can get it, either.”

“What a brat,” said Shade. She leaned forward, a curious expression on her face. “But I wonder how you know about this and her other crimes.”

Monsoon sipped his coffee again. “Sasha and I run in many of the same circles due to our high-class status. There aren’t too many billionaires in the world, so naturally, you hear … rumors and whispers. True, sometimes it can be hard to know what is true and what is false sometimes even with people you know very well, but I have reason to believe most of the rumors about Sasha I have heard.”

Then Monsoon gestured at Greta standing behind him. “And, of course, I have had Greta here doing some investigations of her own, talking to her contacts in the criminal underworld, though she hasn’t found any evidence which would stand up in court, which is why I haven’t gone to the police yet.”

Greta said nothing to that. It made Bolt wonder, though, how such a sweet girl could possibly be involved in the criminal underworld. He would have to get her story later. For now, he would just focus on his conversation with Monsoon.

“Interesting,” said Bolt, stroking his chin, “but I think you’re pretty arrogant, talking about putting Sasha behind bars for her crimes while employing a criminal yourself. I seem to remember Greta also telling me that she steals stuff for you. Right, Greta?”

Greta stammered, “W-Well, I—”

Monsoon held up a hand and Greta fell silent, though she still looked a little embarrassed by Bolt’s question.

Lowering his hand onto the arm of his chair, Monsoon said, “It’s true that I’m not entirely spotless myself, but I, at least, keep my crimes in a narrow area that doesn’t harm people. Sasha, on the other hand, is a dangerous lunatic who has no qualms about destroying the lives of people who get in her way if she believes that will get her what she wants. She must be stopped.”

“Maybe we should stop you instead,” said Bolt, folding his arms across his chest.

Monsoon smiled. “You’re free to try, but keep in mind that Greta isn’t the only protection I have. The entire mansion has a vast array of robotic defenses that would assuredly destroy you well before you got out of the mansion. And that doesn’t include the human guards, who are all well-paid mercenaries with extensive combat experience fighting terrorists from their time in the US military. It would be interesting to see how you would fare, especially given how tired you seem.”

“I’m not tired,” said Bolt before yawning suddenly. “I’m full of energy, right, Shade?”

“Actually, a nap would be kind of nice about right now,” said Shade, rubbing her eyes. “Don’t think I’ve slept all day or however much time it’s been since we went to Jinkopa. How does time work in the multiverse, anyway?”

“I don’t know,” said Monsoon. “I was hoping you two might be able to tell me, but it is clear to me that you two ended up here accidentally, rather than deliberately, so you probably don’t know much more about dimension-hopping than I do.”

“Yeah, we did,” said Bolt. “And we want to go home because there’s a huge threat to the multiverse out there which we have to stop before it destroys everything we love.”

“Hmm,” said Monsoon, tapping his chin. “Tell me more about this threat.”

Bolt stood up. “Sorry, but unless you happen to have a dimensional portal on hand somewhere, Shade and I are going to leave. As much as I dislike Sasha, I’m not going to let myself be used as a pawn by another rich guy who thinks his crimes aren’t as bad as hers.”

“Leaving would be a bad idea,” said Monsoon. “You two are illegal superheroes, after all, which is a serious crime. I could easily have you two captured by my guards and handed to the police, who would be more than happy to put you behind bars for good. Then you will never be able to return to your universe. Ever.”

Bolt’s hands balled into fists, but he knew that Monsoon had a point. He and Shade didn’t know anyone in this universe who would be willing to help them, and he had a feeling that Monsoon, like Sasha, didn’t take rejection very well. He decided to hear out Monsoon’s request, at least for now.

Sitting back down in his chair, Bolt said, “Continue with your request. You mention something about Sasha’s computer having incriminating evidence on it.”

Monsoon sipped and lowered his coffee again, though he took his sweet time this time. “Yes. According to the intelligence which Greta has gathered, Sasha Munroe likely does most of her criminal activities through her own private laptop. We don’t know for sure, of course, but it’s as likely a place to check as anywhere else.”

“Why don’t you have Greta steal it?” said Bolt, glancing at Greta. “She steals everything else for you. Why not this?”

“Because Sasha carries her laptop with her everywhere she goes,” said Monsoon. “It rarely leaves her sight, and on the few occasions it does, she always puts it in a very secure place in her own private mansion, which is on the other side of town. Greta is good, but frankly, she isn’t her father. Were her father still alive, I would have him do it, but Greta here is still rather inexperienced in the art of theft and sneaking around, so I, unfortunately, cannot trust her to do it.”

Greta again said nothing to that, though she didn’t look offended. Bolt assumed that Greta and Monsoon must have already discussed this matter, otherwise, Greta didn’t look offended by his comments about her skills or lack thereof.

“But you two have an interesting set of powers that should make it easier for you to steal Sasha’s laptop,” said Monsoon. His eyes landed on Shade. “Shade, in particular, has powers that could prove useful for sneaking in and out of places easily, though I don’t know exactly how they work.”

“You’re right,” said Shade eagerly. “My shadow powers are very useful for sneaking around undetected. With my shadow travel ability, I can get into almost anywhere in the world as long as there is a shadow I can use as an entry point and I know where it is.”

“Excellent,” said Monsoon. “Then I take it that you are willing to accept this job?”

Bolt leaned back in his chair, a frown on his face. “Assuming we help you, what do we get in return?”

“What do you want?” said Monsoon simply. “Name your price. I’m rich enough that I could give you almost anything you want.”

“A dimensional portal to take us back home,” said Bolt. “Do you have one of those?”

Monsoon paused, which seemed odd to Bolt, but then shook his head. “No, I do not, but I can have my engineers begin work on one if you like. It’s largely theoretical, of course, but I trust that my engineers will be able to come up with something that could help you get back home. McCoy Robotics have the best engineers on the planet. If they can’t build it, then no one can.”

That hardly seemed like a fair deal to Bolt, because there was no guarantee that even the best of Monsoon’s engineers would be able to build something as complicated as a dimensional portal generator. It seemed almost foolish to accept this mission.

On the other hand, it isn’t like we have much choice here, Bolt thought. Monsoon is our best bet at getting back home … which is kind of depressing when you think about it. Maybe we’ll find a way back home later. At the very least, maybe Monsoon will be able to help clear our names so we can travel through this universe without having to worry about getting arrested by the police.

“All right,” said Bolt at last. “We’ll accept your job in exchange for the dimensional portal.”

Monsoon’s face broke into a grin. “Wonderful. Greta here will brief you on your mission and then you can leave within the hour. This is a mission I want to see done right away, so please do not waste any time. Justice shall be served and it shall be served coldly. Of that, I am convinced.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

His mind cracking under the pressure from Sagan’s mental attack, it was all Beams could do to keep his mind from being utterly destroyed. He had never faced a telepath before and, before today, would have told you that telepaths didn’t exist. Hence, he didn’t have any sort of defense for this kind of mental attack. It wasn’t something that Rubberman’s training had covered. He wasn’t even sure Rubberman could have foreseen something like this happening.

Sagan’s mental attack hit his mind again and again, like a tsunami crashing against a beach. Stuck on his knees, all Beams could do was put his hands on his head and try to protect his mind, but it was a losing battle. Bit by bit, his mind was being torn apart by Sagan’s vicious assault. He wasn’t sure what would happen to his body after his mind was shattered, but he doubted it would be anything pretty.

Must … not … die … Beams thought.

Harsh laughter filled the chambers of his mind, echoing like a bomb in the distance. Impressive, young man. I expected one good mental strike would take you down, but you’re somehow still conscious. And you haven’t even dealt with telepaths before, either. Regardless, I can already feel your defenses crumbling under my onslaught. I estimate you have maybe ten seconds left before your mind is destroyed and your body rendered a useless vegetable.

That answered the question about what would happen to his body, but Beams didn’t care. He just realized that Sagan was right. Each mental attack chipped away at more and more of his mind. Soon, he wouldn’t even have a mind to speak of.

No … Beams thought. I … cannot … die … I must … not … DIE!

Beams suddenly felt a dark power rise from within his mind. It was an alien force, clearly not of his own nature, but at the same time, it felt strangely familiar, like he had felt it somewhere before recently. Wherever it came from and whatever it was, he could feel it adding its power to his own, increasing his mental defenses against Sagan’s onslaught.

And it didn’t merely add to his defenses. It multiplied them well beyond what he could have come up with on his own. In his mind, he imagined his normal mental defenses being like a small brick wall, capable of taking a few hits before crumbling under the heavy artillery that was Sagan’s mental assault.

But the new mental defenses which his mind drew upon were more like a big, beautiful wall spanning the entirety of his mind. Though Sagan’s mental attacks didn’t lessen, they were far less effective now, to the point where Beams barely even felt it. He opened his eyes and took his hands off his head, looking up at Sagan with anger flashing in his eyes.

Sagan, meanwhile, was clutching his head with one hand, still leaning on O’Brian. He was staring at Beams with a dumbfounded expression as if he couldn’t make sense of what just happened.

“No,” said Sagan, who had ceased speaking telepathically. “How is this possible? I thought you were just a weak little boy, yet somehow my mental attacks don’t hurt you at all anymore.”

Slowly rising to his feet, Beams had no answer for Sagan’s questions. All he could tell was that his mind was stronger than ever and that the alien force which filled his being made him feel as if he had just taken a refreshing cold shower.

“I’ll just increase the severity of the attacks,” said Sagan. “You thought I was going all out before? Then take this!”

Beams felt the intensity of Sagan’s mental powers increase tenfold, twentyfold, even a hundredfold, but for all the good that it did it might as well have been nothing. Again in his mind’s eyes, he could see Sagan shooting his big wall with a squirt gun, doing nothing more than wasting his time and making himself look like a fool.

Maybe it’s time for me to push back, Beams thought out of nowhere, the thought appearing to come both from within himself and without.

Taking a step forward, Beams held out a hand toward Sagan. Sagan suddenly cried out in pain and would have fallen over if O’Brian hadn’t caught him. Blood began oozing out of his nose and the President suddenly looked like he was on death’s doorstep.

“Sagan!” said O’Brian in a concerned tone. “What happened? Your nose …”

“I … I am not sure,” said Sagan. He sounded like he had just been stabbed in the chest. “I didn’t think the boy was a telepath as well, but somehow he pushed back against me.”

Beams cracked a smile as the answer came to him. “This isn’t telepathy, Mr. President. This is the power of the Dread God. And all who stand against the Dread God shall perish.”

Without further ado, Beams held out a hand and snapped his fingers. This time, he hit O’Brian as well as Sagan. O’Brian instantly died. He could feel her mind turn into nothing, but Sagan somehow managed to hang on. O’Brian’s body collapsed, as did Sagan, but Sagan managed to break his fall with his hands, though he was unable to stand. His nostrils were bleeding more furiously than ever, while more bleed leaked out of his eyes and even tear ducts as Beams’ mental assault tore through his own mental defenses like butter.

Dimly, Beams was aware that this attack had finally broken Sagan’s hold over the crowd and that the people had gone back to rioting, but he didn’t care. He just marched up to Sagan, who was grabbing a chair for support. But Beams kicked the chair away and, grabbing Sagan by the collar of his shirt, lifted him up off his feet and stared at the old man’s wizened face.

“Game over, Sagan,” said Beams. His eyes began crackling with charged energy. “Time for you to die.”

Before Beams could unleash his energy blast at Sagan’s face, however, he felt a sucking force behind him. Looking over his shoulder, Beams saw a dimensional portal had opened up behind him and was coming toward him fast. He dropped Sagan and tried to run, but the portal washed over him and for a moment Beams could not tell where he was.

In the next instant, Beams staggered out of another portal onto the other side of the stage. Blinking rapidly, Beams saw that he was still in Times Square, though the portal had teleported him to the opposite side of the stage. He wondered where the portal had come from before he noticed Hopper standing on the stage again, blood trickling down the edge of his mouth from where Beams had kicked him, pointing a gun at White Lightning’s head.

“You little bigot,” Hopper snarled. “You tried to kill our glorious leader, our great president, but I stopped you at the last second.”

“Only delayed the inevitable, man,” said Beams, taking a step forward.

But then Hopper drew the gun out from behind his back and aimed it point blank at White Lightning’s head. “One more step and your fellow Dissident gets it.”

Beams paused. His eyes darted from Hopper to White Lightning and back again. He could tell that Hopper was serious, willing to kill White Lightning if Beams moved any closer.

“Put the gun down,” said Beams. “Put it down now or else.”

“You’re not faster than me,” said Hopper. “My finger is already on the trigger. Even if you attack me now, I’ll pull the trigger and take White Lightning with me. What will you accomplish then, huh? Nothing, that’s what.”

As much as Beams hated to admit it, Hopper had a point. He had charged the stage solely to save White Lightning. Of course, he had also tried to kill Sagan, but that wasn’t happening right away. He cursed himself for not killing Hopper with his earlier blow, but he had no reason to believe that Hopper would have survived that attack.

Doesn’t matter, Beams thought. Unless I do something quick, White is going to die.

“Surrender and I’ll spare the boy,” said Hopper. “You’re clearly someone in need of reeducation. Or maybe execution. I still haven’t figured out what we should do with you, but it will be painful either way, as it should be.”

Beams gritted his teeth. He could shoot Hopper from here with his lasers or maybe hit him with another mental attack fueled by the Dread God’s power (which was something he’d have to examine later after he got out of this mess). But he knew that regardless of how he attacked, Hopper would just pull the trigger and kill White Lightning. It was a no-win situation as far as Beams could tell and he hated being in these situations.

“You’re awfully quiet for a bigot who nearly killed the President,” said Hopper. “Not that I blame you, because this isn’t an easy situation to get out of. But that’s exactly the point. The more difficult things are—”

Hopper never got to finish his sentence. He just abruptly stopped speaking. His breathing froze and his eyes were briefly wide before all of the light in them went away, leaving lifeless eyeballs that creeped Beams out.

Then, before Beams’ startled eyes, Hopper’s body began to disintegrate into dust, starting from his head and making its way down his body. His gun fell to the stage floor as soon as his hand disintegrated, and in seconds there was a small pile of dust where Hopper had been standing mere moments before.

Standing behind the dust, her face terrified and her hand held out, was Lauren. She was panting and sweating, her eyes wild with anxiety.

“Lauren?” said Beams in astonishment. “Did you kill Hopper?”

Lauren nodded shakily. “Y-Yeah. You know what my power can do. One touch and the person dies. Hopper didn’t even hear me come up behind him.”

Beams could not help but smile. “I thought you might have gotten caught in the riots! Did you follow me after all?”

“Not at first,” said Lauren. “Almost got trampled under all of the people. Just barely managed to get up here when I saw you were alone. Thought you needed help.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re here anyway,” said Beams. He pointed at White Lightning. “Free White from his shackles. I’m going to finish off Sagan.”

Lauren nodded and bent beside White, putting her hand on his shackles, while Beams looked over at where Sagan still lay on the stage. He took a step toward Sagan, energy charging in his eyes again, but before he could take another step, he heard a gunshot go off somewhere very close by and then felt something hot and burning slam into his back and through his chest.

Gasping for breath, Beams looked down at his chest. A bloody bullet hole glistened under the lights on the stage and Beams realized that he had been shot, likely by one of the guards. He glanced over his shoulder and saw one of the guards he had knocked over earlier standing not too far away, pointing his gun at Beams with shaking hands.

That was the last thing Beams saw before darkness claimed his vision and he fell onto the stage, losing consciousness just before his head hit the ground.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Bolt crouched low in the shadows outside of Sasha’s mansion. He didn’t need to crouch because Shade’s shadow powers hid the two of them very well, but he did it anyway out of habit. Sasha’s guards had already passed them by several times, not even glancing at them despite clearly being fully awake and aware of their surroundings. It was an odd thing, watching large, heavily armed men who clearly had a lot of combat experience just walk past them like they weren’t even there.

I knew Shade’s powers were useful for sneaking around, but I never realized just how effective they were until today, Bolt thought, glancing at Shade.

Shade herself seemed perfectly at ease, though he noticed she was fidgeting with her hair. Not surprising. The two of them had been waiting outside of the gates of Sasha’s mansion for what seemed like ages, waiting for Greta to open the gates from the inside and let them in. Earlier, Greta had sneaked into Sasha’s mansion with the intention of briefly disabling the mansion’s security systems long enough for the two of them to break in. It seemed like a waste to Bolt, who thought that Shade’s shadow travel powers ought to be more than enough to get them inside.

But Shade had insisted that it was too dangerous to simply shadow travel into the mansion because she was unfamiliar with the mansion’s layout and was afraid they might end up in the wrong place. There was also the mansion’s security systems to take into account. While Sasha’s mansion was probably less secure than Monsoon’s mansion, the fact was that Sasha was just as rich as Monsoon and twice as paranoid about her safety, which meant that Greta, who was already familiar with Sasha’s mansion due to previous visits, had to disable her security systems to ensure the mission’s success.

The plan was simple enough, as plans tended to be. According to the intel which Greta had gathered, Sasha typically kept her laptop in a vault in her room. Sasha was actually in the mansion tonight, having apparently just returned from her trip to the Elastic Cave, but Greta had learned that Sasha also had her nephew, Michael, visiting and the two of them were watching a movie in the living room downstairs. That meant that Sasha’s room, which was on the third floor of the mansion, was completely empty and likely unguarded save for whatever automated security systems the mansion had, which would make it easy for the three of them to break into the mansion and get the laptop once Greta did her job.

“Don’t let yourself get too cocky,” Monsoon had told them before they left his mansion a little over an hour ago. “Sasha Munroe is a cunning and dangerous woman. She can be shortsighted at times, but she is no idiot and you would be foolish to underestimate her.”

Bolt had no trouble believing that when he remembered how Sasha had ordered Rubberman to kill them back in the Elastic Cave. He didn’t think it was likely they would find themselves in a situation like that again here, but there was no telling with that woman, and in any case, Bolt’s own past experience dealing with various supervillains and criminals was that it was never wise to underestimate them no matter how dumb or arrogant they seemed.

I miss my earcom, Bolt thought, feeling the hearing device in his right ear, though if Monsoon is right, then this earphone should keep us in contact with Greta.

“I’m bored,” said Shade suddenly, causing Bolt to look at her.

“What?”

“I’m bored,” said Shade again. She glanced up at the massive mansion towering over them. “What’s taking Greta so long? She’s supposed to be good at sneaking around, isn’t she?”

“About as good as you, I guess,” said Bolt with a shrug.

Shade’s eyes narrowed. “Hey, I’m actually quite good at my job. I’m one of the G-Men’s best spies, second to none. It’s why Cadmus trusts me so much.”

“Cadmus always seems exasperated about you whenever I see him with you,” said Bolt.

Shade grinned unexpectedly. “That’s just Cadmus being Cadmus. He can be a little too high strung sometimes if you ask me. I just like to lighten things up a bit. Not everything needs to be super serious, not even super serious government work.”

Bolt raised an eyebrow. “The girl who can control darkness is talking about lightening things up a bit?”

Shade rolled her eyes. “Ha, ha, very funny.”

“It wasn’t a—” Bolt was interrupted by a shrill ringing sound in his ear, causing him to tap his earphone instinctively.

“Hey!” said Greta’s voice through his earphone, her voice unusually loud. “This is Greta. Can you guys hear me?”

“Yes, we can,” said Bolt, flinching slightly at the volume of her voice. “How do you turn the volume down on this thing?”

“Volume?” said Greta. “Don’t know. Of course, these earphones are prototypes and I seem to remember Mr. Monsoon mentioning something about them having volume issues reported by some of the testers, but I’m sure we can figure that out later.”

Easy for you to say, Bolt thought, but aloud he said, “Are you in?”

“Yep,” said Greta. “I’m in the mansion’s fourth bathroom.”

“Sasha’s mansion has four bathrooms?” said Shade in amazement. “Why does she need so many?”

“Actually, it has six, plus a secret seventh one that I think no one is supposed to know about for some reason,” said Greta. “Not as impressive as Mr. Monsoon’s mansion, though, which has eight.”

Is this what the rich spend their money on? Bolt thought. Installing an unnecessary number of bathrooms into their mansions? Does money make you obsessed with bathrooms or something?

“Anyway, it doesn’t matter,” said Greta. “Everything is clear, as far as I can tell. I’ve managed to briefly disable most of the mansion’s security, so you guys should be able to sneak in without being detected.”

“Briefly?” said Bolt. “Why not disable it forever?”

“Because that would just arouse the suspicions of the guards,” said Greta. “On the other hand, if we disable it for just a couple of minutes, they’ll probably just write it off as a minor glitch, not worth investigating or thinking too much about. It’s a trick my dad taught me when he was still alive and it’s really effective for sneaking into highly-protected places like Sasha’s mansion.”

“You’ll have to teach me that trick sometime,” said Shade. “Might be helpful.”

“Oh, sure,” said Greta brightly. “It’s pretty easy to do. You just need a basic understanding of hacking and—”

“Girls, you can exchange makeup tips later,” said Bolt, interrupting Greta. “Thanks for the update, Greta. We’ll meet you in Sasha’s room later.”

“Sure thing, Bolt,” said Greta. “And please try to remember the volume problem with the earphones. That way, we can tell Mr. Monsoon about it and he can relay this information back to McCoy Robotics’ R&D team.”

“Sure,” said Bolt, tapping the earphone and cutting it off. He looked at Shade. “Ready?”

Shade nodded. “Of course.”

Shade pressed her hands on the ground. A pillar of shadow rose from the ground, raising them both off the ground to the top of the walls surrounding Sasha’s mansion. Bolt grabbed Shade and flew them over the top of the wall, Shade still using her shadow powers to keep them hidden. They were heading toward the uppermost right window, which, according to Greta’s information, was the window to Sasha’s room. They landed on the balcony outside of it and Bolt let go of Shade, who walked up to the glass doors separating the balcony from Sasha’s room and paused before them, studying them with her hand resting on her chin.

“Are they locked?” said Bolt as he walked up beside Shade.

Shade shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. I was just trying to make sure they weren’t booby-trapped or something like that. Sasha seems like the kind of woman who would take all sorts of strange precautions to make sure no one could break into her room and steal her stuff. Reminds me of this Saudi prince whose palace I once had to break into on a mission for the US government.”

Bolt frowned. “I didn’t know the G-Men went on foreign missions. I thought you guys just handled domestic stuff.”

“Typically we do, but every now and then the feds need us to go to some Third World hellhole and do something there,” said Shade. “Ask Cadmus about his adventures in Zimbabwe. Or don’t, because he’ll probably kill you if you do.”

Bolt wondered briefly why the US government would feel the need to send Cadmus to Zimbabwe, of all places, but pushed that thought out of his mind for now. “Let’s just get the laptop and leave. We don’t have much time to sit around and talk.”

Shade nodded and pushed open the glass doors. They opened silently on well-oiled hinges and the two of them stepped inside and looked around Sasha’s room upon entering.

Unlike Shade, Bolt did not have night vision, but thanks to the bright lights outside, he could see the room well enough. It was a large and ornate room, much fancier than Monsoon’s, though unlike Monsoon’s, it was not divided between an office and a bedroom. A massive four poster bed with lush purple blankets and soft pink pillows stood in the center of the room, while the walls were painted a shiny white and covered with pictures. They looked an awful lot like family photos to Bolt. One of them showed a very young-looking black girl who had to be no older than six sitting in a wagon and smiling, while another showed a teenage black girl wearing graduation robes standing under the arm of a middle-aged black man who looked like her father. There was also a large photo of a black family, with Sasha standing out due to her distinctive blue pantsuit.

“Family pictures,” said Bolt in surprise. “Sasha didn’t strike me as a family woman.”

“Guess she must be the family matriarch or something,” said Shade. “Or maybe she just likes to think she is. In any case, we didn’t come here to look at family pictures. We came here to break a vault. Where is it?”

That was a good question. A cursory look around the room showed no obvious location of a vault. Wherever the vault containing Sasha’s laptop was, Bolt bet it was well-hidden.

“Maybe it’s behind one of the pictures,” said Bolt. “Like in the movies.”

“Life isn’t a movie, Bolt,” said Shade, “but I guess they’re worth checking out. I’ll look under the bed and behind the dresser while you check out the pictures.”

Bolt nodded and went over to the pictures. He flew over to them, hovering slightly above the floor so he wouldn’t have to strain to reach the higher up pictures. He was surprised at how many pictures hung on the wall, depicting not just Sasha Munroe from various stages in her life, but also various members of her own family. She even had what looked like a photo of a man who must have been her grandfather, a dignified-looking black man with a serious look on his face and the name Frederick Munroe, 1890-1945 written in the corner of the picture. All of the photos had nice frames, too, so Bolt was careful about removing and looking behind them.

It wasn’t until Bolt looked behind the largest photo—the family photo he had noticed earlier—that he found it: A small, locked vault door set into the wall. The vault appeared to have a digital lock of a kind Bolt had never seen before, with a number pad that seemed to be where you entered the passcode.

“You found it,” said Shade behind Bolt, almost making him jump in surprise.

“Whoa,” said Bolt, looking at Shade. “Didn’t hear you sneak up on me.”

Shade smiled. “You know how stealthy I am. Anyway, let’s open it.”

“But we don’t have the passcode,” said Bolt, looking at the vault with a frown. “It’s obviously locked.”

“Oh, come on,” said Shade. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten about your super strength already. Just rip it straight off its hinges. You do this kind of thing all the time, don’t you?”

Bolt bit his lower lip. “Yeah, but it would be noisy and might attract unnecessary attention.”

“So what?” said Shade. She gestured at the open balcony. “We can make a quick escape if necessary. All we need to do, really, is snatch the laptop and get out of here. Even if Sasha’s guards see us, they won’t be able to catch us.”

“True,” said Bolt, nodding. “Okay. Stand back, because I’m going to need room to pull.”

Shade took several steps away as Bolt grabbed the vault door and twisted the knob. Even with his super strength, it took a fair bit of effort before the vault’s lock snapped and the knob became loose enough for him to twist and open the door itself. The interior of the vault was pitch black and it was positioned in such a way that the lights from outside could not illuminate it.

But that wasn’t a problem for Bolt. He just channeled some red electricity through his hand, which provided enough illumination for him to see by. He held his hand up to the vault and peered inside, trying to spot the laptop they had come here to get.

But the vault was completely empty.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Beams found himself floating through an empty gray miasma like he was lying on his back on a big lake. He wasn’t sure where he was or what happened. All he could remember was being shot by one of the guards back in Times Square and falling to the ground. He even remembered the pain he had experienced when the bullet tore through his chest. He wasn’t sure if the bullet pierced his heart or not, however.

Even if it hasn’t, I’m probably dead, Beams thought. Is this what death is? It doesn’t look like heaven or hell. It’s just … kind of boring.

As soon as that thought passed through his head, however, the gray miasma vanished and Beams found himself standing in a room he had not expected to see again: The room in which he had stayed while in the Temple of Dread what seemed like a lifetime ago now. He stood in the open window, looking down upon the Third Layer of Jinkopa, which was as empty and dead as it always was. He sensed no life in the streets below, not even plant life. It was like a gigantic graveyard.

“There is no life down here anymore, Beams,” said a voice behind him. “Not anymore. But one day there will be. One day, the streets of the Third Layer will be full of people, worshipers of the Dread God and his great majesty.”

Beams whirled around to see someone he never wanted to see again: The Dread God’s Avatar. The Dread God’s Avatar looked like a typical Darzen, armored head-to-toe in thick armor that was very difficult to pierce. But he had a more human face in comparison to the alien features of your typical Darzen and wielded a sword at his side in stark contrast to the usual laser blasters that the rank and file soldiers carried.

Beams’ eyes charged with laser energy, ready to unleash an eye blast at the Avatar, but then he had a realization and cut off his energy blast before he could fire it. “I can’t hurt you, can I?”

“No, you can’t,” said the Avatar, shaking his head. “Nor can I hurt you, for that matter. At least, not physically, anyway. Spiritually is a different matter altogether, though the Dread Priest has always been better at spiritual combat than me.”

Beams eyed the Avatar carefully. “Where am I? Am I back in Jinkopa? If so, how did I get back here?”

“Physically, no,” said the Avatar, shaking his head. “You are still in that universe to which the Dread God banished you, where you must stay out of the Dread God’s path. Trust me, you don’t want to leave that universe. You are much safer there than you are anywhere else in the multiverse.”

“Safer, maybe, but safety is overrated,” said Beams. He put a hand on his chest. “I got shot. Am I dead?”

“No,” said the Avatar. “Not yet, anyway. Your body is critically injured, but it should survive. Your spirit, on the other hand … that’s a more complicated matter.”

“Explain,” said Beams. “Now.”

The Avatar smirked. “Now, I am not a spiritual expert like the Dread Priest, but I do understand that your connection to the Dread God has given your soul certain qualities that human souls typically lack. Among these qualities is access to the Dread Realm, a place which exists only in the mind and spirit.”

Beams tilted his head to the side. “You mean like heaven and hell, right?”

“Similar, but not the same,” said the Avatar. “The Dread Realm was created by the Dread God. It is where he banishes the souls of those who he most hates. Once a soul is banished here, it can no longer return to the physical realm even if its body is kept alive. It lives forever, unable to go back to its home or see its friends and family again.”

Beams clutched his chest. “Are you saying that I—”

“You, on the other hand, are different,” the Avatar continued. “The Dread God did not banish your soul here. Your soul came here of its own free will, perhaps as a side effect of you drawing upon the Dread God’s power to smash your foes. But again, I am not an expert, so I don’t quite understand it myself.”

“So I can go back to my body if I want to?” said Beams.

“Presumably,” said the Avatar. “But I think you are here for a reason. Don’t you agree?”

Beams bit his lower lip. “Yeah, I do, actually. It’s because of the Dread God.”

The Avatar nodded. “’Everything revolves around the Dread God. Life, death, light, darkness … not a thing on heaven or earth is outside of his orbit.’ A quotation from an ancient Darzen prayer. Do you agree with it?”

“No, I don’t,” said Beams, “but I get the point. The Dread God is trying to get me on his side, isn’t he?”

“Correct,” said the Avatar. “He would speak to you himself, but he’s a little busy at the moment with more important matters. For now, I speak in his stead, which is right, because I was chosen as his Avatar for these types of tasks.”

“Meaning you’re not here either,” said Beams. “Right?”

“Right,” said the Avatar. “Like you, I can project my soul into the Dread Realm. So you can attack me as much as you like, but it won’t do you any good.”

Beams glanced over his shoulder at the Third Layer again. “Why does the Dread Realm look like the Third Layer of Jinkopa? That doesn’t make sense to me.”

“The Dread Realm changes form to meet the perceptions of its inhabitants,” said the Avatar. “Everyone sees something a little bit different. Or a lot different, in some cases. Two people can be standing side by side in the Dread Realm and see two completely different realities. It’s how the Dread Realm crushes your soul. By making individual souls unable to agree on reality, they are forced to be isolated from one another, which leads to further madness and depression if they stay here too long.”

Beams gulped. “What about you? What do you see?”

The Avatar’s smile became softer. “Home. I come from a small village on the west side of Jinkopa. That village is gone now, having been destroyed by a burning fire centuries ago, but I will always remember it. I wonder what the people living there would think of me now after I was chosen to be the Dread God’s mortal representative.”

“Seeing your hometown isn’t so bad,” said Beams.

“It is if you see it as a graveyard,” said the Avatar. His eyes darted from left to right. “The mason, burned alive in his stone hut … the woodworker, crushed underneath one of his wooden creations, his energy form destroyed by the fire consuming the village … and, of course, the little boy lying in the bottom of the village well, desperately hoping to avoid the doom that has overtaken everyone else in his village. Everyone, that is, except for me.”

Beams, of course, could not see any of that stuff which the Avatar just described. But he was disturbed by the cool, almost indifferent way in which the Avatar described the ways that people he had surely known in his life had died.

“Ever since I was chosen by the Dread God, I have forgotten a lot of things about my old life, including my old name,” said the Avatar. He felt a scar on his left cheek. “But one thing I will never forget is the day my village died. It’s one of those memories which imprints itself deeply upon your consciousness. And, though this is heretical to say, I don’t think even the Dread God himself could uproot the memory from my mind.”

“I’m … sorry to hear that,” said Beams. “Losing everyone you know … that must have been tough.”

“It was,” said the Avatar, nodding. “At least at first. But then the Dread God chose me and I understood why it had to happen. To become the Dread God’s Avatar, I needed to lose everything that held me down. That meant losing my friends, my family, my neighbors, and even … even the woman I loved.”

Beams raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Darzens can love?”

“Your sloppy language can’t describe with any reasonable precision what I meant when I said that,” said the Avatar, “but in a way, yes, we can. I no longer mourn them as much as I used to because now I have something greater: The Dread God himself. And it’s all thanks to you.”

“Seems like a terrible deal,” said Beams. “Your entire village in exchange for serving a being as horrible as the Dread God?”

“Horrible?” the Avatar repeated. He laughed. “The Dread God gave me meaning and purpose. Have you ever lived without it? It is worse than hell. I would have killed myself if not for his grace. Now I can live a truly beautiful life, one full of meaning and purpose. Can you say the same about yourself?”

Beams hesitated. He never gave meaning and purpose much thought. Sure, like anyone else, he would have moments of self-doubt and moral struggles, but he had never thought very deeply about it, so he didn’t quite know how to answer the Avatar’s question.

“It doesn’t matter,” said the Avatar. “What does matter, however, is giving you a chance to join us.”

“I thought the Dread God wanted me dead.”

“You would already be dead if that was the case,” said the Avatar. “But instead, the Dread God sent you to another universe. Have you ever wondered why he would do that if he was truly intending to kill you? The Dread God still has plans for you, Beams, plans you can evade for a short while, but not for very long. Sooner or later, you destiny catches up to you … whether you want it to or not.”

Beams’ hands shook. “Give it up already. I will never serve the Dread God, no matter what.”

The Avatar folded his arms in front of his chest. “Even if the Dread God can offer you the woman you love?”

“Woman I love …?” Beams repeated. “Do you mean Greta?”

“Greta Hammond, yes,” said the Avatar.

As soon as the Avatar said her name, Greta suddenly appeared in the chamber with them. She was as beautiful as ever with her blonde hair and pink t-shirt, smiling that same sweet smile of hers.

“Greta,” said Beams. “How did you get her?”

“I didn’t,” said the Avatar. “Like so much else in the Dread Realm, she isn’t even real.”

The Avatar snapped his fingers and the Greta hologram vanished, leaving Beams to stare at empty air pointlessly.

“She may not exist within the Dread Realm, but she is still out there in your universe somewhere,” said the Avatar. “The Dread God can find her, Beams. Find her, and give her back to you. Neither she nor you will need to worry about the ‘law’ anymore because the Dread God will not throw her into prison for the petty crimes she has committed. You can be together forever under the Dread God’s most gracious rule.”

For the first time since he had gotten here, Beams felt tempted to say yes. He and Greta had only broken up due to external circumstances outside of their control. And, though Greta had had to cut off communication with Beams for her own safety, Beams had never truly gotten over her. He hadn’t asked a girl out since his break up with Greta, despite his brother James constantly pointing out cute girls for him whenever they were in public. Beams always said it was just because he wanted to focus on college, but deep down he knew it was just that he had a deep longing for Greta and that he hoped they could get back together again, regardless of how unlikely that seemed.

Beams had no doubt in his mind that the Dread God could bring Greta back. The Dread God may have been evil, but it was also powerful beyond measure. He could easily imagine the Dread God bringing Greta back to him because that was just the sort of thing the Dread God would do to win him over as a loyal follower. And it was incredibly tempting, far more so than it had any right to be.

“What is your answer, Beams?” said the Avatar softly. “All you have to do is say yes and the Dread God will take you from that universe and give you your heart’s deepest desire. You don’t even have to do anything. The Dread God will do everything for you.”

And Beams hesitated.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Bolt stuck his hand into the vault and felt along its interior, hoping that his eyes might be playing tricks on him or that there might be a secret compartment he was unaware of. But the walls, floor, and ceiling of the vault were completely smooth. They were even slightly dusty as if this vault had not been opened or used in quite some time.

“Oh, come on,” said Shade. “It can’t be that empty, can it?”

“Looks like it can,” said Bolt, pulling his hand out of the vault and staring into it glumly. “We went through all of this for nothing.”

“Do you think that Sasha could possibly have it with her downstairs?” said Shade, glancing at the floor. “Maybe she got too lazy to put it away and it’s still in her work suitcase downstairs.”

Bolt slapped his face. “We don’t have time for that. We’ll just have to abort the mission and go back to Monsoon. Tell him we couldn’t get it and that we should try again some other time.”

Abruptly, the open windows on the balcony slammed shut and the lights flashed on, leaving both Bolt and Shade temporarily blinded by the sudden change in lighting. Shade even covered her eyes, as if to protect them, but Bolt just looked around, bewildered, until someone fell from the ceiling above and landed on the floor before them with a slight bounce.

It was Rubberman. He was rising to his feet, dusting off his costume, a grim expression on his face. He looked no worse the wear for having been smashed against a cave wall by Bolt earlier, aside from his hair, which was slightly messed up.

“Rubberman,” said Bolt as he and Shade turned to face him. “Didn’t expect to see you, of all people, here.”

“That makes two of us,” said Rubberman. “When Sasha told me to wait here for you two in case you tried to break in, I was dubious, but it looks like her concern was correct. You two were trying to steal her private laptop, weren’t you?”

“Yeah, we were,” said Shade. “You wouldn’t happen to know where it is, would you?”

“It’s with Sasha,” said Rubberman. His hands balled into fists. “But I’m not going to let you go get it.”

Shade smirked. “Cute. Acting like you can stop us … you know, if I didn’t already have my eyes on a guy, I’d think about you, because you’re just my type even if a bit older than I like.”

“Rubberman may not be able to stop you on his own,” said a voice above them. “But he is not on his own.”

Bolt and Shade looked up just in time to see Takeshi drop from a hidden compartment in the ceiling. He lashed out with a kick, striking Shade in the head and knocking her out. Bolt, who had faster reflexes than Shade, just barely managed to avoid Takeshi. He jumped away as Takeshi landed on the floor where he had been standing previously, skittering across the floor until he came to a stop near the lamp in the corner.

Takeshi was now bent over Shade, holding a knife to her throat. His blue eyes flashed dangerously from his mask. They were both impossible to read and yet unmistakably sending the message that Bolt should not move if he didn’t want her to die.

“Thanks, Takeshi,” said Rubberman, though he eyed Takeshi warily. “I was worried that the girl was going to escape through her shadow again.”

“Shadows are a ninja’s best friend,” said Takeshi softly. He nodded at Bolt. “Now there is one. Get him, before he escapes.”

Rubberman nodded and launched a rubber fist at Bolt. But Bolt dodged the punch and fired a lightning bolt at Takeshi. The ninja’s eyes widened in surprise, but Rubberman jumped in the way of the lightning bolt. The bolt struck Rubberman directly in the chest, making him gasp, but he didn’t fall down. Instead, Rubberman rushed toward Bolt and, jumping into the air, landed behind him and wrapped his long, rubbery arms around Bolt tightly. Bolt gasped before Rubberman slammed him onto the floor, dazing him from the impact.

“There,” said Rubberman. “Try anything, thief, and I’ll break every bone in your body. And I’m not bluffing. Just ask the last guy who tried to steal from Sasha. He’s still in the hospital … three years later.”

Bolt gritted his teeth. He could probably gather enough strength to break free of Rubberman’s arms, but Takeshi was the real threat here. Takeshi had Shade as his prisoner and could kill her at any moment. Based on the mercilessness in Takeshi’s eyes, Bolt could tell that Takeshi was perfectly willing to kill Shade if Bolt kept fighting.

I wonder who is more ruthless, Bolt thought, Takeshi or Sasha?

Shaking his head, Bolt decided another plan of action was necessary if he and Shade were going to get out of here alive. He looked over his shoulder at Rubberman and said, “Rubberman, you don’t need to do this.”

Rubberman frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“I mean all of this,” said Bolt, gesturing with his head at the scene in the room. “Acting as Sasha’s private bodyguard. You’re better than this.”

Rubberman hesitated. “I work for Sasha. She owns the Rubberman brand and business. That means she can tell me what to do.”

“But I can tell you don’t like it,” said Bolt. He was finding it hard to breathe; perhaps Rubberman was increasing the pressure on his body. “You don’t want to keep working for her, doing her dirty work like some kind of minion. You want to be free to run your own business again and protect Golden City.”

Bolt could tell he got to Rubberman because Rubberman hesitated again.

“Dennis,” said Takeshi sharply. “Do not let the thief break into your mind with his words. He’s trying to manipulate you.”

“Like Sasha,” said Bolt. He grinned up at Rubberman. “Right, Rubberman? Just like how Sasha manipulated you into selling your business to her.”

Rubberman’s eyes widened. “How did you know—”

“I don’t,” Bolt admitted. “But I’ve met a guy like Sasha before. Like her, he could come across as a warm, kindhearted individual, but he wore a mask just like any other supervillain, and once you took that mask off … you saw the monster within.”

Rubberman looked away. “I already know what Sasha’s character is. But the law is the law. I’m in no position to disobey Sasha just because I may not like her as a person or because she tricked me into selling my business to her.”

“Maybe the law is the law, but that doesn’t mean you have to play her games,” said Bolt. “In my adventures across the multiverse, I met your sidekick.”

“Sidekick?” Rubberman repeated. He scowled. “I already told you, I don’t have a—”

“Not in this universe, maybe,” said Bolt, “but in another universe, another version of you does. And you know what he’s like, Rubberman? He’s a hero. A real hero, who doesn’t let his own fears get in the way of doing the right thing. He didn’t tell me much about you, but I figured that if he’s that a good a hero, he must have learned it from someone else. Might want to guess who that is?”

Rubberman gulped. “Me?”

“Yeah,” said Bolt, nodding again. “He probably learned what it meant to be a real hero from you. Or, rather, a you who isn’t a coward.”

Rubberman’s arms suddenly constricted around his body. “Take that back, thief.”

Bolt found it harder to breathe than ever, but he said, “N-No. You want me to respect you, act respectable, dang it. Act like a real hero. Stop letting Sasha boss you around and do her illegal dirty work just because you’re afraid of losing your job.”

“But—”

“I don’t know a lot about how superheroes work in your universe,” Bolt admitted. “I don’t like the idea of being a superhero for profit or the idea of massive corporations buying and selling superheroes like property. But I’ve seen real heroes come from your universe or at least a universe like your own, so I know they can exist. I just don’t know if you are one of those real heroes or not.”

Rubberman seemed at a loss for words. He looked at his feet, though whether it was because he was ashamed of himself or because he was still trying to process what Bolt said, Bolt didn’t know. What Bolt did know was that Rubberman’s arms were constricting around his body and that soon he would be completely unable to breathe.

A harsh laugh came from before him. Raising his head, Bolt saw Takeshi was chuckling, which seemed deeply out of character for the silent ninja.

“What a pathetic boy,” said Takeshi. “You clearly must be from another universe if you think you can break us just by talking. Your speech, though beautiful and inspiring, means nothing in a world where money rules. Rubberman and I serve Sasha. We do what she says. Your talk about ‘real’ heroes is as irrelevant to your current situation as discussing the biology of unicorns.”

Bolt gritted his teeth. He would have responded to that, but Rubberman’s arms had tightened to the point where he couldn’t even speak.

“In any case, your pleas fall on deaf ears,” said Takeshi. “Rubberman, take out the boy. I will finish the girl and then we will report to Sasha on the success of our mission.”

Dang it. Bolt’s plan didn’t work. He knew that this Rubberman wasn’t exactly the same Rubberman that Beams worked for, but he hoped there was enough similarity between the two that his little speech about doing the right thing would appeal to this Rubberman’s sense of justice.

But maybe Takeshi is right, Bolt thought. Maybe in this universe, heroes are just slaves to their corporate masters and have no independence and just do what they’re told. What an awful universe to live in.

Suddenly, Bolt felt Rubberman’s arms loosen around his form. Slowly but surely, the arms unwrapped around his body, snapping back to Rubberman’s normal length. Now able to breathe clearly again, Bolt looked over his shoulder at Rubberman.

Rubberman was still looking at his feet, but there was something different about him now. He didn’t seem as scared anymore. He was shaking, shaking with anger, but Bolt could sense that Rubberman was not angry at him.

“Dennis?” said Takeshi, staring at Rubberman with a questioning glare. “Why did you let go of the boy? He is still a thief who deserves death. Do you plan to kill him another way?”

“No,” said Rubberman. He looked up at Takeshi. “I’m not killing him or the girl, because as of this moment, I’m done working for Sasha. I quit. And I’m not your coworker anymore.”

Without warning, Rubberman extended his arm toward Takeshi, wrapping it around Takeshi’s neck. Takeshi gasped before Rubberman whirled around and hurled him through the open balcony doors on the other side of the room. Bolt got one last look at Takeshi’s flailing form before he vanished somewhere beyond the mansion walls with an audible crash.

Rubberman retracted his arm back to his normal length and turned around to face Bolt and Shade. Bolt was already rising back to his feet, dusting off his costume and watching Rubberman. He was surprised by Rubberman’s actions, but at the same time, he half-wondered if this was some sort of trick that Rubberman was doing to make him lower his guard.

“So …” Bolt’s words trailed off. “That was surprising.”

Rubberman shrugged. “What can I say? There was—is—a lot of truth to your words. I’ve never liked Takeshi anyway, so getting a chance to throw him out the window like that was fun.”

“But what about Sasha?” said Bolt. “Are you really done working for her?”

Rubberman nodded. “Yes. And I’m not just done working for her. I’m going to tell the police about all of the crimes she’s committed, too.”

Bolt raised an eyebrow. “Even if that gets you into trouble, too?”

“Yes,” said Rubberman. “I don’t want to go to jail or have my superhero license revoked, but I also don’t want to see evil women like Sasha walk free. If I have to go to jail with her because I was an accomplice to many of her crimes, then so be it.”

Bolt nodded, though deep down he couldn’t help but admire Rubberman. He’d thought that Rubberman was just a coward, but it was clear to him that this Rubberman was every bit the hero Beams’ Rubberman likely was. He now understood where Beams’ own courage and sense of justice came from.

His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a doorknob turning. He looked over to the room’s door as it opened and Sasha Munroe stepped inside. She paused when she saw them, her eyes darting from the unconscious Shade on the floor to Bolt to Rubberman and back again. She carried a slim black laptop under her right arm, which Bolt realized was the laptop that they had come here to steal.

“I thought I heard fighting up here,” said Sasha slowly. “Rubberman, have you managed to defeat these two? And where is Takeshi?”

Rubberman pointed at the balcony. “Takeshi is somewhere out there, probably with a broken back. As for these two … beat them yourself.”

Sasha whipped her head toward Rubberman. “What did you say?”

“I said, beat them yourself if you are so concerned about intruders,” said Rubberman. He folded his arms in front of his chest. “You’re not my boss anymore, so I don’t have to do anything you say. In other words, I quit.”

Sasha was very silent for what seemed like an eternity. Bolt found it eerie how she could so easily hide her emotions and thoughts behind her face. It was almost like she wore a mask over her face, one that looked human, but wasn’t. He wondered if she had some kind of mental illness or if she was just really that evil.

Finally, Sasha said, “I accept your resignation, Dennis. You are free to seek employment elsewhere.”

Rubberman blinked. “What? That’s … that’s it?”

“Yes,” said Sasha. “Why do you seem so surprised? If you don’t want to work for me anymore, you don’t have to.”

Bolt was just as surprised as Rubberman. He was sure that Sasha would have raged at Rubberman, but perhaps she was smart enough to realize that threatening Rubberman was about as effective as a puppy yapping at a grizzly bear.

Guess she’s smarter than I thought, Bolt thought.

“So … I guess I’ll be leaving now, then,” said Rubberman.

Sasha’s expression suddenly turned into a chilling smile. “I said you could quit. I didn’t say you could leave … alive, anyway.”

Sasha suddenly thrust her hand into the breast pocket of her pantsuit and pulled out what looked like a small piece of pink bubblegum. Bolt half-expected her to stick the gum into her mouth and start blowing bubbles, so he looked at Rubberman to see if he was just as mystified by Sasha’s apparent appetite for gum as he was.

But Rubberman had taken a step back. He was staring at the bubblegum as if Sasha had just pulled out a gun and was threatening to shoot him with it.

“Where did you get that?” said Rubberman. His voice was heavy and urgent, the exact same tone a person would use if they asked someone where they got that bomb.

“So you do recognize it,” said Sasha. Her smile became far eviler. “Wonderful. It means you know why you are going to die tonight.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

A hand suddenly fell on Beams’ shoulder, nearly making Beams jump into the air. But the hand which fell on his shoulder was firm and thick, reminding Beams of the hand of a man who had done construction all his life. He looked over his shoulder to see who it was.

The man standing behind Beams was someone he did not recognize. He was tall and powerfully built, with the physique of those old Greek statues Beams had once seen on a school field trip to the museum. His short, dark hair and bronze skin, however, made him look less Greek and more … well, Beams couldn’t place his race. He supposed it was irrelevant because the man standing behind him wore nothing but a simple loincloth around his waist and carried a huge, gold and crystal sword sheathed at his side.

The man had muscles as big as boulders and he looked like he could probably crush boulders with his hands alone. His eyes were alert and full of life, yet there was something distant about him like Beams was looking at a picture that had been taken decades ago. The man smelled of dirt and sweat and, perhaps most disturbingly, blood.

A grunt from the Avatar made Beams look back. The Avatar had drawn his own sword, but for the first time since Beams had seen the Avatar, the Avatar looked genuinely afraid.

“You,” said the Avatar. “Who are you? And where did you come from?”

“Your god knows me,” said the man. His voice was deep and booming, but it didn’t scare Beams at all. “Knows me … and fears me.”

“Impossible,” said the Avatar, though there was doubt in his voice at his own words. “The Dread God doesn’t fear anything, much less a human like yourself.”

“Then your god is a fool,” said the man, “but let him remain one. Foolhardiness is what led to his first downfall. And it is what will cause his second downfall as well.”

The Avatar’s eyes widened. “You cannot be who I think you are.”

“Know that I am not,” said the man, “but I am an echo, whose life flows through the blood of one of my descendants. That is to say, this boy.”

The man’s grip on Beams’ shoulder tightened, but it was more of a comforting grip than a scary one.

“Your descendant?” said Beams. “Am I descended from you?”

“Yes,” said the man. “Through you flows the blood of the Dread God’s worst enemy, the one who slew him in the first place. You are speaking to him now.”

“The God Slayer …” the Avatar said in a hushed tone. “Impossible …”

Beams gaped. “The God Slayer? No way.”

“Yes,” said the God Slayer. “Countless ages ago, I rose up and slew the Dread God with a sword from the other gods who opposed him. I sealed his body beneath a mountain of ice and drove his vile worshipers off our world. Then I died, peacefully and surrounded by my many children, and have been dead ever since.”

“Then … how am I talking to you?” said Beams. “I’m not going crazy, am I?”

“There has always been a link between our people and the Dread God,” said the God Slayer. “By entering the Dread Realm, your ancestry has awakened in your bloodstream. For the first time in ages, I am alive again, and I am going to protect my descendant from becoming a tool of my enemy.”

Beams was so taken aback by this revelation that he was literally at a loss for words. He could only stare up uncomprehendingly at the God Slayer, who showed not a hint of fear anywhere in his manly facial features. But he knew that the God Slayer, though fearless himself, must appear terrifying to anyone else, particularly to the Dread God and his worshipers.

A hiss made Beams look back at the Avatar. The Avatar looked torn between running away and running forward and fighting the God Slayer. Beams suspected that the Avatar would lose badly against the God Slayer, but he didn’t say anything and just carefully watched the Avatar’s every movement.

“What an … interesting turn of events,” said the Avatar, anger barely hidden under his calm words. “I have heard many legends about the God Slayer my whole life. I never thought I would get the opportunity to meet him myself, however.”

“I certainly hope you have not wished to meet me, Avatar,” said the God Slayer, “because if you have, then you are about to be sorely disappointed because I have no love in my heart for anyone who serves the Dread God willingly.”

“I don’t need your love or sympathy,” said the Avatar. He raised his sword. “You died once. I will simply kill you again.”

The Avatar rushed forward and brought his sword down on Beams and the God Slayer. But the God Slayer was faster, drawing his sword from his sheath and holding it up to block the Avatar’s attack at the last possible moment.

The God Slayer’s sword crackled with energy upon contact with the Avatar’s sword. The Avatar’s eyes widened in shock again, because despite how much effort he was putting into bringing his blade down on the God Slayer, the God Slayer’s arm didn’t even budge.

“Foolish Avatar,” said the God Slayer, without a hint of strain in his voice. “Do you honestly believe you can harm me here? I have already passed long ago. Even the Dread God cannot kill a man twice. So long as the blood of my descendants exists, I will always live, no matter what.”

Then the God Slayer’s eyes narrowed. “Now let me show you the true power of the God Slayer!”

With a roar, the God Slayer shoved the Avatar backward. The Avatar suddenly went flying backward and exploded into empty mist as soon as he hit the wall on the other side of the room. The mist hung in the air briefly before it slipped through a crack in the door frame and vanished.

Beams blinked. “Did you just kill the Avatar?”

“He’s not dead,” said the God Slayer, lowering his sword and taking his hand off of Beams’ shoulder. “I simply banished him from the Dread Realm. He is likely in a great deal of pain and probably humiliated beyond belief as well.”

Beams turned to face the God Slayer, looking up into his chiseled face with awe. “Thank you, God Slayer. I’m glad you’re my ancestor because I don’t think I would have been able to resist the Avatar’s offer any longer.”

The God Slayer knelt before Beams, making their faces level. He put a hand on Beams’ shoulder again and said, “It is nothing, my descendant. Though I am dead and unable to interact with the world of the living any longer, I still watch over my descendants and their world.”

“Is that why the Dread God chose me?” said Beams, putting a hand on his chest. “Because I am one of your descendants?”

“Yes,” said the God Slayer, nodding. “He knows how much of a threat you, and the other one named Bolt, are. Therefore, he sought to separate you and put both of you under pressures you cannot handle in order to break you. The Dread God has done this sort of thing before. It is one of his favorite techniques to deal with his enemies.”

“Bolt?” Beams repeated. “What’s so special about him?”

“I cannot say for certain,” said the God Slayer. “I know only that if you wish to defeat the Dread God, you will need his help as well. Without him, your chances of defeating the Dread God are slim.”

“You mean nonexistent.”

“I didn’t want to be depressing, but yes,” said the God Slayer. “Divided, the two of you cannot stop the Dread God. Together, however, your chances are much higher. This is why I stepped in. I needed to make sure you would not fall for the Dread God’s lies—for that was what the Avatar was trying to tempt you with—so you could focus your time and energy on what actually needs to be done.”

Beams’ shoulders slumped. “But I don’t know where Bolt is. How am I supposed to find him?”

“You will,” said the God Slayer. “He is still alive, still searching for his own way back. Simply keep going forward. Your paths may have diverged for now, but they are destined to meet back up, and much sooner than either of you anticipate.”

Beams frowned. The God Slayer seemed to speak in riddles to him, but he sensed that the God Slayer wouldn’t be able to give him better answers than that. “Okay. Well, all I need to do is find Bolt and we’ll be able to stop the Dread God?”

“There is one more thing you need to do before that,” said the God Slayer. “You must also find my sword, the weapon I originally used to slay the Dread God countless eons ago.”

“You mean it’s still around?” said Beams.

“Of course,” said the God Slayer. “It is located in your universe in what you now call Antarctica, where it was hidden in the same chamber as the Dread God’s old body. I put it there when I grew old and unable to wield it anymore, knowing that one day it would need to be used again.”

“A sword …” said Beams. “What is it called?”

“The God Slayer,” said the God Slayer. He smirked. “What, did you think I got this nickname just because I killed the Dread God? That is the real name of the weapon they gave me. I simply became so closely associated with the sword that the two of us have the same name now.”

“That’s confusing.”

“Then call me by my real name,” said the God Slayer. “Arius.”

“Arius,” Beams repeated. He smiled. “Sounds kind of like Alex. Well, there’s an ‘A’ sound, anyway.”

“We are family, are we not?” said Arius. “It is not surprising that our names should sound similar. Anyway, I must go.”

“Go?” said Beams in surprise. “Go where?”

“To the beyond,” said Arius. He took his hand off of Beams’ shoulder and stood up. “I cannot stay in the Dread Realm forever. I can already feel my soul being called back.”

“But we need you,” said Beams. He reached up to Arius’ chest. “You killed the Dread God once before. We could really use your help.”

But Beams’ hand passed through Arius’ chest as if it wasn’t even there.

Arius smiled. “I have already given you all the help I can, Alex. Now it is up to you and Bolt to save your universes. I can only stand by and watch from the beyond. Otherwise, I would help.”

Crushing disappointment fell on Beams’ shoulders like an anvil, but he nodded anyway and said, “I understand. What about Rubberman?”

“Your boss?” said Arius. “He has a role to play as well. He—”

But, though Arius’ lips moved, no words came from them. That was when Beams noticed that the Dread Realm was beginning to turn white all around him. It was like someone was using a giant eraser to erase everything. Even Arius himself was starting to fade, though he continued to speak as if Beams could hear what he said.

Then the entire Dread Realm became white … and Beams fell, screaming his head off the entire time.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Put that down, Sasha,” said Rubberman. “Put that down now or else—”

“Or else what?” Sasha’s voice was full of smug satisfaction. “You won’t hurt me. Otherwise, I might just kill you outright.”

“What is going on?” said Bolt, looking from Rubberman to Sasha and back again. “I don’t understand. What is that piece of gum?”

“It’s not gum, Bolt,” said Rubberman. “It’s my life.”

Before Bolt could ask Rubberman to explain, Rubberman launched both of his hands at Sasha. They extended faster than before like they had been shot out of a cannon, and there was no way that Sasha would be able to dodge them even if she hadn’t been an overweight middle-aged woman.

But then Sasha squeezed on the piece of gum and Rubberman’s arms froze. In fact, it wasn’t just his arms that froze, but his entire body became as still as a statue. Rubberman wore an expression of pure pain on his face, as if he was being tortured, though Sasha had yet to lay a finger on him.

Then Sasha loosened her hold on the gum and Rubberman suddenly collapsed onto the floor, panting and breathing hard. His arms did not retract to their natural length. They just lay stretched out across the carpet like a couple of cables, while Rubberman himself was moaning deeply under his breath.

Bolt blinked. “Did you just kill him?”

“He’s not dead,” said Sasha, “though he wishes he were. Don’t you, Dennis?”

Rubberman raised his head and Bolt cringed. Rubberman’s face was long. Literally. It looked like someone had grabbed his lower jaw and stretched his features down to comical proportions. Even his eyes were stretched, making him look more like some kind of surrealist depiction of a human being than an actual human.

“S-Sasha …” said Rubberman, his words slurred. “The Rubber Ball …”

“The Rubber Ball?” said Bolt. He looked at Sasha. “What is he talking about?”

Sasha smirked. She turned the piece of gum over in her hands. “He is referring to the source of his powers. The Rubber Ball, an alien object recovered by an archaeologist fifteen years ago. But it’s not merely the source of his powers. It is also the source of his life.”

That’s the Dread God’s brain, Bolt thought, though aloud he said, “Is that a part of the Rubber Ball, then?”

“It is,” said Sasha, turning the piece over in her hands again. “With this part of the Rubber Ball, I can hurt Rubberman as much as I want without needing to lay one finger on him. I simply need to squeeze it hard enough to send spasms of unendurable pain through Rubberman’s form. I’ve never used it until now, but mostly because I didn’t really need it until this moment.”

If the Dread God’s brain is in his body, then how did Sasha get a part of it? Bolt thought. It doesn’t make sense. Did she somehow get a piece of it before it was put back in his body? Maybe there is an alternate version of the Rubber Ball in this universe. Guess I’ll figure out an explanation later.

“How …” Rubberman’s stretched mouth seemed to make it hard for him to speak clearly. “How did you get it?”

“Oh, I hired a private detective to do some background work on you, Dennis, when I bought your business and hired you to work in my company,” said Sasha. “Through him, I discovered your mentor, Nightbolt, that nice old man who lives out in West Texas all by himself. I paid him a visit about a year ago, shortly after you started working for me, and the two of us had an interesting talk about that nice collection of trophies he kept in his hidden basement.”

“You monster …” said Rubberman,

Sasha’s smirk became even smugger. “I didn’t hurt the old man if that’s what you’re thinking. I simply offered him a good sum of money for the Rubber Ball. He accepted it … after Takeshi ‘persuaded’ him, that is. Takeshi is a very good persuader, dare I say a master at that skill, perhaps even better than me, though that’s pushing it.”

Bolt wrinkled his nose at Sasha’s smugness. “Persuaded, huh? I wonder how much violence that required.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Sasha. “What matters is that I got the Rubber Ball and cut off a piece of it which I carry around with me at all times. I hoped to never use it, but I always knew there was a chance you might turn against me, Dennis. You’re a great entrepreneur, but you take this ‘superhero’ thing a little too seriously, to the point where your sense of right and wrong often gets in the way of good business.”

“Superheroes aren’t just about money, Sasha,” said Rubberman, his words barely understandable. “We’re also trying to protect innocent people and make the world a better place.”

“You can believe what you want,” said Sasha, “but in the real world, money is what matters. Morality is for fools and losers who deserve to be stripped of every last penny in their bank account.”

“Better to be poor than to be you,” said Bolt.

Sasha shot a sharp glare at Bolt. “Keep talking, boy, and perhaps I will kill you, too.”

“There’s nothing you can do to kill me,” said Bolt. “If anything, you should be afraid of me, because I’m way stronger than you.”

“True,” said Sasha. She waved the Rubber Ball piece. “But you wouldn’t risk attacking me if it meant Rubberman dying, right?”

Bolt paused. “You wouldn’t.”

“I absolutely would,” said Sasha. “Do you think Dennis is irreplaceable? Not really. The secret of the superhero biz is that you make more money off licensing deals than off whatever contract you’ve negotiated with the local government. If I kill Dennis, then I can still make a ton of money off of the various Rubberman licensing deals I’ve struck with different companies over the last year or so. And, if need be, I can find a replacement, though I will admit that finding another man made of rubber would be difficult even with the wonders of modern science.”

Bolt’s hands balled into fists. He wanted to punch Sasha’s smirk right off her lips, but he knew that he wouldn’t be able to stop her from killing Rubberman even if he used his super speed. Sasha may have been an evil corporate executive who cared more about profit and power than helping the people, but she was also very clever, he had to give her that.

“What do you want from me?” said Bolt. “Is there anything I can give you in exchange for Rubberman’s life?”

Sasha stroked her chin, a thoughtful expression on her face. “What an interesting question. Truthfully, there isn’t. I really ought to kill Dennis here and now. He knows far too much about my various, ah, legal indiscretions and it would be really unwise to let him leave alive. He might just go to the police and blab about all of the various crimes he’s committed while under my orders. Death would be logical.”

Sasha suddenly squeezed the Rubber Ball again. Rubberman screamed in pain and his body became even limper. His body now mostly resembled a collection of rubber ropes than a human body. It chilled Bolt to see Rubberman in such a condition and he wondered how much pain he had to be in.

“But it would also be hard to explain what happened to him if I did that,” said Sasha. “I have a few friends in the local government who I am sure would be more than happy to help me with this little problem. I could convince them that Dennis tried to kill me in order to get my money and that I just barely managed to survive. I could arrange for Dennis to go to jail for life and no one would ever believe his insistence on his own innocence.”

“You wouldn’t,” said Bolt.

Sasha smiled. “If I deemed it profitable, I would do anything, boy. And I do mean anything.”

More than anything, Bolt wanted to take her out now. And he could. He knew he could and she knew that, too. But again, she had the leverage here, not him. He didn’t consider Rubberman a friend, necessarily, but he did think Rubberman was a good man who didn’t deserve to die, especially in such an undignified way.

“As for you, well, I can always have Takeshi call the police on you,” said Sasha. “Even if you attack me after I kill Rubberman, you will still be branded criminals by the police. I might get some of my friends in the press to help push the idea that you and your girlfriend are a couple of dangerous criminals who need to be arrested and executed. In fact, it might even benefit me if you hit me because then I could claim that I was viciously assaulted by an illegal vigilante who will probably strike again.”

Anger rose in Bolt, but all he could do was stand there stoically. It was times like these that he wondered what the point of super strength even was when you couldn’t use it to sock a smug, arrogant businesswoman in the face as she boasted about what she was going to do to you for interfering with her crimes.

Maybe I should just go and do it anyway, Bolt thought. Not like the police in this universe could even catch me, or Shade for that matter. We’re both too powerful for ordinary humans to deal with.

“You’ve gone awfully quiet all of a sudden,” said Sasha, “but I understand. If I were in this same situation as you, I would probably be the same way.”

Bolt opened his mouth to finally say something, but he never did get to say it, because he heard a sudden click from behind the door to the room. Sasha must have heard it as well, because she looked over her shoulder at the door, a frown on her face.

“Michael?” said Sasha. “Is that you? If it is, please go back downstairs. Auntie Sasha is busy at the moment and doesn’t have time to play.”

“Play?” said a familiar feminine voice; it was Greta. “I never said anything about wanting to play.”

The door slowly pushed open, revealing Greta Hammond, garbed in her Silent Shadow clothing, standing there. She was holding her smartphone in her hand, pointing it directly at Sasha like a gun.

Sasha frowned again. “Are you another one of Monsoon’s minions? If so, then you’re out of luck, because I already have these two under control.”

“I do work for Mr. Monsoon, that’s true,” said Greta, “but I’m not going to lay even one finger on you.”

Sasha tilted her head to the side. “Why? I thought he was trying to stop me. Are you smarter than these two?”

“I don’t know if I’m smarter than them,” said Greta slowly. Her eyes shone like she was smiling underneath her face mask. “But I do know that the police will be very interested in finding out why you were bragging about paying off politicians to put your enemies in jail and how you plan to kill one of your employees just to silence him.”

“The police won’t know a darn thing about this,” said Sasha. “They’ll only know what I will tell them, and nothing more.”

“I perfectly agree,” said Greta. She raised her phone. “Which is why I have been streaming your entire little rant behind you back on my phone for the entire Internet to hear. Oh, and tagging the Golden City Police Department on social media so they can watch it, too.”

Sasha’s face became as pale as a ghost. “You didn’t.”

“Oh, but I did,” said Greta, “though I ended the stream a few minutes ago. Still, I caught pretty much everything you said. It’s going to be hard to explain it all away, especially since the Internet never forgets.”

“Greta, you were standing there this entire time?” said Bolt in surprise.

Greta nodded. “Yep. In fact, this was the entire plan right from the start. Mr. Monsoon knew your chances of stealing her laptop were slim to none, especially given how paranoid Sasha would be after your first successful escape. So he decided to use you and Shade as a distraction, knowing that you would probably run into Sasha at some point and that Sasha would brag and taunt you, as she’s generally prone to do whenever she thinks she’s winning.”

Bolt blinked and glanced at Shade, who still lay on the floor unconscious. “You mean Shade and I were being played this entire time?”

“In a way,” said Greta, “but don’t worry. Mr. Monsoon genuinely does want to help you go back to your universe. He just figured the plan would work better if you two didn’t know what was actually going on.”

While he was a bit peeved at being left out of the plan, Bolt had to admit that it was a rather brilliant play on Monsoon’s part. Now the whole world would know about Sasha’s true nature. And, while Sasha may have been a powerful businesswoman with a lot of contacts in the government and media, Bolt doubted she would be able to bribe her way out of this one.

Sasha seemed to realize that, too. She stood as frozen as a block of ice, her dark sin becoming paler and paler with every second. She was even starting to sweat like she had run a mile, even though she was standing perfectly still. She didn’t drop the piece of the Rubber Ball she held, but she didn’t seem like she was going to do anything with it, either.

“It’s over, Sasha,” said Bolt. “The police are probably on their way, and once they get here, your career is finished. Drop the Rubber Ball piece and let Rubberman go.”

Bolt’s words seemed to snap Sasha out of her trance, because she shook her head and said, “Monsoon … ah, that jerk. I’ve always known he’s a crafty one, but even I didn’t expect him to come up with a plan like this. He’s too clever for his own good, honestly.”

“More like too clever for your own good,” said Bolt. “Again, drop the Rubber Ball Piece. Now.”

Sasha bit her lower lip. She looked like she wanted to run away, but instead, she dropped the Rubber Ball piece on the floor. The Rubber Ball piece bounced off the floor a couple of times like a bouncy ball before coming to a stop.

“Great,” said Bolt. “Now—”

But Bolt did not get to finish his sentence, because Sasha raised the heel of her shoe and stomped down on the Rubber Ball piece as hard as she could.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Beams started, staring up at the tiled ceiling above him. His heart hammering in his chest, his clothes drenched in sweat, Beams wasn’t sure where he was or what just happened. His memories were a jumble of images and colors which made no sense to him. He felt kind of like he had just bungee jumped off of a very tall tower and the cord had broken at the tightest moment.

But I am alive, Beams thought. I think.

He put a hand on his chest and felt a bandage around it. At first, he wasn’t sure why he was wearing a bandage, but then he suddenly remembered being shot by one of President Sagan’s bodyguards and he remembered everything. He sat up, panting and sweating, tossing the blankets off him. He was still wearing his pants, but he was currently shirtless. He looked around the room in which he lay.

It was not a very big or fancy room. It looked like an old-fashioned bedroom, perhaps from the mid-twentieth century, with fine antique furniture decorating the space. Old yellow wallpaper clung to the walls, while a massive mirror stood on top of an equally massive chest of drawers off to his left. The bed was big and comfy, with a mattress that, though old, was still comfortable to lie upon. The blankets were similarly aged, with neat little tassels at the end which gave them a fancy appearance.

Putting a hand on his forehead, Beams thought, Where am I? How did I get here? This doesn’t look like prison. Did someone take me here?

As if in answer to his unspoken question, the door to his room opened and Lauren entered. She carried a tray with a sandwich and a glass of water on it and, unlike him, she was fully clothed and seemed to be okay. Her blonde hair was done in a ponytail and she wore a simple blue t-shirt and jeans. She looked almost like an ordinary teenage girl, rather than a member of the Dissidents.

As soon as she turned around to face Beams, however, she nearly dropped the tray and said, in a strangely high voice, “You’re awake!”

Her high-pitched voice hurt Beams’ ears, but he nodded slowly and said, “Yeah, I am. Did you think I was dead or something?”

Lauren set the tray on the desk next to the bed and said, “No, not at all, but we were worried there for a second. We didn’t have a healer on hand, so Genius had to close your wound himself. He’s a brilliant guy and all, but he’s not really a master surgeon and we weren’t sure if you would be all right or not.”

Rubbing his back, Beams said, “Yeah, I think I’m going to be okay. I’m just exhausted.”

“I bet,” said Lauren. “You were out cold for three days.”

Beams’ eyes widened. “Three days? You’re joking.”

“Not at all,” said Lauren, shaking her head rapidly. “I thought that the shock from the bullet entering your body must have taken you out, but Genius insisted it was something else. Even when your vitals dropped to near zero, Genius insisted we keep you alive just in case. Looks like he was right.”

Beams rubbed his forehead. How did Genius know that my soul wasn’t in my body? Then again, he is one of the smartest men in this universe. He’s also the father of Bolt, which is something I think I should mention to him the next time I see him.

“What happened?” said Beams, looking up at Lauren again. “Since I lost consciousness, I mean?”

Lauren folded her hands in front of her lap. “Well, Genius saved us with his Teleportation Buckle after you got shot. He even saved White Lightning, too. White is doing okay, though unlike you, he didn’t get hurt, so that’s to be expected.”

“What about Sagan?” said Beams. “Is he still—?”

Lauren shook her head. “He died yesterday. He was rushed to the hospital after we got away, where some of the world’s top doctors worked day and night to save him, but whatever you did to him must have irreparably damaged his body, because they didn’t even stand a chance. And, of course, O’Brian was also declared dead at the scene. Lots of wailing and crying on all of the news media outlets, but I figure that’s only because they don’t want to get their news licenses yanked more than anything.”

“So the mission was a success?” said Beams. “Sagan is dead. Wasn’t that what you guys were trying to do?”

“Yeah,” said Lauren, nodding. “We still don’t know what all of the fall out is going to be, exactly, but we’re already hearing rumors from our spies on the inside that multiple competing factions have already risen to take Sagan’s power, including one led by Sagan’s granddaughter, Sarah. But I don’t think there will be a clear, peaceful transition of power, because Sagan didn’t have a chosen heir to succeed him in the event of his death.”

“Meaning that chaos will engulf the country?” said Beams.

“Meaning there’s a chance for us to take power and set things right,” said Lauren. “But like I said, the Dissidents aren’t doing anything yet, though we have several groups poised to act when the time is right. At least, that’s what Genius says, anyway.”

“Speaking of Genius, where is he?” said Beams. “I’d like to talk to him.”

“He’s downstairs in the basement last I checked,” said Lauren. “He’s almost finished building that portal generator you asked for.”

Beams’ eyes widened so much that they nearly fell out of his sockets. “In three days? You’re pulling my leg.”

“Not at all,” said Lauren, shaking her head. “This is actually kind of slow for him, but I suspect it’s just because he’s never built a portal generator before. But he’s been working on it day and night in order that you and your friend can return to your universe.”

Beams was still skeptical about Lauren’s claim, even though she seemed to be one hundred percent serious.

Where did he even get the parts for something like that? Beams thought. Glad Genius is a good guy. If he ever decided to put that big brain of us toward evil, we’d all be screwed.

That made Beams wonder if there was an alternate universe out there where Genius was a villain. He shuddered at the thought.

“Speaking of my friend, where is Hypno?” said Beams. “Is he okay?”

“Yeah, he is,” said Lauren. “We didn’t get him when Genius teleported us away, but he managed to make it back to base on his own anyway. Said that New York City has a lot of friendly people who are willing to give complete strangers a ride for free.”

Beams rolled his eyes. “Sure there are. His powers had nothing to do with it, eh?”

Lauren shrugged. “He’s kind of a weird guy, but a good weird guy, I think.”

“Well, I’m just glad to know he’s still alive,” said Beams. He swung his legs over the side of the bed. “I want to go see Genius and find out how the portal generator is coming along.”

“There’s no need for you to go anywhere,” said a voice from the hall, “when I can just bring it to you.”

Genius stepped out of the hallway and into the room, and with him was Hypno, who smiled and waved at Beams when he saw him. But Beams’ attention was drawn to the small handheld machine in Genius’ hands.

It looked kind of like a miniature film projector, albeit one with a gun-like handle. It was sleek and metallic, like something out of a science fiction B movie from the 50s, yet with a distinctly modern sense to it as well. A line of glowing lights on the barrel of the gun added to its futuristic look.

“Whoa,” said Beams. “Is that the portal generator?”

Genius nodded. “Yes. I just finished it less than ten minutes ago. It should be able to get you back home.”

“And you built that in three days?” said Beams, unable to hide his amazement.

“Yes,” said Genius bluntly. “It was tricky at first, because I’ve never built something this advanced, but I’ve never failed to build anything I can see in my mind. But because I had to use what I had on hand, rather than more expensive materials, it is somewhat fragile so I would suggest not using it too much to avoid overheating it.”

“How does it work?” said Beams.

Genius pointed the portal gun away from them. “Just aim it in the direction you want and pull the trigger. It will open a dimensional portal through which you can enter.”

“Will it take me back home?” said Beams.

Genius sighed. “That, I am afraid, is outside of my abilities. I don’t know enough about the multiverse to be able to pinpoint it back to your universe specifically. Still, it definitely does open a portal to the void between dimensions, so you can probably find your way home from there.”

Beams’ shoulders slumped, but he supposed he couldn’t complain. “Thanks so much, man. I honestly didn’t expect you to pull off something like this.”

Genius lowered the gun and looked at Beams with a serious expression on his face. “You saved my remaining son. Even if you hadn’t killed Sagan, I would have been in your debt for that alone. After losing Kevin … well, I couldn’t stand to lose Ronald as well. Giving you a way to go back to your home is the least I can do, believe me.”

Beams was struck by how similar Genius and Bolt were. And he now understood where Bolt’s own heroic sensibilities came from. Genius may have been a deeply intellectual man, but it was obvious to Beams that Genius was just as good as he was intelligent, maybe even more so.

Reminds me of Rubberman, actually, Beams thought. This is just the sort of thing he would do if he was in Genius’ position. Man, Bolt is lucky to have a dad like this guy, though my dad ain’t half-bad, either.

“Well, what are we waiting for?” said Hypno, clapping his hands together eagerly. “Let’s use this portal gun and go home. Director Smith is probably wondering where we are and it isn’t good to make him impatient.”

“Right,” said Beams. “I just need to put my costume back on and we can head out.”

“Don’t you need to rest for a little while longer, though?” said Lauren. “Your wound hasn’t healed up yet.”

Beams grimaced when he touched his bandaged wound, but said, “Nah, I’ll be fine. Besides, I don’t have the luxury of sitting around all day resting up. There’s a threat to the multiverse out there that I need to deal with, that we need to deal with, and we can’t stop it unless we leave now.”

“I agree with Beams,” said Hypno. “Besides, I’ll make sure he doesn’t overexert himself. You don’t need to worry about us.”

“Very well,” said Genius. “Beams, Hypno, your help to the Dissidents has been invaluable. We will remember your aid in our time of need forever and make sure that future generations don’t forget you. You don’t know just how much help you’ve been to the movement as a whole.”

Beams smiled. “Thanks, Genius. I—”

Without warning, a dimensional portal exploded open in the corner of the room. Lauren yelped and hugged Beams, while Genius and Hypno turned to see who was coming through. Beams’ first thought was that the Dread God must have changed his mind and sent the Darzens to finish him and Hypno off once and for all, but the person who stepped through the portal wasn’t a Darzen at all. In fact, he was a familiar, friendly face who Beams had thought he would never see again.

“Space!” said Beams in surprise. He cracked a smile. “Space, is that you?”

Mr. Space smiled when he saw Beams. “That’s Mr. Space to you, my friend, but yes, it’s me. I’m so glad I finally found you two.”

“Who is this?” said Genius uncertainly.

“Jason Space,” said Mr. Space, bowing. “Deputy of the Adventure and an agent of the Interdimensional Elite Agency, or IEA for short. But you can call me Mr. Space. It’s what all my friends do.”

Genius looked as if he did not believe a word Space said, but Beams didn’t care. He just pushed Lauren off him and, swinging his legs off the other side of the bed, stood up and said, “I didn’t think I’d see you again, Space. How did you even find us?”

“I put tracking devices on your costume when I first brought you aboard the Adventure,” said Space. “So when the Avatar kidnapped you on HQ, I was able to track down where you went. I gotta admit, it was hard at first because you kept moving around, but eventually, the Adventure’s computers managed to pinpoint your location.”

“What about Galaxy?” said Beams. “Is she with you, too?”

“Yeah,” said Space, nodding. “I found her first, which was another reason I took so long to find you guys. She’s currently trying to find Bolt and Shade, so with any luck, we’ll all be together again in just a few minutes.”

“Awesome,” said Beams. “This is great news. Once we’re all back together, we’ll be able to stop the Dread God once and for all.”

Space’s smile suddenly vanished, replaced by an uncharacteristically serious frown. “About that …”

Beams frowned in response. “What’s the matter? We’re going to stop the Dread God, aren’t we?”

Space looked down at his feet. “I mean, yeah, I would like to, but there’s a small complication that may make that … impractical.”

“What complication?” said Beams. “Get to the point, Space. We don’t have all day.”

Space looked up at Beams again, a worried expression on his face. “The IEA has been taken over by the Darzens. And they want to take you and Bolt prisoner.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Everything seemed to happen in slow motion. The bit of the Rubber Ball falling, bouncing off the floor once or twice; Sasha raising her foot and bringing it down onto the Rubber Ball piece; and finally, the heel of her shoe piercing the Rubber Ball’s surface.

As soon as that last bit happened, however, time went back to normal. Rubberman screamed, screamed harder and louder and more painfully than Bolt had ever heard anyone scream in his life. His body became more and more limp, while his limbs flailed about pointlessly. His eyes drooped out of their sockets onto the floor, while his teeth became long and rubbery. His tongue also extended from his mouth, yet he still managed to scream despite that.

Breaking out of his paralysis, Bolt rushed toward Sasha. He grabbed her by the collar of her pantsuit and slammed her hard against the wall. Her foot went off of the Rubber Ball bit at the same time, causing Rubberman to stop screaming, but Bolt didn’t look to make sure he was okay. He just forced his arm against Sasha’s throat, making her gasp in pain. She struggled to throw him off, but he was so much stronger than her that she might as well have not resisted him at all.

“You jerk,” said Bolt through gritted teeth. “Trying to kill Rubberman at the last minute, despite knowing how you failed? What is wrong with you?”

Despite the obvious pain she was in, Sasha smirked. “I told you. If I can’t have him, then no one can. And I never said I was above petty revenge.”

Bolt wanted to crush her windpipe like a can, but he settled with head-butting her instead. It was a very light blow in comparison to most of his attacks, but it knocked her out instantly.

Dropping Sasha like a sack of potatoes, Bolt turned around to see Rubberman. Already, Rubberman’s body was beginning to return to its normal proportions, though he lay very still on the floor. The bit of Rubber Ball that Sasha had stepped on was also where Sasha had dropped it, with a small hole the shape of Sasha’s heel in the center of it.

Bolt rushed over to Rubberman and flipped him over onto his back. “Rubberman, can you hear me? Rubberman, are you still there?”

Rubberman, however, was about as responsive as a rock. He heard movement and, looking up, saw Shade sitting up, rubbing the back of her head and wearing a puzzled look on her face.

“Ow,” said Shade. “What happened? Did I miss anything?”

Her eyes darted to Sasha, who still lay unconscious on the floor, and a smile spread across her lips. “Oh, now who knocked her out?”

“I did,” said Bolt. “One head-butt, out like a light.”

Shade’s smile grew even bigger. “Oh, I wish I had been conscious to see that. I’d been hoping to sock that dumb woman myself, but I guess I’ll just have to settle for living vicariously through you. You’ll have to tell me all about it later.”

“Yeah, sure,” said Bolt. “Right now, I need to make sure Rubberman is still alive. Sasha nearly killed him, maybe did kill him, so—”

All of a sudden, Rubberman’s eyes opened and he began coughing and hacking. His skin was pale and he was sweating profusely. Despite the fact that his body was no longer the stretched out monstrosity it once was, his limbs were still a little too unnaturally long and floppy.

“Rubberman?” said Bolt. “Can you hear me?”

“Yes …” Rubberman coughed and hacked. “Pain … worse pain I felt since I first touched the Rubber Ball … living hell …”

“Don’t worry, man,” said Bolt. “We’ll get you to the hospital. The doctors—”

“Can’t do a thing about this,” said Rubberman. He shuddered. “Damn it. I should have realized that Sasha would try something like this. She doesn’t trust anyone, even her own employees. I’m such an idiot.”

“There’s got to be something we can do,” said Bolt. “Isn’t there?”

“Doubt it,” said Rubberman, his voice getting weaker and weaker by the minute. “I’m dying … fading away … what a terrible way to die …”

Bolt couldn’t let Rubberman die. He looked around for anything, anything at all, he could use to help Rubberman, and his eyes fell on the bit of the Rubber Ball lying on the floor. An idea occurred to him and he said to Greta, “Greta, give me that piece of the Rubber Ball. Do it now.”

Greta didn’t even hesitate. She picked up the Rubber Ball Piece, albeit gingerly, and then handed it to Bolt. Bolt immediately pressed the Rubber Ball piece against Rubberman’s chest.

He had no idea what was going to happen. Bolt just hoped that the Rubber Ball, being the source of Rubberman’s powers and tied to his life, might somehow be able to save Rubberman from dying. It was a long shot, but it was Bolt’s only hope.

To his surprise, the Rubber Ball piece slowly but surely melted into Rubberman’s chest. It felt kind of like pushing a rock into a mud puddle, and the Rubber Ball piece vanished, leaving Rubberman’s chest looking no different from the way it did before.

At first, Bolt thought that he had failed and that Rubberman was going to die after all.

Then, without warning, Rubberman’s skin began to return to its normal color. Rubberman’s breathing became regular and his eyes snapped open again, this time full of new life.

“Whoa,” said Rubberman, blinking rapidly. He looked at Bolt. “What did you do to me? I feel great.”

“I put the Rubber Ball piece into your chest,” said Bolt. “I thought that it might be able to heal you.”

“I think it did,” said Rubberman. “I feel like I just drank a fresh cup of coffee in the morning.” He looked down at his body. “Let’s get my body back into shape.”

Rubberman’s body suddenly snapped back into its original shape and size. He sat up, rubbing his forehead and looking both relieved and tired.

“I feel much better now,” said Rubberman, rubbing his chest, “though I’m still very tired. Then again, I always feel tired after stretching my body beyond its original size like that.”

Bolt nodded. “I suppose you’ll be fine?”

“In the long run? I think so,” said Rubberman. “But I’m not entirely sure. Having that piece of the Rubber Ball put inside my body … I’ve never done that before, so I can’t say for sure what the long-term effects will be. But I’m definitely not going to die, at least. That much I know.”

“Whew,” said Bolt. He stood up and glanced over at Sasha, who still lay unconscious on the floor where he had left her. “I don’t think Sasha is going to be getting back up anytime soon.”

Rubberman also rose to his feet, dusting off his pants at the same time. “I agree. She’s out for the count, though once she wakes up, she’s going to be angry beyond belief.”

“Hopefully the police will be here by then to take her to jail,” said Greta. She waved her phone at us. “The wonders of modern technology, eh?”

“Yeah,” said Bolt. “But given how much pull she has in the government—”

“It won’t do her any good,” said Rubberman. “Maybe if the Silent Shadow hadn’t livestreamed her confession to the entire Internet, it would have helped, but that evidence is out there on the Internet now and I have a feeling it will go viral. No one with any sense of self-preservation—which is to say, about ninety-nine point nine percent of all politicians on the planet—will want anything to do with a woman as corrupt as her, not if they want to keep their offices.”

“What about you?” said Bolt, looking at Rubberman. “Won’t you go to jail, too, because you helped her?”

Rubberman shrugged. “I don’t know. If I have to go to jail for helping her, I will, but I’m going to see if I can hire a lawyer who could argue my innocence. Maybe they’ll believe me if I tell them that she manipulated me the entire time and I was forced to do those things against my will.”

“Well, I hope you can,” said Bolt. “A man like you doesn’t deserve to go to jail. You’d better serve Golden City if you didn’t have to wear an orange jumpsuit.”

Rubberman smiled. “Thanks, but I think you’re being too nice. I’m not a good man. Or a brave man, anyway. If I was, I would have stood up to Sasha a long time ago.”

“No,” said Bolt, thinking of Beams, “I think that even the best men can be beaten down sometimes and that they need encouragement just as often as anyone else.”

“True,” said Rubberman with a nod. He frowned. “In any case, what are you and Shade going to do now?”

Bolt looked at Greta. “We have a deal with Greta’s boss to get us a dimensional portal.”

Rubberman blinked several times. “I know that Mr. Monsoon has a reputation for, uh, believing in ‘esoteric’ ideas but don’t tell me you believe he can actually send you to another universe. Or that he believes you two are from another universe.”

“Come on,” said Shade. “After everything you’ve seen, you still think we’re lying about that?”

“Or just crazy,” said Rubberman. He shook his head. “But it doesn’t matter. Interdimensional travel is completely fictional. You might be able to read about it in science fiction novels, but you will never see it in real—”

Rubberman was interrupted when a dimensional portal suddenly exploded into existence in the doorway to the balcony. Bolt, Shade, and Rubberman all turned to face the portal, while Greta shrieked like a mouse and backed away quickly, her blue eyes wide with fear.

As it turned out, however, neither Greta nor anyone else needed to fear the portal, because the woman who stepped out of the portal was someone who Bolt recognized and knew was on their side.

“Galaxy!” said Bolt, waving at Captain Galaxy. “Long time, no see!”

Captain Helena Galaxy smiled. She looked about the same as she did the last time Bolt saw her, though the tips of her hair appeared to be singed for some reason. “I’m glad to see you two again as well. It was hard to pinpoint your location, but the Adventure’s computers were certainly up to the task.”

“What universe were you sent to?” said Shade. “And how did you escape it?”

“Space saved me,” said Galaxy. “As for the universe I was banished to … let’s just say it was not a fun place to be and leave it at that.”

That was when Bolt noticed an odd, long scar running down the side of Galaxy’s neck. It looked like a wound created by a knife to him, but he wasn’t sure where she had gotten that injury from. Maybe she had gotten hurt while she was in whatever dimension the Dread God had banished her to. Bolt made a mental note to ask her about it later, once they were safely back home.

“More importantly, are you two okay?” said Galaxy. “Are you capable of walking on your own?”

“Of course,” said Shade. “We’re ready to go home now. We got a little beat up, but nothing a good night’s sleep can’t fix.”

“I doubt either of you will be getting a good night’s sleep anytime soon,” said Galaxy, shaking her head, “given the way things are progressing, I think none of us will get a good night’s sleep for a while.”

“What do you mean?” said Bolt. “Has something bad happened since the Dread God banished us?”

“You could say that,” said Captain Galaxy. Her eyes darted toward Rubberman and she frowned. “What are you looking at?”

Rubberman was staring, not at Captain Galaxy, but at the dimensional portal right behind her. His jaw hung open, making him look like a big idiot, and his eyes were so wide that they looked like bowling balls. Greta was staring, too, though she was also crouched low as if she was trying to hide from Galaxy.

But when Captain Galaxy addressed him, Rubberman shook his head and said, “Oh, nothing. I’m just coming to terms with the fact that I apparently live in a science fiction novel. That’s all.”

Captain Galaxy raised a questioning eyebrow but then shook her head as if to decide it didn’t matter, and said to Bolt and Shade, “If you guys are done here, then you need to come with me. Space is getting Beams and Hypno and we agreed to meet back on the Adventure as soon as possible. I’ll explain the situation to you guys there, but be warned that things have taken a definite turn for the worst since the Dread God banished us … and if we don’t act now, we can say goodbye to all hope of stopping him for good.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

About an hour later, Beams found himself in the bridge of the Adventure, sitting in one of those odd floating chairs which Space, Galaxy, and Sparky liked to sit in. It was an odd sensation, sitting on a soft and comfortable recliner that wasn’t even touching the floor, but in comparison to the bed he had been lying on a few minutes ago, it was quite comfortable indeed.

The others were also sitting in floating chairs. Shade was sitting with her legs crossed and her hands behind her head, a relaxed expression on her face, while Hypno was pressing random buttons on the arms to test out the various features the chairs came equipped with. One of the buttons caused a holographic cube to appear in front of him, which Hypno immediately began messing with, tearing it apart and rearranging the parts and making his own creations. The holographic cube probably had some kind of practical purpose, but for the life of him Beams could not say what it was, so it looked an awful lot like a toy to him, especially with the way Hypno played with it.

Only Bolt lacked a chair and that was because he could already fly on his own. He hovered near Shade, his arms folded in front of his chest, looking rather impatient as they waited for Space and Galaxy to start the meeting.

The four of them had reunited about an hour ago on the bridge of the Adventure. Beams had been overjoyed to see Bolt and Shade alive again, but the four of them had not been able to talk much because of the meeting that was about to take place. Space and Galaxy, who had left the bridge earlier to check on something, were going to explain what was up with the IEA and what had happened since the Dread God banished them.

Even so, Beams was very eager to know what kind of universe Bolt and Shade had ended up in. The two of them didn’t look very badly wounded, but they still gave off the impression that they had had quite the adventure of their own. Beams figured they probably wanted to learn about his and Hypno’s adventures as well, but they would have to wait until later to find out about them.

I just hope that the Dissidents do well without our help, Beams thought. They’re good people trying to do good things. Kind of wish I could have stayed a little while longer to see how everything worked out.

Unfortunately, due to the urgency of their situation, Beams and Hypno had been unable to stay behind to help the Dissidents further. Genius hadn’t been offended by that, however. He even gave them the handheld portal generator he had made and insisted they keep it, despite Beams’ best effort to give it back to him. Genius had told them that they would find more use for the generator than he would.

It’s a neat weapon, Beams thought, glancing down at the portal generator in his lap, though given how I’m with Space and Galaxy now, I’m not sure if it’s useful.

Space had said that it was a ‘decent’ portal generator, though not as good as what the IEA offered its agents. Even so, Beams would treasure it always, because it would always be a reminder of that universe and the people who he had helped within it.

His thoughts were interrupted by the doors to the bridge opening and Space and Galaxy entering the room, with Sparky following closely behind. Three more chairs floated down to pick them up and soon Space, Galaxy, and Sparky joined the circle of floating chairs in which everyone else sat.

“Hey, everyone,” said Mr. Space as they joined the circle of floating chairs. “Sorry for the delay. We just needed to make a few adjustments to the Adventure’s security systems to make sure we wouldn’t be interrupted while having this meeting.”

“Interrupted?” said Shade. “By what?”

“Commander Aster,” said Captain Galaxy. She scowled. “Or I should say, Chief Aster, now that he has been elected to the office.”

“Who got elected to what now?” said Bolt, a frown on his face. “If we’re going to start talking about politics, I’m out.”

“Dean Aster,” said Captain Galaxy. She tapped a few buttons on her chair’s arms and a hologram of a young-looking guy with a Mohawk on his head appeared in the center of their circle. “Formerly Captain of the Odyssey, promoted to the Commanderate about ten years ago, and now the current Chief of the IEA.”

“That means he’s the big guy in charge,” Mr. Space explained to a puzzled-looking Bolt, Shade, and Hypno. “The old chief, Amanda Nebula, got assassinated recently by a traitor within the organization.”

Beams nodded. He was familiar with all of this, of course, having been present for the meeting in which he learned of that. But the other three hadn’t, which explained why they were so confused.

“Could you start from the beginning and explain this all to us slowly?” said Hypno. “We’re not entirely sure what is going on here.”

Mr. Space gave a brief but accurate summary of the battle between the IEA and the Darzens, as well as the aftermath. He did not mention how Beams had been briefly possessed by the Dread God and attacked him, which Beams was thankful for, because that was something he was not proud of doing. True, the Dread God had made him do it, but Beams was starting to wonder just how much difference there was, really, between him and the Dread God.

Guess I’ll find out when I go back to my universe to get the God Slayer, Beams thought.

“And so the Commanderate voted Dean Aster to succeed Amanda Nebula as the next Chief,” Mr. Space finished. “Which caused the Captain of Aster’s ship, the Odyssey, to take his position as one of the Commanders. That’s to ensure there are always seven Commanders, per the IEA Constitution.”

Bolt, Hypno, and Shade looked far less confused now, though Hypno did say, “You are going to have to explain the whole command structure for your little organization to us at some point, I think, because it’s rather confusing.”

“Later,” said Beams. He leaned forward in his chair, his eyes locked on Mr. Space. “Space, when you came to pick up me and Hypno, you claimed that the Darzens now control the IEA, but you didn’t elaborate on what you meant by that.”

“Oh, right,” said Mr. Space, nodding. “I was about to get to that. Had to explain everything first so we’re all on the same page, but now that we have the exposition out of the way, it’s time to explain what I meant.”

“Let’s just get straight to the point,” said Captain Galaxy. “We have reason to believe that the traitor within the IEA is none other than Chief Aster.”

“You mean this Aster guy murdered Nebula?” said Bolt. He looked at the hologram of Aster that floated in the middle of their circle. “He doesn’t look like an assassin to me.”

“No, Aster didn’t do it himself,” said Captain Galaxy. “I was able to confirm that Aster was indeed on the Odyssey commanding his forces against the IEA during the battle. But one of his crewmates probably did it. It would have been easy, especially given how Nebula was open to talking to everyone, even the lowest ranked Cadets.”

“But why would Aster do that?” said Beams. “Granted, I don’t know the man all that well, but he didn’t strike me as a very devious fellow.”

“It’s a mask hiding a far more cunning mind,” said Captain Galaxy. “Chief Aster might sometimes appear to be a bit of a ditz, but you don’t rise to Commander on sheer luck alone. We think he probably killed Nebula in order to position himself in the right place to be elected as the next Chief.”

“And why would he do that?” said Shade. “Power?”

“Probably,” said Captain Galaxy. “We don’t know for sure. All we know is that ever since he’s taken office, he’s forced the IEA to be on the defense against the Dread God. He claims it is because the Dread God is too powerful for us to take head-on, but frankly we don’t believe that.”

“Why?” said Bolt. “The Dread God really is powerful, right?”

“Right,” said Captain Galaxy, “but the reason we don’t believe it is because Aster immediately posted bounties for you four as soon as he got into office. Let me show you.”

Captain Galaxy tapped her touch screen again and the hologram of Aster was replaced with four floating holographic wanted posters. Beams instantly recognized himself and the others, whose pictures showed their faces quite clearly. Underneath their pictures were more words and numbers he couldn’t read, though he had a sense that they said something along the lines of ‘wanted, dead or alive.’

“Each one of you is worth fifteen million credits, according to these posters,” said Captain Galaxy.

“Fifteen million credits?” Shade repeated. She frowned. “Um, how much does that translate to in US dollars?”

“There are no exchange rates from US dollars to IEA credits,” said Sparky, “but trust us, very few targets of the IEA ever come even close to having bounties this high. The Chief did this to ensure you four were caught, perhaps killed.”

“That was the biggest tip-off that Aster is compromised,” said Mr. Space. “Why would he tell us to back off on the Dread God and the Darzens and instead refocus all of our efforts on capturing you four? It doesn’t make a lick of sense unless Aster is the traitor.”

“If Aster is the traitor, do the other Commanders know this?” said Hypno.

“We’re not sure,” said Captain Galaxy after exchanging a look with Mr. Space. “It’s possible some of them might be his collaborators, but frankly I think it is more likely that Aster has dirt on some of them and blackmailed them to vote for him. Aster was never really popular with the other Commanders, so it doesn’t make sense that he would somehow manage to convince more than half of them to vote for him. Commander Nova would have made far more sense, especially due to his experience.”

“But we haven’t shared our theory with anyone outside this ship,” said Mr. Space quickly. “Aster is going crazy. He’s monitoring all communications in and out of HQ and, while we don’t think he’s punished anyone for dissent yet, we think he’s heading there.”

“That is why we shut off all communications with HQ while we are away,” said Sparky. “We did not want HQ to overhear our conversations with you four or to know that we saved you. If they knew that we had found you, they would demand we hand you over to them immediately, likely for immediate execution.”

“Execution?” Hypno repeated. “You mean they won’t hold us prisoner?”

“We don’t know what, exactly, they want to do to you,” said Captain Galaxy, folding her arms in front of her chest. “But given how high your bounties are, I can guess that they aren’t very picky about the condition you are in.”

“Geez,” said Bolt, rubbing his forehead. “We’re away for not even a day and already the Darzens have compromised the IEA. I wonder what other bad news you have for us.”

“The Dread God has disappeared,” said Mr. Space.

“That’s not bad news,” said Beams. He smiled. “Actually, that’s great news, isn’t it?”

“It would be if we had reason to believe that the Dread God had just chosen to run away and never come back,” said Captain Galaxy. “Unfortunately, IEA spies in Jinkopa have reported seeing constant activity on the planet’s surface. It appears that the Darzens are organizing their forces for some kind of invasion, though when or where they will attack, we don’t know.”

“Meaning that the Dread God is still around, then?” said Beams with a gulp.

“He probably is,” said Mr. Space. “The only problem is that we don’t know where he is. Everyone was expecting the Dread God to start conquering the multiverse as soon as he got his new body, but we haven’t even heard a peep from him since his return from the dead.”

“Very odd,” said Hypno. “Perhaps he is waiting for the right moment to strike?”

“Probably,” said Captain Galaxy, “but it’s bad because as long as the Dread God is hidden, that means we won’t know for sure when he will or won’t attack. It’s not a good situation to be in, particularly for someone as powerful and evil as the Dread God.”

“Then let’s head to Jinkopa and start smashing his army into pieces until he comes out and plays,” said Bolt, punching his fist into his other hand. “Or better yet, break through the Layers of the Dread City until we reach that Temple. Gods don’t like it when their temples are desecrated and I bet the Dread God is no different.”

“No,” said Beams, shaking his head, thinking of what Arius told him in the Dread Realm. “If we attacked Jinkopa now, we’d be decimated. Even if we somehow made it past the Dread God’s armies, the Dread God himself would finish us off easily. You remember how he much he overwhelmed us during our first fight with him. We only survived because the Dread God wasn’t used to his new body.”

“But what else should we do if not go after the Dread God?” said Bolt. “If we don’t go after him, he’ll come after us. Even if he leaves us alone, he’s still too much of a danger to the multiverse to be allowed to live.”

“I didn’t say we should ignore him,” said Beams. He tapped the tips of his fingers together thoughtfully. “We can beat him, but first, we need the God Slayer.”

“The God Slayer?” said Bolt. “What’s that?”

“The legendary weapon that my ancestors used to defeat the Dread God the first time,” said Beams. “Supposedly, it is in the same ruins in Antarctica where the Dread God’s brain was found five years ago. We need to get our hands on that sword if we are going to have any chance of defeating the Dread God.”

Beams did not say where he learned this information, mostly because he wasn’t sure how to explain the Dread Realm or Arius. He just hoped that the others would accept it without too much question.

“Darzen legend does speak of a powerful sword used by early humans to slay the Dread God the first time,” said Captain Galaxy thoughtfully. “This ‘God Slayer’ you speak of might be one and the same or at least the basis for the legend. I’m not sure if it’s still there, though, or if it’s even in one piece anymore.”

“It is,” Beams insisted. “It’s definitely still there and it definitely still works.”

“How do you know that?” said Shade, leaning forward with a curious look on her face. “You sound awfully confident about that as if you have already been there.”

“Does it matter?” said Mr. Space before Beams could respond. “Our bigger issue at the moment is dealing with Aster’s treachery.”

“I don’t know,” said Bolt, scratching his head, “I think that finding this God Slayer sword is more important than that. If we can find the God Slayer, then we can stop the Dread God.”

“Yeah, but do you really think that Aster will let us do that?” said Mr. Space. “Sooner or later the Agency will notice we are missing and unaccounted for and they’ll send someone after us, probably one of the Elites. And trust me, you do NOT want to be a target of the Agency’s Elite agents, who are not nearly as nice as Galaxy and me.”

“Space is right,” said Captain Galaxy. “Whether or not this God Slayer sword exists and whether or not it can help us, the truth of the matter is that we will need to expose Aster for who he is before we do anything else. The IEA has a great reach and resources we will need to fight the Dread God, God Slayer or no. It would be better for us to have those resources on our side rather than his.”

Beams scowled. He disagreed, but at the same time, he realized that Captain Galaxy had a point. As important as it was to get the God Slayer, exposing Aster’s treachery was also very important in its own right. Besides, it wasn’t as if the God Slayer was going anywhere or that the Dread God himself was invading anything yet.

But he will, Beams thought, feeling his chest. I know it.

“Well, how are we supposed to expose Aster’s treachery?” said Shade, draping one leg over the other. “Do you have a plan?”

Space and Galaxy exchanged significant looks again before Mr. Space looked at Shade and said, “Yeah, we do. It won’t be easy, but we have to do it. Listen closely, because once we start the plan, we won’t be able to do it over again, especially if we mess up.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Back straight. Eyes ahead. Walk naturally. Stop slouching. Don’t scowl. And I saw you roll your eyes at me just now. If you were an actual agent, I could discipline you for that blatant display of insubordination.”

Bolt, who had been enduring Captain Galaxy’s remarks for the past ten minutes since arriving in the IEA HQ, almost stopped when she said that. “Sorry, Mom.”

“Don’t sass me,” said Captain Galaxy without looking at him. “If you’re going to blend in with the rest of the Agency, you need to look—and more importantly, act—like one of us. That means walking with correct posture and having a respectful look in your eyes at all times.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“And remember to always refer to people by their title followed by their last name,” Captain Galaxy continued as they walked through the hallways of the Agency’s headquarters. “So if you are referring to me, for example, call me ‘Captain Galaxy.’ Not Galaxy. Not Helena. Captain Galaxy, though Captain Helena Galaxy is appropriate for introductions.”

“Can I call you Mom instead?”

That actually earned a sharp glare from Captain Galaxy. “Are you even taking this plan seriously? Or am I going to have to send you back and get Beams instead?”

“If you don’t want me to call you Mom, then stop acting like her,” said Bolt. He looked down at the blue and yellow IEA agent uniform he wore. “This get-up is ridiculous.”

“No more ridiculous than that black and red jumpsuit you wear everywhere.”

“Hey, my costume is cool,” said Bolt. He ran a hand down his IEA uniform. “This one, on the other hand, is ridiculous. It doesn’t fit me very well, either.”

“We had to make do with what we had,” said Captain Galaxy. “You and Space have similar builds, but obviously your bodies are not exactly the same. Just be glad you don’t have to wear mine. You’d look pretty ridiculous in a costume designed for a girl.”

Bolt bit his lower lip but said nothing to that. He just continued looking straight ahead, trying to mimic Captain Galaxy’s straight-backed march, but he found it hard going. He was so used to running around at high speeds at whatever posture he wanted that he found he didn’t enjoy having to act like he was in the military. He knew it was only temporary, but he still couldn’t wait to put his old costume back on and start kicking some butt.

Perhaps Bolt was more convincing than he thought because the various IEA agents they passed on their way to Chief Aster’s office didn’t look at him funny or treat him any differently than anyone else. It helped that Captain Galaxy looked like she was not one to be messed with like she had somewhere important to go and she would rain hell on anyone who interrupted her on her very important mission.

Of course, that was just an act, although in some ways it was not. Bolt and Captain Galaxy did indeed have an important mission of their own, but not one assigned to them by the Commanderate or the Chief. They were heading to Chief Aster’s office to confront him and find the proof they needed to let everyone in the Agency know his true colors.

I just hope it actually works, Bolt thought. Because if the plan fails and we all get captured, then we’ll never be able to find that God Slayer Beams told us about and then we’ll never kill the Dread God. A lot is riding on this plan and I hope that Space and Galaxy thought through all possible problems.

The plan, such as it was, was not bad as far as plans went. Captain Galaxy was heading to Aster’s office in order to ‘congratulate’ the new Chief, which Bolt understood was a commonly accepted practice for Captains to do whenever a new Chief was elected. She was also going to give him a detailed report on her and Space’s earlier missions to secure the Rubber Ball and the Soul Crown, which apparently the last Chief, Amanda Nebula, had been interested in hearing about.

Much to their surprise, Aster had accepted her request for a meeting with him. It seemed a little suspicious to Bolt, but he decided not to question their luck. Aster could have just as easily told Captain Galaxy to come back another time and their plan would have completely failed. As it was, their plan had a fair chance of success now, albeit still fairly slim when you gave it some thought.

Of course, Captain Galaxy was really going there in order to hack Aster’s personal computer, which was likely where any evidence of his treachery lay. Sparky had given Captain Galaxy a small device she could plug into Aster’s computer that would immediately copy and transfer all of Aster’s files into the database of the Adventure, which would then automatically sort through the information for anything regarding the Darzens and the Dread God.

How did Bolt fit into this? He didn’t, really. He was just coming along as backup because if Aster was indeed the traitor, he would not allow them to leave if he found out what they were trying to do. Should everything go south, Bolt would bust out his powers and start making chaos, which would hopefully allow them to escape and get back to the Adventure in one piece.

Of course, Bolt couldn’t just wander around the halls of HQ in his normal suit. So he had put his usual costume into his suit-up watch and put on one of Space’s extra IEA uniforms. It fit reasonably well, but it was a little too tight for his liking. It limited his movement more than his normal costume, probably because he had bigger muscles than Space. Other than that, however, it was almost identical to his normal costume, though he wasn’t sure if it would be able to handle his powers.

Hopefully, we won’t have to test the fabric’s strength, Bolt thought. Though if we do, I still have my normal costume anyway.

As they walked, Bolt glanced at his shadow out of the corner of his eye. Shade was with them as well, hiding inside Bolt’s shadow using her odd powers. Shade had explained that that was yet another use of her power: The ability to hide within a person’s shadow and literally follow them wherever they go. It made Bolt wonder how many more uses of her power Shade had that she wasn’t telling him. It was another reminder that he couldn’t trust her too much because she was yet another G-Men agent just like all the others and that meant she kept secrets like them as well.

Like Cadmus, Bolt thought. You know, I’m starting to understand why Cadmus chose her to be his right-hand man and successor.

Shade was with them so they could make a quick escape if necessary. Her shadow travel powers meant that they could get out of anywhere they wanted very quickly. She was also a good fighter in her own right, though Bolt hoped they wouldn’t have to fight anyone.

As for Space, Sparky, Hypno, and Beams, those four were currently heading to the Odyssey, Aster’s flagship. If Bolt, Galaxy, and Shade failed to find the proof necessary to incriminate Aster in his office, then it was probably somewhere on his flagship. It would be risky because getting onto the personal flagship of the Chief of the IEA was not an easy task, but Sparky had assured them that he knew how to do it and that Bolt and the others should just focus on their part of the plan.

Easy for him to say, Bolt thought. One thing goes wrong and we’ll have the entire IEA on our backs, maybe even the Darzens. That would suck.

“Okay,” said Captain Galaxy suddenly as they stopped in front of a door. “Here we are. This is Aster’s office door.”

Bolt looked at the door before them. It was identical in many respects to the other doors he had seen in the IEA, save for the holographic words floating in front of it: OFFICE OF CHIEF DEAN ASTER, CHIEF OF THE IEA.

Bolt frowned. “So the Chief’s office is just right here, where anyone can walk past it?”

“I imagine that Aster hasn’t had a chance to move into Nebula’s old office yet due to how recently he’s been elected,” said Captain Galaxy. “In any case, keep your guard up anyway. We don’t know how Aster will react, especially if he suspects us of trying to rat him out.”

Bolt nodded. “So you’re saying I should keep my mouth shut, then.”

“More or less,” said Captain Galaxy. “You don’t know anything about the Agency, so if you talk too much, you’ll just reveal your ignorance. Just let me do all the talking and we should be okay.”

Bolt nodded again. While Captain Galaxy had given Bolt a brief rundown on the IEA prior to their arrival here, he still didn’t know nearly enough to pass as a member. He would just have to hope that Aster would be more interested in hearing Captain Galaxy’s report than in talking to a new guy who had just joined recently.

Captain Galaxy walked up to the door and pulled open her right eye. An eye scanner flashed in her right eye and a second later the door slid open. Without further ado, Captain Galaxy walked into the office, followed by Bolt, who sensed an ominous feeling go down his spine at the sound. It meant there was no going back now.

Aster’s office was very different from what Bolt imagined it would look like. Posters of various 80s rock bands adorned the walls—actual posters, not holograms—while several potted plants stood on a nearby shelf in various states of bloom. The floor was carpeted with red shag carpeting and Aster’s actual desk was made out of oak, rather than the metal which the rest of HQ seemed to be made out of. Indeed, if it hadn’t been for the fact that Aster was floating in a chair above their heads, tapping a floating touch screen computer in front of him, Bolt would have thought they’d stepped into some corporate executive’s office from the 80s. The shag carpeting had a strong odor which made Bolt feel sick, though he didn’t show it.

As soon as they entered, Aster peered around the floating screen and waved at them. “Hey, dudes! Sorry about that. I didn’t hear you enter. I was doing important Chief stuff, boring stuff like making sure our financials are in check and that repairs from the battle are going well. If I’d realized how much busywork being the Chief required, I don’t think I would have thrown my hat in the ring, honestly.”

Bolt tried not to look puzzled. Captain Galaxy had already informed him ahead of time that Aster was well-known for his almost flippant casualness, but seeing it in action was another thing entirely. He thought he heard a snickering sound coming from his shadow, which had to be Shade, who must have been amused by Aster’s behavior.

Pushing the floating touch screen out of the way, Aster floated down back behind his desk and said, “Take a seat, you two. I’m sure you’re both tired from having to walk all over the place.”

Bolt looked at Captain Galaxy suddenly. “Why did we walk here? We could have used your ship’s dimensional portals to open a portal into here, couldn’t we have?”

“Just because we have advanced technology doesn’t mean we have to be rude,” said Captain Galaxy reproachfully. “Using our tech to open a portal into someone else’s office is like kicking in their office door. It’s very rude.”

“Hey, man, I don’t mind it,” said Aster with a shrug. “As long as you give me a heads up, I’m fine with however you get in here. But are you new or something? I don’t recognize you.”

“He is new, yes,” said Captain Galaxy quickly. “He’s, uh, Cadet Calvin Cluster. He just joined a week ago and hasn’t been on too many missions yet. Chief Nebula put him under my command while he’s in training.”

Bolt just nodded in agreement, as he and Galaxy had agreed upon earlier. According to Galaxy, a ‘Cadet’ was the title given to new IEA agents, who usually held the title until they were promoted to Deputy, Captain, or Commander. Cadets made up the bulk of IEA agents at any one time and ranged in experience from newbies who joined just yesterday to veterans who had been in the Agency for years but hadn’t been promoted to a higher rank for various reasons.

“Cluster, eh?” said Aster. He frowned. “I don’t remember seeing a Calvin Cluster in the membership lists when I was looking through them earlier.”

“That’s because when Cluster joined the Agency, the computers were down and we were unable to put his name in,” said Captain Galaxy promptly. “But trust me, he’s gone through all the tests and everything. You can trust him.”

Bolt was amazed at how confidently the strict, by-the-book Captain Galaxy could lie. He wondered where she learned to do that.

He was even more amazed when Aster nodded and said, “Oh, yeah, I remember when the computers were down. Wasn’t it because some Cadet spilled his water on the mainframe or something like that?”

“Something like that,” said Captain Galaxy. “Anyway, I’m here to report on my mission.”

“Oh, that, right,” said Aster. He rubbed his forehead. “Yeah, I already read your and Space’s report on the subject, but I take it you didn’t include everything in the report?”

“No, I did not,” said Captain Galaxy. “I—”

Captain Galaxy was interrupted by an odd ringing noise coming from the touch screen on Aster’s arm. Frowning, Aster tapped the screen and said, “Chief Aster speaking. Who is it?”

No voice came from the touch screen, but Aster tilted his head to the side anyway, as if he was listening to a voice only he could hear. Bolt figured Aster had to have some kind of earcom-like device in his ear that allowed him to hear whoever he was speaking to.

“Ah, okay,” said Aster. “Yeah, I’ll be down there right away. And make sure not to let those guys get away, okay? Last thing I need is to lose those important suspects on my first day in office.”

Aster tapped the screen again and looked at Bolt and Captain Galaxy in an apologetic way. “Sorry, but I’m going to have to step out of the office for a sec. There’s a problem in the docking bay that I need to address, but I’ll be back soon.”

“A problem, sir?” said Captain Galaxy cautiously. “What problem?”

Aster flashed her a brilliant smile. “A big one. The guys who killed Chief Nebula were caught trying to board and steal my ship.”

“Guys?” Bolt repeated. “You mean there were multiple assassins?”

“Sure,” said Aster. “And, although they haven’t been able to confirm this yet, they said that one of them was your Deputy, Jason Space.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Open up!” a commanding voice over a speaker in the corner of the ceiling shouted. “Open the door immediately or we will use force! I repeat, we will use—”

Mr. Space fired his sound blaster at the speaker, blowing it up and abruptly silencing the commanding voice, leaving nothing but a smoking set of wires hanging from the spot where the intercom had been attached to the ceiling.

Beams, who stood next to the door waiting for anyone who might try to force their way in, looked over his shoulder at Mr. Space. “What was that for?”

“What?” said Mr. Space, lowering his blaster. “I got tired of hearing that guy’s voice constantly telling us what to do. It was distracting.”

“Yeah, but now we don’t know when these guys are going to break in or how,” said Beams in annoyance.

Mr. Space shrugged. “It’s not like there’s much we could do to stop them. If they really want to, they could force the doors open, probably with a plasma cannon if they really wanted to get inside.”

“Plasma cannon? You guys have plasma cannons?”

“Sure,” said Mr. Space. “We also have incinerator bombs, disintegrating lasers, and my favorite, the exploding drones.”

“How likely are they to use all of those to get inside?” said Beams.

“Depends on who is trying to get us,” said Mr. Space. “Deputy Spiral—the guy who was yelling at us—has a reputation for being the kind of guy to get stuff done. The plasma cannon should do the trick, but he could just as easily use the exploding—”

“Could you two please be quiet?” said Sparky without looking at either of them. A cord attached to his forehead was connected to the main database of the Odyssey’s computer. “I need some peace and quiet so I can sift through all of the information I am downloading into my head.”

“Download faster,” said Beams, “before they break out the plasma cannons and turn us all into slag.”

Hypno, who also stood near the doors, shifted uncomfortably where he stood. “You don’t think they’re actually going to risk damaging the Chief’s own flagship just to get to us, do you?”

“I wouldn’t bet against it,” said Mr. Space. “Especially if Aster is the traitor like we think he is. Then they’ll do whatever it takes to us out, up to and including blowing up the entire ship if necessary.”

Beams’ face paled. “They wouldn’t really blow up their flagship, would they?”

“I wouldn’t put anything past the Darzens,” said Mr. Space, “which is really what we’re dealing with here when you think about it. The IEA agents are just a front.”

Beams gulped, though he knew Mr. Space had a point. Still, he found himself wishing that they could have been at least a little bit more discreet. Beams’ chest wound from where he had been shot was still not entirely healed, after all, and he was afraid that it might burst open entirely if he got into a fight.

It’s all Space’s fault, Beams thought. If he had just been a bit more discreet, we might have been able to avoid this situation entirely.

The plan had been going swimmingly until about five minutes ago. Beams, Mr. Space, Hypno, and Sparky had gone to the Odyssey, which was Aster’s flagship, to see if they could find any information they could use to prove that Aster was the traitor. Getting aboard the flagship of the current Agency Chief was very hard to do, but Sparky had used his hacking skills to add a fake ‘ship inspection’ appointment for the day to the Odyssey’s calendar. Beams and the others had been pretending to be part of a ship inspection committee who were just coming over to inspect the Odyssey and ensure that everything was in working order. Beams and Hypno wore IEA suits they had borrowed from Mr. Space and, as a result, the four of them had looked just like a real spaceship inspection committee, whatever that looked like.

Things had almost gone off the rails when they arrived at the ship and found themselves dealing with an initially uncooperative Deputy Walter Spiral, who insisted that Chief Aster had not scheduled any sort of ship inspection and that they should offer proof that he did or leave. But Hypno, using his powers, had managed to ‘convince’ Deputy Spiral that this inspection had been scheduled for weeks and that he had just forgotten about it in the aftermath of the Agency’s big battle with the Darzens and the assassination of former Chief Nebula.

When that happened, Beams almost hoped that their plan would work. But then things really went off the rails when they ran into a new, irritating Cadet named Hewitt Astro who accused them of being spies sent to take out Chief Aster because he had noticed the ship inspection had been added to the ship’s schedule earlier this morning. That was when Mr. Space attacked both Spiral and Astro and led Beams and the others into the Odyssey’s database room, where they were currently holed up, having locked the doors from the inside to give Sparky plenty of time to download the Odyssey’s data into his systems.

So far, the doors had held up, despite the repeated punishment they had taken from the agents trying to get in on the other side. But Beams didn’t know how much time they had left until the agents busted down the doors, especially if they broke out the plasma cannons like Mr. Space thought they would.

“Sparky, how much data have you downloaded?” said Beams, looking over at Sparky.

“Approximately fifty percent of the Odyssey’s database,” said Sparky. “I am downloading at maximum speed, so I estimate it will take me another five, possibly ten, minutes to download the whole thing. I am also simultaneously sending the data to the Adventure’s database, which is another reason it is taking so long.”

A loud boom at the doors made Beams jump. “Do we even have five minutes?”

“We’ll have to,” said Mr. Space. “If they get through this door, it’s game—”

Mr. Space was interrupted by a dimensional portal suddenly opening in the middle of the room. Two IEA agents stepped out of it, but before they could do anything, Beams leaped forward and fired twin laser blasts at them. The laser blasts struck the agents head on and they went stumbling backward into the portal, which closed with a pop as soon as they passed through it.

“Did they just try to use a dimensional portal to get into here?” said Hypno in a surprised voice.

“Yeah,” said Mr. Space, nodding. He snapped his fingers. “I forgot that they could do that. They might not need the plasma cannons at all if they can just transport themselves directly into the ship like that. Wonder why they didn’t do that before.”

“Meaning we have even less time to download all the information we need to prove Aster’s betrayal than we did before?” said Beams. He cursed. “Maybe it’s time to abort the mission and try something else. The God Slayer—”

“No,” Mr. Space interrupted. “We’re not leaving. I believe that only Aster and his crew have turned on us. If we can prove that Aster is the traitor to everyone else, then he’ll be kicked out faster than you can say red velvet cake. We are staying until Sparky downloads everything, at least.”

“Which should be in another seven minutes,” said Sparky. “Sixty percent downloaded. Not much longer now.”

Beams opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, another portal opened, this time closer to Sparky, and two IEA agents burst out. Rather than shoot at Beams or Space, however, the agents rushed toward Sparky, who stood with his back to them.

Realizing that the agents were trying to take out Sparky, Beams closed his eyes, fired his lasers into his eyelids, and felt power flow through him when the lasers bounced back into his brain. He opened his eyes and jumped through the air over the agents, landing in between them and Sparky.

The two agents aimed their guns at him, but Beams kicked the gun out of the hands of one and fired his lasers at the other. The agent who he fired his lasers at dodged, but then Mr. Space came up behind him and slammed the back of his gun into the back of his head, knocking him out instantly. The remaining agent turned to face Mr. Space, but Beams fired a laser at his back, knocking him flat onto the floor where he lay quite still.

“How many more do you think they’ll keep sending?” said Hypno, who was now wringing his hands anxiously.

“I don’t know,” said Mr. Space. “Probably all of them.”

“Is there any way we can stop them from opening portals into here?” said Beams. “There has to be some way to block interdimensional portals, right?”

“If there is, we haven’t invented it yet,” said Mr. Space. “Nor do we have the time. Sparky, what’s your progress?”

“Sixty-five percent and counting,” said Sparky. “Almost there …”

Without warning, the lights on the ceiling flickered and then shut off. At the same time, the computer screen—which had been showing Sparky’s download process as a steadily increasing yellow bar—went blank, as if someone had flipped a switch and turned the whole thing off.

“Uh oh,” said Hypno with a gulp. “That can’t be good, can it?”

“No, it cannot,” said Sparky without looking at them. “The download process has been interrupted. It appears that someone has shut down the power, but who?”

Before any of them could even begin to speculate, a dimensional portal exploded open again, forcing all of them, including Sparky, to turn around to see who was entering. Chief Aster and three bodyguards armed with sound blasters stepped out of the portal, which closed behind them with a soft pop as the bodyguards raised their weapons and pointed them at Beams and the others.

“Hi there, dudes,” said Aster, waving at them, albeit somewhat mockingly. “Got a report that someone broke into my ship and saw that someone was trying to steal some information from my computers. Couldn’t have that, so I ordered the power to this room shut off, though don’t worry about the oxygen generator. It’s still on. Otherwise, you guys would have suffocated in here.”

Beams looked at Mr. Space. “Do we run now or—?”

“Ah, I wouldn’t run if I were you, dudes,” said Aster, wagging a finger at them. “Your ship—the Adventure, I think it was called—is currently under the control of some of my subordinates, who’ve given the docking bay workers orders to make sure that that ship doesn’t go anywhere. So even if you escape, you have nowhere to go, so I suggest surrendering peacefully instead.”

Beams could tell that Aster, despite his informal attitude, was not lying, but he didn’t want to surrender, either. He just began charging the lasers in his eyes, but then Mr. Space held up a hand as if to tell Beams to stand down. Mr. Space’s eyes were locked on Aster, who stood with his arms folded in front of his chest, an amused smirk on his face.

“You traitor,” said Mr. Space. “How can you just stand there like that and pretend to be a good guy? You sicken me.”

“Traitor?” Aster repeated. “Who have I betrayed? I think you’re projecting a little bit there, buddy, because you are the one betraying the Agency by breaking into my ship and trying to steal my valuable, top secret information there. Where were you sending it to? The Dread God, maybe?”

“I’m projecting?” said Mr. Space. “No, you are the one projecting here, Aster. You’re the one who killed Chief Nebula on the orders from the Dread God. You can’t fool me. I may not be a genius, but even I can recognize a traitor when I see one.”

“I killed—?” Aster shook his head. “I don’t know where you got that idea from. I had nothing but the deepest respect for Chief Nebula when she was still alive. There’s no way I would have killed her for any reason. She was like a mother to me, just like she was to everyone else in the IEA.”

“Liar,” said Mr. Space. He shook with barely repressed anger, his finger twitching against the trigger of his sound blaster. “You murdered her because you wanted to be the next Chief. And you blackmailed the rest of the Commanderate to make them vote for you. And you put a bounty on Beams and Bolt’s heads so you could get rid of a threat to the Dread God.”

“I didn’t blackmail anyone, dude,” said Aster. “The other Commanders voted for me because they honestly thought I would make a good Chief. Seriously, I was just as surprised by it as anyone. I didn’t even vote for myself because I thought I had no chance of winning.”

Beams frowned. Beams had developed a good ability to tell when someone was lying and when they were not and he thought Aster seemed very honest. Then again, Aster might just be a very good liar for all he knew, which was a distinct possibility, though he found Aster’s explanations for his strange behavior reasonable so far.

“Then why the bounties?” said Mr. Space.

“Because they’re natives who need to be taken back to their original universes,” said Aster slowly, as if explaining a complicated concept to a very dull person. “That’s in the IEA rules. The Chief has the right to set up bounties in order to encourage IEA agents to find and return rogue natives to their original universes. It’s part of the IEA’s mission to maintain the balance of the multiverse.”

Mr. Space blinked at that. “What, really? I didn’t know that.”

“Not too many people do, but I’ve found out a lot of neat things since I got elected,” said Aster. “Now, I’m a pretty chill guy and I can tell that this was something of a misunderstanding between us, but this type of behavior still requires some kind of official response from me. You’re already on thin ice for bringing a native out of his own universe, but if you give up now, I promise to give you a pretty lenient punishment.”

“I …” Mr. Space trailed off as if he couldn’t think of what to say. “If you’re not the traitor, then who is?”

Without warning, Sparky held up a hand and said, “Mr. Space, I’m getting a call from Captain Galaxy.”

“What’s she saying?” said Mr. Space, whipping his head over his shoulder to look at him.

“Let me put her on speaker,” said Sparky, tapping the side of his head. “All right, Captain, you are on speaker, what is the—”

“Space! Beams!” came Captain Galaxy’s panicked voice all of a sudden. “Come to Aster’s office! The traitor is here. He’s already killed Bolt and—”

“Wait, Bolt is dead?” said Beams. “What are you talking about?”

“I mean, I think he is,” said Captain Galaxy. “He’s lying on the floor and he looks unconscious, but—”

A scream suddenly came from the speaker in Sparky’s chest and then an abrupt click indicated that the call had ended … possibly with Captain Galaxy’s life.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

Five minutes before the call …

 

Aster had told Bolt and Captain Galaxy to stay in his office while he went to deal with the ‘traitor,’ Mr. Space. Captain Galaxy had insisted on going with him, but Aster overrode her, telling her that she and Bolt would be safer in his office because Mr. Space might try to take advantage of their friendship to get one over on her. This obviously frustrated Captain Galaxy quite a bit, but in order to keep up their ruse, she had acquiesced to his demands. She had also pretended to be surprised by Mr. Space’s ‘betrayal’ so Aster would not assume she had betrayed the IEA with him.

But almost a second after Aster left through a portal with three of his bodyguards, Captain Galaxy jumped from her seat and went over to Aster’s personal laptop, which sat on his desk unguarded. She opened the laptop and stuck in the small, USB-like device into the side, causing a steadily filling yellow bar to appear on the screen.

“There,” said Captain Galaxy, looking up at Bolt, who was still sitting in his chair. “It’s downloading all of his files now. Should take a few minutes.”

Rising from his chair, Bolt frowned and said, “Are you sure about this? Maybe we should head back to the Odyssey and try to help Beams and the others.”

Captain Galaxy shook her head sharply. “No. While I am a little concerned about them, this is our best opportunity to download incriminating files straight from Aster’s laptop. I suspect that he keeps all of the most important ones here, not on his ship. Besides, they’ll be fine. Space can take care of himself, especially with Sparky by his side.”

“I suppose you’re right,” said Bolt. “Still, what if Aster returns early and sees what we’re doing? Or what if he manages to capture Space and the others?”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get there,” said Captain Galaxy. ‘Until then, I suggest keeping your eyes open and being ready to fight. I don’t think we should have to fight anyone, but if Aster does come back and see us … well, we might just have to crack a few skulls.”

Bolt smiled. “Now you’re talking. I was hoping to get a chance to bust a few skulls.”

“With luck, we won’t,” said Captain Galaxy. “Anyway, keep an eye on the door. If anyone is going to enter, it will be there. Just let me know if you hear anyone on the opposite side, okay?”

Bolt nodded. “Sure.”

He turned around, but at the same time, he heard a soft click come from the door and saw the glowing red light above the door turn to green. Now Bolt wasn’t an expert on the IEA or what its various lights meant, but he immediately understood that someone was about to enter the office.

Looking over his shoulder, he said, “Galaxy, someone is coming in. Pull that thing out and close the laptop.”

“I can’t,” said Captain Galaxy. “It’s about twenty percent downloaded already, but if I pull it out, it won’t have anything on it at all.”

“But if you don’t pull it out, whoever is entering the office will see us and—”

The door slid open and a man who Bolt had never seen before stepped inside. He was apparently in his fifties, with long, gray hair like an aging hippie with a beard and mustache to match. But the way he walked and stood made him look more like a military general than a peace-loving hippie, which made Bolt wonder just who he was.

“Chief Aster,” said the man as he entered. “I’m here to—”

The man stopped speaking the second he saw Bolt and Captain Galaxy. A confused frown crossed his lips as he said, “Captain Galaxy? What are you doing here? And where is Chief Aster?”

“Aster went to stop some rogue agents from stealing his ship, Commander Nova, sir,” said Captain Galaxy quickly. “As for this, uh, I was just—”

“Downloading some of his personal files?” the man, apparently named Commander Nova, said. His eyes shifted to Bolt. “And who is this young man?”

“Cadet Calvin Cluster, uh, sir,” said Bolt, standing straight and saluting Commander Nova. “At your service.”

Commander Nova eyed Bolt carefully as if he wasn’t entirely sure he believed that Bolt was who he said he was. “Interesting. Were you two just having a meeting with Chief Aster?”

“We were,” said Captain Galaxy, “but—”

“Let me guess,” Commander Nova interrupted, “you two suspect Aster of being the traitor, right?”

Both Bolt and Captain Galaxy started when Commander Nova said that. Captain Galaxy nearly knocked over the laptop, while Bolt just stumbled into the chair, which he grabbed to steady himself.

“What?” said Captain Galaxy, her face paler than usual. “We didn’t say Chief Aster was the traitor. Why would you think we’d think—”

“Because I suspect the same thing,” said Commander Nova. “And no need to keep lying to me about what you are doing. We can speak frankly and openly here, at least until Aster gets back.”

Captain Galaxy visibly relaxed. “Oh, okay, Commander. I was worried for a second there that you might be on Aster’s side because you were one of the Commanders who voted for him.”

“Actually, I didn’t vote for him,” Commander Nova corrected. “But you are wise to be wary of me nonetheless. It is hard to know who you can and cannot trust here, especially given the evidence that suggests that Aster may not be on our side.”

“I know, sir,” said Captain Galaxy. “Why did you come here anyway, if I may ask?”

“To speak with Aster regarding the number of men we lost in the battle with the Darzens earlier,” said Commander Nova. His eyes shifted over to Bolt. “I take it that you aren’t actually a Cadet, are you?”

“No, I’m not,” said Bolt, also relaxing. “I’m actually Kevin Jason or, as I prefer to be called, Bolt. I’m a superhero from another universe and I’m trying to stop the Dread God.”

Commander Nova raised an eyebrow. “First Space brought a native out of his universe and now Galaxy as well? You two are lucky we have more important things to worry about at the moment than agents who break that rule.”

“You aren’t going to punish me for it?” said Captain Galaxy.

Commander Nova shook his head. “No, of course not. As I said, we have more important things to worry about currently, such as exposing Aster’s treachery to the rest of the Agency. I’m still not entirely sure what Aster is trying to do, but given how he is obviously allied with the Dread God, it cannot be any good. It is good to know that I am not the only one to suspect him of betraying the Agency.”

There was something off about the way Commander Nova spoke that seemed strangely familiar to Bolt. Commander Nova’s green eyes also seemed fairly familiar, but for the life of him, Bolt could not remember where he might have heard Commander Nova’s way of speaking before. It was probably not worth worrying about, though it nagged Bolt anyway.

“Have you discovered any evidence of Aster’s betrayal yet?” said Commander Nova, addressing Captain Galaxy.

“No, sir,” said Captain Galaxy, glancing at the laptop before her. “I’m still downloading his files and haven’t checked any of them yet. Almost done.”

“Good job,” said Commander Nova. “Once you finish downloading those files, could you send them to me as well? I have an analyst on board my ship, the Terra, who could easily go through the files and find anything incriminating for us. She’s very quick and intelligent.”

“Sure,” said Captain Galaxy. “Really, Commander, you don’t know how much of a relief it is to know that we can trust you. Space and I really thought we were on our own for a while there and felt like we couldn’t trust anyone in the Agency.”

“Yes, Aster is very good at casting such illusions,” said Commander Nova, nodding. “Aster has taken measures to ensure that no one can speak about him behind his back. It’s a common tactic of manipulators. Gaslight dissidents into believing that they are alone even when they make up a clear majority.”

“Yeah,” said Bolt, nodding. “I wonder if that’s how the Dread God controls his worshipers. How many of those Darzens do you think actually worship him because they believe in him and how many worship him because they are afraid of what would happen if they don’t?”

Commander Nova paused and looked at Bolt with a strange look in his eyes. “Why would you think about such a thing, young man? The Darzens are very monolithic in their worship of the Dread God. Are you suggesting we should try to reach out toward them?”

Bolt shook his head quickly. “No, not at all. I don’t really think that any of the Darzens can be reasoned with. It was just a thought that crossed my mind. That’s all.”

Commander Nova adjusted the collar of his costume, an irritated look on his face. “Well, it’s a pointless thing to even think about. The Darzens have worshiped the Dread God for millions of years. Even if there are any unbelievers among them, they are probably an irrelevant minority who wouldn’t help us even if we somehow contacted them. The Darzens are known for their hostility toward outsiders, which isn’t even fueled by their religion.”

“It’s not?” said Bolt, frowning. “I thought the Darzens hated outsiders because the Dread God told them to.”

“That’s partially it, but not entirely,” said Commander Nova. “You see, the Darzens believe that they are superior to every other species out there. Everywhere they’ve conquered, they’ve always set up a caste system with themselves on top and the conquered people on the bottom. The Dread God doesn’t really care how they organize conquered societies so long as they are forced to worship and praise him.”

“Huh,” said Bolt. “I didn’t know that. You seem awfully knowledgeable about the Darzens.”

“I simply believe in the old proverb, ‘Know your enemy,’” said Commander Nova simply. “Therefore, I’ve taken it upon myself to study the Darzen people and how they think and what they believe. I’m very good at it.”

“No, you aren’t.”

Bolt looked over his shoulder to see Captain Galaxy looking up at Commander Nova. But now she was looking at Commander Nova with a mixture of distrust and skepticism, which Bolt found odd, given how not even two minutes earlier she had treated the Commander like a good ally.

“Excuse me?” said Commander Nova, a hint of confusion in his voice. “Did you just accuse me of not being very good at research?”

“Yeah, I did,” said Captain Galaxy, nodding. “Everyone knows that Commander Nathan Nova hates research and doesn’t like doing it himself even when he has to. Commander Nova has the biggest and most well-paid research staff out of any of the Commanders because he hates doing it himself that much.”

“I believe you are misinformed, Captain,” said Commander Nova. “Perhaps you heard too many rumors that Commander Meteor spread about me. Besides, even if I normally dislike research, I can’t afford to let my own personal dislikes get in the way of doing what is necessary to win this war.”

“I didn’t hear any rumors from anyone,” said Captain Galaxy. She pointed at him. “You told me so yourself repeatedly over the years, especially when I was a Cadet on your ship and you were my Captain. It was one of your most distinguishing features to the point where other Cadets and Captains made jokes about it.”

A visible sweat line began to appear on Commander Nova’s forehead, which he wiped away with the sleeve of his shirt. “I—”

“And the real Commander Nova always wipes his sweat off with a handkerchief,” said Captain Galaxy. “Not the sleeve of his shirt like you just did, because the real Commander Nova didn’t think it was very professional to wipe your face with your own clothing.”

“Real Commander Nova?” Bolt repeated. “Galaxy, are you saying that this guy isn’t Commander Nova?”

“All I’m saying is that I’ve noticed some rather suspicious behavior coming from this guy who claims to be Commander Nova,” said Captain Galaxy. Her eyes narrowed. “And don’t try to lie to me or Bolt. Otherwise, things will get very violent very quickly.”

Commander Nova was silent for what seemed like an eternity, his eyes darting back and forth as if he was attempting to find a way to escape. But then, without warning, Commander Nova started clapping.

“Good job, good job,” said Commander Nova. His voice had a distinct distortion to it that stirred memories in the back of Bolt’s head, though he still couldn’t quite place where he had heard it before. “I underestimated your intelligence, female human. I thought that possessing the body of one of your Commanders would be enough to fool you, but it appears I didn’t mimic the habits of this human as well as I could have.”

Now Bolt suddenly remembered where he had heard the odd distortion in Commander Nova’s voice. It had come from his own mouth not too long ago, when a Darzen soldier had possessed him back in his universe, and it was just as disturbing to hear coming from Commander Nova’s mouth as it had been to hear it come from his.

“You’re a Darzen,” said Bolt, pointing at Commander Nova. “Aren’t you?”

Commander Nova stopped clapping. “Yes, I am. I have simply abandoned my real body in favor of possessing this one. You know how that all works, given how you suffered from it yourself not too long ago.”

“And you recognize me, even though I haven’t seen you before,” said Bolt.

Commander Nova—or the Darzen—smiled. “Every Darzen shares its memories with all of the other Darzens when they die. We’re not quite a hive mind like the Pokacu—the Dread God has blessed us with more individuality than that—but this does give us a certain advantage over other peoples because it means we can learn from the mistakes of our fellow Darzens much quicker than most species can.”

“And you are the one who killed Chief Nebula, too, aren’t you?” said Captain Galaxy. She was visibly shaking with anger now. “You monster.”

Nova ran his hands down his body. “Not in this body, I assure you, but rather in the body of a Cadet who had been left behind due to his lack of experience in interdimensional warfare. That Cadet is dead now, but his body proved useful in gaining access to Nebula’s office and murdering her while everyone was distracted.”

“Why did you take over Nova’s body?” said Bolt. “Why not go back to Jinkopa or wherever you’re from?”

“Because I am still following the Dread Priest’s orders,” said Nova. “The IEA poses no real threat to the Dread God’s plans, but they are still a thorn in the side of my people and therefore must be destroyed from within. I have even made sure to direct all suspicion to Chief Aster, even though Aster is as loyal to your Agency as anyone else.”

Bolt smirked. “Should have thought this through a bit more before you revealed yourself to us. It won’t take us long to reveal your true identity to everyone. Then your little plan to undermine the IEA from within will fail.”

Nova’s smile became even more chilling. “Now it is your turn to underestimate me. You see, I didn’t come here to speak with Aster. I came here to let him know that the Agency’s days are numbered. Or perhaps I should say, it’s minutes are numbered.”

Nova raised his right arm. On the touch screen built into the forearm of his suit was a timer which displayed the digits ‘10:00,’ which Bolt did not understand until the timer began counting down rapidly.

“In ten minutes,” said Nova calmly, “no more, no less … the shields around the HQ will drop and all of the airlocks will open and every single living creature on this station will die.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Men!” Chief Aster snapped at his bodyguards. “We’re heading back to my office! Now!”

“Can we come with?” said Beams. “Some of our friends are with Galaxy in the office and we wanted to make sure they’re okay, too.”

“Fine,” said Chief Aster. “I still don’t like what you guys were doing to my ship, but we’ve got bigger fish to fry at the moment. Let’s go.”

Just as those words escaped Aster’s mouth, three dimensional portals suddenly exploded open before them. From out of the portals rushed a dozen Darzens, each one armed with swords, axes, and laser guns. Aster’s bodyguards immediately took aim at the rampaging Darzens, but they were quickly mobbed by the Darzen soldiers, who tore them apart like wild hyenas on a boar.

Aster, on the other hand, backed away from the Darzens as fast as he could, along with Beams, Mr. Space, Hypno, and Sparky. But they stopped against the database of the Odyssey, leaving them with nowhere to run as they watched the Darzen soldiers rip Aster’s bodyguards to shreds.

“Darzens?” said Aster in disbelief. “Where did they come from?”

“They must be attacking HQ again,” said Mr. Space. “Or maybe trying to stop us from getting back to your office.”

“But why would they do that?” said Hypno. “What is so important about Aster’s office?”

Aster’s eyes widened. “Crap. My office also doubles as the main command center for HQ, including access to HQ’s main controls.”

“What’s so bad about that?” said Beams.

“That means that anyone who gets control of my office gets control of HQ,” Aster explained quickly. “And anyone who controls HQ can also control the air levels of the base.”

“Meaning that whoever controls your base can also decide who lives and who dies?” said Beams in horror.

“Exactly,” said Aster. “Which is why I need to get back to my office pronto. The traitor, whoever he is, must be planning to kill us all by gaining access to my office and opening the airlocks.”

“Do you think that Bolt and the others will be able to stop them?” said Beams hopefully.

“Maybe, maybe not,” said Aster. “Sure didn’t sound like they were having much luck on Galaxy’s phone call, did it?”

“Regardless, we need to get up there right away,” said Mr. Space. “Aster, can you open a portal back to your office?”

“I could, but you guys will need to distract those Darzens first,” said Aster, gesturing at the Darzens. “Keep them away from me so I can get away.”

“All right,” said Mr. Space. He looked at Beams. “Ready to kick some butt?”

Beams nodded. “Always.”

With the energy from his boost still flowing through him, Beams launched himself through the air toward the Darzen soldiers. The Darzens had finished tearing apart Aster’s bodyguards, but as Beams flew over them, he rained down several laser blasts upon them. The blasts didn’t hit too many of the Darzens, but it did make them scatter and run around in confusion, attempting to avoid being hit, which instantly made them less organized than before.

Landing softly on the floor, Beams saw two Darzens rushing toward him. One of them had an ax and the other had a sword, but both looking eager to kill him. He fired two lasers at the Darzens, but the ax-wielder deflected both lasers with the flat of his weapon and the sword-wielder jumped forward to slash him.

Beams jumped backward, just barely avoiding the sword-wielder’s blade. As he landed again, Beams fired off another laser blast, striking the sword-wield in the face and sending him stumbling past his ax-wielding friend, who rushed toward Beams and swung his ax as soon as he got close enough.

But Beams jumped into the air, narrowly avoiding the ax head, and landed behind the ax-wielder. At the same time, however, the sword-wielder rushed forward, stabbing his sword at Beams.

There was no time for Beams to shoot back, but he did jump into the air again at the last second. The sword-wielder, who had been running toward Beams, accidentally stabbed his sword into the back of his ax-wielding friend, causing his essence to leak out. The ax-wielder roared in pain and spun around, perhaps instinctively, and slashed the chest of his sword-wielding friend, making his armor begin to leak as well.

“Beams!” Mr. Space suddenly shouted from across the room. “Catch!”

Mr. Space tossed Beams a small disk, which Beams caught and looked at.

“What is this?” said Beams.

“Toss it at the Darzens!” Mr. Space shouted. He ducked, avoiding a blow from a Darzen he was fighting. “You’ll see!”

Uncertain about the disk, Beams nonetheless tossed it at the two Darzens. The disk landed between them, and as soon as it did, a green barrier suddenly expanded from the disk and covered both of the Darzens. The two soldiers looked around in confusion for a moment before they started screaming in pain, dropping their weapons and falling to their knees, which was when Beams noticed that their energy forms leaking out of their armor were being disintegrated by the energy barrier.

In less than a second, both of the Darzens had stopped screaming and now lay on the floor of the cargo hold as still as corpses. The green barrier flickered and vanished, but Beams didn’t try to go near it, because whatever could kill two Darzens so easily like that had to be dangerous to humans, which made him briefly wonder why Mr. Space had been carrying one around at all.

 Shaking his head, Beams looked back toward the rest of the battle. Mr. Space was fighting several Darzens at once, jumping and dodging their attacks, occasionally firing back with a sound blaster. Sparky was helping him, moving through the crowd of Darzens and punching and kicking them with what looked like electrified fists and feet. As for Hypno, he had apparently managed to hypnotize one of the Darzens into fighting its comrade, because he stood off to the side watching two Darzens fight each other with an amused grin on his face.

Aster hadn’t moved from where Beams had left him. He was busily tapping the touch screen on his arm, perhaps trying to open a dimensional portal back to his office. He was not paying attention to the fight at all from what Beams could tell, which was probably why he didn’t notice one of the Darzens break off from the main group and charge toward him with its ax raised over its head.

Alarmed, Beams leaped across the room and landed in between the charging Darzen and Aster. He lashed out with a kick, striking the Darzen in the chest, but the blow barely seemed to slow the Darzen down. The Darzen brought its ax down on Beams’ head, but Beams blasted the ax head with his lasers, shattering it into a million pieces. The Darzen grunted in surprise before Beams followed up with another blast to the chest, sending the Darzen staggering backward from the blow.

“Thanks, dude!” said Aster behind Beams suddenly. “I didn’t even notice that guy coming up behind me like that!”

“No problem,” said Beams. “You just focus on getting out of here.”

“Yeah, sure,” said Aster. “Almost finished … just need to press a few buttons and …”

Beams heard a yell before him and whipped his head around to see the Darzen charging at him again. The Darzen threw a punch at his face, which Beams tried to dodge, only to realize at the last second that his power up had already faded and he was back to his normal speed. This realization hit him at about the same time as the Darzen’s fist, which smashed into the side of his face and sent him crashing to the floor, smacking his head against the floor’s metal panels.

Before Beams could recover, the Darzen stomped down on his chest. The Darzen’s foot came down specifically on his chest wound, making Beams scream in pain. He fired another last blast at the Darzen’s face, sending it staggering backward again, and got back to his feet, albeit slowly and awkwardly. Feeling his chest, he noticed that it was not bleeding again, but it hurt like hell and he knew he couldn’t take another hit like that without suffering some kind of permanent damage to his body.

But I have no time to worry about that, Beams thought. The fight is still going on. Just gotta boost myself again and—

The Darzen he had shot rushed toward him again. Alarmed, Beams fired another laser, but the Darzen dodged his laser and slammed its leg against the side of his body. Beams gasped in pain and fell again, but before he hit the floor, the Darzen grabbed the collar of his shirt and raised him off the floor, balling its claws into a fist. But Beams lashed out with a kick, striking the Darzen in the chin and making him let go of Beams.

Beams hit the floor with a roll and immediately began firing a continuous beam of hot energy at the Darzen’s chest. His laser quickly melted a hole in the Darzen’s armor, making energy start to leak out. As soon as Beams saw the energy, he threw the disk which Mr. Space had given him earlier at the Darzen, but to his horror, the Darzen knocked the disk out of the air and rushed toward Beams again.

Right before it could reach him, however, a dimensional portal opened between him and the Darzen. The Darzen, which had been running fast, was unable to stop itself before it ran into the portal, which immediately closed with a pop the second the Darzen vanished.

What the? Beams thought. Where did that portal come from?

“Hey!” said Aster suddenly, waving at Beams. “That was me! I opened a portal to the outside and sent that Darzen out into the void between dimensions. You’re welcome!”

Beams smiled and gave Aster the thumbs up. Aster smiled in return for a moment before turning around and opening a portal for himself. At the same time, however, yet another Darzen broke apart from the others and rushed toward Aster in a mad scramble to stop him before he could get through the portal.

Beams closed his eyes again, fired his lasers into his eyelids, and then, adrenaline rushing through his veins, jumped through the air and tackled Aster into the portal as soon as the Darzen’s sword came flying at Aster’s neck. The two of them passed through the portal before ending up in a hallway which Beams didn’t recognize, rolling across the floor until they stopped in front of a door labeled ‘OFFICE OF DEAN ASTER, CHIEF OF THE IEA.’

“Ow,” said Aster, sitting up and rubbing his head. “That hurt.”

“Sorry,” said Beams, who also sat up, though he rubbed his back rather than his head. “I just saw that Darzen coming up behind you and I didn’t have time to stop him, so I tackled you through the portal to make sure you got to your office.”

Aster looked up at the door behind them, a frown on his face. “Looks like I must have put in the wrong coordinates, because this is just outside my office, not actually within it.”

“Can we get in anyway?” said Beams as he rose to his feet, dusting off his pants.

“Yeah, we can,” said Aster. “The retina scanner should recognize my eye. Watch.”

Aster leaned toward the retina scanner attached to the side of the door and allowed it to scan his eye. But the door did not open. It didn’t even seem to unlock.

“Uh oh,” said Aster.

“Uh oh?” Beams repeated. “What do you mean, ‘uh oh’?”

Aster looked at Beams with a grim expression on his face. “Someone changed my retina scanner to lock me out of my office. Which means that, unless we can find another way in, I won’t be able to stop the traitor from killing every last person on this station.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Terrified?” said Nova, a wicked grin crossing his elderly features. “You should be because all enemies of the Dread God should fear him and his loyal followers.”

“You’re not serious about the timer, are you?” said Bolt.

Nova nodded. The timer showed nine and a half minutes left. “I am perfectly serious, human. Using my victim’s credentials, I was able to wrest control over the station’s emergency protocols. In less than ten minutes, the airlocks will open and all of the air will be sucked out of the station, as well as any IEA agents unfortunate enough to be near the airlocks when they open. Then everyone will die because, without air, humans cannot survive.”

“But you’ll die, too,” said Bolt. “I know from experience that Darzens take on the weaknesses of their hosts when they possess them, meaning that if you are in here when the airlocks open, you’re going to die, too.”

Nova chuckled. “Did you think I didn’t think this through? You humans don’t understand the concept of sacrifice. We Darzens are willing to sacrifice our lives for the greater good. Killing the entire IEA in one blow is worth sacrificing the life of one Darzen. My life is irrelevant in the Dread God’s grand scheme.”

“Wait a minute,” said Captain Galaxy, her eyes darting to the laptop. “I might be able to shut off the timer through Aster’s computer. The Chief of the IEA always has access to the station’s emergency matters. So maybe if I look through his laptop, I could stop it.”

Nova suddenly held up an energy blaster and pointed it at Captain Galaxy. “I will not allow you or anyone else to survive. Die!”

Nova fired his energy blaster at Captain Galaxy. But Bolt jumped in the way and got hit in the chest dead on by the blast, which tore through his uniform and badly burned his chest. He landed with a thud on the carpeted flooring, pain exploding through his body as he yelled in agony.

“Bolt!” said Captain Galaxy. “No!”

Nova lowered his gun, a surprised look on his face. “Interesting. I did not expect you to jump in the way of that blast and save her life like that, human, given how you two barely know each other.”

Bolt tried to speak, but he found it almost impossible to form coherent words with his lips. The energy blast he took must have also paralyzed him, though it didn’t stop him from feeling the awful pain from where the blast had hit his chest. He could barely even move his body. All he could do was just lie there and try not to breathe too fast in order to minimize the pain.

Behind him, he heard Captain Galaxy speaking, probably into her communication device, “Space! Beams! The traitor is here. He’s already killed Bolt and—”

“Wait, Bolt is dead?” said Beams’ voice over her communication device. “What are you talking about?”

“I mean, I think he is,” said Captain Galaxy. “He’s lying on the floor and he looks unconscious, but—”

Nova suddenly fired his laser blaster again, which struck Captain Galaxy’s arm. Captain Galaxy screamed as her touch screen exploded, sending shrapnel flying everywhere. She clutched her wounded arm and winced in pain, while Nova again lowered his blaster and scowled.

“You weren’t supposed to call for backup,” said Nova. “No one was supposed to know what I am trying to do here. Oh, well. Less than six minutes left before the airlocks open and everyone dies. But I think I will end both of your lives now because the Dread God hates you two in particular and I know I will gain great favor from him if I eliminate his enemies for him. I may not live long enough to be rewarded for my efforts, but hearing your scream in fear will be reward enough.”

Nova walked up to the desk, but Bolt, who was still partially paralyzed from his earlier blast, grabbed Nova’s ankle. Nova looked down at Bolt, a cold expression on his face.

“No …” said Bolt, breathing hard. “Don’t … kill … her …”

Nova snorted and aimed his blaster directly at Bolt’s face. “I should have known better than to assume you would die from one blast so easily. I’ll just finish you off here and then finish off the girl next. You may be strong, but are you strong enough to survive a full-powered energy blast to the face? Let’s find out.”

Bolt’s eyes widened, but there was nothing he could do to dodge or stop the attack. He just lay there on the floor, staring up into the barrel of Nova’s blaster, waiting for the end to come and his life to end.

“Actually,” said a voice from Nova’s shadow behind him, “I think a better question to ask is, are you afraid of the dark?”

Shade rose from within Nova’s shadow like a zombie rising from the grave. Nova whirled around to shoot her, but Shade slapped the energy blast out of his hand and quickly wrapped a shadow tendril around his neck. She constricted it tightly, making Nova gasp and grab at the tendril, but he was unable to pull it off his neck.

“Shade,” said Bolt, smiling up at her despite the pain. “Thanks.”

Shade smiled down at him. “What, did you forget me already? I was just waiting for the right moment to attack this jerk. He should have kept a closer eye on his shadow.”

“Doesn’t … matter …” said Nova in a tight voice. “Less than … five … minutes …”

Nova was right. The timer on his arm showed that there were less than five minutes before the airlocks opened and killed everyone within. Even worse, it seemed to be counting down faster than ever, though that could have been Bolt’s own worry making time go by faster.

“Galaxy!” said Bolt, looking over his shoulder at her. “Turn off that timer! Now!”

“I’m trying,” said Captain Galaxy, typing furiously on the keyboard with one hand, “but I’m having a hard time finding the station’s controls on Aster’s computer. It’s a lot more complicated than the controls for the Adventure, especially with one hand.”

“Shut off the timer now,” Shade snapped at Nova. “Or else I’ll pop your head clean off like a chicken.”

Nova chuckled. “I’d … rather … die … than help … you …”

Shade frowned. “That’s what I was threatening to do to you. Are you stupid or something?”

“Not … stupid …” said Nova. His eyes suddenly flashed green. “Just more afraid of the Dread God than you.”

Without warning, Nova lashed out with a kick and struck Shade in the abdomen. Shade gasped, shattering her concentration and making the shadow tendril around Nova’s neck vanish. Then Nova punched Shade in the face and she fell down onto the floor, cracking her skull against the metal paneling and lying on the floor, very still and unconscious.

Shocked, Bolt nonetheless tried to get to his feet, only to get a boot in the face courtesy of Nova. The blow knocked him back on the floor, while Nova aimed his laser blaster at Captain Galaxy again, who froze mid-type, staring at the gun with fear and apprehension.

“You humans are clever,” said Nova, his voice full of suppressed rage. His eyes locked on Captain Galaxy as if she was the only thing in the room. “Perhaps too clever. But I’m still not going to kill you just yet. I’m going to wait until the timer reaches zero … and once it does, it will finish all of you off for me.”

Bolt bit his lower lip and looked at Nova’s arm. Though it was upside down, Bolt could tell that they now had less than three minutes left before the timer ended and the airlocks opened. That normally would have been more than enough time for Bolt to take out Nova, but that laser blast earlier hadn’t just hurt him. It had also paralyzed him or at least made his muscles more sluggish than they usually were.

Even if I beat him, that wouldn’t stop the airlocks from opening and killing everyone in here, Bolt thought with a shudder. Dang it …

All of a sudden, Captain Galaxy’s good arm darted toward her sound blaster holstered at her side, but Nova pulled the trigger and fired a laser blast at her. Captain Galaxy had just enough time to stare at the laser blast before it struck her in the chest and sent her flying backward. She slammed against the wall behind the desk and slumped to the floor, a burning hole in her chest from where she had been shot.

“Galaxy!” Bolt said. “No!”

Nova lowered his laser blaster, a vile smirk on his face. “Foolish human. She must have thought that her reflexes were faster than my trigger finger. It was a bet she ultimately lost.”

Nova raised the touch screen on his arm, stared at it, and smiled even more broadly. “Two minutes and counting until death consumes us all.” He looked down at Bolt. “It’s a shame you had to die this way, human because the Dread Priest mentioned a particular interest in you, but I’m sure he will understand. Or perhaps he will find someone else fit for the task he had in mind.”

“Task …?” Bolt said. “What task?”

“How should I know?” said Nova with a shrug. “I am but a simple soldier in the grand scheme of things. If I must give my life for the Dread God’s glory, then so be it. My life is worth nothing anyway. It’s worth exists only in relation to the Dread God and nothing else.”

“Sounds depressing.”

“Life is always depressing,” said Nova. “But not when the Dread God is winning. Once the airlocks open, the Dread God’s biggest thorn in his side will be gone and, though I will be dead as well, I will go down in history at the Darzen who—”

Without warning, the door to Aster’s office exploded open, sending metal shrapnel flying everywhere. Nova whirled around, but a laser beam shot out of the smoke cloud in the doorway and slammed into his chest, knocking him flat on the floor. He conked his head against the arm of one of the chairs on the way down and did not stir again.

Surprised, Bolt looked up to see Beams and Chief Aster dashed through the smoke cloud. The two of them looked harried and stressed out, especially Aster, whose normally pristine Mohawk had a few stray hairs.

“Bolt!” said Beams. He ran over to him and knelt beside him, his mouth turning in a concerned frown. “Are you okay? What happened?”

“Nova,” Bolt said. He pointed at Nova lying unconscious on the floor. “He’s the traitor. He’s possessed by a Darzen.”

“What? Nova? Really?” said Aster, glancing at Nova. But he shook his head. “I’ll deal with that later. Have to stop the timer. Gotta shut it down before we all die.”

Aster rushed around to the other side of his desk and began typing furiously on the keyboard of his laptop. For a few tense seconds, it seemed as if he might fail and the timer might go off before he could shut it off.

Then, just when the timer on Nova’s arm hit ‘00:10,’ Aster tapped a few keys and said, “There. I did it. Emergency manual shut off. The timer should have stopped.”

And it did. The timer blinked 00:10, though, to Bolt, it felt more like it had stopped at the last possible second.

Doesn’t matter, Bolt thought with a sigh. We did it. We survived. We are not going to die.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

A couple of hours later, Beams plopped down into one of the chairs in Aster’s office, exhaustion threatening to overtake him, but he knew he couldn’t sleep just yet. In the chair next to him sat Bolt, who didn’t seem as exhausted as him, but that was pretty typical of Bolt, who always seemed to have more energy than Beams despite having been shot in the chest by an energy blaster. Beams wondered if superhumans from his universe were all like that or if Bolt was just high energy.

Then again, Beams thought, glancing over his shoulder at Hypno and Shade, who stood behind them, they don’t look nearly as energetic as Bolt.

Shade had a bad bruise on her head but otherwise seemed to be in fine condition despite having been knocked out by Nova earlier. As for Hypno, he was the only one who remained mostly unharmed, which made Beams jealous of his powers. Beams himself was still suffering from his chest wound, which surprisingly hadn’t affected his fighting abilities very much.

Maybe I’m tougher than I think, Beams thought, running a hand along the chest of his old costume. Or maybe it’s the Dread God’s influence making my body as well as my mind stronger. I prefer to think I’m tough, though.

On the other side of the desk sat Aster, who looked like the most tired of them all, though it was probably more the stress of IEA leadership than anything which was getting to him. He was drinking some kind of odd-looking purple drink, which Beams originally thought was grape soda, but Aster had said that it wasn’t, although he wouldn’t elaborate upon exactly what it was instead. He just insisted that he needed it in order to function, which made it sound like coffee to Beams, though he wasn’t curious enough to press the question.

Finally, after a couple more seconds of sipping, Aster lowered his drink onto the desk before him and sighed. “Glad you guys could make it to this meeting. I thought you might not want anything to do with me after this epic failure of mine.”

“Not like we have anything better to do,” said Shade with a shrug. “We can’t just go back to our own universes or something. Plus, you know, the Dread God is still around and trying to take over the multiverse.””

“Actually, we could,” said Beams. “Hypno, do you still have the portal generator we got from Genius?”

“Genius?” Bolt repeated, looking at Beams in surprise. “Do you mean my dad?”

“Yeah,” said Beams, nodding. “We saw him in an alternate universe and helped him with some stuff. He gave us a portal generating gun as a thank you.”

“You two can talk more about your alternate universe adventures later,” said Aster, drawing everyone’s attention to himself. He ran a hand through his hair. “Right now, we need to talk about our next moves. Or your next moves, really, because the IEA won’t be able to do much more than offer you guys support.”

Beams frowned. “Why? Doesn’t the IEA have a lot of resources and men?”

Aster rubbed the back of his neck without meeting Beams’ eyes. “Yeah, we do, but the Dread God is heads and shoulders above us and even his army is not a force to be reckoned with. Plus, it looks like Nova did a lot more than just try to open the airlocks. Some of my agents report finding fuel cans opened and emptied close to the hyperdrive engines, which we figure was probably Nova’s Plan B if this one failed.”

“Are you saying he would have blown up the entire base if this plan failed and we didn’t knock him out?” said Bolt in horror.

“Probably,” said Aster. “Luckily, the cleanup crew has already thoroughly wiped it all up, but it still wasted a lot of fuel, so until we replenish our supplies, I’m not going to send out as many agents as I normally would. But I can still offer you guys help if you need it.”

“And what about Galaxy?” said Bolt, leaning forward with a concerned look on her face. “I know she was taken to your medical wing, but I haven’t heard any reports about her since.”

“She’ll probably be okay, but I don’t think she’ll be able to fight and go on missions for some time,” said Aster. “That laser blast to the chest just barely—and by barely, I mean less than an inch—missed her heart. We’ve got some of the best medical equipment and doctors in the multiverse, so she should be okay, but like I said, she also won’t be able to go anywhere or fight for a while.”

Beams nodded. He didn’t expect help from Space, either, because Mr. Space and Sparky had gone to visit Captain Galaxy in her ward in the medical wing. That was why they were not present for this meeting because Mr. Space had wanted to see Captain Galaxy and make sure she was okay. “I see. Then what help can you offer us?”

Aster leaned back in his chair, a thoughtful look on his face as he considered all their options. “About two dozen available agents, more or less, along with six ships. Plus, I can send out a message to all field agents to report back to HQ any information they find on the Dread God and the Darzens, which might help us anticipate their next move.”

“That’s nice and all,” said Bolt, “but it’s also kind of useless because we don’t know what to do next.”

“We could search for the Dread God,” Hypno suggested. “Find out where he has disappeared to.”

“If that means going back to Jinkopa, forget it,” said Shade, folding her arms in front of her chest. “I played slave once already and I absolutely hated it. Plus, if I never have to see the Dread God’s god ugly face again, I’ll be very happy with myself.”

“If we don’t find the Dread God, though, then he’ll destroy the multiverse,” said Bolt. “Or at least take it over. Maybe we should just go back to our own universes and try to prepare everyone there. The Dread God will probably begin invading the multiverse soon, so the least we can do is get our universes ready for whatever happens next.”

Beams shook his head. “No, that will be useless. The Dread God is too powerful for us to defeat or even resist effectively right now. Even if we had the full force of the IEA on our side and the assembled might of every superhero from our universes, the Dread God would still win. We have only one real way to beat him.”

“One real way, huh?” said Bolt, looking at Beams. “And what, may I ask, would that be and how do you know it?”

Beams shifted in his seat. “I can’t tell you how I know it, but I do know that we need to go back to my universe to find the God Slayer. It is supposedly in the same place where the Dread God’s first body was buried, which is somewhere in Antarctica. If we can find the God Slayer, and use it, then we stand a good chance at killing him again, maybe for good.”

“The God Slayer, huh?” said Shade. She smiled. “I like it.”

“Correct me if I am wrong, but isn’t the God Slayer supposed to be millions of years old now?” said Bolt, tilting his head to the side. “How do we know it will even still work, especially against the Dread God’s new, fresh body?”

Beams shrugged. “I don’t know if it still works or not, but I do know that the Dread God fears the God Slayer—might be the only thing he really fears—and that if we want to have any chance of killing him, then we need to go to that ancient city and find it.”

“The IEA will provide you with whatever help you need in order to find this God Slayer,” said Aster, giving Beams the thumbs up. “If you need transportation back to your universe, then you can count on us. We’ll provide you with whatever backup or help you guys need.”

“Thanks,” said Beams with a smile. “It might make sense for you guys to send spies to Jinkopa and try to figure out what is going on there. That way, we can at least be aware of what the Darzens are doing, if nothing else.”

“Excellent idea,” said Aster. “I’ll call our top spies and send them there right away. I assume you guys will be going back to your universe to find the God Slayer?”

“Of course,” said Beams. “We have no time to lose if we’re going to save the multiverse from the Dread God. Right, guys?”

Shade and Hypno nodded, but Bolt actually shook his head and said, “Sorry, but I’m not sure I will go with you guys.”

“What?” said Beams, staring at Bolt in shock. “But the God Slayer is our best hope of killing the Dread God. Don’t you want to kill him?”

“Yeah, but this mission seems too dangerous to me,” said Bolt. “The risks are too great. What if the God Slayer doesn’t work? What if it doesn’t even exist anymore? And even if it does, who is to say that the Dread God hasn’t come up with some way to counteract its effects since then? I’m normally a risk taker, but when the multiverse itself is at stake, I’m not sure I’m willing to bet the house on this one thing which may not even work.”

“Then what do you think we should do?” said Beams, barely able to hide his irritation. “Run up to the Dread God and punch him really, really hard again? That worked well last time.”

“No, not that,” said Bolt, shaking his head. “We need our own gods to fight the Dread God. At the very least, we’ll need backup if the God Slayer fails.”

“And where do you suggest we find our own gods, Bolt?” said Shade, leaning down close to his ear. “Think we’ll be able to just order some from Amazon and expect it to get here with two-day free shipping?”

Bolt rolled his eyes. “Of course not. What I’m saying is that we need to find the Starborn and ask them to help us.”

“The Starborn?” said Beams with a frown. “Who are they?”

“People you don’t want nothing to do with, kid,” said Aster with a shudder. “Or their Servants, for that matter. They’re not just the kind of people you can ask for help.”

“But I know them,” said Bolt, putting a hand on his chest. “My friends and I helped save them once from this crazy guy who tried to control them. The Starborn might be willing to listen to me, especially if I explain the threat the Dread God poses to the multiverse. If I tell them that the Dread God will come after them eventually, they might be willing to help us take them down.”

“I never met the Starborn, myself, but I’m pretty sure they’ve gone missing since the last time you saw them,” said Shade. “Right? They didn’t tell you where they’re going or anything. They could be anywhere in the multiverse.”

Aster bit his lower lip. “Well … it’s actually not as crazy as it sounds. I know someone who is in regular contact with the Starborn. She might be able to help us.”

“Really?” said Bolt. He clapped his hands together. “Great. You can take me to her and we can see if she will tell us where they are.”

Aster smiled somewhat grimly. “I guess so, but it’s been a while since I last spoke to her and I am not entirely sure she even wants to talk to me. Or anyone else from the IEA for that matter.”

“Why not?” said Bolt.

“Let’s just say that the IEA really dropped the ball the last time we saw her and leave it at that,” said Aster. “I normally wouldn’t even suggest visiting her, but given the circumstances, a visit to her is probably worth the risk, especially since you aren’t even an IEA agent.”

“Then it’s settled,” said Bolt. He looked at everyone. “Half of us will go back to Beams’ universe to get the God Slayer, while the other half will search for the Starborn. How does that sound?”

To Beams, it didn’t sound good at all, because that meant they’d be divided and he felt that they should be united as one in their fight against the Dread God. On the other hand, he could tell that Shade, Hypno, and Aster were all for Bolt’s idea, perhaps because they thought it was less risky than placing their bets strictly on the God Slayer. Beams had to admit, even without knowing much about these Starborn, that there was some logic to not having your eggs all in one basket.

So Beams nodded and said, “Fine. We’ll split up and go our separate ways, but let’s try to get back together as soon as possible. The longer we’re divided, the more time the Dread God has to take over the multiverse. And I don’t need to explain what will happen if the Dread God successfully conquers the multiverse.”


Book 3:

Amalgamation


CHAPTER ONE

 

The howling Antarctic wind cut through Beams’ body like a knife, causing him to instinctively pull his thick fur coat more tightly around his body. The visor of his helmet was battling against the cold, its automatic heater keeping the icy wind from frosting over it, though even then, Beams had to shoot very slight beams of hot energy every now and then to keep it from frosting over entirely.

I always knew that Antarctica was freezing, but I didn’t even know it could get this cold, Beams thought, fastening the chin strap of his helmet to keep his chin warm. This Texas boy is used to winters where it gets to forty degrees, not seventy degrees below zero. Glad I took that warm coat Space offered me. Otherwise, I would have frozen to death the second I stepped out of that portal.

Shivering slightly, Beams raised his head to look ahead. Mr. Space was ahead of him, trudging through the thick snow. Like Beams, he wore a thick fur coat of his own, which was apparently a special kind of coat designed for IEA agents who went to cold areas. According to Mr. Space, the coats—affectionately called oven coats—could not only keep a person warm in the heart of an iceberg but also radiated just enough heat to prevent excess frost from forming on the tips of the furs.

Mr. Space himself looked like an Eskimo in his big parka, his face covered by an expressionless mask which looked kind of like a gas mask. The touchscreen on his arm was active, showing their progress through the snow to the city known as the Lost City, according to the IEA’s records. Beams would have asked how much longer they would need to walk until they got there, but deep down, Beams knew that he would know well before Mr. Space’s GPS would, because the Dread God’s touch was still upon him and the Dread God would never forget the place where he died.

Looking over his shoulder, Beams was pleased to see that Shade was managing to keep up with them. The G-Man agent was, like Beams and Mr. Space, wearing a full-sized fur coat and parka, complete with protective mask. Hers was smaller than theirs owing to her thinner physique, but it didn’t seem to slow her down at all. It helped that she used her powers to shove aside vast amounts of snow in her path, which seemed like a rather ordinary use of such an extraordinary power to him.

Only problem is that her mask hides her cute face, Beams thought, turning his attention back to Mr. Space ahead of him. Not sure why Bolt seems to treat her like an annoying fly. If I had a girl that cute constantly flirting with me, I’d feel lucky as hell.

Beams shook his head. He vaguely recalled Bolt mentioning having a girlfriend of his own, which might explain it, but Beams still thought Bolt should be more appreciative of the attention Shade paid to him.

But Shade’s attractiveness doesn’t matter, Beams thought. What matters is how helpful she will be here on this mission.

Prior to leaving the headquarters of the Interdimensional Elite Agency, Mr. Space had insisted on taking Shade with them to the Lost City because he thought her powers might be useful out here, especially if they ran into any Darzens that might be lurking around or near the city. Hypno had gone with Bolt, Captain Galaxy, and Aster to find the Starborn, which meant that only Mr. Space, Beams, and Shade were heading to the Lost City to find the God Slayer that they could use to defeat the Dread God.

Well, Sparky is helping, too, Beams thought, although he’s actually still on the Adventure to provide backup in case anything happens down here.

Beams wasn’t quite sure what to expect as they drew closer to the Lost City. The IEA didn’t know very much about the place, other than it had been built by the Dread God and his worshipers millions of years ago and had once had many human inhabitants, who were mostly slaves for the Darzens. Beyond that, details on the Lost City were sparse because the IEA hadn’t seen any reason to investigate what the files on the Lost City called ‘empty ruins in the middle of a wasteland,’ especially with more pressing issues to deal with.

It was unlikely that the Dread God or any of his minions were here because Beams knew that the Dread God had bad memories of the place and wanted to avoid it as much as possible. But no one knew exactly what to expect once they got to the city, so all three of them were ready to fight any Darzens that might be lurking around the ruins.

I suppose the Dread God could have sent his minions here ahead of time to set up a trap for us, Beams thought as he trudged through the heavy snow, wincing slightly at a particularly cold gust of wind. But it seems to me that any Darzen who got here would probably be frozen into statues. Besides, that’s even assuming the God Slayer is still around. If the God Slayer is broken or has decayed from a lack of use, then the Dread God would have no reason to send anyone here.

But Beams pushed that thought out of his mind. He had to keep positive because their situation was tough enough as it was and the last thing he needed was to let despair overwhelm him. Besides, even if the God Slayer was not around anymore, Bolt and the others might be able to find the Starborn on their own quest, who could hopefully help them fight the Dread God.

The Starborn sound pretty powerful, based on what Bolt told me about them, Beams thought, but are they strong enough to defeat the Dread God? That’s the question I don’t know the answer to.

“Space!” Beams shouted into the microphone attached to the inside of his helmet. “How much farther until we reach the Lost City?”

“Not much farther,” Mr. Space replied, his voice resounding through Beams’ helmet. “According to my GPS, we should be there within five minutes, if not sooner.”

“Five minutes?” Shade repeated in despair. “In five minutes, we’ll be popsicles. Why didn’t we just dimension-hop directly into the City? Can’t your advanced dimension-hopping tech do that?”

“Yeah, but the IEA hasn’t mapped out the Lost City aside from its general shape, so if we teleported directly into the center, we could end up anywhere,” said Mr. Space. “As a general rule, you shouldn’t attempt to dimension-hop to anywhere you’re not familiar with. Heard lots of stories about agents ending up in horrible situations because they tried to take a shortcut. Better to dimension-hop a mile or so outside the City and make the rest of the trek by foot. Safer that way.”

“What’s so safe about walking through an Antarctic blizzard?” said Shade. She shivered. “Man, I feel so sorry for the G-Men agents Cadmus sends out to the government base in Antarctica back in my universe. Makes me glad I don’t have to go there.”

“Enough talking,” said Beams. “Regardless of how we get there, we need to keep our wits about ourselves. Knowing the Dread God, he’s probably anticipated we’d try this thing and sent some of his minions ahead of time to set up a trap to ensnare us.”

“Darzens don’t do the cold very well, though,” said Mr. Space. “Their energy forms are more or less unaffected by it, but their armored bodies can suffer from frozen joints if exposed to intense cold like this. But that doesn’t mean the Darzens can’t survive out here at all, of course, because I’m sure they have some way of dealing with the cold.”

“They would have to, considering how they used to rule this place,” said Beams.

“Not necessarily,” said Mr. Space. “Evidence the IEA has collected suggests that Antarctica was a lot warmer back there, more tropical. The Lost City was abandoned partially due to the change in climate from tropical to freezing, which forced the original fans to abandon it in search of warmer climates. Of course, there’s also the fact that they were all slaves there and didn’t want to stay in the city where they were enslaved, but still, climate change was also a big factor in their migration.”

“You sure know a lot about this place despite claiming that you guys don’t have a whole lot of information about it,” said Beams.

Mr. Space glanced over his shoulder. “I didn’t say we had no information on the Lost City. We know some things, but just not enough to tell us what the city was like back in its heyday. Even if the Darzens aren’t here, we should keep our guard up just in case the ruins are unstable or there are traps left over by the previous inhabitants from before the time they left.”

Beams nodded but said nothing in response. He just glanced around at the swirling snow around them, imagining Darzen warriors lying underneath the snow, just waiting to jump him and the others when they least expected it.

Suddenly, Mr. Space came to a stop and held out his arm to stop Beams and Shade. “We’re here. Look below.”

Stopping in front of Mr. Space’s arm, Beams was glad that Mr. Space had stopped them because they had reached the edge of a tall cliff, whose bottom he could not see. Nor could he see what Mr. Space was pointing at until a sudden break in the storm happened, giving him a bird’s eye view of a sight he would never forget.

The ruins of a massive city stretched out in the bowl-shaped valley below them, stone and metal structures rising from the earth and snow like the fingers of a giant. Looming buildings which resembled ancient skyscrapers towered above their smaller counterparts, while wide streets were darted with holes like knife wounds.

At one point, the Lost City must have been a beautiful and majestic place, but its best days were clearly long behind it. Some of the taller buildings had collapsed or fallen over, while the roofs of several other standing buildings had caved in, allowing snow to accumulate within them. The Lost City was silent and still, with nary a hint of life in its limits.

What caught Beams’ eye, however, was the massive temple-like structure rising from the center of the city. It resembled the Temple of Dread back on Jinkopa, looking almost like a photocopied version. Whereas the original Temple of Dread was still in decent shape, however, this ancient temple looked as if it had been abandoned for years. One of the towers had even collapsed outright at one point, leaving nothing but a massive pile of stone and snow where it once stood, while another tower leaned against the tower nearest it and there seemed to be a hole in the roof of the main temple itself.

Before Beams could see much else, however, the howling snow returned, blocking his view, though in his mind’s eye he could still see the temple itself quite clearly.

“That’s the Lost City?” said Shade, looking at Mr. Space. “Never seen anything like it. It’s beautiful, in a haunting sort of way.”

“Legends say it was the most beautiful city not just on Earth, but in all the multiverse before the Dread God was killed,” said Mr. Space. “In any case, we’re actually here now. I bet the God Slayer is in that abandoned temple in the middle of the city.”

“That’s probably the most logical place to start looking,” said Beams, nodding. “But, er, how do we get down there without hurting ourselves?”

Mr. Space gestured at a pathway to the side that Beams had not noticed before. “This pathway should take us down to the city limits, but be careful, because the steps are probably frozen and the ones that aren’t frozen might give way under our weight.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” said Shade. She hugged herself. “Let’s get down there and start a fire in one of those buildings or something. It has to be warmer than being out in the wind like this.”

“Okay,” said Mr. Space. He turned toward the path. “Follow me. It shouldn’t take us long to get down there, even if we take our time.”

Just as Mr. Space took a step forward, a loud, bellowing cry suddenly rose above the howling wind. It was followed by another cry in response, and then another, until soon bellowing war cries could be heard on all sides.

“What the heck?” said Shade, looking around in alarm. “Where is all of that screaming coming from? The Darzens?”

“Can’t be,” said Mr. Space, drawing his sound blaster from its holster and holding it before him defensively. “The Darzens don’t do war cries, not like this. But I don’t know who it could be.”

Beams didn’t, either, but then he heard footsteps in the snow nearby and saw a heavy wooden staff coming through the snow toward Shade, who apparently didn’t hear it coming.

“Shade!” Beams shouted. “Down!”

Beams shoved Shade down to the ground, but the wooden staff slammed into his helmet and sent him staggering backward, his head spinning from the blow.

Then Beams’ foot stepped off the cliff and he plunged to the ground below, screaming the entire time.


CHAPTER TWO

 

Bursting through the treetops, Bolt stopped in midair, floating in the sky as he blinked several times, his eyes adjusting from the change in lighting. The forest below was quite dark due to how thick the tree cover was, while the sun above the trees was bright and beautiful. The contrast was almost too much for Bolt, but eventually, his eyes adjusted, allowing him to see exactly where he and his friends were.

Below him, the Endless Forest—which was what Captain Galaxy called this place—stretched on, seemingly forever, in every direction. Massive tree after massive tree, which looked like a combination of oaks, cedars, and coconut trees, stood in tight formations, their leaves forming a sea of green that looked every bit as intimidating as the ocean itself. Bolt half-expected to see a shark fin slicing through the treetops, but of course, he saw nothing of the sort. He didn’t even see any birds, which seemed odd, though Aster had warned him that they wouldn’t likely see much life out here.

But Bolt did see their destination: A massive castle, rising from the center of the forest. It looked indescribably ancient and well-kept, which was a clue that the castle was still inhabited. Bolt couldn’t imagine the kind of upkeep that such a massive structure would require. He thought it would take the entire Hero Island Janitorial Team just to keep it presentable, and even that would require hiring a whole squad of extra workers.

Another thing Bolt noticed was a massive cliff in the other direction, but Bolt didn’t care about that. After taking in a deep breath of fresh air, Bolt descended back into the trees, their soft leaves rubbing against his suit on his way down. He had to be careful as he descended, because these trees had multiple large branches sticking out in every direction, but soon Bolt reached the ground again.

As soon as Bolt touched ground, Captain Galaxy, who stood with Aster and Hypno not far away, walked up to him and said, “Well? Did you see it?”

Bolt nodded. He pointed north. “Yeah, I saw it. The Castle of Dimensions or whatever. Looked pretty big.”

Aster sighed in relief. He wore his usual blue-and-yellow IEA uniform, but also had a thick helmet on his head now, along with some kind of energy blade that was currently off. Aster had used the energy blade to cut through the flora of the forest after they arrived, but Bolt had a feeling the blade would be useful for more than just cutting tree branches.

“Good,” said Aster. “That means she wants to be found. Usually, whenever any IEA agent goes here, the Castle is gone. Maybe she’s willing to help us find the Starborn after all.”

Bolt frowned. “So that castle can hide itself? How? It’s even bigger than the Tower of Heroes. How can a castle that big hide itself?”

“We don’t know how it works, either,” said Captain Galaxy, shaking her head. “We only know that it does and that none of our technology is advanced enough to find it whenever it hides. We suspect that she teleports it to another dimension whenever we show up, but we’re not sure.”

“That’s a novel way to avoid someone you don’t want to talk to,” said Hypno, scratching his chin. “Simply teleport your house into another dimension entirely and then come back when the person you dislike leaves. That would have been helpful when I was dealing with my crazy ex a few years back.”

“Well, it’s a good sign regardless,” said Aster. He drew his energy blade from his side and turned it on, causing the white-hot energy blade to explode into existence. “Let’s keep going and get there before she changes her mind and decides she doesn’t want to talk to us.”

Aster resumed their trek through the forest, hacking and slashing through the undergrowth with experienced ease. Captain Galaxy and Hypno followed and then Bolt took up the rear. Although it was unlikely that anyone would follow them here, it was agreed that Bolt should stay in the back of their group to provide defense against possible ambushes. So far, they hadn’t run into anyone, hostile or friendly, but it was better to be safe than sorry. At least, that was what Aster had said, which surprised Bolt because he would never have taken Aster as a cautious type.

Maybe becoming the new Agency Chief has made him more responsible, Bolt thought, glancing at the back of Aster’s helmet as they walked. Kind of like when I became the leader of the Young Neos. Guess leadership means you can’t just do whatever you want without risking the lives of your subordinates.

Bolt looked around the massive forest as they walked. He was never much of a nature guy like his friend Treehugger, but even he had to admit to having his breath taken away by these massive trees. Even someone as ignorant about nature as him could tell that these trees were older than anything else he had seen, maybe as old as the Dread God, though he had a feeling they predated even him.

Maybe I’ll come back here someday to see more of this place, Bolt thought. This would make a great place to take Blizzard out on a date. She’s always loved nature walks and you can’t get more natural than this.

But Bolt shook his head and refocused his attention on his surroundings. Although the Endless Forest was supposedly devoid of sentient life, Bolt knew from experience that letting your attention wander when traveling in a new and unfamiliar was always a recipe for disaster. His fingertips crackled with red electricity as his eyes darted around, keeping a close eye for any suspicious movements in the trees above or around them.

Despite that, Bolt’s thoughts wandered back to the reason they had come here in the first place.

According to Chief Aster, this place was called the Endless Forest. It was some kind of interdimensional hub, where portals appeared between the trees, linking the different universes together. It was so-called because the Forest, as far as anyone knew, stretched on forever and ever in every direction. It was in some ways a physical representation of the multiverse itself, a massive, infinite sprawl that no one could ever even hope to explore in its entirety even if they lived forever.

But they weren’t here to admire the scenery or study the mystical properties of the Endless Forest itself. No, they were here to meet the Forest’s sole inhabitant: A being who Aster referred to as the Spirit of the Woods.

The Spirit of the Woods was supposedly the ruler and protector of this realm. Her true nature and origins were a mystery even to the IEA, but what was known was that she was very powerful and knowledgeable about the multiverse. Some sources even suggested that she was literally omniscient, aware of everything going on in every universe at every time. She never acted on this knowledge, though, or ever did anything other than occasionally guide travelers who somehow ended up in her forest back to their homes.

Aster claimed that if anyone knew where the Starborn were, then it would have to be the Spirit. That made sense to Bolt, because if the Spirit was omniscient, then she logically should know the location of literally everything in the multiverse.

Even the Dread God, Bolt thought. Perhaps we can ask her where he is, too, once we find her. That would be helpful.

The only problem was, apparently, that the Spirit and the IEA were not on particularly good terms. Bolt had pressed Aster for details, but Aster had been very reluctant to explain what they had done to piss off the Spirit. Captain Galaxy wasn’t any more willing to speak of it than Aster, only to say that relations had soured before she joined the Agency and that was about all she really knew about it, though Bolt knew that she was only refusing to give him any details because she was following Aster’s lead.

The only thing Bolt knew for sure was that whatever the IEA did hadn’t been bad enough to make the Spirit want to kill them all if they showed up in her realm. Instead, the Spirit usually hid her castle anytime someone from the IEA showed up so she could avoid talking to them. It had been decades since anyone from the IEA had spoken to the Spirit, which was part of the reason why the files on her were so sparse.

One thing they did know, however, was that the Spirit was generally benevolent and that she would most likely be willing to help them if they told her about the Dread God. It was highly probable that the Spirit already knew about the Dread God and his resurrection, but the Spirit did not seem to have acted against him yet. Why that was, no one knew, but it didn’t matter. As long as the Spirit was willing to tell them where the Starborn were, Bolt figured they would be okay.

Hope this works, Bolt thought. Because if it doesn’t, then we’ll have to depend on Beams and the others to find the God Slayer. And if they can’t do that … well, we’ll figure something out, I’m sure.

“Does anyone besides me smell smoke?” said Hypno, coming to a stop suddenly.

Aster stopped and looked over his shoulder at Hypno. “Oh, you’re probably just smelling the smoke from my energy blade cutting through the trees. It’s nothing to worry about.”

“No, it’s something much stronger than that,” Hypno insisted. “Can you smell it? It’s very close.”

Bolt raised his nose to the air and sniffed. Hot smoke entered his nostrils and he grimaced. “Hypno’s right. There must be a fire nearby or something.”

“A fire?” said Captain Galaxy with a frown. “Here? Are you sure?”

“Why would the Spirit start a fire in her own forest?” said Aster. “It must be something else.”

“No, I’m pretty sure it’s a fire,” said Hypno. He walked off their beaten path into the bushes off to the side. “It’s coming from over here. It’s very strong.”

Bolt walked after Hypno and Captain Galaxy and Aster followed, but they didn’t go very far before they emerged from the trees into a small clearing and saw a sight none of them would ever forget.

A massive fire was burning through the trees eating through the roots and burning up the grass. As they watched, one of the massive trees suddenly creaked and then fell over backward, causing a small tremor to shake the ground, while one of the massive branches of another nearby tree burnt off. Huge flames crawled up the trunks of several trees, while one tree was nothing but a pillar of burning flame, all of its leaves burned off and its bark blackened as dark as midnight.

Thick black smoke billowed into the sky, forcing Bolt to cover his mouth and nose to avoid inhaling it in.

“What the hell?” said Captain Galaxy, staring with disbelief at the massive forest fire raging before them. “Where did this come from? Bolt, did you see it when you were flying earlier?”

Bolt shook his head. “No, I didn’t see any smoke or flames at all. Of course, I wasn’t up there very long, but it’s still weird how I missed this.”

“Doesn’t matter,” said Aster. His expression was set in a grim frown. “Forest fires never happen here. The Spirit would never allow it.”

“Has something happened to her?” said Captain Galaxy worryingly. “If this massive fire is raging and the Spirit is nowhere to be seen, then doesn’t that mean she might be in trouble?”

“I don’t know about the Spirit, but I do know that she’s in trouble,” said Hypno, pointing into the fire. “Look!”

Bolt squinted and saw that Hypno was right. A scared little girl who couldn’t have been older than six was crouched underneath the trunk of a dead tree, her arms wrapped around her knees and tears streaming down her eyes and snot leaking out of her nostrils. Her hair was a bright green, even in the light of the burning trees, and she seemed to be crying. The trunk was holding up against the flames, but Bolt could tell that it wouldn’t hold up much longer and once it did, it would fall on and crush her.

“A girl?” said Aster in disbelief. “What’s a girl doing here? Where are her parents?”

“Does it matter?” said Bolt. “If we don’t step in and save her quickly, she’ll die.”

“But the flames are too hot for us to approach,” said Captain Galaxy, gesturing at the massive flames tearing across the clearing. “We’ll get burned to a crisp.”

Bolt’s hands balled into fists. “You guys might, but my costume is fireproof. I’ll run in and out before the fire even touches me. You guys just stay here and, if I can’t outrun the fire, just keep going to the Castle. We need to find the Starborn no matter what.”

Before any of them could stop him, Bolt rushed into the flames. The fire bit at his feet as he ran, the heat scorching his exposed skin, but Bolt ignored it as he ran at super speed directly toward the girl. He dodged a falling branch that was on fire and leaped through a gap in the flames before landing on the ground and rushing toward the girl again.

Stopping in front of the girl, Bolt knelt down in front of her and said, “Hey, kid, it’s going to be okay. I’m here to save you. Just take my hand and I’ll get you to safety.”

But the girl, apparently startled by his appearance, backed up against the tree trunk’s wall. Her eyes were huge and round, tears rushing out of them, and that was when Bolt noticed an odd tree-like tattoo under her left eye. It looked very professionally done, to the point where Bolt almost mistook it for a natural birthmark. But the colors and design gave it away as artificial, which made Bolt wonder where she had gotten it.

Pushing that thought out of his mind for the moment, Bolt held out a hand and said, “Come on. I’m not going to hurt you. I know you’re scared, but—”

A crack like lightning made Bolt look up and see a massive branch falling toward him. Before he could dodge, the branch fell on him with a loud crash, pinning him underneath its weight.


CHAPTER THREE

 

His arms swinging wildly through the air, Beams grabbed a handhold in the cliff face and came to an abrupt halt. His shoulder burned under the stress, at least until he found another handhold and a foothold for him to put his feet. Even then, he still clutched tightly against the frozen rock, shivering violently under the powerful gust of icy cold wind that blew through at that moment.

Above, Beams could hear the howling cries of whatever had just attacked him and his friends. He heard more screams and cries, followed by what sounded like Mr. Space’s sound blaster going off and what might have been Shade’s shadow blades cutting through flesh. But between the howling wind and the war cries coming from everywhere at once, Beams couldn’t hear much else. He could barely even hear his own thoughts. He just clutched to the cliff face, trying his best not to look down, because he knew that if he did, he would let go and plunge to his death. He couldn’t even move, not daring to climb upward in case he let go and fell.

This sucks, Beams thought. I hope Space and Shade defeat whatever is attacking us because there’s no way I can help.

But then, as abruptly as they came, the war cries suddenly ceased. The only noise Beams could hear now, aside from the chattering of his teeth, was the howling wind as it cut through the city and the abandoned buildings within.

“Space?” Beams shouted, trying to raise his voice to be heard over the wind. “Shade? Are you guys there? Hello? Can you hear me? Hello?”

No response, but Beams wasn’t sure if they simply couldn’t hear him over the wind or if they were dead. He didn’t like to think that they were dead, but it was a very real possibility and Rubberman had always taught him that it was better to consider the worst possibility rather than deny it and hope it went away.

All of a sudden, a rope fell down the side of the cliff and landed beside him. Beams looked up again, but he couldn’t see who had thrown it.

“Space? Shade?” Beams called. “Is that you guys?”

Again, no response. That set off alarms in Beams’ head, but it wasn’t like he was in any position to ignore the rope. He didn’t trust his grip on the cliff would hold if he tried going up or down, especially in this weather. Indeed, his grip was already starting to slip and if he fell, he knew he would die.

Taking a deep breath, Beams grabbed the rope. As soon as he got a firm grip on it, Beams was hoisted up. Whoever was pulling the rope must have been very strong, because they pulled Beams up like he weighed nothing at all. In seconds, Beams was back up on the cliff. He let go of the rope and scrambled to his feet, energy blazing in his eyes as he prepared to unleash a laser at his attackers.

But he hesitated when he saw the person standing before him. The person standing before him looked like a very thin, hunchbacked old person, wearing a black, tattered robe that hid his entire body, including his eyes. The old man leaned on an ancient wooden staff, his tattered robe billowing in the wind. Despite how thin and ratty the robe looked, the figure did not seem even remotely cold, because he stood perfectly still like a statue.

Beams blinked. He looked around, but with the storm raging around them, he couldn’t see very far in any direction.

No way this guy took out Shade and Space by himself, Beams thought. … Right?

Keeping a careful eye on the old man, Beams said, “What did you do with my friends? And who are you?”

The old man didn’t move as he spoke. “I would have asked the same question of you, stranger, for you have invaded our territory, the first invaders we have faced in many years.”

The old man’s voice was heavy and deep. It was also somewhat hypnotic, making Beams want to yawn, but he suppressed it because the last thing he needed was to fall asleep in this blizzard in front of a man he wasn’t sure he could trust.

“We’re not invading anything,” said Beams. “We didn’t even know there were people here. We thought the Lost City was abandoned.”

“Lost City?” the old man repeated indignantly. “What an awful name. Its true name is Ariopolis, named in honor of Arius the God Slayer himself.”

Beams’ eyes widened. Arius was his ancestor, the man who originally killed the Dread God in the first place. He hadn’t known, however, that the Lost City was named after him. “You mean people live there?”

“Since the beginning of history, and before that,” said the old man. He suddenly pointed his staff at Beams in a strangely smooth motion. “Defending it from invaders, protecting it from evil, and making it a hostile place to foreigners like you. That is the way of the people of Ariopolis.”

Beams’ hands balled into fists. “Listen, old man, I don’t have time to play with you. Give me back my friends and I won’t hurt you.”

The old man suddenly chuckled. “Ah, so I see that you really don’t understand just how outnumbered you really are. Observe.”

The old man waved his staff like a conductor’s baton. Without warning, the blizzard suddenly vanished, and as the snow went away, Beams saw exactly what the old man meant.

Standing behind the old man were a dozen big, strong burly men wearing strange-looking winter coats. The men all wore face-obscuring hoods, just like the old man, and like the old man, their tattered coats did not seem to provide adequate protection from the cold, though none of them shivered or seemed even remotely cold. Beams might have mistaken them for a pack of grizzly bears because of the size and furriness of their coats. They certainly looked as strong as grizzlies, that was for sure.

But what really caught Beams’ attention was the fact that these men held Mr. Space and Shade captive. Mr. Space lay flat on the snow, clearly unconscious from some kind of devastating blow to the head, while Shade was on her knees, her arms twisted behind her back and a bone knife held to her throat in such a way that if she tried to escape she’d just slit her own throat and kill herself. Shade’s mask hid her expression, but Beams could tell based on her body language alone that she was tense and afraid.

“You may try to attack me,” said the old man softly. “Lord knows I have lived many years already. It would be a fitting end for a protector such as myself to die defending the city I love. But would you be willing to sacrifice your own friends in the process?”

Beams gritted his teeth. However primitive the equipment and clothing of these people were, it was obvious they were far craftier and cleverer than they let on. Beams made a mental note to avoid underestimating these people in the future, assuming he survived long enough to have more encounters with them, which was looking less and less likely every second.

“Fine,” said Beams, lowering his hands. “What do you want?”

“Nothing,” said the old man shortly. “You are invaders. All invaders are to be killed immediately. We have only spared you and your friends because we find your presence curious, for it has been several years since the last invaders attacked our city, though we remember very well what we did to them back then.”

“Ripped out their throats,” one of the tribesmen suddenly spoke. He grinned, his hood briefly revealing a mouth full of white, sharpened teeth. “Dumped their bodies over the edge. Ignored their cries for mercy.”

Beams glanced over his shoulder instinctively. He wasn’t sure, but he thought that the rocks at the bottom of the cliff might have actually been a pile of human bones, long grayed from exposure to the elements. A chill went up his spine that had nothing to do with the freezing Antarctic air.

Looking at the tribesmen again, Beams said, “We’re not invaders. Like I said, we didn’t even know there were people still living in Ariopolis.”

“Then why did you come?” said the old man. “Were you a thief like the last invaders, who broke into the heart of the city to steal the Dread God’s brain? Or are you simply treasure hunters seeking to make yourselves rich off our fabulous treasure?”

“We’re not thieves,” said Beams. “We’re here for the God Slayer.”

A harsh silence fell over the tribesmen briefly before they suddenly exploded into a flurry of whispers and mutterings. Beams couldn’t understand what they were saying, but he understood it had something to do with what he just said regarding the God Slayer.

The old man in the front looked like he was about to fall down from the shock, but he remained standing, clutching his staff with both hands like it was his only lifeline. “The God Slayer? Why do you seek that weapon?”

“Because the Dread God has returned,” said Beams. “And the only way my friends and I can kill him again is if we get the God Slayer.”

The whispers and mutterings from the tribesmen became even more hurried now, with a hint of fear, but the old man waved his staff and the tribesmen suddenly went silent.

Lowering his staff, the old man said, “I thought I sensed something like that, but … I did not think it had actually happened. It would explain … much.”

Beams’ eyes narrowed. The old man was clearly implying that things had been happening around the city which he could not explain. That was an opening Beams could use to save him and his friends.

“Yeah,” said Beams, nodding. “So if you could just give me and my friends the God Slayer, then we could use it to kill him again before he comes back to Earth and kills us all.”

“Why should we entrust the most valuable object in the city—which generations of our forefathers have lived and died to protect—to strangers like you?” said the old man. “How do we know you won’t simply take the God Slayer away and sell it for money?”

Beams hesitated. He wasn’t sure if this was information he should share—he hadn’t even told his friends about it—but he saw that he had no choice, especially if he was going to save Shade and Mr. Space.

“Because I’m a son of Arius,” said Beams. “And I’ve come to reclaim what is rightfully mine.”

Shocked silence descended on the tribesmen. Even Shade seemed shocked by this announcement from Beams. But Beams did not take it back. He just stood very still, showing no weakness or fear, because he believed that if this didn’t work, then he and his friends would be executed like past invaders had been.

“Impossible,” said one of the tribesmen suddenly. “You cannot be a son of Arius. Arius has no children outside of Ariopolis. You lie.”

But the old man raised his staff again. “Not necessarily, Joga. Legend says that Arius left Ariopolis many times after defeating the Dread God, traveling the world and romancing foreign women wherever he went. It is possible that this boy may indeed be a distant descendant of Arius.”

Beams could hardly believe his luck. “So are you going to let me and my friends go?”

The old man shook his head sharply. “Of course not. Anyone can claim to be a son of Arius. Few, however, can prove it. And even fewer can prove that they are worthy of wielding the God Slayer.”

“How can I prove my claims, then?” said Beams. “Is there anything I can do to show to you guys that I am not lying?”

“There is, yes,” said the old man. “We have methods, passed down from Arius himself to our current generation, to determine whether a person is indeed a son of Arius or if they are worthy of wielding the God Slayer.”

“Aren’t those statements the same, though?” said Beams.

“Not necessarily,” said the old man. “Not all of Arius’ sons have been worthy of wielding the God Slayer, nor have all wielders of the God Slayer been of Arius’ blood. You may be one or the other, but not necessarily both.”

Beams bit his lower lip. “What are you going to do, then? Kill us anyway?”

The old man shook his head again. “No. I will bring you before the Elders to prove your parentage. Once we can establish your ancestry … then we will decide what to do with you. In the meantime, we will keep you and your friends alive, but you will be our prisoners. And if any of you attempt to escape, then we will be forced to kill all three of you. Understood?”

Beams knew better than to question this man’s words. He could tell, even without being able to see the old man’s face, that he was one hundred percent serious about killing Beams and his friends if they tried to escape. He had a feeling that the old man would do it even if Beams turned out to be both a son of Arius and worthy of wielding the God Slayer. Such seriousness would have scared Beams a while ago, but he found himself respecting it more than anything because it meant that this man was honest about wanting to protect his people.

“Understood,” said Beams.

“Good,” said the old man. “Then come with us down to the city, where the Elders are. There, we will determine not only your ancestry but also your ultimate fate.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 

Bolt gasped for breath. The giant branch which had fallen on his legs had to weigh a ton and he wasn’t sure if his legs had been broken or not. All he knew was that pain in his legs was shooting up into his brain, which he supposed was sign his legs still worked, but that was hardly reassuring. He heard the little girl screaming her head off, while the roar of the flames grew louder and louder with each passing second. The smoke was becoming thicker as well, making his eyes water and making it harder for him to breathe.

Gotta get up, Bolt thought, putting his hands on the ground. The longer I lay here, the more likely that both of us will die. The others won’t be able to save either of us.

Bolt pushed his hands against the ground, but the tree branch was so heavy that even with his super strength, he found the movement almost impossible to complete. It felt like he was trying to do a push up with a thousand pound plate on his back, not helped by the fact that his legs were either broken or severely damaged. He quickly gave up, panting and sweating fiercely as the fire raged all around them.

“Mister, are you okay?” said a voice before him. It was the little girl, who had stopped screaming now and was looking at Bolt with a mixture of fear and worry. “Can you get the tree branch off of you?”

“No,” said Bolt, shaking his head. “Don’t think I can. It weighs a ton and a half and my legs hurt too much.”

“Can I help?” said the little girl. She sniffled.

“Help?” Bolt repeated. “You’re just a little girl. What can you do to help?”

The little girl shrunk back, her eyes wide with terror. “I-I’m sorry. I just wanted to help you get out.”

Bolt sighed. He had scared her by yelling at her, so he said, in a calmer tone of voice, “I’m sorry, but I’m just not sure what good you will do. You’re just a little girl. Little girls aren’t really well-known for pulling off amazing feats of physical strength.”

“I said I would help,” said the little girl. “Here, let me show you.”

The girl walked up to Bolt and rested a small hand on his shoulder. Bolt was about to ask her what she was doing when, without warning, a jolt of energy went through his body. It felt like a caffeine rush, except much stronger than the strongest coffee Bolt had ever drunk. His senses suddenly became stronger and he felt a new strength enter his body, a strength that seemed to come out of nowhere.

With a roar of triumph, Bolt pushed up. This time, he successfully pushed the tree branch off of him, sending it tumbling off his legs and rolling a couple of feet away. Bolt then jumped up to his feet. His legs still hurt like hell, but he had so much energy flowing through him now that he didn’t care.

“Wow, this is amazing,” said Bolt, flexing his hands opened and closed. He looked at the girl. “How did you do that?”

The little girl opened her mouth to answer, but suddenly the flames burst through the tree trunk she hid behind. The little girl shrieked, but Bolt acted quickly. He scooped her up into his arms and then turned and ran through the flames, rushing through, under, and over any and all obstacles in his path. This would have been tricky normally, but with that boost from the little girl still flowing through him, it was almost as easy as running across a wide open field with no obstacles in it at all.

In seconds, Bolt reached Captain Galaxy, Aster, and Hypno, who were all standing roughly where he had left them before. The three of them nearly jumped when Bolt stopped in front of them with the girl in his arms, who was shivering herself, though whether it was with fear at rushing through the flames or excitement, Bolt could not tell.

“Bolt?” said Captain Galaxy in surprise. “You look, um—”

“Alive,” Hypno said, stroking his chin. “Not that you looked dead before, of course, but you seem much more energetic than you were before.”

“I know,” said Bolt. He thrust the girl into Captain Galaxy’s arms. “Take the girl. I’m going to put out this fire before it spreads throughout the rest of the forest.”

“How?” said Aster, looking at the roaring flames with dismay. “You don’t have water powers, do you?”

“No, but I’ve got a plan,” said Bolt. “You guys should probably head back to the main path, however, just to be safe.”

Before anyone could ask Bolt what he planned to do, Bolt shot up into the air. He burst through the treetops and flew until he was directly above the flaming trees, holding a hand in front of his eyes to protect his vision from the light of the flames. Even from up here, the heat of the flames was harsh, making it feel like he was standing in front of a blasting furnace, but he ignored that for now in order to focus on his plan.

He landed with a crash onto the ground not far from the flames and turned around to face them. The flames were burning high, but so far they seemed confined to this one part of the forest, which was good because it would be much easier to handle that way. He activated his super strength and, pulling back his leg, kicked the earth as hard as he could.

The impact of his blow sent tons of earth flying through the air toward the flames. The earth crashed down onto the fire like meteors, immediately putting out a small portion of the flames, but it wasn’t enough to put them out entirely, so Bolt kept kicking the earth, sending chunks of dirt flying through the air. The dirt covered the flames wherever it hit, and within minutes, the fire was put out entirely, leaving nothing but blackened, smoking earth and flora where a raging inferno had been just minutes previously.

Bolt estimated that he had kicked the ground at least 100 times, and it showed. There was a deep crater where he had kicked the earth, but he didn’t feel tired at all. True, his costume was covered in dirt now and his hair was probably even dirtier, but he didn’t care. He just flew up into the air back toward the others, who had indeed retreated back to the path, though not as far back as he would have liked. The three of them looked up at him with a mixture of awe and surprise as he landed before them, dusting off the lower half of his costume with a big grin on his face.

“Did you just put out the fire by kicking dirt on it?” said Aster, his eyes so wide that they looked like they might fall out of his sockets.

Bolt nodded. “Sure. Dirt is an excellent way to put out fire. Dump enough dirt onto fire and you can put it out just as easily as water. I mean, I would have preferred water, but you got to work with what you have.”

“Amazing,” said Hypno in a soft voice. “Director Smith told me you had super strength as one of your powers, but that’s the first time I’ve really seen it in action.”

“Cool!” said the little girl, clapping her hands. “You saved the Forest! Yay!”

Bolt couldn’t help but smile at the little girl’s enthusiasm. “No problem. I could do that all day. Any other fires I need to put out?”

“No,” said the little girl, shaking her head. “That was the only one.”

Captain Galaxy, who seemed to have been stunned into silence by Bolt’s action, shook her head and said, “Well, good job, Bolt. It would never have occurred to me to do that, but then I’m not a superhuman like you.” Then she looked down at the girl in her arms. “But the real question is, who is this girl?”

“Me?” said the girl. She suddenly looked a lot timider now as everyone’s attention turned to her. “Um, can you let me down, please, nice lady? I can stand on my own.”

Captain Galaxy bent over and let the girl down. The little girl then stood up straight, though it wasn’t a very impressive sight due to her shortness.

“Who are you people?” said the little girl, looking up at all of them with curiosity on her face. “I’ve never seen any of you before. You’re not with him, are you?”

“Him?” Bolt repeated after exchanging a puzzled glance with Captain Galaxy. “Wanna be a bit more specific?”

The little girl clutched the hem of her dress and looked down at her feet as if she was afraid someone might see her face. “The Dread God.”

“The Dread God?” Bolt repeated. He knelt down before the girl, putting one hand on his knee. “Is he here? Now?”

The little girl shook her head, still without looking up at them. “No, but his servants are. Or were. They might have left, but I’m not sure because I was hiding from them.”

Bolt exchanged another look with Captain Galaxy, as well as with Hypno and Aster before he looked at the little girl again and said, “Did the Dread God’s servants create that fire?”

The little girl nodded. “Yeah. They came here to destroy the Endless Forest. Said the Dread God wills it. They were scary.”

Why would the Dread God want to destroy the Endless Forest? Bolt thought but did not ask that question aloud, because he didn’t think the girl would know the answer.

Instead, he said, “Where did they go after they started the fire?”

“To the Castle,” said the little girl. “They might still be there. I don’t know.”

“Where is the Spirit?” said Aster, interrupting suddenly. “Do you know where she is?”

The little girl suddenly looked up at Aster, a frown on her face. “The Spirit? Oh, you mean Mommy. She’s dead.”


CHAPTER FIVE

 

Beams allowed the tribesmen—who identified themselves as Ariopolitans—to bind him, Shade, and Mr. Space as they made their journey down to the city. This was to show to the Ariopolitans that he and his friends weren’t dangerous, though he found the rope tied around his wrists very tight and rough. It didn’t help that the Ariopolitans forced him and his friends to keep walking, poking them in the back with their spears every now and then to make sure they kept moving.

Beams expected them to take the cliff pathway which Mr. Space had pointed out earlier, but instead, the Ariopolitans led them through a secret underground tunnel, its entrance hidden underneath a thick layer of snow not too far from where the edge of the cliff. They went down a secret underground staircase/tunnel that was clearly not natural because even in the weak light of the Ariopolitans’ torches, he could see the marks where tools had bitten into the stone as workers from ages past carved out this tunnel.

The tunnel was dark and narrow, with barely any room to fight or run. Even if Beams, Shade, and Mr. Space broke their ropes, they’d have to go either up or down in complete and utter darkness, because aside from the torches held by the Ariopolitans, there was no lighting in here. Beams suspected this was a deliberate design decision on the part of whoever built this tunnel because it would be easy to defend this tunnel from intruders due to how dark and narrow it was.

It didn’t take them long to emerge from the tunnel back out into the frigid Antarctic air. Though the tunnel had been cold enough, the open air was much colder still and Beams, Shade, and Mr. Space shivered despite their coats. The Ariopolitans, of course, didn’t even flinch when a particularly powerful gust of wind tore through. Even the old man, who still hadn’t given them his name, didn’t show any discomfort whenever the wind blew and sent his robes flapping.

That, more than anything, was what convinced Beams it made more sense to play nice with these guys than fight them. They did not seem to have superpowers of their own, but anyone who could stand in the face of the harsh Antarctic wind without flinching was basically superhuman anyway.

Trudging through the snow, the party soon reached and passed the city limits. The temperature did not rise when they entered the city limits. If anything, the temperature seemed to drop through the floor, although the ruins of the various tall buildings around them shielded them from the worst of the blizzard.

But as they walked through the ancient city, their steps barely audible above the howling winter wind, Beams realized that the city was not as abandoned as it seemed. He caught glimpses of Ariopolitans peeking out through windows or open doorways or from around the corners of buildings. Some of them looked like the big, burly hunters escorting him and his friends to the Elders, while others looked like women and children based on their size and shape. He even saw a woman holding a bundle of robes in her arms that was obviously a baby, but the woman quickly vanished into the darkness of a nearby building before he could get a good look at her.

“A rather shy bunch, aren’t they?” Shade muttered to Beams as they walked.

“The Ariopolitans are not a shy people,” said the old man without looking over his shoulder. “We are a proud and brave people, afraid of very little. We are simply cautious around strangers, especially when it comes to letting strangers interact with our children.”

Beams could understand that, but he still didn’t like being treated like some kind of criminal even though he hadn’t done anything wrong yet. “So, you Ariopolitans are the descendants of the original founders of this city?”

“Correct,” said the old man, again without looking over his shoulder. “Our distant ancestors were enslaved by the Dread God and his worshipers, forcing us to do slave work and worship the Dread God as our own god. Because of that, we Ariopolitans value our freedom highly and have done everything in our power to ensure that we and our children never have to live under the yoke of slavery to anyone ever again.”

“But why?” Shade blurted out. “Why stay here in this, er, place? You aren’t even taking care of it.”

“Only if you look at the surface,” said the old man. He tapped the street with his staff as he walked. “Our actual city is deep beneath the surface of this one. We only come out onto the surface to hunt for food or patrol for intruders. Otherwise, we spend most of our time below ground, where it is safer and warmer.”

“Seems like a lot of work,” said Beams. “It would be easier to leave and find someplace else to live, wouldn’t it?”

“Would it?” said the old man. “Many of our ancestors did indeed leave this land eons ago, populating the Earth with their own descendants. There is nowhere else for us to go. Besides, we made a vow to Arius, a vow we intend to keep, no matter how desolate and dangerous this land becomes.”

“And what would that vow be?” said Shade.

This time, the old man finally looked over his shoulder. His hood still obscured most of his features, but Beams caught a hint of a beard in his hood. “To protect the God Slayer, of course, for the day when it would be needed again. And if you are indeed a son of Arius, then that day may come today.”

“Amazing,” said Mr. Space. “You mean to tell us that your people have vowed to protect the God Slayer for all these years? And you’ve remained completely separate from the rest of the world in order to accomplish this?”

“Of course,” said the old man, turning his attention back to the path before them. They passed a particularly large structure which was boarded up. “We are aware that the other humans of Earth do not remember Arius or their ancestors. Should they ever learn about this place, they would steal the God Slayer to use for their own purposes. That is why we embrace the cold because it keeps away humans.”

“The cold does not keep away all humans, though,” said one of the hunters, who Beams remembered was called Joga. He walked to Beams’ left, his spear resting on his shoulder. “Some intruders still come, seeking to steal Ariopolis’ treasure based on old whispered legends from humanity’s dawn.”

“Indeed,” said the old man, nodding. “It was not too long ago that a certain human came and stole the Dread God’s brain itself. But he was the exception. The vast majority of intruders like him never even see the city before our hunters take care of them.”

Beams knew who the old man spoke of. Xavier Zulauf was a supervillain who led an archaeological team to Antarctica, where he found the Dread God’s frozen corpse and took his brain—the Rubber Ball—as a prize of sorts. It occurred to Beams that if Xavier had not stolen the Rubber Ball in the first place, the Dread God would still be dead and they wouldn’t even be here at all.

Kind of weird how small things like that can lead to big consequences in the future, Beams thought. But I guess that describes life in general, huh?

“Yeah, but it doesn’t really matter if that intruder got away with the Dread God’s brain and helped bring him back to life, right?” said Shade. “Kind of a big mistake there.”

Joga suddenly raised his spear to hit Shade, but the old man raised a hand and said, “Don’t hit her, Joga. She is clearly just a mouthy woman who likely doesn’t think through what she is supposed to say.”

“Mouthy woman?” Shade repeated indignantly. “I’ll have you know that I am the right-hand woman of Cadmus Smith, the Director of the Department of Superpowered & Extraterrestrial Beings, and—”

“We don’t care,” said the old man shortly. “But we are aware that the Dread God has returned. Or, rather, I should say that your message makes sense in light of recent events which have occurred in our city.”

“Recent events?” Beams repeated. “Such as what?”

“You will find out soon enough,” said the old man. “Ah, here we are.”

The old man stopped in front of a ruined building which looked no different from any of the others, a building Beams would have walked past without giving it a second thought if he had been the one leading them. It was shaped kind of like a box, with a weird domed roof and odd friezes over the doorway depicting what looked like the Dread God, though they were worn away from exposure to the elements and broken and chipped in several areas. The door itself appeared to be blown in, but the old man simply pushed it open as easily as any door and entered.

Everyone else followed him inside and then Beams and the others found themselves standing inside a wide-open room that was surprisingly warm. Burning hot torches shone from brackets on the walls, while a blazing fire burned in a pit in the floor. The room itself was in far better condition than the outside suggested, which made Beams wonder how many other buildings in the city were better on the inside than they were on the outside.

Seated on a throne on the other side of the flames was a single robed man, with armed guards on either side of his chair. At first glance, his robes looked similar to the old man, but upon closer inspection, Beams realized that they were quite different. The robed man’s robes were black and red and made of a fine silk. They looked like they had been sewn just yesterday, though the throne upon which the robed man sat was as ancient as the rest of the city. He was also a few inches taller than the old man who was the leader of the Ariopolitan hunters. His face was hidden beneath the hood he wore.

“Elder of the Ariopolitans,” said the old man as he approached them. He got on one knee and knelt, leaning on his staff for support. “I am pleased to see that you have responded to my summons so quickly because I feel that time is of the essence.”

“It always is, Garus,” said the Elder, a man whose voice was somehow even deeper than Garus’. “When I heard that you may have found another son of Arius, I dropped everything to see if your message was true. Which one of these three outsiders is the alleged son of Arius?”

Garus pointed with his staff at Beams. “The young man there is the son of Arius. Or so he claims, anyway.”

The Elder scratched his chin. “The young man does not look much like Arius, though it is hard to tell with that odd helmet on his head. Do you believe his claims?”

Garus stood up straight, or as straight as a man with a crooked back like his could. “I leave that judgment up to you, my Elder. All I can say is that it fits with what I have seen on the borders of Ariopolis over the last week.”

“You mean the disappearances,” said the Elder.

“Disappearances?” Beams repeated, unable to keep quiet any longer. “What disappearances?”

“People have been disappearing along the borders of Ariopolis over the last week,” said Joga suddenly. He folded his massive arms in front of his chest. “Men, women, children … all vanish into the snow, with no sign of where they went.”

“And they didn’t disappear because they were taken by wild animals or got lost in the blizzard,” Garus added. “We can tell because that usually leaves a sign. No, we believe someone is kidnapping them … that is to say, the Darzens.”

Beams exchanged quick looks with Shade and Mr. Space. “There are Darzens here?”

“It certainly looks that way,” said Garus. “We have no proof, but the signs we’ve seen fit with the warnings that the legends passed down from our ancestors say about those foul creatures, which we have not seen in the city since Arius drove them off our world after the death of the Dread God.”

“But why would the Darzens come here?” said Shade. “What could they possibly be looking for out here?”

“The God Slayer,” said Beams. “The Dread God must want to destroy it or at least keep it out of our hands. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

“Young man,” said the Elder suddenly. “Step forward and identify yourself.”

Taken aback by the Elder’s abrupt command, Beams nonetheless walked up until he stood next to Garus. He bowed at the waist because he didn’t want to kneel with his hands tied together.

“My name is Alexander Fry,” said Beams, standing upright again, “though I usually go by my sidekick name, Beams. I’m from America and I am a descendant of Arius and I’m here to get the God Slayer in order to kill the Dread God.”

“Alexander Fry,” said the Elder, looking down at Beams imperiously. “I am Scorius, one of the Elders of Ariopolis. You make a rather bold claim by wanting to wield the God Slayer and destroy the Dread God, just as Arius himself once did ages ago.”

“I know,” said Beams, nodding, “but it’s true. That’s what my friends and I are here for. And we won’t leave until we get it.”

The hunters who had escorted Beams and his friends began whispering among themselves again. Out of the corner of his eye, Beams noticed Joga clutch his spear tighter than ever as if he expected Beams to suddenly attack Scorius for no reason. But Beams didn’t intend to harm anyone. He just stood still, trying to look as peaceful as he could, awaiting the Elder’s response.

“Our ancestors vowed to protect the God Slayer from all foreigners,” said Scorius. “The God Slayer can only be wielded by a son of Arius. In the hands of anyone else, it would be a weapon of mass destruction, able to cause death the likes of which even the Dread God can only dream of. We cannot simply ‘give’ you the God Slayer even if we wanted to, which we do not.””

“Garus said something about proving my ancestry to you guys,” said Beams. “How do I do that? Do I take a DNA test and wait a few weeks for the results or something?”

“What is DNA?” said Scorius in a confused voice.

“Never mind,” said Beams, waving his hands. “Just tell me what I need to do to prove my ancestry. I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”

Scorius leaned back and steepled the tips of his fingers together. “Anything? Very well. Then I will have to ask you to die.”


CHAPTER SIX

 

Did you just call the Spirit of the Woods Mommy?” said Aster. Utter shock and disbelief etched across his features and became clearer when he raised the visor of his helmet to get a better look at the girl.

The little girl nodded. “Yes. And she’s dead, too.”

Bolt wasn’t sure what he found more disturbing: That the Dread God (for who else could it be?) had apparently already killed the Spirit of the Woods or that this little girl stated the fact without any real emotion as if she was describing the weather. In fact, the little girl seemed to have recovered from being caught in the flames already, which told Bolt that this little girl, whoever she was, was not an ordinary girl. And maybe not in a good way, either.

“When … how …” Aster seemed at a loss for words. “What?”

The little girl began playing with a loose strand of her green hair. “It happened earlier today. Mommy and I were walking through the Endless Forest when—”

“But I didn’t even know the Spirit could have children,” said Aster. He put his hands on his head. “What is going on here?”

“Uh, I’m still speaking,” said the little girl. “Mommy always says it isn’t polite to interrupt people when they’re talking. Didn’t your mommy ever teach you that?”

Aster still seemed to be stuck trying to process the fact that this little girl was the Spirit’s daughter at all, so it was Bolt who said, “Please continue your story, uh—”

“Kyra,” the little girl said. “My name is Kyra.”

“Kyra,” Bolt repeated. “Please continue telling us what happened.”

“Okay,” said Kyra brightly. “Anyway, like I said, Mommy and I were walking through the Endless Forest, like we usually do—”

“You mean you’ve been around long enough that you and the Spirit have a regular walking routine?” said Aster.

“Chief Aster, I know I’m perhaps speaking out of turn, but would you please be quiet and let Kyra here finish her story?” Captain Galaxy asked. “She’s the only one who knows what is going on here, so let her talk.”

“Yeah,” said Kyra. She looked at Aster with annoyance. “You’re very rude for being such an old man. Mommy always told me that old people are more polite than younger people. Maybe your mommy didn’t teach you manners.”

“My Mom—!”

Captain Galaxy put a hand over Aster’s mouth and looked at Kyra. “Just keep talking. I’ll teach him the manners his mommy apparently didn’t.”

“Okay,” said Kyra brightly again. “So anyway, like I’ve said a million times already, Mommy and I were walking through the Endless Forest like we always do when Mommy sensed something out of alignment with the multiverse.”

Bolt blinked. “You pronounced those words correctly.”

“So?” said Kyra. “Don’t most people?”

“Well, they don’t seem like the kind of words a young girl like you would know,” said Bolt, folding his arms in front of his chest.

Kyra frowned. “You people are so weird. Mommy taught me all kinds of multisyllabic words. Didn’t your mommy teach you multisyllabic words?”

Bolt rubbed his forehead in frustration. “Never mind. Just keep talking.”

“Okay,” said Kyra, again brightly. “So Mommy sensed something out of alignment with the multiverse. I didn’t sense it, but that’s because I’m not as good at that as Mommy. She told me to go back to the Castle and hide while she went to investigate, but before I could leave, a portal opened up in front of us and … he stepped out of it.”

“He?” Hypno repeated. “Do you mean the Dread God?”

Kyra shuddered. She looked over her shoulder, fear etched on her young features. “Please don’t say his name. It’s scary.”

“Okay,” said Bolt, “so he actually appeared? In the flesh?”

“Sort of,” said Kyra. “He was big and scary. He said he was going to destroy the Endless Forest and that he was going to start with Mommy. He wasn’t alone, either. He brought a whole bunch of those Darzens. Mommy told me to run while she held them off.”

“Did you?” said Captain Galaxy.

“Yeah!” Kyra blurted out. “What was I supposed to do? I’m just a kid. I couldn’t help Mommy. I just ran and ran. I tried to get back to the Castle like Mommy said, but then some of his minions followed me. I’m very good at hiding, so I hid inside one of the trees where I knew they wouldn’t find me. But I didn’t expect them to just burn the entire place down in order to get at me. I would have died if you guys didn’t show up.”

“What about your mother?” said Bolt. “You said she was dead, but it doesn’t sound like you saw her die.”

Kyra looked down at her feet. “Well, yeah, I didn’t see her die, but if she survived, then wouldn’t she have come and got me? And that monster looked like he really wanted to kill her. I can’t imagine he would spare her for any reason.”

Aster breathed a sigh of relief. “So there’s a chance she’s still alive, then. Right?”

“I … I guess so,” said Kyra. She glanced in the direction of the Castle. “But I don’t know if she’s safe. Or if the Castle is safe, either. The Darzens might have gotten to it already, even though they shouldn’t be able to get inside thanks to the barrier. Only Mommy and I can enter the Castle, though we can give other people permission to enter if we want.”

“I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary on the Castle when I was flying earlier,” said Bolt, stroking his chin and thinking of the old, majestic castle he had seen towering over the forest not too long ago. “It might still be safe.”

“Then we need to head there right away,” Kyra insisted. “Mommy told me to go there. If she’s still alive, she’s probably there, too, and she’s probably worried about where I am.”

“But it sounds to me like the Darzens must still be around here,” said Captain Galaxy, glancing at the trees around them. “If so, we’ll need to be really careful, because if we aren’t, they might take us by surprise.”

“We were already heading to the Castle anyway,” Bolt pointed out. “Even if the Darzens are here, we can fight and probably beat them.”

“What about the Dread God, though?” said Hypno. “We haven’t beaten him before. If he’s still here, then we might have to abort this mission.”

“Why would the Dread God attack the Endless Forest anyway?” said Aster. “Kyra, do you know why?”

Kyra shrugged. “He just said he wanted to destroy it. I don’t know anything other than that.”

“The Dread God would not be attacking the Endless Forest if he didn’t have a reason for it,” said Bolt. “The Endless Forest must be in the way of his plans somehow. In any case, we must go to the Castle anyway. That’s the only place where we will find any answers.”

Kyra nodded, but then looked around at everyone suddenly. “I just remembered, who are you guys? Are you Mommy’s friends?”

“I’m Chief Dean Aster, Chief of the Interdimensional Elite Agency, or the IEA for short,” said Aster, gesturing at himself. “And this lady here is Captain Helena Galaxy, the Captain of the—”

“The IEA?” said Kyra. She stepped back, looking at Aster with a wary look in her eyes. “Mommy told me about you before. You’re bad people.”

“Bad people?” Bolt repeated. “What do you mean? These guys are trying to stop the Darzens.”

“Mommy says they’re bad people who aren’t allowed in the Endless Forest anymore,” Kyra insisted. “She said she hasn’t forgiven them for what they did a long time ago.”

“Aster, what’s she talking about?” said Bolt, looking at Aster. “Do you know what she means?”

Aster sighed. “You remember how I mentioned that the IEA and the Spirit aren’t exactly on the best terms? This is what I mean. The Spirit’s disappearance explains why we weren’t immediately booted from the Forest as soon as we entered, though.”

“But what did you guys do to annoy her so much?” said Bolt. “Surely it couldn’t have been that bad, could it?”

“It was,” Kyra insisted. “I wasn’t there when it happened, but Mommy said the IEA brought a bad man here who almost destroyed it.”

“It wasn’t on purpose,” said Aster. “We didn’t know he would try to burn the place down. Besides, if we hadn’t put him here, he would have done far worse damage to far more people. It was for the greater good, even if we didn’t fully anticipate just how crazy this guy was.”

Bolt held up hands. “Slow down. Give me the story from beginning to end. I’m out of the loop here.”

“Fine,” said Aster. “About ten years ago or so, the Spirit and the IEA were on good terms. The Spirit allowed IEA agents to use the Endless Forest as a natural multiversal hub of sorts. We liked the Endless Forest due to how it is connected to every universe imaginable. In fact, our own dimension-hopping tech is based on the natural portals which exist in this place. It was a way for us to dimension-hop without having to use our own tech all the time, which has a tendency to overheat if it’s used too often.”

“What happened to sour relations between you guys?” said Bolt.

Aster’s expression darkened. “It happened ten years ago when the IEA came into conflict with a being who called himself Zaarlak the Conqueror.”

Captain Galaxy shuddered. “Oh, god. Please don’t say his name. That man was a monster.”

“Never heard of him,” said Bolt.

“Same here,” said Hypno. “Sounds like the name of one of those old pulp villains.”

“He was anything but fictional,” said Aster. He grimaced. “Zaarlak the Conqueror was the biggest threat the IEA had faced up until the Dread God. He was an interdimensional conqueror with delusions of grandeur. He wanted to make himself the Emperor of the Multiverse and he had raised a trillions strong army to do it. He managed to conquer quite a few universes before the IEA took him down, but only after losing many of our best agents.”

“I was just a Cadet when it happened, but I remember him all too clearly,” said Captain Galaxy. “I wish I didn’t, though. He was reprehensible beyond words.”

“I was a Captain myself at the time,” said Aster, “but I clashed with his forces a few times. Anyway, we got really desperate to stop him, so we put together a plan to banish him to the Endless Forest. We thought that if we could separate him from his army, then his empire would fall apart and the universes he conquered would regain their independence again. And the plan worked. Zaarlak ended up in the Endless Forest and, in the absence of his strong leadership, his empire crumbled to dust seemingly overnight.”

“Let me guess,” said Bolt, “it didn’t quite work out as well as you’d hoped.”

“Unfortunately, yes,” said Aster, nodding. “Zaarlak got really angry that we managed to take down his empire. So he began trying to destroy the Endless Forest purely out of spite against us. He burned down quite a bit of it before the Spirit managed to kill him, and even then, he got in a good few hits on her before he died. We also tried to help, but unfortunately, even our best agents weren’t much of a challenge for Zaarlak’s might.”

“And then Mommy banned you,” said Kyra. “She said you weren’t allowed back here ever again.”

“More or less,” said Aster with a shrug. “Chief Nebula tried to reason with her, but she wouldn’t listen. She just told us that we couldn’t come to the Endless Forest anymore for any reason and that she would personally kick out any agents who tried to get in. She was quite serious about that because the agents we sent to help her take down Zaarlak learned that day.”

“Ever since we have not been allowed to enter the Forest,” Captain Galaxy finished. “That’s why we were so reluctant to come here. We didn’t think that the Spirit would be willing to listen to us, much less let us into her realm. And she still might not be willing to listen to us, assuming she survived the Dread God.”

“She won’t,” Kyra assured her. “Mommy doesn’t like you people. You should leave.”

“Are you saying you don’t want our help?” said Bolt. “Are you saying you’re a big enough girl to handle this all yourself?”

Kyra began playing with her hair again. “Well, you can stay, because you’re good, but they have to go because Mommy doesn’t like them.”

“Sorry, but they’re staying,” said Bolt. “They’re my allies and I’m going to need their help if we’re going to find your mom and stop the Dread God. If they go, I go, too.”

Kyra pouted, but said, “Fine. I’ll let Mommy decide what to do with you guys if she’s still alive.”

“Excellent,” said Bolt. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s head to the Castle and see if the Spirit is there or not.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

I need to die?” said Beams, staring up at Scorius in disbelief. “What?”

“It’s a trap,” said Shade, looking around in alarm. Shadow blades flashed into existence around her forearms. “I knew it. They brought us here just to kill us. Monsters.”

Scorius did not look alarmed by Shade’s statement. He merely put his hands together and said, “We have no intention of kill any of you, at least, not unless you fail the Gauntlet.”

“The Gauntlet?” said Beams. “What’s that?”

Scorius pulled a scroll out of his robes and unfurled it, displaying a drawing of a warrior who looked an awful lot like Arius standing in front of a giant open cave mouth. “You see, we don’t run these ‘DNA’ tests on people, whatever that means. Whenever someone claiming to be a son of Arius comes along, we put him through the Gauntlet. Only true sons of Arius can pass the Gauntlet, which also doubles as a test to see if they are worthy of wielding the God Slayer.”

“The Gauntlet,” Beams repeated, this time as a statement than a question. “What, exactly, does the Gauntlet consist of?”

“It is a series of challenges designed by Arius himself,” said the female Elder sitting next to Scorius. “Each challenge will test you in an area that Arius was a master in. If you can complete all three challenges, then you will prove yourself to be a son of Arius and will be worthy of wielding the God Slayer.”

“That seems like a dumb way to prove someone’s ancestry,” said Shade. “Just because you can pass a bunch of challenges doesn’t automatically mean you are genetically related to the guy who designed it.”

“Woman, you speak of that which you do not understand,” said Scorius. “In all of the eons that the Gauntlet has stood, not a single challenger has ever managed to pass it. Some have come close—some very close—but no challenger has ever completed all of it. Only Arius himself ever completed it, and even then only with great effort on his part. You do not understand the Gauntlet or why it is such an effective way to prove a man’s true ancestry.”

“So if I complete the Gauntlet, then I will get the God Slayer?” said Beams.

Scorius nodded. “Yes, but that is quite a large if. As I said, no one has ever completed it aside from Arius.”

“What happens to people who fail it?” said Beams.

Scorius chuckled. “They die. Failure to complete even one challenge always results in death. There are no do-overs, no second chances. And once you are inside, you cannot leave. You must either complete the Gauntlet—and prove yourself worthy of being called a son of Arius—or perish in the depths of the earth. Alone.”

Beams gulped. “You mean there’s no other way to get the God Slayer?”

“You could try to steal it from us,” said Scorius. His white grin appeared under his hood. “But I doubt you would survive the attempt.”

Beams understood Scorius’ meaning. The hunters surrounding him, Shade, and Mr. Space could easily slaughter them without a second thought. He could tell that they were bloodthirsty and angry at the presence of intruders in their city. It would take just one order from Scorius and they would be on Beams and his friends in an instant.

“Or you could leave,” said Scorius. “Go back to wherever you are from and never come back. Forget about this city and the God Slayer and never mention it to another soul. We normally do not allow intruders to leave, but just this once, I feel like showing you mercy, if only because I sense that you are different from other intruders and are not very likely to return with a much larger group in order to invade our city and get what you desire.”

Beams bit his lower lip. He looked over his shoulder at Shade and Mr. Space. Unfortunately, their masks hid their faces, so he couldn’t quite tell what they were thinking, but he could imagine that they were not happy at the thought of having to go home. It would be better than being executed for ‘invading’ Ariopolis, perhaps, but it would also leave them no better off against the Dread God than they were before.

I suppose we always could go and help Bolt find the Starborn, Beams thought, but somehow that seems like a cop-out to me. I told Bolt I would find the God Slayer and that he should focus on the Starborn. And I still mean to do that.

But Beams hesitated. It sounded like he was going to have to complete the Gauntlet alone. He might never see his friends or family ever again. He would not be able to tell his parents or his brother or his boss goodbye. If he died in the Gauntlet … well, Shade and Mr. Space might survive and be able to tell his family what happened to him, but he still found it a hard thought to accept.

Yet I am a son of Arius, Beams thought. Arius himself told me so. If only a son of Arius can complete the Gauntlet, then I should have this in the bag. Besides, it sounds like the Dread God is trying to get the God Slayer, too, and there’s no way I will ever allow that to happen.

“Okay,” said Beams, nodding. “I accept your challenge. I will enter the Gauntlet and complete it, proving my ancestry and that I am worthy of wielding the God Slayer.”

Scorius nodded in return. “Very good. I did not expect you to accept it, for most outsiders would have chosen freedom but I see that you are braver than most. Or maybe just greedy enough to risk your own life for the God Slayer. We shall see very soon which is the case.”

Beams nothing to that. He just felt a mixture of relief and worry. Relief that he might be able to get the God Slayer, and worry about what would happen, both to himself and the others if he failed.

At that moment, someone burst through the doorway and came to a stop, panting hard. From what Beams could tell, the man who had entered was another hunter, similar to the ones escorting him and his friends, except this one was smaller and nowhere near as bulky as the others.

“Elders!” said the hunter, his hands on his knees. He gestured behind him. “She’s gone!”

“Who is gone?” said Scorius sharply.

“Pesa,” said the hunter, still breathing hard. “She was out by the Temple trying to catch her cat and they got her.”

“They?” Joga repeated. “You don’t mean—”

“The Darzens,” said the hunter, nodding rapidly. “They emerged from the ruins of the Temple and grabbed her before she could do anything.”

“Where did they take her?” said Scorius, though he did not arise from his throne.

“Into the Ruined Temple,” said the hunter. “Some of the other sentries have already pursued them, but we do not know if they will catch them or not.”

“Garus,” said Scorius to the old man standing beside Beams. “Take your hunters and head into the ruins of the temple. Retrieve Pesa at all costs.”

“But sir,” said Garus in a slightly fearful voice, “the ruins of the Dread God’s temple are well known for being dangerous. If we go in, we might not come out.”

“Neither will Pesa if you insist on making up excuses as to why you will not save her,” said Scorius. He pointed at the door. “Now go, or else.”

Beams held up his hands suddenly. “Can we help save this Pesa girl, whoever she is? We hate the Darzens just as much as you guys and we’re willing to help you save one of your own, especially if it will make things more difficult for the Darzens.”

“This is a job for the sentries, outsider,” said Joga. “You and your friends should stay here, where you can prepare for the Gauntlet, while the rest of us go and rescue one of our own.”

“I agree with Joga,” said Garus. “This is not a job for outsiders. We will save Pesa on our own. We do not need your help.”

“I understand, but surely it wouldn’t hurt to have a few more allies, would it?” said Beams. “My powers might be useful for saving her from the Darzens.”

“How do we know we can trust you?” said Joga, eying Beams suspiciously. “How do we know that you three aren’t secretly working with the Darzens to take us down from within? It is awfully suspicious that the Darzens would kidnap Pesa at the same time you three show up.”

Beams’ hands balled into fists. He knew that if he could save this Pesa woman, whoever she was, then that would go a long way toward winning the trust of the Ariopolitans. But it was obvious to him that this would be an uphill battle, given how the Ariopolitans did not trust him or his friends to help.

“The outsider may go with you,” said Scorius suddenly, causing everyone to look at him in surprise.

“What?” said Joga, stepping forward. “Elder Scorius, did you just say that the outsider can help?”

“I did,” said Scorius, nodding. He pointed at Beams. “But only the boy. The other two will stay here, to be kept prisoner, and will not be released until Pesa is rescued and brought back to safety.”

“But why?” said Joga. He glared at Beams. “He’s an outsider. We can’t trust him.”

“True, which is why we are going to hold his friends captive,” said Scorius. “I don’t trust the boy any more than you do, but I sense an honesty in him that I rarely sense in most outsiders. I could be wrong, of course, but trusting my instincts has rarely led me wrong in the past.”

“What if we want to go with him?” said Shade, looking up at Scorius. She raised her bound arms. “It wouldn’t be hard to break free of these ropes and get out of here.”

Suddenly, one of the hunters pressed the tip of his spear against Shade’s throat. Shade suddenly went very still, her eyes darting to the spear against her throat.

“It depends,” said Scorius. “Are you fast enough to free yourself before our hunters kill you? Our hunters have very quick reflexes. They’ve killed far stronger and faster beasts than a young woman before.”

“It’s okay, guys,” said Beams to Shade and Mr. Space. “I won’t be gone long. Once we save the woman, I’ll come back and free you guys.”

“After you complete the Gauntlet, of course, which will take place after you rescue Pesa,” said Scorius.

Beams frowned. “Right.”

Garus sighed and turned around. “Well, we might as well get going. There is no telling what those Darzen monsters may be doing to her right now even as we speak. We have no time to lose.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

It didn’t take long before Bolt and his friends, led by Kyra, reached the Castle of Dimensions. If the Castle had been impressive from a distance, it was outright majestic upfront. It looked, in some ways, like a European medieval castle of old, with towering walls and ramparts that provided excellent defense against invaders. A long, deep moat surrounded the walls, which was so deep that Bolt could not even see the bottom of it. The drawbridge, which was currently drawn up, appeared to be made out of the finest wood and metal in the multiverse and seemed to be about as big as the trees in the Endless Forest surrounding it.

The Castle itself was huge, maybe as big as a skyscraper. It had six towers of varying heights and sizes, ranging from one tower that just barely peaked over the walls to the one that towered over even the massive trees of the Endless Forest. The roofs of the towers appeared to be made of gold and silver, shining brilliantly in the sunlight above. In the windows burned flames of various colors and intensities, while the main body of the Castle reminded Bolt of a king sitting on its throne gazing down upon his subjects.

“Wow,” said Hypno as they stopped at the edge of the moat, staring up at the massive Castle. “It’s even more majestic than in the pictures Aster showed us.”

“I’ve never even seen it in person before,” said Captain Galaxy, her voice full of awe. “How big is it?”

“I don’t know,” said Kyra. She spread her short arms as wide as she could. “This big, no, bigger. Big enough for Mommy and me, anyway.”

“It’s pretty cool,” Bolt agreed. “Who built it originally and how long has it been around?”

Kyra shrugged again. “Don’t know. Mommy says the Castle started off very small, but it’s grown over the years to its current size. She said she was around when it was first created.”

Bolt raised an eyebrow. “’Grown’? You’re talking about the Castle like it was a tree that bloomed from a seed planted in the ground.”

Kyra frowned. “That’s not how buildings are created? Weird. I thought buildings were like trees.”

“They’re … not,” said Bolt.

Kyra shook her head and smiled. “Never mind. Looks like the Castle is safe. At least, I don’t see any of those mean, scary monsters, though I don’t see Mommy, either.”

“How do we lower the drawbridge from here?” said Aster, gesturing at the drawbridge. “Looks like it’s already drawn up.”

Bolt snapped his fingers. “I know. I’ll just fly across the moat and lower it from the other side. I’ll be back in a flash.”

Bolt shot into the air. He heard Kyra calling him back, but he ignored her. She was probably just startled by his ability to fly, which was a common reaction most people had whenever they saw him take off into the air like a bird for the first time. It always amused him and even put a smile on his face now as he thought about how surprised Kyra was at his—

Bolt hit something solid and was thrown back by an invisible force that he couldn’t see. He landed on the ground next to Kyra, lying flat on his back, stunned from the impact.

“What was that?” said Captain Galaxy, looking up at the Castle again.

“That was the barrier, silly,” said Kyra.

Sitting up and rubbing his back, Bolt looked at Kyra in confusion. “The barrier?”

“Yeah,” said Kyra, nodding. “The Castle is protected by an invisible barrier that Mommy made. So if you try to fly in or shoot something over the walls, the barrier will catch you and throw you back. Just like what happened to you just now.”

“Should have mentioned that before I made a fool of myself,” Bolt muttered.

“If you had just stayed still a little while longer and listened, you wouldn’t have made yourself look so silly,” said Kyra, shaking her head disapprovingly. “Mommy always says to watch your feet where you’re walking, because you don’t want to trip and hurt yourself.”

“I’ll take that into account next time,” said Bolt as he rose to his feet and dusted off his pants.

“Well, if that barrier is there, then it means the Castle is safe from the Darzens, right?” said Hypno.

“I think so,” said Kyra, tilting her head to the side. “I don’t see them on the walls or in any of the towers. Maybe Mommy isn’t dead after all, because if she was, I think the barrier would have fallen down by now.”

“That’s an encouraging sign,” said Bolt. “So how do we get past the barrier?”

“Mommy needs to let it down long enough for us to get inside,” said Kyra. She frowned. “But I don’t know where Mommy is right now or if she’s even still alive, so—”

“So we’re stuck?” said Bolt. His shoulders slumped. “Aw, man.”

“Actually, I think I can open a hole in the barrier wide enough for us to enter,” said Kyra. “Mommy maintains the barrier, but she taught me how to lower and raise it, as well as how to make holes in it. Let me try.”

Kyra held out one of her small hands and closed her eyes. A deep look of concentration appeared on her six-year-old features, which would have made her look serious if she had been an adult. As it was, she just looked cute, though Bolt said nothing because he did not want to break her concentration and ruin whatever she was trying to do.

Suddenly, there was a shimmer in the air around the Castle, followed by a cool breeze blowing by suddenly. The cool breeze made Captain Galaxy and Kyra’s hair billow briefly before it went away.

Then Kyra opened her eyes and smiled. “It worked. I did it. Just like Mommy.” She sounded very proud of herself.

“Cool,” said Bolt. “What about the drawbridge?”

Just as Bolt said that the drawbridge began to lower by itself. Soon, the drawbridge reached the other side, forming a wide and stable pathway from the Endless Forest to the Castle of Dimensions. It was wide enough that all five of them could walk abreast and the people on the edges wouldn’t have to worry about falling over into the moat below.

“There it is,” said Kyra brightly. She began walking across it, gesturing for the others to follow. “Come on, guys! Mommy might be in the Castle. Maybe she retreated here after the Dread God almost killed her.”

Snapping out of his surprise, Bolt walked to keep up with her and Captain Galaxy, Aster, and Hypno followed. Bolt walked faster than the others, however, until he caught up with Kyra and slowed down his pace to match hers.

“Why did the drawbridge lower?” said Bolt, glancing at the firm bridge under their feet. “Is there someone else in the Castle aside from the Spirit who did that?”

“No, silly,” said Kyra, shaking her head. She held her arms out like she was trying to fly, putting one foot in front of the other as if she was walking on a tightrope. “The drawbridge is designed to do that when the barrier is taken down. It goes back up when the barrier goes back up, but don’t worry. I won’t put the barrier back up until we reach the other side, so you don’t have to worry about the drawbridge going up and dropping us into the courtyard or anything.”

Bolt tilted his head to the side but said nothing about that. He had seen far stranger things since leaving his home universe. A drawbridge that was apparently somehow connected to a magical invisible barrier was probably one of the more ordinary things he’d seen.

Once all five of them crossed the drawbridge, Kyra waved her hand behind her. There was another shimmer in the air, followed by a breath gust of cold wind, and then the drawbridge slowly rose back up. Bolt half-expected to see a party of Darzens burst out of the woods and try to cross the drawbridge at the last minute, but they never did. In seconds, the drawbridge closed with a soft boom, making the ground shake for a moment before everything went still again.

“Here we are,” said Kyra, turning around and spreading her arms wide. “Mommy’s Castle!”

The Castle courtyard was large and wide-open. It was about as big as a football field, which disoriented Bolt for a second because he had not been expecting it to be so huge. To the left was a stable, apparently for horses, though Bolt did not see any horses in there at the moment, while to the right was a cobblestone path which went up to a door at the base of one of the towers. Beautiful oak trees—much smaller than the ones in the Forest, though still very good to look at—stood on either side of the main path. Some of the trees even bore apples, pears, peaches, and a dazzling variety of other fruit Bolt had never seen before, including some he was pretty sure couldn’t be found on Earth. The smell of all of the different fruits made the courtyard smell wonderful, making Bolt take in deep breaths to fill his nostrils with the scent.

Directly ahead of them was another cobblestone path that led up to a wide staircase, at the top which was a set of wooden double doors with an elephant carved into them. It was an odd elephant because it looked like it had wings and seemed to be made out of branches and leaves. It was an impressive work of art nonetheless, making Bolt wonder if the Spirit made that or if it was a ‘natural’ part of the Castle.

“What a beautiful courtyard,” said Hypno, looking around with an impressed look on his face. “But … it is so empty and quiet.”

“Let me see if Mommy is here,” said Kyra. She rushed forward and yelled, in a surprisingly loud voice, “Mommy! It’s me, Kyra! I brought some people who want to help us! Are you here?”

There was no response, save for the chirping of some birds in the fruit trees. Bolt realized that was the first sign of life he had seen so far in this place, aside from Kyra. He couldn’t see the birds themselves, however, due to the thickness of the tree’s leaves and upper branches.

Kyra’s shoulder slumped. “Mommy?” She looked over her shoulder. “Sorry, guys, but I don’t think Mommy is here. If she was, she would have heard me and answered right away. She always does.”

“That’s not good,” said Aster. “The whole reason we came here was to find your mom and ask her for help looking for something. But if you’re right, then she’s not even here.”

“What should we do, Chief?” said Captain Galaxy, brushing back a strand of hair that had gotten into her face. “Go back into the Forest and try to find her out there? Or head back to HQ and see how Space and the others are doing?”

“Maybe she’s resting from her fight with the Dread God,” Hypno suggested. “Assuming she fought the Dread God and survived, she probably took quite a beating. She might be sleeping somewhere in the Castle trying to recover from her wounds.”

Kyra immediately stood up straight again, her happy smile returning. “Good idea! Mommy sometimes rests and doesn’t always hear me even when I yell at the top of my lungs. Of course, Mommy always tells me not to yell, but sometimes she doesn’t hear me so I have to yell. Mommy can be confusing sometimes.”

Kyra turned around and rushed toward the front steps, but before she took even a few steps, four dimension portals suddenly opened all around them, including one in front of her. Kyra skirted to a stop and nearly fell into the portal before she tipped backward and fell on her bottom, staring directly into the swirling portal in front of her with entranced eyes.

Before any of them could react, Darzen soldiers began pouring out of the portals. About a dozen heavily armed Darzen warriors emerged from the portals, each one armed with a spear, ax, hammer, and sword. A few of them also carried what looked like energy rifles in their hands, while another one had what looked like grenades hanging across his chest. The Darzen soldiers immediately formed a wall between Bolt and the others and Kyra, raising their weapons before them like they were daring Bolt and the others to fight them.

“Kyra!” said Bolt, holding out a hand. “Don’t panic! We’ll save you. Just hang in there.”

A chuckle came from the portal in front of Kyra, causing her to look back into it as a voice said, “Is that the voice of Bolt I hear? I did not expect to see you here, of all places, but I shouldn’t be surprised. You have a bad habit of showing up where you are not wanted and getting in my way.”

Stepping out of the portal in front of Kyra was Graalix. He looked much the same as ever, except now he wore a set of Darzen armor, although it looked like it had been specifically altered to fit his body. He also had strange metallic gauntlets on his hands, the knuckles glowing with some kind of red energy.

“Graalix,” said Bolt, his eyes narrowing. “Long time, no see.”

“Same here, human,” said Graalix. He raised his gauntlets, balling his fingers into fists. “But I have no interesting in talking with you. The Dread God sent me here to finish what he started. And once I do, he will restore the Mother World to this life and the Pokacu shall rise again.”


CHAPTER NINE

 

Beams was surprised by how fast the Ariopolitan hunters ran. They were almost as fast as cheetahs, tearing through the streets of Ariopolis to reach the ruins of the temple that lay in the center of the city. Beams had to give himself an energy boost just to keep up, and even then, he found himself falling behind occasionally due to his unfamiliarity with the city’s layout. But the hunters seemed to know the city ruins like the back of their hands, running through the streets, jumping from rooftop to rooftop, and pulling off all kinds of awesome parkour moves. Beams wished he had brought his phone with him because he had a feeling that if he recorded their moves and put them online, that that video would definitely go viral.

But if it did that, the Ariopolitans would probably kill me, Beams thought as he jumped from rooftop to rooftop, trying to keep up with Joga, who seemed to have superhuman endurance and agility. And I’d probably deserve it, honestly. Now’s not the time to be worrying about going viral. Now’s the time to save an innocent woman from monsters.

From what Garus, the head of the hunters, had explained before they left the Elders, Pesa was a daughter of Scorius, as well as a direct descendant of Arius’ lineage. That surprised Beams, who asked if that made Scorius a son of Arius, which Garus confirmed, but he refused to explain why Scorius had not gotten the God Slayer. He said it was Scorius’ private business and that he wasn’t going to go around spilling all of Scorius’ secrets to outsiders like Beams.

Even so, this revelation put Scorius’ leniency toward him in a new light. Did Scorius somehow sense Beams’ ancestry and perhaps feel some kind of connection to him, which was why he allowed him to go with the hunters?

Then again, he’s not being too lenient with me, given how he’s holding my friends hostage just to make sure I don’t try to run, Beams thought. Maybe he’s just more reasonable than the other Ariopolitans or something.

In any case, all thoughts of Arius went out of Beams’ mind once they reached the Ruined Temple, which was located in the very center of the city and was apparently the building around which the rest of the city had been built. It looked almost exactly like the Temple of Dread back in the Dread City, except in much worse shape. It looked like it was about to collapse any second now, which made Beams hesitant to enter it, but he nonetheless followed the hunters into the main entrance, whose door had been knocked off a long time ago, leaving a big opening for the dozen or so hunters to enter easily.

They came to a stop in the first room of the Ruined Temple, which was some kind of amphitheater. A statue of the Dread God lay smashed in the center of the room, half-buried in snow, which had come in from the hole in the ceiling caused from millions of years of neglect. Several doors ahead of them seemed to lead into different parts of the Temple, while a set of stairs off to the right went up to the second floor. Unfortunately, the stairs had almost completely collapsed at some point, leaving only the first few and last few steps to walk upon.

“Okay, Garus, where did the Darzens take Pesa?” said Joga, looking at the old man, who had somehow managed to keep up with the much younger hunters without any real difficulty that Beams could detect.

“I am unsure,” said Garus, stroking the short beard under his hood. “The scout I spoke to said he only saw Pesa dragged into the Temple, but beyond that, he did not know where they had taken her.”

Joga’s grip on his spear tightened. “Cursed Darzens. The ruins are huge. They could have taken her anywhere.”

“Let’s split up,” Garus suggested. “Four groups of three, each group heading through one of the four doorways. If any of us find Pesa or the Darzens, yell as loud as you can.”

“Wait, what about me?” said Beams, causing Garus to look at him as if he had forgotten Beams was with them. “Which group do I go with?”

Garus pointed his staff at Beams sharply. “You stay here. You can be our backup in case we need it. Not that we will, I think, but at least you can make yourself useful that way.”

Beams frowned at Garus’ implication that he was useless, but he nodded anyway and said, “Okay, I’ll stay here. If anyone needs help, just holler my name and I’ll be there in a flash.”

Garus nodded in return, though he didn’t seem entirely happy, and then quickly divided the dozen hunters into four groups of three. Then the hunter groups split up, each one heading down a different doorway, and soon Beams was left all alone by himself in the amphitheater, standing in front of the half-buried statue of the Dread God. He shivered slightly when a cold breeze blew in, causing him to move out of the doorway in order to avoid getting blasted by the wind.

This sucks, Beams thought, standing with his arms around his body, trying to keep the warmth in. I thought I’d get to fight some Darzens, but instead, I just have to be the backup. I shouldn’t be surprised. The Ariopolitans don’t seem to have a very high opinion of me. I should just be thankful they allowed me to help at all. Could have been worse.

Beams looked around the amphitheater as he stood there. He imagined that it must have looked grand and majestic back in its heyday, but now it looked like a complete dump. Aside from the smashed and fallen statue of the Dread God on the floor, the floor was cracked and outright broken in many places, holes in the walls which gave him small glimpses of the world outside, and piles of snow stood in the corners, probably blown through the open windows. A sense of death hung in the air like Beams was standing in a graveyard, though he didn’t see any bodies, thankfully.

Without warning, anger rose in Beams. He couldn’t believe how the Ariopolitans had let this beautiful building, this temple to the Dread God, fall into such a state of disrepair. It was the ultimate sign of disrespect to the Dread God, who likely wouldn’t put up with such disrespect if he was here. Indeed, Beams thought about calling out Garus and the other hunters once they returned, because this state of disrepair was simply not acceptable.

Then Beams shook his head and thought, What? Why would I think that way? I’m not the Dread God. I don’t even worship him. Why would I be offended if his temple was neglected by his former followers?

A chill went up Beams’ spine at the answer: He still had some kind of connection to the Dread God, even if it was only a very small one. He had assumed that the Dread God had cut off his connection with Beams when he was resurrected, but now Beams was facing the very real possibility that he still had a connection to the Dread God, a connection which continued to influence his thoughts and ideas. He wondered if the Dread God was aware of this connection as well or not.

Or maybe the Dread God left a lasting influence on me, Beams thought, an influence which will affect me for a long time to come. That is probably why I’m thinking like him. Hope this isn’t permanent.

Beams was comforted by the thought that he also had a connection to Arius, but that seemed to exist only in the Dread Realm. Outside of the Dread Realm, how would Beams be able to fight off the Dread God’s influence?

Maybe the God Slayer will help me do that, Beams thought. If I can get my hands on that, then the Dread God might leave me alone. It’s our best bet at this point.

The sound of metal scraping against stone made Beams start. He thought at first that the hunters had returned, but when he looked around the amphitheater, he did not see anyone else other than himself.

But then he heard the scraping sound again and looked up at the collapsed stairs he had noticed earlier. The sound seemed to be coming from the top of those stairs. It was very soft and completely lost whenever a strong gust of wind blew by outside, but there was no mistaking the sound for anything else.

Someone must be up there, Beams thought, maybe even the Darzens. Not sure how they could get up there given the state of those stairs, but it’s worth checking out.

But Beams hesitated. He looked at the four doorways, wondering if he should wait for Garus and the others to return first or if he should just go ahead and hope they would come back and follow him later.

Pesa is in danger, Beams thought. The more time she spends in the arms of the Darzens, the more likely something bad will happen to her. Besides, if I go and save her by myself, that will surely make the Ariopolitans trust me. I’ll do it.

Before he left, Beams fired his lasers into the wall, carving out a rough arrow pointing at the stairs. That way, when Garus and the others returned, they would have a clue as to where he went and would be able to follow him later.

Running up the first few steps, Beams jumped the gap. He thought he wouldn’t make it at first until he landed with both feet onto the very top step. Breathing a sigh of relief, Beams entered the doorway at the top of the steps and looked around.

He was in another hallway on the second floor of the Temple, which looked a little better than the amphitheater, but not by much. The ceiling hadn’t caved in here, but piles of snow stood on the windows and there were slick spots on the floor covered with ice. Beams would have to be careful to avoid those spots because if he slipped, he might break something.

But Beams did not see either Pesa or any of the Darzens in here. Nor did he hear the sound of metal scraping against stone anymore, either. All he could hear was the howling of the blizzard outside, which seemed to be getting louder and harsher all the time.

Just my luck we had to come out here in the middle of blizzard season, Beams thought, staring out the window at the impenetrable white wall of snow which was pouring from the sky. Gonna be a lot of fun trying to keep up with those hunters when we leave this place. Bet they’re used to playing the snow, but not me, because snow is a myth in Texas.

Shaking his head, Beams began carefully making his way down the hallway, doing his best to avoid the slick, icy spots. He peeked into the various rooms along the wall, but never saw anything. The Ruined Temple seemed entirely abandoned to him, which made him wonder whether the scout had been telling the truth about Pesa being dragged into here. Maybe the scout had mistaken another set of ruins for the Temple?

Wouldn’t surprise me, Beams thought. All of these buildings look the same to me. I’d have gotten lost if I had had to find the Temple on my own.

When Beams was halfway down the hallway, he heard the sound of metal scraping against stone again. This time, it was coming from behind him, so he turned around to see where it was coming from. His heart failed him at the sight that greeted him.

Standing not too far behind him were four Darzens. Their armor was completely black and lacked the spikes which normally characterized the Darzen soldiers, but other than that, there was no mistaking the beings standing before him for anything other than Darzens. He had no idea how they had managed to sneak up on him like this, but he wasn’t going to let them take him down.

Before Beams could fire his lasers, however, a familiar voice behind him said, “I wouldn’t fight if I were you, Beams. Those are the Chosen Elite, who are much stronger and faster than the soldiers you are used to dealing with. It would be wiser to stand down.”

Beams looked over his shoulder. The Dread God’s Avatar stood behind him at the other end of the hall, but he was not alone. He clutched in his hands a scared-looking young woman, who wore robes identical to the robes worn by all of the other Ariopolitans Beams had seen. But she was not wearing a hood, which allowed Beams to see her pale skin and pitch black hair. She couldn’t have been older than sixteen or seventeen and was very beautiful in an exotic way. Her eyes were wide with fear and she shook with terror in the Avatar’s iron grip.

“Avatar,” said Beams, energy still blazing in his eyes. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

The Avatar smirked. “It has been a while since we last saw each other, hasn’t it? I will admit I didn’t think you would manage to get away from that universe the Dread God banished you to, but somehow you did anyway. Good job.”

“I had help,” said Beams. His eyes darted to the woman the Avatar held. “Is that Pesa?”

The Avatar nodded. His grip on Pesa tightened and she whimpered in pain. “Yes. Quite a pretty little human, isn’t she? But very weak, very thin. The females of your species always surprise me with how weak they are. Darzen women are much stronger.”

“Let her go,” said Beams. “Or else.”

“You are in no position to threaten me, Beams,” said the Avatar. “I am the one with the girl, not you. I could take her pretty little head off without even thinking about it.”

As the Avatar spoke, he ran one of his fingers along the back of Pesa’s neck. Based on Pesa’s terrified expression, it must have felt awful.

“So?” said Beams. “Let her go. She’s just an innocent girl. She doesn’t have anything to do with this.”

The Avatar tilted his head to the side. “You mean you want to rescue her without even knowing who she is?”

“I’m a hero,” Beams said, gesturing at his chest, “well, a sidekick, I guess, but the point is that I’m supposed to help those who cannot help themselves. That includes kidnapping victims like poor Pesa here, even if I don’t know her personally.”

The Avatar ran a finger though Pesa’s dark hair, making Pesa flinch. “I am starting to realize you honestly believe your rhetoric about ‘helping’ people. You humans are odd.”

“Yeah, we’re really weird in comparison to you Darzens who hold teenage girls ransom for no reason,” said Beams sarcastically. “Nothing ‘odd’ about that at all.”

The Avatar rested his hand on Pesa’s shoulder again. “Then again, perhaps it is a good thing you take your own human ideas so seriously. It will make it that much easier to kill you.”


CHAPTER TEN

 

Help!” Kyra screamed, raising her arms and waving them at Bolt and the others. “Someone, save me! I—”

Graalix immediately pointed one of those strange gauntlets at Kyra. A red mist flew out of his knuckles and enveloped Kyra. Kyra immediately began hacking and coughing in the cloud of red mist that covered her head until she suddenly fell over onto the ground as unmoving as a stone.

“Kyra!” Bolt shouted. “No! You monster.”

Graalix looked over at Bolt and the others with a wicked grin. “What are you so upset about, human? I didn’t kill her. I simply put her to sleep for now. The screeching of infants has always irritated my ears, especially the screeching of human infants.”

“Where is the Spirit?” said Aster, stepping forward and holding his sound blaster up. “Kyra told us the Dread God killed her, but she wasn’t sure. Where is she?”

“The Spirit of the Woods?” said Graalix. “We were about to ask you the same question.”

“What do you mean?” said Captain Galaxy in surprise. “Didn’t the Dread God kill her? Wouldn’t he know where she is?”

“The two of them did clash, that is true,” said Graalix, nodding, “but the Dread God was unable to kill her. She escaped at the last second, which would not have been very bad, but she also set up a barrier around this castle to keep us from getting in, which was our original goal the entire time. We didn’t think we would ever get in, at least until you four showed up and politely opened it for us, for which I must thank you for your complete and absolute foolishness.”

“What are you talking about?” said Captain Galaxy. “Couldn’t you have used your dimension-hopping tech to get inside the Castle?”

“The barrier which the Spirit put up blocks dimensional portals,” said Graalix. He scowled. “How, I don’t know. All I know is that the Spirit is far more powerful and dangerous than even I first believed. She is also quite clever, but her cleverness obviously didn’t take into account a bunch of stupid humans trying to get into her Castle. Had it, we wouldn’t even be standing in the courtyard of her Castle in the first place.”

Bolt’s hands balled into fists. “Why do you want to get into the Castle anyway? What is the Dread God planning?”

Graalix’s lips twisted into an amused smile. “Do you really think I am going to tell you the Dread God’s plans so easily? I am no fool. What the Dread God seeks is, as you humans might say, none of your business.”

“What about us?” said Bolt. “I don’t suppose you’re going to let us go, are you?”

“Of course not,” said Graalix. “The Dread God is hardly threatened by your existence. Nonetheless, you have proved to be a terrible thorn in his side, so I am going to slaughter all of you today and present your bodies to the Dread God himself as an offering and a sacrifice. He will be quite pleased because you and your friends elsewhere have been very annoying and in the way.”

“Are you talking about Beams and the others?” said Bolt, thinking about how he hadn’t heard from them since they left HQ. “What about them? Are you guys trying to stop them, too?”

“Again, none of your business,” said Graalix. “What matters is ensuring that you four die here, where you will never be able to get in the way of the Dread God’s plans ever again.”

Graalix pointed at them. “Attack and kill the enemies of the Dread God! Those who stand in the Dread God’s way deserve nothing but destruction and endless suffering!”

The Darzens rushed toward Bolt and the others, swinging their weapons over their heads and letting out an inhuman scream which sent chills down Bolt’s spine. But Bolt didn’t hesitate. He activated his super speed and rushed toward the Darzens. He slammed into and through them, scattering the Darzen soldiers to the winds. His real target was Graalix, who was reaching toward the unconscious Kyra with a malicious look on his face.

But Graalix noticed Bolt rushing toward him at the last second and turned to face him, but Bolt punched him in the face and sent him flying. Graalix crashed into the heavy oak doors in front of the entrance, a dazed look on his face before he shook his head and jumped back onto the cobblestone path in front of Bolt.

“Good punch, human,” said Graalix, rubbing the side of his face where Bolt had punched him, “but I am afraid that you will have to hit me harder than that if you want to kill me.”

“Fine by me,” said Bolt, pulling his fist back again. “I’ll hit you as many times as it takes to bring you down. I’ve got time.”

Graalix sneered. “You are assuming I’ll even let you get close enough to hit me again.”

Graalix slammed his fists together. His gauntlets glowed bright red again and more of that strange red mist came out of it. Only now, the mist was twisting and turning in the air like a snake writhing along the ground. Bolt watched the mist, dumbfounded, as it rose higher and higher into the air until soon it towered over everyone else in the courtyard.

“What is that stuff?” said Bolt. “It’s not poison, is it?”

Graalix grinned. “It’s the Dread God’s Tears, converted into a mist-like substance which can do a variety of things to targets. It can knock them out, as you saw I did to the girl … or it can kill them, slowly and painfully, especially if it is forced down their mouth. A gift from the Dread God for my service to him.”

Without warning, the mist shot toward Bolt. Bolt launched into the air, just narrowly avoiding the mist, but the mist twisted at the last second and followed him through the air, forcing Bolt to fly faster and higher in an attempt to outrun it. He managed to keep ahead of it, but the mist still kept a respectable distance behind him and it seemed to be catching up.

Bolt threw a red lightning bolt over his shoulder at the mist, but the lightning bolt simply passed harmlessly through the mist as if it wasn’t there at all.

Uh oh, Bolt thought, weaving in and out of the Castle’s towers in an attempt to avoid the mist. If I can’t hit it with my lightning, I’m pretty sure I’m screwed.

So Bolt decided to outrun it. He increased the speed of his flight and began doing all sorts of mid-air maneuvers, twisting and turning and weaving in and out of the Castle’s many towers. But the mist was persistent, matching his every move and even coming up with a few of its own. Bolt did not know if the mist itself was somehow sentient or if Graalix was directing its movements from below.

Either way, unless I can get rid of it, I’m just going to waste a lot of time running away, Bolt thought, glancing down at the Castle courtyard below. And I’m worried about the others. Can they beat the Darzens without me? I don’t know. They’re going to need my help regardless, so I need to lose the mist.

Graalix’s gauntlets. If Bolt could break those, or maybe just knock out Graalix, then he could get rid of the mist. Therefore, Bolt would need to get back to the courtyard. A quick glance down told him that Graalix had not moved an inch from where he had been standing before. The Pokacu was looking up at Bolt with an amused expression on his face, no doubt taking pleasure in watching Bolt fruitlessly evade the mist chasing him at every turn.

I’ve got no choice, Bolt thought. Time to wipe that grin off his ugly face and make Graalix realize that it’s going to take a lot more than mist to take me down.

Banking hard to the right, Bolt turned around and shot directly down toward Graalix. He sensed the mist turn to follow him behind him, but Bolt believed that if he could just move quickly enough, then the mist would be unable to keep up with him. He put on a burst of speed, pulling his fist back in order to deliver a powerful punch to Graalix.

But then, without warning, the mist suddenly appeared in his path. He banked to the left, swerving off to the side and missing Graalix entirely. He heard Graalix laughing below him, no doubt amused at getting in the way of Bolt’s path and forcing him to retreat. The Pokacu’s laughter annoyed Bolt, but there was nothing he could do about it.

Wait a minute, Bolt thought as he flew away again, the mist on his tail once more, who says I need to punch him? I can’t believe I’ve already forgotten about my lightning powers. Let’s see his mist stop this.

Bolt did a loop in midair and flew back toward Graalix. This time, he charged lightning in his right fist and, after taking careful aim, hurled the lightning bolt at Graalix.

Graalix stopped laughing when he saw the lightning bolt coming at him. To Bolt’s disappointment, Graalix jumped out of the way at the last second, barely avoiding the lightning bolt, which created a deafening explosion when it hit the ground. But Graalix didn’t miss a beat, turning his arms to direct the mist in the air toward Bolt.

Taken by surprise, Bolt got a face full of the mist. It burned the exposed part of his face and, when it got into his mouth, tasted like flaming wood. Bolt screamed in pain and fell to the ground below, the shock from the pain temporarily disabling his flight.

He crashed through the branches of one of the fruit trees in the courtyard until he slammed into the ground. Dazed, Bolt raised his head, only for an apple to fall on his head and nearly knock him out.

Damn it, Bolt thought, blinking the tears out of his eyes and coughing. That mist is like tear gas. Maybe even worse.

Coughing and hacking, Bolt pushed himself up onto his hands and knees. He tried to stand, but for some reason his knees were wobbly and he fell back down onto his hands and knees again.

“What?” said Bolt, breathing hard. “I can barely stand …”

A laugh from above caused Bolt to raise his head. Graalix was walking toward him now, holding his fists out. The red mist continued to pour out of his knuckles, creating a larger and larger cloud overhead that looked like a storm cloud.

“A shame you didn’t inhale more, human,” said Graalix as he came to a stop dozens of feet away from Bolt. “But you inhaled enough to weaken you. Now, it is time for you to die. It will be a pleasure to watch your body writhe in pain as you die.”

Bolt opened his mouth to ask what Graalix meant, but then his nostrils began to burn and he looked up.

A massive cloud of red mist had gathered overhead … and it was lowering closer and closer toward him every second.

And even worse, he knew he couldn’t move fast enough to avoid it. All he could do was stare up at the cloud, praying for a miracle but knowing he would not get one.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

I thought the Dread God wanted me alive,” said Beams in surprise. “What’s all this talk about killing me?”

The Avatar ran a finger through Pesa’s hair again, making her shudder. “The Dread God has decided he has no need of you anymore, boy. In his infinite wisdom and grace, the Dread God has come up with another way to achieve his domination of the multiverse. Now you and your friends are but a thorn in his side, a thorn I intend to pick out.”

Beams’ fists grew tighter, tight enough that his knuckles had probably turned white, though due to the gloves on his hands, he couldn’t tell. “So you drew me out here alone to make me easier to kill.”

“Of course,” said the Avatar. “Right now, the Ariopolitan hunters are scattered and lost deep within the catacombs of these ruins. They won’t hear your screams of pain, no matter how loudly you scream. But they will find your body because we will leave it out in the foyer where they will return. I won’t even have to put a note on your body letting them know what has happened to you. They will simply know … know, and despair.”

“I’ll fight you,” said Beams. He gestured at the Darzen soldiers behind him. “I’ll fight all of you jerks, to the death if I have to.”

The Avatar’s finger stopped at the base of Pesa’s neck. “Are you so sure about that? Would you really risk the life of this girl in order to get at me? You can, if you want, but it seems out of character for you.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“I would,” said the Avatar without a hint of hesitation in his voice. He began rubbing his finger along Pesa’s neck like it was some kind of rubbing stone. “It wouldn’t even be all that messy. The cold air would freeze her blood instantly, I imagine. Human blood is rather strange, not nearly as efficient as our energy forms. The cold air doesn’t affect us too badly, not even the joints of our armor anymore, which we oiled especially for this kind of environment. Too bad the same can’t be said for you.”

Even though he didn’t know her, it pained Beams to see Pesa feeling so clearly violated by the Avatar’s touch. He doubted that the Avatar felt any sort of sexual desire toward her, but the way the Avatar touched her—like she was some kind of toy for him to play with—angered him. Pesa just looked like she wished this whole thing would be over with. She wasn’t crying, but she was shaking and shivering, despite the warm coat she wore. Her eyes were desperately pleading with Beams to help her, but he knew he was in no position to save her, not as long as the Avatar held her.

“We’ll make your death quick,” said the Avatar. “Our research indicates that the human brain and the human heart are the two most vital organs for the human body to function. So we will behead you. You won’t even feel it.”

“I didn’t agree to die.”

“Then I suppose you want Pesa to die for you,” said the Avatar. His finger stopped in front of her throat, right where her arteries would be. “One slit across the throat and she dies. Are you willing to risk that?”

Beams gritted his teeth. He hated finding himself in these kinds of situations. They were all too common in his line of work, but that didn’t mean he enjoyed them. Far from it. He hated them with a burning passion, but just hating these kinds of situations did nothing to change the fact that the Avatar had him squarely where he wanted him.

Gotta think fast, Beams thought, his eyes darting back and forth. If I don’t, Pesa will die, and it will be all my fault. And I doubt the Ariopolitans will forgive me for this, much less let me run the Gauntlet and get the God Slayer.

A thought occurred to Beams just then and he met the Avatar’s eyes. “You are not going to kill Pesa. You aren’t even going to harm her.”

“What makes you think that?” said the Avatar. His finger ran along Pesa’s throat again, making her shudder.

“Because you need her alive so you can kill me,” said Beams. “If she dies, I live.”

The Avatar’s finger froze. This time, Beams could tell he got to him, though the Avatar’s facial expression remained entirely unchanged. “What makes you think that?”

“If you wanted her dead, you would have killed her already and taken me out some other time,” said Beams. “Instead, you use her as bait to get me right where you want to so you can kill me. But if you kill her, then I’ll be free to fight for my life without having to worry about her safety or health, which makes it far more likely I will escape you.”

The Avatar went very still. He looked almost like a statue now, not helped by the little bits of snow which clung to his shoulders.

Then the Avatar’s shoulders relaxed. “Well played, Beams. I keep underestimating your intelligence, which is a mistake I should have learned by now. The Dread God warned me not to underestimate the cleverness of a son of Arius, but I let my pride get the best of me and make me act foolishly. I will have to go to the Dread Priest for confession later.”

“So … are you going to let her go?” said Beams hopefully.

The Avatar shook his head once. “No, of course not. This isn’t some kind of game where, once you figure out what I am up to, I have to give you the girl. Instead, I’m going to leave and let my men take care of you. The Dread God is waiting for me and it is never wise to keep him waiting.”

A dimensional portal exploded open behind the Avatar. The Avatar stepped back into it, but before he could pass fully through it, Pesa bit his finger. The Avatar actually grunted in pain, his grip loosening on Pesa that she broke free of it and darted forward. At the same time, Beams, seeing an opportunity, fired his energy beams at the Avatar. His eye lasers hit the Avatar in the chest, sending him staggering back through the portal. The last Beams saw of the Avatar before he disappeared through the portal completely, was a look of surprise and hatred on his inhuman features.

Then the Avatar passed through the portal and it closed with a soft pop.

But as soon as it did, Beams heard grunts and growls behind him and turned around to see the Avatar’s soldiers rushing toward him. They were yelling and screaming in the Darzen language, their armor and weapons clanking as they ran across the icy floor toward him.

There was no way that Beams would be able to take all of them on at once, so he fired a continuous, moving beam of energy at them. Because the Darzens were running in a group together, they had a hard time avoiding the laser. Some of them tripped and fell on the icy floor, while others dropped down on their own and still others actually ran into each other. It was almost comical, the way the Darzens got in each other’s way, but it was an excellent distraction, so Beams turned around and rushed over to Pesa, who was still lying on the floor with big eyes as if she had just drunk a big cup of coffee.

“Hey, are you okay?” said Beams, kneeling beside her.

Pesa looked up at him with her big dark eyes. Beams hadn’t realized just how thin she was. She looked almost like a stick figure, though she didn’t seem to be anorexic. “W-Who are you? You are not one of Father’s hunters. Did that monster call you a son of Arius?”

“Yeah, he did,” said Beams. He held out a hand. “Arius is my great-great-great … whatever, grandfather. Now take my hand and I’ll get you to safety. Your dad sent me to save you so you can trust me.”

Pesa suddenly smiled when Beams said that and took his hand. Beams pulled her to her feet and said, “Okay, if you’re not injured, we—”

A dimensional portal opened up before them and the Avatar stepped out of it. He looked angry beyond belief now, rage and hatred twisting his features so much that he looked almost like a miniature replica of the Dread God. He drew his sword from his side and held it above his head.

“You didn’t think I was just going to let you get away after that little trick, did you?” said the Avatar to the shocked Beams and Pesa. “I can open dimensional portals to wherever I want. Your pathetic trick merely inconvenienced me for a few seconds.”

The Avatar brought his sword down on Beams, but Beams grabbed Pesa and dove to the side. The Avatar’s sword slammed into the floor, smashing it apart. Then the Avatar ripped his sword out of the floor and turned to look at Beams and Pesa, who were now up against the wall, panting and clutching each other for their dear life.

“Pesa,” said Beams suddenly, looking at her. “You need to run. Find a room in the Temple to hide. I’ll distract the Avatar.”

“But he’ll kill you,” said Pesa as if it just occurred to her what might happen to him.

“Yeah, I know, but at least I can defend myself better than you,” said Beams. “Now go!”

Beams pushed her to the side and Pesa nearly fell onto her hands and knees before catching herself and running down the hallway. The Avatar turned to follow her, but Beams fired another laser at his face, which the Avatar deflected with his sword.

“You are weak,” said the Avatar, “but quick and annoying, like a mouse. But mice are also easy to squash, just like humans.”

The Avatar rushed toward Beams much faster than a being of his size should have been able to. The Avatar’s blade came rushing toward Beams, forcing Beams to duck to avoid getting beheaded. He rolled between the Avatar’s legs and, getting back to his feet, blasted the Avatar in the back with a focused laser beam. The blast, however, seemed to annoy the Avatar more than anything, who whirled around and rushed toward Beams again, swinging his sword viciously and forcing Beams to back up as quickly as he could, just barely avoiding the Avatar’s furious sword strikes.

Then Beams’ foot missed a step and he fell backward off out of the window. Alarmed, he reached out and grabbed onto the window ledge, sending some snow falling below, but the ledge held and he hung there in the air dozens of feet off the ground, his breath coming hard and fast as he clung onto the ledge for dear life.

Then the Avatar appeared over him. The howling wind and falling snow made it hard to see, but Beams could tell that the Avatar was raising his sword above his head, a grin of insanity on his lips.

“Stay right there,” said the Avatar, his voice full of triumph, “don’t move, because you are going to die either way.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Bolt struggled to get back to his feet, but the red mist he had inhaled earlier must have done more than just make him weak. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t activate his super speed, which would have been really helpful for escaping the descending mist cloud right now. As it was, he could only try to crawl, though even that simple movement was like torture.

“Can’t use your powers?” Graalix said. His mouth twisted into an even more deranged grin. “That’s because I mixed the Dread God’s Tears with some powerless gas I picked up in another universe. Not only are you weak and in pain, but you also can’t use your powers.”

Now Bolt understood why he felt so weak. He’d been sprayed with powerless gas before and he felt very similar back then to how he did now. Not that it was very helpful, however, because he was going to die either way.

A cry of pain made him look toward the other side of the courtyard. Captain Galaxy, Aster, and Hypno were fighting for their lives against over a dozen Darzen soldiers. A few empty suits of punctured Darzen armor lay scattered here and there, but it was pretty clear that the Darzens were going to overwhelm his friends. Kyra was still unconscious on the cobblestone path where Graalix had left her, but even if she hadn’t been unconscious, it wasn’t like she would have been very useful in a fight.

He got us good, I’ll give him that, Bolt thought, blinking the tears out of his eyes. Didn’t realize Graalix could be so clever. Then again, maybe the Dread God is the real clever one around here and Graalix is just following his orders.

It didn’t matter either way. All that mattered was that Bolt and his friends were going to die. Now they had to depend on Beams and the others getting the God Slayer if they were going to have any hope of defeating the Dread God.

This is it, Bolt thought, glancing up at the red mist cloud above. We are going to die.

“I can sense your fear, human,” said Graalix. He took a deep breath. “I can even smell it. Smell it … and enjoy it. This will be my revenge against you, for murdering the Mother World and sentencing my entire species to death. It is too bad you won’t live long enough to see your own people die, but I suppose they will all be joining you in whatever afterlife you humans believe in very shortly.”

Bolt lowered his head. He had no idea how his death was going to feel, but he doubted it would be entirely painless. He just hoped that Beams and the others would get the God Slayer and kill the Dread God, however unlikely that might have been.

Then, without warning, a blindingly bright light exploded into existence above the courtyard. Bolt looked up and immediately regretted it because the light was too bright to stare at directly. Graalix also looked at it, but he covered his eyes with one of his hands to protect his vision. Even the Darzen soldiers attacking Bolt’s friends had stopped to stare up at the light, along with Bolt’s friends.

“A light?” said Graalix in disbelief. “Where did this come from? It can’t be the Dread God, can it?”

“No, Graalix, child of the Mother World,” came a feminine, but authoritative, voice from within the light. “This is not the Dread God, though you will soon wish it was. This is something far more dangerous: The wrath of a mother defending her children from harm.”

A powerful gust of wind blew through just then, setting all the trees shaking. It also completely dissipated the red mist cloud above Bolt and nearly knocked over Graalix, who staggered backward but somehow managed to retain his balance despite the wind. His soldiers, however, were not so lucky, with most of them falling down or tripping over themselves as they tried to escape the wind.

A few even dropped their weapons, but they didn’t get far, because beams of bright white light shot out from the orb floating in the center, striking the Darzens dead. The light beams melted their armor and incinerated their energy forms, making them fall down with a clunk onto the cobblestone pathway. Captain Galaxy, Aster, and Hypno had fallen to the ground as well, but mostly to avoid the light, though the light beams did not even touch them.

One such light beam shot toward Graalix, but a portal opened behind him at the last second and he fell back into it. The portal closed with a pop and in the next instant, the light beam that would have hit Graalix slammed into the ground, sending chunks of dirt flying into the air and leaving a smoking crater where it crashed.

Breathing hard, Beams raised his eyes to look up at the light. It floated silently in the center of the courtyard for a second before it suddenly brightened and then vanished, leaving a very odd-looking figure in its place.

The figure appeared to be some kind of woolly mammoth, except it was made out of tree branches and limbs, with weird-looking leaf wings rising from its back. It towered over even the Castle walls and its long trunk was made out of a hard kind of wood, which it swung back and forth through the air out of habit. It gave off the impression of being far older than it looked, its eyes scanning the courtyard, perhaps searching for more threats.

Aster let out a deep breath. “It’s her. The Spirit of the Woods.”

When Aster spoke, the Spirit’s eyes rested on him for a second. Disapproval appeared in her eyes, but then she looked away from Aster and walked over to the unconscious Kyra. The young girl lay very still on the cobblestone where Graalix had left her, but the Spirit touched her forehead with the tip of her trunk. Kyra’s body flashed green for a moment and then her eyes fluttered open.

“Ow,” said Kyra, rubbing her head. “My head hurts.”

But then she looked up at the Spirit and the biggest smile Bolt had ever seen appeared on her face. “Mommy! You’re back!”

Kyra hugged the Spirit’s trunk so tightly that she seemed to be trying to become one with it.

The Spirit chuckled. “There, there, my daughter. Everything will be all right now. I am here, so you don’t have to worry about anything anymore.”

“I know, Mommy, I know,” said Kyra, still hugging the Spirit’s trunk tightly. “I just don’t want to leave you ever again. That was the scaredest I’ve ever been in my whole life.”

“Don’t worry,” said the Spirit. “I will keep you safe by my side always. Trust me and all will be well.”

It was a heartwarming moment for sure, but Bolt could not help but wonder what took the Spirit so long to show up. He slowly rose to his feet, dusting off his costume and glancing at the bodies of the Darzens, which reminded him of a scrap heap.

“Don’t worry, young Bolt,” said the Spirit, causing Bolt to look over at her suddenly. “They are all dead. You don’t have to worry about them or about any possible reinforcements, because I have reinforced the Castle’s defenses to ensure that even the Dread God cannot pass through these walls.”

“How do you know my name already?” said Bolt in surprise. “We’ve never met.”

The Spirit raised Kyra off the ground and gently deposited her on a protrusion on her back which resembled a seat. “I met one of your friends, Shell, some time ago when he was wandering the multiverse trying to find his way back home. I helped guide him back to you and your friends, but I never forgot him, nor you, because I watched you and your friends defend your world from the Starborn who wanted to destroy it.”

Bolt was surprised. Shell had never told him about the Spirit or this place. He wondered if Shell had simply forgotten about it or what.

Gonna have to ask him about that the next time I see him back in my universe, Bolt thought. Assuming we make it back alive, anyway.

“I also know the names and purposes of your three allies here,” said the Spirit, gesturing at Captain Galaxy, Aster, and Hypno. “As the one who watches over the multiverse, I know much about what has been going on. I even have some experience in it, as you are probably aware of by now.”

“Great,” said Aster, rising to his feet with a smile on his face, “so you’re going to help us, right?”

The Spirit looked at Aster with an incredibly withering glare. “You are the new Chief of the Interdimensional Elite Agency, are you not?”

“Uh, yeah,” said Aster with a gulp. He took a step back, apparently without even thinking about it. “I replaced Amanda Nebula, who died recently.”

“I remember her,” said the Spirit. “A wise woman and a good leader, but one prone to mistakes as you mortals tend to be. Did she not tell you that your kind is not welcome here in my Forest?”

A cool breeze suddenly picked up, similar to the one which had put out the red mist cloud earlier, only now there was a hint of an edge to it like the Spirit was about to call upon a massive blizzard. The sky was bright and clear and the sun was shining warmly, but Bolt sensed that the Spirit had far more control over the Endless Forest’s environment than she let on.

“Yeah, we know,” said Aster, rubbing his hands together anxiously, “but this is a huge emergency, one that threatens not just us, but the whole multiverse. And we will need your help to combat it.”

“The Dread God,” said the Spirit. “Yes, I am aware of him.”

“Then you understand the seriousness of this situation,” said Aster. “And why we need your help.”

The Spirit stared at Aster for what seemed like an eternity. Bolt recalled what Aster had told him earlier about how the Spirit felt about the IEA and how he expected her to say no. She certainly didn’t seem to be very happy about Aster and Captain Galaxy’s presence here. Even Kyra had gone very still, looking from the Spirit to Aster and back again as if she was trying to read her mother’s mind.

Finally, the Spirit nodded and said, “Fine. I don’t care for your little agency or what you have done in the past, but the current situation means I don’t have the luxury of kicking you out because of what you people did to the Endless Forest in the past. If we are going to save the multiverse from the Dread God, then we will need to work together, at least for now.”

Aster breathed a sigh of relief. “Whew. I thought you were going to say no for a second there.”

The Spirit turned around and began walking toward the Castle’s front doors. “I should, given what your people did to my forest, but I won’t. Now come with me and we can speak further in the Castle.”

Not one to argue with a being as powerful as the Spirit, Bolt began following her and the other three fell in line behind him as they walked to the Castle front doors.

That was when Bolt noticed that the Spirit walked with a slight limp. He remembered what Kyra had said about the Spirit fighting the Dread God and how she thought the Spirit was dead.

Obviously, she’s not, Bolt thought as they walked, but where has she been and how did she survive? And, more importantly, where is the Dread God and why isn’t he here, as well?

Whatever the answer to that question was, Bolt doubted he was going to like it.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

The Avatar brought his sword down on Beams’ face. At the same time, Beams unleashed a laser beam at the Avatar’s sword.

His energy beam met the Avatar’s sword halfway and his laser cut through the Avatar’s sword. The Avatar cried out in pain and threw his sword away, sending it falling to the snow below. The Avatar clutched his sword hand, which Beams seemed to have burned.

“Damn it,” said the Avatar, his voice full of pain and rage. “I should have seen that coming. You destroyed my sword and burned my hand.”

“I’ll do a lot more than that if you don’t leave me alone,” said Beams. Of course, he wasn’t sure he could. His eyes were starting to water from overuse of his energy beams and he was finding it harder and harder to hang onto the window ledge, especially with the ice cold wind blowing through. He wasn’t even sure he could pull himself up.

The Avatar raised a foot. “I’ll just crush your fingers, then, and send you falling to your doom the old-fashioned way.”

Right before the Avatar brought his foot down on Beams’ fingers, someone slammed into the Avatar’s back. Taken by surprise, the Avatar windmilled his arms rapidly in an attempt to regain his balance, but it did him no good. Because he had been standing on one foot, all he could do was tip forward and fall forward out of the window.

Beams clung as tightly as he could to the wall as the Avatar fell past him. The Avatar reached out to grab his legs, but Beams fired another blast at his hand, causing the Avatar to cry out again as he fell. Then, with an ominous crunch, the Avatar crashed onto the stone and snow below, impaling himself on a pillar of stone rising from the ground. The Avatar’s eyes went wide and then his head lolled to the side and he stopped moving entirely.

Is he dead? Beams thought, looking down at the Avatar’s body below. No way he could have died that easily … right?

“Son of Arius!” said a feminine voice above him. “Are you well?”

Beams looked up. Pesa was looking down at him, her black ponytail hanging off the side of her face, a concerned look in her pretty dark eyes. She was clutching the window sill with her hands, staring at Beams as if she was afraid he might fall.

“I’m fine,” said Beams with a grunt. “Gonna need a hand up, though.”

Pesa frowned in confusion for a moment as if Beams had just said something in a different language, but then quickly nodded and said, “Yes, it is cold out. Here, take my hand.”

Pesa held out a hand toward Beams, which he grabbed with a firm grip. He was surprised at how small her hands were. Beams wasn’t a big man himself, but his hand easily enveloped hers and his grip was like iron compared to hers.

Nonetheless, Pesa managed to pull him back up into the Temple. It wasn’t much warmer inside than it was out, but at least Beams wasn’t constantly being beaten on by the icy wind. For that alone, he was thankful.

Still shivering, Beams looked at Pesa and said, “Thanks. Did you push the Avatar out of the window?”

Pesa nodded. “Yes. I was running away like you told me to, but then I saw the Avatar push you out of the window and I saw how he was going to kill you. So I sneaked up on him and, when he least expected it, pushed him off. He’s a lot bigger and heavier than me and I am not very strong, but I took advantage of the fact that he lacked balance to make it easier.”

“Very clever,” said Beams. “Reminds me of my own fighting style. I tend to focus more on taking advantage of my opponent’s weaknesses than taking them straight on. Kind of have to because unlike a certain someone I know, I’m not super strong.”

Pesa blushed at Beams’ praise. “I’m not very much of a fighter, to be honest. I just wanted to save you because you saved me. That’s all.”

Beams nodded. He couldn’t help but find her voice and mannerisms very sweet, almost cute. She definitely seemed a lot less hostile and unfriendly than the other Ariopolitans he had met so far, though he assumed that was because he had saved her from the Avatar.

In any case, I saved her, Beams thought. Time to find the other hunters and take her home.

His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of clanking armor coming down the hall. Looking in the direction from which the sounds came, Beams’ heart failed him at the sight of a dozen Darzen warriors rushing toward him and Pesa with their weapons raised. Beams had completely forgotten about the Darzen soldiers who the Avatar had brought along with him to kidnap Pesa.

“Oh, no,” said Pesa, putting a hand over her mouth, “I forgot about those monsters. What should we do?”

“Run,” said Beams, grabbing Pesa’s other hand, “we can’t take them all on ourselves. Too many to deal with at once.”

But before they could get anywhere, one of the Darzens raised a laser rifle and fired it at the ceiling above them. The laser struck the ceiling and sent huge chunks of stone falling toward them, forcing Beams and Pesa to jump out of the way to avoid being crushed by the debris. Unfortunately, that also resulted in the debris getting in the way of their path, trapping them between a huge pile of debris on one side and the dozen charging Darzen warriors on the other. Their only avenue of escape was the windows, but Beams didn’t think either he or Pesa would survive a jump from up high, especially after what happened to the Avatar.

So Beams began firing energy blasts at the Darzens, but his blasts were much weaker than usual. Most of his blasts hit, but because they were weaker than normal, they barely slowed down the Darzens at all. If anything, his energy beams just seemed to enrage the Darzens even more, who roared and chanted in that strange language of theirs which made Beams’ skin crawl.

Pesa clutched Beams’ arm tighter than ever. “What are we going to do, son of Arius? Don’t you have something up your sleeve?”

“Unfortunately, no,” said Beams, shaking his head. He looked to the left and to the right. “We’re trapped. And, unless you’re willing to take a very long jump down, we’re not going anywhere.”

Pesa’s eyes widened in horror, which made Beams feel frustrated. He wanted to tell her it would be okay, but he had no idea how to make it okay. All he could do was stand in front of Pesa and do his best to fight the Darzens. Better to die fighting than to die on his knees like some coward.

That was when a sudden battle cry filled the air, a battle cry which Beams had heard not too long ago. The battle cry caused the Darzen soldiers to stop and turn around to see where it was coming from. Through a gap in the Darzens’ forces, Beams could see exactly who was making the battle cry.

It was Garus and his hunters. The dozen strong, burly men were rushing down the hallway at a surprising speed, waving their spears over their heads and making a battle cry which sounded like the howling blizzard outside. The hunters crashed into the Darzen soldiers like a tidal wave and soon a vicious, bloody battle erupted in the hallway of the Ruined Temple, with the Darzen soldiers and the Ariopolitan hunters tearing at each other like a bunch of wild animals. Beams stayed where he was. He didn’t even try to help, because the Darzens and the Ariopolitans were so closely intermixed that if he tried shooting his lasers, he was just as likely to hit a hunter as he was to hit a soldier.

But the battle, as vicious and bloody as it was, lasted just a few minutes. Soon, all of the Darzens lay on the ground, their suits of armor immobile. Their energy forms leaked out of their armor, only to be burned away by the personal torches the hunters carried. It seemed that the Ariopolitans had not forgotten the true nature of the Darzens at all, despite how many years it had been since the Dread God ruled them, because they showed no mercy as they burned away the Darzens’ energy forms.

Then it was finally over. All of the Darzen warriors had been slain, while only a handful of Ariopolitan hunters had fallen. Some of the hunters had also suffered broken limbs or deep gashes, but none of them had received fatal injuries from what Beams could tell. Some of them even looked like they could still fight, which amazed Beams, because his adrenaline was already starting to fade and all he wanted to do was rest.

Garus approached Beams and Pesa. He looked totally uninjured. Indeed, Beams had seen Garus shatter the knees of one of the Darzens with that staff of his. Whether that was due to Garus’ own strength or the strength of his staff, Beams couldn’t say.

Why not both? Beams thought idly as he watched the lead hunter approach them.

“Princess Pesa,” said Garus. He stopped before her and bowed deeply, still holding onto his staff for support. “It is a pleasure to see that you are safe and sound. We feared that the Darzens might have harmed you.”

Pesa smiled. “Thank you for your concern, Hunter Garus, but I am fine. The one they call the Dread God’s Avatar did manhandle me somewhat, but they didn’t injure me, thanks in no small part to this son of Arius here.”

Pesa patted Beams on the shoulder when she said that, causing Garus to look at him curiously. “You mean this outsider saved you?”

“He did,” said Pesa, nodding. “He was a brave warrior, on par with any of our hunters. We even worked together to defeat the Avatar. He seems like a true son of Arius to me.”

Beams smile sheepishly at Pesa’s praise. “Well, I just heard some metal scraping on the stone up here and went to check. I didn’t know they had taken Pesa up here.”

“Neither did we,” said Garus, standing upright again. “When we discovered that Pesa was nowhere to be found on the Temple’s first floor, we returned to the lobby to go up here. That is when we saw the arrow you left pointing to the stairs and heard the sounds of fighting, which is why we hastened to get up here as fast as we could. Looks like we were just in the nick of time.”

“Yeah, you were,” said Beams. “I’m sure those Darzens would have killed us if you guys hadn’t intervened. Thanks.”

“No problem, outsider,” said Garus. “But where is this one you call the Avatar? I do not see him unless he is among the Darzens we just slaughtered?”

“We pushed him out that window,” said Beams, pointing to the window over to the side. “He fell and impaled himself on a rock, so he’s probably dead. You can see his body from here.”

“Very well,” said Garus. “Let me check.”

As Garus walked over to the window, Beams looked at Pesa and said, “Did he call you Princess Pesa?”

Pesa nodded. “Yes. Technically, I am royalty, because I am descended from the original king of Ariopolis, King Horak. He was a good friend of Arius and helped him in the original revolution against the Dread God. He even named the city after Arius as a testament to their friendship.”

“Huh,” said Beams. “That’s kind of interesting. Do you think that’s one of the reasons why the Avatar tried to kidnap you? As revenge against your ancestor?”

“Probably,” said Pesa. “Legend says the Dread God can hold a grudge for eternity, so—”

“Princess!” said Garus from the window. “Please come and look. You must see this.”

Beams and Pesa ran over to the window where Garus stood. Garus was looking down at the ground where the Avatar had fallen, leaning on his staff. He did not look at either Beams or Pesa when they approached and instead pointed down at the ground.

“Do you see what I see?” said Garus, his eyes locked on the ground. “Or rather, what I don’t?”

Puzzled, Beams and Pesa looked down at the ground below. Due to the heavy snowfall that seemed to have picked up since they were last outside, it was hard to see the ground below.

But then there was a sudden gap in the blizzard and Beams saw it:

The Avatar’s body was nowhere to be seen.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

The court of the Spirit was almost as big as the courtyard outside. It was certainly different from what Bolt usually thought of whenever he thought of a court for royalty.

The floor was made out of some kind of ancient wood, very firm and solid, while the walls and ceiling were covered with vines in varying states of bloom. Flowers of every color of the rainbow stood planted in flowerbeds set in the floor, while trees bearing delicious-looking but decidedly alien fruit loomed over them, making a vague tunnel which the six of them walked down. A tiny, crystal clear stream ran through the court, going underneath a small bridge in the center of the room and continuing through a drain on the opposite side of the room, though to where it went, Bolt did not know. The court smelled of freshly-picked apples and oranges and roses, as well as some other smells Bolt could not identify but which seemed to be coming from the alien fruits hanging above them.

Kyra giggled as they passed underneath the trees, holding up her hands and letting the leaves and branches brush against her hands. But neither Bolt nor any of the others dared to touch any of the plants, mostly because Bolt wasn’t sure which plants were poisonous and which weren’t. It didn’t help that the Spirit still seemed to dislike them, which made him extra cautious about touching the plants.

As they walked, Bolt caught glimpses of doorways and stairs leading to other wings of the Castle. Like the floor, they were made of the same oaken wood, but Bolt had a feeling that he would never be able to open the doors himself because the Spirit did not want him or anyone else going anywhere else in the Castle other than here. He also thought he caught glimpses of birds flying in the trees above, though they never stayed still long enough for him to confirm it.

At the end of the court was a massive nest, which Bolt realized was the Spirit’s throne, because she climbed up the steps to it and then sat down on it like a queen in her court. Kyra slid off of the Spirit’s back and took her seat in a small chair off to the side, where she immediately began bending a strange-looking green stick like a piece of rubber. The Spirit smiled at Kyra’s obvious amusement before turning her attention to Bolt and the others, at which point her smile turned into a serious frown.

“This is amazing, Spirit,” said Bolt, looking around the court in awe. “Did you make all of this yourself?”

“The Castle of Dimensions is much older than me,” said the Spirit. “It wasn’t always this big or beautiful. Like a tree, it started off as a mere seed. It is still growing and won’t stop growing for many more centuries, if ever.”

“You mean the Castle actually grew?” said Captain Galaxy in disbelief. “Kyra wasn’t just misunderstanding something you said?”

“Kyra never misunderstands anything I say,” said the Spirit with a playful smile. “Right, Kyra?”

“Right, Mommy,” said Kyra, nodding. “I always know what she’s talking about … sometimes.”

The Spirit just chuckled, but then winced, as if she had aggravated an injury on herself somewhere. She looked at Bolt and the others again. “But enough about my living arrangements. We are here to discuss why you are here.”

“Down to business,” said Aster. “Sounds great. So, we’re here because—”

“You wish to know where the Starborn are,” said the Spirit. “Correct?”

“Uh, yeah,” said Aster, who sounded surprised. “How did you know? We didn’t tell you.”

The Spirit shrugged. “I know more or less everything that goes on in the multiverse. It’s part of my job, part of my very nature. I don’t know what lies in the future, however. Just what is going on currently.”

“Well, then, that makes things easier for us,” said Aster, cracking a smile. “So I take it you will tell us where the Starborn are?”

The Spirit put a thoughtful look on her elephantine features. “I could, but I don’t know what good it will do you. The Starborn are not fighters. They are aware that the Dread God has returned, but they are too engrossed in their own creations to care about what he is doing. Sometimes, I envy their ignorance, if only because it would make my life so much easier. Alas, I am destined to remain aware of everything happening in the multiverse and not do anything about it.”

“But it’s not too hard for you,” said Kyra. “Right, Mommy?”

“Right, Kyra,” said the Spirit. “But it does make things … harder sometimes, I suppose.”

“Maybe you should just tell us where the Starborn are and let us convince them to help us ourselves,” said Bolt, jerking his thumb at his chest. “They know me and might be willing to listen to me.”

“It would be a fool’s errand,” said the Spirit. “As I said, the Starborn have little interest in taking part in this conflict. It would be a waste of time for everyone.”

“But we need the Starborn if we’re going to kill the Dread God,” said Bolt. He pointed at the Spirit. “You know how dangerous the Dread God is. He nearly killed you, for Pete’s sake. Where have you been, anyway? Your daughter nearly got caught in a fire, a fire set by the Darzens I might add, and I had to save her.”

The Spirit rested on her throne. She favored her right side, probably because the injury which caused her limp was on her left. “I had to take the Dread God out of here before he could cause any damage. That’s why I disappeared and left Kyra on her own. If I fought the Dread God here, the Endless Forest would be in ruins already, so I forced him to go to another universe, one where we could do battle without fear of harming my trees.”

“Did you win?” said Bolt.

“It was a draw,” said the Spirit. She gestured with her trunk at her left leg. “He got in a few good hits, but I hit him back just as hard, and we both retreated. I think the Dread God forgot how powerful I am, though admittedly I forgot how powerful he was as well.”

“Have you fought him before?” said Bolt in surprise. “You seem to imply that.”

The Spirit chuckled. “I didn’t merely fight him before, young Bolt. We were lovers.”

A dead silence filled the court. Bolt could not help but just stare at the Spirit in absolute incredulity, hoping that she was joking or that he had misheard her. Even Hypno, who rarely seemed shocked by anything, stared at the Spirit, seemingly at a loss for words for this revelation.

“Speechless?” said the Spirit. “Not surprising. This is not generally well-known information. Even your little agency doesn’t know about it.”

“Yeah,” said Aster, who sounded as shocked as everyone else felt. “Our files on the Dread God and the Spirit of the Woods are extensive, but none of them mention that little fact.”

Captain Galaxy shuddered. “Ugh. I can’t even imagine the two of you being together. It must have been … awkward.”

The Spirit shook her head. “Your human language doesn’t quite capture what I meant when I said we were lovers. It isn’t quite the same as what you humans mean when you say those words, though it’s similar enough to justify me using that word.”

“So, uh, you guys were lovers,” said Bolt, unable to hide his awkwardness. “I guess the break up must have been messy.”

“Let me start from the beginning,” said the Spirit. “Perhaps you will better understand what I mean if you first understand the relationship between the Dread God and me.”

“Uh, sure,” said Bolt. “I guess we have time for a story … I think.”

The Spirit nodded. “Very well. As you no doubt know by now, the Dread God is millions of years old, as am I. Although our origins are different, our natures are very similar. We became aware of each other very quickly, the two of us did, though our relationship was at first merely platonic due to our rather sharp differences in worldviews.”

“Platonic?” Bolt repeated. He grimaced. “You mean later on, you guys—”

“I said your language doesn’t quite capture what I am trying to describe,” the Spirit interrupted. “But yes, our relationship deepened and we became closer until soon we were what you humans would call ‘lovers.’ We spent as much time together as we could, discussing our universes and what was going on in the multiverse as a whole. We explored the deepest depths of reality, but never quite understood it all, despite our great understanding.”

“How could you fall in love with a monster like the Dread God?” said Captain Galaxy in disbelief. “You don’t seem nearly as evil as he is.”

The Spirit shifted in her throne. “You humans would never understand. There are billions and billions of you, countless more if you count all the different universes out there. You don’t have to settle for any one individual human. You have a lot of freedom in choosing your mates. For beings of power such as myself and the Dread God—we are basically gods, according to your human criteria—we have fewer choices if we want a companion of some sort. Hence, our only choice is each other.”

Bolt nodded in understanding, though privately, he wondered how awful that would be, to have no other suitable companions for yourself other than a being as evil as the Dread God. Certainly, Bolt hadn’t chosen his own girlfriend, Blizzard, because he didn’t have ‘choices.’ It made him feel a little sorry for the Spirit because despite, her immense power and majesty, she was clearly limited in a lot of ways that he and the others weren’t.

“Like the Dread God, I originally had little care for humans,” said the Spirit. “To gods like us, you humans are little more than ants. You are just as easily crushed and live about as long as ants from our perspective. Remember, the Dread God and I are millions of years old. In comparison to that, the average human lifespan is but a blink in the eye of history.”

“What changed your mind?” said Bolt.

“Nothing in particular,” said the Spirit. “What happened is that I became aware of the Dread God’s true nature. His inherent cruelty … his desire to conquer and oppress weaker peoples … his constant need for worship and adoration from those same inferiors … and an unwillingness to help anyone, even his own followers, unless it benefited himself in some way. I am not a saint myself, but I’ve always been gentler and nicer than him, though I, unfortunately, lacked the spine to stand against him because I feared loneliness.”

“An immortal, omniscient spirit is afraid of being alone?” said Bolt, raising an eyebrow.

“Of course,” said the Spirit. She looked down at her nest upon which she sat. “Loneliness can be absolutely crushing to all living creatures. Even those who brag about not needing anyone suffer when they have no one with which to relate. I feared spending the rest of my eternal life alone because I did not know of any other gods like him. So I turned a blind eye to his cruelties and evil deeds until I eventually couldn’t take it anymore and told him so.”

Hypno scratched his chin. “What did he say to that?”

“What do you think?” said the Spirit. She chuckled. “He didn’t like it. He never liked being told he was in the wrong, and still doesn’t. He argued with me about it, but I wouldn’t change my mind and neither would he. So the two of us split up and went our opposite ways. It was the only arrangement which would work for both of us.”

“Was this before or after the Dread God’s first death?” said Bolt.

“Before,” said the Spirit. “In fact, I warned him that if he kept spreading oppression and cruelty wherever he went, that eventually, the multiverse would pay him back multiple times what he owed. He never listened to me because he believed himself to be invincible. He had a particular disrespect for you humans due to how weak you are. He never expected a human would be the one to take him down for good … and I still think he doesn’t understand that because it would shatter his massive ego if he were to understand it.”

“How come you never stepped in to try to stop him?” said Captain Galaxy, folding her arms across her chest. “You’re obviously powerful, maybe even his equal. Why have you just stayed back while he and his minions rampage across the multiverse?”

“Because I am technically not allowed to directly interfere with the goings on in the multiverse,” said the Spirit. “Now, I can act here in the Endless Forest as much as I like, but I am not allowed to leave this universe to fight the Dread God. I am tied to the Endless Forest and an under solemn vow to observe the multiverse but never act unless someone attacks me first.”

“That’s stupid,” said Bolt. “Why did you make that vow in the first place?”

“It wasn’t voluntary,” said the Spirit. “It’s simply an inherent part of who, of what, I am. I am a manifestation of the Endless Forest itself, which by itself is unable to act. My job isn’t to go about self-righteously ‘righting’ wrongs throughout the multiverse like some crusader of justice. I simply observe and provide a way for those who are lost in the void between dimensions to go home, thus restoring the balance of the multiverse.”

Bolt frowned. “So why, exactly, did the Dread God attack you? If you cannot actively oppose him, I don’t see what threat you pose to him. Is he just pissed you left him or something?”

The Spirit sighed. “There is something here he wants, something I have done my best to protect. But he knows it is here and he is not going to stop until he gets it, if only because he does indeed have a legitimate claim on it.”

“Legitimate claim?” Hypno repeated in confusion. “Are you referring to the Castle?”

The Spirit shook her head. “No. He has no claim to the Castle, but there is something—someone—here that he desires more than anything else.”

Bolt opened his mouth to ask, but then it suddenly struck him like lightning. He looked at Kyra, who was still playing happily with that weird rubbery stick, and suddenly a whole bunch of things made sense to him all at once.

“Spirit,” said Bolt slowly, “you’re not referring to Kyra, are you?”

The Spirit nodded grimly. “I am. Kyra is not merely my daughter. She is also the daughter of the Dread God … and he wants her back.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Though the Ariopolitan hunters did a thorough search of the area around the Ruined Temple, they were unable to find even one trace of the Avatar’s body. Some of the hunters suggested that the Avatar had come back to life and was now some kind of zombie, but Beams guessed that the Avatar must have somehow survived the fall and fled via a dimensional portal while no one was looking. It was also possible that the Dread God saved him, though that was less likely because Beams knew that the Dread God rarely directly intervened even to save the lives of his most faithful servants.

Regardless, it was clear that the Avatar was gone and that he likely wasn’t going to come back anytime soon due to his injury. As for the Darzen warriors who the hunters had killed, they were left behind in the Temple, though Garus informed Beams that he would send some men later on to retrieve the bodies and melt down their armor into weapons and armor for the Ariopolitans’ use. Apparently, the Ariopolitans had a strong tradition of melting down Darzen armor and turning it into stuff they could use, a practice which had, like seemingly everything else in this city, started with Arius, who used the armor of a Darzen he killed to make armor for himself, which he wore during his final fight with the Dread God.

That was both interesting and kind of creepy because Beams often thought of the Darzens’ armor as their ‘bodies.’ But he supposed that it made some sense. It was certainly less wasteful than leaving a bunch of empty suits of armor lying around unused, after all.

They made their trip back to the Elder’s building very quickly. This in spite of the heavy snow and wind, which Garus claimed was but a precursor to a much larger storm that was scheduled to hit the city within the next couple of hours. That surprised Beams, who wondered just how massive the storm was going to be because the current blizzard seemed big enough as is.

When they got back to the Elder’s building, Beams was glad to see that Mr. Space and Shade were unharmed. The two of them stood off to the side, surrounded on all sides by six burly hunters. They looked rather annoyed at being held prisoner like this, but as soon as Beams, Pesa, and the hunters entered the room, the two of them smiled and waved at Beams.

“Beams!” said Shade as Beams walked over to them. “You made it. You guys were gone for so long that I thought for sure you were dead.”

“It was close,” said Beams, stopping before them and ignoring the guards who stood around them. “The Avatar himself showed up and nearly killed me several times.”

Mr. Space’s eyes widened. “The Avatar? Wow. This must be more serious than I thought.”

“Yeah,” said Beams, nodding. He gestured at Pesa, who was hugging her father, the head Elder, on the other side of the room. “He was trying to kidnap her. Said she’s important to the Dread God’s plans.”

Shade looked over at Pesa and frowned. “What would he want with such a skinny little girl?”

One of the nearby guards grunted fiercely and glared at Shade. He didn’t hit her, but it was clear he didn’t approve of her comment on Pesa’s appearance.

Beams leaned closer to Shade and whispered, “Hey, you might want to hold back on the comments about Pesa. She’s the daughter of the head Elder and is technically a princess and beloved by pretty much all of the Ariopolitans. I don’t think the Ariopolitans will take nicely to any criticisms about her, especially coming from outsiders like us.”

Shade shrugged. “Sorry. Cadmus always tells me I need to work on my diplomacy, but I’m just too honest. It’s a blessing and a curse.”

Beams raised an eyebrow at that comment, but then shook his head and said, “Never mind. Are you two all right?”

“Yes,” said Mr. Space. He raised his rope-bound wrists and shook them. “These ropes are tight and awkward, but the guards didn’t beat us up or mistreat us while you were away. The Elders upheld their end of the deal.”

“Good to hear,” said Beams. He gestured with his head toward Pesa. “I think me saving her is going to really help us win over the Ariopolitans. She also seems to like me a lot, which is another bonus.”

Shade smirked. “Likes you a lot, hmm? Do you like her back?”

Beams could not help but blush, despite the cold. “Does it matter? I’m not here trying to get a relationship. I’ve got more important things to worry about than whether a girl likes me or not.”

“Dude, you should totally go for her,” Mr. Space insisted. “I don’t know your type, but she can’t take her eyes off you. Look.”

Beams glanced over his shoulder and saw that Mr. Space was right. Pesa kept glancing over at him with an odd look in her eyes. She seemed to be explaining to her father how Beams had saved her, but she glanced over at him far more often than she really needed to.

Beams shook his head again, however, and looked back at Mr. Space and Shade. “I’m not interested in a relationship right now, however cute she might be. Remember, we’re here to get the God Slayer, not pick up girls.”

“Can’t you do both?” said Shade, tilting her head to the side. “Bolt’s got a girlfriend, you know. Maybe you should have one too.”

“Why do you even care?” said Beams, unable to hide the frustration in his voice. “I didn’t ask you to play matchmaker.”

“Oh, I really don’t,” said Shade with an even larger smirk than before. “I just like playing with you. Your reactions are funny.”

Beams was now starting to understand why Bolt always seemed so impatient with Shade. “Right. Well, maybe you should focus more on your own relationships rather than mine. We don’t have time to play around.”

“Fine, fine, whatever,” said Shade. “You need to lighten up a bit. Yeah, we’re saving the multiverse, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have some fun while we’re at it.”

“Fun at my expense,” Beams pointed out.

“What other kind of fun is there?” Shade shot back.

Beams opened his mouth to say something but then shook his head. He didn’t have an issue with high blood pressure, but he was starting to think that he would by the time he was done talking to Shade.

“Young outsider!” Scorius’ voice boomed behind him. “Come here!”

“Sounds like they want to talk to me,” said Beams. “You two stay here. I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

With that, Beams walked back over to Scorius, who still sat on his throne like before. The only difference now was that Pesa stood next to Scorius’ throne, holding onto the back with one of her hands. She smiled at Beams when he approached and waved at him subtly, but Beams did not return the gesture because he wasn’t entirely sure how he felt about Pesa or what Scorius would say if he suspected there was anything going on between them. Given how hostile the Ariopolitans were toward outsiders, he doubted Scorius would be happy with him dating Pesa.

Garus and the hunters were also present, but unlike before, they merely stood behind Beams, rather than surround him. Beams wasn’t sure if that was a sign that they trusted him more now or if this meant they were going to take him down from behind if he tried anything. In any case, Beams tried not to look afraid, because he didn’t think the Ariopolitans would take him very seriously if he seemed skittish.

“Elder Scorius,” said Beams, bowing at the waist as respectfully as he could. “As you can see, your hunters and I brought back your daughter, Pesa, safe and sound.”

Scorius nodded. He still hadn’t removed his hood, though Beams caught a glimpse of his brown eyes due to the light from the burning fire in the center of the room. “Indeed. Pesa and Garus told me all about your help. In particular, Pesa praised you for your bravery and said you seemed like a true son of Arius to her.”

Beams could not help but smile. “I don’t suppose that means I can skip the Gauntlet, does it?”

“It does not,” said Scorius, shaking his head. “Pesa’s opinion is just that, her opinion, and certainly does not override millions of years of tradition. Nonetheless, I must thank you for your efforts. Whether you are a son of Arius or not, you have shown a bravery and selflessness that we rarely see in outsiders. For that alone, we are more than willing to let you and your friends leave our city and go back to your home unmolested.”

Beams’ smile instantly turned into a frown. “Go home? What are you talking about? I want to do the Gauntlet. Remember? That’s what we agreed to.”

“I know,” said Scorius, “but I just wanted to let you know that if you wished to go home, we would allow you to do so. That is a rare privilege we have granted to few outsiders. Typically, we kill outsiders who invade Ariopolis and mount their skulls on pikes outside the city as a warning to others.”

Beams gulped. “I didn’t see any mounted skulls outside the city.”

“They were probably hidden by the blizzard,” Pesa chimed in. “I can show you them later if you like. They’re a testament to the strength and ferociousness of our warriors and a warning to anyone who might be thinking about invading our home.”

“Uh, no, thanks,” said Beams, who found Pesa’s casual mention of the skulls like they were some kind of public attraction disturbing. He gestured toward Mr. Space and Shade. “Though I would appreciate if you guys could take the ropes off my friends. I can vouch for them. They won’t try to attack anyone or steal anything or whatever.”

“Fair enough,” said Scorius. He glanced at the guards surrounding Mr. Space and Shade and nodded once.

The guards nodded in return and immediately began cutting away the ropes around Mr. Space and Shade’s wrists and ankles. Relieved that his friends were free, Beams looked at Scorius again and said, “So, when will the Gauntlet start?”

“Within the hour,” said Scorius. “I have sent some of my servants to prepare it for you. It won’t take long to get ready, but it does require some preparation, especially since it has been three hundred years since the last person to attempt the Gauntlet.”

“Cool,” said Beams. “What happened to the last guy who tried?”

Scorius smiled grimly. “He died. Horribly.”

Beams gulped. “Really?”

“That is what my grandfather, who was in charge of the Gauntlet at the time, told me,” said Scorius. “Truthfully, no one knows for sure what happens to challengers of the Gauntlet. They simply go in there and never come out. We have no way to monitor their progress, no way to communicate with them. Once you are inside, you are entirely on your own and cannot rely on any outside help.”

A chill went down Beams’ spine when he heard that. He had already known that he would be tackling the Gauntlet alone, but he hated the idea that he wouldn’t even be able to keep in contact with the surface. He hoped that he would be able to handle whatever challenges awaited him within because he would have to if he was going to get the God Slayer and defeat the Dread God.

Wonder how Bolt and the others are doing on their mission, Beams thought. Hope they’re having more luck than us.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

No way,” said Captain Galaxy. She kept looking from Kyra to the Spirit and back again, her eyes wide and unbelieving. “There’s no way Kyra can be the Dread God’s daughter. She doesn’t even look like him.”

“She doesn’t look much like the Spirit, either,” Hypno pointed out. “Perhaps the Spirit is lying and she actually kidnapped Kyra.”

“No, Mommy is my Mommy and Daddy is my Daddy,” Kyra insisted. “I’m like all kids. I have a mommy and a daddy. Daddy isn’t very nice, but he’s still my daddy. Why do you find it so hard to believe? You people are weird and silly, mostly weird.”

“Could be a joke,” said Bolt, stroking his chin. “Or a troll job. I mean, I don’t know if gods engage in trolling, but—”

“I am telling the truth,” said the Spirit, her voice as serious as ever. “Kyra may look like an ordinary little girl, but she’s actually a deity like the Dread God and me. She isn’t fully grown yet and is still quite childish, but that doesn’t change her essential nature.”

“Then why does she look like a human?” said Aster. “If she’s really your daughter, wouldn’t she look like an elephant or something?”

“Oh, I can change my shape,” said Kyra brightly. “See?”

Kyra’s face suddenly transformed into a miniature version of the Spirit’s. She blew her nose like a trumpet before her face snapped back to its normal form. She giggled at the shocked expressions on the faces of everyone looking at her.

“Funny,” said Kyra. “You guys are funny. Funny, silly, and weird.”

“Kyra is a bit of a show off when it comes to her shape-shifting powers,” said the Spirit, who, based on her tone, was obviously used to Kyra’s sudden display of her powers. “She took the form of a six-year-old human girl because of a picture book she read once that starred a six-year-old human girl.”

“Abby’s First Day at School, by Carol Ferguson,” Kyra said. “It’s my favorite book.”

Bolt rubbed his forehead. He wasn’t sure what he found strangest: That the Dread God and the Spirit had apparently had a child together or that said child had a favorite picture book. He was used to seeing weird things—it was an occupational hazard in his line of work—but this had to take the cake in terms of absolute weirdness.

Hopefully, things will go back to normal after this, Bolt thought. I can handle sentient planets, evil alternate universe counterparts of my dad, and Russian guys who like cat magazines. But I can’t handle kid gods who like picture books. Gotta draw a line somewhere.

“So, uh, how does that work?” said Hypno somewhat awkwardly. “I mean, we all know how children are conceived, but how does, er, reproduction work with … well, you know.”

“I do,” said the Spirit, nodding. “I can’t get into the details here, if only because there are no words in your human tongue that can accurately describe it, but rest assured that it is possible.”

“I don’t understand,” said Aster. “The IEA has been in contact with you for a long time. Did you just have her recently or—?”

“She’s much older than she looks,” said the Spirit. “By your standards, she would be considered an adult, but by our standards, she’s still a very young child. I kept her away from visitors, however, because I didn’t think she was ready yet to meet other people.”

“Mommy was protecting me from mean people,” Kyra added. “You people aren’t mean, though. Weird and silly, but not mean.”

“Kyra is correct,” said the Spirit. “While I still don’t trust the IEA, I must thank you for saving Kyra and protecting her while I was away. It was foolish of me to leave her alone like that, knowing that the Dread God’s servants would likely scour the Forest for her, but I was in too much of a hurry and I thought Kyra would reach the Castle before anyone caught her.”

“I tripped,” said Kyra. She raised a hand and brought it down on her lap with a slap. “Tripped and had to hide. The bad guys tried to find me, but couldn’t, so they tried to burn the Forest down to the ground. It was scary.”

“Indeed,” said the Spirit, nodding.

Captain Galaxy shook her head. She still looked quite disbelieving, but as she pushed a few strands of hair behind her ear, she said, “Why does the Dread God want Kyra? What does he hope to do with her?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” said the Spirit. “He wants to raise her to be his daughter. She won’t be his equal, nor will she be allowed to succeed him, but he wants her anyway in order to increase his power. You see, Kyra, due to her parentage, has immense potential to be a being of great power someday. She could even rival the Dread God, if not surpass him, but only if she is given proper teaching and guidance.”

“I take it that the Dread God would not train her well?” said Bolt.

“He would stunt her growth,” said the Spirit. “He didn’t say it explicitly, but I know him well enough to know that he would never tolerate anyone becoming his equal, much less surpass him. He doesn’t have a paternal bone in his body. He wants to dominate everyone, and he’ll hurt his own children to do it if he has to.”

“Sounds like the Dread God won’t be winning any Father of the Year awards anytime soon,” Hypno said.

Bolt looked at Hypno. “That was an awful joke and you know it.”

“Just trying to lighten the mood,” said Hypno with a shrug. “Don’t want things to get too tense around here, eh?”

“So the Dread God basically wants to make Kyra his slave and use her power for his own purposes,” said Aster. “Did I get that right?”

“Yes,” said the Spirit. “It’s more than that, however. The Dread God wishes to build his own pantheon of lesser gods, who will serve him as unquestioningly as the Darzens will.”

“He’s trying to build a pantheon?” said Bolt in shock. “Why? I thought he wanted to rule the multiverse alone.”

“He does,” said the Spirit grimly. “And will, if he succeeds in his plans. But he knows that he can’t possibly control the multiverse by himself. He wants to create a pantheon of lesser gods who will enforce his will onto the population of the multiverse. They will obey his every order and ensure that no one can successfully revolt against his rule.”

“It still seems kind of out of character for him, though,” said Bolt, scratching the back of his neck. “I can’t imagine a bunch of gods, even lesser ones, would be happy with following his orders. What if they rebel against him?”

“As I said, the Dread God will ensure that they are as fanatically loyal toward him as the Darzens are,” the Spirit said. “Besides, you must understand that the Dread God is doing this in response to his first defeat. You can say many things about the Dread God—and Lord knows I have said all of it myself at one point or another—but he does learn from his mistakes, and one of his mistakes before his first defeat was his inability to delegate. By having a large pantheon whom he can delegate responsibility to, he is hoping to create a hierarchy that will effectively stamp out resistance to his rule before it ever gains ground.”

“Ah, I see,” said Captain Galaxy, stroking her chin. “I don’t like it, but it makes sense. I assume that the original rebellion gained momentum because he didn’t bother to stop it early on, right?”

“Right,” said the Spirit. Her trunk rubbed her front left leg, the one she limped on. “The Dread God did not believe humans could kill him, so even when he heard rumblings of a rebellion in his subjects, he didn’t see any need to do anything about it. He thought he could crush it anytime he wanted no matter how big it got, but he should have extinguished it early on. Otherwise, Arius likely wouldn’t have gotten the God Slayer, and he wouldn’t have used it to kill the Dread God.”

“Dang,” said Bolt. “An enemy who can learn from his mistakes … pretty dangerous, if you ask me.”

“Especially one with the power the Dread God wields,” said the Spirit. She shuddered. “And I fear he has somehow grown even more powerful since his resurrection. I don’t understand how because one would assume the opposite. The only good news I can deliver is that he still isn’t quite used to having a physical body again yet, so he’s somewhat awkward and clumsy in person. That’s not much of a weakness, however.”

“Which brings us back to the Starborn,” Aster said. He stepped forward, clasping his hands together like he was praying. “We need you to tell us where they are, maybe even send us to them directly. We know you can’t help us, but the Starborn aren’t under the same limitations as you.”

“That may be so, but as I already said, the Starborn are not interested in fighting the Dread God,” said the Spirit. “They’re more focused on their creations. Asking them for help would be quite useless.”

“You don’t know that,” said Bolt. He jerked a thumb at his chest. “Like I said, I have met them before. I even saved them from being brainwashed by a crazy rich guy. They’ll at least be willing to hear me out, I’m sure.”

A doubtful look crossed the Spirit’s face. “Perhaps. I can’t say I understand them entirely—unlike the Dread God and me, they evolved to their current power level, so they are still somewhat mortal in their outlook on life—but I have spoken with them and know where they stand on the matter. I doubt they would be happy if I sent you to try to convince them to join the fight against the Dread God.”

“So what?” said Bolt. “You’re not going to be the one talking to them. I am. I’ll handle whatever their response might be.”

The Spirit hesitated. “I am still not entirely convinced of the wisdom of your idea. It might be better to go and aid your friend Beams in his quest to get the God Slayer.”

“How did you know he was doing that?” said Hypno in astonishment.

“Omniscient, remember?” said the Spirit. “I know everything going on in the multiverse. I simply am not allowed to act on anything unless it directly enters my domain.”

Bolt stepped forward. “Listen, Spirit, I understand your reluctance. I know from personal experience just how powerful the Starborn are and how fickle they are. But my dad always taught me that it’s better to have multiple backup plans and the Starborn are one such plan. Think about Kyra. As long as the Dread God is around, she’ll always be in danger.”

“But I can protect her in this castle,” said the Spirit, gesturing at the Castle around them.

“So you plan to raise her in complete isolation in this place?” said Bolt, gesturing at the throne room. “It’s not a bad castle, but I can’t imagine it’s any healthier to raise a young goddess in isolation than it is to raise a mortal child in such circumstances. The Endless Forest is Kyra’s birthright just as much as it is yours. You shouldn’t have to live in fear of the Dread God just because you aren’t sure our plan will work.”

The Spirit was silent. Bolt wasn’t sure if his little speech would work. He knew that the Spirit was practically a deity and that her ways and thought processes were practically incomprehensible to his own, but she sounded just like his mom whenever she talked about Kyra. And he knew that if his mom was in this same situation, she would be persuaded by his speech.

Finally, the Spirit nodded. “Very well. I am still doubtful about the effectiveness of your plan, but I won’t stop you from doing what you want to do. I’ll tell you where the Starborn are, but I won’t go with you to them, because I need to stay here and defend Kyra and the Castle. The Dread God still wants her and it would be unwise of me to leave her unprotected.”

Bolt’s face broke into a big smile. “Awesome. When will we leave?”

“Soon,” said the Spirit. “But again, I must warn you: The Starborn may not want anything to do with you, even if you did save their lives once. Do you still want to go?”

“What choice do we have?” said Bolt, folding his arms across his chest. “It’s either that or let the Dread God take over the multiverse. I know my choice.”

“All right,” said the Spirit. “Then listen carefully, because you will need to if you are going to find the Starborn.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Beams stood in front of a gaping cave mouth, staring deeply into its pitch black depths. Even with the night vision enabled on his helmet, he couldn’t see very deep inside. He wondered if the darkness was normal shadow or if it was some kind of supernatural darkness which even the brightest light could not penetrate.

Given all of the other crazy stuff I’ve seen so far, that might not be too far from the truth, Beams thought. The world is a big, weird place. Who knows what lies in its depths?

Somewhere deep within the cave, Beams heard what sounded like a tiger growl, but it could just as easily have been the howling wind of the blizzard as it passed between the stalagmites and stalactites which guarded the entrance like the teeth of a dragon. He shivered slightly when the wind blew through, though he didn’t shiver because of the cold.

“Whoa,” said Shade as she stopped beside Beams. Her eyes were locked onto the cave mouth, her own mouth hanging slightly open. “It’s been a long time since I couldn’t see in the darkness, probably since before my powers manifested. It’s weird.”

Beams looked at Shade in surprise. “You mean even you can’t see it? Huh, I thought it was just my helmet’s night vision not working.”

“Yeah,” said Shade. She gestured at her eyes. “As a being of shadow, I can see perfectly well in the darkness, even better than in the light honestly, but the darkness of this cave is thicker than any darkness I’ve ever seen. Even the depths of the ocean aren’t this dark.”

Mr. Space also stepped up beside Beams on his other side, a wary look on his face. “If neither of you can see into it, then maybe going into the Gauntlet isn’t such a good idea.”

Beams looked at Mr. Space in annoyance. “What are you talking about? The Gauntlet is the only way we can get the God Slayer. Without it, we’re doomed and you know it.”

“Unless Galaxy and the others find the Starborn,” said Mr. Space. He tapped the side of his own helmet and frowned. “Sparky just sent me a message. Said that Galaxy and the others know where the Starborn are and are going to meet them. Maybe we won’t need to go through this after all.”

Beams sighed. “Space, even if the others find the Starborn and convince them to help us, I still need to do this.”

“Yeah, I see,” said Shade, nodding. “Never hurts to have a backup plan, though. That’s what Cadmus always tells me.”

“It’s more than that,” said Beams. He looked down at his hands. “I’m a son of Arius. I know this now. Beyond just getting the God Slayer, this is kind of a rite of passage for me. I don’t know how to explain it, except to say that it’s more personal than anything and I would undertake this challenge even if I didn’t need the God Slayer.”

“Can’t say I understand,” said Shade with a shrug. “Then again, I’ve never been one for tradition or rite of passage. Always just been me.”

“No, I get it,” said Mr. Space. He looked into the darkness again. “Still, it would be better if one of us could go with you.”

“Only the challenger may enter the Gauntlet,” said a voice behind them. “And only by himself.”

Beams looked over his shoulder. Scorius was approaching them, with Pesa on his left and Garus on his right. A large contingent of hunters followed behind him, though Beams noticed that their eyes kept glancing at the cave mouth. They seemed to have some kind of superstitious fear about the cave, though if what Beams had already heard about the place was true, then perhaps their fear was less superstitious than it seemed.

“Are you sure about that?” said Mr. Space doubtfully. “I know it’s tradition, but—”

“It’s more than just tradition, outsider,” said Scorius, coming to a stop not too far from them. He spread his arms wide. “It is ancient law, laid down by Arius himself. To break it would be to break the oldest and most venerable law among our people. It would be to spit upon the grave of not just Arius, but every generation of Ariopolitans who have come before us. I would have to kick over the tombstone of my own father if I were to break this most ancient and holy of laws.”

“I understand,” said Beams, nodding. “And I’m not afraid of taking it on by myself. I’ll do whatever it takes to get the God Slayer, no matter how hard it might be.”

“Wise words,” said Scorius, “but it takes more than wise words to complete the Gauntlet. Many men bigger, stronger, and wiser than you have taken on the Gauntlet, only to meet a gruesome end alone in the darkest depths of the earth. The Gauntlet shows no mercy to the weak, nor forgiveness for the foolish.”

“Sounds like a party,” said Shade sarcastically. “So what do Space and I do? Just stay here and wait for him to come back up?”

“Yes,” said Scorius bluntly. “And do not ask me when he will emerge again if indeed he ever does. Completing the three challenges of the Gauntlet depends on his own ability, as well as what fate desires.”

“I don’t suppose you will tell me what these three challenges are, will you?” said Beams.

“Correct,” said Scorius. He stroked his short beard. “Truthfully, however, I couldn’t tell you even if I wanted to. The three challenges of the Gauntlet are a secret to all save for those who attempt to complete them. Only the challengers have ever seen them, but given how no challenger has ever completed them or come back out alive, we still know nothing about them. Therefore, you are going in completely blind.”

“Wonderful,” said Beams with a sigh. “I love jumping into the dark without knowing where I am going to land.”

“You have no choice,” said Scorius. “But there is still time to give up. Until you pass the threshold of the cave mouth, you are free to walk away and go home.”

Beams frowned. “I’m not going back home. Why do you keep telling me to do that?”

“It is tradition,” said Scorius simply. “As the Elder of the Ariopolitans, I must always remind you about your freedom to leave as you see fit. The Gauntlet is not mandatory and few survive it. Besides, I now see that you are a good young man, whether you are a son of Arius or not, especially after saving Pesa. It would be a tragedy, I believe if you were to perish inside the Gauntlet.”

Beams was taken aback by Scorius’ statement. He had not thought that the Elder would ever say something like that to him, yet Scorius seemed to mean every word he said. Clearly, Beams had earned Scorius’ trust a lot faster than he thought.

“I agree with my father,” Pesa spoke up suddenly. “Losing you would be … well, it would not be good for the world.”

Pesa blushed when she said that, while Beams just felt kind of awkward. It sure seemed to him like Pesa had a crush on him, but he didn’t quite know what to say in response to that. It wasn’t like he wanted to die, after all. He just wanted to get the God Slayer and this was the only way to do it.

“I understand, but like I said, I want to do this,” said Beams. “As I was just telling my friends, this is much more personal than just defeating the Dread God. It feels like I’ve come home, to where I am truly supposed to belong. It’s about connecting with my roots and with those who came before me.”

Scorius nodded. “I understand. Many challengers who came before you have told me that in the past. Alas, each one has died. I can’t say if you will die or not, but I thought I would mention that.”

“I know,” said Beams. “Anyway, I’m ready to go inside. Is there anything else I need to know or do before I go?”

“Yes,” said Scorius. He glanced at Pesa. “Pesa, the necklace.”

Pesa stepped in front of Beams, still blushing quite a bit. She pulled out a necklace lined with golden fangs and carefully rested it around Beams’ neck. Then she stepped back, holding her hands together as if she was afraid something bad was about to happen.

Feeling the necklace around his neck, Beams said, “What’s this?”

“The necklace of Arius,” said Scorius. “By wearing it, you will be protected from the Guardians of the Gauntlet.”

“The who?”

“The Guardians of the Gauntlet,” Scorius repeated. “Their true nature is unknown, but it is known that they protect the Gauntlet and only allow sons of Arius wearing his necklace to enter the cave unmolested. If anyone else were to enter the Gauntlet, they would be immediately killed and their bodies dumped into the city graveyard not long after that.”

“Is that why he has to go alone?” said Mr. Space, glancing over his shoulder uneasily at the gaping cave mouth. “Because these Guardians would kill us if we went in with him?”

“Correct,” said Scorius. “As I said, we have never seen the Guardians, so we do not know whether they are human or … something more. But we do know that they respect Arius and those who wear his necklace. They even return the necklace to us whenever a challenger fails. It is how we are able to give it to new challengers, despite the fact that we are not allowed to enter the cave ourselves.”

Beams rubbed the necklace, feeling the smooth texture of the fangs. He normally wasn’t one for jewelry—that was his mom’s domain—but this necklace somehow felt right on his neck, even natural. It felt as though it belonged on his neck like he was born to wear it. It also looked really cool and Beams wondered if he would be allowed to keep it after he completed the Gauntlet.

If I complete it, Beams thought as he fingered the necklace. I hope I do.

“Is that all I need?” said Beams, looking at Scorius again.

“Indeed,” said Scorius. He pointed at the cave mouth with his staff. “Now you may go beyond the cave mouth. Enter the shadow. Once you do, you will not be allowed to leave until you complete all three challenges.”

“Right,” said Beams. He turned toward Mr. Space and Shade. “This is goodbye for now. If I don’t come out of this alive, then you guys should head to the Endless Forest and help Bolt and the others find the Starborn. Don’t worry about me. Just do it.”

“All right,” said Mr. Space. “But until we know you’re dead, we’ll wait out here for you. Right, Shade?”

“Of course,” said Shade. “Not like we have anything better to do at the moment. Besides, we know you can do it, Beams because if you don’t, I’ll murder you in your sleep.”

“But I’ll already be dead if I fail,” said Beams.

Shade chuckled and patted Beams on the shoulder. “It was just a joke. If you fail, though, we are all going to die. So, no pressure.”

Beams just nodded once. He turned toward the cave mouth and walked up to it, stopping right at the threshold between the cave mouth and the rest of the world.

Behind him, the frozen ruins of a once mighty city. Before him, a pitch black cave mouth, one he would not emerge from unless he completed challenges which no man before him ever had. He was going in totally blind, with nothing but a necklace for protection.

For a moment, Beams almost choked. He almost turned around and walked away, but then he remembered what Rubberman would say if he chickened out at this moment.

Then Beams took one step forward and vanished into the darkness.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Standing on the other side of the moat, Bolt stood with his arms in front of his chest, waiting for Aster to join him, Captain Galaxy, and Hypno. The three of them had left the Castle already and crossed the lowered drawbridge. Aster was supposed to be with them, but he had told them to wait while he talked with the Spirit. What he wanted to talk with her about, he did not say, but Bolt guessed it had something to do with the relationship between the Spirit of the Woods and the IEA.

Maybe he’s trying to negotiate better terms with her or something, Bolt thought, watching Aster speak to the Spirit underneath the Castle’s main gate. Makes sense. Probably would be helpful for the IEA if they were on the Spirit’s good side.

Underneath the Castle’s main gate, Aster and the Spirit spoke. They were too far away for Bolt to hear clearly, but he did see Aster’s arm movements, while the Spirit stood still as she listened and occasionally chimed in with words of her own. Little Kyra sat on the Spirit’s back, playing with a vine, which she used like a rope to tie all kinds of weird and creative knots. Bolt wondered if he had been as creative as her when he was six-years-old. He couldn’t remember much from his childhood, aside from the time he drew with crayon on the walls and Dad yelled at him and made him wash the walls himself.

I bet Kyra gets into a lot more trouble than drawing on the walls, though, Bolt thought. A lot more.

Finally, Aster said one last thing to the Spirit and then ran across the drawbridge. He covered the distance quickly, coming to a stop before the others, panting slightly. He looked tired from the run, but he was also grinning as if he had just gotten the present he wanted the most for his birthday.

“Sir, what were you talking about with the Spirit?” said Captain Galaxy curiously.

“It’s not important,” said Aster, waving off Captain Galaxy’s question. “Just giving her a few things to think about, which might work out well for the Agency in the future. Or they might not. Either way, I feel like it was time well spent.”

Captain Galaxy looked like she was about to ask Aster to elaborate when, without warning, the drawbridge began to rise. The creaking and clanking of the drawbridge’s metal chains echoed off the moat as it rose up higher and higher. Bolt got one last glimpse of Kyra waving goodbye at them happily before the drawbridge closed against the gate with a resounding boom.

“All right,” said Aster. “The Spirit told me that she and Kyra are going to stay in the Castle until we defeat the Dread God. They’re very safe in there, so it’s unlikely that the Dread God will get them even if he attacks with his entire army.”

“I hope you’re right,” said Hypno. “Kyra reminds me of my own daughter, who is about her age. I’d hate to find out what the Dread God would do to her if he ever got his hands on her.”

“Like I said, she’s going to be safe with the Spirit,” said Aster. “For now, our job should be to go to the Starborn. Captain Galaxy, do you have the coordinates the Spirit gave us?”

“Yeah,” said Captain Galaxy. She raised her right arm, showing her touchscreen display that depicted a complicated series of numbers. “It’s unusual, though, because my portal generator had a hard time locating it at first. Seems to be a pocket dimension, of all places they could have gone.”

“Well, if the Starborn don’t want to be found, then it makes sense that that universe would be hard to find,” said Aster. “But good job finding it anyway. Open a portal and let’s go through. We’ve wasted enough time here as is.”

Captain Galaxy nodded and turned away. She held out her hand and tapped the touchscreen a couple of times.

An instant later, a dimensional portal the size of a door opened in front of them. Bolt could not see what lay on the other side aside from what looked like endless darkness, but he looked at the others and said, “I’m going in first. We don’t know what lies on the other side, so I should go first just to make sure it’s safe.”

“Makes sense,” said Aster. “We’ll follow as soon as you tell us it’s safe.”

Bolt nodded. He rolled his shoulders and, bracing himself for whatever was on the other side, stepped through the portal. As usual, stepping through a portal felt just like stepping through a doorway. One moment, he was in the bright, sunny Endless Forest with a cool breeze blowing through. The next, he found himself standing in an area heavy with darkness and shadow. It was almost like stepping into a cave, except the light of the portal behind him showed that he was actually standing on top of what seemed to be a hill. A strange-looking tree, with bark that looked like wood and leaves that were purple with sharpened edges, stood next to him, but he couldn’t see much more than that. Bolt thought it was nighttime at first, but then he realized he saw no stars in the sky and there were no clouds, either.

“Bolt?” came Aster’s voice from the other side of the portal. “Are you okay? What’s the place look like?”

“Dark,” said Bolt, glancing to the left and to the right. “I’m standing on a hill, I think, and there’s a weird tree here, but other than that, this place seems entirely deserted.”

“So it’s safe to cross over?” said Captain Galaxy.

Bolt looked over his shoulder and nodded. “Yeah, sure. But be careful. It’s really dark here and we have no idea what is out here.”

“Okay,” said Aster. “I’ll go through first and—”

Without warning, the portal started flickering in and out of existence. Before Bolt’s startled eyes, the portal closed with a pop, plunging him into complete and total darkness.

Instinctively, Bolt channeled red electricity through his right fist, which illuminated the area around him somewhat, but nowhere near as well as the portal had. He turned around to look for the portal, but it was nowhere to be seen.

“Galaxy?” Bolt said, raising his voice. “Hypno? Aster? Are you guys there? Hello?”

But, of course, he received no answer. The portal had indeed closed, and he had a feeling that Captain Galaxy had not been the one to close it. Someone had shut it off, but who? And how was he going to get back to the others?

Maybe I can ask the Starborn to take me home, Bolt thought, trying not to panic. Surely they would be willing to do that much for me, right?

Bolt’s thoughts were interrupted by what sounded like a billowing cape somewhere behind him, followed by the very clear sound of a sword being unsheathed. Bolt whirled around just in time to see a long, sharp sword coming at his face.

Without thinking, Bolt ducked, avoiding the sword easily, and then fired a blast of red lightning into the darkness directly ahead of him. But whoever had just tried to take his head off must have moved already, because his lightning bolt just vanished into the shadows somewhere ahead of him, quickly being eaten up by the thick darkness around him.

But Bolt heard movement behind him and jumped forward just as a sword stabbed into the ground where he had been standing. Landing on the ground, Bolt launched two more lightning bolts into the shadows behind him, but again, they both missed and simply disappeared like the last one.

Who is trying to kill me? Bolt thought. A Starborn? One of their Servants? Or someone else entirely?

Bolt had no time to speculate on that, however, because he heard the sound of a cape billowing somewhere behind him. He whirled around just in time to see the sword coming at him, but he ducked again and then reached out and grabbed the wrist of the swordsman. His grip locked around a metal gauntlet of some kind and he heard a grunt of surprise come from the swordsman.

“Got you,” said Bolt with a grin. “I don’t have very good night vision, but—”

Bolt didn’t get to finish his sentence because an armored fist came out of the darkness and slammed into his face. The blow made Bolt let go of the wrist and stagger backward, seeing lights flashing in his eyes as his brain scrambled to recover from the blow. He stopped and rubbed his face, feeling his tender nose, which hadn’t broken under the punch but nearly did.

So this guy has a sword and is also strong enough to hurt me? Bolt thought. This is going to be fun. Oh, and he can also move around in the darkness without being seen, but somehow can see me just fine.

That was the real problem here. As long as this darkness held, Bolt was severely handicapped, while his mysterious attacker was at a clear advantage. He had some training in fighting in dark conditions—it was one of the settings you could set in the House’s Training Room back on Hero Island—but he’d never been good at it.

Then maybe it’s time to light things up, Bolt thought, cracking a grin.

He knelt on the ground, putting one hand on the harsh, dry earth under his feet and the other on his knee. He closed his eyes and drew upon all of the electricity crackling within him. He could feel it building to a breaking point, growing bigger and stronger with each passing second, but he didn’t unleash it just yet. He was waiting for the right moment to let loose because he had a feeling that if he didn’t time it right, his opponent would somehow dodge it.

Let’s see him dodge an electrical explosion, Bolt thought without opening his eyes.

Then he heard it. The whistling of a sword as it came at him from behind. Bolt’s eyes snapped open and he yelled as loudly as he could.

A huge explosion of red electricity expanded from his body like a bomb. He heard his assailant cry out in surprise and fall to the ground behind him, and in the brief light created by the massive explosion, he saw what looked like the ruins of a crumbling temple in the distance silhouetted against a dead gray sky and surrounded by dead trees.

But the light vanished as quickly as it came and then the darkness returned, like water filling a void. A sudden weariness overcame Bolt, and it wasn’t just because he had used up nearly all of his electricity, either. There was something about this darkness which was very draining as if the shadows themselves were sucking out his energy.

I’ll figure that out later, Bolt thought, rising to his feet. Gotta see if my attacker survived. Kind of doubt it, but you never know when you’re dealing with extradimensional creatures.

Bolt held up his hand. Summoning what little electricity he had left, Bolt turned his hand into a mini-lamp. The light from his hand immediately showed a bundle of cape and armor lying on its side behind him, with a long, dark sword lying not too far from it. A deep groaning sound was coming from the bundle, a groaning which sounded disturbingly human to Bolt. He wondered if he had accidentally hurt another human being.

But what is a human being doing here in this … place, wherever it is? Bolt thought. Oh, well. He was trying to kill me, so it wasn’t like I was unjustified in taking him down. Let’s find out who he is.

Bolt walked over to the armored man lying on the ground and turned him over to get a better look at his face. He gasped because he recognized the man lying on the ground at his feet, clutching his chest and groaning in pain.

It was the Midnight Menace, the leader of the Independent Neoheroes for Justice, the second largest superhero organization in America.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

The shadow of the cave felt almost like tar to Beams. He struggled to walk through it, feeling the darkness clinging to his skin like mud. That was how he knew this darkness definitely wasn’t normal darkness. He believed that the only reason he could walk through it at all was the necklace around his neck, which glowed slightly in the darkness.

Maybe the necklace somehow protects my body from the darkness, Beams thought. Makes me wonder how anyone else who isn’t a challenger could enter. Without this necklace, I am pretty sure that the darkness would be literally impenetrable.

It could have been worse. When Beams saw those stalagmites and stalactites in the cave mouth, a part of him had worried that the whole cave would be full of them and he would have to grope around in the darkness to make sure he didn’t walk into any of them. But after getting past the cave mouth, the rest of the cave had been a smooth walk so far, aside from the heaviness of the darkness around him.

That’s nice, Beams thought. It’s a lot cleaner than my room, or at least that’s what Mom would probably tell me. I wonder how my parents are doing. I hope they’re okay.

Beams knew they would be. Rubberman would most definitely protect them while he was away. While Rubberman was just his boss, he had also become more or less a friend of the whole family since Beams had started working for him. He knew that Rubberman would protect his parents and his brother, James, even if the Dread God himself attacked them.

That reminded Beams of something Arius said, about how Rubberman had a role to play in the Dread God’s defeat. Arius had not explained what he meant by that, but Beams figured it had something to do with the fact that the Rubber Ball had given Rubberman his powers. He still didn’t quite know what a resurrected Dread God meant for Rubberman and he felt a twinge of regret for not going back to Golden City, even though he was back in his universe now.

I’m sure Rubberman will understand, Beams thought as he picked his way through the shadow. If I told him about the God Slayer and why it is so important that I get it, he probably won’t be that offended. Even so, I probably should go back and see him after I complete the Gauntlet. Maybe he’ll have a better idea of what Arius meant about him playing an important role in the defeat of the Dread God.

But it was hard to think about anything outside of the cave because the darkness was so overwhelming that it felt like a crushing pressure surrounded him on all sides. He wondered if that was an effect of the darkness which Scorius had neglected to tell him about or if he was simply tired from all of the action of the day.

It isn’t like I’ve gotten a good night’s sleep recently, Beams thought, blinking and yawning. If there’s time after this, I’ll see if I can convince the Ariopolitans to give me and my friends somewhere to sleep. Even just a simple power nap would do wonders for my energy levels.

Beams also felt like he was being watched. He, of course, could not see anyone around himself, but he nonetheless sensed that he was not alone in this place. He guessed that it was the Guardians of the Gauntlet which Scorius had told him about before he entered. He wondered how many there were and where they were. He could sense that the cave was a lot bigger than it looked, but beyond that, he knew nothing. He was just glad that the Guardians were not stopping him. Perhaps the necklace really did work.

Wonder what would happen if I removed it, Beams thought, glancing down at the necklace around his neck. Could I beat the Guardians before they killed me?

Shaking his head at the silliness of that thought, Beams soon noticed a light up ahead. It was a tiny light, barely larger than his smartphone’s flashlight, but in this oppressive darkness, it was like a ray of shining sunlight, and it only grew larger the closer he drew to it. Soon, he passed through the light and blinked several times, trying to get his eyes to adjust to the sudden change in light.

Once Beams’ eyes adjusted to the light, he became convinced that he had lost his mind or that this was some kind of dream.

He stood on a tropical beach on what seemed to be an island of some sort. The sun shone beautifully above, its warm rays a sharp contrast to the cold darkness he had just spent time wandering through. Crystal clear water lapped against the white shore, while in the distance he saw what appeared to be dolphins splashing about in the water. A seagull cawed somewhere nearby, while a massive sailboat that seemed to be straight out of the seventeenth century was anchored just off a peninsula connected to the island.

Behind him, a massive, dark jungle rose like a cave mouth. He realized that he had just walked out of the jungle because its darkness looked just like the oppressive darkness of the cave. He heard the cries of monkeys, the snarls of lions, and the rustling of tree limbs and leaves as the various creatures of the jungle went about their business.

A soft breeze blew in from the sea just then, filling Beams’ nostrils with a pleasant sea salt scent. He inhaled the scent deeply, savoring it as much as he could. Beams had only gone to the ocean a few times with his family, but each time he loved it. He hadn’t been there in years, but the scent of sea salt instantly brought back pleasant memories of building sand castles on the beach, wading into the water, and playing tag with James on the beach itself. He half-expected to see his parents and brothers out in the water swimming when he looked out toward the sea, but he did not see any people around other than himself.

Beams shook his head. What the hell? There’s no way there could be a tropical beach underneath Antarctica of all places. It doesn’t make sense.

“Many things in this world don’t make sense,” said a voice to his right, “but there are more worlds than these, and many far stranger than you could ever imagine.”

Beams jerked his head to the right. A massively muscular man, with long black hair and a single loincloth around his waist, sat with his legs crossed on the beach a few feet away from him. Even sitting down, the man was bigger than Beams, but Beams wondered how he had missed such a huge man sitting so close to him in the first place.

Pushing that thought out of his mind, however, Beams recognized the man right away. “Arius? Is that you?”

Arius looked at Beams. His eyes looked dead, like a robot’s. “I am not Arius. I am a recording created by him, using his own likeness, to guide potential challengers through the Gauntlet. I see by the necklace you wear that you are indeed a challenger, the first in many years.”

“So what should I call you, if not Arius?” said Beams.

“I have no name, but many challengers in the past have called me their guide,” said Arius. “So you can call me that as well if you wish.”

“Guide,” Beams repeated. “Okay, Guide, explain this beach to me.”

Guide smiled wryly. “Explain? There is nothing to explain. When Arius built the Gauntlet ages ago, he drew upon his deep knowledge of the multiverse, knowledge subsequently lost to future generations, to create it. He had an understanding of the multiverse which would make even many of your own dimension-hopping friends jealous.”

“So this is an alternate universe of sorts?” said Beams, glancing around. “Maybe some kind of pocket dimension attached to my own?”

“Possibly,” said Guide. “But you don’t need to understand it to participate in it. As I said, my job is to guide you through the Gauntlet and explain each challenge to you. Think of it like a video game. You don’t understand how a game works, but you can play it nonetheless.”

“And how does a, uh, ‘recording’ like you know about video games?” said Beams. “Unless the Ariopolitans also have those.”

“I read your mind,” said Guide. “When you start the Gauntlet, you forfeit whatever privacy you had before. Your thoughts, feelings, instincts … all of that is like an open book to me. And all of that—and more, so much more—will be challenged in this place, often brutally. You will find yourself pushed to your limits. You will wish you died.”

“I know,” said Beams. “I—”

“But you don’t,” Guide finished for him. “You may think you do, but no one is ever truly prepared for what the Gauntlet puts them through. I can sense a determination to succeed in your soul, a fire burning hotter than even the sun, but is it hot enough to keep you going even in the face of failure and doubt? Even I cannot say, because I do not know the future, nor do I presume to know it.”

Beams said nothing to that. He just clinched his fists, ready for whatever the first challenge was going to be.

“Having said all of that, are you sure you still wish to continue with the Gauntlet?” said Guide. He gestured with his head back toward the jungle. “A little-known fact about the Gauntlet is that you can turn back even before you begin the first challenge, but once you accept it, you must move forward until you complete all three challenges or die. This is your very last chance to head back and return to your friends. Will you accept it? Or will you reject it?”

Beams met Guide’s eyes without fear or hesitation. “If you can read my mind like you say you can, then you know my answer.”

Guide nodded. “Very well. I anticipated that would be your response, but as I said, I do not know the future and I have orders to ask that question of all challengers who come my way.”

“Seems like a pointless question to ask,” said Beams. “At least, pointless to ask me, anyway. There’s not a chance in hell I would ever turn back.”

Guide smiled softly. “There are alternate universes out there where you may have made a different choice. Would it have been a better choice? I do not know, for I do not know these universes or the future. All I can say is that you are already displaying the courage and confidence of Arius. That, in itself, is not enough to win the Gauntlet, but it is helpful to have.”

“Right,” said Beams. “Well, I’m ready for the first challenge. When will it begin?”

Guide pointed out toward the sea. “It begins out there. It begins … now.”

As soon as those words left Guide’s mouth, the ocean suddenly exploded.


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Bolt could not believe his eyes, yet there was no mistaking the armored figure lying on the ground at his feet as anyone other than the Midnight Menace. He had the distinctive demonic helmet, black armor, and cape, with his recognizable crimson eyes peering out from the eye holes in his helmet. He was clutching his chest and seemed to be having trouble breathing, but even in the dim light from Bolt’s hand, it was easy to tell who this man was.

But it made no sense to Bolt. The Midnight Menace was one of the most famous—or perhaps infamous, depending on what circles you ran in—superheroes in America. He was originally a member of the Neohero Alliance, even recruited into the group by Bolt’s own father, before he broke away from the organization over differences in opinion as to how to approach the US government. He then formed his own organization, the Independent Neoheroes for Justice, which was based in California. Bolt didn’t have a whole lot of experience with the Midnight Menace due to the fact that he belonged to the NHA and not the INJ, but he had met him a few times over the last couple of years and always treated him with respect, mostly because the Midnight Menace was the type of hero whose very presence demanded respect.

And now I just blasted him with an electrical explosion, Bolt thought. Hope this doesn’t erase all of the progress in NHA/INJ relations the two organizations have made over the last year. Because I don’t think the Leadership Council is going to be very happy with me if it does.

“Midnight Menace?” said Bolt hesitatingly. “Is that you?”

The Midnight Menace looked up at Bolt. His eyes showed no understanding at first, but then recognition dawned in them and he said, “You’re Bolt, aren’t you? The son of Genius?”

Bolt nodded. “Yeah, I am. Sorry for attacking you. It was just so dark and I didn’t realize who you were. Thought you were a bad guy or something.”

The Midnight Menace slowly sat up. He rubbed his stomach and winced. “The same to you. When you emerged from that portal a few minutes ago, I didn’t recognize you. I only sensed that an intruder had entered the Shadowlands, and I, being the defender of the Shadowlands, came to take you out.”

“So you’re not angry with me and aren’t going to declare war on the NHA or anything like that?” said Bolt hopefully.

“No,” said the Midnight Menace. He rose to his full height, which was at least a head above Bolt. “But I am not very happy with being attacked. Your attack could have killed me. Not that it would have made much of a difference here in the Shadowlands, but it was still very painful.”

“Sorry,” said Bolt again. “Like I said, I didn’t recognize you. If I’d known it was you—”

“What are you doing here, anyway?” said the Midnight Menace, cutting Bolt off as if he hadn’t said anything. “Omega Man told me you had left our universe to deal with something called the Dread God, but he said he did not know where you were besides that. Was your mission successful?”

Bolt looked around the shadowy realm in which they stood. “I was going to ask you the same question, about what you’re doing here, but I don’t even know where here is.”

The Midnight Menace’s red eyes flickered like he had blinked. “This is the Shadowlands. Didn’t your friend Treehugger tell you about it when she was here?”

Bolt’s eyes widened in realization. Now he remembered why this place seemed so familiar. A while back, one of his friends and former Young Neos teammates, Treehugger, had somehow ended up in a place called the Shadowlands. According to Treehugger, the Shadowlands was a pocket dimension of some sort, a land of shadow and mystery, which was hostile toward beings who did not use shadow. It had sounded very strange and frightening to Bolt, but he had never actually been here himself, which explained why he did not immediately recognize it right away.

“I remember,” said Bolt. “I’ve never actually been here myself before, though, but it’s even freakier than I imagined it.”

“You make it sound like you aren’t here of your own free will,” said the Midnight Menace. “Did you end up here accidentally, like Treehugger when she came here one time?”

Bolt shrugged. “Sort of. I mean, I was meaning to come here, but I didn’t know that ‘here’ was the Shadowlands.”

“I don’t understand,” said the Midnight Menace. “Are you telling me that you walked through that portal with no idea what was on the other side? No idea at all?”

Bolt gulped. The Midnight Menace’s glare was a sharp as steel. He was reminded of his late father, who had a glare that could kill specially reserved for idiots who messed up what he considered simple tasks. “Yes?”

The Midnight Menace sighed. “I shouldn’t be surprised. You’ve never displayed the wisdom or intellect of your father. You have the arrogance of youth. You think you’re invincible, but one of these days you are going to run into a threat you can’t simply punch your way through. And then, perhaps, you will learn to be a little bit more cautious when it comes to rushing into danger.”

Bolt flushed, but then shook his head and said, “I was told the Starborn are here. That’s why I’m here.”

The Midnight Menace paused. “The Starborn, you say? Why are you looking for them?”

Seeing that he had no choice, Bolt gave the Midnight Menace a brief but accurate rundown on the situation with the Dread God. The Midnight Menace listened closely, his red eyes not blinking even once during the entire explanation. It reminded Bolt of the rumors surrounding the Midnight Menace, like the one that stated that he wasn’t a human at all but shadow given life by dark magic. He normally dismissed those rumors as silly, but seeing how still the Midnight Menace stood, he sometimes wondered if there was more truth to those old rumors than he was willing to admit.

“And so the Spirit gave us these coordinates and sent us here,” Bolt finished. “Or sent me, anyway. The others were going to come through the portal, but then the portal closed before any of the others could come through.”

“Can’t you open it again?” the Midnight Menace questioned.

Bolt shook his head. “I didn’t open it. Galaxy did.”

“Then why doesn’t she open it again?” said the Midnight Menace.

Bolt threw up his hands into the air. “I don’t know. I’m not an expert on this dimension-hopping stuff. I’m just telling you what happened.”

“No need to lose your cool, Bolt,” said the Midnight Menace. “I was simply hoping you would be able to go back to our universe. But it sounds to me like you are stuck here.”

“Yeah,” said Bolt. His eyes narrowed. “You didn’t close the portal, did you?”

“No, I did not,” said the Midnight Menace, shaking his head. “I would have no reason to. As the protector of the Shadowlands, it is my job to keep people like you out. I only attacked you because I thought you were invading the Shadowlands for nefarious purposes.”

“Then why did the portal close?” said Bolt. “Do you have any theories?”

The Midnight Menace picked up his sword and dusted it off. “Possibly on the other end closed it. Or perhaps the Shadowlands forced it shut.”

“Can the Shadowlands do that?” said Bolt doubtfully.

“The Shadowlands are alive,” the Midnight Menace replied. “Though I’ve served them faithfully for many years, they still surprise even me. It would not surprise me if the Shadowlands forced the portal closed as a protective measure. It may also be the reason why your friends on the other side cannot open another portal here. The Shadowlands does not want you here.”

Bolt scowled. “Oh, come on. You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“I’m not kidding anyone,” said the Midnight Menace. “Everything I say, I say as truthfully as I can. Unlike some superheroes I know, I follow my principles even when they are unpopular. I wouldn’t lie even to you.”

“Even to me? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Never mind,” said the Midnight Menace. He finished dusting off his sword and sheathed it by his side. “But your story is deeply troubling, though it explains that disturbance I felt in the Shadowlands not too long ago. It was probably the Shadowlands reacting to the Dread God’s resurrection. The Shadowlands has been known to react to events in the multiverse at large.”

“Yeah, I know,” said Bolt. “It’s crazy.”

“It also explains the odd creatures I’ve seen in the Shadowlands recently,” said the Midnight Menace. “Here, let me show you.”

The Midnight Menace gestured his hand to the right. The shadows parted to reveal a Darzen standing at attention just a few feet away from them.

“A Darzen!” said Bolt. His hands exploded with electricity, but the Midnight Menace put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Wait. Look more closely. It isn’t what you think.”

Lowering his hands, but not shutting off the electricity running through them, Bolt peered more closely at the Darzen. Its armored form was pinned to the face of a giant rock, pinned by a long, black sword that looked somewhat like the Midnight Menace’s. Even without the sword stabbed through its heart, the Darzen’s armored form was covered in various cuts and slashes. Its eyes were dull and blank, without a hint of life anywhere in its disturbing appearance.

“Is it … dead?” said Bolt, glancing at the Midnight Menace.

The Midnight Menace floated over to the Darzen and, grabbing the hilt of the sword, yanked it out. The Darzen’s body fell to the ground with an unnaturally loud crash. Perhaps it was just because the Shadowlands was so silent, but it definitely sounded louder than normal.

Lowering the second sword, the Midnight Menace looked down at the still corpse of the Darzen. “Yes. I have killed at least a dozen of these things over the last couple of days, often multiple within the same hour. Sometimes they’re alone, sometimes they come in small teams of two or three. Until you explained the Dread God and his minions to me, I had no idea what they were or what they were trying to do here. I just assumed they were another inhabitant of the Shadowlands, for there are many varied and strange creatures here that I’m not aware of. Indeed, these Darzens look practically normal in comparison to some of the beings I’ve seen here.”

“How did you destroy their energy forms?” said Bolt. “Usually, it requires intense heat to burn them away. Doesn’t seem to be a lot of fire around here.”

“I just send it away,” said the Midnight Menace, waving a hand at the ground. “I banish their bodies to the shadows which swallows all. Of course, I did see the Devourer swallow their energy form once. It was a gruesome sight.”

“What’s the Devourer?” said Bolt.

“Something you don’t want to meet,” said the Midnight Menace. “Anyway, the Darzens are here and their numbers have been growing, probably in response to my killing all of the scouts they keep sending. They seem to be looking for something, but what, I cannot say.”

That was bad news. Bolt had hoped that the Darzens would not be here, but it sounded like they had been here for quite a while before he was. Was the Dread God looking for the Starborn, too? Or did he anticipate that Bolt and the others would go here and sent his minions ahead of time to lay a trap for them?

I’ll figure that out later, Bolt thought. For now, I need to see if the Midnight Menace knows where the Starborn are. He seems pretty knowledgeable about this place.

“So,” said Bolt, looking at the Midnight Menace again, “like I said, I’m here for the Starborn. Do you know where they are, exactly, in this place?”

The Midnight Menace looked away. He seemed to be staring at something in the distance, though it was too dark for Bolt to make out anything. “The Starborn, eh? They’re over there.”

The Midnight Menace pointed in a random direction. Bolt looked in that direction, but it was too dark for him to see anything.

Suspecting that the Midnight Menace was trolling him, Bolt said, “I don’t see any—”

Without warning, a purple lightning bolt exploded from the sky in the distance. It briefly illuminated the entire countryside of the Shadowlands, revealing more of those weird purple leaved trees, desolate hills, and the ruins of buildings and temples from a lost civilization of some sort.

But in the brief moment of illumination granted by the lightning bolt, Bolt saw something far more shocking—and frightening—than the Shadowlands themselves.

A massive fist was rising from the earth in the distance like a mountain … the fist of a god.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Beams started when the ocean exploded. He backed further up the beach, his eyes charging with suppressed energy as he looked at the maelstrom which had started in the center of the bay.

It was some kind of huge whirlpool, swirling like a tornado, drawing in the various debris and jetsam in the waters. Its roar was almost as deafening as a waterfall, while above the clouds began to turn gray all of a sudden. The seagull’s cries went away suddenly, replaced by a gale force wind which nearly sent Beams flying. Sand and water splashed in his helmet and he was glad that the visor of his helmet was still intact because he would have gotten a face full of sand and salt water if he wasn’t.

The massive sailing ship he had noticed earlier began to be drawn toward the whirlpool. It stopped after several feet, however, held in place by its anchor, but he could already hear its creaking floorboards as the whirlpool tugged at it. Given the obvious strength of the whirlpool, Beams was amazed that the ship held its ground at all.

“Amazing, isn’t it?” said Guide. He was still sitting exactly where he had been before the whirlpool appeared and was somehow entirely dry, despite the raging waves beating against the beach.

“Terrifying, more like it,” said Beams. “So what am I supposed to do? Stop the whirlpool?”

“You can’t control mother nature,” Guide replied. He nodded at the ship. “But you can save the people on board that ship. The crew of that ship was sleeping after a long night of travel. They anchored off the bay of this uncharted island for the day because the weather seemed nice. They did not realize, or perhaps forgot, that mother nature is inherently cruel and she will devour you whole when you least expect it.”

Now that Guide mentioned it, Beams did see people rushing back and forth across the deck of the ship. They appeared to be mostly big, burly sailor types, though he spotted a handful of women among them and even a child or two. He wasn’t sure if they were pirates or merchants, though he was leaning toward merchants given the presence of women and children on the ship.

“Are those real people?” said Beams, looking at Guide.

“As real as me,” said Guide, “which is to say, as real as your mind makes them. But that doesn’t change the fact that your first challenge is to save those people. Their ship is strong and sturdy, but mother nature is stronger still and it won’t be much longer before the anchor snaps and the ship is drawn into the whirlpool. Once it is, every man, woman, and child on that ship will die.”

A chill went down Beams’ spine when Guide said that. “How do I save them?”

Guide flashed a mischievous smile at Beams. “That’s up to you to figure out, my friend. But a hint: Nature can triumph over man, but only man can conquer nature.”

Beams opened his mouth to ask what the hell that meant, but then a particularly massive wave crashed down onto the beach. It knocked Beams over, getting him doused in shockingly cold water, some of which went into his mouth and up his nostrils. As the waves pulled back to begin their onslaught anew, Beams coughed and hacked and sneezed, his body feeling like it had just taken a beating.

“Dang it,” said Beams in between hacking and coughing. He slowly rose to his feet and felt the sand sticking to his behind. “Stupid water … Guide, are you okay?”

But when Beams looked over, Guide was nowhere to be seen. And Beams had a feeling that the recording hadn’t been dragged into the sea by that wave, either.

His role in this challenge must be done, Beams thought. Bet I won’t see him again until I complete this challenge … or if I complete it.

Wiping off as much of the sand as he could, Beams looked out toward the raging sea. The ship was still holding strong, but Beams had no idea how much longer its anchor would hold. Beams needed to find a way to get onto the ship, but how? It wasn’t like he could just swim out there. If he tried that, he’d be drawn into the whirlpool and die before he even had a chance to do anything, yet he didn’t see a boat he could use to go out there, either.

I’m starting to see how every challenger who got this far died, Beams thought. If every challenger who enters the Gauntlet has to do this, then the high mortality rate makes a lot of sense.

But Beams had no time to think about mortality rates. His eyes darted this way and that as he looked for anything he could use to get out to the ship. But the beach was totally barren. There weren’t even any seashells poking out of its white surface. And if there had been anything, it had probably been dragged out to sea with the waves pounding against the beach.

That was when Beams noticed a peninsula sticking out of the bay. It stretched out into the bay quite a way until it stopped just a few feet away from where the ship was anchored. It was being pounded by the waves like everywhere else, but it was also the closest bit of land to the ship.

I could make that jump if I give myself a power boost, Beams thought. It will be close, but …

Beams began running. He ignored the pounding waves and the now pouring rain, which was getting heavier and heavier the more he ran. The whirlpool also seemed to be getting bigger and the creaking sounds from the ship sounded louder than ever even above the thundering rain clouds and the harsh, howling wind. His eyes were on the very edge of the narrow peninsula, which, if he made the jump successfully, would be his ticket to getting on the ship.

Almost there … Beams thought. Almost there … almost …

A massive wave suddenly appeared off to his left. It was big enough to cover the entire peninsula, but Beams swiveled his head in that direction and unleashed a powerful blast of energy at it. His laser beam exploded the wave, sending water flying everywhere, but Beams had already forgotten about it. Right before he reached the edge of the peninsula, he closed his eyes and fired his lasers into his eyelids, which bounced back into his brain.

Power and adrenaline ran through his veins and Beams’ eyes snapped open at the last minute. His foot landed on the edge and then, putting all of his efforts into it, Beams launched himself through the howling wind and pouring rain to the ship struggling against the waves.

Beams didn’t think he was going to make it. He had miscalculated the jump and was going to fall well before he landed on the deck. In desperation, Beams reached out and grabbed at the railing. His fingers wrapped around the metal railing, but it was slick from the rain and he couldn’t get a good grip and he fell toward the sea below.

But then a huge, strong hand reached down and wrapped around his wrist. Beams gasped in surprise as he came to an abrupt stop. He looked up to see one of the sailors—a middle-aged man with a big gray beard—leaning over the edge, holding on tightly to Beams.

“Don’t worry, boy!” the man yelled in a rather stereotypical pirate voice. “I got ya! Hang on!”

Without warning, Beams found himself pulled up and over the railing and onto the deck of the ship. He sprawled across it flat on his back, breathing in and out hard, his heart beating rapidly against his chest. He still had a lot of energy left, but his near death experience had shaken him much deeper than he wanted to admit. He could just imagine himself falling into the water and being drawn directly into the whirlpool where he would drown to death.

“Hey, boy!” the man who had saved him yelled again. “Are you okay? Can you stand?”

Shaking his head, Beams looked up at the man standing above him. Though a handful of other men had also stopped to look at him, most of the ship’s crew were running around doing everything they could to fight against the whirlpool and keep the ship from sinking. But Beams paid little attention to the hustle and bustle around him.

Rising to his feet and using the ship’s railing for support, Beams said, “Yeah, I’m all right. Just shaken from nearly falling to my death.”

“Aye,” said the man. “That was quite a jump you made. Reckless, even suicidal, but admirable nonetheless. But who are you, anyway, and why would you even attempt such a thing? Are you crazy?”

Probably, Beams thought as he glanced over his shoulder at the roaring whirlpool in the center of the bay, but aloud he said, “I’m here to save you and the crew and passengers of your ship from the maelstrom.”

“Save us, you say?” said the man. He held out a hand. “I’m Captain Joseph Sonny, captain of this modest ship.”

Beams shook Sonny’s hand. “Alex Fry, but you can call me Beams instead.”

“Beams, eh?” said Sonny as he lowered his hand back to his side. “Interesting nickname you got there. How’d you get it?”

“I’ll explain later,” said Beams. He looked around at the panicking and screaming crew members and passengers. “How many people do you have on this ship?”

“Two hundred and ten,” Sonny replied, holding up three fingers. “That breaks down to about fifty sailors, seventy male passengers, seventy female passengers, and twenty children. We were on our way to deliver some supplies to a foreign country but had to stop here for the night to avoid a storm. Looks like we just jumped straight into the fire, though, if you ask me.”

Beams nodded. He found it odd how nonspecific Sonny was in his description of the ship and its purpose, but he supposed that this was due to the fact that this was an illusion conjured by the Gauntlet (if not an alternate universe, which he still wasn’t sure of). It wasn’t like he needed a full immersion experience. Nearly falling to his doom was immersive enough. “And what about anchors and sails?”

“If you’re asking whether we can sail our way out of this mess, then the answer is no,” said Sonny, shaking his head. “Wind isn’t strong enough. Even if it was, we’d still have to fight against the whirlpool, which is too strong for us to sail out of even with favorable wind blowing in our sails. Truth be told, the only thing keeping us from being dragged down into the depths of the ocean is our anchor.”

Hearing the sound of the anchoring straining, Beams said, “That doesn’t sound too good.”

“No, it does not,” Sonny agreed, “which is why we’ve been moving supplies into the center of the ship. We’re trying to make it heavy enough that it won’t be pulled into the whirlpool.”

Beams looked at Sonny in disbelief. “Do you really believe that will work?”

Sonny shrugged. “No, but it keeps the crew busy and makes the passengers think everything is going to be all right.”

Beams put a hand on his helmet in exasperation. “What about lifeboats? Do you have any we could use to get people off the boat?”

“Nope,” said Sonny, shaking his head. He gestured at a davit that stood about a foot away from the railing. “We lost ‘em during a particularly big storm about a week ago. Got torn off and ended up in the sea. Besides, even if we did have some lifeboats left, they wouldn’t be much good against that whirlpool. The lifeboats would get sucked into the whirlpool far easier than the ship itself.”

Beams bit his lower lip. He realized that Sonny had a point, but that did not make it any easier to figure out what to do. He had hoped that he could get the ship’s crew and passengers onto the lifeboats and row them to land, but it was starting to look like Beams would have to do something else.

But what? Beams thought, looking around at the chaotic scene around him. The only reason the ship hasn’t even been sucked into the whirlpool yet is because of the anchor. It doesn’t sound like the ship has much longer, based on the groaning sounds I hear.

The rain was especially annoying. The visor of his helmet protected his face and vision, but the rain was still hard to see through, not to mention the way it made the deck slick. As Beams watched, two sailors slipped on the deck and crashed into each other, earning them both a scolding from Sonny, who barked orders at them to get back up on their feet and get back to work.

“Got any ideas yet, stranger?” said Sonny suddenly, snapping Beams out of his thoughts.

“What?” said Beams, looking at Sonny. “No, do you?”

“Nope,” said Sonny, shaking his head, “though I’m thinking of telling the crew and passengers to jump ship and try to swim to land. It’s not much better than the lifeboat idea, honestly, but—”

An earsplitting roar interrupted Sonny. It seemed to be coming from the whirlpool in the middle of the bay and Beams thought he caught a glimpse of a giant beak poking out of the whirlpool until it went back in just as suddenly. Most of the sailors had ignored the roar, but a few did stop and look toward the whirlpool with dread in their eyes.

“What was that?” said Beams, looking at Sonny.

“Must be a kraken,” said Sonny. His face had become pale as a ghost. “Must be the source of the whirlpool.”

“Is that even possible?” said Beams.

“Aye,” said Sonny, nodding. “Me great granddad’s ship was nearly torn asunder in a whirlpool created by a particularly huge kraken. Never seen one in the flesh meself, however.”

A plan was already starting to form in Beams’ mind when he heard that, but he still asked, “So if we can somehow kill the kraken, then the whirlpool would go as well, right?”

“Yeah, probably,” said Sonny. “Of course, that would require actually having some way to kill the damn thing, which we don’t.”

“Doesn’t this ship have cannons?” said Beams.

Sonny nodded. He tapped the deck with one of his boots. “Yep. Directly below us, in fact. Why?”

Beams smiled. “I’ve got a plan, a plan to save the ship, but there’s no time to explain it. Ready the cannons. I’m going to need them if I’m going to save the lives of every man, woman, and child on the ship.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

The massive fist briefly made visible by the purple lightning quickly faded back into darkness, but the image was still imprinted upon Bolt’s mind.

“What was that?” said Bolt, looking at the Midnight Menace.

The Midnight Menace’s red eyes flashed from within his helmet. “The Fist of the Gods. An ancient structure built eons ago by the original inhabitants of the Shadowlands. I believe it was a temple dedicated to whatever gods the inhabitants of this land once worshiped.”

“How do you know so much about it?” said Bolt in surprise.

The Midnight Menace shrugged. “Exploration. There are very few written works leftover from the people of the Shadowlands and even fewer which I can read. I’ve learned quite a bit about this place simply by exploring ruins, although it can be hazardous because many of the ruins in this land are now home to dark creatures the likes of which do not exist on Earth.”

“So you said the Starborn are over there?” said Bolt. He curled his hands into fists. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go over and say hello.”

Bolt was just about to take off when the Midnight Menace put a hand on Bolt’s shoulder and said, “Don’t. The Starborn don’t want to be visited. They’ve made that very clear ever since they came here.”

Bolt paused and looked over his shoulder at the Midnight Menace. “What are you talking about? Have you spoken to them?”

“Barely,” said the Midnight Menace. His eyes darted toward the Fist of the Gods in the distance. “When the Starborn first came here some months ago, I tried to force them out, but they were too powerful and they made it clear that they weren’t going to do anything nefarious while here. So I allowed them to stay, though I’ve also kept a careful eye on the Starborn’s activity while they are here.”

“A careful eye,” Bolt repeated. “How careful we talking about here?”

“Very careful,” said the Midnight Menace, taking his hand off of Bolt’s shoulder. “This is the closest I’ve been to the Fist in months. Not that I need to be near it to see it, however. The Shadowlands themselves tell me of what the Starborn are doing.”

“And what, may I ask, are the Starborn doing here in the first place?” said Bolt.

“Building something,” said the Midnight Menace. “They’ve made the Fist into their base of operations while they are here. I am not sure what they are building, however, so don’t ask me.”

Bolt folded his arms in front of his chest. He glanced down at the empty Darzen armor lying at their feet. “And the Darzens are here, too. Perhaps they are after whatever the Starborn are making.”

“That is possible,” said the Midnight Menace, “but anything is possible with the Darzens. In any case, I suggest leaving the Starborn alone. They’ve already made it clear that they are not in the mood to talk to visitors.”

“Maybe they don’t want to talk to you, but I bet they’ll be willing to talk to me if I go over and say hi,” said Bolt. He jerked a thumb at his chest. “They already know who I am. All I need to do is just stop by the Fist and say hello.”

The Midnight Menace sighed. “It won’t be that simple. The Starborn highly value their privacy.”

“And?” said Bolt. “You don’t have to come with me if you don’t want to. I can find my way to the Fist myself.”

“It’s not that,” said the Midnight Menace. “It’s … oh, never mind. I keep forgetting how young you are. You are still very impulsive. That is probably why you are not listening to anything I say.”

Bolt scowled in annoyance. “I’m an adult. A full-time member of the Neohero Alliance. I’m still young, yeah, but that doesn’t mean I’m stupid.”

“True, but it does mean that you have a higher chance of being stupid than someone my age,” the Midnight Menace observed. “In any case, I can see that you are not going to follow my advice and stay away. So I will escort you to the Fist.”

“Really?” said Bolt in surprise. “That’s nice of you to offer, but I think I can find it myself.”

“It’s too dangerous for you to go alone,” the Midnight Menace insisted. He gestured at the shadows all around them. “The Shadowlands chew up and spit out kids like you on a regular basis. However strong you may be, the Shadowlands is stronger still and far less merciful.”

“I could fly,” said Bolt. “That would be easier and quicker than walking, anyway.”

“That would be even more dangerous than walking,” said the Midnight Menace. His red eyes flicked upward. “The skies of the Shadowlands are far more brutal than the land. The creatures that live in the skies … well, let’s just say that there is a reason I either walk or move through the shadows here.”

Bolt also looked up at the sky, but the pitch black darkness of the Shadowlands meant he couldn’t see anything. Nonetheless, he sensed that the Midnight Menace was right and that the skies were at least as dangerous as the ground, if not more so. Besides, it was never wise to fly around in the dark anyway. He’d learned the hard way that that was a great way to ensure you’d get lost and crash into buildings and big objects you couldn’t see.

“I will take you to the Fist,” said the Midnight Menace. “And it isn’t because I am a nice guy or anything like that. It’s because Omega Man would never let me hear the end of it if he found out I left you to die in the Shadowlands.”

“Okay,” said Bolt. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go.”

-

The trip to the Fist of the Gods was much shorter than Bolt thought it would be. This was because they didn’t walk at all. Instead, they shadow traveled, similar to Shade. That surprised Bolt, because he had not been aware that the Midnight Menace could shadow travel. He thought that only Shade could do that, but the Midnight Menace informed Bolt that any superhuman with shadow powers could shadow travel and that it was not exclusive to Shade.

As a result, less than a minute after Bolt declared that it was time for them to go, they arrived at the base of the Fist. The pitch black darkness of the Shadowlands made it nearly impossible to see the Fist until Bolt raised his fist and charged it with electricity. A bright red light glowed around Bolt’s fist, illuminating the area enough for him to see the giant fist-shaped building standing right before them.

Up close, the Fist of the Gods was even bigger than he thought. It also looked far more realistic, as if it was the fist of an actual god punching through the earth. Its rough surface was withered from exposure to the weather, while strange and frightening carvings, faded due to the passage of time, could be vaguely seen along the top of the doorway.

Then again, given how many gods I’ve seen so far, who’s to say this isn’t the first of some long dead god from who knows when? Bolt thought, glancing at the ground and wondering how big the rest of the god’s body was in relation to the fist. It’s certainly not impossible, at least.

“Here we are,” said the Midnight Menace. His hand rested on the hilt of his sword as he looked up at the massive stone structure rising before them. “The Fist of the Gods.”

 Bolt whistled. “Makes the Justice Statue look tiny.”

“Right,” said the Midnight Menace in a slightly annoyed tone. “The Starborn should be in there at the moment. I imagine they must be working on something right now, so we need to be careful about how we approach them so we do not interrupt them. We’ll go through the front door there.”

The Midnight Menace pointed at a small, rather ordinary-looking front door stood at the base of the Fist. Although it was about the size of a normal door, in comparison to the massive Fist rising from the earth, it looked tiny. It was also rather hard to see because it was made of the same stone as the rest of the structure and blended in quite well with the rest of the building.

Bolt blinked. “You mean it’s that easy? Just press the doorbell and wait for the Starborn to invite us inside for a cup of tea?”

“Hardly,” said the Midnight Menace, shaking his head. “For one, it doesn’t have a doorbell. You’ll have to knock. For two, I doubt they will hear you knocking in there. Every time I’ve come close to the Fist, I’ve always heard loud noises coming from it. I imagine it is the sounds they make as they work, which means they are unlikely to hear us knocking even if we knocked really loudly.”

“Then we should just let ourselves in,” said Bolt. “Right?”

“Right,” said the Midnight Menace, “though again, I must advise caution, because the Starborn may not react kindly even to visitors they know.”

“Are you going to come in with me?” said Bolt, tilting his head to the side. “Or are you just going to stay outside and wait? Because I don’t really need your help anymore, now that I’m here.”

“I’ll go in with you,” said the Midnight Menace. “Normally, I would be fine with just leaving you on your own, but given the current circumstances, it would be best if I stayed with you at all times, at least until you leave the Shadowlands. Perhaps after this, I will take you back to our universe and you can report back to the NHA on what you’ve learned.”

Bolt nodded. “Makes sense. Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go inside already.”

Bolt took one step toward the Fist, but then the Midnight Menace grabbed his shoulder and yanked him back suddenly. Bolt stumbled back onto his behind, but before he could ask the Midnight Menace why he’d done that, a sharp whistling sound entered his ears and something long and sharp struck the ground where he had been standing with a loud thud.

The Midnight Menace, apparently unafraid, bent over and picked up the object. He glanced at it briefly before tossing it over his shoulder to Bolt and saying, “Poison dart.”

Surprised, Bolt caught the dart and looked it over. It was indeed a metal dart of some sort, with a long, thick shaft and a thin, razor-sharp needle at the end. It had black feathers sticking out of the back and was very light in his hands, though Bolt had a feeling that it would hurt if it had struck him.

“A poison dart?” said Bolt. He looked up in the direction from which the dart had come from. “Did you see that coming?”

“I heard it before you did,” said the Midnight Menace. His eyes were also scanning the Fist above, though he didn’t seem to be having much luck in locating the shooter. “Which is why I pulled you back.”

“Thanks,” said Bolt as he rose to his feet, dusting off his costume. “But who did that? The Starborn?”

“Doesn’t seem likely,” said the Midnight Menace, “but you never—”

Another whistling noise entered Bolt’s ears, but the Midnight Menace drew his sword and swung it to the side. His blade cut an incoming arrow in half neatly down the middle, sending both sides passing by him without hitting either him or Bolt.

“An arrow?” said Bolt, staring down at the arrow pieces on the ground at his feet. “Are we dealing with an archer now or something?”

“Or some kind of assassin,” said the Midnight Menace as he lowered his sword, though he clearly hadn’t lowered his guard. “Regardless, it’s obvious we are under attack. The smartest move would be to get into the Fist before someone attacks us again.”

“Smart for you, perhaps,” said a familiar deep voice somewhere in the shadows, “but not convenient for us.”

Without warning, multiple bright lights suddenly turned on all at once. The Midnight Menace actually hissed as he covered his eyes with his hand, while Bolt had to look away to avoid getting blinded. At the same time the lights turned on, however, Bolt heard the clanking of armor and weaponry all around him, though it took his eyes a moment to adjust to the light.

But when his eyes finished adjusting to the change in brightness, he almost wished they hadn’t:

He and the Midnight Menace were surrounded by two dozen armed Darzens. And there was no way out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

Luckily for Beams, Sonny and his crew did not argue with him about his plan. As soon as Beams informed Sonny that he would need cannons, the captain of the ship immediately began barking at crew members to find all the cannons they could and bring them to the side of the ship facing the whirlpool. Beams was amazed at how quickly and efficiently the sailors and seamen brought all of the cannons over to the right side of the ship, filling them with cannon balls and gunpowder despite the torrential downpour. It was even more amazing when Beams realized how panicky the sailors had been just a few minutes ago.

I’m glad they’re on my side, Beams thought, watching the sailors as they aimed the cannons at the whirlpool with expert skill, though if this plan doesn’t work, they won’t be on my side for long.

“Hey, Beams,” said Sonny. He was walking back to Beams from one of the cannons, having apparently finished talking with his first mate about the cannons. “We’ve got nearly all of the cannons lined up, powdered, and ready to fire as soon as you say so, but we still don’t know what your plan for saving the ship is.”

“Guess this is the best time as any to tell you,” said Beams. He pointed at the whirlpool. “We’re going to fire all of the cannons at once at the kraken in the whirlpool. With luck, the combined power of so many cannons hitting it at once will kill it and make the whirlpool disappear. Even if the blast doesn’t kill the kraken, it might scare it away, which would have the same basic effect of causing the whirlpool to disappear.”

Sonny was chewing on a bit of straw, which moved about in his mouth as he considered Beams’ plan. “It’s simple, all right, and me and my crew like simple. But we can’t see the kraken, and if we can’t see the kraken, then we can’t aim at it very accurately, if at all. It’s a big risk to shoot so many cannons at it at once because there’s no guarantee that any of the cannonballs will even hit the damn thing.”

“True, but it’s our best bet for taking out the beast,” said Beams. “Besides, all we need to do is make sure that the cannons are aimed directly at the whirlpool. And like I said, they don’t need to hit all at once. Even just a few good hits ought to do the job.”

“Well, it isn’t like I have any better ideas,” said Sonny with a shrug, “so we’ll give it a try. Better than running around like a bunch of headless chickens, anyway.”

“Captain!” a sailor who Beams recognized as Sonny’s first mate rushed up to them. He was much younger than Sonny, probably in his late twenties, though his beard was almost big enough to rival Sonny’s. “We have all of the cannons lined up and aimed at the kraken. We are ready to fire on your orders.”

Sonny looked at Beams. “Well, kid? What do you say? Should we fire now?”

Beams looked out toward the whirlpool. It was still whirling as loudly as ever and he couldn’t see the kraken which was creating the whirlpool, but he knew that they didn’t have much time left before the anchor snapped and the entire ship was pulled down into the depths of the ocean never to be seen again.

So Beams nodded at Sonny and said, “Fire at will, Captain.”

Sonny nodded in return and shouted to the sailors manning the cannons, “Shoot, damn it! Fire at will!”

Cries of “Aye, aye, captain!” came from the sailors, only to be quickly drowned out by the deafening blasts of the cannons all being fired by once. It was the loudest explosion Beams had ever heard in his life and he had to slap his hands over his ears to protect his hearing, though he stopped as soon as he realized that his helmet was protecting his hearing all by itself.

Still, Beams couldn’t help but watch in awe as over a dozen cannonballs, each one twice the size of his head, exploded from their cannons and flew across the churning ocean toward the massive whirlpool. Despite the rain and wind, the cannonballs flew straight and true. All twelve of the cannonballs crashed into the very center of the whirlpool all at once, creating another explosion and sending gallons of water flying into the air wherever they crashed. Above the noise made by the crashing cannonballs, Beams thought he heard the cry of some kind of bird, but that sound was quickly drowned out by the explosion of the cannonballs, the falling rain, and the churning ocean waves making the ship shudder and shake with every movement.

Then, as abruptly as it came, the whirlpool faded. Soon, the bay was at peace again, the calm, crystal clear water as flat as a pancake. Even the rain seemed to be letting up now, turning into a light drizzle than a torrential downpour.

“I can’t believe it!” Sonny shouted. “It worked! The kraken is dead and we are saved!”

The collected sailors, including the ones who did not fire the cannons, began cheering and screaming for joy. A few of the sailors did a little dance, while others tossed their hats up into the air and even more got on their knees and thanked God for their survival. Beams even saw a sailor kiss one of the ladies, while another picked up a kid who seemed to be his child and swung him around as the little boy laughed in happiness.

Sonny took Beams’ hand and shook it furiously. “Thank you, thank you, thank you! Very few people ever survive a kraken attack like this. Had it not been for your crazy plan, surely we would have all died today. I don’t know how I can possibly repay you.”

“It’s okay,” said Beams, wrenching his hand out of Sonny’s massive hands and rubbing his arm, which was aching due to how hard Sonny had shaken it. “You don’t need to pay me anything. Saving the lives of you, your crew, and your passengers is reward enough.”

“And so modest!” said Sonny in amazement. “Whoever your parents are, kid, did an excellent job raising you. But still, I must insist on giving you some kind of reward. Wait, I know.”

Sonny jammed his hand into the pocket of his coat and then pulled out a small object, which he gave to Beams. “Here, take this. It’s not much, but I hope you will accept my humble gift.”

Not wanting to offend Sonny or his crew, Beams took the object and looked at it. It was a pearl of some sort, bright white and incredibly shiny. It shone even under the dark storm clouds above, seeming to have some kind of inner light source independent of the sun.

“Thanks,” said Beams, looking up at Sonny, “but what is this?”

“A family heirloom,” said Sonny. “It belonged to my great granddad, who found it after he survived his encounter with that kraken I told you about before. Legend says that anyone who survives a kraken attack will find a pearl of unusual luck, which will grant its owner with the kind of luck that will save them in their darkest hour. Because you not only survived, but killed, a kraken, I felt like you earned it.”

“This is a family heirloom?” said Beams in surprise. He held it back out toward Sonny. “No, Sonny, you should keep it. I can’t take something that is so important to your family.”

“No, you can have it,” said Sonny, pushing it back toward Beams. “As I said, you survived and defeated a kraken. If anyone deserves a lucky pearl, it’s you, my boy.”

Frowning, Beams nonetheless accepted the pearl, which he put into his pocket. “Well, if you insist. I’ll make sure to keep it safe.”

“I know you will, boy,” said Sonny. “And make sure to pass it down to your own children, too, once you have some. They’ll love it. I know I loved it when I was your age, but I also know that it truly belongs only to those who deserve it.”

Beams opened his mouth to respond, but then closed his mouth and nodded. “Sure. I’ll treasure it always.”

“Wonderful,” said Sonny. “Now, do you want to come with us on our voyage? We still have plenty of room on our ship for one more passenger. Or you could even join the crew. A boy your age who can keep his cool in a storm like that would make a great addition to our crew.”

Beams shook his head apologetically. “Sorry, Captain, but I can’t go with you guys. I have my own mission to complete and I can’t do it if I join your crew or become a passenger of your ship. I need to get back to the island. There’s someone there I need to talk to.”

Sonny’s big smile was replaced by a disappointed frown. “Really? Ah, well. I understand. Still, if you ever wish to join our crew, don’t be afraid to stop by and say hello. You will always be welcomed here on this ship, not just by me, but by my whole crew. Right, guys?”

“Aye, aye, captain!” came a collective shout from the crew.

Beams couldn’t help but smile at that. “Thanks. Well, it’s time for me to go. Good luck and have a safe voyage to wherever you’re going.”

With that, Beams ran over to the railing and then jumped over the side of the ship. This time, he landed on the nearby peninsula very easily. He looked over his shoulder to see Sonny, his first mate, and several other sailors waving goodbye at him. He waved goodbye back before making his way down the peninsula back to the beach where he had emerged from the cave onto in the first place.

As he suspected, he found Guide sitting on the sand exactly where he had been not even an hour ago. How Guide had avoided the wave, Beams did not know, but he also didn’t care. Whatever Guide may have said about this being some kind of ‘pocket dimension,’ Beams was sure that there was more to it than that.

“Congratulations,” said Guide, glancing at Beams as he approached. “You successfully passed the first challenge.”

“It wasn’t that hard,” said Beams, dusting sand off his shoulders. He came to a stop several feet away from Guide. “I thought I would have to do a lot more than just fire a few cannonballs into a whirlpool.”

Guide’s eyes glowed briefly. “Not everyone is as quick-thinking as you. Many challengers fail here. Indeed, most do. The hardest problem many challengers have is getting onto the ship in the first place. The second hardest problem is saving the ship itself. Few challengers realize that it is impossible to save the ship from the whirlpool, but that it is possible to stop the whirlpool itself. That is the true solution to this challenge and you passed it, as your people might say, with flying colors.”

Beams nodded. He glanced out toward the ocean and saw that the ship was already pulling its anchor up. He could also see sailors getting the sails ready to head out. “Just seemed obvious to me when Sonny told me about the kraken.”

“What is obvious to you is not necessarily obvious to everyone,” said Guide. “Each person sees the world a little differently than the other. You might even say that each individual lives in their own alternate universe, with its own rules and guidelines and laws about what is possible and what isn’t.”

Beams shuddered. He was reminded of what the Avatar had told him about the Dread Realm and how it drove people insane by giving them each individual and irreconcilable views of the world. “That would be an awful way to live if it was true. How could anyone relate to anyone else if we can’t agree on what constitutes reality?”

“Very true,” said Guide, “but it was simply a metaphor. In any case, what matters is that you passed the test. That does not, of course, mean you are a son of Arius or that you are even worthy of wielding the God Slayer, but it does mean you are that much closer to achieving both.”

“Well, I’m ready for the next challenge,” said Beams. “Where is it?”

Guide gestured with a hand toward the sea. Without warning, a tunnel made of water rose from the ocean, starting from the shore and descending all the way into the deepest, darkest depths of the ocean. The darkness within the tunnel looked like the darkness in the jungle, which was how Beams knew that that was where he needed to go.

“Enter this tunnel,” said Guide. “Don’t worry. It won’t take you to the bottom of the ocean or into the arms of the angry, vengeful kraken which seeks to destroy you. It will, however, take you to the next challenge.”

Beams nodded again. “I see. Will I see you again there?”

“You will receive help,” said Guide. “That is all I am going to say on the matter. Now go. You have a multiverse to save, don’t you?”

Beams opened his mouth to respond, but when he blinked again, the Guide was gone again.

Dang it, Beams thought, shaking his head. If he keeps pulling off that disappearing act, I am going to lose my mind. But maybe that’s the point. Maybe he’s not really my guide at all but a challenge himself, meant to drive me insane with his constant disappearances.

Still shaking his head, Beams nonetheless entered the tunnel. He found himself wondering how Shade and Mr. Space were doing back in Ariopolis, as well as how Bolt and the others’ quest to find the Starborn was going.

However Bolt is doing, it can’t possibly be any worse than I’ve done, Beams thought. It would be pretty nice if, after I got the God Slayer and emerged from the cave, the Starborn had already defeated the Dread God for us. Would save us a lot of time.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Bolt had never seen so many Darzens in one place before. The last time he’d seen anywhere close to this many Darzens was back in the Dread City, specifically in the First Layer, but even then, they had been pretty spread out then. These Darzens were crowded so closely together and making such a racket that Bolt was wondering how he and the Midnight Menace had completely failed to notice them sneaking up on them. It didn’t help that the blinding lights that they shone upon them were annoying and made Bolt feel like he was an escaped convict having the prison spotlight shone on him.

Despite that, Bolt didn’t hesitate. He fired a red lightning bolt at the Darzens, but to his shock, the red lightning bolt hit some kind of barrier and utterly dissipated, like a flame exposed to water. The Darzens around him made chittering noises that might have been laughter, as though they found Bolt’s failure to hit them amusing.

“What was that?” said the Midnight Menace. He seemed to be taking the light even worse than Bolt because he had covered his eyes almost completely with one hand and sounded like he was in pain. “Why didn’t your lightning bolt pierce the barrier?”

“Because this is no ordinary barrier, human,” said that deep voice again. “It was created by the Dread God himself and is impossible to escape.”

From out of the shadows came the Dread God’s Avatar. He was a good deal taller than the other Darzens, looking exactly the same as the last time Bolt saw him. The only difference was the patch in the center of his armor where his stomach was. It looked like he might have been stabbed at some point and the armor hastily repaired, though Bolt wasn’t sure who could have done that to him.

But that was the least of Bolt’s worries at the moment. A much bigger issue was the fact that they were surrounded, although hopefully not trapped.

“Who are you?” said the Midnight Menace. He drew his sword and held it close to his chest.

“I am the Dread God’s Avatar,” said the Avatar, pointing at himself. “I was chosen by the Dread God to lead his people to glory. Though the Dread God has since returned from the dead, I still serve him as his most active and visible agent in the mortal realm, for the Dread God does not need to dirty his hands himself.”

“I’ve seen him before,” said Bolt. “He’s a lot more dangerous than he looks, so don’t let your guard down around him.”

“Don’t worry,” said the Midnight Menace, his eyes locked on the Avatar. “I have no intention of letting my guard down around him or his fellow Darzens. Instead, I intend to kill them, each and every last one of them, in cold blood.”

The Avatar smirked. “You can’t even touch us, yet you talk about killing us.”

“What do you mean?” said the Midnight Menace. “You’re standing right there. I could attack you right now and you would not be able to stop me.”

The Avatar tapped the surface of the barrier around them, which shimmered slightly at his touch. “As you can see, we’ve got you captured in a light barrier. It’s a type of impenetrable barrier created using solid light. The Dread God himself gave us this technology. As you saw with Bolt’s failed attack, it can stop a wide variety of different attacks with no trouble.”

“Why did you capture us?” said Bolt. “Are you going to kill us?”

“As much as I’d like to, no, we won’t,” said the Avatar, shaking his head. “The Dread Priest gave me orders to capture you, Bolt, and bring you back alive to Jinkopa.”

Bolt frowned. “Why does the Dread Priest want me, of all people?”

“Do you really think I would tell you important information like that if you just asked nicely?” said the Avatar with a snort. “Please. I’m not an idiot. The Dread Priest’s reasons for wanting you are his own. They are none of your business.”

Bolt’s hands balled into fists. “Is this why you came to the Shadowlands, then? To capture me?”

“No,” said the Avatar, shaking his head. “We have other reasons for being here, chief among them making sure you don’t get the Starborn to help you. Not that they are very likely to listen to you—after all, they’re not fighters—but we wanted to make sure you wouldn’t even get a chance to ask them for help. The Dread God doesn’t need more people getting in the way of his plans of conquest.”

Bolt should have seen this coming. He cursed himself for not anticipating that the Darzens would do something like this. “Did you guys also close the portal from the Endless Forest as well?”

“Of course,” said the Avatar. “We wanted to isolate you because that would make it easier to control you. The only thing we didn’t take into account was the Midnight Menace, but there’s not much even he can do against us now.”

“You are right to fear me,” said the Midnight Menace. “As soon as I find out how to break out of this barrier, I will put an end to all your lives once and for all.”

“Keep telling yourself that,” said the Avatar. “No one has ever escaped a light barrier. As I said, it is impenetrable. Even if you attacked the barrier with all of your might, it wouldn’t even crack. You might as well stare at it and think bad thoughts at it all day. That would be about as productive as actively trying to pierce it with your weapons or powers.”

The Midnight Menace growled and launched toward the Avatar. He slashed his sword in a swift, downward motion, but the blade bounced harmlessly off of the barrier, causing the Midnight Menace to stagger backward slightly.

“See?” said the Avatar. “I was telling the truth. If you continue to refuse to believe me, then that is your problem, not mine. I suggest conserving your energy for something useful, like keeping your mouth shut and not resisting when we bring you two before the Dread Priest.”

“But I thought you just wanted me,” said Bolt in surprise. “Why are you going to take the Midnight Menace as well?”

“Because he ended up in our trap with you,” the Avatar replied. “I bet that the Dread Priest will know what to do with him. The Dread God can always use a sacrifice or two, after all, and I am sure he would be very pleased to receive the Midnight Menace as one such enemy sacrifice.”

Bolt gulped and looked around, but as far as he could tell, the barrier really did surround them on all sides. On every side, he saw leering Darzen soldiers brandishing deadly-looking weapons. He could take them all in a fight, but as long as he was trapped inside this barrier, he wouldn’t be able to do anything except glare at them. The Midnight Menace was similarly powerless.

We need to find a way out of here, Bolt thought.

He looked at the Midnight Menace. “Menace, can you shadow travel us out of here?”

The Midnight Menace shook his head. “No. The lights are too bright and the shadows are too thin for me to go anywhere, much less take a passenger with me. Perhaps if the lights were a bit dimmer I might be able to get us out of here, but as it is, I’m as stuck as you are.”

“We didn’t intend to capture you as well, so this is a happy coincidence for us,” said the Avatar with another smirk. “Truly, the Dread God blesses those who carry out his will.”

Then the Avatar looked at one of the Darzens carrying the lamps that created the light barrier. “Increase the brightness until it knocks them both out. They will be much easier to transport to the Dread God if they are unconscious rather than conscious.”

The Darzen operating the light barrier lamps nodded and began turning and twisting dials on the machine’s control panel. The lights suddenly became much brighter, to the point that Bolt had to cover his eyes to avoid getting blinded. He heard the Midnight Menace fall to his knees, however, and could feel the light making him weaker as well.

Can’t let him win, Bolt thought. If this keeps up, we’ll both be unconscious in no time. I have to get us out of here.

Taking his hands off his eyes, Bolt rushed toward the barrier and began pummeling it with his fists. But, though his fists struck harsh and fast, the barrier stood fast under his assault. If anything, it seemed to be getting stronger and stronger, though Bolt really knew that he was just getting weaker and weaker due to the weakening effects of the light.

On the other side of the barrier, the Avatar stood with his arms folded in front of his chest. He watched with amusement as Bolt futilely tried to break through the barrier like he was watching an entertaining movie that had just come on TV.

“Your tenacity is admirable but ultimately pointless,” said the Avatar. “The more you punch the barrier, the more energy you expend, which means that you are going to fall unconscious much faster than you otherwise would. Not that I care. You are just making my job that much easier.”

Bolt stopped punching the barrier and stepped back. The lights were so bright now that it was nearly impossible to see anything, even the Avatar standing directly in front of him. Even worse, Bolt could feel his energy steadily draining and his body becoming weaker and sluggish.

Damn it, Bolt thought, struggling to keep his eyes open, they really got us this time, didn’t they? I just hope that Beams and the others are having more luck with the God Slayer than we are in getting the Starborn because unless something happens fast, we’re going down for good.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Going from the bright, tropical sun of the island into the pitch black darkness of the cave was an unnerving experience. And Beams was back in the cave. He could tell. The ground underneath his feet felt solid and smooth, while the air had become ice cold again. The ground had been wet for a while there—probably due to the fact that he had been walking through an undersea tunnel—but now it was as dry as ever. The necklace around Beams’ neck had started glowing again, which was comforting in its own way because it meant that Beams would not have to worry about the Guardians killing him.

Even so, I wonder how I went from walking underwater to walking back in this cave, Beams thought as he fingered the golden necklace around his neck casually. There must be dimensional portals connecting the different challenges to the cave or something. It’s the only logical explanation.

Another way Beams knew he was back in the cave was the sensation of being watched. No doubt the Guardians were still following him, which seemed odd to Beams because he had already proved by now that he was a legitimate Gauntley challenger. Perhaps they were waiting for him to take off the necklace at some point so they could swoop in and kill him. It was a disturbing thought, so he pushed it out of his mind and tried not to worry about the Guardians who he could not see. He doubted they would intervene until and unless he took off his necklace, something he had no intention of doing anytime soon.

I wonder what the next challenge will be, Beams thought, groping through the darkness carefully. The whirlpool was tricky, but not impossible. Still, I can only imagine that the following challenges are going to get harder and harder. The next challenge will probably be even harder than the first and the final challenge will probably be the hardest of them all.

Beams found his mind wandering back to Rubberman again. His boss was still back in Golden City, where he was about as safe as he will ever be, but Beams was still worried for his safety. He still remembered what Arius had told him in the Dread Realm, about the important role which Rubberman would play in the fight against the Dread God, but he still didn’t know what rule that was going to be.

Maybe it would be better if I didn’t involve him in it at all, Beams thought. The Dread God is a powerful enemy, the most dangerous one we’ve faced yet. Boss is a strong guy and an excellent fighter, but I don’t think even he would be able to defeat the Dread God.

Despite that, Beams knew that he would have to go back to Golden City eventually. Whatever role Rubberman had to play in the final conflict, Beams would not know until later. For now, he needed to focus on completing the Gauntlet and getting the God Slayer. Then he would worry about Rubberman and whatever his role was going to be.

Just as Beams made that decision, he saw a tiny light up ahead. It was rather dim, but here in the endless darkness, it shone as bright as the sun. Thinking that it was the next challenge, Beams sped up his pace until soon he reached the light and passed through it.

This time, Beams’ eyes didn’t have to adjust to the change in lighting at all. He found himself standing in a wide, bowl-shaped stone chamber that seemed to be part of the cave. Glowing lights in the ceiling provided sufficient illumination by which to see, and he was astonished by what he saw.

Set in the center of the cave was a large black obelisk. It was surprisingly clean, shining under the lights from above, with a variety of strange and exotic carvings and images that made no sense to Beams. It was on top of a tall wooden platform, which, like the obelisk, was very clean and shiny. Over on the other side of the chamber, a single stone door stood by itself, which Beams understood to be the room’s exit. He did not see any other people in here, nor did it seem like anyone had been in here for quite a while.

“Welcome,” said a voice to the side suddenly.

Beams started and looked over to the direction in which the voice had spoken. Guide sat on the floor not far away, his hands on his knees and a serene expression on his face. Once again, Beams had not noticed Guide’s arrival, which made him wonder exactly what Guide meant when he said he was a ‘recording.’ Was he a spirit? An illusion? Maybe a projection created by some hidden projector somewhere? Beams didn’t know and he wasn’t sure he ever would.

“Guide,” said Beams. He looked over at the black obelisk. “Is this the second challenge?”

“Correct,” said Guide. “Or, rather, this is the room where you will do the second challenge. Once you complete the second challenge, you will be allowed to move onto the third and final challenge, which takes place after this.”

Beams’ eyes darted to the door on the other side of the room. “What’s to stop me from skipping the challenge and going through the door over there? It’s unprotected.”

“It’s locked,” Guide replied. “Even if it wasn’t, the Guardians would not allow you to go any further. They would tear you to shreds and send you back to your home piece by piece as a warning to others, even if you keep wearing that necklace.”

Beams looked around suddenly. “But I don’t see the Guardians anywhere.”

“Doesn’t mean they aren’t here, watching your every move,” said Guide. “But in any case, it doesn’t matter what the Guardians will do. I know you are an honorable man and would never try to skip the challenge like some coward. You will do your best to complete it … whether you can do it or not.”

Beams bit his lower lip. “Then let’s get on with it. Tell me what this challenge is and what I need to do to complete it.”

“Very well,” said Guide. He pointed at the obelisk. “Do you see that black obelisk in the middle of the room, on top of that wooden platform?”

“Yeah, I see it,” said Beams. “What of it?”

The Guide lowered his hand. “It was originally carved by Arius himself shortly after the death of the Dread God. He carved the obelisk—which he called the Skyward Stone—as a monument to the Dread God’s defeat. He then later put it down here as part of the Gauntlet due to its … unique properties.”

“Unique properties,” Beams repeated. “What do you mean by that?”

“The Skyward Stone is not merely an obelisk or monument,” said Guide. “It thinks, or as much as a stone can think, anyway. Arius enchanted it with his power and set it up to defend the God Slayer from those who are unworthy of wielding that weapon.”

“A thinking stone,” Beams repeated. He glanced at the obelisk again. “Huh. It doesn’t look like much to me.”

“Appearances can be deceiving,” said Guide. “The lives of others are not at stake in this challenge, but that doesn’t mean it will be any easier. Of the three challenges, this is the most intellectually challenging. Those who manage to make it past the first challenge nearly always fail here. Indeed, I would estimate that only about one percent of all challengers in the history of the Gauntlet have ever made it past this challenge. Will you join their ranks? Or will you fail and suffer the same fate which has befallen all of the other challengers who have failed this challenge?”

“I’d be able to answer your question if you’d actually tell me what this challenge is all about,” Beams replied. “Right now, all I’m hearing from you is a bunch of ominous warnings about how hard it is going to be.”

Guide flashed a smile. “Straight to the point, just like Arius. Very well. In this second challenge of the Gauntlet, you must solve a puzzle the Skyward Stone gives you. Solve the puzzle correctly and you will complete the second challenge and be allowed to move on. Fail to solve it—”

“And I’ll die a horrible death,” Beams interrupted. “Right?”

But Guide shook his head. “No. Actually, you will have three attempts to get the puzzle right. Fail all three attempts and you will fail the challenge and die. But if you solve even one of the attempts correctly, then you will be allowed to move forward to the next challenge.”

Beams frowned. “How does that make the second challenge harder than the first? The first challenge only gave me one chance to succeed. Three attempts isn’t a whole lot, of course, but it’s a lot more than I expected.”

Guide smiled again. “That isn’t the hardest part. The hard part is what happens when you fail an attempt. Yes, you can learn from your mistakes and try to do better each time, but that isn’t the only consequence for failure.”

Beams folded his arms in front of his chest. “Mind telling me what the other consequences are?”

“You can find out on your own,” said Guide. “Trust me, you will find out yourself soon enough because I don’t expect you to solve the puzzle in one try. Good luck.”

The lights suddenly flickered on and off. When the lights came back on, Guide was gone, leaving Beams standing by himself in the big, empty chamber.

What a cheap move, Beams thought, glancing around the chamber just to make sure Guide was gone. Turn off the lights and then leave when you least expect it. That guy must watch a ton of old horror movies or something.

Shaking his head, Beams walked up to the Skyward Stone. He climbed on top of the platform, which was stable and solid underneath his feet, and then peered closely at the Stone.

The Skyward Stone was about a head taller than him. It was superbly crafted, with perfectly straight edges and a pointed tip that reminded Beams of a drill. It reminded him of the Washington Monument, which he had only ever seen in pictures, but there was also something distinctly unearthly about it.

No, not unearthly, Beams thought, inhuman. It’s thinking. Somehow, I can tell that.

But Beams did not see where this ‘puzzle’ Guide had mentioned was. Indeed, for a second he was almost convinced that the Skyward Stone didn’t have a puzzle at all until, without warning, a portion of the Stone slid away. A small stone box slid out of the Stone on a metal tray, which Beams picked up and turned over in his hands.

The box reminded Beams of a Rubix cube. The surface could be shifted and changed, kind of like a puzzle, only there wasn’t much room to move the pieces around. He shook the box a couple of times and heard something bouncing around inside.

Must be the key to the exit, Beams thought, peering around the Skyward Stone briefly to get a good look at the exit. Guide did say it was locked. Now I understand the purpose of this challenge. If I can open this box—which must be what the puzzle is—then I will get the key, which I can then use to advance to the final challenge. Seems pretty simple to me, much simpler than trying to stop a ship from being sucked into a whirlpool by a kraken.

Smiling at himself for figuring that out, Beams began shifting the different pieces on the surface of the box into place. He guessed that the pieces on the box were meant to form some kind of picture or image. It was his job to move them around until he found it, though what he would do after that, he had no idea. He had even less idea about what the correct picture was supposed to look like.

I’ll figure it out, Beams thought as his fingers moved deftly across the box’s surface. There aren’t too many pieces, so it should be easy to do.

Indeed, a final snap told Beams that he had found it. The image on the box looked like some kind of dragon, although the wings seemed a little too short for a beast of its size. The image looked somewhat off to Beams, but the pieces were locked in such a way that he couldn’t do it again, so he placed the box back on the metal tray.

The metal tray retracted back into the Stone. Beams waited patiently for its response, but the longer time passed, the more he wondered if something was wrong.

Hope I didn’t break it, Beams thought nervously, but how could I break it if I hadn’t even touched—

Without warning, the Skyward Stone glowed red ominously and, in the next instant, Beams felt the necklace constrict around his neck. He gasped in pain and fell to his knees, tugging desperately at the necklace, doing everything in his power to remove it, but it seemed to fuse to his skin and become part of his body. Breathing was becoming harder and harder and he could feel consciousness already starting to slip between his fingers.

Then, without warning, the Skyward Stone stopped glowing red and the necklace returned to its original size. At the same time, the metal tray popped back out with the box, but the pieces on it were scrambled again as if Beams hadn’t just solved the picture on it at all.

What the hell? Beams thought, breathing in and out rapidly. He rose to his feet but did not pick up the box again. Why did my necklace nearly kill me? Have I gone crazy?

No, Beams realized, he wasn’t crazy at all. The necklace had indeed constricted around his neck, nearly killing him, and he now understood what Guide meant when he mentioned the ‘other’ consequences earlier.

This isn’t just a simple puzzle, Beams thought, feeling the necklace on his neck, this is a matter of life and death. If I fail to solve the puzzle two more times, the necklace will choke me to death.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Bolt tried to remain standing, but he found it difficult. With the intensity of the light increasing, it was all Bolt could do to stand his ground and not fall over and lose consciousness. The Midnight Menace seemed to be having even more trouble than Bolt. He was kneeling on the ground, his arm over his head, leaning on his sword for support, but it was clear that he was about to lose consciousness as well.

On the other side of the barrier, the Avatar and the Darzens were watching Bolt and the Midnight Menace with a mixture of amusement and impatience. The Avatar, in particular, looked impatient, as if he was wondering what was taking Bolt and the Midnight Menace so long to fall over and lose consciousness.

Not going to give him the satisfaction of seeing me fall, Bolt thought through the haze that was his mind at the moment. Not … going to.

That was easier said than done, however. Consciousness was becoming harder and harder to maintain. Bolt could probably hold on for a few more minutes at best, but after that, he would definitely lose consciousness.

I need to destroy the barrier, Bolt thought, but the Avatar said that the barrier is impenetrable. I already found out that both my lightning powers and super strength can’t even dent it. Only a miracle can save us now.

Bolt put a hand on the barrier. His knees shaking, he looked the Avatar in the eyes, defiantly challenging him, but the Avatar did not seem to care. He simply stood there, arms folded in front of his chest, looking at Bolt with a smirk that told Bolt that he was going to lose.

Then, quite without warning, the light generating the barrier exploded. Bolt had just enough time to see a shocked look appear across the Avatar’s face—and catch a brief glimpse of a shadow tendril made visible by the explosion—before the whole area was plunged into darkness again. As soon as the darkness settled, Bolt heard someone draw their sword and, channeling his electricity through his hand, saw the Avatar rushing toward him and bringing his sword down on his head.

But the Midnight Menace’s blade appeared out of nowhere and caught the Avatar’s sword at the last second before it could cleave Bolt’s head in two. The Midnight Menace shoved the Avatar back and the two of them began exchanging blows, their swords clashing against each other in the shadows. Bolt was amazed at how fast they moved and how expertly they blocked each other’s blows. They seemed to be equally good swordsmen to Bolt, who decided not to get into the middle of their fight lest he accidentally get cut by one of their blades.

But the Midnight Menace and the Avatar were not the only two fighters in the area. All around Bolt, he heard the Darzen soldiers shouting and roaring, as well as what sounded like blades slashing through their bodies. He heard suits of Darzen armor fall to the ground, followed by burning energy blasts that tore apart their energy forms as they leaked out of their armor. Bolt turned this way and that, trying to decide where he should go and what he should do, but the darkness made it hard to tell what was going on and all he could tell for sure was that someone was fighting the Darzens, though who, he couldn’t say.

A hand suddenly landed on his shoulder. Bolt whirled around and, grabbing the person by the neck, slammed them down onto the ground. He raised his fist to finish the job before the person underneath him said, “Bolt, wait! It’s me, Galaxy.”

Bolt paused. Lying on the ground underneath him, a look of terror and shock on her face, was Captain Helena Galaxy. She was clutching the arm holding her neck and seemed to be struggling to breathe under his tight grip. Her dark hair was splayed out underneath her like a pool of water and it disappeared into the darkness around them, making her pale face stand out all the more.

“Galaxy?” said Bolt in shock. He let go of her neck and stood up. “What are you doing here? I thought you and the other guys were stuck in the Endless Forest.”

Captain Galaxy sat up, rubbing her neck and breathing hard. “We were until we went back to the Spirit and explained the problem to her. She sent us here herself, using one of the many portals in the Endless Forest. It took us a while to track you down, however, because my tracker’s signal is spotty in this place.”

“Tracker?” said Bolt. He began patting his back. “Are you telling me that you planted a tracker on me without my knowledge?”

“Chief Aster did,” said Captain Galaxy. She rose to her feet and dusted herself off. “Thought it would be an easy way to keep track of you in case you disappeared or rushed off by yourself. Sorry for not telling you that sooner. I was under orders to keep it a secret.”

Bolt scowled. “You sound just like a G-Man agent, you know that?”

Captain Galaxy smiled apologetically. “Maybe you can bring that up with Chief Aster next time you see him. For now, we need to go.”

“Go?” said Bolt. He winced at a particularly painful yell from the shadows behind him. “What’s going on here? What’s attacking the Darzens?”

“Honestly, I have no idea,” said Captain Galaxy with a shrug. “When Chief Aster, Hypno, and I got here, we saw you and the Midnight Menace were captured in that weird light barrier. We were planning to rescue you, but then the light exploded all on its own and I decided to take advantage of this moment to get you out of here.”

Bolt’s eyes widened. “You mean something else in this place decided to pick this moment to attack and slaughter the Darzens? And we don’t even know what it is?”

Captain Galaxy winced at the sound of tearing metal, which was particularly close. “Yeah. The Shadowlands are home to all kinds of weird, strange creatures. It’s entirely possible that something has been stalking the Darzens for a while and chose this moment to attack. Or maybe it was just passing by and saw an opportunity to get a whole bunch of prey in one go. In any case, we should probably get out of here.”

“But what about the Midnight Menace?” said Bolt, listening to the sound of swords clashing somewhere in the shadows. “He’s fighting the Avatar right now and he needs my help if he’s going to win.”

“He can take care of himself,” said Captain Galaxy. “Right now, Chief Aster and Hypno are waiting nearby for us to return.”

“No,” said Bolt, shaking his head. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “The Starborn are inside that building, and if we let the Darzens scare us away, we’ll never get their help and never defeat the Dread God. You, Aster, and Hypno can stay out of it if you want. Me, I’m going to help the Midnight Menace teach the Avatar a lesson.”

Before Captain Galaxy could argue with him, Bolt turned and ran off in the direction of the sword fight. He also heard the creature, whatever it was, that was tearing apart the Darzens, but he paid those sounds no attention as he rushed to aid the Midnight Menace. Whatever this creature was, Bolt was just glad that it wasn’t paying attention to him or the Midnight Menace right now, because he had a feeling that they wouldn’t be able to beat it in a fight.

The pitch black darkness was impossible to see through, so Bolt raised his hand and charged electricity through it again, this time upping the energy in order to increase the brightness. This allowed him to see the Avatar and the Midnight Menace trading blows not too far away, their swords clanging together as they fought in an epic clash of life and death. Once again, Bolt was amazed at their skill and almost jealous of how smoothly they wielded their blades because Bolt was no good with weapons even after spending hours training with weapons in the Training Room back on Hero Island.

Then again, who needs swords when you’ve got fists that can turn boulders into sand? Bolt thought with a smile.

But then the Avatar dodged one of the Midnight Menace’s slashes and moved in and slashed at the Midnight Menace’s hands. With a yell, the Midnight Menace dropped his sword and clutched his wrist, leaving an opening for the Avatar, who stabbed his sword into the Midnight Menace’s exposed stomach. The Avatar’s sword pierced the Midnight Menace’s stomach, making the Midnight Menace gag and clutch his now-bleeding wound.

“No!” Bolt shouted. “Midnight Menace!”

Bolt flew into the air. The Avatar looked up just in time to get punched in the face by Bolt, sending him staggering backward. The Avatar also pulled his sword out of the Midnight Menace’s gut and the Midnight Menace fell onto his knees, clutching his bleeding wound with both hands, his breathing harsh and unsteady

“Menace, are you okay?” said Bolt, kneeling next to him. “Can you breathe? Are you going to be okay?”

“I’ll be … I’ll be fine,” said the Midnight Menace, though his voice was startlingly weak. “I’ve taken worse hits before and survived … ugh …”

Bolt wasn’t convinced that the Midnight Menace was okay, but then he remembered the Avatar and looked up to see the Avatar rushing toward him. Bolt got to his feet and ran toward the Avatar, his fists blazing with energy. The Avatar swung his sword at Bolt, but Bolt ducked the blade and punched the Avatar in the chest with both of his fists, sending the Avatar staggering backward again.

Not wanting to give the Avatar a chance to respond, Bolt threw another punch, but the Avatar blocked his punch with the flat of his blade and pushed Bolt backward. Knocked off balance, Bolt nearly fell onto his behind but regained his balance just in time to avoid another swing of the Avatar’s sword.

“Hey, Avatar, I thought you wanted to catch me, not kill me,” said Bolt as he held up his glowing fists.

The Avatar growled. “I am supposed to bring you to the Dread Priest in one piece. He didn’t say anything about bringing you back unharmed.”

Without warning, a portal opened behind the Avatar and he stepped inside backward. Shocked, Bolt rushed to catch him, but the portal closed at the last second and Bolt instead ended up running into nothing.

Coming to a halt, Bolt looked around the area, saying, “Hey! Where did you go? Decide to run away like a little girl? You’re no different from all of the other villains I’ve faced, you cowardly little—”

Again without warning, another portal opened behind Bolt and the Avatar leaped out. He slashed his sword at Bolt’s back and the blow connected. Pain tore through Bolt’s body as the Avatar’s sword cut through his back and his costume, sending blood flying out of his back. Bolt yelled and staggered forward until a sharp kick from the Avatar knocked him off his feet.

Before Bolt could get back up, the Avatar stomped his foot on Bolt’s back and made him cry out in pain again. The tip of the Avatar’s sword suddenly appeared at Bolt’s neck, however, making Bolt freeze.

“Don’t move, human,” said the Avatar in a harsh voice. “One wrong move, and it’s off with your head. Keep still, however, and I’ll make sure to have the Dread Priest heal you when I present you to him as a sacrifice for the Dread God.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

Beams took a step backward away from the box and the Skyward Stone. He felt the necklace again, vividly remembering just how painfully it had tightened around his neck and nearly choked him to death.

Do I even want to do this anymore? Beams thought. I have two attempts left. If I fail both, the necklace will choke the life out of me. Going through the Gauntlet suddenly doesn’t seem like such a good idea anymore.

Beams shook his head. He needed to stop panicking. It wasn’t like he had any choice. Both Scorius and Guide had made it clear that Beams could not simply quit the Gauntlet and go home like some kind of video game. He’d have to see it through full to the end, whether that ‘end’ was his death or his victory.

Even so, Beams wasn’t eager to try the puzzle box again. He knew he would have to be smart about this. If he was too hasty, he would waste an attempt, and then he would definitely not be able to afford to fail again.

Carefully, like it was a bomb about to go off, Beams picked up the box. It weighed the same as it did before, only now Beams looked at it with a certain trepidation that he had lacked even just a few minutes ago. He couldn’t get the sensation of strangulation out of his mind. He would have thrown off the necklace entirely if he hadn’t been aware of what the Guardians would do if he did.

Speaking of Guardians, I still haven’t seen them, Beams thought, glancing around the empty chamber. I wonder if they really exist or if they were just something made up by Scorius or Guide to scare potential challengers.

But then Beams remembered the sensation of being watched in the corridors and decided to keep the necklace on. Worse comes to worse, he might be able to use his lasers to blast it off his neck. Perhaps that would leave him at the mercy of the Guardians, but he had a suspicion that he would have an easier time surviving the Guardians than strangulation.

Shaking his head, Beams eyed the box in his hands carefully. He wondered how he was supposed to figure out what the proper image was supposed to be without a reference to compare it to.

Perhaps that is part of the challenge, Beams thought, if you really are as smart as Arius, you should be able to figure out what the correct image looks like without needing a reference. Guide did say that this challenge is supposed to be more intellectual than the last one, after all.

Beams didn’t mind intellectual challenges all that much. In fact, he enjoyed them a lot more than he enjoyed physical ones. Nonetheless, the knowledge that his own necklace would strangle him to death if he failed took away quite a bit of the enjoyment he otherwise would have felt.

But I need to keep going, Beams thought. I can’t give up now. I’ll just have to risk it.

Taking a deep breath, Beams began rearranging the pieces on the lid of the box. He figured he had gotten close to the correct image last time but had obviously misplaced a couple of tiles. He figured that the wings for the dragon went on the back. The first time, he had put them where its forelegs should be, which didn’t make a whole lot of sense when he thought about it, because dragons usually had their wings on their backs. It seemed to him that this dragon didn’t have forelegs at all, oddly enough, which made him wonder what kind of dragon it was.

Doesn’t matter, Beams thought. I just need to be calm and collected. Can’t let myself get too distracted by thoughts of failure.

Easier said than done. Beams’ fingers stumbled a couple of times over the tiles and more than once he had to rearrange them in what he thought was the proper order due to letting his nerves control his actions. As a result, he took a few more minutes longer than usual to finish this attempt, and by the time he was done, there was still a niggling voice in the back of his mind telling him that he had gotten it wrong.

What’s the point in being told I ‘got it wrong’ when I don’t even know what the correct image looks like? Beams thought, taking his finger off the box and looking at the image critically to make sure he hadn’t misplaced any tiles. Besides, I’ve got one more attempt, but I have a feeling I won’t need it after this.

Satisfied with the design, Beams placed the box back on the metal tray. Like before, the metal tray went back into Skyward Stone and there was a brief moment of silence in which Beams found himself wondering if he had managed to get it right.

But then the Skyward Stone glowed red again and the necklace constricted around Beams’ neck. Beams gasped and fell to his knees again. Despite having anticipated this, he still found himself shocked by how tightly the necklace strangled him. He couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t think, he couldn’t move. Darkness was gathering at the edges of his eyes and in the back of his mind, he thought he heard a dark voice laughing at him as if the necklace itself was amused by his coming death.

Then, without warning, the Skyward Stone stopped glowing and the necklace abruptly loosened, allow Beams to breathe again. Beams gasped in relief as the metal tray popped out again, with the pieces on the box scrambled once more.

Damn it, Beams thought as he slowly but surely rose to his feet, this time using the extended metal tray for support. He rubbed his neck. I thought I got it that time. I really did. Damn it.

Now Beams had only one attempt left. One attempt left to figure out how to get the right image. If he failed, the necklace would kill him and his challenge would end here and now. He found himself wondering again how Bolt and the others’ quest to find the Starborn was going.

At this rate, I have to hope that it is going better than my own because it’s starting to look like we may have to count on the success of that mission if we’re going to have any hope of defeating the Dread God, Beams thought.

There had to be another way around this. Maybe Beams could use his eye vision to blow open the exit. It was just an ordinary stone door, after all. Beams’ lasers were strong enough to shatter even the toughest rock. Maybe that was part of the challenge. You had to realize that there was no ‘correct’ image and that if you wanted to move on to the next challenge, you needed to find a way to break the exit open.

Beams walked around the Skyward Stone toward the exit. Stopping in front of the exit, Beams put his hand on the side of his head and unleashed a powerful blast of laser energy at the door. His energy blast struck the door head on, but when the smoke cleared, the door was still standing, completely unscathed.

“Damn it,” said Beams under his breath. “Should have figured that wouldn’t work.”

Beams turned around and walked back to the Skyward Stone. It was obvious that he was going to have to do the puzzle again now, but he didn’t want to. If he couldn’t get it right the first two times, he had a hard time imagining how he was supposed to get it right this time.

Third time’s the charm, Beams thought as he stepped onto the platform again, though he didn’t walk around to the front of the Stone to get the box. Or so the old saying goes, anyway.

But Beams really didn’t want to even touch the box again. He just stood there, wondering if he was overlooking anything, perhaps a way for him to get out of here alive. He even found himself wondering if the Gauntlet was completable at all. What if this whole thing was just a trap set by the Ariopolitans to get rid of annoying outsiders like himself? It would explain the massive failure rate of the Gauntlet. It was intentionally designed to kill challengers, to be impossible to win.

No, Beams, Beams thought, shaking his head. Stop being paranoid. If the Ariopolitans wanted you dead, they would have killed you outright back in the city. They’re not a very complicated or subtle people. You just need to figure this challenge out.

That was when Beams’ eyes landed on the Skyward Stone itself. The Stone was covered in all kinds of intricate and detailed carvings. They were works of art in themselves, carved long ago by a forgotten hand, much better than most of that modern art crap Beams saw online. He found himself admiring the workmanship of them for a moment, his own worries forgotten, but then he noticed something strange about one of the carvings.

No … Beams thought. It can’t be. Can it?

Beams walked up to the Skyward Stone and squatted in front of it. His eyes locked on a particular carving near the bottom, nearly hidden underneath what appeared to be an elaborate carving of the sun. It was a small dragon, its wings spread wide on either side, its mouth open as it spewed flames down on an enemy who was not part of the carving. Like the other carvings on the Stone, it was very detailed and well-done, even lifelike, though dragons didn’t exist.

But that wasn’t what caught Beams’ attention. What caught his attention was the fact that this dragon looked exactly like the dragon on top of the box.

If that’s true, then this might be …

Beams hurried over to the front of the Skyward Stone, snatched the box without even looking, and then returned to the back of the Stone and squatted before it. Keeping his eyes on the dragon carving, he began rearranging the tiles again, this time trying to make the dragon image on the box an exact replica of the carving on the Stone. It took him a few minutes, not helped by the fact that in his haste to get it done, he messed up a couple of times, but soon he finished and compared the two images.

They look exactly alike, Beams thought with a satisfied smile. Like the one on the box is a printed version of the one of the Stone. Maybe I will survive this challenge after all.

Rising to his full height, Beams walked back in front of the Skyward Stone and stopped. He hesitated for a split second before putting the box with the completed picture back in the metal tray. As before, the metal tray retracted back into the Skyward Stone.

Beams stopped breathing as he waited for the Skyward Stone to respond. Half of him was hopeful that he had gotten the image right and that he would be allowed to go onto the third challenge. The other half of him, however, was convinced that he had failed and that he was going to die.

Then, before Beams’ startled eyes, the Skyward Stone glowed blue. The exit on the other side of the room slid open, revealing the same empty blackness of the tunnel on the other side. The necklace did not tighten or constrict around his neck.

“Congratulations, young outsider,” said a voice behind him. “You solved the puzzle, a task few challengers have ever completed.”

Beams turned around to see Guide sitting on the other side of the chamber again like he had never left his spot. A smile of satisfaction had crossed Guide’s features, though there seemed to be a mocking quality about it as well, as though Guide was amused by Beams’ solution to the problem.

“Math problems are easy to solve when you have the teacher’s guide,” said Beams, gesturing over his shoulder at the Skyward Stone. “Or a reference photo, in this case.”

“But that is exactly how you are supposed to solve the challenge,” said Guide. “In order to prove your ancestry, you must show that you can think outside of the box. Very few of the challengers ever figured out that the Skyward Stone itself is part of the puzzle. They become so fixated on the box that they miss all of the clues available to them, but you did not.”

“Like I said, it was easy,” said Beams. “Maybe next time, give me something a little bit more challenging.”

Amusement sparkled in Guide’s eyes. “The next challenge, which is also the final one, will indeed be even more challenging than this one. After all, no one has ever completed it. But assuming you can—assuming you are indeed a son of Arius—then the God Slayer will be yours. Are you ready for it?”

Beams nodded. “Yeah, I am.”

“Good,” said Guide. “Then go into that doorway. The third and final challenge isn’t far off now. I will see you there.”

When Beams blinked again, Guide was once again missing, but this time his disappearance didn’t bother Beams. Instead, Beams turned around and walked past the Skyward Stone to the open doorway. He stopped in front of the doorway briefly, his eyes focused on the intense wall of darkness before him.

Then Beams took a deep breath and stepped inside into a whole new world.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

Before the Avatar could do anything more, a sonic blast struck him in the side. The Avatar staggered off of Bolt, while Captain Galaxy rushed over to Bolt and knelt down beside him, a look of concern and annoyance on her face.

“Bolt, are you okay?” said Captain Galaxy. She looked at his back and grimaced. “Your back …”

“Nah, I’ll be fine,” said Bolt, though his voice was somewhat strained due to the pain from his back wound. “Just let me get back to my feet so I can sock the Avatar in the face for being a jerk.”

“No, you need to stay down,” Captain Galaxy said. “You’re hurt and you’ll only make your back worse if you try to fight.”

“You’re not my mom,” said Bolt as he pushed himself up on his hands, but paused and winced at the pain flaring up in his back. “I’ll be fine. I’ve experienced worse.”

Captain Galaxy scowled. “You’re even more pigheaded than Space if that’s even possible. We need to run. Now.”

Bolt opened his mouth to argue, but then he heard a growl to the side and looked over to see that the Avatar had recovered from Captain Galaxy’s attack. He did not look injured, but he did look annoyed and he held his sword like he was getting ready to charge at them like a bull.

“The IEA,” said the Avatar with a sneer. “I should have expected you to come after me after our spy failed to destroy your group from within. Nonetheless, you are in no position to defeat me. I’ve killed far stronger opponents than a fragile human woman like you. You will go down quite easily.”

Captain Galaxy aimed her sound blaster at the Avatar, but before she could pull the trigger, a bright light suddenly shone through the darkness. The light was almost as bright as the sun, chasing away the shadows like a wave crashing down on a campfire. The light rapidly revealed that only a dozen or so Darzen soldiers still stood, while the ground was littered with the corpses of their comrades, although the killer of the Darzens was still nowhere to be seen.

Bolt’s first thought was that the light was from the Darzens, that they had managed to repair their light barrier generator and were using it on him and Captain Galaxy again. But then he noticed that the light barrier generator still lay in pieces on the ground, meaning that this light was coming from somewhere else.

“Light …?” said the Avatar in disbelief. “Oh no …”

Bolt didn’t understand why the Avatar said that until he noticed six beings floating down from the top of the Fist. They were tall and thin, wearing long robes that obscured their feet and hoods which hid their faces, though their long, claw-like fingers extended out from the sleeves of their robes like knives. Power radiated from them like heat from a volcano, yet even their robes were silent as they descended toward the assembled group of people below.

Bolt almost stopped breathing. He knew who those beings were, even if he had not seen them in a long time. They were the Starborn, the original creators of the superhuman race, as well as some of the most powerful beings in the multiverse. And now they were here, in the flesh, as majestic as ever.

And unless Bolt’s eyes were playing tricks on him, he thought they looked pissed.

The Avatar must have realized who they were as well. He immediately shouted at the surviving Darzens, “Retreat! The Starborn are here! We have orders not to engage the Starborn. Return to Jinkopa!”

A portal opened up behind the Avatar, which he quickly ran into and closed behind him. Another dozen portals opened all around the battlefield as the remaining Darzens—now visibly afraid—retreated as quickly as they could. Soon, all of the Darzens were gone, save for the empty suits of armor which had once been their comrades in arms.

“Whew,” said Captain Galaxy, wiping the sweat off her brow. “That was lucky. I thought we were goners there for a second.”

“I’ll say,” said Bolt. “Now, help me to my feet. I need to talk to the Starborn now, while they’re still here.”

But even as Bolt said those words, the Starborn gestured at him and his back suddenly healed. But before Bolt could thank them, the Starborn disappeared in a flash of light just as quickly as they came, leaving him and Captain Galaxy alone in the darkness of the Shadowlands.

A light suddenly came on. It came from Captain Galaxy’s touchscreen, which was now glowing a brilliant white light. It revealed Captain Galaxy’s puzzled and frustrated face as she looked around the area.

“Where did they go?” said Captain Galaxy. “They were here just a few seconds ago, weren’t they? Why did they just heal you and leave?”

“Galaxy! Bolt!” came a voice out of the shadows. Hypno and Aster suddenly stepped out of the darkness, Aster wielding a sound blaster. Hypno was the one who had spoken. “Are you guys all right? What were those … those beings we just saw?”

“Starborn,” Bolt said with a gasp. He rubbed his healed back, which no longer hurt or bled. “That was them. They appeared and scared off the Avatar and his soldiers, but then they disappeared again, though not before healing my back.”

“What?” said Hypno. “Those were the legendary Starborn I’ve heard so much about? They didn’t look quite like how I would imagine they would.”

“Doesn’t matter how they look,” said Aster. He glanced up at the spot in the sky where the Starborn had previously been. “Where did they go? And why did they just leave?”

“I don’t know,” said Bolt. He pointed at the Fist. “But they’re probably back in the Fist. So if we can just get in there, then we might be able to convince them to help us.”

“Are you sure about that?” said Hypno doubtfully. “They didn’t look like they were interested in talking to us, much less helping us, given how quickly they left.”

“I agree with the G-Man agent,” said a voice behind them. “The Starborn are clearly not interested in interacting with others. Talking to them is a waste of time.”

Bolt looked over his shoulder to see the Midnight Menace standing behind all of them. Bolt was surprised to see the Midnight Menace standing here again, because last he’d seen, the Midnight Menace had been stabbed in the gut and bleeding out on the ground not far away from them. Yet now he looked perfectly at ease and did not seem to be bleeding, though the lack of lighting made it hard to tell what his current condition was.

The others started when they noticed the Midnight Menace, with Aster even asking, “Who the hell are you?”

“The Midnight Menace,” said the Midnight Menace without hesitation. “Leader of the Independent Neoheroes for Justice. And you are?”

“Dean Aster,” said Aster. He looked a little apprehensive talking to the Midnight Menace. “Chief of the Interdimensional Elite Agency.”

“I don’t recognize you,” said the Midnight Menace. His eyes shifted toward Captain Galaxy. “I recognize you, however. You helped me save Treehugger from the Venetians some time back.”

“Yeah, I did,” said Captain Galaxy, nodding. “Long time, no see.”

“Likewise,” said the Midnight Menace. Then his eyes shifted toward Hypno and his whole demeanor changed. He seemed to become tense, like a cat. “And you are a G-Man agent, correct?”

“Indeed,” said Hypno with a bow. “My name is Hypno. We haven’t met, but I’ve heard all about you from the files we have on the INJ. You’re taller in real life than the pictures suggest.”

Despite Hypno’s politeness, Bolt could sense thick tension between him and the Midnight Menace. That was no surprise. While the G-Men had a strained relationship with the superhuman community in general, their relationship with the INJ was almost antagonistic. Bolt was frankly surprised that the Midnight Menace was not trying to stab Hypno to death with his sword, but perhaps that was due to the fact that they had more important issues to worry about than superhuman politics.

“How did you recover being stabbed?” said Bolt in amazement. “You don’t even seem to be bleeding anymore.”

The Midnight Menace put a hand on his stomach, where the Avatar had stabbed him. “The Shadowlands heals me of any and all wounds I suffer. Getting stabbed was painful, true, but it was mostly inconvenient. It would have been worse if he had actually cut off my head or one of my limbs. That would have taken me out … for a while, anyway.”

Bolt considered asking the Midnight Menace exactly how the Shadowlands ‘healed’ him or what he meant by the fact that losing his head would apparently not permanently take him out, but then he remembered that they had more important things to worry about at the moment and decided he would ask those questions later if he had a chance.

“Right,” said Bolt. “Well, now that the Darzens are gone, let’s go into the Fist. We know that the Starborn are here and that they know that we are here. All we need to do is go inside and ask for their help.”

“If they wanted to help us, they would have stayed here,” the Midnight Menace replied. “I imagine the only reason they showed up at all was because they wanted to scare off the Avatar and his minions. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have left as quickly as they came.”

“Maybe, but so what?” said Bolt. He punched his fist into his other hand. “We still don’t know if they will help us or not, so until I get a clear and definitive ‘no’ from them, I’m going in. You can stay out here if you want.”

The Midnight Menace sighed. “No, I’ll come with you. Not that I need to, but I’m invested in your quest enough by now that I can’t just abandon you.”

“Really?” said Bolt in surprise. “Well, all right. It always helps to have more help on hand. Let’s go inside.”

Bolt turned around and began walking over to the door to the Fist, with everyone else falling in line behind him. A sense of anticipation rose inside him, but at the same time, he also felt a sense of dread, wondering what would happen if the Starborn said no.

There’s always Beams, Bolt thought. He’s trying to get the God Slayer. With luck, he’ll get it even if the Starborn kick us bodily out of their house. I just hope that he’s doing well and is close to getting the God Slayer, because if neither of us succeeds in our quests … then the Dread God wins.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

For a moment, Beams thought he had somehow ended up outside of the cave and back in Antarctica. The snow-white sky, which merged in the horizon with the white clouds and powdery snow on the earth, made him think he must have somehow gotten turned around at some point and ended up back at the cave mouth. A sense of panic overcame him at that moment as he wondered if this meant that he had somehow forfeit the challenge and would have to leave Ariopolis forever.

But then when Beams looked around, it became obvious that he wasn’t back in Antarctica. He wasn’t sure where he was, exactly. He seemed to be on top of a massive, unfamiliar mountaintop so tall that he couldn’t even see the earth below. The mountain rose above the clouds, yet Beams had no trouble breathing up here at all, even though the air had to be thinner due to the elevation.

The sun shone brightly above, but it was a cold, unfriendly sun. Before him stood what appeared to be the ruins of an altar of some sort. The ruined altar seemed to be made out of the same stuff as the ruins of Ariopolis, though Beams was clearly not standing that city. A simple gateway stood in front of the altar, though the gateway’s doors had been knocked off at some point because all that was left of the gateway itself were the hinges upon which the gates themselves once stood.

“Welcome, challenger,” said a familiar voice behind him, “to the third and final challenge of the Gauntlet.”

Beams turned around to see Guide sitting on top of a small pile of rocks on the edge of the mountain. As usual, Guide sat with his legs crossed and his hands on his knees, a perfect image of peace and tranquility. Beams wondered how Guide could be so tranquil when he was sitting on the edge of a very tall mountaintop. The fall alone would be fatal, even if the ground below was as soft as jello.

“Was wondering when you’d show up,” said Beams. He looked around the desolate mountaintop again. “So this is the final challenge, huh? If I win this one, then I will get the God Slayer, right?”

“And be declared a true son of Arius,” Guide added, “yes. You are one of the lucky few to have ever even made it this far, but it remains to be seen whether you will be the very first challenger to ever complete this challenge and win the God Slayer. Men stronger, faster, smarter, and wiser than you have reached this point in the past, only to find themselves utterly destroyed before they even knew it.”

“I know,” said Beams. “You’ve told me this before. Where are we, anyway? Another pocket dimension?”

“That is correct,” Guide said. He gestured at the desolate mountaintop around them. “This pocket dimension has no life in it. It is a dead place, with nothing but rock and mountain for as far as the eye can see. Arius himself discovered this place not very long after the death of the Dread God. He decided that this dimension would be the perfect spot for the third and final challenge in the Gauntlet, a fitting end for those brave and smart enough to make it all the way here.”

Beams nodded. “It’s definitely epic enough to be a place for a final confrontation. What’s up with the altar, though?”

“Arius himself built it ages ago,” said Guide. “He made it as a monument to the freedom which he had won for his people, as a symbol of the fact that they would never be under the yoke of the Dread God or anyone else ever again. It has fallen into ruin since then, but even so, it is still a powerful symbol in and of itself.”

“I see,” said Beams. “So what is the final challenge, then? You still haven’t said.”

“Turn around,” said Guide, “and look at the altar. Then you will see the challenge.”

Frowning and wondering if Guide was trolling him, Beams nonetheless turned around to face the ancient stone altar. At first, nothing happened for a long while, but then the altar began to vibrate. Beams thought an earthquake was shaking the mountain, but then he realized that only the altar was vibrating and not the rest of the mountain. He just stood there, watching the altar vibrate faster and faster, wondering if it was about to explode and, if so, whether it made sense to duck now in order to avoid the inevitable debris which would go flying in every direction when it blew up.

Then the altar stopped vibrating. A second later, a crack ran down the middle of the altar and it split in two, with both halves sliding apart like they were on some kind of chain. Something rose slowly from within the altar, rising higher and higher until it eventually emerged entirely. Beams’ jaw dropped when he saw what it was.

The object which had risen from within the altar was a sword. It wasn’t just any sword, however. Its handle was golden and its hand guard was silver. The blade itself was made out of a beautiful crystal, shining brightly and brilliantly under the cool sun above. It looked like it had been forged only yesterday, but at the same time gave off the impression that it was infinitely older than that, infinitely older than perhaps even the city of Ariopolis. It seemed holy as if it repelled dirt and decay by its very nature.

“What is that?” said Beams, staring at the sword in awe.

“That, brave challenger, is the God Slayer,” said Guide. “Forged by the gods, granted to Arius to fight the Dread God, it is the most powerful weapon in existence. With one swing of its mighty blade, even a god as mighty as the Dread God will fall like a tree hacked by an ax. His minions and worshipers can barely even stand to be in its presence without fleeing in fear and even the Dread God hesitates to fight any mortal who wields this blade.”

“It’s even more beautiful than I thought,” said Beams, unable to take his eyes off the blade. “Look at that craftsmanship. It has to be a one of a kind.”

“It is,” Guide said. “It’s even immune to the laws of the multiverse. There are not multiple different versions of this blade in different realities. There is one, and only one, God Slayer, and you are currently staring at it.”

“How does that work?” said Beams, looking over his shoulder at Guide. “How could anyone create a sword like that?”

“I do not know,” said Guide with a shrug. “The ways of the gods are as much a mystery to me as they are to you. I can say, however, that only a son of Arius can wield the God Slayer and live. Anyone else who attempts to wield that sword will be destroyed.”

Beams couldn’t help but smirk. “You mean this is the third challenge? Just walk over and pick up the God Slayer? That’s easy.”

“It’s much more difficult than that, Alex,” said a voice that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere suddenly. “Much, much more difficult.”

A massive hand came out of the shadows behind the God Slayer and wrapped around its handle. With a grunt, the hand pulled the God Slayer out of its plinth and raised the blade above his head. The figure then stepped out of the shadows and into the light and Beams gasped at what he saw:

It was Arius. He looked much the same as he did back in the Dread Realm: Powerfully built and muscular, with flowing black hair and skin like bronze. He wore a simple loincloth around his waist and wore thick leather boots, but other than that he wore no clothes. Not that he needed any because he looked so strong that Beams doubted he felt the cold.

“Arius?” said Beams. “What are you doing here? I thought you were dead.”

“I am,” said Arius, “but my spirit can still reach the mortal realm sometimes, such as now. Before I died eons ago, I tied my spirit to this place, to protect the God Slayer and ensure that it only fell into the hands of someone truly worthy of wielding this powerful and destructive weapon.”

Beams gulped. “Then that means—”

“Yes,” said Guide. He appeared next to Beams, still appearing like Arius. “The third and final challenge of the Gauntlet is to fight and defeat Arius in combat. Arius will use the God Slayer as his weapon of choice, while you will use your lasers and your wits to survive.”

Beams looked at Guide. “You’re joking, right?”

“Joking?” Guide repeated. “I am not joking. You really do have to best Arius in combat. That is the third and final challenge. That is also the reason why no one has ever conquered it, because Arius was the greatest warrior of his age, and even to this day, his skill as a warrior in combat is unmatched.”

“Indeed,” said Arius. He lowered the God Slayer. “I do not want to fight you, Alex, but you must earn the God Slayer if you wish to use it against the Dread God. This weapon is not one I wish to be used by unworthy hands. I believe you are worthy of it, but you must defeat me first in order to wield it.”

Trying his best not to shake in his boots, Beams said, “So what will happen if I fail?”

“You will die,” said Guide simply. “Like every other challenger who has ever made it this far and failed.”

Beams gulped again. He looked at Arius. “You’re going to kill me?”

“It’s nothing personal,” said Arius. “It’s simply what I do to all challengers who fail to defeat me. You knew this going in, so you can’t complain that you did not know.”

“Yeah, but …” Beams shook his head. “Never mind. You’re right. I was just shocked by this revelation.”

“I understand,” said Arius. “No one has ever defeated me in combat and lived to tell the tale. Perhaps you will be the first.”

“Or maybe you will die like all of the others,” said Guide with a smirk. “It will be interesting to see what happens.”

Beams bit his lower lip. He didn’t mind having to fight. What he did mind was having to go toe to toe with his legendarily powerful distant ancestor who also happened to wield the most powerful weapon in the multiverse, a weapon that could even kill gods. That seemed incredibly unfair to Beams, but he knew better than to complain about it. Neither Arius nor Guide seemed the type to take his complaints very seriously.

And I don’t even want to complain, anyway, Beams thought. I knew what I was getting into when I signed up for this. It’s not like I can turn around and go back. I will have to fight Arius to the death, even if that means my own death. Wish it wasn’t so, but facts are facts and there’s no point in denying them.

Beams took a deep breath and steadied himself before looking up at Arius again, meeting his ancestor’s hard gaze. “Fine. I accept your challenge, Arius, to fight you in combat for the right to call myself a son of Arius and wield the God Slayer.”

“I knew you would,” said Arius. He smiled, though it was a rather grim one. “Let us both fight to the very best of our abilities, for this will likely be the most important fight of your life.”

“Excellent,” said Guide. He stepped back and then disappeared when Beams blinked, but his voice still rang out through the mountainside like a gunshot:

“Let the third and final challenge of the Gauntlet—the battle between Alexander Fry and Arius for the God Slayer—commence!”


CHAPTER THIRTY

 

Surprisingly, the door to the Fist was not locked. That filled Bolt with hope, because if the Starborn left the door unlocked, then maybe they were willing to help after all. Or at least listen to what they had to say. He just hoped that it wouldn’t turn out that the Starborn had simply forgotten to lock the door when they got here because that would be disappointing.

The interior of the Fist was nowhere nearly as dark as the outside. This was due to a series of bright torches running along the walls, providing enough light by which Bolt and the others could see. It was a sharp contrast to the pitch blackness of the Shadowlands, although it was a welcome one because the darkness had been growing heavy on Bolt’s shoulders and he was relieved to be in the light again.

The torches revealed a massive ancient stone hallway that stretched on seemingly forever before them. The high domed ceiling vanished into the shadows above, while the remains of shattered statues lay scattered across the floor like shells on a beach. It was also oddly cold inside, even colder than outside, and Bolt could not help but shiver when he stepped into the Fist. Aster, Captain Galaxy, and Hypno also shivered, particularly Hypno, who wrapped his arms around himself to keep himself as warm as possible.

Only the Midnight Menace seemed unaffected by the cold, but he seemed tense nonetheless. His red eyes darted across the massive hallway into which they had emerged as if he expected to see monsters rush out of the darkness at them. Bolt noticed that he hadn’t sheathed his sword yet, either.

“Amazing,” said Aster. He bent over and picked up a piece of a nearby statue, which seemed to be a nose of some sort. “In all my years in the IEA, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a building quite like this.”

“It was once a temple to the fallen gods of the Shadowlands,” said the Midnight Menace. He gestured at another statue, which was nothing more than what appeared to be the legs of a bull now, its top half completely missing. “From what I have gathered, these statues represented the dark gods which the people once worshiped. Some even believed that the gods dwelt within the statues, making them into idols, but I have never been able to confirm if that was true or not.”

“Dark gods …” Captain Galaxy trailed off. “Reminds me of the Dread God. Think there’s any connection?”

“Doubt it,” said the Midnight Menace. “The gods of the Shadowlands are gone, assuming they ever really existed in the first place. And the Shadowlands are ancient, indescribably so. They were old when the Dread God was young and they will continue to exist long after all of us become distant memories. Even I won’t live as long as the Shadowlands.”

Bolt wondered where the gods of the Shadowlands could have gone for a moment, but then shook his head and said, “We can do a history lesson later. Right now, we need to find the Starborn. They’re somewhere in here and I have no intention of leaving them alone until we get an answer from them. So let’s get going.”

Bolt took one step forward, but then he sensed a change in the air around him. The torches began to glow brighter and brighter until they began spewing flames out from them. But they did not spew fire at Bolt and the others. Instead, the continuous streams of fire all met in the center of the hall, where they collided into each other with a blast that made Bolt’s ears ring. He took a step back, as did the others, and everyone watched the fireball growing larger and hotter until it suddenly vanished.

The Starborn were back again. They floated in the center of the hallway, where the fireball had once been, facing Bolt and the others silently. Once again, Bolt could sense the intense power flowing through the Starborn, power which dwarfed his own. But he didn’t really fear them, at least not to a crippling extent. He would have to be careful about how he approached them, but he would not run away, not now.

Taking a deep breath to steady himself, Bolt walked up to the Starborn. He stopped when he was about fifty feet away from them and looked up. The Starborn looked down at him, though whether they recognized him or not, he wasn’t sure.

“Starborn,” said Bolt. He smiled and waved at them. “Long time, no see. Remember me? I know it’s been a while since we last saw each other, but I’m Bolt. I’m one of the superhumans you created. I saved you from being controlled by John Mann.”

“We recognize you, human,” said the lead Starborn. His voice was ancient yet soft. “We never forget our own creations, even when they go against our wishes. We also remember how you and your friends saved us from slavery to one of a member of your own species. That was our darkest hour indeed.”

“Great,” said Bolt in relief. “I take it you know about the Dread God as well?”

“Yes,” said the lead Starborn, nodding. “When the Dread God resurrected, we felt his presence in the multiverse. Not to mention, of course, that he has been sending his worshipers to locate us in the Shadowlands, for he wishes to destroy us.”

“Yeah, I gathered,” said Bolt. He put his hands together. “I’ve been looking for you guys, too, because my friends and I need your help to defeat the Dread God. The Dread God is far too powerful for us to beat on our own. We think that if you guys helped us, then we might be able to stop him once and for all.”

The Starborn were silent at first. They did not look convinced to Bolt, so he continued, saying, “Defeating the Dread God won’t just help us. It will help every person in the multiverse, including yourselves. Plus, I think you guys owe me one for saving you guys earlier. It’s only fair for you to help us after I went out of my way to help you when John Mann tried to take control of you guys.”

Again, the Starborn were silent. They seemed to be thinking about Bolt’s offer. At least, Bolt hoped they were because it was very hard to read their minds without being able to see their faces.

Then, finally, the lead Starborn said, “No.”

Bolt frowned. “No? What do you mean by that?”

“We mean exactly what we say we mean,” said the lead Starborn. “We do not want to help you. We have no interest in fighting the Dread God. We simply want to work on our creations in peace. We are not warriors or fighters, despite our power.”

“Weren’t you just listening to what I said?” said Bolt. “The Dread God isn’t going to leave you guys alone. Heck, you yourself said that the Dread God has been sending his minions after you guys. He’s going to come after you guys himself someday and probably someday soon.”

“We are aware of that,” said the lead Starborn, “but our answer is still no. We are not fighters. We are creators. There is a difference.”

Bolt ran a hand through his hair in exasperation. “Have you guys always been pacifists or something? You’re not making any sense.”

“We don’t need to make sense to you,” said the lead Starborn. “We want to focus on our creations. We will leave the defeat of the Dread God to you mortals.”

“And how exactly do you expect us to defeat the Dread God without your help?” said Bolt in disbelief.

The Starborn exchanged puzzled looks with one another as if to make sure that they had all heard Bolt say the same thing. That made Bolt wonder if he had accidentally said something stupid.

“But we did help,” said the lead Starborn, looking at Bolt again. “It was a long time ago, true, but we still helped. Do you not have the weapon we gave to your ancestors eons ago to destroy the Dread God? You didn’t lose it or break it, did you?”

“What are you talking about?” said Bolt. “My ancestors didn’t have anything they could use to destroy the Dread God. Are you joking?”

“But we did give humanity a weapon they could use to slay the Dread God,” the lead Starborn said. “It was our finest creation yet. We didn’t give it a name, but you humans did. You called it the God Slayer.”

Bolt’s eyes widened and he heard Captain Galaxy gasp behind him. “The God Slayer? Do you mean to say that you guys are the gods in the old legends who gave Arius the God Slayer?”

The lead Starborn nodded. “That was us, yes. We did indeed craft the God Slayer sword for a human named Arius, who then used the blade to slay the Dread God and free his people. We were very proud of that weapon because we designed it with more care than we usually put into our creations. I would say it was even better than the superhumans, for it is a one-of-a-kind object which cannot be replicated even by the greatest minds of the multiverse.”

Suddenly, everything Beams had explained to Bolt about the story of Arius and the Dread God started to make a lot more sense. “But why did you give Arius the God Slayer in the first place? Why didn’t you guys just use it to destroy the Dread God yourselves?”

“As we have stated multiple times already, we are not fighters,” said the lead Starborn. He spread his long, spindly arms. “We are creators. We love to make new things and see how they come out. The Dread God was too strong for us to take on and, though it is possible we could have defeated him ourselves, we decided that the humans who the Dread God oppressed should be the ones to finish him. So we crafted the God Slayer, which we originally promised to give to the Dread God, though we secretly planned to give it to Arius the entire time.”

Bolt put a hand on the side on his head. “Why did you promise to give it to the Dread God at all?”

“Because the Dread God forced us to make weapons for him,” said the lead Starborn. “He demanded we craft him the strongest, most powerful weapon in the multiverse so he could use it to destroy any rebellion against him. We had no choice but to agree to his demands, though we secretly designed the God Slayer to abandon  him and fly into the hands of its true user, Arius.”

“Guess it must have worked, then,” said Bolt.

“It did,” said the lead Starborn with more than a hint of pride. “When the Dread God attempted to use the God Slayer to put down a rebellion which had risen in his city, it left his hands and returned to the hands of Arius. Arius then used the sword to finish the Dread God off for good, taking advantage of his surprise. After that, Arius kept the God Slayer and told us that he would make sure it did not fall into evil hands.”

“Interesting,” said Bolt. “That explains a lot.”

“But we are curious as to why you do not have it,” said the lead Starborn. “Has it gone missing?”

Bolt shook his head. “No, it hasn’t. One of my friends is trying to get it even as we speak. We just didn’t know you guys were the original creators of the God Slayer.”

The Starborn nodded as one and the lead Starborn said, “Interesting. That explains why you came all the way here. You humans can be very persistent when you want to be.”

“With the fate of the multiverse on our shoulders, we kind of have to be persistent,” said Bolt.

“It was an observation, not a criticism,” said the lead Starborn. “In any case, you didn’t waste your time entirely by coming here. Though we ourselves refuse to fight the Dread God, that does not mean that we are going to stand back and allow him to succeed. We have been working on a new weapon which you can use against him, one of equal power to the God Slayer.”

“Really?” said Bolt. He looked over his shoulders at the others, who looked as mystified as he felt. “Why were you building another weapon if you thought we still had the God Slayer?”

“Because we wanted to be safe,” the lead Starborn said. “We wanted to ensure that you humans had plenty of ways to defeat the Dread God, should the God Slayer be unavailable. Allow us to show you our best and newest creation.”

As one, the Starborn raised their hands and began charging what appeared to be energy through them. Their hands glowed with immense power for a moment and, as they neared the peak of their power, a cold wind suddenly blew through the hallway, sending the torches’ flames flickering and even causing a few of them to go out.

At first, Bolt thought that that was just another manifestation of the power of the Starborn, but then a dimensional portal opened behind the Starborn. It opened slowly but surely, and unlike most portals, it did not open cleanly. Its edges were jagged and uneven, like a torn piece of paper, and the other side of the portal was a deep blood red.

Then two massive hands appeared on the edge of the portal … and the Dread God pulled himself out and emerged into the temple, a wicked grin crossing his monstrous features.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

As soon as Guide finished speaking, Beams closed his eyes and shot his laser into the back of his eyelids. When the lasers bounced back into his brain, adrenaline-powered through him. Snapping his eyes open, Beams leaped into the air toward Arius and fired several laser blasts in quick succession at his ancestor.

But Arius deflected the blasts with the God Slayer easily and jumped into the air to meet Beams. With a kick, Arius sent Beams flying off to the side. Beams crashed into the ground and rolled several times until he stopped in front of a rock, where he lay, briefly stunned by the impact until he shook his head and rose to his feet.

Arius must have hit him harder than he thought because getting back to his feet was a chore in itself. Every muscle in his body resisted his efforts to stand up, but Beams ignored what his body was telling him. He just stood upright, glaring at Arius, who had landed on the ground not far away from where Beams stood. He wasn’t even sweating yet.

Resting the God Slayer on his shoulder, Arius turned to face Beams and said, “You are stronger than I thought, Alex. I thought your body would not be able to handle a blow like that.”

“I’ve … I’ve experienced worse,” said Beams. Despite the adrenaline coursing through his veins, he was gradually beginning to realize that he hadn’t gotten a good night’s sleep in a while and that that was starting to take its toll on him.

And it has to take its toll on me now, of all times, right when I need my energy the most, Beams thought with a scowl. Just my luck.

Shaking his head, Beams fired a continuous beam of energy at Arius. But Arius dodged it as fluidly as water and then pointed the God Slayer at Beams. A brilliant blast of golden energy exploded from the sword’s tip toward Beams.

Without even thinking, Beams leaped high into the air. He just narrowly avoided the golden energy blast, which struck the rock he had been standing in front of and blew it up into pieces, sending chunks of rock and dirt flying everywhere. Beams flew over Arius and, landing behind him, whirled around and fired a powerful blast of energy at him.

But Arius also spun around and held up the flat of the God Slayer. Though Beams’ lasers struck the God Slayer head-on, the sword held fast. In fact, the God Slayer did not seem to even be melting under the lasers. If anything, it seemed to be getting stronger, but Beams had no time to consider that before Arius swung the flat of his blade and struck him in the face.

That blow sent Beams staggering backward. Though his helmet had absorbed most of the damage from the blow, getting smacked in the face was still painful and it left his senses dazed for a moment before his vision came back into focus and he saw Arius rushing toward him yelling like a maniac. Arius swung his sword at Beams’ face, but Beams jumped backward at the last second and put a good deal of distance between himself and Arius.

Doing a three-point landing, Beams stood up again and held up his fists. Arius had stopped advancing now and was spinning the God Slayer around with an amused grin on his face.

“You’re much quicker than me, I will admit,” said Arius, “but speed alone won’t win you the God Slayer. Defeating me, on the other hand, will.”

“Easier said than done,” said Beams, panting and breathing hard. “I’m not built like a mountain like you are.”

Arius’ eyes twinkled. “My physique has nothing to do with my success. You may be my descendant, but that doesn’t mean I am going to go easy on you. I am coming at you with everything I have in order to find out if you are truly worthy of wielding the God Slayer. I expect you are doing the same to me.”

He was. Beams certainly was not holding back, but it didn’t help that he was getting more and more tired the longer the battle drew on. Although it had probably only been a few minutes at most, it already seemed to Beams like hours had passed.

Maybe I’m just tired or maybe time works differently here than it does in other dimensions, Beams thought. Not that it really matters. I need to take him down and fast.

But Beams had no more time to think, because Arius rushed toward him again, swinging the God Slayer like a wrecking ball. Instead of jumping away, however, Beams rushed toward Arius as well. A look of surprise briefly flashed in Arius’ eyes, only to be replaced by his prior determination to take down Beams.

When they got close enough, Arius swung his sword at Beams, but Beams ducked, allowing Arius’ sword to pass by his head unharmed. Before Arius could prepare another strike, Beams looked up and blasted Arius in the face with a laser beam. The blast sent Arius staggering backward, and for a moment, Beams thought that he must have taken him out because there was no way that someone could survive a point-blank laser blast like that.

But when the smoke around Arius’ face disappeared, it revealed that Arius was not even remotely hurt. In fact, if Beams hadn’t seen himself shoot the laser, he wouldn’t have been able to guess that he had just blasted Arius in the face with a powerful laser.

“Nice try,” said Arius. He rubbed his face. “It didn’t hurt, but it was your first solid blow against me in this entire fight. You are starting to learn. But are you learning fast enough?”

Arius raised the God Slayer above his head and brought it crashing down onto the ground. The earth split at the point where the God Slayer struck and the split raced toward Beams. The earth opened up underneath Beams and he fell, but he grasped the edge of the earth at the last second and hung on for dear life before hauling himself back up. Panting, Beams noticed a large shadow appear over him suddenly and he looked up just in time to see Arius falling toward him, the God Slayer in hand.

Alarmed, Beams leaped forward and hit the ground at a roll. He rolled up to the edge of the mountaintop just as Arius slammed the God Slayer into the spot where he had been standing moments before. The earth shattered under the impact of the God Slayer and the entire mountaintop was shaken by a tremor, which nearly sent Beams falling off the side of the mountain, but he regained his balance at the last second and turned around to face Arius.

Arius wrenched the God Slayer out of the earth and rose to his full height again. Sweat was now visible on his forehead and bulging muscles, yet he still smiled as if he could do this all day, which Beams was starting to become convinced he could.

“Again, your reflexes are as fast as lightning, but unless your master plan to defeat me is to trick me into destroying the mountain itself, it won’t help you win,” said Arius, resting his sword on his shoulder again. “You can’t keep running forever.”

That was true, especially now that Beams was trapped between Arius and the edge of the mountain. If he went forward, he’d have to fight Arius, who would probably kill him, but if he took a step backward, he’d fall to his death. Death awaited him no matter what he did, which made him wonder if he was destined to perish here today.

No wonder no one has ever beaten this challenge before, Beams thought. Arius is a ruthless opponent. Maybe this is the end of the line for me after all.

Putting a hand on his chest, Beams felt a tiny bulge in the pocket of his costume. Puzzled, he pulled the bulge out and discovered that it was a small, beautiful pearl, which shined beautifully under the cold sun above.

Sonny’s lucky pearl, Beams thought. I completely forgot about this. He told me it was a family heirloom, but I’m not sure how helpful a pearl will be against the most powerful weapon in the universe. Maybe if I throw it at him, I’ll distract him long enough to get into a safer position.

But Beams couldn’t keep running. He needed to stand his ground and fight. And not just fight but win.

That was when Beams remembered what Sonny had told him, about how the lucky pearl could grant unbelievable luck to its owner. A plan began to form in Beams’ mind, a plan that would be risky and relied on things he couldn’t control, but it was also his only chance of succeeding. He would just have to hope that the lucky pearl was as lucky as Sonny said it was.

Putting the pearl back into his pocket, Beams took a deep breath and then ran at Arius, yelling the whole while. Arius looked surprised at first, but then smiled and said, “Good! You fight. But you should have chosen your tactics more carefully because you have left yourself wide open!”

Arius raised the God Slayer above his head, which was exactly what Beams had been hoping for. He jerked his head up and fired his laser, but not at Arius’ exposed face. His lasers were aimed at Arius’ hands, in which the God Slayer, its crystal blade sparkling, was held tightly.

The laster struck Arius’ hands and Arius cried out in pain. The God Slayer was sent flying out of his hands and Beams instinctively leaped into the air, his legs powered by the adrenaline still coursing through his veins. He flew over Arius, who was clutching his burning hands with a pained expression on his face and reached out toward the God Slayer.

At first, Beams’ fingers missed its handle. Then he caught it and landed on the ground behind Arius.

Arius turned around to face Beams, reaching out toward him, but Beams whirled around and drove the tip of the blade directly into Arius’ stomach. The God Slayer’s sharp blade pierced Arius’ hard abs and went through his body entirely, the tip of the blade poking out of his back.

No blood flowed out of Arius’ stomach, but he did freeze. A mixture of pain and shock appeared on his chiseled features. He seemed to be completely at a loss for words. Beams couldn’t blame him. He was surprised that his plan had worked as well.

Then Beams yanked the God Slayer out of Arius’ stomach and stepped back. Arius fell to his knees, clutching his stomach, which again was still not bleeding. His breathing had become ragged and heavy now, and for the first time since the battle began, Arius looked as if he was in real pain.

“Amazing,” Arius coughed. He shuddered. “I should have seen that coming.”

“You’re talking pretty well for a guy who just got stabbed straight through the stomach with a freaking sword,” said Beams, lowering the God Slayer to his side. “And you’re not bleeding, either.”

Arius chuckled. “I’m a spirit, remember? I can’t bleed. Nor can I die. I can’t even be hurt … save by the God Slayer, of course.”

“So …” Beams hesitated. “Does this mean I win?”

Arius nodded. A smile spread across his face. “Yes. You have bested me in combat. That makes you not only the first challenger to ever complete the Gauntlet in its millions of years of existence, but also my son. Congratulations.”

Then Arius suddenly coughed and hacked again. “Good luck, my son, in defeating the Dread God. Take that weapon and use it as it was intended. Stop the Dread God and save the multiverse.”

Before Beams’ startled eyes, Arius slowly faded out of view, leaving Beams standing alone by himself on the cold mountaintop, clutching the God Slayer tightly in his hands.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

As soon as the Dread God poked his head out of the portal, the temperature in the room seemed to drop by a hundred degrees in an instant. Bolt, Aster, Captain Galaxy, Hypno, and even the Midnight Menace froze, watching the massive figure as he emerged from the portal like a doorway. The Starborn turned to face him, but Bolt could tell that even the Starborn were terrified at the sight of their mortal enemy appearing in their home, his eyes glowing with power and glee.

The Dread God was not alone. Graalix, the Avatar, and even the Dread Priest followed him. They stood by his side, with the Dread Priest wearing an expression of pure glee, the Avatar frowning, and Graalix looking rather impatient.

“Is that the Dread God you told me about earlier?” said the Midnight Menace. He spoke in an awed whisper and his words seemed to tremble as they came out of his mouth.

“Yes,” said Bolt without looking over his shoulder at him. “That’s him, all right. The Dread God himself.”

The Midnight Menace staggered. “I have never felt energy like his before. It dwarfs even the darkness of the Shadowlands. How does such a being even exist? It makes no sense. He shouldn’t even be alive.”

Aster was also staring at the Dread God in disbelief. His mouth hung open and he seemed to be at a complete loss for words. Bolt remembered that this was Aster’s first time seeing the Dread God in person as well, which explained why he seemed unable to speak as he beheld the massive behemoth that emerged from the portal into the hallway of the Fist.

“Uh oh,” said Hypno. “I take it now would be a bad time to run, wouldn’t it?”

“It would be useless,” said Captain Galaxy. Her eyes were locked on the Dread God and, though she was trembling, she did not run away. “There’s not a place in the multiverse where we could hide from him forever. Our best bet is to stand and fight.”

“How can you possibly fight such a thing?” said the Midnight Menace. “I have seen many strange and powerful creatures in my time as the guardian of the Shadowlands, but never have I seen any that come even close to the power that this Dread God clearly wields.”

“Which is why I suggested we run,” said Hypno, “but I agree, it would ultimately be pointless. Plus, Director Smith would never forgive me if I ran away like a chicken.”

Before Bolt could respond to that, the Dread God spoke. His voice echoed with power and seemed even more powerful than the last time Bolt had heard it. Just listening to the Dread God’s voice was a mental assault on Bolt’s mind, making him clutch his head in agony as the others did the same around him.

“Starborn,” said the Dread God. The portal behind him closed with a pop. “It has been eons since I last laid eyes upon you, yet you do not seem to be that much different from how I remember you. Have you managed to cheat death?”

“Time does not affect us the way it does ordinary mortals,” said the lead Starborn. There was visceral fear in the lead Starborn’s voice and his clawed hands shook like a building in an earthquake. “You, on the other hand, look very different.”

“It is a new body, crafted for me by my loyal followers,” said the Dread God, nodding at the Dread Priest, Avatar, and Graalix beside him. “It was an awkward fit at first, but I’ve since mastered its odd proportions and size. Now I can move in it as smoothly and easily as I could in my old body, if not even better than that.”

“Why are you here, Dread God?” said the lead Starborn. “What do you want from us? If you have come to ask us to craft you another God Slayer, then you must know the answer to that question already.”

A wicked grin crossed the Dread God’s bovine lips. “I know you will never make another weapon for me so long as you continue to breathe. Hence, I have not come for a weapon. I came for one thing, and one thing only: Revenge for the role you played in my first death.”

The Starborn did not even hesitate. As one, they pointed their hands at the Dread God and unleashed a powerful combined blast of golden energy which tore through the air toward the Dread God.

The continuous beam of energy struck the Dread God head-on. The Dread Priest, the Avatar, and Graalix all flinched when the attack hit, but the Dread God didn’t even move. He just stood there for a moment, a puzzled look on his face, before his wicked grin returned. He then started walking through the Starborns’ combined energy beam toward them, his grin growing all the while. The Starborn frantically increased the intensity of the beam, but the Dread God didn’t even slow down.

With a roar, the Dread God swung his massive fists at the Starborn. The punches hit the Starborn like a bomb, scattering them and sending them flying everywhere. The Starborn struck the walls and floor with sickening thuds and crashes. At least one of the Starborn snapped his neck, while the others all just seemed to be unconscious from the blow, although with how still they lay, it was impossible to tell just who had survived that attack and who hadn’t.

“Did he just take out all of the Starborn?” said Aster. His voice was breathless. “In one hit?”

“Yes,” said the Midnight Menace. He was now visibly trembling, his armor clanking with the trembling of his body. “He did.”

The Dread God laughed. It was a harsh, monstrous sound that sent a chill down Bolt’s spine. “I have been waiting for countless centuries to do that. Stewing in my anger, dwelling on their betrayal and what I would do to them once I got a new body … all of that has been released. Now I stand victorious and the Starborn lay scattered like leaves in the wind.”

Bolt gulped. He normally wasn’t one to get afraid very easily, but after seeing the Dread God take out the Starborn so easily, he was now starting to think that maybe running away would be a smart idea after all. He had already known the Dread God’s power before, of course, but seeing the Dread God use that same power to defeat the Starborn—who were much more powerful than Bolt—in one hit shook him in a way that previous displays of the Dread God’s power hadn’t.

Then the Dread God’s eyes landed on Bolt and the others and his grin became even crueler. “I recognize some of you. You were the ones I banished to another universe back in my temple on Jinkopa. I had hoped you would perish there, but it seems you are tougher—or perhaps luckier—than I first assumed.”

The Midnight Menace stepped forward. He had drawn his sword without Bolt noticing and now held it in both hands at his side, making him look just like a knight who was about to slay a dragon. “Dread God, I am the Midnight Menace, a Warrior of Shadow and defender of the Shadowlands. I command you to leave this place, you and your followers, and to never return. Or else I will be forced to kill you, as I have killed so many of your minions already.”

The Dread God chuckled. “I know who you are, Midnight Menace, as well as what this land is. But I am in no hurry to leave and your death threats are as amusing to me as the yapping of a small dog. I feel no fear, no desire to do anything but eliminate all who stand in my path.”

“You may be a god, but gods can still be killed,” said the Midnight Menace.

The Midnight Menace swung his sword. The shadows around the Dread God suddenly began twisting into monstrous tendrils, wrapping themselves firmly around the Dread God’s body like snakes. The Dread God, as usual, did not look at all alarmed by the tendrils. He simply looked down at them with an amused expression on his face, despite the fact that he was now completely immobile.

Then the Midnight Menace swung his sword again and the tendrils suddenly contracted around the Dread God’s body. This time, the Dread God actually grunted, though it seemed to be more out of surprise than pain.

“Lord Dread God!” said the Dread Priest. “We shall save you!”

“There is no need for that, my Dread Priest,” said the Dread God, his voice tighter than normal. “This is but a minor inconvenience, one I shall rid myself of very shortly.”

With a shrug of his massive shoulders, the Dread God snapped the shadow tendrils around his body. They literally snapped like rope, retracting into the darkness of the temple and leaving the Dread God standing perfectly unhurt. The Midnight Menace even stepped backward in shock, staring at the Dread God with unbelieving eyes.

“Impossible,” said the Midnight Menace. “How did you snap my shadows like that? That isn’t possible.”

“You should have done far more than merely restrain me, human,” said the Dread God. “You overestimated yourself. And that is why you are going to die today.”

The Dread God pointed a finger at the Midnight Menace. A beam of black energy exploded from the Dread God’s fingertip and lanced through the air toward the Midnight Menace, but Bolt tackled the Midnight Menace to the floor before it could hit him. The black energy beam struck the wall behind them, blowing a huge hole open that exposed them to the shadows outside, as well as blowing out a few more torches along the walls.

“Menace, are you okay?” said Bolt, looking at the Midnight Menace, who lay on the floor next to him.

The Midnight Menace pushed himself up on his hands. “I am, yes, but thanks for the save. I let my shock control me. I won’t let that happen again.”

Bolt nodded and then looked back toward the Dread God. The Dread God lowered his finger and looked at Bolt with a mixture of hatred and annoyance on his inhuman features.

“I recognize you,” said the Dread God. “You are the human who calls himself Bolt, are you not? The one who Graalix told me about.”

“Yeah,” said Bolt, rising to his feet. “I am. We’ve met before. I punched you in the face once.”

The Dread God scowled. He rubbed the side of his face where Bolt had punched him. “I could never forget a mortal who dared to assault me, even if your attack did little long-term damage to me. I should annihilate you here and now, as you deserve.”

“Wait, master,” said the Dread Priest, raising his staff and waving it back and forth. “Remember, we still need the one they call Bolt. Don’t destroy him yet.”

“I remember, my Dread Priest, I remember,” said the Dread God without looking down at the Dread Priest. “I was simply expressing my frustration and anger at the insolence of such a mortal. In all my countless years of existence, the only other mortal to deliver such a blow to me was Arius, and he only achieved that with the God Slayer. That is why I will never forget—or forgive—him.”

“Why do you guys want me, anyway?” said Bolt. “Mind letting me know? Or is it a surprise?”

“Silence your mouth, you foolish human,” Graalix snarled. “Show some respect to the Dread God or—”

“Silence, Graalix,” said the Dread God. “It is a fair question. Normally, I consider answering the questions of mere mortals beneath me, but I feel that answering the question of this particular mortal is appropriate. After all, we now have him where we want him. It isn’t like he will run away or that he even can run away.”

“Just so you know, I have no intention of going along with whatever your little plan is,” said Bolt. “Unless you need me to kick your butt, in which case I will be happy to oblige.”

The Dread God held out a hand toward Bolt. “Then let me explain: Join me, and I will make you a god. Refuse … and you will die, like every other mortal who has ever opposed me.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

A clapping sound broke the silence which had descended upon the mountaintop after Arius’ disappearance, causing Beams to turn around to see Guide sitting with his legs crossed on the pile of stones from before like he hadn’t moved at all. A big, genuine smile was on his face as if all of his dreams had come true.

“Bravo, son of Arius, bravo,” said the Guide, clapping his hands together. “I simply cannot believe my eyes. You are the first ever challenger to complete the entire Gauntlet from beginning to end. Never in my whole life did I ever think I would see a true son of Arius complete the Gauntlet and claim the God Slayer. If I could cry, I would. Alas, I am but a recording and therefore cannot cry. But I can congratulate you on your victory. Enjoy the God Slayer. You earned it.”

Beams looked down at the sword in his right hand. The God Slayer was much lighter than it looked. Indeed, it moved so easily in his hand that it felt more like an extension of his arm rather than a weapon he held. Its handle fit his hand perfectly as if it had been intentionally designed for his fingers. He also sensed that it would yield to his commands just as easily as his fist.

That wasn’t even getting into the sheer power flowing through the blade. Feeling its throbbing, burning energy, Beams had no trouble believing Arius’ claim that the God Slayer was the strongest weapon in the multiverse.

The Dread God ain’t got nothing on this, Beams thought as he swung the sword back and forth a couple of times.

“So I won,” said Beams, looking up at Guide. “Now what?”

“You may leave the cave and return to Ariopolis,” said Guide. “Here, let me open a pathway back to your friends for you.”

Guide snapped his fingers and a dimensional portal opened up beside him. The portal showed nothing but endless darkness on the other side, though Beams saw a tiny beam of light in the distance, which had to be the cave mouth because the light looked like the light of the sun from Antarctica. He also thought he heard faint voices—Shade and Mr. Space—coming from the other side of the portal as well.

“Step through this portal and you will return to the cave and then Ariopolis,” said Guide. “Then you can give the necklace back to the Elder. You don’t even have to wait until you leave the cave to do that. The Guardians won’t attack you, not as long as you hold the God Slayer, anyway. The Guardians were taught to recognize and respect the Gauntlet Champion and because you are the Gauntlet Champion, they will let you go without harassment.”

“Cool,” said Beams. “But what about you? Now that I won the Gauntlet, what is going to happen to you?”

Guide closed his eyes and sighed. “Sleep. I will finally be able to rest. And I will never awaken again.”

Beams bit his lower lip. “Sounds depressing.”

Guide opened his eyes again, a light shining from within them. “It isn’t, not really. I have finally fulfilled my purpose of ensuring that the God Slayer is passed on to its destined wielder. For a while there, I grew depressed that no son of Arius would ever come and that I would have to spend all of eternity watching fools and reckless adventurers die horrible deaths as they greedily tried to get the God Slayer for themselves. But you, Alexander Fry, have finally freed me of that fate and now I can rest knowing that I have fulfilled my purpose.”

Beams nodded. It still seemed kind of depressing to him, but when Guide put it that way, it sounded a lot better. In any case, he didn’t really care about Guide. What mattered to him was going back to Earth and reuniting with Shade and Mr. Space. With the God Slayer now in hand, Beams and the others had a chance of finally killing the Dread God once and for all.

The only question is, will we be fast enough to stop him? Beams thought. Or are we already too late?

Beams bowed at Guide and said, “Thanks for your help, Guide. I didn’t always like your mysterious ways, but you did a good job in helping me understand these challenges.”

“Don’t thank me,” Guide insisted. “You were the one who figured out the solution to these challenges all on your own. Even I was surprised by some of your solutions. I should be the one thanking you, anyway, because now I will finally be able to rest.”

Beams nodded. “Very well. Then I’ll be going now, unless there’s something else you need to tell me before I go, like information about the God Slayer I need to know.”

“I have nothing else to tell you that you don’t already know,” Guide said. “As for the God Slayer, it will teach you how to use it yourself. It was a weapon designed to aid Arius and his descendants and it will continue to do so even in the hands of an untrained boy such as yourself. But don’t let yourself become cocky. The Dread God is a clever and dangerous enemy and he will seek to exploit your weaknesses when you least expect it.”

“I understand,” said Beams. “He’s already tried to do that to me several times.”

“Yes, but you must understand that the Dread God will become desperate once he sees the God Slayer again,” said Guide. “He will be driven to act out in dangerous ways even I cannot foresee. Like a cornered animal, the Dread God will lash out and hurt anyone who gets in his way.”

Beams nodded once again. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll keep it in mind when I fight him again.”

“I hope you do,” said Guide. He pointed at the portal. “Step through that portal and return to your friends. They need you now more than ever. Not just your friends who came with you to Ariopolis, but also your friends scattered across the multiverse, who are currently in a fight for their lives they cannot win. Go and help them with the power of the God Slayer at your command.”

Beams was about to ask Guide what fight Bolt and the others were going through, but then he realized he already knew the answer to that and said, “All right. Goodbye, Guide. I hope you sleep well.”

Beams turned and entered the portal. Going from the breezy mountaintop to the dark, dank cave was a sharp contrast, particularly the temperature because the cave was a lot colder than the mountaintop. Yet the darkness felt different now. It no longer felt like tar and did not stick to his body. Nor did he sense any other living creatures watching him.

I don’t sense the Guardians anymore, Beams thought. Maybe they’re like Guide. Now that I have the God Slayer, they have no reason to do anything other than rest.

Thinking about Guide made Beams look over his shoulder. Through the open portal, Beams saw Guide still sitting on the ground, but his eyes were closed now and he wore an expression of pure bliss on his face. Beams was almost jealous of how blissful Guide looked in his restful state.

Then the portal closed and Beams found himself standing alone in pitch black darkness again, the only light shining at the end of the tunnel. But Beams no longer felt worried or apprehensive about the darkness. He merely walked toward the light, clutching the God Slayer tightly in hand, until he emerged out of the cave and into the cold, harsh air of Antarctica.

As soon as Beams emerged from the cave, Shade and Mr. Space ran up to him. Both of them wore identical expressions of worry and relief as if they couldn’t decide if they were happy to see that he was back or if they were worried about whether he was really well.

“Beams!” said Mr. Space, coming to a sharp stop in front of him. “We were so worried about you! Did you complete the—”

His eyes focused on the God Slayer in Beams’ hands and they widened considerably. “Is that the God Slayer?”

Beams nodded. He held up the sword so that Mr. Space and Shade could better see it. “Yes. This is the very same weapon that Arius used to slay the Dread God all those years ago. And it’s the same weapon which will slay the Dread God again, once I find him again.”

Shade squeed. “I can’t believe it! You actually completed the Gauntlet. I thought you’d die.”

Mr. Space held out a hand toward Shade. “Give me my ten dollars.”

Shade frowned, but then sighed and dug ten dollars out of her pocket and handed it to Mr. Space. “Here you go. Happy?”

Mr. Space was smiling broadly as he put the money into the pocket of his suit. “Very.”

“Wait, were you two betting on whether I’d complete the Gauntlet or not?” said Beams in astonishment.

“Yeah,” said Mr. Space, nodding. “I bet you’d win, she bet you’d lose. I won the bet, so I got the money. I think that should also tell you which one of us actually supports you and which one doesn’t.”

Shade folded her arms in front of her chest and scowled. “It’s not that I don’t support Beams. It’s just that Scorius kept saying that no one had ever completed the Gauntlet and, honestly, Beams, you’re not really that special, so I was just hedging my bets. That’s all.”

Beams wasn’t sure whether to be offended by Shade’s comments or not, but before he could say anything, he heard footsteps walking toward them and looked over to see Scorius, Pesa, Garus, and the hunters walking over to them. Scorius’ and Garus’ hoods made it impossible to tell what they were thinking or feeling, but Pesa was positively beaming at him and he couldn’t help but smile back, despite how exhausted he was from completing the challenge.

“Alexander Fry,” said Scorius as he and his fellow Ariopolitans stopped several feet away from Beams, Shade, and Mr. Space. “You are the first challenger to ever complete the Gauntlet and win the God Slayer. That makes you a true son of Arius and thus deserving of the respect which is reserved for that family line.”

Scorius said all of that with a hint of disbelief in his voice. Beams didn’t blame him. Nearly all of the gathered Ariopolitans seemed to be at a loss for words. They exchanged puzzled looks and muttered among themselves as if they weren’t quite sure whether this was all real or some kind of strange dream. Despite knowing that this was real, Beams had to admit he could understand their disbelief, given how many challengers had failed to finish the Gauntlet over the years.

“Thanks, Elder,” said Beams. “It was uncertain for a while there, but with a little bit of luck, I managed to do it.”

“Indeed,” said Scorius. The disbelief in his voice was fading now, replaced by a genuine respect. “Having seen your bravery, courage, and skill, I have but one last reward to give you before you leave to defeat the Dread God once and for all.”

Beams frowned. “Reward? What reward? Are you going to give me gold or something?”

“I am going to give you something far more valuable than even the rarest precious metals on the earth,” said Scorius. He put a hand on Pesa’s shoulder. “I offer you my daughter’s hand in marriage and the title of King of Ariopolis, the same title which Arius himself was once given by King Horak, who recognized his greatness and offered him his crown after the original death of the Dread God.”

Beams’ jaw dropped. He looked at Pesa, who was both smiling and blushing furiously, and then back at Scorius again. “Did you just say you wanted me to marry Pesa?”

“Yes,” said Scorius, nodding. “That is exactly what I said. Will you accept?”

“That’s, uh, that’s—” Beams stuttered, but then was interrupted by Shade, who said, “I think you two would make a cute couple. Plus, who wouldn’t want to be a king? Sounds like a great deal to me.”

“She doesn’t speak for me,” Beams added hastily, earning a puzzled look from Scorius, “she just rambles like that. Don’t take anything she says seriously.”

“What?” said Shade, throwing her hands into the air. “I’m just trying to help. Aren’t you looking for a girlfriend or something?”

“I agree with Shade,” said Mr. Space. “Pesa is a cute girl and would probably make a good wife for you. If you need a suggestion for where you should for your honeymoon, I hear the Endless Forest is nice this time of year.”

Although neither Shade nor Mr. Space was gods, Beams was nonetheless very tempted to stab them with the God Slayer just to test its power. But he refrained from doing something potentially foolish and instead said to Scorius, “That’s a very, er, generous offer, Elder Scorius, but I’m not sure I’m ready for marriage yet. Not that Pesa is bad or ugly or anything like that, but I’m very young and—”

“So?” Scorius interrupted. “I got married to my wife when I was sixteen and she was fifteen. You two are only a little older than that. It will be fine.”

“Where I come from, that’s considered a little too young to marry,” said Beams quickly. He waved the God Slayer. “Besides, I need to go and slay the Dread God with this sword. I don’t have time for a wedding right now even if I wanted to get married.”

Pesa suddenly frowned and even looked a little offended by Beams’ words, but Scorius merely nodded and said, “I see. Yes, slaying the Dread God once and for all is probably the more important thing to do at the moment. We can discuss the terms of the marriage later, once the Dread God is dead and things have calmed down.”

Beams wanted to say that they would never discuss the ‘terms of marriage’ ever because he had no intention of marrying Pesa, no matter how cute she was, but he realized that this was the best he could get and that it would be a waste of time arguing the point with Scorius.

So Beams just nodded and said, “Fine. It’s time for us to go, but before we do, there’s someone I want to talk to.”

Mr. Space tilted his head to the side. “Who would that be? Someone in Ariopolis?”

Beams shook his head and looked toward the north. “No. Someone far away from here, practically on the other side of the world. The God Slayer will help us defeat the Dread God, but I think we’re going to need his help, too, just to make sure we will win.”

“Well, I suppose we can make a quick detour to this person you’re talking about,” said Mr. Space, putting his hands on his hips. “But we have to hurry. I just got a message from Sparky that Galaxy and the others are in some place called ‘the Shadowlands’ and he can’t contact them. He thinks they’re in danger.”

“Don’t worry,” said Beams, waving off Mr. Space’s concern. “Once I show him the God Slayer, I have no doubt he will be happy to join us.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

Did you just offer to make me a god?” said Bolt in surprise. “Seriously?”

The Dread God nodded. “You heard my words correctly, human. Follow me and I can give you power the likes of which your kind can only dream.”

Bolt looked over his shoulder at the others, who all appeared to be just as confused as he was. Even the Midnight Menace seemed taken aback by the Dread God’s offer, which didn’t help Bolt’s nerves one bit.

Looking back at the Dread God, Bolt said, “I thought your Avatar was trying to capture me to use as a sacrifice to you.”

The Dread God glanced down at the Avatar near his feet before snorting and saying, “My Avatar sometimes misinterprets my orders. It is due to the fact that he still limited and mortal in his thinking. He is far more intelligent than most Darzens, but a mortal can never become a god, no matter how intelligent he may become.”

Unless Bolt’s eyes were playing tricks on him, the Avatar looked like he was annoyed at the Dread God’s insult to his intelligence. That surprised Bolt, because he had always assumed that the Avatar, like every other Darzen in the multiverse, worshiped the ground the Dread God walked upon and would never even consider questioning it.

Perhaps there’s more to him than meets the eye, Bolt thought. I wouldn’t be very happy if the god I worshiped so casually insulted my intelligence, either.

But Bolt did not get a chance to dwell on that thought any further, because the Dread God looked at Bolt again and said, “As I said, join my pantheon, and unimaginable power will be in your grasp.”

Bolt shifted uncomfortably where he stood. “And just why should I believe you? How do I know you aren’t just saying this to make me lower my guard?”

“Because I could destroy you regardless of whether you keep your guard up or not,” said the Dread God. He balled his hands into fists. “The power I wield is older than the stars and deeper than the multiverse. It is only because of my graceful and forgiving nature that I am willing to offer you a position in my pantheon at all.”

Bolt snorted. “Your name is the Dread God. That doesn’t exactly scream ‘graceful and forgiving.’”

“You don’t know true dread until you stare it directly in the face,” said the Dread God. “But if you do not believe me, then believe my followers. Graalix, step forward.”

Graalix nodded and stepped forward. He looked much the same as he did the last time Bolt had seen him, which wasn’t that long ago now that Bolt thought about it, but Graalix seemed to have a different aura about him as if something about him had changed, though Bolt couldn’t say what.

“What does having Graalix step forward prove?” said Bolt, tilting his head to the side. “He doesn’t look that different.”

“Do you not remember how he once looked, not long ago?” said the Dread God. “When I first found Graalix, he was a broken creature, the sole survivor of an entire race of aliens who perished at your hands. Now, he is a strong and proud warrior who can take even you in a fight, but he will soon be much more than that, won’t you, Graalix?”

“Indeed, Dread God,” said Graalix, nodding again. “Under your power, I shall achieve godhood myself, and with my power, restore the Mother World to its original beauty and power. And I will kill anyone who stands in my way.”

Bolt’s eyes widened. “You mean the Dread God has promised to make you a god, too?”

“The Dread God, in his infinite mercy and grace, has promised godhood to all of us,” said the Dread Priest, gesturing with his staff at himself, the Avatar, and Graalix. “For we are his most faithful servants, who have earned the right to become gods and reign over the multiverse with him. Truly, the Dread God is great and wondrous. Halok!”

Now Bolt understood why the Dread Priest was such a fanatical follower of the Dread God. He would be, too, if the Dread God had promised to turn him into a god if he agreed to serve the Dread God.

Actually, the Dread God has already promised to make me into a god, Bolt thought, and I have no intention of accepting his offer, so—

“Why do you want me?” said Bolt, jerking a thumb at his chest. “I’ve done nothing but oppose you ever since I learned you existed. Giving me the power of a god would be really awesome and all, but it wouldn’t help you one bit.”

“Because I sense potential within you, human, potential beyond what most humans have,” said the Dread God. “You are already a powerful and skilled superhuman, yet you still have yet to reach your fullest potential, hampered by the physical limitations of your own pathetic mortal body. It would be better to make you into an ally rather than an enemy, even if you have tried to thwart my plans.”

“Didn’t you try to do this with Beams?” said Bolt in annoyance. “I thought you had some kind of connection with him that you tried to use to control him.”

“I was … mistaken to try to turn Beams into one of my servants,” the Dread God admitted, though without looking at Bolt. “He is too rebellious, too ‘heroic,’ to listen to anything I have to say. Besides, he is a son of Arius, the human who killed me in the first place. I thought it would be fitting to corrupt a son of Arius into a vessel of my own, but I have had to abort that plan after it became clear that Beams was never going to serve me.”

“I see,” said Bolt, “well, I’m still not going to serve you or join your little pantheon. I mean, if those three guys are your best candidates for godhood, then you’ve got a pretty terrible pantheon already.”

“How dare you so blatantly and disrespectfully reject the Dread God’s most generous offer?” the Dread Priest began in a tone that reminded Bolt of a preacher about to begin a sermon. “You believe that because you have avoided destruction by his wrath so far that you are destined to succeed. How foolish, how disrespectful, how—”

The Dread God raised a hand. “Silence, my Dread Priest. I agree with your point, but there is no purpose to ramble and rant on in the way that you have. That will not convince Bolt to join me.”

“Yeah, because nothing will convince me to join you,” said Bolt, flashing the Dread God a smirk. “I’d rather die than serve you and your twisted plans.”

The Dread God returned the smirk, which looked positively ghoulish on his bovine features. “Nothing would convince you to join me, you say? What about the deaths of your friends?”

The Dread God waved his hand. Bolt thought he was going to fire some energy blast at him, but instead, Bolt heard a scream behind himself and looked over his shoulder at the others.

Hypno, Captain Galaxy, Aster, and the Midnight Menace were all stuck inside a giant, purple glowing energy cage. Not only were they trapped inside it, but each one of his friends was lying or kneeling on the floor, struggling to maintain their consciousness against whatever force was being pressed upon them. The Midnight Menace had plunged his sword into the floor and leaned against it in an increasingly vain attempt to remain upright, while Hypno had completely collapsed onto the floor and Captain Galaxy and Aster held onto each other for support.

Bolt whipped his head back toward the Dread God. “What are you doing to them? Let them go. Now.”

The Dread God chuckled. “I have encased all of your friends in what I call a Death Cage. My Death Cages rapidly drain the life force out of anyone who is unfortunate to be trapped inside them. To put it in terms you mortals would understand, your friends are dying.”

“Don’t even try to break open the Death Cage,” the Dread Priest added quickly. “The bars of the Death Cage are impenetrable and unbreakable. Only the Dread God himself can remove them, but as you have probably guessed, he never will.”

“Not unless you accept my offer and join my pantheon,” said the Dread God. “If you do, then I will remove the Death Cage and send your friends back to their homes, alive and in one piece. But if you do not, I will kill all four of them while you watch, helpless to save them. What will your decision be?”

Bolt gritted his teeth. He wanted to rush over and smash in the Dread God’s stupid, ugly face, but he knew that would do nothing except make the situation worse. Sure, he had punched the Dread God once before, but he sensed that the Dread God had already grown more powerful since then and that it would take far more power than he had in order to take down the Dread God or even simply harm him.

Yet I can’t join his pantheon, Bolt thought, shaking his head. No way, no how. I’m not going to help him take over the multiverse. Not if I can help it, anyway.

But neither did Bolt want to sacrifice his friends. He would sacrifice his own life in a heartbeat if he had to, but he would never sacrifice his friends or other people, not even to save himself. That wasn’t what heroes did and Bolt was, first and foremost, a hero.

Doesn’t change the fact that I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place, though, Bolt thought, his eyes darting from the Dread God to the Dread Priest and back again. Then again, that’s kind of part of being a superhero.

“What are you waiting for, human?” the Dread Priest yelled, practically screeched. “Will you accept the Dread God’s offer or will you allow your closest friends and allies to suffer a most ignoble death?”

Bolt, seeing no choice but to accept the Dread God’s offer, opened his mouth to reply … and that was when all hell broke loose.

Thick shadowy tendrils suddenly rose from the shadows around the Dread God and wrapped themselves around his body and limbs so tightly that he couldn’t move. The tendrils also wrapped around the Avatar, the Dread Priest, and Graalix, securely tying all three of them down to the floor. The Dread Priest screamed in anger, as did Graalix, but the Avatar just grunted and scowled, though he was clearly as displeased as his two comrades at this unexpected turn of events.

“Shadows …?” said the Dread God in disbelief, looking down at his body. “Impossible. The Midnight Menace is dying. He cannot be doing this.”

“That’s because he isn’t,” said a familiar feminine voice from the shadows. “But I am.”

From out of the nearby shadows strode Shade, who walked with her hips swaying and a smirk on her face. Bolt stared at her in disbelief.

“Shade?” said Bolt, gaping when he saw her. “What are you doing here? I thought you were with Beams.”

Shade’s smirk grew even wider. “Were? I still am. He just hasn’t shown up yet.”

Before Bolt could ask Shade what she meant by that, a dimensional portal exploded open in front of the Dread God. Two figures flew out of the portal: Beams and Mr. Space, flying on one of the floating chairs from the Adventure’s bridge. Mr. Space was piloting the floating chair, while Beams stood on the back wielding the most beautiful and awe-inspiring sword which Bolt had ever laid his eyes on. Even in the absolute darkness of the Shadowlands, the sword’s crystalline blade shone as brightly as the sun.

With a yell, Beams drove the God Slayer directly into the chest of the Dread God. The Dread God gasped in pain, his eyes widening as he stared down at the blade stuck securely in his chest. Black and purple blood leaked out of the hole in the Dread God’s chest, its wrenched stink smellable even from a distance.

“It’s over, Dread God,” said Beams through a strained voice. “Like Arius of old, I have retrieved the God Slayer, the weapon of the Starborn, which I am using to destroy you. Only I am not Arius. I’m Alexander Fry, son of Jack and Fanny Fry, sidekick to Rubberman, and one of Golden City’s two superheroes. And I am going to add slayer of the Dread God to that title very soon.”

The Dread God met Beams’ eyes, but he seemed incapable of speaking as if the God Slayer had destroyed his vocal chords in addition to whatever other damage it had done.

Then the Dread God’s eyes closed and his head dipped forward and he stopped moving entirely.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 

Beams made sure to meet the Dread God’s eyes when he stabbed him in the chest. Partially, it was to show dominance over the Dread God, to show him that Beams was no mere mortal who could be easily killed, but that he was a powerful figure in his own right, a true son of Arius, who had no reason to fear the Dread God but who the Dread God had every reason to fear in return.

He also wanted to see the terror in the Dread God’s eyes, to watch the last remnants of his life slip through his fingers and into the afterlife. Beams half-wondered whether an afterlife of any sort awaited the Dread God on the other side or not.

Doesn’t matter, Beams thought, driving the God Slayer deeper and deeper into the Dread God’s chest. If there’s any justice in this world, the Dread God will find himself in a very hot place very soon.

That was why Beams grinned when the Dread God closed his eyes and lolled his head forward. He could feel the Dread God’s heart beating through the God Slayer, but once that stopped beating, he knew that the Dread God was dead.

Even so, he didn’t quite snap out of the reverie he had entered until a keen, eerie wailing noise from below snapped him out of it. He looked down below to see the Avatar, Graalix, and the Dread Priest staring up at him, each one wearing an expression of shock and fear on their faces. The wailing came from the Dread Priest, who was screaming helplessly, unable to free himself from Shade’s shadow. Graalix and the Avatar took the Dread God’s death a little better, but it was obvious that even they were shocked by the Dread God’s death.

Can’t blame them, Beams thought as he yanked the God Slayer out of the Dread God’s chest. He was surprised to find out that the blade was clean. They just saw their god die before their eyes. And I kind of doubt he will rise again on the third day.

“You did it,” said Mr. Space. He was staring at the huge hole in the Dread God’s chest, shaking almost uncontrollably due to his proximity to the Dread God’s body. “I can’t believe it. The Dread God is dead.”

A sudden wooshing sound entered Beams’ ears and in the next moment Bolt was floating next to them. He looked tired and weakened and frazzled, but he was also smiling the biggest grin Beams had ever seen on his face. It was so big that it nearly took up all of Bolt’s face, turning his eyes into small crinkles which shone in the light of the God Slayer.

“Did you guys do it?” said Bolt. He glanced at the Dread God’s corpse. “Did you actually kill the Dread God?”

Beams nodded. “Yep. And it’s all thanks to the God Slayer here.”

Beams waved the sword up and down. Again, it felt as natural as moving his own arm, like the God Slayer had become an extension of his body. He doubted he would ever be able to give up such a powerful weapon, no matter how much money someone might offer him for it.

“That’s an awesome sword you’ve got there,” said Bolt. He reached out toward the God Slayer. “Can I touch it?”

Beams pulled the God Slayer closer to his chest. “Not unless you want to die a horrible death due to not being a son of Arius.”

Bolt folded his arms in front of his chest. “Aw, come on. Not fair that you get an awesome sword capable of killing gods while I don’t get anything.”

“Says the guy who is practically a physical god himself,” Beams said. “Think of it as the multiverse balancing the equation. You’re a lot stronger and faster than me while I get a cool sword that can kill literal gods. Seems fair enough to me.”

“I suppose,” said Bolt, though he still looked annoyed at not being able to wield the God Slayer. “Anyway, what took you guys so long? The Dread God was about to kill everyone before you guys stepped in and saved the day.”

Bolt gestured toward the back of the dark chamber and Beams looked over to see four figures lying prone on the floor. He recognized three of them as Captain Galaxy, Aster, and Hypno, but the fourth—a mysterious knight wearing demonic-looking armor—was completely unknown to him. Shade was walking among the fallen, apparently checking to make sure they were all okay from whatever the Dread God had just done to them.

“Looks like we were just in the nick of time, then,” said Mr. Space. He sighed in relief. “That’s good. Sparky told us you guys were here and were in deep trouble fighting the Dread God himself. We were worried we might not get here in time to save you, but it looks like we just made it.”

“And with a plan to boot,” Bolt added. “Or was that just improv?”

“It was a quick plan we sketched out together on the way here,” said Beams, resting the God Slayer on his shoulder. “Speed was the most important part. We had to count on the Dread God being too surprised by Shade’s tendrils to break free of them, as well as Space and I being fast enough to stab him. If any of us had hesitated for even a few seconds, the entire plan would have failed and we would all probably be dead by now.”

“So, you can thank us for our brilliant plan,” said Mr. Space, “a plan, it should be noted, which I contributed quite a bit to. If I hadn’t flown the chair, we wouldn’t have been able to reach the Dread God.”

“Yeah, but if I hadn’t gotten the God Slayer, then we wouldn’t have been able to hurt the Dread God at all,” said Beams.

Bolt chuckled. “All right, you two, calm down. We can talk about who contributed more to your plan later. Right now, I think it’s time to—”

“Monsters!”

Beams, Bolt, and Mr. Space looked down at the floor. The Dread Priest was glaring up at them from his place on the floor, anger and hate practically radiating from his eyes like heat from a furnace. The Avatar was also glaring up at them, while Graalix looked at a complete loss as if the death of the Dread God still hadn’t quite set in for him.

“You beasts!” the Dread Priest shrieked. “You killed … y-you killed the Dread God, you wretched little worms!”

“Cry harder, pal,” said Bolt, folding his arms across his chest and smirking down at the Dread Priest. “Your god is dead and he’s not coming back.”

“How dare you mock my sorrow, my pain!” the Dread Priest shrieked again, this time even louder than before. “For eons, I have worked tirelessly every day to lead the Darzen people in worship of the Dread God, to reassure them that he would one day return to lead us all to glory. Yet now all of my work—my entire life’s work—has been reduced to nothing thanks to the interference of creatures which are our genetic inferiors in every way possible.”

“Buddy, if we were your inferiors, we would be dead now and you would be gloating about us,” said Bolt dismissively. “Like I said, cry harder. I heard that making a big fool of yourself in front of your enemies by crying about how they beat you is the best way to win. It’s a secret, though, so don’t tell anyone else.”

“The Mother World …” Graalix muttered over and over again. “The Mother World … gone forever now … the Mother World … she will never come back … never …”

Of the three servants of the Dread God, only the Avatar was silent. He seemed to be just as upset as the Dread Priest and Graalix, but at the same time, Beams thought he saw an expression of relief pass his strange, inhuman features. It was there for only a moment, however, which made Beams think his eyes must have been playing tricks on him, because why would the Dread God’s Avatar be relieved to see the death of his own god?

Doesn’t matter either way, Beams thought with a smile. We won. We finally won. The multiverse is saved and—

Beams suddenly heard a dreadfully familiar heartbeat sound in the back of his mind. At first, he could barely hear it over the Dread Priest’s embarrassing wailing and the constant mutterings of despair coming from Graalix’s mouth, but even if the whole chamber had been filled with a loud rock band playing their instruments at their highest volume, Beams knew he would have heard that heartbeat regardless.

No, Beams thought, looking around wildly. It can’t be. I killed him. Where is that sound coming from?

“Beams?” said Mr. Space, looking at Beams with a puzzled expression. “What’s the matter? Did you hear something?”

“That heartbeat,” said Beams. He looked at Mr. Space and Bolt, unable to hide the growing fear in his eyes. “Can you hear it? It’s so close …”

Bolt frowned and looked at the Dread God. “Well, it can’t be coming from the Dread God, because you stabbed him right through the heart. No way his heart could still be beating after that, even if he is an all-powerful god who can destroy cities without even thinking about it.”

“But that’s the thing,” said Beams. “This heartbeat … I’ve heard it before. It never came from the Dread God’s heart. It always came from his brain, the Rubber Ball.”

“The Rubber Ball?” Bolt repeated in horror. He looked up at the Dread God’s face. “You didn’t stab his brain.”

Without warning, the Dread God’s eyes snapped open. His eyes were glowing a deep red now, acting like searchlights on Beams, Bolt, and Mr. Space. The hole in his chest was still bleeding profusely, but somehow the Dread God did not seem to even notice that.

“The Dread God lives!” the Dread Priest cried out gleefully all of a sudden. “Praise the Dread God, he lives! Halok!”

Still not speaking, the Dread God shrugged his shoulders and Shade’s shadow tendrils snapped around him like string. Then, moving faster than someone of his size should have been able, the Dread God snatched Bolt and Beams in both of his hands with a crushing grip. Bolt and Beams both cried out in pain, with Beams dropping the God Slayer, which fell to the floor below with a soft clatter against the stone tiles underfoot.

“Beams, Bolt, no!” Mr. Space shouted.

But the Dread God merely looked at Mr. Space and fired some kind of energy beam from his eyes at him. Mr. Space tried to move the floating chair out of the way, but the eye beams struck the bottom of the chair anyway and he went careening off to the side uncontrollably. He crashed somewhere out of Beams’ sight with a loud, sickening crunch, but Beams couldn’t turn his head to see if Mr. Space had survived the crash or not. The Dread God was squeezing him to death and it was all Beams could do just to maintain consciousness, much less survive.

“Foolish humans,” came the Dread God’s booming voice, which didn’t sound even remotely affected by Beams’ stab. “Like most humans, you have no imagination when it comes to dealing with the otherworldly. I do not need a heart to survive. So long as my brain is in one piece, I can survive for eternity, regardless of the current state of my heart. Too bad the same cannot be said for you.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 

The crushing force of the Dread God’s grip squeezed all of the air out of Bolt’s lungs. He could feel his ribs starting to crack under the pressure and realized that he was going to die if he didn’t do something fast. He brought his fists down on the Dread God’s massive hand, but without air to breathe, his blows had little impact behind them. All he could do was futilely beat his fists against the Dread God’s fingers, which seemed to make the situation worse rather than better.

He looked over at Beams. Beams seemed to be in even worse shape than him, which made sense because Beams wasn’t as strong as Bolt. He looked like he was about to pop any second now, which was how Bolt felt as well.

Bolt looked up into the face of the Dread God. The Dread God was smiling down at both of them, animalistic glee spreading over his entire face. Yet there was still hatred and anger in his eyes as well, hatred and anger which motivated him to crush Bolt and Beams to death.

“It is a shame I must kill you both because the two of you would have made excellent deities to add to my pantheon,” said the Dread God, “but both of you have proved to be far more trouble than you are worth. Even I, in all my power, will never be able to make you two serve me. Therefore, I shall crush you both and then kill your friends. And then the multiverse itself shall—”

Without warning, the Dread God cried out in pain. He let go of Bolt and Beams and his hands flew to his head. Bolt was in too much pain to even try to fly as he fell to the floor below. He reached out and grabbed Beams’ hand, but he knew it wouldn’t do them much good because once they hit the floor, their bodies would probably shatter upon impact.

That was when a giant, rubber trampoline suddenly expanded out underneath them. Bolt and Beams landed on the trampoline hard enough to bounce into the air once or twice before coming to a quick and safe stop. Though the trampoline broke their fall, Bolt was still shocked and confused, feeling the soft yet firm rubber underneath them.

“What … what happened?” said Bolt, his voice weaker than normal. Speaking hurt his ribs, so he tried not to say too much. “Where did this trampoline come from?”

“That would be me,” said a familiar yet distinct voice behind him.

Bolt craned his head back to see a familiar face, connected to the trampoline with a long neck, staring down at them both with a big grin on his face. Bolt could not help but gasp.

“Rubberman?” said Bolt in surprise. “Is that really you?”

Rubberman’s smile turned into a puzzled frown. “How do you know my name? We’ve never met before.”

Bolt opened his mouth to reply, but then Beams groaned and said, “Thanks for the save, boss, but maybe try to be a little quicker next time. Think I’ve got at least three broken ribs from the Dread God’s death grip.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure our company health insurance will cover whatever medical costs you incur after this,” Rubberman replied. “Anyway, sorry for my late appearance. I thought you guys had the situation under control when you stabbed the Dread God in the chest, so I was just as surprised as you two when he revealed he was still alive. Hope you can forgive me for that.”

“Better late than never, I guess,” said Bolt. He sat up slowly and looked around at the trampoline they sat upon. “Where did this come from? It’s really comfortable.”

“It’s my body,” said Rubberman. “Being made of rubber, I can stretch my body into all sorts of different shapes and sizes. I can make a trampoline out of my body like I did now. See?”

“Oh,” said Bolt. “That’s a pretty useful power if you ask me.”

“Indeed it is,” said Rubberman with a nod.

A groan above made them look up. The Dread God was clutching his skull like he was having a really bad headache. The Avatar, the Dread Priest, and Graalix were free of their shadows, but rather than attack Bolt and the others, they had retreated a short distance, staring up at the Dread God with the same confused and worried expressions which seemed plastered to their faces.

“What did you do to our god?” the Dread Priest said, whipping his head to look over at Bolt, Beams, and Rubberman. “How are you mentally attacking him? It doesn’t make sense. None of you humans can harm the Dread God.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, ugly,” said Rubberman. He tapped the side of his head with one hand. “My powers come from the Dread God’s brain. My life is even tied to it. Therefore, it’s only logical that I would have some kind of connection to the Dread God’s mind, though I will admit even I was surprised that this would work.”

“Wait, what?” said Bolt, looking from Rubberman to the Dread God and back again. “What do you mean, you have a connection to the Dread God’s mind? What are you talking about?”

“Let me explain,” said Beams. He sat up slowly and winced, resting his hands gingerly on his broken ribs. “You may or may not know this, but Rubberman got his powers when he touched the Dread God’s brain many years ago. His life is also tied to it in such a way that if the Rubber Ball is destroyed, Rubberman will die with it.”

“Before Beams and the others came to your rescue, they stopped by the Elastic Cave first and brought me with them,” said Rubberman. “I didn’t quite understand it all at first, but when Beams showed me the God Slayer and explained his plan, I was all for it. I may not be getting paid for this, but saving the multiverse from tyranny seems like payment enough.”

“Right,” said Beams. “I theorized that Rubberman might have some connection to the Dread God which we could exploit to weaken or defeat him. I didn’t bring Rubberman in at first because I thought the God Slayer would be enough, but now I’m glad I brought him as a backup plan.”

“Wow,” said Bolt. “So are you saying that the Dread God is dying now?”

“Not quite,” said Rubberman. His eyes narrowed. “His mind is incredibly strong, much stronger than his body. I’m inflicting a lot of pressure on it, but I’m not strong enough to destroy it. The God Slayer, however, should be strong enough to kill him for good.”

Beams nodded. “Which is why I need to retrieve the God Slayer and stab it through the Dread God’s head. It’s the only way to kill him for good.”

“But what about Rubberman?” said Bolt. He looked at Rubberman. “If your life is tied to the Rubber Ball and Beams destroys it, then you will die, too, won’t you?”

“Possibly,” said Rubberman. “We discussed this on the way here. It’s possible that the Dread God’s resurrection has weakened my own link to the Rubber Ball. Not enough to sever it completely, but enough that I might survive even if we completely destroy the Rubber Ball.”

“It still seems like a huge risk to me, though,” said Bolt. “You could still die.”

Rubberman shrugged. “So what? If I have to sacrifice myself to save the multiverse, then so be it. I’m not looking forward to death, because I’ve still got a business to run and things to do, but if the only way to defeat the Dread God is by sacrificing me, then that is a risk I am willing to take.”

Bolt could not stop staring at Rubberman. The Rubberman who stood before him was very different from the Rubberman he had met in that alternate universe. That Rubberman had been timid and cowardly, cowed by a bossy woman who only cared about money. This Rubberman was confident and heroic, who would make a great NHA member in Bolt’s own universe.

Yet at the same time, they’re both still the same person, Bolt thought. Even that alternate universe Rubberman could do the right thing when the situation called for it. Makes me wonder just how different these alternate versions of ourselves are. Maybe there’s some defining feature of each individual which is the same no matter what universe they’re in.

Bolt shook his head. He would have time for pondering deep philosophical questions later. Right now, he and Beams needed to finish off the Dread God before he recovered from Rubberman’s mental assault.

As if thinking the same thing, Rubberman retracted his body back to its original size. Both Bolt and Beams landed on the floor on their feet and Beams immediately rushed toward the dropped God Slayer. Right before he could lay a hand on it, Graalix suddenly appeared in his path, spreading his arms wide to block Beams from getting the God Slayer.

“Oh, no you don’t, you little brat,” Graalix snarled. “I will not allow you to get your precious God Slayer back and use it to kill the Dread God. The Mother World shall rise again and—”

Bolt activated his super speed and zoomed past Beams and toward Graalix. With a roar of triumph, Bolt slammed his fist into Graalix’s jaw as hard as he possibly could. Graalix didn’t even scream. He just went flying through the air like a bullet and crashed into and through a wall straight on the other side of the room, disappearing into the vast darkness of the Shadowlands beyond the walls of the Fist.

Panting hard, Bolt looked over his shoulder at the surprised Beams and snapped, “What are you waiting for? Get the God Slayer. I’ll cover you.”

Beams nodded and rushed past Bolt toward the God Slayer. He bent over to pick it up, but then the Avatar suddenly appeared in front of him, raising his sword high above his head.

“I won’t let you get the God Slayer,” said the Avatar. “For the Dread God!”

Before the Avatar could bring his sword down on Beams’ head, Rubberman launched himself toward the Avatar. As Rubberman flew, his body stretched into a bundle of rubber ropes and, upon hitting the Avatar’s chest, immediately began constricting his body like a snake. The Avatar cried in surprise and dropped his sword, struggling to remove Rubberman’s rubbery form off his body, but Rubberman clung to his armor like a second skin and wouldn’t come off no matter how much the Avatar clawed at him.

Sensing an opportunity, Bolt flew toward the Avatar and began pummeling him with rapid-fire fisticuffs. The Avatar couldn’t react or respond due to Rubberman constricting his movement. All he could do was grunt as Bolt launched super strength powered fist after super strength powered punch at his chest and abdomen, hitting him over and over again, each punch landing even before the last punch finished hitting the Avatar’s body.

Finally, one of Bolt’s fists pierced the Avatar’s armor and green energy began leaking out. The Avatar screamed in pain, but Bolt thrust his fist inside his armor and unleashed a powerful burst of electricity inside the Avatar’s body. The Avatar’s screams grew even louder for a moment as the lightning blast burned through his essence until he abruptly stopped screaming. His eyes glazed over and he fell over backward with an audible thunk, smoke rising from the hole in his chest where Bolt had punched him.

Even before the Avatar fell, however, Rubberman let go of him and jumped off his body, returning to his original proportions and landing next to Bolt. He wore an impressed look on his face as he looked from Bolt to the Avatar’s body and back again.

“We make a surprisingly good team,” said Rubberman, putting his hands on his hips. “If I didn’t already have Beams and you weren’t from an alternate universe, I would offer you a chance to come work for me as my sidekick.”

Beams cracked a smile at Rubberman. “Nah. I like being a superhero better than being a sidekick, but thanks for the offer. We could still work together sometime after all of this is over, though.”

Rubberman smiled back, but just then Beams rushed up to them, the God Slayer in hand, and said, “Guys, I got the God Slayer again!”

“Awesome work,” said Rubberman, giving Beams the thumbs up. He gestured at the Dread God, who was still clutching his head in agony and seemed to not be paying any attention to his surroundings. “Now we just need to get it lodged in the Dread God’s skull and we’ll be golden.”

“You will have to get past me first!”

The three of them looked over in the direction from which the voice had come and saw the Dread Priest now standing between them and the Dread God. The Dread Priest held his staff before him like a sword, but in comparison to the brute size of the Avatar or the agility of Graalix, the Dread Priest looked dreadfully weak. He was obviously thin under his robes and shook like a twig in a hurricane, which made it harder for Bolt to take him seriously, though he knew better than to underestimate the Dread Priest’s power, given what the Dread Priest did to him the last time he saw him.

“Game over, Priest,” said Bolt. “Graalix is long gone and the Avatar is dead. Soon, your god will be dead, too, and what will that leave you with?”

“Silence, you fool,” the Dread Priest snarled. “Graalix was nothing but a pathetic Pokacu, the lowest of all the races in the universe, and the Avatar little better than a brute who was good only for muscle and nothing more. I, on the other hand, am the Dread God’s most loyal and powerful priest, who has led his people for eons and shall lead them for eons still.”

“Brag all you like about your awesomeness, but it won’t stop us from breaking your neck,” said Bolt. He tilted his head to the side. “Or maybe your back? Then again, it doesn’t make sense to talk about breaking bones with you Darzen guys, because you’re energy and all.”

“Even if you kill me, you won’t kill the Dread God,” said the Dread Priest. “Take this!”

The Dread Priest waved his staff through the air violently and then pointed it at Rubberman. Rubberman suddenly gasped and staggered backward, clutching his skull in a manner very similar to the Dread God.

“Hey, what did you do to my boss?” said Beams, looking at the Dread Priest in shock. “Did you hurt him?”

The Dread Priest smiled ghoulishly. “I didn’t hurt him. I cut off his connection to the Dread God. Yes, I overheard you talking about that. I realized that if I could use my dread magic to sever the connection between the Dread God and the rubber human that the Dread God would no longer be vulnerable to mental attacks from you humans.”

Bolt’s eyes widened. “Then that means—”

A rumbling laugh above made everyone look up. The Dread God had stopped clutching his head now. He still looked annoyed, but he was also smiling brightly as if he had just received everything he had ever wanted in his whole life.

“Many thanks to you, my Dread Priest, for doing what Graalix and the Avatar did not and thinking tactically rather than rushing into battle like a fool,” said the Dread God, rubbing the back of his head. “Of all of the many decisions I’ve made in my eons of existence, appointing you as my Dread Priest was easily the wisest.”

The Dread Priest beamed at the Dread God’s praise. “Thank you, my Dread God. I do it all for your glory and your glory alone.” He looked at Bolt and the others with madness in his eyes. “Pray to whatever gods you worship, humans, because now there is nothing to protect you from the Dread God’s wrath. Bathe in the despair of your hopelessness, gaze upon the Dread God’s terrible might and flee like the sheep you—”

The Dread Priest never got to finish his sentence, because at that moment, a shadowy corridor opened behind him and the Midnight Menace stepped out. Before the Dread Priest could even turn around, the Midnight Menace stabbed his sword through the Dread Priest’s back and out his chest. The Dread Priest gasped in pain, staring down at the energy leaking out of his armor.

“What … what is this?” said the Dread Priest. He chuckled. “This won’t kill me, you know …”

“Maybe not,” said the Midnight Menace, his voice as cold as the darkness around them, “but the shadows will.”

Before Bolt’s startled eyes, a dark, teeth-lined pit opened in the ground before the Dread Priest. It looked like the maw of a giant monster, perhaps a dragon of some sort, and it appeared bottomless.

The Dread Priest had just enough time to stare at it in horror before the Midnight Menace ripped his sword out of his back and kicked him inside. The Dread Priest futilely spun his arms in the air for a second before he fell over forward into the maw. As soon as he passed through, the maw slammed shut around him. The Dread Priest’s screams of fear abruptly cut off as the shadows devoured him, leaving not even a shred of his robes behind.

“Pathetic,” said the Dread God, staring down at the pool of shadow which the Dread Priest had fallen into. “He was one of my most faithful followers, but he always did have a tendency to declare victory far too soon. Oh, well. Perhaps I will resurrect him after I finish off all of you.”

“Your followers are dead and gone, Dread God,” said Bolt, pointing at the Dread God. “You’re all by yourself now. And you are going down.”

The Dread God chuckled again. “Foolish humans. My strength doesn’t come from my followers. My strength just is. And now, I will demonstrate it to you in a way that will be spoken of in legend and song for eons to come.”

The Dread God held up a hand and snapped his fingers.

Without warning, the entire Fist began to shake furiously. Cracks appeared in the floor and chunks of debris from the ceiling started to fall. The very shadows themselves started twisting and writhing in agony, while the unconscious Starborn stirred like they were having bad dreams.

“What’s he doing?” said Beams, looking around in alarm. “Is he trying to bring the temple down on us?”

The Midnight Menace shook his head. “No. Worse than that. He is destroying the Shadowlands themselves.”
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As soon as those words left his mouth, the Midnight Menace cried out in pain and fell to the floor. He clutched his head, breathing in and out rapidly. Then Beams heard another scream behind him and, looking over his shoulder, saw that Shade was lying on the floor in a fetal position, groaning in pain and looking paler than ever.

“What’s happening?” said Beams. He looked up at the Dread God. “What are you doing to them?”

“Nothing,” the Dread God said with a vicious grin. “Not directly, anyway. These two and their powers are intimately tied to the Shadowlands. By destroying the Shadowlands, I am also destroying them. It is a nice little bonus because I find their ability to control shadows and summon tendrils … tedious, to put it one way.”

Beans looked at Bolt and Rubberman. “Guys, we have no time to lose. We need to kill the Dread God now. That means getting me up to his head so I can stab his brain.”

“Gotcha,” said Bolt. “I’ll fly around and distract him with my lightning bolts while you two figure out how to get Beams up there. Figure it out fast, because I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to distract him before he hits me.”

Bolt launched into the air and immediately began flying around the Dread God’s head, peppering him with red lightning bolts. The Dread God snorted and snarled, swinging his massive hands about his head in an attempt to swat Bolt out of the way, but Bolt was nimble and quick, always going just outside of the Dread God’s reach and then responding with short, quick bursts of lightning aimed at the Dread God’s eyes and face.

Beams looked at Rubberman. “Boss, are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

Rubberman nodded. “Yeah. The Human Trampoline should give you enough height to make the jump, especially if you give yourself a power boost beforehand. Got any juice left?”

“Yeah,” said Beams. “Should have just enough energy left to make the jump.”

“Then let’s do it,” said Rubberman.

Rubberman rushed toward the Dread God and then fell down on his hands and knees. With a grunt, he expanded his body outward until it resembled a large trampoline, which was just thick enough to support Beams’ weight. They called this particular move—in which Rubberman would turn his body in a human trampoline and Beams would bounce off of it to reach higher places or enemies normally out of their reach—the Human Trampoline. It was a new move they practiced often, but rarely ever got to use due to how situational it could be.

But it should fit this situation very well, Beams thought. No more thinking. Just act.

Closing his eyes, Beams fired his lasers into his eyelids and once again felt them bounce back into his brain. Adrenaline rushed through his body and made his eyes snap open. He rushed toward Rubberman faster than normal and then jumped and leaped into the air, landing firmly on Rubberman’s stretched back.

Then Beams shot into the air toward the Dread God, using both his boosted adrenaline and Rubberman’s body to give him a gigantic boost. The Dread God was still distracted by Bolt, which was good because Beams was convinced that he was going to be able to stab the Dread God directly in the head as long as he kept his trajectory going.

But then one of the Dread God’s fists came flying at him suddenly. There was no way for Beams to dodge except to dive down, narrowly avoiding the massive fist, but it also meant he was falling toward the floor at intense speeds.

Right before he hit the floor, however, Bolt swooped in and grabbed Beams’ shoulders. He shot into the air, dragging a surprised Beams up with him. They shot past the Dread God’s face, causing the Dread God to tilt his head upward in order to follow their flight path.

“Beams!” Bolt shouted as they neared the ceiling. “Do it now!”

Bolt suddenly let go of Beams, who fell toward the Dread God’s face. With a yell, Beams held the God Slayer before him and plunged it directly into the Dread God’s forehead. The blade sank through the Dread God’s skull and into his brain.

Without warning, the Dread God began screaming in pure, absolute pain. And Beams didn’t just hear the Dread God’s scream with his ears. He also heard it in his mind, because there was still a small part of him that was connected to the Dread God. He could feel his pain, hear the Dread God’s screams of agony as they ripped through not just his mind, but through the minds of every Darzen in the multiverse. It shook him to his core and made him nearly lose his grip on the God Slayer. It also seemed to last for an eternity, and for a moment, Beams saw the history of the Dread God flash by in his mind. He couldn’t make sense of most of the images which flashed through his mind like lightning, but he understood that the Dread God was both much older and even more powerful than he originally believed.

Then, as abruptly as it began, it ended. The screaming went away. The pain stopped. Beams’ mind was silent.

And that was how he knew it was over. All of it. The Dread God—the mighty and feared Dread God, who had dreamed of nothing but conquering the whole multiverse under his heel—was dead.
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Hovering in midair, Bolt had taken the full brunt of the Dread God’s agony as it tore through the minds of everyone in the room. It had nearly been enough to knock him out of the air entirely, but Bolt, having some experience with mental attacks in the past, managed to stay in the air despite that. Even so, when the Dread God’s screaming ended and everything went silent, Bolt felt as exhausted as if he had just run a marathon across the continental United States without using his super speed.

The Dread God had died standing up, but when Beams ripped the God Slayer out of his head, the Dread God’s corpse suddenly fell backward. Bolt was about to move in and save Beams, but Beams jumped off the Dread God’s face at that moment and landed on Rubberman’s trampoline form, which he bounced on a couple of times before coming to a stop.

When the Dread God’s corpse slammed into the floor, the entire building shook like an earthquake. Debris knocked loose by the Dread God’s earlier attack suddenly fell from the ceiling, crashing loudly onto the floor in the silence. Aside from that, the Fist stood, though it was in even worse shape than it had been before the Dread God’s arrival.

Landing on the floor, Bolt ran over to Beams and Rubberman, who were standing up and dusting themselves off now. Beams continued to hold the God Slayer in his hands, which continued to shine as brilliantly as ever in the shadows of the Fist.

“Beams, are you all right?” said Bolt as he came to a stop before Beams and Rubberman. “Did you really kill the Dread God? We know he can survive attacks that would kill normal humans, but—”

“He’s dead,” Beams confirmed, interrupting Bolt without apology. He gestured with the God Slayer at the Dread God’s corpse. “I felt the God Slayer pierce his brain. The Dread God might be able to survive without a heart, but he can’t survive without a brain.”

Bolt looked at Rubberman. “And Rubberman, what about you? Are you well?”

Rubberman nodded. He patted his chest. “Yes. I wish the Dread Priest was still around so I could thank him for severing my own connection to the Dread God. I believe that’s the only reason I survived. Otherwise, I’d be just as dead as him right now, but luckily I am not.”

“That is good to hear, Rubberman,” said a dark voice behind them. “Though I don’t know you very well, your death would have made this event very tragic.”

Bolt, Beams, and Rubberman looked over their shoulders to see the Midnight Menace gliding silently along the floor toward them. Shade followed not too far behind him, looking no worse for the wear despite the mental pain she likely endured when the Dread God was destroying the Shadowlands.

“Shade, how are you doing?” said Bolt to Shade as she and the Midnight Menace approached. “Are you going to be okay?”

“Aw, I didn’t know you cared about me,” said Shade as she came to a stop with the Midnight Menace. “But yes, I’m doing much better than before, but that pain was unreal. What was that all about? I’ve never felt anything like it.”

“As I told you, it is the Shadowlands,” said the Midnight Menace, glancing at Shade with disapproving eyes. “As beings of shadow, we have a connection to the Shadowlands which other superhumans lack. Until recently, you weren’t even aware of it yourself. We feel what the Shadowlands feel, at least while we are inside it.”

Shade frowned. “You’re going to have to teach me more about this Shadowlands stuff sometime because this seems a bit too important to ignore.”

The Midnight Menace sighed. “At this point, I have no choice but to teach you more about the Shadowlands. Now that you are aware of them, I will have to make sure you understand the Shadowlands and how we relate to them. That is a lesson I am not particularly looking forward to teaching a G-Man agent, but I will do it if I must.”

Shade opened her mouth, probably to say something snarky, but then someone shouted, “Hey!” and Bolt looked back toward the entrance of the Fist to see Aster, Captain Galaxy, Mr. Space, and Hypno walking toward them. Mr. Space looked injured from his crash, leaning on Captain Galaxy for support, while Aster and Hypno seemed relatively unharmed, although Aster’s Mohawk was messier than normal.

“Space, Galaxy,” said Bolt, waving at them as they approached. “So glad to see you guys. How are you?”

“Better,” said Mr. Space with a grunt. He nodded toward his crashed chair, which lay on the floor not too far away from them. “That crash was unexpected and it left me with a limp, but luckily I managed to survive without suffering any debilitating injuries. But I’ll probably have to spend the next few weeks in bed anyway, with Galaxy and Sparky waiting on me for all of my every day needs.”

“Don’t get too excited about that, Space,” said Captain Galaxy sharply. “We have the Adventure’s AI to help, so we’re not going to be your servants.”

Mr. Space pouted. “But AI is very impersonal in comparison to real people and friends. It just wouldn’t be the same.”

“Don’t worry, Space,” said Aster with a smile. “We’ll have the Agency’s best doctors get you fixed up right away. That way, you won’t have to lie around in bed all day for very long.”

Mr. Space groaned, apparently disappointed that he was not going to get a chance to lie around and rest like he’d planned. Bolt tried to hide a smile, though he found it hard to do.

At that moment, Bolt heard movement in the shadows and started. His first thought was that the Darzens had entered the Fist and were going to attack him and his friends, but then six beings flew from out of the shadows from every corner of the room and floated together in midair. It was the Starborn, whose robes looked slightly more tattered than usual, but who all nonetheless seemed to have survived the Dread God’s earlier assault.

“You guys are okay,” said Bolt, looking up at the Starborn and smiling. “I thought the Dread God killed you.”

“He almost did,” said the lead Starborn, rubbing the back of his head, “but luckily, we managed to survive. Even so, if Beams had not shown up with the God Slayer when he did, we probably would have all died. For that, we must once again thank you mortals for saving our lives.”

“No problem,” said Bolt, giving them the thumbs up. “The Dread God was a threat to all of us. Taking him down was the right thing to do.”

“But what are we going to do with his body?” said Beams, glancing at the Dread God’s corpse. “Are we going to bury it or—”

Beams’ sentence was interrupted when a brilliant white light suddenly shone in the air above them. Everyone, including the Starborn, had to avert their eyes to avoid getting their vision ruined by the light, but soon the light faded, and when it did, Bolt was one of the first to take his hands off of his eyes and look up to see where the light had come from.

Floating above them in a silent yet majestic way was the Spirit of the Woods. And sitting on her back clutching the leaves running along her skin was Kyra, who waved happily at everyone when they looked up at her.

“Hi, Bolt!” said Kyra, waving down at him. “How are you? Mommy said we were going to see you. Are you okay?”

“Spirit? Kyra?” said Aster, staring up at the two of them in surprise. “What are you doing here? I thought that you weren’t allowed to leave the Endless Forest.”

“It is good to see you again as well, Chief Aster,” said the Spirit in her usual majestic voice, “but to answer your question, I can leave the Endless Forest whenever I want, but I’m not allowed to directly intervene in the events of the multiverse. As for why I am here at all, it is because I sensed the death of the Dread God.”

“You mean Daddy,” said Kyra.

“Daddy?” Beams repeated. He looked at Bolt in bewilderment. “Why did that girl call the Dread God ‘Daddy’? Please tell me I did not just hear a little girl call the Dread God ‘Daddy.’”

“It’s a long story,” said Bolt, waving off Beams’ question. “I’ll fill you in later.”

The Spirit’s eyes shifted over to the Dread God’s corpse. “Ah. He really is dead, just as I thought. I wasn’t sure whether to believe what I sensed at first, but it appears that he is indeed dead.”

There was a slight hint of sadness in the Spirit’s eyes and voice as if she could not bring herself to be entirely happy about the Dread God’s death. Bolt remembered what the Spirit had said about her and the Dread God being lovers in the past. She must have still had some feelings for the Dread God, even if he had tried to kill her. Kyra also looked a little sad, though she didn’t seem as sad as the Spirit.

“Yeah,” said Beams. He held up the God Slayer. “I killed him, stabbed him right in the skull with the God Slayer.”

The Spirit looked at the God Slayer with curious eyes. “It has been ages since I last saw the God Slayer. I believe the last time I saw it, in fact, was when Arius first used it to kill the Dread God. It is just as beautiful as it was back then, but also rather terrifying, knowing the power which resides in that weapon.”

“I know,” said Beams, nodding as he lowered the God Slayer. “That’s why I’m going to get rid of it.”

“What?” said Bolt, snapping his head toward Beams. “Did you say you’re going to get rid of the God Slayer? Why would you do that? It’s the most powerful weapon in the multiverse. Surely you’d be able to make good use of it.”

“I know,” said Beams again quietly. He looked down at the God Slayer at his side. “But that’s precisely why I don’t want it. I don’t need a weapon that powerful, either here or back in my universe. And I’m afraid that if I take the God Slayer back with me to my universe, there’s a good chance it could end up in the wrong hands.”

“Then what are you going to do with it?” said Aster, tilting his head to the side. “Surely you’re not going to destroy it, are you?”

“No, I’m not going to do that,” said Beams. He looked up at the Starborn. “I want the Starborn to have it. You guys were the original creators of the God Slayer. It only makes sense that you should take it back for safekeeping.”

“Are you certain about that, son of Arius?” said the lead Starborn. “We would, of course, be happy to take the weapon back and ensure it does not fall into the wrong hands, but there is a reason we left the God Slayer with humanity originally.”

“I’m sure,” said Beams. He held up the God Slayer. “Take it and hide it somewhere no one will be able to find it. If we ever need it again, we can always find you guys and ask for it back.”

The Starborn seemed genuinely surprised by Beams’ request, but the lead Starborn waved his hands and the God Slayer flew up out of Beams’ hands toward them. The God Slayer floated gently above their heads, its crystalline blade shining as brightly as ever.

“All right, then,” said Bolt. He didn’t quite understand why Beams would give up such a powerful weapon, but he supposed it wasn’t really any of his business. “The Dread God’s body is still here.”

“We’ll take it,” said the Spirit. She gestured with her trunk at herself and Kyra. “Kyra and I will take his body to the Endless Forest and bury it there. We’ll also ensure that all of his organs are burned so the Darzens don’t try to resurrect him again.”

“Very well,” the lead Starborn said. “We won’t dispute that. We have no need of the Dread God’s body so you may do with it as you wish.”

“Same here,” said Aster, nodding. “The IEA doesn’t need the Dread God’s body, either. We’re gonna need to take pictures of it first, though, for the report we’ll inevitably have to write up about this thing.”

“That is fine by me,” said the Spirit. “We’ll make sure his body is disposed of in such a way that you will never need to fear the Dread God’s resurrection ever again.”

“Good to hear,” said Bolt. He looked around at the others suddenly. “So, I think that’s everything now. Who’s ready to go back home?”

“I am,” said Beams.

“Same here,” said Rubberman. “Adams is probably worried sick about us, plus I’ve got a lot of business deals to finalize.”

“Hypno and I are definitely ready to go back home as well,” said Shade. “Director Smith is going to want to hear all about everything we’ve been through. Right, Hypno?”

“Right,” said Hypno. He sighed. “But I’m not looking forward to filling out the inevitable report with all of the fun details that Director Smith is going to want to read about.”

“I will go back as well,” said the Midnight Menace. “The Shadowlands are safe for now, so I don’t need to be here anymore, though I will have to come back eventually to teach Shade about them. For now, however, I need to return to the INJ and give them a report about what happened here.”

“All right, then,” said Bolt. “Then it’s time for us to go our separate ways. Let’s go home, everybody. We’ve got people waiting for us.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

 

One week later …

 

With a soft ding, the elevator doors opened up and Beams, his backpack slung over his shoulder, stepped out of the elevator into Level 1 of the Elastic Cave. “Hey, boss, I’m here!”

As Beams expected, Rubberman sat at Mission Control, where he was watching what seemed to be a news report on the damage wrought by last week’s Darzen invasion of Golden City. From what Beams could tell, most of the news stations still had no idea what happened and so had brought on a variety of ‘UFO experts’ to try to explain it, often in unintentionally hilarious ways. Beams remembered one interview with a ‘UFO expert’ with crazy black hair sticking up everywhere who claimed that the aliens were a government conspiracy meant to frighten the people into accepting a one world government, which had been hilarious to Beams, especially when the interviewer seemed to take his theory very seriously.

Rubberman glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “Hey, Beams. You’re a bit early today.”

Beams shrugged. “I got up earlier than usual, so I decided I would come into work early as well. Is Adams around?”

“No, he’s off today,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “Told him he’d been working himself to the bone for the last month and that he really needed to take a day off. You know how much of a workaholic Adams is.”

Beams nodded. “Yeah, but I’m not sure how he’s going to relax, because I bet you he’s going to spend all day worrying about us burning down the Elastic Cave while he’s away.”

Rubberman chuckled. “He actually did mention that when I forced him to take a day off. I told him not to worry because the Cave’s fire insurance was up to date, so if we did burn it down, we could just fix it up with the money we’d get from insurance. He didn’t seem to find that very funny for some reason, though.”

Beams also chuckled and said, “Well, let me go get my suit on and clock in. Can’t wait to get started.”

“Hold on a minute,” said Rubberman. He turned off the various Mission Control monitors and then swiveled his seat around to face Beams. “I got a message from those Space and Galaxy people who we helped last week.”

“What? Really?” said Beams in surprise, nearly dropping his backpack to the floor. “What do they have to say?”

“Not much,” said Rubberman. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and began tapping the screen. “They sent me an email, which apparently caused them some trouble, because the IEA considers email an ‘obsolete technology,’ so they had to figure out a way to make their hyper-advanced computers send emails to our ‘primitive’ devices. I just got the email this morning and, though the formatting is a bit wonky, it’s still readable.”

“Okay, but what did they say?” said Beams, stepping forward. “Any updates on what is going on in the multiverse?”

“Yeah,” said Rubberman, who had apparently found the email by now, because he was scanning the phone like he was reading something. “According to this email, the IEA has successfully recovered from the damage inflicted on it by the Darzens. Furthermore, although Galaxy is still a Captain, she’s been assigned a larger crew to the Adventure and is next in line to become a Commander once a position opens up in the Commanderate. Apparently, Chief Aster was impressed by how she and Space handled themselves during the Dread God incident and even gave them a pay raise as a reward.”

“That’s great,” said Beams, “but what about the Darzens? Are they still a threat?”

Rubberman shook his head. “Not according to this email. It says that the Darzen empire has completely collapsed into extremely violent infighting since the death of the Dread God. Without the Dread God, the Dread Priest, or the Avatar to lead them, the Darzens have collapsed into dozens of different factions, each one fighting for supremacy over the remains of the Dread God’s multiversal empire. Jinkopa, in particular, has become a gigantic battleground as the factions fight for every inch of territory they can get, while several Darzen-occupied worlds have already overthrown the Darzens oppressing them. All in all, the Darzens are probably not going to be a big threat to the multiverse again anytime soon, if ever.”

Beams breathed a sigh of relief. He had been worried that the Darzens might seek to avenge the Dread God’s death by invading Beams’ universe, but it seemed like they were a bit too busy slaughtering each other in a pointless civil war to care about the actual killer of the Dread God.

“But Graalix is missing,” Rubberman continued. “After Bolt punched him through the Fist, the IEA has been trying to find him. They think he must have fled the Shadowlands after the Dread God’s death. Aster put up a bounty for him to encourage agents to look for him, but the multiverse is a big place and Graalix could be hiding anywhere. Plus, it’s likely that Graalix is going to lay low for a while anyway in order to avoid being captured by the IEA or killed by the Darzens, who hate him because for some reason they’re convinced he is responsible for the death of the Dread God.”

“Hope they catch him soon,” said Beams. “That jerk doesn’t deserve to live, given everything he’s done.”

“I’m sure they’ll catch him eventually,” said Rubberman. He scrolled through the email. “Also, it says some girl named ‘Pesa’ says hi. Do you know who that is?”

Beams blushed. “Pesa? Yeah, I sort of do. What do you mean she says ‘hi’?”

“That’s just what the email says,” said Rubberman, waving his phone. “Says that she misses you and hopes you can come back to visit her in Antarctica sometime.”

Beams blushed even further. After returning to their universe, Beams had gone back to Ariopolis to explain to the Ariopolitans that the Dread God was dead for good and that he had placed the God Slayer in trustworthy hands. The Ariopolitans had thrown a great celebration that lasted a few days, during which Scorius tried, once again, to get Beams to take Pesa’s hand in marriage. The only reason Beams had managed to get at all was by promising he would return to become Pesa’s husband once he graduated from high school, though secretly, he had no intention of marrying Pesa ever. Beams liked the Ariopolitans, but he wasn’t interested in becoming their king. He did want to visit them again someday, though, because he still felt a connection to the Ariopolitans and their city as a son of Arius.

“Yeah, that sounds like something Pesa would say,” said Beams. “Anything else in the email?”

“Just a few more things,” said Rubberman, lowering his phone. “It mentions that the Spirit of the Woods burned the Dread God’s body and that the Starborn have once again departed to places unknown with the God Slayer, but that’s all.”

Beams nodded. “Well, it was good to hear from the IEA again. I was wondering about the aftermath of the Dread God’s death. Have we heard anything from Bolt and the others yet?”

Rubberman shook his head swiftly. “Unfortunately, no. All I know is that they managed to make it back to their universe safely and that everyone is doing all right there. Beyond that, they haven’t sent us any messages.”

Beams’ shoulders slumped. “Guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Those guys have dimension-hopping tech, but they don’t have interdimensional communication tech.”

“You seem disappointed,” said Rubberman, leaning back in his chair. “Do you miss Bolt?”

“Yeah,” said Beams, nodding again. “I consider him a good friend. He could be kind of annoying sometimes and was way too impulsive, but we made a good team. I wonder if I will ever see him again. Probably not, given how there aren’t any other multiversal threats for us to deal with, plus we don’t have the tech necessary to get us to his universe.”

Rubberman hesitated. “About that … actually, we do.”

Beams tilted his head to the side. “What do you mean, ‘we do’?”

“We do, in fact, have dimension-hopping technology,” said Rubberman. “Let me show you.”

Rubberman stretched his hand behind his chair and then pulled out a small, futuristic-looking gun, which he held in his hands as delicately as fine china. Beams gasped when he saw it.

“That’s the miniature portal generator which Genius gave to me in that alternate universe,” said Beams in disbelief. “I almost forgot about it. Where did you find it?”

“Galaxy gave it to me when they dropped us off back in our universe,” said Rubberman, resting the generator on his lap. “She told me Sparky had improved it while we were out fighting the Dread God, so now it can open portals to whichever universes we want, rather than to random universes we may or may not wish to travel to.”

“Meaning we could use the generator to visit Bolt and the others?” said Beams hopefully.

Rubberman nodded. “Yeah. I’ve already tested it and it seems to work.”

Beams could not help but smile when Rubberman said that. “That’s really great to hear, boss. Why don’t we use it now? I have time. We could pop over to Bolt’s universe real quick and—”

But Rubberman shook his head. “No. While I understand how much you want to see your friend again, we’ve still got a business to run here. Maybe someday we can make a trip to Bolt’s universe, but today we have a lot of work to do and not nearly enough time in the world in which to do it.”

Beams’ shoulders slumped once again, but he nodded anyway and said, “Yeah, I get it. But it’s nice to know we can go and visit him anytime we want anyway.”

“I know,” said Rubberman. “Now, go and get your costume on. There’s a bank robbery in downtown Golden City and the police are requesting us for backup.”

“Sure thing, boss,” said Beams, giving Rubberman the thumbs up. “I’ll put my suit on in a jiffy.”

Beams turned and rushed toward the changing room. As he ran, he couldn’t get the big, goofy smile off his face at the news Rubberman had given him about the portal generator.

Maybe someday I’ll go and visit Bolt’s universe for myself, Beams thought. And maybe he can come and visit mine. Hopefully, the next time we meet, it won’t have to be because we’re trying to stop some giant multiversal threat to all of existence.


CHAPTER FORTY

 

With a brush in one hand and a bucket of soapy water in the other, Bolt hovered in front of the Justice Statue, smiling at his handiwork. He had spent all morning furiously scrubbing every inch of the upper half of the Justice Statue that he could reach. In fact, he had gotten so caught up in his handiwork that he hadn’t even noticed it was lunch time until Curtis called him on his earcom and told him to get down there and join the rest of the cleaning crew for lunch. But Bolt had told Curtis that they could go on and get lunch without him because there were still a few spots on the Justice Statue he needed to clean before he could call it a day.

And now, it is finished and I am starving, Bolt thought. Cleaning is almost as much work as fighting supervillains. Mad respect for the janitors who do this kind of thing every day for a living.

Still smiling, Bolt gently landed on the ground in front of the Justice Statue. He put the bucket and brush next to the rest of the cleaning supplies and then took a step back and looked up at the Statue once again.

It really is a piece of work, Bolt thought, probably the best statue in the whole island. It’s cool.

In particular, Bolt focused on the Midnight Menace half of the statue. It was so realistic, down to the tiniest dents in the Midnight Menace’s armor. Bolt should know because he had seen the Midnight Menace about two weeks ago and so his image was still fresh on Bolt’s mind.

Thinking of the Midnight Menace made Bolt reflect on everything that had happened since he and the others had returned to their universe from the Shadowlands a couple of weeks ago. It certainly didn’t feel like two weeks since Bolt got home. He wondered if his sense of time was off due to all of the dimension-hopping shenanigans he had been involved with recently.

Upon returning to their universe, Bolt’s little team had disbanded. Shade and Hypno returned to Washington to report on their activities to Cadmus Smith, while the Midnight Menace went back to the INJ’s base in California to update his fellow INJ members about what he saw in the Shadowlands. Bolt himself immediately went to the NHA’s Leadership Council, where he gave an in-person report on everything that he had experienced after leaving Hero Island what seemed like an eternity ago now.

The Leadership Council had been relieved to hear that the Dread God was dead and the Darzens were no longer a threat. They were not, however, happy to hear that Graalix was still free and out there in the multiverse somewhere, though Bolt didn’t mind. Graalix was only a threat if he could find a bigger and more powerful person to serve under. With both the Mother World and the Dread God dead, Bolt doubted that Graalix was going to be a very big threat to anyone anytime soon.

And if that jerk does show his face around here, I’ll make sure to punch it in, Bolt thought with a smirk. That will be a lot of fun.

With the Dread God dead and the Earth safe once again, the Council had reassigned Bolt back to janitor duty. That would have annoyed Bolt before, but now, Bolt didn’t mind it so much. He wasn’t sure what changed his attitude about that. It might have been his interactions with Beams. Beams was nowhere near as powerful as Bolt—in fact, he was even a sidekick—yet he never complained about his station in life or his job.

And Beams is even more of a hero than some actual adult superheroes I know, Bolt thought. If Beams doesn’t complain about his life or his job, then what do I have to complain about? Reminds me of something Dad always told me, about how I should always do the best job I can regardless of what job it is. Besides, saving the multiverse from the Dread God is enough adventure for me for a whole lifetime, though I wouldn’t say no if someone asked me to go on another adventure sometime.

The sound of footsteps walking behind him made Bolt glance over his shoulder. Nicknacks was approaching him, the alien looking much better than he did the last time Bolt had seen him. He carried what looked like a letter in his hands, but Bolt didn’t care what it was.

“Hey, Nick,” said Bolt, turning around to face him. “How are you doing? I take it you’re adjusting well to being back on Earth?”

Nicknacks stopped a few feet from Bolt and nodded. “Yes. Truthfully, it feels more like coming home rather than visiting a foreign country. I’ve lived on Earth long enough that it no longer feels as foreign as it used to, even after my trip to space. And I have no intention of leaving Earth again anytime soon.”

“So you’re not going to try to find more Pokacu survivors somewhere among the stars?” said Bolt, glancing up at the sunny sky overhead.

Nicknacks shook his head. “No. I’ve come to peace with the fact that the Pokacu race is finished. All I can do is try to live a peaceful life here on Earth and be as good a guest as I can to you humans.”

“I take it you’re joining the NHA again?” said Bolt.

“That is correct,” said Nicknacks, “though not as a member of the Leadership Council. Instead, I am going to serve as the NHA’s official Alien Consultant, a new position they made just for me. I will consult with the Leadership Council about future extraterrestrial threats to Earth, as well as help them understand and reverse engineer any alien technology we may find for the use of NHA members. It’s a job that will work well for me, so I am not complaining about it.”

“Alien Consultant Nicknacks,” Bolt said with a smile. “You should get a business card with that printed on it.”

Nicknacks chuckled. “Ah, perhaps someday. I’m not really in business for myself, but perhaps I’ll do it anyway just for ‘fun,’ as you humans put it. Anyway, I came here because Omega Man told me to deliver this letter to you.”

Bolt frowned. “A letter from Omega Man? He could have just texted or emailed me.”

“He said it’s too important to text,” said Nicknacks with a shrug. He held out the letter. “Here you go. I haven’t opened it yet, so I don’t know what it says.”

Bolt took the letter and tore the envelope open. Tossing the envelope aside, Bolt unfolded the letter and immediately began reading it:

Dear Kevin Jason,

The Neohero Alliance Leadership Council has voted to transfer you from janitor duty to active field work in the Braindome in Showdown, Virginia, where you will work alongside NHA members Ryan ‘Brains’ Jones and his wife, Mary ‘Vanish’ Jones, to deal with a spike in crime which has hit the city in recent months. This is in recognition of your saving the multiverse from the Dread God.

This is your official letter of transfer from the Hero Island Janitorial Team to the Braindome in Showdown, Virginia. Please show this letter to Brains when you get there as proof of your transfer.

You will be transferred to the Braindome by the end of the month, so I suggest that you start packing all of your things now and make any necessary pre-travel arrangements before you head out as soon as possible.

Best wishes,

John ‘Omega Man’ Watterson.

“What does it say?” said Nicknacks when Bolt finished reading the letter. “You look excited.”

Bolt looked up at Nicknacks, unable to hide the smile on his face. “Of course I’m excited. I’m going to be transferred to Showdown to help Brains and Vanish deal with some crime. I don’t have to wash bird poop off statues anymore. Woohoo!”

“Interesting,” said Nicknacks, tapping his chin. “Omega Man did look happy himself when he handed me the letter. I take it this is because of your actions during the Dread God situation?”

“Yeah, it is,” said Bolt, nodding. “Anyway, I’ve got to go and pack all my things. I’m going to be stationed out there by the end of the month, so I don’t have a whole lot of time left to get ready to go. Plus, I want to let Blizzard know that I’m leaving. She’ll be thrilled to hear it.”

With that, Bolt shot into the air toward the Tower of Heroes in the center of the island, unable to hide his smile as he tightly clutched the fluttering letter in his hands.

This is great, Bolt thought. No more janitorial work. I can finally go back to doing what I do best: Kicking behind and protecting innocent people from the crooks who prey on them. This is gonna be awesome!
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