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  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 though. 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 Ghost 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.”


  -


  Read on for more titles by Lucas Flint and a preview chapter of Amalgamation, the next and final book in the series!


  I hope you enjoyed my little tale. Please don't forget to give this book a quick review wherever you bought it. Even just a two-word, "Liked it" or "Hated it" review helps so much. Positive or negative, I am grateful for all feedback from my readers.
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  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.


  -


  Read the rest of Amalgamation HERE!




  Other books by Lucas Flint


   


  The Superhero’s Son:


   


  The Superhero’s Test


   


  The Superhero’s Team


   


  The Superhero’s Summit


   


  The Superhero’s Powers


   


  The Superhero’s Origin


   


  The Superhero’s World


   


  The Superhero’s Vision


   


  The Superhero’s Prison


   


  The Superhero’s End


   


  The Young Neos:


   


  Brothers


   


  Powers


   


  Counterparts


   


  Dimensions


   


  Heroes


   


  Minimum Wage Sidekick:


   


  First Job


   


  First Date


   


  First Offer


   


  First Magic


   


  First Mentor


   


  First War


   


  The Supervillain’s Kids:


   


  Bait & Switch


   


  Tag Team


   


  Blood Gems


   


  Prison Break


   


  The Legacy Superhero:


   


  A Superhero’s Legacy


   


  A Superhero’s Death


   


  A Superhero’s Revenge


   


  A Superhero’s Assault


   


  Dimension Heroes:


   


  Crossover


   


  Team Up


   


  Amalgamation


   


  Lightning Bolt:


   


  The Superhero’s Return


   


  The Superhero’s Glitch


   


  The Superhero’s Cure


   


  The Superhero’s Strike


   


  The Superhero’s Clone




  Subscribe to my newsletter and get a FREE exclusive novella!


   


  

    [image: ]

  


  If you would like to be the FIRST to know about my newest releases, please subscribe to my weekly newsletter by clicking this link HERE. Newsletter subscribers are always the first to know about my newest releases, exclusive deals, updates on my books, and more. Plus, all subscribers get Happy Birthday: A Minimum Wage Sidekick Novella for FREE just for signing up!


  So click this link HERE to sign up today!




  Appendix 1: The Superhero's Son


   


  Kevin Jake Jason (Bolt). The protagonist of The Superhero’s Son and one of the protagonists of The Young Neos sequel series. He is an eighteen-year-old man and son of the late superhero Genius. He is also the twin brother of Ronald Jason, also known as White Lightning, and has a girlfriend named Blizzard. He is the former leader of the Young Neos and current NHA member. He can fly, has super speed, super strength, and can shoot red lightning bolts from his hands.


  Theodore Ronald Jason (Genius). One of the first superheroes, starting his career at the age of 11 as Boy Genius, and father of Bolt. He was also a founding member of the Neohero Alliance and one of the most famous and well-respected superheroes even after his death. He had the ability to create anything he could imagine.


  Ronald Jason (White Lightning). The twin brother of Bolt. Has the exact same powers as Bolt, though he is less experienced than him.


  Neohero Alliance (NHA). The largest and oldest superhero organization in the country. Run by the Leadership Council. Its headquarters is Hero Island off the coast of New York.


  The Young Neos. The most famous teenage superhero team in the country. It is run under the supervision of the Neohero Alliance, specifically Mecha Knight. Its current leader is Stinger.


  John Waterson (Omega Man). The most powerful superhero in the world and current President of the NHA. He has many of the same powers as Bolt, but he is far more powerful than Bolt and is well-respected by heroes and feared by villains in equal measure, despite spending most of his days running the NHA rather than fighting crime as he used to.


  The Midnight Menace. The leader of the Independent Neoheroes for Justice. While not as powerful as Omega Man, the Midnight Menace is still one of the most feared and mysterious superheroes in the world and often straddles the line between legal and illegal methods of fighting crime. He controls shadow and can move without making noise.


  The Independent Neoheroes for Justice (INJ). The second largest superhero organization in the world. It broke apart from the NHA over disagreements about how to interact with the US government and be superheroes in general, though in recent years the two organizations have made efforts to restore relations. It is based in California, though the exact location of their base is a strongly guarded secret.


  The Leadership Council. The ruling body of the NHA. It has seven members who vote on various matters relating to the NHA.


  The Justice Statue. A massive statue of Omega Man and the Midnight Menace shaking hands, which is a symbol of unity between the NHA and INJ.


  Hero Island. The base of the NHA. It was created by the superhero Mr. Miner, who rose it from the seafloor. It is a popular tourist destination in addition to providing shelter for NHA members.


  Hero Island Janitorial Team. The team in charge of keeping Hero Island clean and in order. It is mostly made up of non-superpowered humans and is led by Curtis Brown.


  Jack Ruger (Mecha Knight). A member of the Neohero Alliance Leadership Council and the supervisor of the Young Neos, as well as the informal mentor of Bolt after Genius’ death. Mecha Knight can control and talk to technology. He himself is a human consciousness downloaded into a robotic knight, though this is a well-kept secret that very few NHA members know.


  Hero Island Security. The security team for Hero Island. Like the Janitorial Team, they are mostly made up of normal humans. Led by the superhero Muscle.


  Black Blur. Current member of the Leadership Council. He has super speed and doesn’t get along well with Bolt.


  Tsunami. An infamous supervillain who is currently imprisoned in Ultimate Max. He can control water and has something of a god complex. He is also the father of the superhuman twins Bait and Switch.


  Pokacu. An alien race of biomechanical beings who were under the control of their planet known as the Mother World. The Pokacu invaded Earth twice, but were repelled by Earth’s superheroes each time. The Pokacu were wiped out when Bolt and Nicknacks blew up the Mother World. There are only two known surviving Pokacu: Graalix and Nicknacks (see individual entries for more info).


  Mother World. The home planet of the Pokacu people, as well as their ruler and creator. The Mother World sent the Pokacu people across the universe in an attempt to conquer it, but was eventually destroyed by Bolt and Nicknacks sometime before the start of Crossover.


  N’ckn’ax (Nicknacks). A Pokacu who broke free of the Mother World’s control and warned humanity of the first Pokacu invasion. He was originally a member of the Leadership Council before resigning to find the remaining members of his race who had also broken free from the Mother World.


  Graalix. One of the two known surviving members of the Pokacu race, Graalix is fanatical in his devotion to the Mother World and has been in a deep depression since her destruction. He was believed to have died after the second Pokacu invasion, but was actually secretly retrieved by the G-Men for study.


  Powerless gas. A unique type of yellow-colored gas which the Pokacu army used in their conquest of Earth. For reasons not well understood, powerless gas can render a superhuman exposed to it powerless, ranging from a few minutes to a full day depending on the amount they were exposed to. Though rare after the first Pokacu invasion, the crashing of dozens of Pokacu mother ships all over the world after the second Pokacu invasion mean that powerless gas is now much more common and easily available. Some people are even attempting to make artificial versions to mass produce, though results have been mixed.


  The Starborn. A race of technologically advanced aliens who genetically engineered humanity’s ancestors millions of years ago, which is why superhumans exist. They are mysterious and powerful and can cross dimensions. Their current whereabouts are unknown.


  The Servants of the Starborn. A lesser race of aliens who serve the Starborn and act as their heralds, preparing worlds for their arrival.


  The Department of Superpowered & Extraterrestrial Beings (The G-Men). A superhero team sponsored and funded by the federal government, which also deals with various superhuman and alien problems that other government agencies cannot. Lead by Cadmus Smith.


  Cadmus Smith. The current Director of the G-Men. He can read minds and is immortal, having been born in the 1920s. He wants what is best for the US and is willing to do what it takes to keep the country safe, no matter how immortal it may be.


  Sarah Bradford (Shade). A prominent G-Men agent who is Cadmus’ second-in-command. She can control shadow.


  Ultimate Max. The best and only superhuman prison in the country. It is home to most of the country’s most dangerous supervillains and criminals and has only ever suffered two prison breaks since its founding.


  Project Neo. A secretive government project originally designed to study the newly discovered superhumans, but was eventually changed to focus on developing weapons and technology to defend against superhumans. It was shut down in 2017 after thirty years of activity.


  Test Subjects. Ten Superhumans who were experimented upon by the government in an attempt to understand superhumans. Cadmus was Test Subject 001.


  Environs. Special suits designed within Project Neo to help humans survive alien worlds.


  Vision. A superhuman cult/terrorist group dedicated to spreading Visionism, an ideology which states that superpowers are a social construct created to further social inequality and that they must be abolished in order to create true equality and justice. It was disbanded not long after the death of its leader, Barnabas Sagan (also known as the Visionary).


  Neo-Vision. A brief, more radical revival of Vision with the same basic ideology, but whose members were more likely to commit terrorist acts out in the open rather than infiltrate and take over institutions from within. It disbanded when its leader, the superhuman Incantation, was defeated and arrested.


  Sarah Jane Watson. The granddaughter of Barnabas Sagan and a member of Vision who has telepathic powers. She is currently in the custody of the federal government.


  Dwayne Masters (Hopper). Another Visionist with the ability to open interdimensional portals. He is currently in the custody of the federal government.


  Polly Jones (Technical). Another Visionist with the ability to build anything and combine technology with flesh. She is currently in the custody of the federal government.


  Earcom. An ear-mounted device which allows for distance communication.


  Neogentics. The study of superhuman genetics.


  Neohero. Another term for superhero, though it is rapidly falling out of favor with the superhuman community due to the preference for superhero.


  Blood Gems. Two mysterious stones that allow genetically-related superhumans to trade powers with each other. One of the stones is purple, the other is orange. They are currently in the possession of Bait and Switch.


  Jason Greggs (Bait) & Grace Greggs (Switch). Superhuman twins who used the Blood Gems and are the children of the supervillains Tsunami and Electrica. They are currently attending the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans. Bait has super strength, while Switch can shoot metal fingernails, though they often switch powers thanks to the Blood Gems.


  John Mann. An American billionaire of Italian descent. He was the main antagonist of The Young Neos and the founder of the Venetian supervillain team.


  The Venetians. A supervillain team that worked for John Mann. Each member was named after the Venetian mask they wore, with powers inspired by the same. After the Young Neos defeated them, the Venetians are no longer active.




  Appendix 2: Minimum Wage Sidekick


   


  Alexander Fry (Beams). Protagonist of the Minimum Wage Sidekick series. He is a sixteen-year-old boy who has the ability to shoot lasers from his eyes, as well as briefly increase his stamina, speed, and agility by firing his lasers into his eyelids. He gained his powers by accidentally drinking it from a potion made by his science teacher. He is the sidekick of the superhero Rubberman. He also has an older brother, James, who was once a sidekick himself (see ‘James Fry (Lightning Fist)’ below).


  Dennis Pullman (Rubberman). The official superhero of Golden City. He is a successful businessman and entrepreneur, as well as a rising star within the superhero industry. His powers include being able to bend and stretch his body like rubber. He gained his powers from touching the Rubber Ball and his life is tied to the Rubber Ball’s existence as a result.


  Adams. The personal butler and assistant to Rubberman. Adams is an elderly Scottish man who worked in the military and as a doctor prior to becoming Rubberman’s butler. He has no powers of his own, but is perfectly capable of taking care of himself in a fight.


  Munroe Acquisitions, Inc. The largest superhero acquisitions agency in the country. It was founded by Charles Munroe and was run by his daughter, Sasha Munroe, until she was arrested for her various crimes and sent to jail (see ‘Sasha Munroe’ below for more information).


  Beams Fan Club. A fan club at Golden City High for Beams. Founded by Beams’ best friend Franklin Maddox.


  Frankly Maddox. Beams’ best friend at school and a big fan of Beams. He was originally unaware of Alex’s true identity as Beams until Beams revealed it to him.


  Sasha Munroe. The primary antagonist of the Minimum Wage Sidekick series. She is a middle-aged black woman who wanted Rubberman to sell his business to her and used all sorts of dirty, underhanded, illegal, and downright evil tactics to try to get his business from him before she was finally arrested. She is currently in jail.


  Takeshi. Sasha Munroe’s bodyguard/personal assistant. He has no powers of his own, but he is very skilled in ninjutsu and has undying loyalty to Sasha. He is currently in jail with Sasha.


  Greta Hammond (the Golden City Robber). Beams’ former girlfriend. She is the daughter of the Silent Shadow, an infamous thief who is wanted throughout the country. Her father trained her to be the Golden City Robber, which put her in conflict with Beams every now and then. Though the two broke up due to external circumstances, Greta still misses Beams and vice versa.


  James Fry (Lightning Fist). The older brother of Alex, who is currently attending college. When he was younger, he was known as the sidekick Lightning Fist, working for the superhero Windchime briefly until he quit his job due to his dislike of the industry. He’s a bit of a casanova and always seems to have a new girlfriend.


  Nathan Grace, Jr. (Prime Man III). One of the richest and most famous superheroes in the world. Nathan Grace runs the Heroes United superhero hiring agency and is the grandson of the original Prime Man.


  Heroes United. The largest superhero hiring agency in the country, trusted by most local and state governments whenever they need to hire a superhero.


  The Elastic Cave. Rubberman’s base and main place of business. It is an underground base with three Levels and is where the Rubbermobile is kept in between missions.


  Rubbermobile. Rubberman’s personal car. It is a blazingly fast, custom-designed sports car which Rubberman uses to help catch criminals and keep Golden City safe.


  Beams Cycle. Beams’ personal motorcycle. Like the Rubbermobile, the Beams Cycle is a fast, custom-designed motorcycle which Beams uses to patrol Golden City and keep it safe.


  Mission Control. A series of computer monitors and controls on Level One of the Elastic Cave. This is where Rubberman and Adams monitor the news for any reports on threats to the city.
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