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CHAPTER ONE

 

Sometimes, I wish I had a normal job like most teens my age. Like working at a fast food restaurant or a convenience store or even mowing lawns for the neighbors. Flipping burgers or bagging groceries would be a lot easier than fighting supervillains who like to rampage through downtown Golden City in giant mecha suits. And I’m not even paid more than if I worked in a restaurant, either. I’d have to talk with my boss about getting a raise one of these days. It didn’t help that today was Sunday, which was normally my day off, but my boss called me in to deal with this emergency and I couldn’t say no, not when we were dealing with a real threat here.

Not that a pay raise was my biggest priority at the moment. As I crouched behind an overturned sedan, trying to catch my breath, I was more concerned with defeating the aforementioned supervillain in a giant mecha suit who was currently searching for me and Rubberman, my boss. Although I heard him smashing the street and yelling some really nasty threats at us, I couldn’t help but peer around the side of the overturned car to get an idea of what the villain was doing.

Right in the middle of the street stood a gigantic mecha. It was about two stories tall and shaped kind of like a tank with arms and legs. Its body was covered in blackened laser blast marks from where I’d hit it dozens of times over the last hour, but its hide was incredibly thick, because even my strongest eye blasts couldn’t pierce its skin. The mecha had twin machine guns on its shoulders and carried a gigantic sword half as long as a school bus in its hands. Its plating was mostly silver and gray, while on its back was a rocket pack which apparently helped it fly. At its feet lay a bisected car, cut cleanly by the sword’s energy blade, smoke rising from both halves, though thankfully the car’s owner had apparently fled at some point.

In the head of the robot—which was shaped like a bucket—sat the villain in question, a guy who called himself Lord Mechanika. You’d think, with a name like that, he’d be some kind of big, imposing regal figure with a cape and clothes fit only for royalty, but in truth, he was kind of a scrawny computer nerd (not hating on nerds here, because I’m kind of one myself). Thick glasses were perched on a long, hooked nose, from which crazy black eyes flashed like bombs. He wore one of those stupid nerd chic T-shirts with a Star Trek quote on it or something, but I couldn’t read it from a distance. I could, however, tell that Lord Mechanika wore gloves and boots with wires that disappeared from sight, gloves and boots that apparently let him control the mecha itself like it was an extension of his body. It would have been an impressive creation if he wasn’t also a psycho who was trying to kill innocent civilians for no reason.

“Rubberman!” Lord Mechanika shouted, his screechy voice amplified by the speaker where the ‘mouth’ of the mecha would normally be. “Show yourself, you coward! Or are you afraid of the power of Lord Mechanika and his Death Mecha of Doom? Not that I blame you, because this is the most advanced mecha on the planet. Even the US military doesn’t have access to this kind of technology!”

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. Death Mecha of Doom? Seemed kind of repetitive and melodramatic, but given how he had already wrecked half of Main Street and given both me and Rubberman a run for our money, I should probably take him more seriously. That’s kind of hard to do, though, given how high-pitched his voice is.

Speaking of Rubberman, I glanced at the building tops to see if I could spot him. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see Rubberman anywhere at the moment, but that wasn’t surprising. Rubberman had told me to find cover while he set up a trap to disable Lord Mechanika’s robot, which I was more than happy to do, given how ineffective my laser blasts were against his machine’s tough hide. Even so, I couldn’t help but silently agree with Lord Mechanika, though for different reasons, because the longer it took Rubberman to set up his trap, the more time Lord Mechanika had to cause more property damage and either kill or harm any civilians. Granted, most of the people in the area had either fled or locked themselves inside the safety of nearby homes and businesses, but that didn’t mean much, given how Mechanika’s ‘Death Mecha of Doom’ could easily level a whole skyscraper it wanted. And given how frustrated Lord Mechanika sounded, it would not be long before he began smashing up even more cars and street lamps in an effort to get Rubberman’s attention.

But then, that was basically why Lord Mechanika was doing this stuff in the first place.

According to what I’ve been able to piece together from Lord Mechanika’s partially coherent shouts of rage, he was a normal robotics engineer known as Greg Elliot, who worked for McCoy Robotics, a robotics company with a factory near Golden City. Elliot, however, was also a superhero fan; in particular, he was a fan of my boss, Rubberman, and once tried to get his autograph at some event Rubberman was at, but apparently my boss had rudely ignored him or something.

So Elliot—excuse me, ‘Lord Mechanika’—did the logical thing that any spurned fan would do and built a mecha that wouldn’t look out of place in a mecha anime. Apparently, he’s made it his life mission to destroy Rubberman for the crime of rudely refusing to give him his autograph or something like that.

I know Rubberman always says that most criminals and supervillains tend to be petty megalomaniacs who pull these sorts of stunts just to feel better about themselves, but I didn’t really believe it until today. For that matter, I wondered what Lord Mechanika thought would happen after he beat Rubberman; did he intend to perform the time-honored supervillain tradition of attempting to take over the world?

I shook my head. Focus. I had to focus. Rubberman always told me that I let myself get too distracted sometimes and that being distracted can often get you killed in a fight. I needed to stay behind this car and wait for Rubberman’s signal, a signal I could miss if I wasn’t careful. I would worry about Lord Mechanika’s terrible motivations for becoming a supervillain later.

Pulling my head back behind the car, I was prepared to keep an eye out for Rubberman’s signal when a sudden shriek of terror caused me to look around the car again.

Damn it. Lord Mechanika held in his right mecha hand a thin, dark-haired teenage girl who was probably my age. She was pretty cute, I gotta admit, almost elf-like in her prettiness, but I didn’t know where he had gotten her from, given how the street was supposedly evacuated when Mechanika attacked. Perhaps she accidentally wandered into the street or something; not that it really mattered, given how Lord Mechanika could easily squash her between the fingers of his mech like a bug. The girl, to her credit, was struggling to free herself, but it was pretty obvious that she was completely at Mechanika’s mercy.

“Rubberman!” Lord Mechanika shouted, waving the girl above his mecha’s head suddenly. “See this innocent, sweet girl I have here? Unless you come out and fight me like a man, I’ll squeeze her until she pops like a balloon. And I’m not bluffing. I wouldn’t hesitate to hurt girls like her, who always choose those dumb jocks over the nerds who run this society in the first place!”

Great. In addition to being a spurned fan, Lord Mechanika was also a loser still hung up by the fact that he had been rejected by some hot girl in high school. I’m starting to think that Rubberman was actually understating just how petty most supervillains and criminals actually are.

Regardless, that girl needed to be rescued. I didn’t see Rubberman anywhere, but I figured that he was too busy setting up his trap to actually save the girl. That was bad, because Lord Mechanika looked like he was definitely going to kill her if Rubberman didn’t show up.

I know that Rubberman told me to stay put, but I couldn’t, in good conscience, continue to follow his orders if that meant letting an innocent person die. Rubberman would probably be angry with me, but I decided I would worry about that later after the girl was saved.

I dashed out from behind the car and, stopping next to a street lamp, shouted, “Hey, Elliot! Put the girl down now or else!”

Lord Mechanika looked at me and growled. “You’re not Rubberman. You’re just his stupid sidekick. What, is Rubberman so afraid of getting his pretty costume dirty that he’s sending teenagers to deal with me?”

I bit my lower lip. “It doesn’t matter. I said, put the girl down now or else.”

“Or else what?” said Lord Mechanika. He chuckled. “Look, kid, I know that your eye beams can’t hurt my machine, so fighting me would just be a waste of time. Why don’t you go back home and do your homework or something?”

“Sorry, but I can’t just let freaks like you harm innocent girls like her,” I said. “I mean, I know you were probably rejected by a girl like her in high school or something like that, but threatening to kill an innocent teenage girl doesn’t make you look like a big, bad supervillain. It just makes you look like a pathetic loser, to be frank.”

Lord Mechanika’s eyes widened in rage behind his glasses. “Loser? I’ll show you who’s a loser! Die!”

Lord Mechanika’s shoulder machine guns suddenly swiveled toward me. I dove back behind the overturned sedan I had been behind just moments before. A volley of bullets struck the roof of the car, creating a deafening sound of lead clashing against metal, but luckily none of the bullets managed to pierce the car. Still, Lord Mechanika probably hated me even more than Rubberman right now, which meant that he probably wasn’t going to stop until I was blasted into tiny little pieces. Mechanika may have been a loser, but he was a loser with a robot equipped with shoulder machine guns and carrying a giant sword, which meant that he was both more dangerous and yet somehow more pathetic than he normally would have been. I was starting to regret pissing him off.

A large shadow suddenly appeared over me and I looked up in time to see Lord Mechanika’s huge sword coming down toward me. With a yelp, I rolled forward, just barely avoiding the huge sword, which slashed through the sedan as easily as butter. Rolling back to my feet, I looked up at Lord Mechanika’s mech and fired twin laser blasts at the machine, which were amplified by my helmet’s refracted glass visor.

Unfortunately, the lasers only glanced off the side of the mech, which Lord Mechanika did not even seem to notice. His mecha turned to face me, raising the sword above its head while the girl in its other hand continued to scream her head off. Despite its size, the mecha was fast and it brought down its sword on me again, this time faster than I could dodge.

So I unleashed a powerful, continuous blast of lasers at the sword. The lasers struck the sword dead on and, to my surprise, actually cut through it, splitting the blade cleanly in half. The top half went flying off in a random direction, while the lower half remained in Lord Mechanika’s hand, though instead of bringing it down on me, he just stared at it in shock for a moment, like he could not believe that his sword was broken.

But then Lord Mechanika threw the lower half of sword away and snatched me up and lifted me up into the air. I began beating on the huge mech’s fist, but even after a month of heavy training with Rubberman, my own fists were useless against the iron grip of Mechanika. And when he squeezed me hard enough that I thought I heard something snap, I gave up. The girl had given up, too; she was not screaming, but instead whimpering in fear. And, despite how terrible the situation was, I couldn’t help but notice how cute she was.

“Rubberman!” Lord Mechanika bellowed, his voice even louder up close. “I have your stupid sidekick! If you don’t come out and face me like a man, I will crush him and the girl like soda cans!”

I heard the sound of rubber snapping into place and Lord Mechanika turned around, forcing me and the girl to turn with him. Standing in the center of the street, near a pothole created by Lord Mechanika’s steps, was Rubberman himself. His hands were balled into fists, but he looked less likely to throw a punch at Lord Mechanika and more like he was frustrated at his own powerlessness. His blue and white suit was slightly dusty from his previous clash with Lord Mechanika, while his normally sleek black hair was also messier than normal.

“Here I am, Elliot,” said Rubberman, spreading his arms. “Now, put down Beams and the girl.”

I looked at Lord Mechanika, who was now smirking in a way I didn’t like at all. Lord Mechanika took a step forward, a rather disgusting chuckling sound coming from his throat.

“First, the name is Lord Mechanika, not Elliot,” Lord Mechanika said. His smirk turned into a downright evil grin. “And second … I never intended to spare the sidekick or the girl. The only reason I kept them both alive for so long is because I know how much more you like these two kids than your biggest, most passionate fan.” He lifted us slightly higher in the air. “Therefore, I am going to kill them both right in front of your eyes. Their deaths will be your biggest, most painful failure … and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

Lord Mechanika’s grip on me tightened. I tried to scream, but the grip of his mecha squeezed the breath out of my lungs. The girl was also trying to scream, but she must have been squeezed just as hard as me, because the only sound coming from her mouth was a weird croaking noise (not too different from what came from my mouth, actually). I heard Rubberman screaming my name, but I couldn’t respond, nor did I focus on him. I felt like I was being crushed underneath tons of cinder blocks and my vision was starting to go black. I would have fired my lasers, but I was in too much pain to concentrate long enough to shoot even a weakened version of my lasers.

I looked at the girl, whose face would likely be the last one I would ever see. She really was beautiful, with long hair that really brought out her dark eyes. A part of me wished I could have gotten to know her better before we died together; I didn’t even know her name. She was looking at me, too, perhaps having the same thoughts I was about wishing we could have gotten to know each other before we died.

Just as the darkness of death began to tug at the corner of my eyes, the crushing feeling stopped. At first, I thought Lord Mechanika had just stopped crushing us in order to lower our defenses, to give us and Rubberman one last bit of hope before he finished us off, but then a string of the foulest curse words I knew—including more than a few I didn’t recognize—came from the mech’s speaker.

“What the hell?” said Lord Mechanika. “Why aren’t you two being crushed to death? Why isn’t the Death Mecha of Doom responding to my controls?”

Surprised, I looked over at Lord Mechanika. He was desperately moving his limbs every which way, but despite the facts that his arms and legs flew everywhere, the mech stood perfectly still. It was like someone had flipped an off switch in the mech. I looked over at the girl and was relieved to see that she was still conscious, though she looked like she was in great pain just like me.

Then, somewhat abruptly, the pressure around my waist lightened considerably. The mech still held me, but it was no longer crushing me to death in its grip. Nor was it crushing the girl to death, either.

“What?” said Lord Mechanika. “No, Death Mecha, this is not what you’re supposed to do. You’re supposed to crush them to death, make their blood and guts explode everywhere, imprint their deaths upon Rubberman’s memory for the rest of his damn life! Stupid robot!”

I guess the Death Mecha must have had a mind of its own, because it just ignored Lord Mechanika’s orders. It slowly lowered me and the girl to the street, carefully placing us on the street while Lord Mechanika cursed even more foully than ever. The Death Mecha let go of us; I staggered, my waist hurting, but the girl nearly collapsed out of exhaustion. I quickly dashed over and caught her before she could hit her head against the street. She was very light in my hands and she grabbed me, perhaps instinctively, her grip a lot stronger than she looked. She was also shaking; she probably wasn’t used to being in such dangerous situations before.

“Are you okay?” I said. I was glad that my suit absorbed sweat, because I was sweating hard right now and I didn’t want to get my sweaty hands all over this pretty girl’s body and clothes.

“Yeah,” said the girl. Even her voice was beautiful, almost musical in a way. I noticed she had cute short earrings shaped like raindrops on her ears. She gingerly touched her waist. “Nothing is broken, just … hurts a lot.”

I sighed in relief, but then a new round of cursing came from above and I looked up. The Death Mecha stood perfectly still now, its arms outstretched, while Lord Mechanika was throwing a temper tantrum in the cockpit.

“Stupid, stupid, dumb robot!” Lord Mechanika screamed, almost screeched. “I built you! You should not be disobeying me! You useless piece of scrap! I should never have built you in the first—”

The Death Mecha immediately smashed its fist through the cockpit, grabbed Lord Mechanika, and, with the sound of snapping wires, pulled him out of the cockpit. Lord Mechanika was still screaming, but a quick squeeze from the Death Mecha’s hand caused him to shut up pretty quickly.

Still, Lord Mechanika apparently couldn’t keep his mouth shut, because he said, “Stupid machine. I don’t know why you’re rebelling against me all of a sudden, but I demand that you put me down this instant.”

The Death Mecha apparently took Lord Mechanika’s commands quite seriously, because it abruptly dropped him like a rock. Because the Death Mecha was at least five stories tall, Lord Mechanika was probably going to go splat when he hit the ground. That would have worried me, but given how annoying Lord Mechanika was, I didn’t make any move to attempt to intercept his fall.

But then a shadow flew past me, causing me to look up, but I didn’t see anything. I was about to dismiss it as my imagination or maybe some kind of bird when the girl suddenly gasped. “Dad!”

I looked back over at the Death Mecha. Lord Mechanika had not, unfortunately, splattered against the ground like paste. Instead, he had been caught in midair by a superhero I’d never seen before. He wore a green and yellow costume, very similar to Rubberman’s, except less stretchy. A cape flowed down his back, while a black domino mask covered his eyes, leaving the rest of his face exposed.

Lord Mechanika—who had been screaming when he had been dropped—looked at the new hero with bewilderment. “Who the hell are you? You’re not Rubberman.”

The new superhero chuckled. “Very observant one we have here. Yes, I’m not Rubberman, though that doesn’t mean I can’t put you in jail like him.”

Moving faster than my eyes could follow, the new superhero quickly clasped a thick set of handcuffs around Lord Mechanika’s wrists. Not that Mechanika seemed likely to try to resist arrest, though; he was so scrawny in comparison to the new muscular hero that he probably would have hurt himself if he tried to attack him. It helped that Mechanika didn’t actually have any powers of his own. Without his mech, he was just a useless, bitter former fan boy and nothing more.

“Charlotte!” came a voice nearby, one I didn’t recognize.

The girl—who was apparently named Charlotte—and I both looked over to the right to see someone running toward us. He was a teenager who couldn’t have been older than me, wearing an orange and black jumpsuit, in addition to a strange helmet which left the bottom of his mouth exposed, but had a strange laser-pointer type device attached to the right eye. The boy looked a lot stronger than me, too, like he worked out more or something.

“Charlotte, are you okay?” said the boy. He stopped a few feet from us, his attention entirely on the girl in my arms. “Did that freak hurt you? Do you think you’ll need to go to the hospital?”

“No, I think I will be fine,” said Charlotte, who sounded far less afraid now that Lord Mechanika was defeated. “Thanks to Dad and this guy, I didn’t get hurt as badly as I could have been, though I’ll need to rest for a while.”

The boy’s attention abruptly turned to me. He glanced at the way I held Charlotte and tensed, though I didn’t understand why he seemed that way.

“Hi,” I said, somewhat awkwardly. “I’m, uh—”

“Beams,” the boy said. He said my name neutrally, yet at the same time it sounded kind of like an insult. “Rubberman’s new sidekick, right?”

“Uh, right,” I said. “How did you know who I am?”

“Because I told him about you, of course,” said Charlotte. She hugged me more tightly all of a sudden. “I can’t believe I was rescued by Beams himself! This is like a dream come true.”

“Uh,” I said, glad that my visor hid my face, because I was blushing furiously all of a sudden. “That’s nice, but um—”

Thankfully, I didn’t have to finish my sentence, because the new superhero landed near us. He unceremoniously dumped Lord Mechanika—whose ankles were also shackled now—onto the ground and ran over to Charlotte with a concerned look on his face.

“Charlotte, are you—” said the new superhero, before the boy piped up and said, “Yeah, she’s fine. She just told us.”

The superhero sighed in relief. “Whew. That is good to hear. Still, I am going to take you to the doctor after this and get you x-rayed just to make sure that that monster didn’t break any bones.”

“Okay, Dad,” said Charlotte. She hugged me again. “By the way, Dad, this is Beams. You remember him, right? The greatest sidekick ever?”

The superhero’s attention turned to me. Unlike the masked boy, this guy didn’t look at me with disgust, but rather with interest. “So you’re Rubberman’s new sidekick everyone is talking about. Glad to meet you.”

“Uh, same to you, um—”

“Myster!” Rubberman suddenly shouted behind me. “Long time, no see, old friend!”

Startled, I looked over my shoulder to see Rubberman walking toward us. He had a huge grin on his face, which was matched by the grin on the new superhero’s face. The new superhero walked past me and shook hands with Rubberman firmly.

“Rubberman,” said the new superhero, whose name was apparently Myster. “Great to see you again. It’s been a while since Tokyo, hasn’t it?”

“Indeed it has,” said Rubberman. “Thanks for saving my sidekick, by the way. Elliot isn’t much of a threat, but I have to admit that he did have me in a bind there.”

“Oh, don’t thank me,” said Myster. He gestured at the masked kid. “Thank my own sidekick, Cyberkid, for stopping the mech in the first place.”

Cyberkid raised his nose into the air, like he was proud of himself. “Wasn’t too hard. I’ve controlled bigger machines than that before.”

“Well, I’ll just split the difference and thank both of you for your help,” said Rubberman. “But what brings you to Golden City? I thought you were protecting North Wood nowadays.”

Myster’s smile suddenly turned into a serious frown, like Rubberman had just wandered into a serious subject. “I was going to get to that. It involves you.”

“Oh?” said Rubberman, his own smile turning into a puzzled frown. “What is it? Do you want a figure based off yourself in my upcoming toy line?”

Myster shook his head. “No, it has nothing to do with licensing deals. There is an assassin in Golden City … and he’s coming for you.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Myster would not elaborate on what he meant by that ominous statement. He insisted it was too private to discuss in public, which seemed like a huge cop out to me, given how he just dropped it on us out of nowhere. Still, Rubberman respected his wishes and, after handing Lord Mechanika over to the police, all five of us went to the Elastic Cave on the other side of town. Rubberman and I took the Rubbermobile, while Myster, Cyberkid, and Charlotte took Myster’s own vehicle, a three-person motorcycle which looked really awesome. I didn’t understand why a superhero with flight powers needed a motorcycle, but I supposed it was more for Charlotte and Cyberkid’s convenience than his own. I asked Rubberman why we were allowing them to come to the Elastic Cave with us and he told me it was because he knew and trusted Myster, which was the only word of explanation I got on our trip back to base.

At any rate, soon all five of us were sitting in Rubberman’s office. Adams, Rubberman’s butler, brought finger sandwiches and cookies for everyone, though neither Myster nor Rubberman touched them. Cyberkid and Charlotte, on the other hand, helped themselves to the snacks, while I didn’t eat because that would mean removing my helmet, which would mean revealing my secret identity to strangers, which would result in the revoking of my sidekick license. Because I didn’t want to lose my job, I just sat in my seat without touching the plates, though my stomach growled because I remembered just how good Adams’ chocolate chip cookies were.

“All right,” said Rubberman. He sat behind the desk and I stood next to him, both of us still in costume, while Myster, Cyberkid, and Charlotte sat on the opposite side of the desk. “My office is very secure and private, so you don’t have to worry about anyone overhearing anything you want to keep private.”

“Thank you, Dennis,” said Myster, rubbing the back of his neck. “I know this isn’t very convenient, but the matter I wish to discuss with you is too important to be discussed in public. If the wrong people were to overhear, it would make the problem that much harder to solve.”

“I understand, Mark,” said Rubberman. “I know you well enough to trust that you wouldn’t insist on privacy if this subject wasn’t of utmost importance. Can my sidekick, Beams, also listen, by the way? You can trust him as much as me. He’s good at keeping secrets.”

Myster looked at me uncertainly for a moment, as if he doubted Rubberman’s opinion of me, which I thought was unfair, because he didn’t even know me. Surely the fact that I’d saved his daughter meant I was trustworthy, didn’t it?

“I suppose your sidekick needs to know this as well,” said Myster. “If the assassin comes after you, there’s a good chance Beams might get involved as well. Best for all of us to be on the same page.”

“Yes, this assassin you mentioned,” said Rubberman. “Who is it? And why are they trying to kill me?”

“Do they want to kill me, too?” I said with a gulp. “Because I’m Rubberman’s sidekick and all?”

“You’re not that important,” Cyberkid said, rolling his one exposed eye. “Geez.”

I decided there and then that I didn’t like Cyberkid. I don’t know what I did to make him hate me, but it was pretty clear that he didn’t like me and I decided to return the feeling.

“Cyberkid,” Myster said in a warning voice. “Let me do the talking, okay?”

Cyberkid nodded, but he clearly didn’t look happy at being asked to be quiet. “Okay, boss. Whatever you say.”

Despite saying that, Cyberkid tossed me a rather ugly glare, one which I returned in full measure. Granted, my visor hide my face, so he probably didn’t see it, but he no doubt knew I was doing it anyway.

“All right, then,” said Myster, looking at Rubberman again. “I should probably start by telling you that I’ve moved to Golden City temporarily in order to find and apprehend this assassin before he kills you.”

“But Golden City is my temporary,” said Rubberman. “The contract I signed with the city government specifically states that I am the exclusive local superhero who helps the police deal with criminals and other threats to the citizens of Golden City.”

“I know,” said Myster. “Trust me, I don’t take any joy in infringing on your territory, but I had to do it in order to warn you and capture this assassin before it is too late. I already explained the issue to the government, who have allowed me to temporarily work here until the assassin has been caught.”

Rubberman leaned back in his chair. “I have not heard any news of assassins in Golden City. Are you sure there is someone here who wants to kill me?”

“Absolutely,” said Myster. “Granted, I don’t have all the facts, but what I do have is enough to convince me that your life is in danger. And because we’re old friends, I thought you should know for your own safety.”

“Tell me who this assassin is,” said Rubberman, resting his hands on the desk.

“All right,” said Myster. “Tell me, have you heard of a supervillain known as ZZZ?”

What little was exposed of Rubberman’s face paled as soon as he heard that name. “Not him.”

“Triple Z?” I repeated. “What, are those his initials or something?”

Myster shook his head. “No. That’s his supervillain name. It’s a reference to his powers, although he also tends to leave those three letters engraved in his victims whenever he strikes.”

I looked at Rubberman. He looked even more worried than he did when Fro-Zen came after him. That made me wonder just how powerful this ZZZ guy was.

“What are his powers, exactly?” I said, looking at Myster again, because Rubberman seemed too shocked to speak. “Something to do with electricity?”

“I wish,” said Myster. “ZZZ can make people fall asleep just by thinking it. He can also enter their dreams, though he usually doesn’t do that, because he usually kills his targets when they’re asleep.”

“He’s dangerous,” said Rubberman. He rubbed his forehead. “I’ve heard of him, but I’ve never actually faced him myself, though other heroes I know have.”

“What has he done that makes him so dangerous?” I said. “Granted, being able to put people to sleep does seem like a pretty strong power, but—”

“He’s wanted all over the country for various crimes,” said Myster. “For example, he’s robbed numerous banks, usually by walking into a bank and putting everyone inside it to sleep, which allows him to take as much money as he wants without worrying about being stopped. He also does assassin work on the side; as you can imagine, his powers make him very good at that, if only because it’s easier to kill a sleeping man than an awake man.”

“He killed Tall Man five years ago,” said Rubberman. “It was all over the news. I remember following the story myself, mostly because Tall Man was a rising star in the superhero community and everyone had great hopes for him before he was killed by ZZZ.”

I gulped. I glanced at Cyberkid and Charlotte. Cyberkid looked serious, while Charlotte happily ate away at her cookie. She winked at me when I looked at her, which earned me another not-so-subtle glare from Cyberkid. I still had no idea what was going on there, but I decided I would worry about it later.

“Okay, but how do you know ZZZ is after Rubberman?” I said, looking at Myster again. “How do you know he’s even here? Like Rubberman said, we haven’t heard anything about him.”

“I have a few contacts in the criminal underworld who keep tabs on the activities of various supervillains, criminals, assassins, and other such scum,” said Myster. “One of my contacts—who is very reliable and truthful—messaged me a couple of weeks ago to inform me that ZZZ had been hired to kill Rubberman. He said he didn’t know when Rubberman would be killed, but believed it would happen soon, so I had to pack up my things and get here quickly before ZZZ struck.”

“Who hired him?” said Rubberman. “Does your contact know?”

Myster shook his head again. “No. My contact has no idea who hired ZZZ to take you out. I asked him to let me know if he finds out anything else, but I’m not very confident about his success there. ZZZ is well-known for never revealing the identities of his employers. It’s one of the reasons he is contacted so regularly for hits like this.”

Rubberman tapped his chin. I could tell that Rubberman already had his theories about who might want to kill him, but I didn’t ask him to share, because I knew from experience that Rubberman usually had a reason to keep his thoughts to himself. Most likely, he didn’t want to make any hasty pronouncements without some hard evidence to back up his theory. I wished he would at least let me know who he suspected, but I guess it wasn’t important for me to know now or something.

“Thanks for this information, Myster,” said Rubberman. “It is troubling to know, for sure, but I’d rather know it than not know it. I’ll make sure to keep an eye out for ZZZ, as well as inform the police of his presence in the city. The police probably won’t be able to do much to him, but having the eyes of the various officers patrolling the city open should make it easier to find ZZZ or at least clues to his current location.”

“Smart idea,” said Myster. “I myself intend to stay in Golden City for a month or however long it takes to find him. ZZZ has caused me a lot of trouble in North Wood and I have no intention of letting him get away, not when there’s a chance of putting an end to his reign of terror once and for all.”

Rubberman nodded. “Indeed. Now, is that all you wanted to talk to me about? Or is there anything else?”

Myster’s expression suddenly changed. He looked slightly sheepish now, which was in sharp contrast to his earlier serious demeanor. He scratched the back of his neck and said, “Well, I was going to say that it doesn’t need to be just you and me dealing with ZZZ. We can get help from Heroes United, but first you—”

“No,” said Rubberman flatly. “I’ve told you before, but I’m not interested.”

“Yes, but Heroes United could provide you with backup,” said Myster. “After all, we have only the best superheroes on our team. We’d be perfectly willing to help you, because you have a lot of fans in HU.”

“Myster, I appreciate you coming to give me this warning about ZZZ, but I didn’t let you come into my base to try to sell Heroes United to me,” said Rubberman. “I’m fine as an independent. You can work with Heroes United if you want, but you know how much I value my independence.”

I frowned. I had no idea what ‘Heroes United’ was or what Rubberman and Myster were even talking about. While Rubberman spoke rather politely, he also sounded quite firm, as if he and Myster had had this exact same exchange several times in the past and he already knew what Myster was going to say. I would ask Rubberman about it later, though, because right now he didn’t seem likely to elaborate on it to me.

I guess Myster must have had the same thought, because he nodded, albeit in a glum way, and said, “I guess I shouldn’t have expected your thinking to change on this subject very much. Still, if you are ever interested, just let me know and I can get you hooked up right away. I can even have the application process sped up just for you. You know how much Nathan wants you to join.”

“Yes, I am quite aware of what Nathan wants,” said Rubberman, his tone flatter than usual. “Now, is that all you wished to tell me about? Or is there more?”

“That’s about it,” said Myster. “Like I said, I’ve set up base here in Golden City. I intend to stay for about a month, though if we can find ZZZ quicker than that, I might go back to North Wood earlier.”

“All right,” said Rubberman. “Beams and I will work with you to find ZZZ. I’ll make sure the police know about his presence in the city. Hopefully, we’ll be able to capture him before he harms me or anyone else.”

“Good idea,” said Myster. “Well, Charlotte, Cyberkid, and I must be leaving. We still have a lot of unpacking to do at my new base, which we left unfinished when we heard about Lord Mechanika’s attack.”

“Speaking of Lord Mechanika, what was your daughter doing there?” said Rubberman, glancing at Charlotte. “I didn’t think you were the kind to bring your daughter into battle like that.”

Myster cast a disapproving glance at Charlotte. “Normally, I don’t. In fact, she was supposed to stay at the base with Cyberkid while I went out to help you and Beams.”

“I’m sorry, Daddy,” said Charlotte, looking at Myster with huge puppy dog eyes. “I didn’t mean to get into trouble. It’s just that when I heard that Beams was there, I had to meet him. I didn’t mean to get into trouble or worry you. I convinced Cyberkid to help me get to the scene of the battle so I could see Beams.”

I gotta admit, Charlotte was really cute, but even I could tell that she was really playing up her adorableness to get out of trouble. I expected Myster—who seemed like a pretty stern father—to see right through her deceptions.

Instead, however, Myster smiled a rather sickeningly sweet smile and, wrapping an arm around Charlotte’s shoulders, said, “It’s okay, sweetie. I’m not mad at you. I was just so concerned about your safety that I couldn’t help myself, but now that you’re safe, I’m not angry with you anymore.”

“Thanks, Daddy,” said Charlotte, returning the sickeningly sweet smile. “You’re the best.”

“And you’re the best daughter a father could ask for, sweetie,” said Myster. He suddenly looked at Cyberkid with a much harsher look. “Cy, when we get back to base, I’m going to have a talk with you about letting Charlotte out like that. She could have been hurt.”

“Yes, sir,” said Cyberkid, who sounded slightly ashamed of himself, as if it was his fault that Charlotte had nearly gotten herself killed and not hers.

I looked at Rubberman, wondering if he was just as puzzled by this as me. Based on his resigned expression, it was obvious that Rubberman had seen Charlotte pull this kind of trick on Myster before and paid attention only out of a morbid curiosity to see exactly how Charlotte would pull her father’s strings this time. I decided to follow his lead, though I made a mental note to ask Rubberman about this later when we were alone.

My phone made a beeping sound like I’d just received a text. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and, glancing at the screen, started when I saw that it was a text from Greta Hammond, which read thus:

Alex, where are you? I’m sitting outside the cafe.

“Uh oh,” I said, not realizing I said that aloud until Rubberman said, “What’s the matter, Beams?”

Looking at Rubberman, I said, “Uh, I’m late for my date with G—I mean, with that girl I told you about.”

I felt relieved that I had managed to avoid using Greta’s name in front of Myster, Cyberkid, and Charlotte. Technically, it was not illegal for them to know who I was dating, but given how important it was for me to keep my secret identity, I didn’t want to leave any clues that they could use to find out who I really was, which would put my sidekick license in jeopardy.

Charlotte’s eyes suddenly narrowed. “You’re dating a girl? Who is it?”

Her tone was as cold as ice now, prompting me to say, “Uh, well, I—”

“Beams, you can leave early to get to your date,” Rubberman interrupted. “I almost forgot about your date with that girl. I’ll see Myster and these two out, don’t worry.”

I wanted to thank Rubberman for understanding my situation and giving me an out, but I didn’t say that aloud because of Charlotte’s attitude. I just nodded once and ran out of the office, hoping that I could somehow salvage this situation before Greta decided to go home before I got to the cafe.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

I rushed through the streets of Golden City on my bicycle, my feet pumping the pedals as fast and hard as I could. I no longer wore my Beams costume; instead, I was wearing a black T-shirt and jeans, but I paid little attention to that. My full attention was on navigating the streets of Golden City without crashing into anyone or hitting something and falling over, because the last thing I needed was to be even more late for my date with Greta than I already was.

Perhaps you’re thinking I’m overreacting, but the fact is that I’ve had to reschedule this date several times already. It was originally supposed to be a month ago, but every time we set a date, something would happen that would force me to reschedule it, usually some kind of supervillain or criminal threat which somehow always happened on the day of my date. Greta was really patient with me, probably more patient than I deserved to be honest, but even she had limits to her patience and I was afraid that I was starting to wear them out.

It didn’t help that my stomach still hurt from where Lord Mechanika had nearly squeezed me to death. Adams had used the Elastic Cave’s medical equipment to check my body for broken bones, but he had not found any. Even so, he had suggested that I rest and not do any physically taxing work for a while, but I had no time to lie around and sleep, not when Greta was waiting for me at the cafe where we had agreed to meet for the date.

The sun was out today, but that did not stop the wind from being incredibly cold due to the fact that it was November. I realized that I had left my jacket in the Elastic Cave in my hurry to get to the cafe on time, but it was too late to go back now. Maybe Greta would even think I was awesome for being out in the cold with just a T-shirt; more likely, she’d think I was an idiot, a word that was starting to describe me more and more each day, it seemed.

Using my knowledge of Golden City’s streets, I took several shortcuts through back alleys and streets. Thankfully, most people were inside thanks to the cold, so I didn’t run into anyone, though I nearly ran over a cat and I was chased by a huge dog that was chained outside someone’s back door. Despite the cold, I was getting sweaty, not helped by the fact that my stomach hurt from where Lord Mechanika had squeezed it.

Finally, after several minutes of biking, I saw it: The sign of the Golden City Cafe, the place where I was supposed to meet Greta for our date. It was one of my favorite places in the city; coincidentally, Greta loved it, too, which was why I had picked it as the location for our date. It had a distinctive sign, displaying a stylized silhouette of Golden City with the words ‘GOLDEN CITY CAFE’ written above the silhouette in italicized lettering. I would have thanked God, but I was too exhausted from biking like I was in the Olympics to say anything.

Instead, I nearly crashed my bike into the side of the street, but managed to regain control of it at the last minute, parking it against the bike rack next to the cafe. I hastily chained it up to the rack and turned around, scanning the outdoor tables to see if I could spot Greta.

Relief flooded my heart when I saw her. She was sitting at a table near the door, her bright blue eyes focused on the phone in her hands, while her beautiful blonde hair was done in a simple ponytail. She wore a pink coat and was sipping a coffee, seemingly not noticing me yet.

I almost said her name, but quickly shut up. I glanced at myself in the window of the building next to the Cafe and quickly patted down my unruly hair, which I had forgotten to comb before leaving Rubberman’s base. Then I walked quickly, almost ran, over to Greta, who must have heard me, because she finally looked up from her phone to see who was approaching her.

“Alex?” said Greta as I fell into the chair opposite her, panting and sweating. She lowered her coffee cup and looked at me with concern. “You got here much quicker than I thought. What were you doing?”

“Uh,” I said, trying desperately to think of an excuse that did not require me to tell her my secret identity, “I was, um, running errands for my mom. She asked me to pick up a few things while I was in town and it took a bit longer than I thought. But when I got your text, I remembered the date and I came here as fast as I can. I can always pick up that stuff later; it’s not a problem.”

Thankfully, Greta seemed to buy it, because she nodded and said, “Oh, I understand. My dad always asks me to pick up things when I’m in town, too. Not today, though, because he’s working on some projects that his boss gave him.”

I raised an eyebrow. “On the weekend? Your dad must work hard.”

“He does,” said Greta, nodding. “He works for a very, er, important man. And my dad’s boss is always working, too. It’s kind of annoying, because he calls my dad out of town pretty often and this was one of the weekends where my dad would stay home, but …”

Greta trailed off, like she realized she was starting to tell me stuff that she wasn’t allowed to tell me. But that just made me more curious about what she was hiding from me. As a matter of fact, I don’t think I’ve ever even seen her dad before. I knew he was out of town pretty often on business, but I had no idea what company he worked for or what kind of work he did, exactly.

I opened my mouth to ask, but Greta put her phone down on the table and said, “Why are you sweating so much? It’s very cold out. And why are you in a t-shirt?”

“Uh,” I said, once more putting my brain into overdrive in an effort to come up with a convincing explanation. “I, uh, was at the gym.”

Greta looked at me with interest. “Oh? Is that why you’ve become so much more muscular over the last month?”

“Yes,” I lied. I flexed my arms briefly. “Going to the gym every day does that to you, heh.”

In truth, while I was getting stronger and more muscular, it was because Rubberman was putting me through a hard physical training regime, not because I went to the gym. When I first went to work for Rubberman, I was pretty skinny and weak, which Rubberman told me was unacceptable, because I would need to be in top physical condition in order to be effective in helping him take down criminals and supervillains. As a result, I spent almost as much time lifting weights, doing push-ups, and running laps as I did training my eye beams. I was still pretty weak in comparison to Rubberman, but I had come a long way in a month, to the point where girls were even starting to notice me. That Greta had noticed my muscles getting bigger sent a pleasant tingle down my spine.

“That’s so cool,” said Greta with a sigh. “Going to the gym and working out is so important, but so many people just don’t do it. I try to go as often as I can, though I don’t go as often as I should.”

“Yeah, it’s important for sure,” I said. I yawned, not-so-subtly stretching my arms to show off my muscles. “My older brother always tells me to go to the gym, but I didn’t really understand how important it is until I started going myself.”

“I know,” said Greta. She suddenly leaned forward, her hands clasped together. “Do you know if that Beams guy goes to the same gym as you? Everyone at school keeps speculating about his identity, but no one knows who he is, even though he has to be a kid here in the city.”

I tried to smile, but I’m afraid it came out sort of weird, more like a half scowl than a full smile. “No, I don’t know if Beams goes to my gym or not. You know how the sidekick laws are. Sidekicks aren’t supposed to reveal their secret identities to anyone, otherwise they could lose their licenses. So even if he does go to the same gym as me, I’d never know it.”

“Right, right,” said Greta, leaning back, a slightly disappointed look on her face. She sipped her coffee and sighed. “I was just thinking that superheroes and their sidekicks often do lots of training in order to stay in peak physical form and that maybe that meant that Beams went to a gym somewhere in the city. But I guess not, huh?”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “I bet Rubberman probably has his own gym on his base, so that’s why you never see him or his sidekick training in public.”

“Yeah, that is probably true,” said Greta. “Still, wouldn’t it be cool to train alongside one of the most famous people in Golden City? I think it would be, anyway.”

“It would be … cool,” I said, forcing myself to say that word. “Really cool, actually.”

“It’s just that Beams was so brave going in and fighting that ice guy on top of the school like that,” said Greta. “He saved so many lives that day and, from what I heard, that was his first time fighting a supervillain. If I had been in that situation, I don’t know what I would have done.”

All I could do was nod in response, because I did not trust myself to say something that might jeopardize my license.

I shouldn’t have been so surprised, though. Ever since my debut as Beams a month ago, when I helped Rubberman defeat the supervillain Fro-Zen, I—or rather, my secret identity, Beams—had become a celebrity practically overnight. Especially at my school, Harold Golden High, where everyone and their dog was always talking about how awesome Beams was, mostly because I had saved the lives of several students and faculty by defeating Fro-Zen. There was even a Beams Fan Club, of all things, run by my best friend Franklin Maddox, who was also ignorant of my secret identity and didn’t understand why I didn’t want to join his fan club.

Yes, it was nice to see pretty girls talking about how brave Beams was or to hear the jocks talking about how awesome he was for taking on Fro-Zen like that, but I couldn’t actually enjoy any of it, because I was not allowed to tell anyone my secret identity, so I couldn’t take any of the compliments or praise from other people. It felt weird to listen to someone’s theories about Beams’ true identity when I knew that I would need to head to the Elastic Cave after school to don my costume and help Rubberman with whatever he needed help with.

As a result, I was actually starting to sour on the subject of my secret identity. I still liked the job, I still liked working for Rubberman, and I still liked getting paid, but if I had a penny for every time I overheard someone making some crazy theory about Beams’ real identity or origins that had nothing to do with reality … well, I’d have enough money to buy my first car, at least.

One nice thing that had happened because of my sudden popularity was companies calling up Rubberman to make merchandise off me. Rubberman had even already signed a few merchandising deals for me, but told me not to expect much from them yet, because it would take time for the companies to design prototypes to send to him for approval and even longer for the products to come to market. I didn’t really care, because according to sidekick licensing laws, I would get a percentage of royalties from these merchandising deals in addition to what Rubberman paid me normally. That was one of the reasons so many kids wanted to be sidekicks; it was the only minimum wage job which also offered the possibility of getting paid royalties.

In any case, I wanted to change the subject, because I’d had more than enough sidekick stuff for today. So I said, “Well, Greta, what are your family’s plans for—”

I was abruptly cut off by a huge yawn that came out of nowhere. It felt almost forced, like the yawn was forcing its way out of my stomach. In addition, Greta was also yawning, which was strange, because she had just been drinking coffee seconds ago.

“Whoa,” I said, blinking when I finished yawning. “What was that?”

“I have no idea,” said Greta, who now sounded a little sleepy. She rubbed her eyes. “I feel tired all of a sudden, like I need a nap.”

“I feel the same way,” I said. “Maybe I need to order a cup of coffee like you.”

“I don’t know, I think there must be something wrong with this coffee, because I still feel sleepy even though I’ve been drinking from it for the last five minutes,” said Greta. She sipped her coffee again and grimaced. “Yep, something’s wrong with the coffee. I still don’t feel awake.”

I was about to suggest that we call the waiter and let him know about the problem with the coffee when I suddenly noticed someone sitting at the table behind Greta. He looked homeless, with fingerless gloves, a torn jacket, and jeans with holes in the knees. His face was hidden behind a newspaper, save for his eyes, which had big bags hanging under them like he hadn’t gotten much sleep.

But then the man lifted the paper up in front of his eyes, completely blocking off his face to me. Yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that that man was watching us … or rather, watching me.

“Alex?” said Greta. “What’s the problem? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

I looked at Greta, who was staring at me with concern. She looked sleepier than she had even just a few seconds ago, and I have to admit, I was starting to feel sleepier myself.

“Uh, nothing,” I said. I looked around Greta again. “But that guy—”

I stopped speaking, because the homeless guy was nowhere to be seen. I looked around wildly, but I didn’t see any sign of the guy at all. It was like he had just vanished into thin air, which creeped me out.

“Alex, what are you looking for?” said Greta. “Did you see something?”

“There was a guy …” I pointed behind her. “A guy sitting at the table behind us. Did you see him?”

Frowning, Greta nonetheless looked over her shoulder at the now-empty table. “I don’t see anyone sitting there.”

“But someone was there like, just a second ago,” I said. “He looked like a homeless guy, with ratty clothing and everything. He was reading a newspaper. He was spying on us.”

Greta looked at me again, this time with a little bit of fear mixed in with her concern. “Alex, are you sure you saw someone there? Maybe your tired mind is just playing tricks on you. I didn’t see any homeless man sitting behind us; in fact, I don’t think homeless people ever visit the Cafe anyway. Homeless people don’t spy on other people anyway; even if someone had been sitting there, they were probably just here for a cup of coffee like you and me. It’s probably nothing to worry about.”

I wanted to argue with Greta more, but I realized that she was starting to think I was either paranoid or stupid, two traits which were hardly chick magnets. So I kept my mouth shut, but at the same time, I knew I had seen someone. That homeless man had been there, he had been watching me and Greta, and then he disappeared.

That by itself would not have been so bad, if I hadn’t seen murder in that man’s eyes.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

The rest of the date went well. No creepy homeless spies with murder in their eyes bothered us. It was just me and Greta, talking and getting to know each other better. Despite my earlier fears, Greta did not seem as annoyed with my lateness as I thought; if anything, she seemed even more relieved than me, perhaps because we’d both been looking forward to this date for so long that we were glad we were doing it, even if I was a bit late.

Granted, when we went our separate ways that evening, we didn’t kiss or anything like that. My older brother, James, probably would have kissed her in my circumstances, but all I did was just say good bye to her and head home on my bike. James might have been able to get away with kissing girls on the first date, but I wasn’t James and I didn’t want to risk possibly messing up something good I had going with Greta by moving too quickly. I wasn’t sure if our successful first date meant that Greta and I were now officially together or if we’d need to go on more dates before we could start calling each other boyfriend and girlfriend, but that didn’t matter, because I was on cloud nine the whole way home, thinking about how great the date had gone and how amazing Greta was.  The way I saw it, if all our dates went that well, then Greta would probably be begging me to marry her by the end of the year; in fact, Greta and I had already scheduled our next date, which was part of the reason I was so happy.

That particular piece of knowledge had been enough to almost make me forget all about that creepy homeless dude or about that mysterious sleepiness that came over me and Greta in the cafe suddenly. Almost, because there was no way I could ever forget someone that creepy. I was sure that he had been real, even though he had seemed to vanish into thin air. I didn’t know who he was or what he wanted, but I did know that he was still out there somewhere, maybe even watching me as I rode my bike home.

That’s why I kept looking around as I biked, because I was worried that he might be following me. I didn’t see any creepy homeless dudes with bags under their eyes the entire trip back home, however, which should have helped me relax, but I didn’t. I was convinced that he was real and that he was after me. It wasn’t very likely that he could be following me without my knowledge, but it was impossible to truly relax until I passed through the gate in front of my house, parked my bike near the front door, and went inside, closing the door firmly behind me on my way in. Even so, I half-expected to hear the homeless guy knocking on the door incessantly or perhaps even break it down through sheer brute force.

But I forgot all about that when Mom poked her head out of the living room and said, “Alex! I’m so glad to see you. Your father and I saw a report about your fight with that weird robot guy on TV and we were really concerned about you. I almost called you, but Jack convinced me that you were okay.”

“Eh, it wasn’t a big deal, Mom,” I said with a shrug, dropping my backpack on the floor. “Lord Mechanika was just a pissed off Rubberman fan boy. Not much of a real threat, not like Fro-Zen was, anyway.”

“I know, but one of the reporters says that you were picked up and almost squeezed to death,” said Mom. “He also said that you saved a girl named Charlotte Simpson, who is the daughter of Myster, if I remember correctly.”

I looked at Mom in surprise. “Did the reporter really say that?”

“No,” said Mom, shaking her head. She appeared in the entryway to the living room, wearing an apron around her waist that told me that she must have been in the middle of cooking when the report of my fight with Lord Mechanika came on. “I’m a big fan of Myster and know everything about him. Well, I’m a fan of a lot of superheroes, of course, but still. I follow Myster on social media and he posts pictures of himself and Charlotte sometimes. He’s such a good father, that Myster is.”

I blinked, but I wasn’t that surprised, to tell you the truth. Mom was always a big superhero fan and was the most supportive member of my family of my job as Rubberman’s sidekick. Don’t get me wrong, Dad and James support my job, too, but Mom is the only one who is really enthusiastic about it. I think she hopes that I might go on and become a superhero in my own right someday, which was something I was thinking about, even though I was only really interested in saving up enough money for a car right now.

“I also heard that Myster and Rubberman went to the Elastic Cave together,” said Mom. “Is that true? I wasn’t sure, because it didn’t sound like something Rubberman would do, but—”

“It’s true,” I said. “Myster is here in Golden City trying to locate an assassin known as ZZZ.”

Mom covered her mouth with both of her hands. “An assassin? Here? In Golden City? Who is he after?”

“Rubberman,” I replied. “But don’t worry, Mom. Rubberman is safe. He knows all about this guy and, with Myster’s help, should be able to keep himself safe from ZZZ, especially inside the Elastic Cave.”

“I’m not worried about Rubberman, to be honest,” said Mom. “I’m more concerned about you. I don’t want you getting targeted by an assassin, even if you do have powers.”

I shrugged. “I’m just a sidekick. I don’t think ZZZ will go after me, not unless I get in his way, maybe.”

“Alex, I know that, but I still don’t want you to put your life in danger,” said Mom. “I think it might be wise to stay away from the Elastic Cave for a few days or however long it may take for Rubberman and Myster to track down this ZZZ character. You’d be much safer that way.”

“Mom, I appreciate the concern, but it’s going to be all right,” I said. “The Elastic Cave is one of the safest places in the whole city. And Rubberman has improved the security system since the last time someone broke into it, so we really don’t have anything to worry about.”

“I suppose you have a point,” said Mom. “Still, I can’t stop worrying about you whenever you go to the Elastic Cave. I know you’ve come a long way in your training as a sidekick, but you’re still just a teenage boy and—”

“Mom, I said it will be fine,” I interrupted her again. “You need to stop worrying so much. I’ll be perfectly fine. Honest.”

Mom pursed her lips, but thankfully, she nodded and said, “Okay. But I’m going to let your father know about this. Jack went to bed early because he had a long day, but when I go to bed later, I’ll let him know what you told me. He deserves to know that much, at least.”

I nodded. “Okay, sure. Anyway, I’m hungry. What’s for dinner?”

“There’s chicken and rice in the fridge, which you can pop into the microwave if you’re hungry,” said Mom, gesturing in the direction of the kitchen. “Jack and I had an early dinner, because, like I said, he was tired after a long day of work and wanted to go to bed early, though he did see the news report about your fight with that robot bad guy.”

“All right,” I said. I rubbed my stomach. “I’m really hungry after a long day myself and chicken and rice sounds like it will hit the spot.”

I walked past Mom, but then she put a hand on my shoulder and said, “Wait, Alex, I forgot, how did your date with that girl go? Greta, I think her name was?”

I stopped and looked at Mom. “Oh, it went pretty well. I was late, on account of my fight with Lord Mechanika, but Greta wasn’t very upset. We have another date scheduled for next week.”

“I can’t believe it,” said Mom with a slight sniffle. “You’re growing up so fast. Seems like it was just yesterday that you were crawling on the floor in your diapers, yet now you have a job and a girlfriend. I feel so old.”

“Mom, please don’t cry,” I said. “It’s fine. Seriously. I know how you feel and you don’t need to cry about it.”

“O-Okay,” said Mom, who looked like she was about to burst into tears anyway. “I’ll go and tell Jack about that ZZZ guy. You can go and eat.”

Mom quickly made her way up the stairs, but I still heard her start crying tears of joy when she was about halfway up the steps. I shook my head, even though I knew that Mom had a tendency to act this way whenever I did something ‘grown up.’ It seemed odd to me that she would cry about the fact that I had a girlfriend but acted only mildly disturbed about the fact that a famous assassin was gunning after my boss. Women just don’t make sense, especially mothers.

But I didn’t care about that. I went to the kitchen, grabbed some chicken and rice from the fridge, popped it in the microwave for a few minutes, and then sat down at the kitchen table to eat. The smell of chicken and rice made my stomach growl, so I immediately began stuffing my face with the stuff.

That was when I saw a shadow move across the window of the back door. It was brief—probably less than a second—but I froze with food in my mouth because it didn’t look like a bird flying by. It looked like the shadow of a person, like someone was standing outside, but both Mom and Dad were inside, while James was back at college. Either my eyes were playing tricks on me again or there was someone standing outside the kitchen door for some unknown reason.

I almost called for Mom, but I stopped myself before a word could escape my mouth. What if it turned out to just be a bird or a cat or something like that? There was no reason to raise what might amount to a false alarm. And if it was a person and that person had hostile intentions for us, I was better equipped to handle them anyway, with my training and my eye beams that could make short work of any criminal.

Rising from my seat, I made my way across the kitchen in three long strides and then peered out the window at the backyard. The plot of earth where Mom’s flower garden bloomed during the summer was barren, the apple tree was leafless, and the swimming pool was empty; I saw nothing to indicate that anyone had been outside all day, much less that someone had been out there just that moment. Yet I was sure I had seen a mysterious shadow of some sort, even if I didn’t quite know who or what it belonged to.

Bracing myself for whatever was out there, I opened the kitchen door and stepped out onto the back deck of the house. I had no idea what to expect; maybe someone swinging a knife at me or something to take me out before I could tell Mom or Dad that someone was out here.

Yet when I looked around, I saw no sign that anyone had been here. The backyard was totally empty and it wasn’t big enough for someone to hide in. A cold wind blew through, making me shiver in my T-shirt, but I didn’t go back inside. Something was off, but I wasn’t sure why.

That was when a sudden, intense drowsiness came over me. I stumbled, nearly falling over onto the deck, but I managed to grab onto the door jamb for support. Even so, I could barely keep my eyes open; my lids kept trying to close shut, making it difficult for me to remain conscious. And this wasn’t the accumulation tiredness of the day hitting me all at once; no, this was exactly like that same strange tiredness that Greta and I experienced back in the Golden City Cafe, only it felt even worse than before, as if I was being intentionally targeted by the sensation.

Too tired to stand, I slowly slid onto the floor of the deck. I struggled to stay awake, but even with a cold wind blowing, it was like pushing a boulder uphill. All I wanted to do was go … to … sleep …

Footsteps across the wooden deck entered my ears and a second later a man appeared in my view. With my consciousness slipping, I could just barely see him, but of what little I could see of him, I realized who he was: The homeless guy from the Golden City Cafe.

He stood over me, looking down at me with bags under his eyes. He yawned, like he hadn’t gotten much sleep, and then smiled at me with a sleepy smile.

“Tired?” said the man. He sounded like he had just woken up from a long, comfortable nap. “You look sleepy.”

“Who … are … you?” I said. Each word was slightly slurred when it came from my mouth, mostly because I was already half-asleep.

“Who I am is unimportant,” said the man. He pulled a gun out of his ragged jacket and aimed it directly at my temple. “What is important, however, is taking you out. It’s nothing personal; just business, you understand.”

Despite my exhaustion, my eyes widened as I realized who this man was. “You must be … ZZZ …”

The man chuckled. “Figured it out, did you? You’re smarter than you look. Not that that will help you; one bullet to the head and you will sleep forever. Good night.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

It was no use. I was too sleepy to get up and knock the gun out of ZZZ’s hands or try to wrestle it from his hands. Nor could I dodge it; even if I could move my body, I would probably be too sluggish to avoid a bullet at close range.

Yet I was still conscious, conscious enough to use my eye beams. I didn’t know why ZZZ had yet to pull the trigger, but maybe he was waiting for his powers to make me go to sleep so he could finish me off without having to worry about anything going wrong. In my droopy state, I recalled that Rubberman had said that ZZZ preferred to kill his targets when they were asleep, which meant I had only seconds before sleep claimed me and I was left completely defenseless.

But it was so hard to focus on gathering up even a little bit of energy for even a small blast. I didn’t have a lot of experience shooting my eye beams when tired; with my eyelids constantly threatening to close, it was a battle just to stay awake. Through my slightly burred vision, I saw ZZZ smirking at me, like he thought he had this job in the bag, but I wasn’t about to let him win. If he killed me here, what was to stop him from killing Mom and Dad, too, especially if they came down and saw him standing over my body and tried to stop him from fleeing?

My eyes began to burn with energy, but at the same time, darkness was rapidly gathering around the corners of my eyes. I didn’t have much time left; I just needed enough energy to knock the gun out of ZZZ’s hands.

“Go to sleep, go to sleep, go to sleep little baby,” said ZZZ in a soft singsong voice. “Your mommy’s gone away and your daddy’s gonna stay.”

“N-No …” I said, struggling to stay awake. “Not … yet …”

ZZZ frowned. “A strong one, aren’t you? But don’t worry. Everyone falls under my spell eventually. And when they do, they never wake up again … not in this life, anyway.”

The darkness was nearly complete, but at the same time, my eyes were burning with suppressed energy. With a yell, I unleashed an eye beam blast at ZZZ’s hand.

The blast struck ZZZ’s gun hand, causing ZZZ to cry out in pain and drop his gun onto the deck, which clattered against the wood underneath us. At the same time, the drowsiness which had threatened to overwhelm me vanished immediately, which meant that my attack had also shattered ZZZ’s spell over me.

Rising to my feet, I looked at ZZZ. He was clutching his hand, which had a nasty burn mark where my beams had struck it. He no longer looked nearly as sleepy as he had just seconds ago; his eyes were wide open and he was muttering the foulest curses under his breath. He seemed too distracted by the pain in his hand to fight, so I fired another blast at him.

But ZZZ did a backflip over the side of the deck, avoiding my eye beams. My eye beams blasted apart the railing, sending chunks of wood flying everywhere, but I had completely missed ZZZ. I ran over to the edge of the deck just in time to see ZZZ running across the backyard toward the fence. Despite how tired he had looked, he ran fast, even faster than me, but I tried to shoot him with my eye beams again anyway. Unfortunately, ZZZ jumped at the last second, narrowly avoiding the eye beams. He grabbed the top of the fence and, in one smooth motion, threw his whole body over the side.

Determined not to let him get away, I jumped off the deck, landing hard on the crackly, dead grass before I dashed toward the fence. Unlike ZZZ, I couldn’t just vault myself over the fence; however, I did grab the top of the fence and pull my head up over the top to see if I could spot ZZZ.

But to my shock, ZZZ was nowhere to be seen. I looked this way and that, trying to spot him in my neighbor’s backyard, but ZZZ seemed to have vanished into thin air. I was starting to think that ZZZ must have also had a teleportation or invisibility power of some sort, because it was the only explanation for how he was able to seemingly appear and disappear at will.

I considered jumping over the fence anyway and searching my neighbor’s backyard for any hiding places where ZZZ might be, but decided against it. If ZZZ was indeed hiding, then he had the element of surprise on his side and I wasn’t naive enough to believe that he needed a gun to kill me; he just needed to jump me once and I’d be down for good. Plus, I knew who this particular neighbor was and he wasn’t the kind of guy who took very kindly to trespassers on his property. Let’s just say that I learned that lesson when I sneaked into his backyard to get a lost baseball, only to end up with his gun in my face.

Shaking my head, I let go of the fence and landed on my feet. I was tired again; not sleepy tired, but the kind of tired I felt whenever I fought someone. I turned around to go back into the house when Mom and Dad both burst out of the house and onto the deck, their eyes wild with worry and fear. Dad, in particular, looked pretty crazy, because his hair was messed up from sleeping in bed and he was just wearing his boxers without even a shirt.

“Alex, we heard something blowing up out here,” said Dad as soon as he spotted me. “What happened … the deck!”

Too late, I remembered that Dad had personally built this deck years ago when we first moved into this house. Granted, the damage I had done didn’t seem too severe, but given how good condition Dad kept the deck in over the years, seeing even just a portion of it blown to kingdom come must have shook him pretty hard.

“I can explain,” I said, raising my hands.

Dad, however, didn’t look like he was interested in hearing any sort of explanations. He just sat down in the nearest lawn chair, clutching his heart like he was dying, while Mom just stood there, her hands on her cheeks, looking from Dad to the destroyed deck railing with deep worry and confusion. It wouldn’t be long, I knew, before Dad recovered and started yelling at me for destroying his deck, but hopefully Mom would be willing to listen to me at least.

All hopes of Mom being the reasonable one faded as soon as she spotted ZZZ’s discarded gun on the deck. She jumped away from the fallen gun like it was a snake getting ready to bite her, though I didn’t understand why, given how no one was holding the gun and it was actually aimed away from her toward the garden.

“Mom, are you okay?” I asked, taking a step toward the deck with concern.

“Where did this gun come from?” asked Mom, her eyes never leaving the gun, like she thought it was going to jump at her if she took her eyes off it for even a second. “Alex, did you bring this back home with you and not tell us?”

“No, Mom, that’s not my gun,” I said. “It belonged to the assassin who tried to kill me just a few minutes ago.”

I probably shouldn’t have said that, because both Mom and Dad stared at me with sheer horror, as if I had just told them that there was a serial killer somewhere in the neighborhood (which wasn’t actually that far from the truth, now that I thought about it).

“An assassin?” Dad repeated. “You mean someone was literally hired to try to kill you? In my backyard and on my deck?”

“He’s gone now, though,” I said. “And since that was his gun, he is unarmed, which means he’s probably not as dangerous as before.”

“Where is he now?” said Mom, looking around wildly. “Is that assassin the same one as that ZZZ guy you were telling me about?”

“Z who now?” said Dad, looking at Mom in confusion.

“An assassin in the city,” Mom explained. “Alex told me that there’s an assassin after his boss’s life.”

Mom probably shouldn’t have told Dad that, because he looked like he was literally about to have a heart attack now. He had half-risen from his seat when he heard the bit about an assassin, but when Mom said that, Dad just fell back into it and I was afraid that I would need to call 911 in case he ended up having a heart attack or something on the spot.

“An assassin,” Dad repeated, sounding dazed. “Tried to kill my son. On my own property. Damaged my beautiful deck.”

“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” I said. “On the bright side, he didn’t actually shoot me, though he did get away.”

Dad’s eyes bugged out. “You mean he’s still out there? And he might come back to finish the job?”

“I didn’t say that,” I said, scratching the back of my head. “I mean, technically, sure, he’s probably going to come back and try to kill me, because he seemed to be trying to kill me, but—”

“Son,” said Dad, his hands over his eyes. “You should really stop talking. You’re not making this situation any better. At all.”

Taking that bit of fatherly wisdom seriously, I closed my mouth. I had no idea what Mom and Dad were going to do next, but I had a feeling it wasn’t going to be very good.

After a few seconds of deep breathing, Dad lowered his hands from his eyes and looked at me. “Alex, let’s all go inside and you can tell us about what happened out here.”

“Um, okay,” I said. I didn’t like the tone of Dad’s voice; I mean, I knew that he was shaken, but he sounded a little disappointed as well.

Dad rose from the lawn chair and made his way back into the house, though Mom helped him like he was suffering from a debilitating disease. I climbed back onto the deck and went inside with them. I didn’t touch ZZZ’s gun, mostly because I didn’t feel comfortable handling guns, but also because there was a chance we might call the police and I didn’t want to mess with any potential evidence.

But I did lock the door on the way in. It seemed unlikely that ZZZ would return so soon after his first attempt, but I didn’t want to take any chances.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Dad called the police after I explained to him who ZZZ was. A few officers came by our house soon afterward, took a look around, asked a few questions, and took ZZZ’s gun with them for evidence. It was when one of the officers picked up the discarded gun and put it inside a plastic evidence bag that I noticed that the initials ZZZ were engraved in the gun’s handle, which seemed like a dumb thing to me, because that made it easier to identify as ZZZ’s weapon. Then again, ZZZ was such an experienced assassin that I doubted he was worried about the local police force capturing him.

Additionally, I called Rubberman and told him about ZZZ’s attack. Rubberman listened very intently and even offered to come over to scout the neighborhood for ZZZ’s whereabouts, but I told Rubberman that me and my family would be fine and that his arrival would just make both Mom and Dad even more anxious than they already were. Besides, I didn’t want Rubberman to be put in danger; I was afraid that he might get attacked by ZZZ and felt that he was safer in the Elastic Cave than at my house.

Rubberman said that he would inform Myster of my encounter with ZZZ, which I expected, but I did not expect Rubberman to offer me the day off tomorrow, which was Monday, because he thought I might want to stay home with my parents to keep them safe from ZZZ. But I told Rubberman that I wanted to come into work after school as usual anyway, because if ZZZ was after me, I figured my parents would be safer if I was actually out of the house. Plus, I wanted to get some more training in, because I felt like I didn’t handle my fight with ZZZ as well as I could have and I wanted to make sure I could defend myself better if he attacked me again.

Speaking of school, I spent the night worrying that ZZZ might attack my school tomorrow while I was there. Such an idea would have seemed unlikely to me in the past, but if ZZZ somehow knew my real identity and where I lived, then it stood to reason that he probably knew where I went to school, too. I thought about taking the day off from school, but I reasoned that he would probably not risk attacking a school full of students so soon after his first failed attack. I figured he would need at least a few days for his hand to recover from the severe burn I inflicted on it, so I would most likely be safe at school. Of course, I thought the same thing when Fro-Zen attacked my school, so maybe my reasoning was not entirely valid.

Regardless, in the morning, I found myself standing at my locker in the hallways of Harold Golden High in between classes, putting my books from my geometry class away while getting out my English books. The hallway was packed full of students going to and from classes, talking and joking with each other, and the occasional faculty member who would toss a careful look around the crowd to make sure no one was doing anything against school rules. It seemed like an ordinary school day so far, but I was on edge, keeping my eyes and ears open for any sign of ZZZ.

Thus, when a pudgy hand suddenly landed on my shoulder out of the blue as I reached for my English books, I whirled around and, without even thinking about it, twisted the arm of the person who had touched me. I probably would have broken their arm, just the way that Rubberman taught me in training, before I got a good look at the person who touched me and saw that it was a short, pudgy kid with a familiar blue baseball cap on his head and wearing a shirt featuring the logo of the video game War Zero on the chest.

“Ow!” said the guy. “Alex, you’re breaking my arm. Feels like it’s about to snap right off.”

I immediately let go of my friend’s arm and smiled somewhat sheepishly. “Sorry, Frank. I didn’t realize it was you. I just reacted on instinct.”

Franklin Maddox—my best friend in Harold Golden High—rubbed his shoulder as he looked at me warily. “What did you think I was, Apparition or something? And when did your instincts get so good anyway?”

The honest answer was that I had honed my fighting instincts over the last month with Rubberman, whose training routine emphasized learning how to react quickly in a fight in order to gain the upper hand over an enemy, especially in a life or death situation.

But that would require revealing my secret identity to Frank, which was against the law, so I just shrugged and said, “I think it just naturally happens when you go to the gym. You get stronger and faster, so your reflexes get faster as well.”

“Yeah, I guess that makes sense,” said Frank. He glanced at his own large belly. “I could probably stand to go to the gym, honestly, but I’m afraid I might end up throwing out my back or something like that.”

I rolled my eyes. “Right. Anyway, how was your weekend?”

“Pretty good,” said Frank. He patted his chest. “I’ve got nearly all of the award metals in War Zero, including the DLC stuff. Also, I saw a trailer for the next War Zero game, War Zero: The Next Infinity, which looks like crap, but I’ll probably buy it anyway when it comes out because I don’t trust trailers.”

“Uh, interesting,” I said. I wasn’t as interested in games as Frank; even before I became a sidekick, I didn’t care much for them, but because Frank liked them so much, I was usually up to talking about them with him.

“Oh, and I almost forgot,” said Frank. He pulled out something from his backpack and showed it to me proudly. “I also designed badges for the Beams Fan Club, which I’m going to hand out to the other members after school today. See?”

I looked more closely at the badge Frank held. It was shaped kind of like a police badge, except instead of a police shield, it had my helmet on it. It was a stylized version of my Beams helmet, cartoony and exaggerated and honestly not very good. Underneath the cartoon of my helmet, the words ‘BEAMS FAN CLUB OF HAROLD GOLDEN HIGH’ stood out in bright golden lettering.

“Isn’t it cool?” said Frank. “It was a little hard to get the visor right, but I think I managed to get Beams’ likeness down pretty well. At least, everyone I’ve showed this to has agreed that it looks like him.”

“Yeah, it does look like him,” I said, standing upright again. “How many people are in the club now?”

“Ten,” said Frank. “And we’re still growing. Seems like everyone loves Beams; I think it’s because no one knows who he is, but everyone suspects he’s a student here at the school.”

“Really?” I said. “Why would you think that?”

“Because he has to live somewhere in Golden City if he’s working for Rubberman,” said Frank. “Duh.” He leaned forward suddenly and whispered, “But just to be clear, I’m not Beams. I mean, I know you probably don’t think so, but I just wanted to make it clear just to be safe.”

“Uh, okay,” I said as Frank pulled back. “I wouldn’t think you were Beams, because you and him have very different body types.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” said Frank. “I’m pretty short and pudgy, whereas Beams is built more like you. Actually, now that I think about it, your arms are about as thick as his.”

“Oh, really?” I said, trying to sound casual, but I was actually alarmed because Frank was getting dangerously close to the truth about my identity. “That’s, er, a really big coincidence.”

“Yeah, it is,” said Frank, nodding. “But you know, it doesn’t really matter, because I know you’re not Beams.”

“Really?” I said. “What makes you say that? Is it because I don’t have any powers?”

“Yeah, but that’s not the most important reason,” said Frank. “The most important reason is because you’re just not that heroic. Don’t take it personally or anything, but I just can’t imagine you going out and fighting supervillains like that Fro-Zen guy, for example. Not that I think you’re a coward or anything, but you just don’t strike me as the kind of guy fit for that type of work.”

I put on a smile, but it felt really fake and forced. “Well, thanks for the vote of confidence, Frank. Glad to know you have such a high opinion of me.”

I know I shouldn’t have been offended—after all, I didn’t want Frank or anyone else even suspecting I was a sidekick—but it was rather annoying to be dismissed as a candidate as Beams because I didn’t seem ‘heroic’ enough. I guess it was because I really wanted the credit for everything that Beams had done so far, but couldn’t openly accept any of it because that would make me lose my license. That was why I found all of the talk about Beams annoying; not because I hated hearing my other self praised, but because I was not able to accept any of it myself.

Frank must have noticed how I didn’t want to talk about this topic anymore, because he just scratched the back of his head and said, “Anyway, how did your date with Greta go? Did you finally get to go out with her or did you have to put it off again?”

“I finally got to go out with her,” I confirmed. I looked up and down the crowded hall and frowned. “But I haven’t seen her all day. Have you?”

“Nope,” said Frank, shaking his head. “I think she might be sick, ‘cause I overheard a couple of her friends talking about how she had to take a day off school.”

“She seemed perfectly healthy when I was with her on Sunday,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “I hope she’s all right. We’ve got another date scheduled for next week and I’d hate to have to put it off because she’s sick.”

“Maybe you should drop by her house after school to see how she’s doing,” Frank suggested. “If she’s going on another date with you, doesn’t that indicate that she’s interested in you? She would probably be happy to see you, especially if you came with flowers or something like that.”

“You’re talking like you’ve ever had a girlfriend,” I pointed out. “How do you know that won’t just creep her out?”

“Hey, man, I’m just trying to help,” said Frank. “I know you’d do the same for me if I was dating a girl, wouldn’t you?”

“Yeah, but I wouldn’t give you cheesy advice straight out of a romantic comedy or something like that,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “I’ll just text her later and see what she says.”

“Okay,” said Frank. “But speaking of girls, did you see her?”

I blinked. “Who?”

Frank immediately pointed down the hall. “That girl over there. The new one.”

Frowning, I looked in the direction in which Frank indicated and started when I saw the girl to which he was referring. It was Charlotte Simpson, Myster’s daughter, standing at her locker with a textbook in hand, chatting with one of the school’s football players. She looked much the same as she did back on Sunday, when I met her, except now she was wearing a black T-shirt and jeans that looked really expensive. Her hair was almost shiny in its coloration, actually reflecting the light from the ceiling. Most of the guys who passed her by kept not-so-subtly glancing at her, but she was too busy talking with the quarterback to pay attention to them.

“Do you know who that is?” asked Frank in a low voice, practically a hiss. “That’s Charlotte Simpson, the daughter of the famous superhero Myster.”

“I knew,” I replied.

“You do?” said Frank. “Where did you see her?”

“Uh, on TV, when the news reported on that Lord Mechanika guy’s attack yesterday,” I said quickly. “He kidnapped her and nearly killed her before her dad saved her.”

“Oh, yeah, I remember that,” said Frank. “But can you believe it? The daughter of a famous superhero is attending our school and taking the same classes as us. I don’t even know what Myster is doing here in Golden City, but rumor has it that he’s searching for a supervillain.”

“Wait, you know who Myster is?” I said.

“Of course I do,” said Frank. “He’s one of my favorite superheroes, even though he is normally stationed in North Wood. I never thought he’d come here or that he would send his daughter to our school, though. That’s amazing.”

“So Charlotte is actually a student here now?” I said, glancing at Charlotte again. “For how long?”

“Don’t know,” said Frank, rubbing his hands together anxiously. “But I’ve been screwing up the courage to ask her out. Not only is she the daughter of one of my favorite superheroes, but she’s also really pretty. I bet she’s nice, too, because Myster is one of the nicest superheroes around.”

I frowned. I considered telling Frank about Charlotte’s bratty behavior, but that that would require revealing my identity to him, too, so instead I said, “I wouldn’t bother if I were you, Frank. Rumor has it that Charlotte has eyes only for Beams.”

Frank’s shoulders slumped. “Oh. Well, I guess that makes sense. Seems like every girl in the school only wants to talk about Beams. Not that I blame them, but it makes it kind of hard for guys like us to compete, you know? Not everyone is a famous sidekick who defeated one of the worst villains in recent memory, after all.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I know, but speaking of sidekicks, if Myster’s daughter is here, then does that mean that his sidekick, Cyberkid, is also here?” I looked around. “I don’t see him.”

“Well, that’s obvious,” said Frank. “Assuming Cyberkid is here, he’s probably keeping his identity a secret so he doesn’t lose his license.” Suddenly, Frank put both of his hands on his head. “Holy crap. If Cyberkid is here, then that means there are two sidekicks attending Harold Golden High. Most schools don’t even have one sidekick. This is crazy and awesome at the same time.” He looked around suddenly. “Do you think we might be able to find out who Cyberkid is if we tried?”

“Isn’t outing a sidekick against the law, though?” I said. “We could get in trouble if we did that.”

“Good point,” said Frank with a sigh. “Well, it’s still cool to think about anyway. And, in a way, I feel kind of safe. I mean, if our school is ever attacked again, we’ll have at least two competent sidekicks to protect us. That’s not as good as having actual superheroes, of course, but it’s still better than what most schools have.” He hiked up his backpack on his shoulders. “Well, I gotta get to class, so see you later. Want to come to my house after school and play War Zero?”

I shook my head as I closed my locker door. “Sorry, but I’ve got stuff to do. Like go to the gym and stuff like that.”

“Man, you’re always busy after school,” said Frank. “Not that I’m complaining, but it just doesn’t seem like we hang out as much as we used to, you know?”

“I know, but you know how crazy life can get sometimes,” I said. “I can come over to your house on Sunday if you want. Saturday won’t work, because that’s when I’m dating Greta, but Sunday is open for me.”

Frank suddenly smiled. “Okay, sounds good. See you later, then.”

Frank walked off with more of a spring in his step now, while I hefted my backpack over my shoulder and was about to join him when my phone rang. I stopped and, pulling my phone out of my pocket, glanced at the screen to see who could be calling me. To my surprise, it was Rubberman, though my contact was labeled with ‘BOSS’ for safety reasons.

Looking around quickly to make sure no one was listening in, I turned around to face my locker and answered the phone. “Hi, boss, what’s up?”

“Alex, I was just calling to let you know that you’re going to be working later tonight than usual,” said Rubberman. “We’ve got a job tonight, but I won’t tell you much about it except that it could be dangerous.”

“A job?” I said. “What is it about?”

“It’s not safe to discuss over the phone, but suffice to say that it pays well,” said Rubberman. “The only problem is that you’ll have to work close to midnight, but I will pay you overtime for it, don’t worry.”

I raised an eyebrow. Rubberman had never had me work these ‘night missions’ before, as he called them, mostly because they would interfere with my school work if I did. That Rubberman wanted me to work with him on this one meant that it was unusually important, and unusually important jobs always paid well.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll see you after school, then.”

“Good to hear,” said Rubberman. “Come at the same time you always do, because we’re going to need to talk about the plan before we head out. See you later.”

With that, the call ended. I quickly put my phone back into my pocket and made my way down the slightly-less crowded hallway, wondering about what this mission would entail and hoping it would not be too difficult. But I was excited, because I never got to go on these night missions, despite always wanting to.

But one thought did occur to me as I walked; namely, that the mission might have something to do with ZZZ. But I pushed that thought out of my mind for now, because if the mission was related to him, Rubberman would have told me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

I know I told Frank that I wouldn’t stop by Greta’s house to check on her and give her flowers after school, but when the school bell rang and all of the students poured out of the school into the cold November air, I did not go immediately to the Elastic Cave, as I usually did after school. Instead, I made my way to Greta’s house, because I had had all day to think about Frank’s idea and I could not shake it off no matter how much I might try. Besides, I wasn’t going to stay at her house forever; just stop by and say hi. It would be a nice surprise to her, I’m sure. In fact, I didn’t even call her ahead of time to let her know that I was coming over to visit, because I wanted it to be a pleasant surprise to her.

I had never visited Greta’s house before; however, Greta had given me her address once and I had driven past her house on my bike more than a few times over the years, and not just because I hoped to catch a glimpse of Greta, either. As a result, I had no trouble making my way to Greta’s house via a short cut I knew. In minutes, I arrived in the street outside her house, but I did not go up to the front door immediately. Instead, I stopped for a moment to catch my breath, because I had biked very fast to get here and didn’t want to come up to her front door all sweaty and tired.

Greta’s house was not very different from my own house, if a bit fancier. The driveway was shaped somewhat like the letter ‘U,’ allowing a car into and out of the driveway with ease. The house itself was about the same size as mine, but with a bigger pool in the backyard, which was currently empty from what I could see. A large hummer stood in front of the garage, while a sprinkling fountain with small stone fairy statues stood in the front yard. No one was outside and most of the windows had the curtains drawn, but given the presence of the hummer, I figured that Greta was probably home, perhaps even her parents, although it was equally possible that they were still at work, too.

I hopped off my bike and, leaning it against their mailbox, made my way up to the front door of the house. I knocked on the front door a couple of times and then stepped backwards. While I waited, I glanced at the windows on either side of the door, but due to the white curtains, I couldn’t see anyone who might be on the other side. In fact, I didn’t even hear anyone coming to answer the door, which meant that they had either not heard me knock or maybe they actually weren’t here at all.

But then I heard heavy footsteps on the other side of the door and, before I even knew it, the door opened and I found myself face to face with a large, muscular man who towered over me.

He was built like a brick wall, with muscular arms as thick as tree trunks. His hair was short and blonde, the same shade as Greta’s, and his huge chest was visible through his shirt. You know, I was feeling really proud of my own strong body that I’d gained from my training with Rubberman, but in comparison to this dude, I suddenly realized just how inadequate my body was. He had a stern face and wore an expression that was a little hard to read, but at the same, sent the clear message that he was not to be messed with.

The man stared down at me with such intensity that it felt like he was trying to read my mind. “Yes?”

I realized that my mouth had fallen open, so I quickly shook my head and said, “Uh, I’m Alex. Alex Fry.”

The man continued to stare at me. I found his arms intimidating. “And?”

“Uh, I’m here to see Greta,” I said. “I went on a date with her yesterday and I didn’t see her in school today, so—”

“Oh,” said the man. His voice was deep and rumbling; in fact, I seemed to feel vibrations in the air from his voice alone, though it could have just been my imagination. “You are the boy who asked her out. I remember Greta telling me about you. You’re even less impressive than I imagined.”

Internally, I cringed at his harsh comment, but aloud I said, “Well, uh, are you her father? You look kind of like her, I mean, but it’s equally possible that you could be her bodyguard or something like that.”

Damn it, why did I always feel the need to ramble whenever I got nervous? I probably looked like an idiot to this guy now. I half-expected him to grab me by the collar of my shirt and dropkick me off his front porch.

But he must have been more restrained than he looked, because the man nodded once and said, “Yes. I’m Greta’s dad. Not her bodyguard, although as her father I am perfectly willing to defend her from anyone who might wish to harm her. Including boys she is dating.”

Greta’s father spoke very calmly, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but feel even more nervous when he said that, even though I had absolutely no intention whatsoever of harming Greta. Greta’s father had a way of making you feel guilty even if you hadn’t done anything wrong. I stood up a little straighter, hoping that that might improve his opinion of me a bit more.

“Well, I just came by because I didn’t see her at school today and I wanted to make sure she’s okay,” I said. “She’s not, uh, sick or anything, is she?”

“Greta came down with a small cold last night,” said Greta’s father. “She’s resting at the moment, but will probably feel good enough to go back to school tomorrow.”

Even though all he did was state the facts, I couldn’t help but feel as though Greta’s father was pronouncing the judgment of God upon me anyway. I tried not to look guilty or nervous, but it was hard because Greta’s father had that ability to make you feel like you needed to watch your every word lest he pronounce judgment upon you. I wondered if he was like that with Greta or if he was just like that to me because I was dating his daughter.

“That’s good to hear,” I said, doing my best to be as cheerful as possible. “I hope she gets better. Would it be okay if I can say hi and see how she’s doing for a moment?”

Greta’s father shook his head. “No. It’s more for your protection than anything. Greta told me that she doesn’t want her sickness to spread, so we’re limiting her contact with visitors for the time being.”

“Oh, of course,” I said. “Sounds just like the sweet, sensitive Greta I know.”

“Yes, she is a sweet, sensitive girl,” said Greta’s father. “Just like her mother.”

When Greta’s father said that, I could not help but notice a hint of sorrow in his voice. It occurred to me that, while I had heard Greta talk about her dad all the time, she had never even mentioned her mother to me.

“Speaking of her mother, uh, is she home, too?” I said. “Greta’s told all about you, but she’s never really talked about her mom to me.”

I must have asked the wrong question, because Greta’s father’s eyes immediately narrowed and his entire demeanor changed. He had a naturally intimidating appearance, but now he was glaring down at me as if he was trying to shoot beams out of his own eyes at me. I have to admit, even though I’d faced down villains like Fro-Zen before, Greta’s father was a lot scarier than Fro-Zen to me at the moment.

“That is none of your business,” said Greta’s father. As usual, he said it in a calm tone, but his muscles sure could have backed up any threat he could have made to me.

“Uh, okay, yes sir,” I said. I stepped backwards unintentionally. “Well, uh, I guess I’ll be going, then, since I’ve got places to be and can’t stick around for too long. Could you tell Greta I came by to say hello?”

I half-expected Greta’s father to just slam the door shut in my face without another word, but he nodded again and said, “Of course.”

“All right, then,” I said. “Um, bye, I, uh, guess.”

I quickly turned and walked away back toward my bike, which I had left at the end of the driveway. I didn’t look back over my shoulder until I reached my bike and swung my right leg over the seat and placed it on the pedal. When I looked back to the house, I saw that the door was closed and Greta’s father was nowhere to be seen. Yet I had the feeling that he was still watching me, perhaps through the door’s peephole, so I immediately began riding down the street. I hoped that Greta’s father would not forbid Greta to keep dating me after this; I had the feeling that I had failed to pass some sort of test of his, and rather epically at that.

As I biked, I suddenly remembered a detail about Greta’s father that I had not paid much attention to. On his father, under his left eye, was a small scar shaped like a knife. I don’t know why I didn’t remember it until just now; perhaps because it was so minor in comparison to her father’s huge body that I didn’t think it important.

The reason I found it significant, though, was because I realized that I had seen it once before on the face of another supervillain, a supervillain known as Domino Bones.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

The thought that Greta’s father was the infamous Domino Bones would have been enough to make me stop in my tracks, but because I didn’t want to be late for work, I instead kept going, but I biked mostly out of habit now, allowing my body to take me to the Elastic Cave while my mind pondered this possibility.

Domino Bones was a well-known supervillain, though he didn’t operate in Golden City to the best of my knowledge. I’d seen him on the news monitors in the Elastic Cave once, when he had successfully robbed Greenwood Bank in Greenwood, Texas. According to what I had read about him, Bones was a large, muscular man who usually had an army of animatronic skeletons to act as his minions. His exact background and origin was unknown; all anyone knew was that he had appeared one day, seemingly out of nowhere, and started robbing banks and committing all sorts of crimes.

Rubberman had never fought Bones before, but as part of his business, Rubberman kept tabs on supervillains in the state. He said it was because supervillains usually moved from city to city in order to avoid superheroes and the police. In fact, the problem of supervillain relocation was much larger than you might think, because some superheroes were so good at their jobs that they often ended up driving all supervillains and criminals to neighboring cities with less effective superheroes, which had the obvious effect of increasing the crime rate in said cities.

But there was no way that Mr. Hammond could be Domino Bones. I mean, it didn’t make any sense. After all, Greta had never hinted to me that her father was ever up to anything illegal. He was always out of town, true, but that was because of his job … his job, now that I think about it, that I knew practically nothing about and which Greta had seemed strangely unwilling to discuss back on our date.

From a certain point of view, I could see how Mr. Hammond’s job that took him out of town often would make an excellent cover for a supervillain who didn’t want to be caught. If Mr. Hammond was indeed Domino Bones, then having the excuse that he needed to get out of town due to his job would allow him to do whatever he wanted without anyone suspecting him of his true identity.

This was all crazy, just pure speculation and nothing more, but at the same time, the idea didn’t seem crazy enough to merely dismiss as false. If Greta’s dad was a supervillain, then there was no telling what he might be doing to Greta. Maybe Greta wasn’t even sick at all, but being kept prisoner in her own house for Mr. Hammond’s own nefarious purposes. I couldn’t imagine what such an evil supervillain might be willing to do to his own daughter, but if she was in danger, then it was my responsibility, both as a sidekick and as a decent human being, to save her.

But this was still just speculation and theorizing and I had no hard evidence to prove it one way or another. I made a mental note to figure out the dates that Mr. Hammond was out of town and then compare them to the dates of Bones’ crimes. If I could prove that Bones’ crimes always happened whenever Mr. Hammond was out of town, that would make my theory more plausible. Or maybe it would completely disprove it entirely, but at the moment I would just focus on getting the data I needed and worry about conclusions later. I decided I would not bring this up to Rubberman when I got to the Elastic Cave. Until I had some hard evidence or proof to show him, Rubberman would just dismiss it as pointless speculation on my part and nothing more.

When I reached the Elastic Cave’s secret grocery store front entrance and went down to Level One, I emerged from the elevator and walked over to Mission Control, where I quickly clocked in for the day. Then I made my way down the hallway to the left to Rubberman’s office, which was usually where Rubberman was during the day. The office door was cracked open, allowing some of the light to shine through, but I still knocked on it anyway and heard Rubberman say, “Come in,” so I opened the door and stepped inside.

Rubberman’s office was about the same as it usually was, with shelves of his merchandise—toys, statues, coffee mugs, etc.—running along the walls, with several posters of himself on the walls behind his desk. Rubberman himself sat at his desk, looking through a large box, though I didn’t know what was in the box or where it came from. Whatever was inside it must have been interesting, though, because Rubberman didn’t even look up at me when I entered.

“Hi, boss,” I said as I closed the door behind me. “I’m here.”

Rubberman looked up at me and smiled. “Oh, hey, Alex. Glad you’re here. Catch!”

Without warning, Rubberman threw something small and yellow and blue at me. I caught the object before it could hit me in the face and looked down at it curiously.

It was an action figure of some sort, with a rough, unfinished design that told me that it was a prototype. More importantly, however, was the fact that this was clearly an action figure of me. Though the colors were not quite finished, the helmet resembled my own helmet almost exactly and its general build was just like my own body. It was quite articulated, though it also felt a bit fragile in my hands like it would break if I was not careful with it. I noticed that the visor was detachable, but when I removed it, it just left an ugly, empty space where the visor usually went.

I looked up at Rubberman in confusion. “What is this? A voodoo doll of me?”

“No,” said Rubberman, who was practically hopping up and down in his seat in excitement. “That’s a prototype of your official action figure, courtesy of SuperFun Toys. It’s part of their upcoming Real Sidekicks line of collectible action figures coming out in the spring.”

“Wait, you mean you’ve already signed a deal to have toys based off me?” I said, looking at the action figure in my hands again in surprise.

“Sure,” said Rubberman. “Remember what I told you last month, on your first day back in work after Fro-Zen’s defeat? SuperFun Toys was the first company to contact me about making action figures based on you. They’ve made toys based off me before, very good ones at that, so I was more than happy to give them the rights to make the first official action figures of you.”

“But that was a month ago,” I said. “They didn’t actually design and make a prototype in a month, did they?”

“Yes, they did,” said Rubberman. “That’s why they’re one of my favorite companies to work with. Not only do they make high quality toys, they also do it quickly and efficiently. Look, your figure can even detach its visor and put molded laser beams on it to mimic your eye beams. Catch!”

Rubberman tossed a small, gray piece of plastic at me, which I caught again and looked down at. It was indeed a plastic molding of my own laser beams, with a peg at the end that allowed it to connect to the main action figure. I put the laser into the toy’s head and realized that Rubberman was right; it did look like my powers. It was somewhat loose, though, which made me think this figure must have been more for collecting than playing.

“So this is part of a larger toy line coming out next year?” I said, looking up at Rubberman again.

Rubberman nodded. “Yeah. The Real Sidekicks line is a line of realistic, ultra articulated action figures aimed at the collector’s market, a follow up from this year’s Real Heroes line, which included a figure of yours truly. Each figure in the line is based off a real sidekick. The first wave is going to have you, Cyberkid, and Wings, the sidekick of Firefall, who you haven’t met yet. That’s a pretty impressive accomplishment, given how you have only been in the public eye for about a month. That means that SuperFun Toys is convinced that you’re going to be very popular, because they’re usually very selective about who they make licensing deals with, especially when it comes to sidekicks, since sidekicks come and go pretty frequently.”

I had to admit, prior to this, I never understood why Rubberman was so interested in the toys of himself. It always seemed kind of nerdy and even a little childish; I mean, I’m 16-years-old, after all. Sixteen-year-olds don’t play with toys, much less thirty-year-old men like Rubberman. I always thought that the main appeal of such toys was their earning potential, as it added yet another income stream for superheroes like Rubberman, and more income streams usually meant higher profits and more money.

But holding this unfinished prototype in my hands, I couldn’t deny that I felt like a little kid again getting an awesome toy for Christmas. It made my job feel more real, to put it one way, like I was really a sidekick now. Of course, I’d been a sidekick for a month now and had even helped Rubberman take down a few supervillains, but somehow this collectible action figure made it seem far more real. Perhaps it was just the fact that it was a physical object I could hold in my hands and interact with.

Thinking about his toy, however, brought another concern to mind. I looked at Rubberman and said, “Will I get any royalties from the sales of these toys?”

“Of course,” said Rubberman. “As per the law, you will receive a minimum of ten percent of all royalties earned from sales of these toys, which will be included with your weekly paycheck whenever the money comes in from SuperFun Toys.” He leaned forward, like he was going to share a secret with me. “But don’t worry; ten percent is just the minimum. I struck a deal with them that the royalty rate will rise to fifteen percent if they sell more than five thousand figures, which should be easy, given how my toys sold thousands of copies and most of the collectors will no doubt nab your figure in order to complete their collection.”

“Wow, that’s really nice of you,” I said. “If my toy sells even half as well as yours, I think I’ll have enough money to buy a new car for myself, rather than a used one.”

“Glad to see you’re excited, but don’t expect any royalty money for a while,” said Rubberman as he sat upright again. “As I said, the first wave of the Real Sidekicks line won’t be out until spring of next year. Even once the toys are released, it usually takes SuperFun Toys two months or so to send out royalties, though unlike some companies I’ve worked with, SuperFun Toys is pretty regular about paying out royalties and won’t cheat us out of what they owe us.”

My shoulders slumped. “Oh. I thought they’d want to get these toys out pretty quickly, what with Christmas coming next month and all.”

“SuperFun Toys doesn’t rush their products to market, because they care more about quality than speed,” said Rubberman. “I did work with a toy company that rushed a line of figures based off me to market in order to meet the Christmas rush one year, though.”

“Really? How did that work out?”

“Let’s just say that outsourcing your toys to Chinese factories that don’t see any dangers in using lead paint is not exactly a winning business strategy and leave it at that,” said Rubberman. “But anyway, are you starting to see the possibilities in this business now and understand why I love it?”

I nodded eagerly. “Yeah, I am. It really is better than other minimum wage jobs.”

“Without a doubt,” said Rubberman. “But if you’re still disappointed in not getting paid until next year from these toys, there’s a new line of t-shirts coming out next week with you and me on them. Check it out.”

Rubberman suddenly held up a medium-sized t-shirt for me to see. It showed me and Rubberman standing on a street corner, looking like we were fighting some unknown enemy off-screen. Rubberman’s fists were stretched out, while I was shooting lasers from my eyes. It looked really cool, even cooler than the toy I held in my hands.

“These will be available all over the country next week and you will get ten percent of royalties, as usual,” said Rubberman as he put the shirt down on his lap. “I’ll add your royalties to your paycheck when they come in, which should be sometime next month.”

“Awesome,” I said. “I didn’t know you struck a deal with a t-shirt company already.”

“Actually, this particular company had already made me include sidekick rights in the contract I signed with them last year,” said Rubberman. “Sidekick rights are essentially the rights that companies buy from superheroes in order to make merchandise based off the likeness of their sidekicks. It’s pretty common to include sidekick rights with superhero rights in the same contract, even if you don’t have a sidekick, because sidekicks can sometimes become popular enough to warrant their own merch, like you. That’s how they were able to design these t-shirts so quickly.”

“Amazing,” I said. “It seems like there’s no limit to the amount of money you can make in this business.”

“Right,” said Rubberman. “It’s hard to get noticed at first, but once you do, it’s even harder to get people to stop calling you about the various rights you have. Hell, I’ve even sold off bed sheet rights last year to a company that specialized in that sort of thing. And they’re very comfortable bed sheets, too.”

I have to admit that for the first time since I started working with Rubberman, I was starting to realize the possibility of getting rich in this business. I had only accepted this job because I needed to save up money for a car, but if I could get these types of licensing deals, then maybe I didn’t need to go to college at all. Maybe when I graduated from high school, I could just go into the superhero business for myself. Everyone is always complaining about how expensive college is and how much debt you need to take on just to get a basic four year degree; I could skip all of that by jumping into this business myself as my own superhero at some point.

“Anyway,” said Rubberman, putting the box of prototype toys down on the floor behind his desk, “as fun as it is to talk about money and licensing deals, right now we need to talk about tonight’s mission, the one I mentioned to you on the phone.”

Snapped out of my thoughts of riches, I walked over to the desk and sat down in the chair opposite it, but I didn’t put down the toy. I kept it in my hands, moving the limbs and generally messing with it as I looked at Rubberman. “Right, the mission. What’s it all about? You usually don’t bring me on these kinds of missions.”

“Well, I’ve decided that you are ready for the big time,” said Rubberman. “And, because I intend to give you more responsibility anyway, I know that the best way to teach you something is to actually have you do it yourself.”

“Cool,” I said. “I’m listening.”

Rubberman looked at his desktop computer monitor and started clicking on his mouse (which I just now noticed had his logo on it). “All right. Yesterday, I received an email from the curator of the Golden City Historical Museum, Jed Golden. Do you know who he is?”

I nodded. “Yeah. He’s the great-grandson of Harold Golden, the founder of the city. I went to the Museum once when I was a kid, on a field trip, but I haven’t been back there in a long time.”

“Well, looks like both of us are going to be there tonight,” said Rubberman, “because Mr. Golden wants us to protect a certain exhibit there tonight.”

“Really?” I said. “Which exhibit, exactly?”

“The exhibit in question is the silver pocket watch of Harold Golden,” said Rubberman. “It’s a one-of-a-kind watch, the only remaining watch of its kind from that time period that still works. It’s incredibly valuable; Mr. Golden didn’t say how much it costs, exactly, but he did say that it is valued well into the seven figure range.”

My jaw dropped. “What? I mean, I remember seeing that watch when I visited the Museum the first time, but I didn’t think it looked that special.”

“It’s a historical artifact, Alex,” said Rubberman. “That alone makes it worth millions of dollars to certain individuals. In fact, lots of people have offered to buy the watch from Mr. Golden, but he’s rejected every offer because he considers it part of the city’s history, in addition to being a family heirloom.”

“But he thinks someone is going to try to steal it, right?”

“Right. Mr. Golden says he got an anonymous tip that there will be an attempted theft of the watch tonight at midnight. The Museum’s normal security guards will be on duty, but Mr. Golden wants us there to act as the last line of defense, especially if the thief turns out to be a supervillain of some kind.”

“Does he know who it is? Or have any suspects?”

“No. All Mr. Golden knows at this point is that a thief will try to break in and that we need to either apprehend the thief or at least keep him from stealing the watch. I already negotiated a fee and we’ll be paid next week.”

I nodded, but then looked around suddenly. “Hey, you don’t think that the thief is ZZZ, do you?”

“Doubt it,” said Rubberman. “Remember, ZZZ is supposed to be after me. I doubt he has any interest in the watch. It’s probably someone else; thieves are not exactly rare, you know.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” I said. I fiddled with the prototype. “I just can’t get my mind off ZZZ. Have you heard any news of his current whereabouts?”

Rubberman shook his head. “No. The police have informed me that there have been no sightings of him since his attack on you. Myster hasn’t had any luck in tracking him down, either. I’m sure we’ll find him soon, though. He can’t hide forever.”

“Or he’ll find us.”

“The Elastic Cave has some of the best security systems in the city. ZZZ couldn’t even get close to the Cave’s secret entrance without setting off at least eleven different alarms. We’re safe here, don’t worry.”

“If you say so,” I said. “But what about Myster and Cyberkid? Are they going to help us defend the watch?”

“No,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “It’s just going to be you and me tonight. I did ask Myster, but he said he’d need to get approval from Heroes United first and that would take too long, though he promised to provide back up if we needed it.”

I frowned. “I think I remember Myster mentioning this Heroes United thing before, but he didn’t say what it was.”

“Oh, I haven’t explained it to you before?” said Rubberman. He sighed and rubbed his forehead, like he was about to explain something he didn’t want to talk about. “Heroes United is the largest and most well-known superhero hiring agency in the country. That means they connect individual superheroes with national, state, city, and local governments and other entities who hire superheroes, essentially acting a middleman who vets the quality of superheroes for potential clients. You pay a yearly fee to become a member and to be listed in their superhero directory, which is consulted by potential clients all over the country.”

“I didn’t know such an organization even existed. I thought all superheroes were independent like you.”

“No, many, if not most, superheroes belong to organizations like Heroes United,” said Rubberman. “Sometimes they even belong to multiple organizations at once in order to increase their chances of being hired. One of the hardest challenges in this business is getting hired by a government to protect a city or town. Most governments are hesitant to hire superheroes who have not been vetted by an organization like Heroes United; in fact, in some states, like New York, many local governments refuse to consider independent heroes at all and work exclusively with Heroes United and similar groups instead. By joining with these groups, it makes it easier for superheroes, especially new ones just starting out, to get a foot in the door, so to speak.”

“Oh. That doesn’t sound so bad. Actually, that sounds pretty convenient.”

“In theory, yes, but in practice, the results can … vary, to put it mildly,” said Rubberman. “For example, a lot of these organizations will put a lot of restrictions on what their members can and cannot do if they want to stay in the organization’s good graces. And they aren’t always objective; I’ve known more than a few heroes who have been blacklisted by these organizations strictly on political grounds, which can really hurt a superhero’s career depending on where they live.”

“Ouch.”

“Worse than that, in some countries it is actually illegal for a superhero to operate independently. Many countries, particularly in Europe, require that a superhero join these types of organizations in order to be able to contract out their services at all. They say it is to ensure the quality and safety of superheroes, but in my experience, it is usually because they don’t want any competition and are seeking to control the market and enrich themselves at the expense of others. Most of the people in charge of these organizations are nominally ‘superheroes,’ but few do any actual superhero work and most just subsist off the membership fees and percentage fees they get from members.”

“Percentage fees?”

“Each organization earns a percentage of the money that its individual members earn from their contracts with governments or other clients. It ranges from between five and fifteen percent of the member’s earnings, depending on the organization, and it’s usually justified on the grounds that the superhero in question wouldn’t be getting any money at all if not for the advocacy of the organization in question. It’s an understandable argument, but still leaves the individual member in question a lot poorer than they were before.”

“I see. What other benefits do these organizations offer?”

“Anywhere from healthcare to legal representation in court, depending on the size and scope of the organization in question. Heroes United offers the best benefits, which is why it is the largest and most popular superhero hiring agency in the country. They’ll even cover college tuition for your kids, though there are restrictions to obtaining said tuition.”

“Wow,” I said. “With all of those benefits, why don’t you join Heroes United? It sounds like a great way to enhance your career.”

Rubberman rubbed his forehead, looking rather tired. “Because I’ve seen how Heroes United, despite its reputation, tends to exploit its members. When you take into account member fees and percentage fees, as well as various other fees you can pay, the average Heroes United member is making anywhere from a third to half of what they could have made if they went independent. And just because they offer benefits doesn’t mean that you can always get them. For example, in order to get Heroes United to pay for your kids’ college tuition, you have to sign an exclusivity contract with them for ten years, which basically means you can’t go to any other agency or go independent for a full decade.”

“Ouch.”

“And then there’s the fact that its board of directors is made up of so-called ‘superheroes’ who rarely fight crime themselves,” said Rubberman. “They make obscene salaries off the money they earn from individual members. Sure, they have codenames and costumes and will occasionally go out and stop a petty thief just to prove to the government that they’re still heroes, but by and large they’re more interested in extracting profit from their members than in actually doing any superhero work themselves.”

“Well, if that’s true, why haven’t you told Myster about this? He seems like a good guy. I don’t think he’d approve of such exploitative behavior.”

“Myster and I have had many discussions about this in the past.” Rubberman shrugged. “He understands my concerns, but doesn’t see eye to eye with me on all of the points. He feels like his career was made by Heroes United and so feels an obligation to it. It’s his business, I suppose, so I can’t make him do anything, but at the same time, I do believe that he and most of the other members would be better off if they went independent instead of staying with HU. Because I can’t control them, all I can do is focus on my own business and make my own decisions.”

I nodded. I didn’t know as much about these superhero hiring agencies as Rubberman did, but if what he said was true, then they seemed more or less superfluous to me, if not detrimental to the superhero industry as a whole. Rubberman’s career certainly didn’t seem to be hurting from a lack of support from such an agency; if anything, it seemed to be thriving, which was perhaps why Heroes United kept making offers to him. I looked down at the prototype toy of myself in my hands and wondered if such a thing would even be possible in such an organization.

“Anyway, that’s irrelevant,” said Rubberman, waving off the explanation as if it was pointless. “We need to get ready for tonight’s mission. Go to the Rubber Room and get some training in before we go. I’ve already let your parents know that you’re going to be working late tonight, so don’t worry about contacting them, because they already know.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

That night, I stood in front of the glass display of Harold Golden’s watch, my arms crossed in front of me, leaning against the engraving which explained its history and purpose. Normally, I’d be pretty tired, because I usually was in bed by midnight, but I’d drunk a large cup of coffee before leaving the Elastic Cave and so was wide awake, if a bit jittery.

But I was starting to regret it, because I’d been standing here in front of the display for half an hour now and nothing had happened, at least nothing that would require me to use my powers. I looked up and down the hallway at the various other exhibits which made up this wing of the Golden City Historical Museum, but the hallway was pretty barren tonight; I didn’t even see the security guards. The only other security measures, aside from myself, that were visible were the security cameras near the ceiling, which silently filmed the hallway. The lights were off, save for a single light above the watch itself, which provided enough illumination for me to see anyone approaching from either end of the hall.

So far, however, I had not seen any thieves or even any hints that there were any thieves inside. I was getting really, really bored, so bored that I was pretty sure I could sleep the rest of the night away without having to worry about a thief sneaking past me.

But then I heard static in my ears, followed by Rubberman’s voice inside my helmet, saying, “Beams, this is Rubberman speaking. How are you holding up?”

I yawned. “Well enough, I suppose. I’m just not used to staying up so late. I was thinking of taking a nap.”

“A nap on the job is a good way to get us fired from the mission and therefore not paid. I’d suggest you don’t do it.”

“I was just joking,” I said quickly. “I’m not in any danger of falling asleep. The coffee I drank earlier is keeping me alert.”

“Good to hear,” said Rubberman. “I’ve been patrolling the roof of the Museum, but have not seen the thief yet. The security guards have not reported seeing anything out of the ordinary, either. It’s entirely possible that the thief might not show up at all tonight. Perhaps he somehow learned about the curator hiring us to protect the watch.”

“And we’re supposed to be here all night?”

“Until six in the morning, when the curator comes in to open the Museum,” said Rubberman. “We will be able to leave early, though, if we catch the thief.”

“But I’ve got school in the morning,” I said. “Mr. Peters is going to kill me if I don’t pay attention in class.”

“Don’t worry, Alex, I’ve got that covered,” said Rubberman. “You just stay alert and let me know of anything suspicious you see. And, of course, if you do run into the thief, let me know so I can come down and help you apprehend him.”

“Yeah, I know,” I said. “I remember what we discussed before. Talk to you later.”

I tapped the side of my helmet, turning off the communication channel between me and Rubberman. I regretted it almost immediately, though, because I was lonely down here and wanted someone to talk to. Then again, Rubberman needed to remain focused as well, which meant he couldn’t spend time talking to me. I would just need to keep my wits about myself and have my eye beams ready to fire in case the thief somehow got past Rubberman and the security guards. That seemed extremely unlikely to me, given how smart Rubberman was, but Rubberman had stressed to me that even petty thieves could outsmart a superhero if they were smart enough and that I should not let down my guard just because everything seemed to be going well.

I looked over my shoulder at the watch of Harold Golden itself. It was an old-time pocket watch, of the kind no one but hipsters ever use nowadays, and even then, it didn’t really look like any pocket watch I’d seen hipsters carrying around. It had a long, golden chain and the watch’s hands were ticking; even though the watch was over one hundred and fifty years old, it was still kept in working condition by the curator, Jed Golden. It reminded me of the old grandfather clock in Grandma’s house, except smaller and shinier. The watch looked completely unremarkable to me, but if what Rubberman said was true, then you could sell it for an ungodly amount of money, most likely to some rich hipster with more money than sense, I’m sure.

That was when I heard a footstep against the marble floor. I looked up and down the hallway, but didn’t see anyone at either end of the hall. The hallway was completely empty, and I didn’t see anyone hiding among the other exhibits, either. Yet I was sure that I had heard a footstep. Was it one of the security guards?

“Hello?” I called out. “Is anyone there?”

My voice echoed off the smooth floor and ceiling, but there was no answer. I was now starting to think that I must have imagined the footstep. It definitely couldn’t have been the thief; if the thief had gotten inside, Rubberman or one of the security guards would have called me to let me know. Maybe it was my own foot and I just misheard it as someone else moving, though I dismissed that theory right away because I had not even lifted my feet over the last few minutes or so.

Shaking my head, I was just about to lean back against the podium when I heard another scuffling sound. This time, there was no mistaking it. I was not alone in the Museum. Someone else was in here. The only question was, who?

One thing was certain: It was not Rubberman or the guards. That meant it could only be one person: The thief.

I couldn’t see the thief anywhere, but I didn’t bother to wait for him to show himself. I tapped the side of my helmet and said, “Rubberman, I think the thief is in here.”

“What?” said Rubberman. “Are you sure? I have not seen anyone sneak in, nor have I heard anything from the other security guards.”

“I just hear footsteps around me,” I said. “I don’t see him, but I think you should get down here as soon as possible anyway, just to be—”

All of a sudden, the lights went out around me and I was plunged into deep darkness. I couldn’t even see my own hands in front of my eyes, the darkness was so deep and complete.

“Beams?” said Rubberman. “Beams, what’s the matter? Are you still there?”

“The lights,” I said, looking around. “They’re off. Someone must have cut the power. I don’t hear anything, but—”

A sudden, sharp kick to my abdomen knocked me down to the floor. I hit the floor hard, my helmet bouncing off the marble flooring, and I gasped for air. I heard Rubberman’s voice in my ear, asking if I was okay, but I didn’t respond, because another sharp kick struck me, making me gasp in pain once again. I heard another kick coming, but rolled out of the way just in time and got into a crouching position. My stomach hurt like hell from where it had been kicked, but I ignored it in order to focus on the thief.

Thanks to the absolute darkness all around me, I could not see the thief, but I did hear movement around me. It sounded light and quick, which told me that the thief was probably not a very big or heavy man. Of course, that didn’t mean he wasn’t a threat, as my aching stomach reminded me, but it did mean I would only need to get a few solid blows in to take him down.

That is, assuming I could even see him. As it was, the complete and utter darkness of the exhibit meant that I couldn’t see anything at all. I had not been trained in fighting in the dark, so I was not very confident about my chances of success.

That was when I heard more footsteps rushing toward me. I threw a punch out at random, hoping to strike a lucky blow, but my fist hit nothing; instead, two hands grabbed my outstretched arm and hurled me over the thief’s shoulder with surprising strength. I landed flat on my back, the momentum of the crash knocking the air out of my lungs, and I gasped in pain. In fact, the impact of the blow had nearly knocked me out, but as it was, I was mostly disoriented until I heard the sound of metal cutting through glass and realized that the thief was trying to steal the watch while I was down.

Scrambling back to my feet, I guessed at the direction in which the thief stood and fired my eye beams. The red beams flashed through the air and struck the glass, shattering it into pieces and sending the watch flying, but I did get a quick glimpse of the thief in the initial flash. He was a few inches shorter than me, wearing a hoodie and a ski mask, carrying some sort of glass-cutting equipment, though he didn’t look very big or large.

I heard the watch land somewhere nearby, close to my feet. I immediately grabbed it, but just as I laid my hands on it, another set of hands—smaller than mine—grabbed a hold of its chain and pulled. Surprised, I nearly let go of the watch, but redoubled my grip on the chain and pulled back as hard as I could. I heard the thief stumble, perhaps taken by surprise by my own strength, but he didn’t let go. We struggled in the darkness, pulling back and forth in an attempt to wrench the watch out of the hands of the other person.

We were equal at first, but it quickly became apparent that I was stronger than the thief and it would not be long before I managed to wrench the watch out of his hands.

At least, that was what I thought until another sharp kick to my abdomen caused my grip on the watch to slacken. The thief yanked the watch chain out of my hands and ran. I heard the thief rushing down the hallway, and, ignoring the pain in my own abdomen, I ran after him. I still couldn’t see where I was going, but I did hear the thief’s light footsteps, though they were well ahead of me due to the fact that he had gotten a head start. And I wasn’t sure I would be able to catch up, which meant I would need to stop him fast.

Therefore, I fired more lasers at him, or at least where I thought that the thief was ahead of me. My lasers lanced through the darkness, briefly illuminating my immediate vision, which allowed me to see the thief running away. My beams struck the floor behind him, leaving a burn mark, but they did not actually hit the thief, though the thief did glance over his shoulder like he was surprised I would attack him like that.

We finally emerged out of the hallway into the next wing of the Museum, where exhibits relating to the early twentieth century history of Golden City were located. The lights here had not been cut, however, which allowed me to see the thief clearly for the first time. Aside from the ski mask and hoodie, what struck me most about him was how small his shoulders were. He looked almost like a kid, instead of an adult, but it was to his advantage, because his small statue was most likely the main reason he was able to stay ahead of me so effortlessly. It helped, of course, that I had been struck in the gut three times already, the pain slowing me down.

But I wasn’t going to give up. I had no idea what was taking so long for Rubberman or the security guards to show up, but it did not matter. If I had to take down the thief myself, then so be it.

As the thief rushed past a bust of Harold Golden, Jr., he reached out and pulled it down in front of my path. The bust crashed into the floor, shattering into a million pieces, but I didn’t stop. I jumped over the bust, using the momentum of my running to give me an extra boost. I hit the floor, rolled to my feet, and leaped at the thief.

I tackled the thief, sending us both falling down to the floor. The thief gave a strange squeak as the watch flew out of his hands and slid across the floor, coming to a stop at the foot of a display of an old family photo of the Golden family. The thief desperately reached out toward the watch, but I slammed my hand down on his arm, which was surprisingly thin and almost fragile.

“No way, Jose,” I said. “If you want to find out the time, maybe you should get a smartphone like everyone else.”

But the thief suddenly rolled over, nearly knocking me off of him. But I held onto him tightly, not about to let him go after that long chase, and then the thief began punching and kicking at me. My helmet protected my face and head from the punches, but his blows still landed on my chest and shoulders. They were not very strong—almost feminine, really—but they came so quickly and so hard that I nearly let go.

Instead, I redoubled my grip on the thief, despite his punches. I pinned him onto the floor, straddling his waist and pinning his arms down with my hands. He struggled mightily against my weight, but I was a lot heavier than him and held him down in such a way that he couldn’t get the momentum necessary to push me off.

That was when I saw his eyes for the very first time. They were a bright blue and extremely familiar to me, but I didn’t remember where I’d seen them before. Right now, they were angry and worried, probably because I’d caught him and messed up his theft.

“All right,” I said, my voice straining slightly from the effort of holding him down. “You are just going to stay right here until Rubberman or one of the security guards show up, okay? And if you try to throw me off, I’ll make sure that the next thing you see is the inside of a jail cell.”

The thief stopped struggling, but he didn’t stop glaring at me. I was actually surprised at how easily he gave up. Maybe he was smart enough to realize that I’d won.

A huge shadow fell over us. I looked over my shoulder to see a large security guard standing over us. He was huge, at least a foot taller than me, if not taller. His arms were as thick as tree trunks and he looked like he could bench press a tank without breaking a sweat. With his hat pulled down over his eyes and the light making him look like a silhouette, I didn’t recognize him at first, but then I realized that he was one of the security guards I’d met earlier when Rubberman and I arrived at the Museum. I forgot his name, however, even though I’d been introduced to each guard.

Still, I smiled and said, “Good to see you! I was wondering when you security guards would show up. As you can see, I just apprehended the thief, so you should call the police and let them know—”

A huge hand flew down and slapped across my face. Even though my helmet took the brunt of the attack, I still rolled off the thief like a ball and hit the floor hard. I rolled across the floor until I came to a stop in front of a self-portrait of Harold Golden, which shuddered slightly when I hit the display, but otherwise did not fall down.

My head was spinning, but I managed to look up in time to see the huge security guard helping the thief to his feet. The security guard said something to the thief in a deep, low voice, but I didn’t know what he was saying. All I could tell was that the two of them were working together, which explained how the thief got in here without anyone noticing and why the power went out back in the watch exhibit.

Rolling over onto my belly, I tried to get back to my feet, but the security guard’s blow had knocked me silly. I could only watch helplessly as the thief and the guard—with the watch now in their possession—ran toward the exit. There was no way I could catch up with them now; even if I tried, that guard would probably snap my neck or something.

But I couldn’t just let them get away. I fired my lasers at the fleeing thieves, but my aim was off due to my dizziness and only one of my beams hit the thief. Really, it just grazed his arm, but he gave another strange grunt of pain and kept running, clutching his now-burned arm like a baby.

In seconds, the thief and the guard were gone, leaving me lying all by myself on the floor of the Museum, feeling like a miserable failure of a sidekick.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

It wasn’t long afterward that Rubberman and the other security guards—who were all real security guards, not fakes like the one helping the thief—showed up. Rubberman, of course, checked on me and asked if I was okay, while the security guards searched the Museum after I told them what happened. Yet it did not take them long to report back that they had been unable to find any clues of either the thief or the rogue security guard, meaning that the two criminals had managed to escape the Museum with Harold Golden’s watch in hand.

I was worried that Rubberman would be furious at my failure, but he didn’t show any anger. He spoke calmly with the security guards and called up Jed Golden to inform him of our failure, but he otherwise did not show any anger toward me. He seemed more disappointed than anything, but I hesitated to ask him what he was disappointed about. Was he disappointed that we weren’t going to be paid for our failure or that two criminals had successfully stolen a valuable object right out from under our noses?

In any case, Rubberman and I had nothing left to do after the criminals escaped, so we hopped into the Rubbermobile and returned to the Elastic Cave. Because the Museum and the Elastic Cave were on opposite sides of the city, however, the drive would be somewhat long, though shorter than you’d think, mostly because Golden City became pretty dead at night and didn’t have as much traffic as it did during the day. Even so, Rubberman was clearly not in any hurry to get back to base. He drove slower than usual and seemed to be thinking about something, though what, I didn’t know.

I sat in the passenger’s seat, massaging my belly, which still hurt from where I’d been kicked by that thief. The coffee I’d drank earlier was starting to wear off, and with it, the adrenaline rush from my fight with the thief. As a result, I found it hard to stay awake, especially with how smoothly the Rubbermobile drove.

In fact, I would have dozed off entirely if Rubberman hadn’t said, “Alex, are you awake?”

I started and looked at Rubberman, whose eyes were still on the road. “Uh, yeah. Did you want to talk about something?”

Rubberman nodded. “Yes. I wanted to know what happened back there.”

“Well, I already told you,” I said. “I caught the thief, but one of the security guards knocked me aside and they both got away. I managed to graze the thief with my eye beams, but he still escaped.”

“Yes, I know,” said Rubberman. “It is frustrating. It never even occurred to me that one of the security guards might be an ally of the thief. But then, I probably should have seen this coming, given who this thief is.”

“You mean you know this thief’s identity?” I said, looking at Rubberman in surprise. “Who is it?”

“I don’t know his actual identity, but I know his alias,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “Tell me, Alex, have you heard about the Golden City Robber?”

I shook my head. “No, I haven’t.”

“He’s a thief who is believed to be behind a string of recent thefts over the last six months or so,” said Rubberman. “He tends to focus on high value targets like the Museum. He steals valuable historical objects, though what he does with them, we don’t know. We do know, however, that he is extremely efficient and skilled at what he does, which makes him dangerous. He’s evaded capture by the police several times already and is considered one of the most wanted criminals in Golden City.”

I frowned. “How come I’ve never heard about him until now?”

“You’ve only worked for me for a month,” Rubberman reminded me. “And the last time the Golden City Robber struck was about a week before you started working for me. He’s been quiet for the past month or so, which is in itself one of his telltale signs, as he usually takes a month off between heists in order to make the police and media lose interest in him. I’ve been tracking him ever since his first heist, though like the police, I’ve had no luck in catching him.”

“If you thought that this thief was the Robber, then why didn’t you tell me that earlier when we were still at the Cave?” I said. “It would have been nice to know that.”

“I didn’t want to possibly mislead you,” said Rubberman. “The Robber isn’t behind every theft in the city, after all, though based on your description of the thief, it sounds like it was him. It could have been someone else this time, but I should have warned you ahead of time. I apologize.”

“It’s all right,” I said. “But what about payment? Are we still going to get paid, even though the thief got away with the watch?”

“Yes. Jed already paid half upfront and promised to pay the other half when the job was over, regardless of what happened. But he’s not going to be happy once he finds out about this, let me tell you. Understandably so, given how that was both a valuable historical artifact to Golden City and a prized family heirloom.”

I rubbed my hands together anxiously. “So my failure didn’t mess up our cash flow or anything?”

“No, nothing like that,” said Rubberman, shaking his head again. “I don’t even really blame you. From what you told me it, it sounds like you did a good job at capturing the Robber. You were taken down by something that you couldn’t have seen coming. Hell, even I didn’t see it coming. Don’t beat yourself up over it.”

I nodded, but deep down, I still felt like a huge failure for allowing this to happen. “What do you mean, you didn’t this coming?”

“I mean the security guard,” said Rubberman. “The Golden City Robber has always worked alone until now. That he now apparently has a partner in crime took me totally by surprise. That means that the Robber must have somehow known ahead of time that we were going to be protecting the exhibit, because I can’t see him doing something like that if he only expected to face the usual guards and security systems.”

“Do you mean that someone told the Robber we were going to be there tonight?” I said. “Who?”

“I have no idea,” said Rubberman. “It might have been his security guard friend. Perhaps he overheard Jed talking to me on the phone and let the Robber know. It’s the best theory I’ve got, anyway.”

“Well, this should work out for us, shouldn’t it?” I said. “If that security guard was working for the Museum, then he should have an employee form that should list his name and address, right? The Museum could hand that information over to the police, who might be able to track him down and arrest him, which might help us find the Robber, too.”

“I hope so, Alex, but for some reason I doubt it will be that simple,” said Rubberman. “The Robber is smart. It would not surprise me in the least if it turned out that he had faked an identity for the guard to cover their tracks, which would make any papers or identification cards the Museum has useless for actually identifying the guard in general. We’ll find out tomorrow or sometime this week, no doubt.”

I sighed. “I didn’t know there were such competent criminals in this city. I thought that most of them were just petty crooks.”

“Most criminals are,” said Rubberman in agreement. “But there are always a few who stand above the others, such as the Robber, and that isn’t even counting supervillains like Fro-Zen or Lord Mechanika. They’re the main reason superheroes exist. If such villains didn’t exist, the police would be able to handle most of the crime in a given city with little problem.”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. “Still, that watch wasn’t just a Museum piece. It was also an important historical artifact to Golden City. I think a lot of people are going to be upset when they hear that we lost such an important object to the City’s culture and history.”

“Quite true,” said Rubberman. “But we cannot control how other people react. Once we retrieve the watch, they should be happy.”

“You make it sound like you know where the Robber is.”

“I don’t, but I’ve learned in my years in this business that maintaining a positive mindset is necessary, especially when you run into this kind of complication.”

I nodded again, though I didn’t really understand what he meant. I figured that Rubberman was able to maintain a positive mindset due to his years of experience as a superhero, years of experience I lacked. I sometimes wondered if my older brother, James, also had this kind of mindset, though he hadn’t been a sidekick very long before quitting the job. I hoped I would develop this mindset, though if I kept failing like this, I doubted I ever would.

“Anyway, what matters is that we’re both still alive,” said Rubberman. “These night missions can get even more dangerous than day missions, so the fact that you survived is good enough, in my opinion. Still, we’re going to have to train you to fight in the dark better. I failed to realize that the Robber would attempt to cut the power from the exhibit to make it harder for you to fight him.”

“Yeah, that sounds good,” I said. I yawned. “I can’t wait to go to sleep tonight. I’m so tired that I feel like I’ll fall asleep as soon as my head hits the pillow.”

“No doubt,” Rubberman agreed. “You’ll feel the injuries in the morning, though, I can guarantee you that.”

I didn’t need Rubberman to tell me that, because I’d already experienced that kind of pain the morning after from past fights with criminals. But now that he mentioned it, I felt a lot worse than I usually did after a fight, because I didn’t want to think about how much my stomach was going to ache when I woke up the next morning (or perhaps I should say later this morning, since it was now after midnight, which meant it was technically the next day).

But a thought occurred to me when Rubberman said that. I looked at Rubberman and asked, “Rubberman, if ZZZ is after you, why did he attack me at my home like that?”

Rubberman frowned. “I don’t know, Alex. I suspect it’s because you’re my sidekick. He was most likely trying to draw me out into the open so I could be easier to kill, though now that I think about it, that doesn’t really fit his modus operandi very much.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “But who could have hired him? I can’t think of anyone in Golden City who would want you dead.”

“I’ve made a number of enemies over the years, Alex, including more than a few who would like to see me gone for good,” said Rubberman as the Rubbermobile turned down a street. “But I’ve had a hard time narrowing it down, because we have so little evidence to help us figure out who hired ZZZ. Myster doesn’t know, either, even though he’s done his best to track down ZZZ.”

“It must be someone with a lot of money,” I said. “I mean, it isn’t like you can go on Amazon and order an assassin to kill your enemies, right?”

“ZZZ is known to charge a lot of money for his services, more than your average middle class person could hope to afford,” said Rubberman. “Surprisingly enough, that doesn’t actually help, because I’ve made more than a few enemies who are rich enough to afford ZZZ.”

“Really?” I said. “Like who?”

“You don’t need to know that right now,” said Rubberman. “Suffice to say, Alex, that when you work in this business and truly fight crime, you may find yourself on the wrong end of the favors of certain rich individuals. I’ve handed the task of identifying ZZZ’s employer to Adams, who from his years in the military has a lot of experience in solving these kinds of puzzles.”

“Adams was in the military? Seriously?”

“Seriously. He worked mostly in intelligence, but don’t let that fool you. He’s as good a fighter as any soldier I’ve ever known, maybe even better. But don’t mention it to him. He doesn’t like to talk about his time in the military.”

“Why not?”

“I’m not sure why. I suspect it’s partially because he’s still under oath not to discuss the details of his missions with anyone outside of the military, in addition to whatever traumatic events he may have experienced. Don’t tell him I told you this. If he found out I told you I was in the military, I’d never hear the end of it.”

Once more, I nodded, but I couldn’t deny how surprised I was. Then again, maybe I shouldn’t have been. Adams was a strong man, after all, and it explained where his fighting skills had come from, the fighting skills he displayed whenever he sparred with me in the Rubber Room. Even so, I wondered why he didn’t want to talk about it and if he would ever feel comfortable enough to tell me about it.

Regardless, I closed my eyes, intending to catch a quick nap before we got back to the Cave, because it had been a long night.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

The next day, I sat in my science class in my seat on the left side of the classroom, my textbook open to Chapter 3, but even though I was looking at the text and pictures, I didn’t really understand any of it. I was half-asleep. Even the cup of coffee I’d had for breakfast this morning did very little to help me wake up. It had given me enough energy to get to school on time, but I had gotten to bed so late last night that I hadn’t gotten as much sleep as I needed. It didn’t help that, as per Rubberman’s prediction, my stomach still hurt from where the Robber had kicked me the night before, making me feel like crap.

Mr. Peters, our science teacher, was lecturing us on today’s lesson. It had something to do with biology, I think, but I was so tired that I barely paid any attention. I just noticed that he had drawn a large centipede on the chalkboard, and it was surprisingly detailed, which made me wonder if Mr. Peters had some hidden artistic talent that he didn’t talk much about. But even the well-drawn centipede didn’t hold my attention for long, because all I wanted to do was rest my head on the desk and go to sleep.

But knowing that Mr. Peters would probably give me instant detention if I did that, I glanced around the classroom instead. Frank sat behind me, looking more alert than me, but he didn’t seem to be paying much more attention than I was, perhaps because Mr. Peters was a boring teacher. Charlotte sat on the second row to my right, doodling something, seemingly paying no attention to Mr. Peters at all. A glance over at her desk showed me that she was doodling pictures of me. Well, pictures of my sidekick identity, anyway, which made me feel weird, because Charlotte had completely ignored me since she started coming to school and yet was clearly obsessed with my sidekick identity. That made me wonder how she’d react if she found out who I really was.

I turned my attention to the only empty desk in class: Greta’s desk. Even though every other student was here, Greta had not come in, not even late. I didn’t even remember seeing her back in the halls when school started. I glanced at my phone under my desk, but I had not received any texts or phone calls from Greta. I wondered where she could be. Perhaps she got sick and had to stay home for the day?

All of a sudden, Mr. Peters shouted, “Alex!”

Starting in my seat, I grabbed onto my desk before I fell off and looked up at Mr. Peters in surprise. “Uh, yes, sir?”

“I was asking you a question, but you did not answer it,” said Mr. Peters impatiently.

“Sorry,” I said, readjusting my glasses, which had become skewed when I jumped. “I wasn’t paying attention. I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.”

Mr. Peters rolled his eyes, like I’d just given him the lamest excuse ever, while my classmates all snickered at my explanation, including Charlotte, who was now looking at me like I was an idiot. That normally would have made me feel angry or awkward, but I was too tired to care about the opinions of my classmates at the moment.

“Well, I hope you’re listening now, because I am not going to ask this question again,” said Mr. Peters. “What is the name of the scientific name of the centipede?”

Uh oh. I didn’t know the answer to that question. It was probably in the textbook, but I didn’t think Mr. Peters would let me look through the relevant chapter for the answer or maybe he would take that as a ‘no’ and fail me right away or make some derogatory joke about my intelligence or whatever. I would have glanced around for help, but I knew that that would just make Mr. Peters even angrier.

“Well, Alex?” said Mr. Peters, tapping the eraser of his pencil against his desk. “I’m waiting.”

“Uh—”

Thankfully, I didn’t get a chance to embarrass myself, because at that moment, Greta burst through the classroom door, staggering so much that she nearly fell flat on her face. Her sudden appearance even made Mr. Peters jump, while my classmates all looked at her with alarm, as if they expected to see a crazy ax murderer coming after her.

My heart skipped a beat when I saw Greta, though that didn’t stop me from noticing how much of a mess she appeared. She wore a pink t-shirt and a white coat that looked older than what she usually wore. Her hair was done in a simple, if plain, ponytail, and she had visible bags under her eyes as if she had gotten even less sleep than me. She put her hands on her knees, panting like she had just run a mile, sweat running down her forehead.

“Miss Hammond?” said Mr. Peters, looking at Greta with a mixture of alarm and annoyance. “You seem to be in a hurry.”

“Sorry, Mr. Peters,” said Greta in an out of breath voice. “I slept in this morning, but ran all the way here from my home when I woke up. I’m not late, am I?”

“Actually, you are,” said Mr. Peters. He gestured toward her empty desk. “Go sit down. I’m still in the middle of a lecture and I don’t care why you were late.”

Greta nodded and walked over to her desk. I tried to catch her eye, but for some reason she didn’t even look at me. She just plopped down in her desk, her arms hanging loosely by her side, while Mr. Peters went back to lecturing us about centipedes, having apparently forgotten all about the question he’d asked me. Not that I was complaining about that, of course.

While Mr. Peters lectured us, I paid close attention to Greta. She really did look tired, which made me wonder if she had not gotten a lot of sleep last night. She hadn’t taken off her coat, either, which was not that unusual, given how cold it was today, but at the same time, the other students had removed their coats due to the school’s interior heating making the school warm enough that you didn’t need to wear a coat. I guess she was just too tired or in too much of a hurry to take it off; she hadn’t even pulled out her textbook. And when she did pull it out, she opened it to the wrong chapter, although Mr. Peters didn’t ask her any questions; if anything, he seemed to pointedly ignore her, perhaps because he was still annoyed that she was late.

When the bell rang and Mr. Peters dismissed the class, I hefted my backpack over my shoulder and made my way across the classroom to Greta’s desk. Greta was packing her backpack, her back to me, apparently not even aware that I was approaching her.

“Hey, Greta,” I said. “What’s—”

Greta jumped like I’d just electrocuted her. She whirled around, a look of panic on her face, but when she saw me, her expression immediately relaxed, although I noticed she shifted her right arm behind herself.

“Hi, Alex,” said Greta. She sounded as tired as before, though she was clearly trying to hide it with her overly casual attitude. “I didn’t hear you come up behind me like that. Kind of spooked me.”

“Sorry about that,” I said. “I just wanted to say hello and see how you’re doing. You look really tired.”

“I do?” said Greta. She rubbed her eyes and yawned. “Ah, it’s nothing. I just got to bed a little later than usual last night, that’s all. I had a bad, uh, cough that made it hard for me to sleep until I took some medicine that knocked me out like a lamp.” She glanced around the classroom and sighed. “Maybe a little too well, given how I was late.”

Greta’s story seemed legit, but at the same time, I could tell that she was not telling me all of the facts. There was another reason she had stayed up late last night, a reason she wasn’t telling me, but what it was, I didn’t know. I wish she would tell me, but I didn’t think I would be able to convince her to do so right now.

So I said, “Well, I’m glad you showed up anyway. I was really worried about you, but now that I think about it, your dad told me that you got a cold yesterday.”

Greta froze. It was like I’d blasted her with Fro-Zen’s ice beams or something. “My dad told you what?”

“That you had a cold,” I said, though somewhat more hesitantly than before, because I was now wondering if I had accidentally said something wrong.

“You mean you met my dad?” Greta said. “When?”

“Yesterday,” I said. “I, uh, went to your house to see you, because I didn’t see you at school yesterday and I wanted to make sure you were okay. He answered the door and we talked for a few minutes.”

Greta leaned closer toward me. “What did he tell you exactly?”

I leaned back awkwardly. “Not much, except that you had a cold. Your dad is a really big guy, by the way, and I mean that in a good way, of course.”

Greta pulled back. She looked more relaxed than before, but she still seemed to be on edge a little. “Okay. I was just surprised that you got to see my dad. He’s usually not in town long enough to see anyone other than me and my mom.”

“Is he still in town now or what?”

“No, he left on business,” Greta replied. “But anyway, I’m surprised he didn’t interrogate you. My dad is pretty protective of me and I was worried that he might not treat you very nicely if he ever met you.”

I remembered how big and threatening Mr. Hammond acted and shuddered. “Yeah, I can see that. But I’m sure he’s a good dad who is just concerned about your safety, like any good dad would be.”

I said that because I thought it might make Greta like me more, but a small frown appeared on her mouth for a moment before she turned around and resumed putting her stuff back into her backpack. “Yeah, he’s great and I love him with all my heart, but at the same time, he can be a little too protective, if you ask me. He can be pretty tense sometimes, which makes it hard to be around him when he’s home from work.”

I thought about my earlier speculation that her dad might be the supervillain Domino Bones, but decided not to bring it up just yet, if only because I figured it would be kind of awkward to ask my girlfriend if her dad was an infamous supervillain.

Instead, I said, “It’s probably because of his work. If he’s out traveling all the time, I bet that doesn’t help his mood very much.”

“Yeah, his work is pretty stressful,” said Greta. “Especially whenever his employer—”

Greta stopped speaking, like she’d just caught herself before she said something she would regret. That was definitely suspicious, prompting me to ask, “Greta, what were you going to say?”

Greta turned around, slinging her backpack over her shoulder, and said, in a false cheerful voice, “Nothing, nothing at all. I was just rambling. I tend to do that, especially when I’m tired. Pay no attention to my tired ramblings.”

I narrowed my eyes. I may not have been the most girl-smart guy in the world, but even I could tell when a girl was lying to me. And Greta was clearly making stuff up. Granted, it may have just been my own sleep-deprived brain making me see things that weren’t there, but I didn’t think so. I think she was lying to me, trying to hide something from me, and I was going to find out what.

But before I could do anything, Greta said, “Anyway, I need to get to my next class. See you later!”

Greta gave me a quick peck on the cheek and then ran out of the classroom. I just stood there, stunned, because I had not expected her to kiss me like that. The sensation of her lips had even briefly made me forget about trying to figure out what she was hiding from me. All I could think about was how nice her lips felt on my cheek … and how much nicer they would feel against my own lips …

I shook my head. No. I couldn’t let myself get distracted. I would find out what Greta was hiding from me, one way or another, whether she wanted me to or not.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Of course, that was easier said than done, because I barely got to see Greta for the rest of the day. Because we were scheduled into different classrooms, we rarely got to see each other in class again. Even on the rare occasions we did have the same class, Greta would usually sit on the other side of the room away from me, her head buried in her textbook like she was trying to avoid looking at me. Either she suspected that I was onto her and knew she was lying to me or she was just in such a hurry to get through the school day that she didn’t want to waste time talking to me. I tried to keep an eye on her all day anyway, though given how little time we spent together, I didn’t learn much that I didn’t already know.

We did have lunch together in the cafeteria, but we didn’t sit alone. Frank joined us, as did a couple of his fellow Beams Fan Club members, and the three of them dominated the entire lunch period by talking about Beams. Again, it was kind of weird to hear them speculating on Beams’ identity while I was sitting right there, but at the same time, I tried to focus more on Greta and tried to get her to talk. Unfortunately, she didn’t say very much and often redirected my questions to the Beams Fan Club members, who all spoke loudly enough that it was almost impossible to have a private conversation with her.

So I gave up, expecting to catch her after school. Unfortunately, when school let out for the day, Greta was one of the first students out, and by the time I reached the front steps, she was long gone. I sent her a text, asking her to call me back when she had a moment, but because she did not respond right away, I doubted I would hear back from her for a while.

So I made my way across town to the Elastic Cave to start work. As I descended into the Cave via the elevator, I wondered what Rubberman was going to have for me to do today. I had not received any emergency calls or texts from Rubberman about any urgent missions, so I assumed that I would spend the day training until it was time for me to go home. Not that I was complaining about that. I still felt inadequate after my utter failure to stop the Robber and was looking forward to a good training session. Especially if it would take my mind off of Greta. As much as I liked her, I was starting to realize that trying to pry the truth from her was like trying to claw open a seamless stone door with your bare fingers.

When the elevator dinged and the doors opened, I stepped out into Level One and said, “Hi, boss! I’m ready to work!”

But there was no answer. Level One appeared entirely empty of people, which was odd, because usually Adams, at the very least, could be found at Mission Control, monitoring the dozens of monitors which displayed various news stations and websites from around the country on the latest superhero news. Even Rubberman’s office door was closed shut and I did not see any lights streaming out from underneath it, either, which meant that Rubberman was not in his office, as he usually was.

Scratching my head, I walked up to the Mission Control and clocked in before turning around. I looked to the left and to the right again, but I still did not see anyone.

“Rubberman?” I said. “Adams? Anyone here?”

All of a sudden, Adams poked his head out from underneath the archway which led to the kitchen and said, “Ah, Mr. Fry, I am pleased to see that you are on time. I was busy preparing Mr. Pullman’s dinner and did not hear you come down on the elevator.”

“Is Rubberman still here?” I said as I walked over to Adams, holding onto my backpack with one hand. “Or has he gone somewhere?”

“He’s still here,” said Adams. “He’s just—”

A loud boom shook the floor, nearly throwing me off my feet. Adams, on the other hand, just looked over his shoulder as if this was a minor annoyance. He didn’t even stagger. I wondered if that balance came from his military training or not.

“What was that?” I said, looking around in alarm. “It sounded like a bomb went off somewhere.”

“Oh, that is probably just Mr. Simpson,” said Adams. “He and his sidekick, Cyberkid, came by today to train in the Rubber Room with Mr. Pullman. Mr. Simpson has never seen the Rubber Room before and wanted to train in it, especially because he doesn’t have access to his own training room back in North Wood at the moment.”

Another boom followed Adams’ words, which came from behind the door to the Rubber Room on the other side of the room. I also heard the faint sound of rubber snapping, followed by wires being pulled and metal crunching underneath heavy weight.

“It sounds like they’re tearing the Room apart in there,” I said. “How long have they been at it?”

“Oh, I’d say half an hour or so,” said Adams. “Mr. Pullman asked me to tell you to put on your suit and join them when you get here. As you have now arrived, I highly suggest you go into your dressing room and get your costume on, before Mr. Simpson and Cyberkid see you and find out your real identity.”

“Uh, okay, sure,” I said. “I’ll be back in a flash.”

After a month of working for Rubberman, I’d learned the art of putting on my costume in a flash. Mere seconds after I entered my room, I swapped out my normal street clothes for my blue-and-yellow costume and helmet and was out in another few seconds, walking over to the door to the Rubber Room. I tried to ignore the delicious smells coming from the kitchen where Adams was busily at work, but it was hard, because even through my helmet, the smells managed to enter my nostrils and make my mouth water.

Opening the door to the Rubber Room, I paused and stared at the sight that stood before me.

Myster stood on the right side of the Rubber Room, struggling against two huge training robots, which were trying to squish him under the weight of their gigantic fists. Rubberman stood on the left side of the room, his body twisted around another, equally large training robot, though based on how hard he was struggling to stop the robot, it was pretty obvious that he was not doing much more than Myster. The two of them were probably going to be okay, since this was just a training simulation and all, but I couldn’t help but worry about them anyway. The walls were covered with blackened spots, perhaps from the explosions I’d heard earlier.

“There you are,” said a voice to my right. “Was wondering when you’d show up.”

Startled, I looked to my right. Cyberkid stood inside the metal safety box where spectators could stand while watching the training sessions. He was leaning against the wall, his arms crossed in front of his chest, a sour look on his face.

“Oh, hi there,” I said. I looked back at Rubberman and Myster and frowned. “I was told you were training with them, but instead you’re standing here.”

Cyberkid snorted. “That’s because Myster thought my power would make the training robots too easy. He told me to stay out of this one, so I’ve just been watching him and Rubberman take on those robots for the past half hour or so. It’s not as exciting as it sounds, because the robots aren’t programmed to kill.”

“You mean we might not get a chance to train at all?” I said. I snapped my fingers. “Dang it. Maybe I should have just went home today instead of going to work.”

Cyberkid shrugged. “Who cares? I don’t like training all that much anyway, but your training room here is nowhere near as good as what we have back on the Mystery back in North Wood.”

I frowned. “The Mystery? What’s that?”

“Myster’s base,” said Cyberkid. “It’s an airship that can fly anywhere. A lot cooler than some hole in the ground, that’s for sure.”

“An airship?” I repeated. “No way.”

“Yes way,” said Cyberkid. “And, like I said, it’s cooler than this place.”

“I think that’s debatable,” I said. “Airships are cool and all, but underground bases are pretty awesome, in my opinion.”

“Only if you want to be buried alive by an earthquake, I suppose.”

“At least it’s better than being shot out of the sky and dying when your airship crashes into the ground, anyway.”

Cyberkid and I glared at each other. I still didn’t know what Cyberkid’s problem was with me. We barely even knew each other and yet he treated me like I had kicked his favorite puppy or something. Maybe Cyberkid was just a jerk; God knows there are plenty of guys at my school with an attitude like his, and quite a few girls, too.

Before either Cyberkid or I could say anything else, however, Rubberman shouted, “Beams!” and I looked over to see Rubberman—his body still wrapped around the robot—smiling at me.

“Hi, Beams!” said Rubberman, waving at me with an elongated hand. “I didn’t see you enter. Let Myster and I finish up here and we can talk.”

Immediately, Rubberman untwisted his body from around the robot and landed behind it on his feet. The robot whirled around, raising a fist to bring down on him, but Rubberman hurled an elongated arm at the robot and wrapped his arm around its neck. With a grunt, Rubberman ripped the robot’s head off its body, causing its body to fall to the ground with an earth-shaking boom that made both me and Cyberkid stagger.

At the same time, Myster let out a loud yell and shoved the robot fists off of him. The two robots staggered from the blow, but never got a chance to recover, because Myster flew through the air, smashing in each of their heads with a swift blow. The two robots fell to the floor just like the one Rubberman destroyed, and, just like the first one, the impact of their bodies shook the floor. Cyberkid leaned against the wall of the metal box for support, while I fell on my hands and knees.

“There we go,” said Rubberman, throwing aside the robot head he had torn off. “That was a lot of fun, wouldn’t you say, Mark?”

“It was good, I’ll grant you that,” said Myster, dusting off his hands. He creaked his neck. “But perhaps you should consider investing in sturdier robots. I know a great company that produces really high quality training robots for a low price. Just tell them that I sent you and they’ll be happy to give you a discount.”

“Sounds good,” said Rubberman. “Training robots are a rather big expense, so I’ll have to check out that company, especially if they give discounts to people you refer to them.”

I couldn’t believe how casually Rubberman and Myster were discussing business after taking out those robots. Sure, they hadn’t been in real danger, but if I had been nearly crushed to death by two robots or had ripped off the head of another, I don’t think I would have been in position to talk business afterward. I looked at Cyberkid, who didn’t look at all surprised at Myster’s attitude. Perhaps he’d seen Myster do this sort of thing before. It must have been another one of those things that came from years of experience.

Rubberman and Myster walked over to us, while I scrambled back to my feet. Dusting off my knees, I saw robotic hands come from the walls and drag away the remains of the training robots, no doubt to properly dispose of them now that they were essentially glorified junk.

“Good to see you, Beams,” said Rubberman when he and Myster stopped before us. “I was worried that you might be late, but you’re on time, so it’s all good.”

“Thanks,” I said. I couldn’t help but notice that both Rubberman and Myster looked completely unharmed, which was pretty amazing. “Yeah, I’m ready for work today. What are we going to do? Track down ZZZ?”

“No,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “Myster and Cyberkid have been trying to find him, but no luck so far, right, Mark?”

Myster nodded. “Yes. We actually searched the neighborhood around your house for any clues as to where ZZZ might be, but we didn’t find anything. He’s very good at covering his tracks, that one is.”

I started. “Wait, my house? Do you mean you know my—”

“No, we don’t know your real identity,” Myster interrupted me. “Dennis only gave us your neighborhood, but did not specify which house you live in. It made searching for clues about ZZZ hard, but even if we’d known where you live, it wouldn’t have helped us, given how good ZZZ is at covering his tracks.”

I sighed in relief. The rules about keeping your identity a secret were extremely strict. I’d once heard a story about a sidekick who had lost his license after his girlfriend stumbled upon his costume in his closet and took a picture of it and accidentally uploaded it to a private social media account that only her family had access to. Even other superheroes and sidekicks weren’t allowed to know my identity, that’s how strict the rules were.

“So if we’re not looking for ZZZ today, what are we going to do today?” I said, looking at Rubberman again. “Are we going to train together?”

“Actually, Mark and I came up with a better idea,” said Rubberman. He gestured at Cyberkid. “You and Cyberkid can have a mock fight, to test each other’s skills and abilities.”

I looked at Cyberkid, who again did not seem surprised. Perhaps he had already heard about this plan before. “Wait, you want us to fight each other? That seems kind of like a waste of time, if you ask me.”

“Why?” asked Cyberkid with a smirk. “Afraid of getting beaten by me? Not that I blame you, given how powerful my ability is. It’s a bit disappointing, though, because Charlotte keeps talking about how ‘brave’ you are. I wonder what she will say when I tell her that you’re too scared to fight me.”

I glared at Cyberkid again, but before I could say anything, Myster said, “Cyberkid, there’s no need for that attitude. This is just going to be a friendly spar. Nothing serious, just for fun.”

“Yes, sir,” said Cyberkid, though I noticed that he didn’t sound very apologetic. “And when Beams rage quits after being unable to beat me, I won’t mock him for it. Unlike some sidekicks, I believe in good sportsmanship.”

“But apparently not in humility,” I muttered, earning me a glare from Cyberkid, though I didn’t care because I figured he needed to be taken down a peg or two.

“Yes, well, let’s just get onto the match,” said Rubberman. “Mark and I will be watching and will intervene if necessary, but I trust that both of you will show the proper restraint that this type of training session requires.”

Cyberkid and I nodded, but deep down, I was actually looking forward to the fight. If fighting Cyberkid meant I’d get to wipe that arrogant smirk off his face, then I was all for it.

Cyberkid and I walked onto the center of the room. We stood opposite each other about twelve or so feet apart. I took a fighting stance, raising my fists before me like how Rubberman had always taught me, while Cyberkid folded his arms in front of his chest as if he was going to take it easy. He didn’t look even remotely threatened by me. He was probably still thinking about how I’d fared against Lord Mechanika and how easily he’d be able to beat me. Too bad he was about to realize just how much he was underestimating my true power.

“All right,” said Rubberman, who stood inside the metal safety box with Myster. “On the count of three, the fight will begin. One … two … three!”

Without hesitation, I fired a powerful laser blast directly at Cyberkid. The blast would not kill him, but if it connected—and it definitely would, because my eye beams were almost as fast as the speed of light—it would stun him long enough for me to move in and get in a few good punches and kicks.

But then, without warning, flames exploded from underneath Cyberkid’s feet and he flew into the air, propelled by what appeared to be flames coming out of his soles. My lasers completely missed him and struck the wall behind him instead.

“What?” I said, looking up at Cyberkid in shock. “How did you do that?”

“Rocket boots,” Cyberkid replied, gesturing at the rockets under his feet. “An invention I made myself. I can do more than just control machines, you know. Now, it’s my turn.”

Cyberkid suddenly tapped a button on his right arm. His backpack detached from his back, spread its wings, and hovered beside him. It vaguely resembled a mechanical bat, though it was a very vague resemblance.

“This is my drone,” said Cyberkid, gesturing at the bat. “Another invention of mine. I call it Zip.”

“Zip?” I repeated. “That’s a pretty lame name.”

“No, it’s not,” said Cyberkid, pouting somewhat. “And anyway, its name doesn’t matter. The fact that it is faster than you, however, does.”

All of a sudden, Zip flew toward me. I fired a laser beam at it, but Zip dodged the beam easily and quickly. I tried to fire another beam at it, but Zip slammed its wings into my face, knocking me flat on my back. My helmet protected my skull from the worst of the impact, but I was still somewhat dazed.

Nonetheless, I jumped up to my feet again and fired two more laser blasts at the drone. Once again, Zip dodged, but instead of getting closer, it actually retreated farther away. That confused me until I looked up and realized that Cyberkid was missing.

That was when I heard the roar of rocket boots behind me. I looked over my shoulder just in time to see Cyberkid rushing toward me at a shocking speed. He slammed into my back with enough force to send me flying. I hit the floor and rolled several times until I crashed into the wall, where I lay as dazed as if I had just been punched by a giant.

Shaking my head, I looked up to see Cyberkid floating in the air again, with Zip hovering beside him. Cyberkid’s arms were crossed in front of his chest and his smirk was bigger than ever.

“Aw, what’s the matter?” said Cyberkid. “Your pretty eye lights not cutting it? You look pretty tired. If you want to give up and go home to mommy, I won’t think any less of you than I currently do.”

I ground my teeth. I slowly rose back to my feet, mostly because I hurt too much to move very fast. Although Cyberkid didn’t seem that much heavier or bigger than me, he certainly knew how to use his weight to deal devastating blows. It was pretty obvious that I couldn’t match him for sheer physical strength, but maybe I didn’t need to. Maybe I could beat him some other way.

“So you want to be humiliated again,” said Cyberkid. He chuckled. “All right. Well, I guess Zip and I will just have to teach you another lesson. And by ‘teach,’ I mean beat it into your thick skull, obviously.”

I didn’t say anything. A plan was forming in my mind, one that had a good chance of working, but it all depended on whether Cyberkid was smart enough to see it coming. He seemed too arrogant to even consider that he could lose, a trait I could use against him as long as I was smart.

“Pretending to be the strong and silent type, huh?” said Cyberkid. “It’s not working, if that’s what you’re trying to do. You’re too weak to pull it off.”

I didn’t say anything. Instead, I ran toward Cyberkid and Zip, hoping that Cyberkid would react the way I expected him to in order for my plan to work.

 Just as I thought, Cyberkid pointed at me and shouted, “Get him, Zip!”

Zip flew toward me at a frightening speed. I immediately stopped, however, and waited for a second, lining up the shot just right. Once my aim was correct, I unleashed two powerful lasers directly at the incoming drone.

As I expected, Zip swerved out of the way, but Cyberkid was not so lucky. Because Zip had been between me and him, my lasers kept going until they hit Cyberkid’s rocket boots, blowing them up. Cyberkid immediately fell toward the floor, yelling all the while. He crashed into the floor hard and lay there, his chest smoking from where my lasers had hit him, a stunned look on his face.

I ran toward Cyberkid, hoping to take him out before he could recover, but then I heard the flapping of metal wings behind me and looked over my shoulder to see Zip coming after me. I immediately threw myself to the floor, just barely avoiding its sharp, metallic claws as the drone flew over me. At the same time, however, I looked up and blasted Zip with my lasers, striking its boosters.

Zip’s boosters exploded, causing Zip to hurtle toward Cyberkid like a meteor. Cyberkid, however, managed to roll out of the way in the nick of time. When Zip crashed into the floor where he had been lying mere seconds ago, it exploded into a mess of flame and burning metal.

“Zip! No!” Cyberkid shouted in horror, staring at the burning metal like it was his only son.

I, on the other hand, just got back to my feet and rushed over to Cyberkid. I slammed my shoulder into him, sending Cyberkid falling onto the floor. He tried to get up, but I pinned him to the floor with one foot and my eyes began glowing with charged energy.

“I wouldn’t get up if I were you,” I said, making my voice as threatening as possible. “Otherwise, I might do more than just knock you out of the air.”

Cyberkid stopped struggling underneath me, but he did glare up at me with even more hatred than ever. For my part, I didn’t care. I just met his glare with one of my own, daring him to do something he’d regret, daring to give me an excuse to shoot him with my laser beams.

The tense moment was broken when I heard clapping. I looked over my shoulder toward the metal box where Rubberman and Myster stood. Rubberman was clapping, while Myster had his arms crossed in front of his chest, a look of disappointment on his face.

“Good job, Beams!” said Rubberman. “And a good fight in general. Much more exciting than I expected it to be. Don’t you agree, Mark?”

Myster nodded. “It was. I’ve never seen your sidekick in action before, aside from the battle with Lord Mechanika. He’s more tactical than I first thought.”

Though Myster’s words were nice, I could tell that he was rather disappointed in Cyberkid’s failure to beat me. I looked down at Cyberkid, about to ask him if he needed help, but instead he pushed me off of him, nearly knocking me over in the process. Without saying a word, Cyberkid got up, brushed off his chest, and walked over to the smoking remains of Zip, all without looking at me.

“Uh, hey, Cyberkid,” I said as Cyberkid knelt in front of his destroyed drone. “Um, it was a good fight and you really challenged me back there. Just wanted to let you know that.”

Cyberkid was either ignoring me or just didn’t hear what I said, because he picked up half of the drone’s destroyed wing and muttered, “Damn it. This is going to cost Myster a lot to replace.”

“Sorry for destroying your drone,” I said, scratching the back of my neck. “I didn’t mean to. I just—”

I stopped talking as soon as Cyberkid glared over his shoulder at me. It was pretty obvious that he didn’t want to talk or even interact with me in any meaningful way. He was probably just angry that I had managed to beat him in front of his boss. Not that I felt any need to apologize. After all, I won fair and square, and if Cyberkid couldn’t accept the fact that I was a better fighter than him, that was his problem, not mine.

That was when I heard footsteps coming toward us. Looking over my shoulder, I saw both Rubberman and Myster approaching. Rubberman looked as happy as ever, while Myster looked slightly less so, perhaps because he was still disappointed by Cyberkid’s defeat.

“It’s good to see our training sessions finally paying off, isn’t it, Beams?” said Rubberman. “Though I have to admit, Cyberkid did a good job, too, and really had you on the ropes for a while there.”

“Yes, indeed,” said Myster. “And Cyberkid, don’t worry about your drone. We’ll get it replaced as soon as possible.”

“Okay,” said Cyberkid, dropping the remains of Zip and standing up, though he didn’t look very happy. “I can live without Zip for a few days. It’s not a problem.”

But I could tell that Cyberkid actually was very upset about the destruction of his drone. That still made me feel a little uncomfortable, at least until Myster looked at me and said, “Oh, Beams, I almost forgot. I need you to sign something for me.”

Myster pulled out a piece of folded paper from nowhere and handed it to me, along with a pen. Curious, I took the paper and, unfolding it, saw that it was a printed out picture of me, apparently taken from some website. Based on the frozen school in the background, it must have been one of the pictures taken of me after Rubberman and I defeated Fro-Zen, though I couldn’t remember who had taken this particular picture of me.

I looked up at Myster. “What’s this?”

“A picture of you,” Myster replied. “I need you to autograph it.”

“Autograph it? For—”

“For Charlotte, of course,” said Myster without missing a beat. “She asked me to have you sign this picture of yourself for her collection of your things. I promised her I would get your autograph the next time I saw you, so I figured this was the best time to do it.”

I blinked. “A girl wants my autograph? Really?”

“Really,” said Myster. He leaned toward me, a firm look on his face. “And if you don’t give it to me, my daughter will be very upset. And if my daughter is upset … well, let’s just say that I won’t be happy, either.”

I gulped and immediately scrawled my autograph across the surface of the picture. It was probably hastily done and unreadable, but when I handed the signed photo to Myster, he smiled and folded the picture up, saying, “Thanks so much for your understanding, Beams. Charlotte will be delighted to see it when Cyberkid and I go home today.”

As Myster said that, I glanced at Cyberkid. If he had looked annoyed before, he was absolutely furious now. He was pointedly looking at the piece of metal in his hands which he had picked up from the remains of Zip, but he was twisting it so much now that it looked like it was about to snap in two in his hands. He was clearly trying to keep himself from losing his temper, which was probably because his own boss had just asked for my autograph right in front of him. I sort of felt sorry for him, but at the same time, I remembered just how much of a jerk he was, which made it easier to ignore his anger.

I looked at Myster again and said, “It’s not a problem, Myster. I have just never given my autograph to anyone before, that’s all.”

“Well, I suggest practicing it,” Myster said. “As your popularity grows, you’ll gain more and more fans, who will ask you to autograph all sorts of strange things. I remember one fan of mine who wanted me to sign his pet ferret, which was kind of hard because the little critter wouldn’t stand still long enough for me to—”

“Anyway,” said Rubberman, interrupting Myster. “I think that that’s enough training for today. Let’s go and grab some dinner. Adams should be finished by now and he always makes great stuff.”

Just as Rubberman said that, the door to the Rubber Room burst open and Adams staggered in, almost falling on his hands and knees. He managed to catch himself at the last minute, however, and held onto the doorknob for support, panting as if he had just run a mile.

“Adams?” said Rubberman as we all looked over at him. “What’s the matter? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Sorry for interrupting your training session, Mr. Pullman, but I have an urgent report from the police,” said Adams. “A new supervillain has been spotted in the Golden City Park and the police require your assistance to deal with him.”

“All right,” said Rubberman. “Tell the police Beams and I will be on our way.”

“And tell them that Cyberkid and I will be there, too,” said Myster. “No way we’re going to let you go and have all the fun by yourself.”

Adams nodded and left the room, while Rubberman looked at me and said, “Come on, Beams. To the Rubbermobile!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

It would have been a nice day in the park if not for the mad man with the flamethrower screaming his head off and setting trees on fire. Granted, it was a pretty cold day today, but this was not how I preferred to warm up.

Crouching behind an overturned park bench, I watched as the mad man in question—a supervillain who called himself Pyro, for obvious reasons—swung his flamethrower this way and that, spewing flames in every direction. Trees burned and grass smoked, but thankfully, my helmet had an air filter that kept me from choking on the smoke.

Pyro himself also wore a gas mask, which was probably the only reason he had yet to choke to death on his own smoke. He wore a full-sized, flameproof red and yellow costume that made him look kind of like a firefighter at first glance, though the resemblance quickly wore off the longer you stared at him. He was pretty short—just a few inches taller than me—but with that flamethrower in his hands, he didn’t need to be tall to be a threat.

According to the police, Pyro had shown up out of nowhere about half an hour ago and began torching random trees and statues in Golden City Park. No one knew for sure why he was doing this, but he seemed to have been a former, disgruntled park employee who was attempting to get revenge for being fired from his job. The only reason the police thought that was because Pyro had ranted about being fired from his job in the park when he first appeared, but given how utterly insane Pyro clearly was, he might have just been making it up.

Regardless, defeating Pyro was outside of the expertise of the city’s cops, so Rubberman, Myster, Cyberkid, and I had arrived here as quickly as we could. Fortunately, we managed to arrive before Pyro burned down the whole place, but at the moment, directly attacking him was out of the question, because his flamethrower made it hard to fight him directly. He kept shooting his flamethrower in random directions, setting flame to his nearby surroundings. I was amazed that he had avoided burning himself so far or overheating himself; with all of the fire surrounding him, I thought he’d be baked alive inside his suit for sure. Perhaps his costume was made out of sterner stuff.

Regardless, Pyro had yet to notice me, Rubberman, Myster, or Cyberkid, mostly because all four of us were currently huddled behind an overturned park bench near one of the many statues of Harold Golden that dotted the city park. I looked over my shoulder at my boss and our two allies, who were looking at me expectantly.

“Well?” said Cyberkid impatiently. “What do you see? What’s he doing?”

I shrugged. “Pyro just seems to be running around screaming and burning stuff. It’s going to be hard to land a direct hit on him, at least as long as he is surrounded by all of that fire.”

Rubberman sighed. “I hate fighting villains like these. I’m best at short range fights, not long range ones. I should have brought along the Rubber Gun; at least that would have given me a way to attack him from a distance.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Myster. “This Pyro character is dangerous, but doesn’t seem entirely sane. I think if we can distract him, one of us could sneak up on him and take him out from behind before he even realizes what happened.”

“I’ll do it,” I said, holding up my hand. “My eye beams should allow me to distract him while keeping my distance.”

“Good idea,” said Rubberman. He gestured at himself and Myster. “Myster and I will sneak around the trees and take him by surprise while you keep him distracted.”

“What about me?” said Cyberkid. “What am I supposed to do?”

“You can wait here and provide Beams with back up if he needs it,” said Myster. “Your powers aren’t very useful against a villain like Pyro, I’m afraid, so you’d be safer here.”

Cyberkid pouted and folded his arms across his chest. “All right. I’ll be a good little boy and wait for Beams to save the day. Not like I’ve been a sidekick longer than him or anything. And I definitely don’t have an invisibility watch that could help you guys sneak up on Pyro or anything.”

Myster frowned and shook his head. “Nah. Your invisibility watch is still too unreliable to work. Besides, I don’t think you brought it with us to Golden City, so there’s no point in even mentioning it.”

Cyberkid just sighed, while I frowned in annoyance, but decided not to say anything about his negative attitude at the moment. I just ran out from our hiding place toward Pyro, who was laughing madly at a tree that was burning down before him, seemingly unaware that I was right behind him.

Without hesitation, I fired two bursts of lasers at him. I was not intending to hit him, so the lasers merely struck the ground at his feet, but it was enough to make him whirl around and spot me immediately.

“You!” Pyro shouted, pointing at me. “I know who you are! You’re Rubberman’s sidekick, aren’t you?”

“Wow, you recognize me,” I said. “I’ve always wanted to be recognized by a pyromaniac.”

“Yes, you’re Rubberman’s sidekick all right,” said Pyro. “And if you’re here, then that means that Rubberman is probably here, too, though I don’t see him at the moment.”

I held up my hands, hoping that Pyro would not start looking around for Rubberman. “Not this time, my friend. Today, it’s just going to be you and me.”

“Oh, really?” said Pyro. “In that case, it will be very easy to burn you to ash. After I’m done with you, I’ll go back to achieving my original plan of destroying this stupid park. I’ll burn the whole place to the ground and salt the earth so that nothing else can grow here!”

“You sure talk a lot for a crazy guy,” I said.

Pyro merely growled in response. He lifted up his flamethrower and fired a stream of flame at me. I jumped out of the way, rolling across the blackened, crunchy grass, and coming to a stop behind a tree. I looked around the tree and fired more lasers at him, but I wasn’t really aiming at him. I was mostly just trying to keep his attention on me; I didn’t see Rubberman or Myster yet, but I figured they were both around here somewhere and still needed more time in which to sneak up on Pyro.

Pyro dodged the lasers and ran toward me. He kept firing a continuous stream of flame from his flamethrower the whole time, setting more trees, bushes, and grass on fire while also increasing the temperature of the park itself. My costume and helmet were designed to ensure that my body did not get overheated, but even through my climate-controlled suit, I could still feel the intense heat all around me. I needed to get out from the trees, but with Pyro rushing toward me, I didn’t have much of a choice but to run deeper into the trees, hoping to lose him at some point.

Unfortunately, as I crashed through the thick trees and bushes, I heard more and more fire eating away at the trees around me. A loud crack made me look up in time to see a huge tree limb falling toward me, which forced me to dive forward to avoid getting crushed. I rolled to a stop once again and, panting slightly, looked over my shoulder to see if I’d lost him.

I did not see Pyro anywhere; however, I did see his handiwork. Several trees were on fire, their leaves and upper branches burning like crowns of flame, while thick and heavy smoke surrounded me on all sides. The smoke was so thick that I couldn’t see much even with my visor protecting my vision. It occurred to me that this might be intentional; Pyro could be using the smoke and flame to hide, which would make it harder not only for me to find him, but also for Rubberman and Myster to catch up to us and help me.

In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I realized just how stupid I had been to draw Pyro deeper into the park. I should have tried to keep him back there in the clearing, where Rubberman and Myster would have had a shot at taking him down. Instead, I had accidentally lured him into a situation where I could expect no back up from anyone. Even Cyberkid wouldn’t be able to help me here; not that I expected him to, given how much he hated me, but the fact that he couldn’t help me even if he wanted was a big problem.

But I couldn’t let myself panic. I looked around carefully, trying to spot Pyro through the smoke and flames, but no matter where I looked, I couldn’t spot the villain anywhere. It was possible that he had decided to leave me alone to allow the flames and smoke to kill me, but that didn’t seem very likely. Most likely, Pyro was prowling around outside of my vision, looking for the right moment to strike.

All of a sudden, a huge blast of fire burst out of the smoke to my right. Startled, I jumped to the left, just barely avoiding the flames, which came so close that they actually brushed against my suit, blackening a portion of it. Coming to a stop, I looked over at the spot from which the flames had erupted and saw Pyro standing in a gap between the smoke, holding his flamethrower in both hands like a gun.

“Quick one, aren’t you?” said Pyro, his voice full of madness. “I thought I had you there for a moment, but I guess you’re faster than I thought. Not that it matters, because I have you right where I want you.”

I was about to ask him what he meant by that, but then Pyro lifted his flamethrower and spewed forth another continuous stream of fire. I unleashed my eye beams at the same time and my beams collided with his fire, creating an explosion that knocked me over. I heard Pyro scream in rage and pain, but I was so stunned by the blast myself that I didn’t pay much attention to his screams. I did, however, scramble back to my feet and looked over at him to see what had happened.

Pyro’s flamethrower lay at his feet, the exhaust port blown up. He was clutching his right hand, like it had been burned, and was cursing under his breath all sorts of curse words, including a few I’d never heard before. The explosion created by the collision between my beams and his flames must have blown apart his flamethrower, which had probably harmed his hand in the process.

Because Pyro was so distracted by his own wounded hand, he would probably not be able to dodge any attacks from me, so I was about to shoot him again when a sudden drowsiness came over me. I blinked my eyes rapidly, but I felt so tired. At first, I thought it was because I hadn’t gotten much sleep last night, but my body began to feel heavier and heavier and my eyelids harder and harder to keep open. It was happening too fast, much faster than it should have, and I could feel my consciousness slipping away between my fingers.

Through my foggy, sleepy mind, I realized when I’d felt this way before: When ZZZ attacked me at my house. That meant that ZZZ was somewhere nearby, using his sleep powers to make me go to sleep.

Desperately, I looked around for him, but with all of the smoke and flame surrounding me, I could not see ZZZ anywhere. I guess that made sense, because if I could see him, I would be able to stop him, and he definitely didn’t want me to stop him.

Regardless, I couldn’t fall asleep in here. While my costume protected me from the worst of the flames and smoke, the fact was that falling asleep in a burning forest was still very dangerous. I couldn’t count on Rubberman, Myster, or even Cyberkid coming to my rescue, because none of them had the right equipment to enter this area. I needed to get out of here, and fast, before ZZZ’s sleep spell knocked me out for good.

I looked over at Pyro, who was now lying on the ground sleeping for some reason. I realized that he must have been affected by ZZZ’s sleep spell as well, perhaps unintentionally, because as far as I knew ZZZ was not trying to kill him. I thought about just abandoning Pyro in the fire and smoke, but at the same time, I didn’t want to leave him to die here, even if he was my enemy. He needed to be brought to justice, like any criminal. Besides, I’d probably get into legal trouble if the police found out I intentionally left this guy to die.

With a huge yawn, I walked over to Pyro and began tugging him in the direction which seemed least smoky. But it was hard, because Pyro was surprisingly heavy, no doubt due to his heavy fire equipment. It didn’t help that I was not a very strong man myself, but I didn’t drop him. I just kept pulling him, dragging him across the grass and leaves, trying to ignore the flames and smoke which were getting worse and worse by the minute. My eyes kept drooping; it was getting harder and harder to keep them open, and if I didn’t get out of here quickly, I’d fall asleep very soon and be trapped among the burning trees.

All I wanted to do was go … to … sleep …

The sound of wood cracking above woke me up and made me look up in time to see another branch falling toward me. I let go of Pyro and tried to dodge, but I was extremely sluggish and could not get out of the way in time. The branch crashed on top of me, knocking me to the ground and leaving me trapped under its weight. The branch was not too heavy for me to lift; however, with the breath knocked out of my lungs and my body feeling so sleepy, I couldn’t muster the strength necessary to push it off. The branch was also really hot, which I could feel through my costume’s fabric.

Nonetheless, I tried to push myself up, but even that simple gesture was too much for me in my tired state. I fell onto the ground again, my eyes heavier than ever. I realized that this was the end. I was going to die and there was nothing I could do about it. At least I would die asleep; that way, I wouldn’t have to feel the fire eat away at my flesh.

Bu then something burst out of the nearby flames and smoke. Through my heavy-lidded eyes, I saw that it was Cyberkid, but he looked a little different. He wore a mask over the lower half of his mouth that seemed to resemble Pyro’s gas mask, which was probably how he was breathing in this heavy smoke. He immediately spotted me and, running over to me, kicked the heavy branch off my body.

“Cyberkid,” I said in a weak voice. “You need to get out of here. You can’t save us both.”

Cyberkid snorted. “Not everyone is as weak as you, you know.”

Cyberkid hauled me over his shoulder with surprising strength and grabbed Pyro by the collar of his costume. With a roar of his rocket boots, Cyberkid flew straight up into the air, still holding firmly onto me and Pyro. We passed through the burning treetops and branches and leaves until we burst out into the open sky above, though we were still surrounded on all sides by smoke.

Not that that bothered Cyberkid, who flew through the smoke in a random direction until we emerged from it into the cool, clear air of the city. At the same time, my drowsiness suddenly vanished and I felt wide awake again, although the lower half of my body still hurt from where I’d been crushed by the branch.

Cyberkid flew me and Pyro over to a clearing well away from the burning trees, toward a gazebo where Rubberman and Myster stood looking anxious. The two superheroes looked up at us as we approached and I saw a relieved smile appear on Rubberman’s lips, while Myster also looked relieved. I heard police sirens and firefighter sirens somewhere nearby, but I couldn’t see them at the moment. I just hoped that the firefighters would be able to put out the flames before they caused too much destruction.

When Cyberkid landed on the ground, he dropped me and Pyro unceremoniously.

“Ow!” I said, sitting up and rubbing my back. I looked up at Cyberkid. “You could have put me down a bit more gently, you know.”

Cyberkid shrugged. “You seem fine to me.”

I opened my mouth to argue that point, but Rubberman said, “Beams, I’m so glad you’re safe. I thought you might be a goner in there, but then Cyberkid went in and saved you without either Myster or me even telling him to.”

“Someone had to,” said Cyberkid. He gestured at the unconscious Pyro. “Also, I got the villain. He seems to be asleep.”

“He is,” I said as I rose to my feet. I glanced at my costume, frowning at the blackened spots on it that were created by the fire. “And I almost fell asleep, too, but thankfully Cyberkid saved me just in the nick of time.”

“Why did you almost fall asleep?” said Rubberman. “How can you fall asleep in the middle of a burning forest?”

“That’s not it,” I said. “I think ZZZ is somewhere in the park. He must have used his powers to try to make me fall asleep. He was probably hoping I would fall asleep in the fire and get burned to death.”

“ZZZ is here?” said Myster, looking around wildly. “Where is he? I don’t see him.”

“I don’t know where he is, exactly,” I said. “He might not even be here anymore. If the police are around, I bet he’s already long gone, hiding wherever he’s hiding.”

“Not necessarily,” said Myster. He gestured at the park. “This is a pretty big park, which means that there’s a good chance that ZZZ is still somewhere nearby. Cyberkid and I will search the area for him.”

I frowned and looked over at the burning trees; I noticed that the fire was dying down, because it was being sprayed by water from the Golden City Fire Department’s trucks. “Are you sure about that? With the park on fire, it might be wise to wait until the fire department has the flames under control before searching for anyone.”

“I understand your concerns, but the flames might be slowing down ZZZ’s progress, if he’s still here,” said Myster. “If Cyberkid and I move fast, we might still be able to catch him before he escapes. You two, on the other hand, should go back to the Elastic Cave, especially you, Beams, given how you were stuck in the middle of all that fire.”

Before I could say anything to that, Myster flew into the air, flying toward the other side of the park. Cyberkid followed him on his rocket boots, although he flew somewhat slower than Myster. Soon, the two were out of sight, leaving Rubberman and I standing alone, watching the firefighters doing their best to put out Pyro’s fires.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

After handing over the unconscious Pyro to the police, Rubberman and I returned to the Elastic Cave, where Adams inspected my costume and my body to ensure that I hadn’t suffered any severe burns. Luckily, my costume had protected my body from the worst of the flames and none of the smoke had gotten into my lungs; however, my costume had been blackened and even nearly burned away in a few places, which meant that it would need to be replaced. Rubberman gave me an extra suit; apparently he had ordered at least a dozen extra suits for me when I first started working for him, which was a common practice in the superhero industry, because it was normal for your costume to get damaged beyond repair in this industry. Rubberman had several dozen extra suits for himself, too, though since his costume wasn’t damaged like mine, he didn’t have to replace his today.

I spent the rest of my work day with Rubberman in the Elastic Cave, training in the Rubber Room, watching news reports on various superhero-related news around the country, and checking out the new box of merchandise that had just arrived in the mail today. It included another prototype of my figure from the upcoming Real Sidekicks line, except this one had more accurate colors than the last one. It also came with a stand that you could pose the figure on, which was pretty cool, I have to admit.

But I didn’t pay as much attention to that as I normally would have, because I was too busy wondering whether Myster and Cyberkid had caught ZZZ yet. Neither I nor Rubberman had heard any news from those two yet. That either meant they were closely on ZZZ’s trail or they were having no luck whatsoever in catching him. There was also the possibility that they had been killed by ZZZ, but I tried not to think about that, because it didn’t help my mood.

Finally, a couple of hours later, just as I was getting ready to clock out and go home for the day, Myster sent Rubberman a message notifying him that he and Cyberkid were on their way to the Elastic Cave with news about ZZZ. So Rubberman had Adams open the secret vehicle entrance for the Rubbermobile and, a few minutes later, Myster and Cyberkid came motoring down the tunnel that connected Level Two to the surface. They rode on Myster’s motorcycle, which was loud and noisy in the enclosed space, but it didn’t take away from how cool Myster’s motorcycle looked.

Rubberman and I stood near the Rubbermobile, watching as Myster and Cyberkid approached us. The two looked normal at a distance, but as they got closer, I noticed that Myster looked rather exhausted, while Cyberkid was rubbing his neck like he had hurt it somehow. That did not seem like a very good sign to me, and the fact that they had not told us that they captured ZZZ made me think that their mission must have been a failure. But that didn’t explain why they had returned on their mission, if all they wanted to do was tell us they had failed.

When Myster’s motorcycle came to a stop next to the Rubbermobile, Rubberman stepped forward and said, “Mark, welcome back. How did your mission go?”

“Not so well, unfortunately,” said Myster as he took off his helmet and placed it on the handlebar of his bike. “We searched all over the park, even recruited a few police officers to help, but we couldn’t find ZZZ. He seemed to have vanished into thin air.”

“Dang it,” I said. “I was hoping you guys might finally capture him, but I guess today wasn’t our day, huh?”

“Yes,” said Myster, nodding. He rubbed his forehead. “But our search wasn’t entirely fruitless. Cyberkid, show them what you found.”

Rubberman and I looked at Cyberkid, who sat in the side car attached to Myster’s motorcycle. Cyberkid pulled out something from between his feet and said, “Here’s what we found.”

I looked more closely at the object in Cyberkid’s hands. It was a wallet of some sort, slightly blackened like it had been exposed to flame, but otherwise in good condition.

“It’s a wallet,” said Rubberman. He looked at Myster. “Is it ZZZ’s wallet?”

“We think so,” said Myster. “We found it near the scene of the battle with Pyro. It clearly wasn’t dropped by one of us, so we assume that ZZZ must have dropped it accidentally when he ran away, perhaps too scared by the fire to notice or stop to pick it up.”

“Interesting,” said Rubberman. “Does it have any identifying information in it that we could use to locate him?”

“That’s the problem,” said Cyberkid. He opened the wallet and turned it upside down. “It’s empty. No money, no credit cards, no driver’s license or anything else. It is just an empty wallet.”

“Then what was the point of bringing it here in the first place?” I asked. “If there isn’t anything in that wallet that could help us find ZZZ, you might as well have left it at the park for all the good it will do for us.”

“Because it wasn’t entirely empty,” said Myster. “We also found this inside it.”

Myster held up a piece of paper. Like the wallet, the paper was slightly burnt around the edges, but the words on it were still easy to read: INVOICE FOR PYRO’S SERVICES.

“Pyro’s services?” I repeated. “What does that mean?”

“It’s quite obvious,” said Rubberman, stroking his chin. “ZZZ must have hired Pyro to attack the park. He knew that would draw us out into the open, where he could use his powers to try to kill me. Pyro must have dropped it at some point during the battle. Right, Mark?”

“Close, Dennis, but not quite on target,” said Myster. He lowered the invoice. “The invoice doesn’t even mention you at all.”

“What?” said Rubberman. “But I thought ZZZ was hired by someone to kill me.”

“Maybe he is, but this invoice doesn’t name you at all,” said Myster. “Instead, it names your sidekick, Beams.”

“Me?” I said, putting my hands on my chest. “Why am I on it?”

Myster looked straight at me, his expression grim. “Because you’re ZZZ’s target, not Rubberman, as we originally thought.”

A sense of horror washed over me. My hands became sweaty and I felt cold. “You mean … someone hired ZZZ to kill me?”

Myster nodded. “Yes. That’s the conclusion I’ve arrived at since Cyberkid and I came to Golden City.”

I rubbed my arm nervously. “But when you first came here, you said that ZZZ was trying to kill Rubberman.”

“That’s what we thought when we first learned about ZZZ’s presence in Golden City,” said Myster. He glanced at the invoice. “But this invoice disproves that theory. ZZZ was never after Rubberman. He was after you the whole time.”

“But how can you possibly know this?” I said. “That invoice isn’t definitive proof, you know.”

“It isn’t just the invoice,” said Myster. “Think about everything that’s happened recently. First, ZZZ has never tried to attack Rubberman, not in the Elastic Cave or out on the streets. Yet he’s tried to kill you at least two times, including once in your own home. He’s displayed next to no interest in attacking Rubberman, but has taken advantage of nearly every opportunity to take you out.”

I had to admit that Myster had a point, but I still couldn’t accept the idea that one of the deadliest assassins in the world was trying to kill me. “It still doesn’t make sense. Who would hire ZZZ to kill me? I don’t have any enemies. Well, there was Fro-Zen, but he’s dead, so—”

“It doesn’t matter who hired him,” said Rubberman. “I think that Myster is right. I’ve been wondering why ZZZ has never even come close to me, yet he’s come after you twice. It is logical to conclude that you are ZZZ’s target, not me.”

“But I still want to know who hired him,” I said. “Do either of you two have any idea who might have done it?”

Rubberman and Myster exchanged knowing looks, looks I didn’t like one bit. They clearly had their theories about who would hire an assassin to kill a teenager, but they didn’t want to share it with me for some reason.

“Until we get more proof, it’s best not to make any hasty accusations,” said Rubberman. “I’d rather not accuse anyone of committing a crime until I have more evidence to back it up.”

I frowned in annoyance. Rubberman had this tendency to come up with theories, but would never share them with me until he had more proof or evidence to support them. I understood not wanting to make hasty accusations which might turn out to be incorrect, but it was still annoying, because sometimes it felt like he expected me to read his mind.

“What we need to worry about is keeping you safe from him,” said Myster. “We know that ZZZ already knows your real identity, because he came after you at your house once. Because he failed to get you this time, I’m willing to bet he’ll come to your house and try again, perhaps even as soon as tonight.”

“Then we need to protect my house,” I said. “Could you guys stand guard around my house tonight? That might discourage ZZZ from attempting to kill me if he sees my house protected by two powerful superheroes.”

“That won’t work,” said Rubberman. “Your house isn’t safe or secure. Besides, that would risk revealing your secret identity to Myster and Cyberkid, which would make you lose your license. It would be better if you stayed here in the Elastic Cave with me.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why here?”

“Because the Elastic Cave is one of the safest and most secure places in the city,” said Rubberman. “ZZZ has never managed to break into here, nor will he ever. I don’t think he even knows where it’s located. If you stay in here, ZZZ will have a much harder time getting you.”

“Dennis is right,” said Myster. “You’d be much safer down here in the Elastic Cave than out there on the surface.”

“But what about my parents?” I said. “I know that ZZZ is after me, but what if he decides to come after my parents anyway?”

“I doubt he will,” said Rubberman. “ZZZ isn’t that kind of assassin. Once he picks a target, he never goes after the target’s friends or family unless they get in the way. Your parents will actually be much safer without you in the house, though if it will make you feel better, I can have Adams go and protect your family for the night.”

“I guess that will work,” I said. “But can I go back to my home for a moment and get my things and tell my parents what we’re going to do first? I don’t want them to worry.”

“Why do you need to go there and tell them in person?” said Rubberman. “It would be easier to simply call them and tell them over the phone about your temporary living arrangements.”

“I know, but I just want to see them one last time before I have to come back down here and get some of my things,” I said. “How long will I have to stay in the Elastic Cave, anyway?”

Rubberman shrugged. “Until ZZZ is no longer a threat, which, I will admit, is something that doesn’t have a particular schedule.”

“What about school?” I said. “I have school tomorrow, you know. It isn’t like I can just skip it.”

“You can still go to school if you want,” said Rubberman. “You’d just have to come back here every day, instead of going back home. School is not as safe as the Elastic Cave, but it is safer and closer than your home, so it shouldn’t be a problem for you to keep going there even with ZZZ looking for you.”

“But I’ve also got a date with Greta for Sunday,” I said. “Will I still be able to go out with her?”

“Probably not,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “Unless you plan to have a date in the Elastic Cave, you would be safer and wiser to postpone the date for a less dangerous time.”

I bit my lower lip, even though I knew Rubberman had a point. Still, I didn’t want to have to tell Greta that I was going to have to put off our second date. The first date went so well that I knew that Greta was looking forward to our second one. Sure, she may have been acting a bit strangely recently, even keeping secrets from me, but one thing I did know for sure about her was that she really did like me and wanted to keep going out with me. She probably wouldn’t dump me if I told her we had to reschedule, but I didn’t think she’d be very happy to hear that anyway, not after I’d spent so much time putting off our last one.

Yet I didn’t want to put Greta’s life in danger, either, nor did I want to endanger the lives of my parents. I would not be able to explain why I had to do this, at least to her, but hopefully Greta would understand and would not let this create any hard feelings between us.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll call her up and let her know that we’ll need to postpone the date for another time. It won’t be an issue.”

“Wise choice,” said Rubberman. “I know it’s hard to do sometimes, but sometimes superheroes and sidekicks need to make these kinds of sacrifices. Once ZZZ is no longer a threat, your life will be able to go back to normal.”

I know Rubberman was trying to be encouraging, but it was hard for me to believe him, because ZZZ had so far managed to evade capture from us. What if ZZZ was never captured at all? Would I need to spend the rest of my life in the Elastic Cave, stuck in my tiny little room, hoping that ZZZ would never break in and kill me?

Okay, I was being dramatic, but that didn’t change the fact that my life was going to be very different for the foreseeable future. I just hoped that Myster and Cyberkid could stop ZZZ soon so I wouldn’t have to spend the rest of my life down here, but somehow, I doubted they would have much luck in that area.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

After that, Myster and Cyberkid left the Elastic Cave, with Myster promising to let us know if he and Cyberkid found any more clues pointing to ZZZ’s current location. I know he meant well when he said that, but all his promise did was make me even more depressed than before, if only because I wasn’t so sure that they would succeed.

When Myster and Cyberkid left, I also left the Elastic Cave, clocking out as I did so. While it was now obvious that ZZZ was after me, that did not mean it was entirely unsafe to travel back home by myself. It seemed unlikely that ZZZ would attempt to attack me again so soon after his second failed attack. Most likely, it would be at least another day or two before ZZZ struck again, which was more than enough time for me to go home and tell my parents about my temporary change in living arrangements. It helped that Rubberman gave me a tracking device, which he would use to ensure I made it home safely.

Normally, I would take my usual route back home, which would require winding through Golden City’s various alleyways and back streets in order to avoid the evening traffic. But this time, I took a different route, one which would take me closer to the suburbs than through the city itself. I partly did that for safety reasons; from my perspective, I figured ZZZ would be far more likely to try to attack me in an isolated alleyway or abandoned back street than in the populated suburbs full of nosy people who didn’t understand the concept of minding their own business.

But this particular route I took would also take me by Greta’s house. While I had originally intended to simply call Greta to reschedule the date, I decided instead that I would just stop by her house for a moment to tell her the news personally. It would take me a little out of the way, but Greta’s house was not that far off my usual path, so it probably wouldn’t take too much time to do.

It wasn’t long before I biked up the driveway to Greta’s house. I saw no cars in the driveway, which would have made me think that no one was home if I hadn’t spotted a light on in one of the second story windows. I didn’t know if that was Greta’s room or not, given how I had never even entered her house before, but I took it as a sign that someone was home and hopefully that someone was Greta, unless she was out with her friends or something like that. It probably wasn’t her dad, because he was out of town today, but maybe he had gotten back early or something like that.

I leaned my bike against their mailbox and walked up to the front door. I knocked on the door a few times and then stepped back, just in case Mr. Hammond appeared in the doorway and told me to leave again.

I expected to wait for a while, because I did not see any other lights on in the house except for the second story one, but to my surprise, the door opened quickly and I found myself face-to-face with Greta, much to my relief. She was wearing her usual pink t-shirt and jeans, her golden blonde hair done in cute braids, but she looked very worried, like she had been expecting to see something bad outside the door. But she smiled when she saw me, which made my heart flutter. I noticed that she stood with only half of her body visible; the other half was hidden behind the door, though I didn’t care about that because she still looked great.

“Alex?” said Greta. “I didn’t know you were coming by to visit today.”

“Yeah, I didn’t know, either,” I said, rubbing my arm unconsciously. “I was just in the neighborhood and I, uh, thought I would stop by and say hi. Is your father home, by the way?”

Greta shook her head. “No, he’s out of town. He won’t be back for a week, at least. Why do you want to know?”

“Oh, er, no reason,” I said, folding my hands behind my back. “I really just wanted to see you, actually, not your father. I mean, I’ve got nothing against your father, but—”

“Sorry, but this isn’t a good time,” said Greta, shaking her head. “I’d love to hang and chat, but my dad doesn’t want me letting boys into the house while he’s away and I’ve got stuff to do anyway. Why don’t we talk at school tomorrow?”

Greta tried to close the door, but I held out a hand and caught the door before it closed.

“Hey, wait,” I said, slightly straining against the door; Greta was stronger than I thought. “I don’t need to come into the house. I just wanted to talk.”

“Sorry, but no talking to boys, either,” said Greta, who sounded like she was straining herself. “My dad is okay with me talking to boys in school, but not at home, at least when he’s not here. Maybe you can call me later or something?”

“No, I want to talk now,” I said. “It will just … take … a … minute!”

Without warning, I accidentally shoved the door forward. Greta fell backwards onto the floor as the door opened, while I just stood there, arm outright, temporarily shocked at my own strength. I knew I’d gotten stronger since I started working for Rubberman, but I didn’t realize I was strong enough to knock her back like that.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, lowering my hands and looking down at her with concern. “I just don’t know my own strength sometimes. Are you—”

I stopped speaking when I saw her right arm, the one that had been hidden behind the door. Because she was wearing a t-shirt, both of her arms were visible, allowing me to see them both clearly. The left arm was normal; however, the right arm was bandaged heavily, as if it had been cut up or burned badly at some point.

But that wasn’t what really caught my attention. What caught my attention was what it reminded me of: The Robber, who I had managed to shoot with my eye beams before he got away. And I had shot him in exactly that spot.

Greta sat up, rubbing her head and said, “No, it’s fine, Alex, I’m okay, I—”

She stopped speaking almost immediately when she noticed that I was staring at her arm. She tried to hide it behind her back, but it was too late, because I’d already seen it.

“Greta … what happened to your arm?” I asked. My voice was calmer than usual, but that was just to keep down the fear that was starting to rise within me as my mind put two and two together.

“N-Nothing,” said Greta in the most unconvincing tone I’d ever heard in my whole life. “I was just, uh, walking down the street when a dog jumped me and I fell. Scraped my arm against the pavement.”

“You scraped it so badly that your whole arm needed to be bandaged?” I said, raising an eyebrow. “Really?”

Greta bit her lower lip. Tears started to appear at the corners of her eyes, like she was about to cry. That made me feel bad, because I didn’t like seeing her sad, but at the same time, I wasn’t about to drop the subject just because she might be upset.

“Okay, I lied,” said Greta. She wiped away her tears. “I actually cut my arm on a knife when I was in the kitchen. I—”

“Greta, I know you’re still lying to me,” I said, interrupting her. “You didn’t cut your arm at all, did you?”

The tears were now streaming down Greta’s cheeks like water down a waterfall. She said, in a small voice, “Okay, you’re right. I lied.”

I nodded. “Tell me the truth, then. How did you actually harm your arm?”

“Will you promise not to tell anyone?” said Greta. “Please?”

If Greta had harmed her arm the way I thought she did, there was no way I could make such a promise in good faith; however, I nodded once anyway, mostly because I needed to have my fears confirmed.

Greta took a deep, shuddering breath, and then said, “I’m the infamous Robber and I harmed my arm while fighting Beams, the sidekick of Rubberman.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Even though I’d suspected that Greta was the Robber, actually hearing the admission come from her own lips was unreal. I wanted to tell myself that I was dreaming, but I knew for a fact that I was still quite awake and conscious. Besides, there was no way I could ever dream of Greta crying the way she was now; such a thought hurt my heart too much to even think about.

“I’m sorry,” said Greta, sniffling. “I’m so sorry for not telling you. I just—”

“Why?” I said. “I mean, how long have you been the Robber? Does your father know?”

Greta nodded shakily. “Yes. Actually … he’s the reason I’m the Robber in the first place.”

I stepped into the house and closed the door behind me; I didn’t want any of her neighbors possibly overhearing this conversation. “I don’t understand. Are you telling me that your father is a criminal and that he’s made you one as well?”

“It’s not like that,” said Greta. “It’s more complicated. It’s—”

Greta suddenly burst into tears and put her face into her hands. This sudden outburst of emotion startled and confused me, but I moved over to her and patted her on the shoulder awkwardly, mostly because I didn’t know what else to do to make her feel better.

“It’s going to be okay,” I said in a soothing a voice as I could. “There’s no need to cry. I’m not going to—”

“Not going to what, report me to the police?” said Greta, looking up at me again, her eyes watery. “And become my accomplice in the process? Yeah, right.”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do, Greta,” I said. “But I do know that you should tell me what is going on with you and your dad. I know it might be hard, even scary, but I really do want to understand why you did what you did. I don’t want you or your dad to go to jail, not if I can help it.”

Yeah, I probably shouldn’t have said that. As a sidekick, I was required by law to report any and all criminals to the police; actually, I had a legal obligation to stop any criminals in the area in which Rubberman operated. Because Greta’s home was located in the suburbs of Golden City, that meant I technically had the right to arrest her and take her to the police like any other criminal.

Yet I couldn’t do that, at least not when Greta was so depressed and miserable. I didn’t think she was a bad person, necessarily, and there seemed to be more going on than met the eye. Besides, arresting Greta would reveal my secret identity to the world and I couldn’t afford to lose my license. By the time we were done talking, I’d know what to do.

Greta sniffled and wiped away more of her tears. “O-Okay. We can sit down in my living room and talk.”

Greta got up and walked into the living room adjacent to the entryway and I followed. I didn’t pay much attention to the living room except to note that it was a lot fancier than the living room of my home. Greta sat down on the plush sofa, while I took a seat in a recliner opposite her. I wanted to sit next to her, but on the other hand, I also wanted to keep my distance, because I didn’t know if I could trust her anymore and I wasn’t sure what she was going to tell me.

Greta pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed at her eyes. She sniffled for a moment, and then said, “All right. Do you remember what I told you about my dad, how he goes out of town on business and how he works for an important man?”

I nodded. “Yes, I remember that. What does he actually do?”

Greta cringed, as if I’d just slapped her, but then she said, “Well, that was a lie, too. The truth is that my dad doesn’t go out of town for business reasons, and the man he works for … well, he’s not a good man, I can say that much.”

I didn’t say anything, partly because I’d already suspected that much on my own, but partly because I wanted Greta to be able to talk without interruption. I didn’t want to interrupt her chain of thought or make her forget any important details.

“I’ll just get straight to the point,” said Greta with a slight sniffle. “My dad is a thief, who you may know as the Silent Shadow.”

I frowned. “The Silent Shadow? I’ve never heard of him.”

“Few have, because my dad is so good at stealing that most of his thefts have never been traced back to him,” said Greta. “He knows how to break into almost any building in the world. No matter how good your security is, my dad can get in and out without anyone even being aware of his presence. He’s that good.”

“How long has your dad been the Silent Shadow?”

“I don’t know,” said Greta. She wiped her eyes. “He’s pretty secretive about his past, but I think he got started when he was my age. He told me about a thieves’ guild he belonged to, but I don’t know whether that guild even still exists or if it ever actually existed. My dad doesn’t always tell me the truth. I guess that’s where I got my own talent for lying from.”

I bit my lower lip, because a lot of things were starting to make sense now. “And now he’s training you to follow in his footsteps.”

Greta nodded. “Yes. He’s taught me everything he knows. He wants me to become a great thief like him and he says I’m already better than he was when I was his age. I don’t know if that’s true or not, but I do know that I am pretty good at it.”

I ran my hands through my hair. “How long has he been teaching you how to be a thief?”

“Three years,” said Greta. “We started when I was thirteen, but I’ve always known about what my dad does. He never hid it from me, but he always told me not to tell anyone else. He even trained me in how to lie or change the topic in a conversation if he ever came up.”

“And you went along with this?” I said in disbelief. “It never occurred to you to report your father’s crimes to the police?”

Greta rubbed her hands together anxiously. “It’s not that simple. I just … I don’t have anyone other than my father. If I told the police what he does, they might arrest him and take him away from me. I’d be alone and left to fend for myself. My dad can sometimes be too secretive, but I know he loves and cares about me more than anyone else in the world, and I don’t want to lose him, even if that means keeping quiet about some of the things he’s doing in secret. You can understand that, can’t you?”

I nodded. I thought about how I’d feel if I had only one of my parents and how I’d be alone if I told the police about their crimes. On one hand, my strong sense of justice told me that this was an unacceptable excuse for breaking the law; on the other hand, my love for Greta helped me understand her and not rush to judgment too quickly.

“So for three years, I’ve been going around Golden City robbing various places,” said Greta. “Always with dad, of course, though he’s so good at hiding that most of the time no one knew that the ‘Robber,’ as I began to be known as, even had an accomplice. I started seeing my name in newspapers, on the news, and even among friends at school, who would sometimes talk about me and say the most awful things about the Robber without ever knowing that I was her; well, I should say ‘him,’ I suppose, because most people believe that the Robber is a man.”

I had to admit, what she just said took me by surprise. I felt the exact same way whenever anyone talked about Beams around me. Sure, they usually talked about Beams in positive terms, but it was still awkward to hear people speculating about Beams’ identity within earshot and it was definitely awkward not to be able to take the compliments which many people gave Beams because that would mean losing my license. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be a hated criminal and yet never be able to talk about it for fear that your friends might abandon you or turn you over to the police. It seemed like Greta and I had more in common than I thought.

“I’ve basically made my peace with my dad’s job,” said Greta. “I don’t like it, but at the same time, I can’t do anything about it. And I want my dad to love me, so I just do what he tells me to do. You’re the only person I’ve ever told my secret to; I haven’t even told my best friends.” She looked at me plaintively. “Are you going to report me to the police now?”

I hesitated, and said, “Who does your dad work for? Or is that a lie, too?”

“Actually, it’s not,” said Greta, shaking her head. “My dad works for a wealthy man who likes to collect various rare historical artifacts from around the world. He has my dad go around the world stealing whatever happens to catch his eye. He pays my dad well, but … I don’t like him one bit.”

“What’s his name?” I said. “Would I recognize it?”

“I don’t know if you would,” said Greta, “but I guess since I’m telling you everything anyway, I might as well tell you the identity of my dad’s employer. His name is Albert Monsoon. He’s the head of McCoy Robotics. Ever heard of that company?”

I nodded. That was the name of the same company that Greg Elliot, AKA Lord Mechanika, worked for before he went insane. “I didn’t know the name of the boss, but I have heard of it before. Kind of hard not to, given how they have a factory near here.”

Greta nodded. “Yes. I’ve only met him a few times, because he tries to keep his connection to my dad under the radar, but he’s a creep. He may be rich and powerful, but he always acts really creepy. I wish my dad wouldn’t work for him, but he does pay well and on time and has never cheated my dad out of his money, so that’s why my dad keeps working for him.” She leaned toward me, her blue eyes wide with worry and curiosity. “Now, are you going to tell the police about me and my dad or not?”

Once again, I hesitated. My sense of justice told me that I should. What Greta and her dad did was wrong. Theft was a crime, after all, and also an immoral action in and of itself. Greta and her dad were exactly the kind of people that sidekicks like me were supposed to help capture and put behind bars. If I didn’t tell the police about her, I could end up in big trouble, and maybe even Rubberman would, too, because as my employer, he is legally responsible for whatever I do. Not to mention I was angry at how she had lied to me personally; after all, we were dating each other, and I didn’t think it was right for girlfriends to keep such important secrets from their boyfriends or vice versa.

On the other hand, Greta did not seem like most criminals or villains I fought. She seemed genuinely remorseful for lying to me and for the actions that she and her father had done. Plus, I still liked her a lot and related to her now more than I ever did. It was kind of ironic, in a way. We were on opposite sides of the law, yet I felt like I understood her and what she was going through more than what other sidekicks did. Perhaps it was because we both had identities which we needed to keep secret from the general public, me because the law said so, her because the law would put her in jail if the government found out.

And I understood wanting to please your parents. My parents have never been that hard to please, to be frank, but I still want their approval and still want to do what will make them happy. Greta clearly felt the same way about her dad. If anything, her feelings were probably stronger, because she didn’t have a mother or anyone else she could turn to. If I reported her dad to the police and they arrested him, Greta would have nowhere else to go. She might end up homeless or worse. It would be cruel to have her end up on the streets or lose her home because of her dad’s decisions.

Rubberman always told me that being in this business meant you might find yourself in between a rock and a hard place, but until now, I didn’t really understand what he meant by that. I wondered how often Rubberman found himself in these types of situations, situations where the right answer wasn’t immediately obvious and where both options seemed equally bad. Maybe I was just being indecisive. If Rubberman was here, he’d probably already be calling the police to have her hauled off to jail and have her dad thrown behind bars with her.

But I wasn’t Rubberman. I was my own person. And so I made my decision.

I stood up and looked down at Greta. “Greta, I’m not going to report what you or your father are doing to the police.”

Greta sighed in relief. “Thanks. I thought—”

“I’m not finished speaking,” I said. I readjusted my glasses. “What you and your father are doing is wrong, but if I reported you to the police, I don’t think it would matter much. I imagine that your father would find a way to ‘prove’ his innocence in court. It might end up causing more problems than it solves.” I looked at her harder than before. “But don’t mistake that for approval of your actions. I don’t approve of what you and your father are doing at all, even if I understand why you do what you do.”

Greta sniffled, but did not say anything, which was good, because I was not done talking yet.

“And because of that, I can’t date you anymore,” I said. “I still like you a lot—maybe even love you, I don’t know—but I can’t continue to date you knowing what you and your father are doing. It’s just not something I can continue to do in good conscience.”

I wasn’t sure what I expected Greta to do. Perhaps I expected her to cry some more or maybe get angry and start calling me names or something like that.

What I didn’t expect her to do was nod once and say, through a sniffly nose, “I understand, Alex. I understand. I feared something like this might happen, but I can’t say I am surprised.”

“Then you understand that I have to leave,” I said. “Are you going to tell your dad you let a boy in the house when he gets back or not?”

“Maybe,” said Greta. “He won’t be back for a while because of … well, you know now.”

I nodded. “Right. Well, see you at school tomorrow, I guess.”

With that, I walked out of the living room and out the door of her house. I expected Greta to come after me, to call me back and beg I don’t just leave her like that, but I didn’t even hear her get up. And when I was at the end of her driveway and glanced back one last time at her house, I did not see her, either in the doorway or in any of the windows.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

About an hour later, I parked my bike into the bike rack inside the entrance to the Elastic Cave. My backpack was unusually heavy, because I’d stuffed it with extra clothing and some of my other possessions from home so I would be able to make myself comfortable in the Elastic Cave while I was away. It didn’t hurt my shoulders too much, because part of my training with Rubberman included several shoulder exercises, but biking across the city with such a heavy backpack on my shoulders was still not easy by any means.

Less than an hour ago, I had arrived home and explained to Mom and Dad about what happened recently and what Rubberman and I had decided to do. As I expected, both of them argued that I should stay home, that I would be safer there, but I managed to convince them that I’d be a lot safer in the Elastic Cave, which was designed to keep out assassins like ZZZ, and that they’d be safer, too, because ZZZ was targeting me and not them. It helped that I told them that I would only stay in the Elastic Cave until ZZZ was arrested, though I did not tell them when I would come back because I didn’t know myself.

As a result, my parents allowed me to pack all of the important stuff I left at the house that I couldn’t get at the Elastic Cave. I didn’t bring any food, water, or anything like that, because the Elastic Cave was well-stocked with all of that, but I did grab my clothing, homework, and other things that the Elastic Cave either did not have or did not have much of. Then I said good bye to my parents, who both hugged me and told me to be safe while I was away.

I took my usual route back to the Elastic Cave, rather than the route that would take me by Greta’s house. I didn’t want to see Greta again, at least not so soon after we broke up. I told myself that this was for the best, that I needed to do this if I was going to keep her safe, but at the same time, I couldn’t feel happy about it. The idea that Greta and her dad were thieves left a bad taste in my mouth and I felt guilty for my decision not to tell the police about them. I tried to reason with myself that they weren’t murderers or anything like that, but all of my justifications sounded like bull even to me. That was why I didn’t like to think about it, because I didn’t want to think about whether I’d done the right thing or not.

Shaking my head, I walked over to the elevator and immediately descended down to Level One. It felt kind of weird entering the Elastic Cave at the time when I was usually at home, eating dinner, doing homework, or getting ready to go to bed. But this was going to be my life for the next … I don’t know how long, so I might as well get used to it.

Once the elevator reached Level One, I stepped out of it and said, “Rubberman, Adams, I’m here.”

Adams stuck his head out of the kitchen area and waved at me. “Ah, hello, Mr. Fry. It’s good to see that you didn’t waste any time returning here and that that vile assassin did not get you.”

“Thanks, Adams,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I didn’t even seen ZZZ anywhere. He’s probably hiding or recovering from his failed attempt to kill me earlier today.”

“Of course he is,” said Adams with a sigh. “Oh, I just remembered, Mr. Pullman asked to see you in his office when you got back.”

I frowned and looked down the hallway to my left, where the door to Rubberman’s office was ajar. “What for?”

“I do not know,” said Adams. “I suspect it has something to do with your living arrangements in the Elastic Cave, because you are the first temporary guest we’ve had in a while. You’ll need to be aware of how things around here operate when you are usually in home or at school.”

I looked at Adams curiously. “You mean I’m not the first guest to stay here in the Elastic Cave?”

“Of course,” said Adams. “We’ve kept people down here before, usually to protect them from supervillains or criminals who want to kill them. It’s rather rare, however, because Mr. Pullman doesn’t like having too many guests over, as he likes his privacy, especially when it comes to protecting his business’s secrets.”

“Oh,” I said. “Okay, I’ll go to his office, then.”

“Good idea,” said Adams. He gestured at my backpack. “But you can leave your backpack on the ground. I’ll take it to your room for you, because I’m almost done cooking in the kitchen and will have some spare time to get your room ready for you while you’re talking with Mr. Pullman.”

“Thanks,” I said as I slipped the heavy backpack off my shoulders and onto the floor. “That’s awfully kind of you, Adams.”

“Don’t get used to it,” said Adams, wagging a finger at me. “While I will attend to most of your and Mr. Pullman’s needs while you are here, that does not mean you can boss me around or treat me like a slave. Understand?”

I nodded, though I couldn’t help but feel guilty under his withering gaze anyway. Adams had a way of doing that; it reminded me of my grandfather and his own stern gaze. “Sure thing, Adams. I definitely won’t forget that.”

Adams smiled suddenly. “Good. Now run along and see Mr. Pullman before he starts to wonder where you are.”

I nodded again and walked down the hallway to Rubberman’s office. This time, I didn’t bother to knock, because I figured that Rubberman had already likely heard my conversation with Adams and wouldn’t be surprised to see me enter.

When I entered the office, I saw Rubberman seated behind his desk, as usual, but he didn’t have a box of merchandise on his desk like he did the last time I was here. His eyes were on his computer, while in his hand he held one of those fidget spinner toys I’d seen the younger kids at school playing with. It was spinning fast, and anytime it slowed down, he would spin it again without even really paying attention to it.

“Rubberman?” I said as I closed the door behind me. “Adams told me you wanted to see me.”

Rubberman looked at me and smiled. “Ah, Alex. I didn’t hear you enter. Please have a seat.”

I walked over and sat in the chair on the opposite side of the desk. It was soft and firm, though my attention was more on the toy spinning in Rubberman’s hands than anything. “Is that a fidget spinner?”

“Yep,” said Rubberman. He stopped spinning it and showed it to me. “Cool, isn’t it?”

I looked at it more closely and realized that this particular spinner was in Rubberman’s colors. It even had a picture of his mask in the center.

I looked at Rubberman, puzzled. “Is this a Rubberman-branded fidget spinner?”

“Yeah,” said Rubberman as he placed the spinner on the desk next to his keyboard. “I made a deal with the company that makes these toys to allow them to use my name to market their stuff. That was before I hired you, by the way, so unfortunately you aren’t going to get your own fidget spinner anytime soon. Sorry about that.”

Considering I thought fidget spinners were the lamest fad ever, I didn’t feel particularly deprived like Rubberman seemed to think I did. “Nah, it’s not a problem. I think I’ll learn to live without my own fidget spinner.”

“If you say so,” said Rubberman. “If these sell well, I’ll try to negotiate some Beams fidget spinners. No guarantees, of course, but I figure you deserve to have one, not to mention that the collectors are going to go crazy if they can’t get a Beams fidget spinner to go along with their Rubberman one.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You sound like it’s happened before.”

“All the time,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “Most superhero collectors are obsessed with having matching merchandise. If there’s a Rubberman action figure, they’ll demand a Beams one to go with it. Or if there’s a Myster party hat, then they want a Cyberkid one to match it. I don’t quite understand it myself, but for some reason collectors don’t feel like their collections are complete unless they have both the superhero and the sidekick.” He shrugged. “Personally, I don’t mind it, because that means more money for us, but it does seem a little weird.”

“It does,” I agreed. “But is that all you wanted to talk with me about? Just your fidget spinner?”

“No, that isn’t what I wanted to talk with you about,” said Rubberman. “It was just a side thing. I just wanted to make sure you were handling this change okay.”

“What do you mean?”

“I understand that this is a stressful situation for you,” said Rubberman. “With an assassin after your head and having to relocate for your and your family’s safety, I can’t imagine what must be going through your head at the moment. I didn’t have to deal with this sort of thing when I was your age, so I’m just worried about how you’re dealing with it.”

“Um …” I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I’m handling it all right.”

Rubberman, however, shook his head. “No, I can tell you’re bothered by something. Do you want to tell me what it is?”

I gripped the bottom of my chair. I was still thinking about Greta, but I’d promised to her that I wouldn’t tell anyone the truth about her and her father. I trusted Rubberman a lot, but I also knew that he would not hesitate to call the police and inform them about Greta and her father’s crimes if he learned of them. Or he might even go to her house and arrest her himself; I wouldn’t put it past him, given how dedicated to his job he is.

“It’s just what you said,” I said. “Everything has happened so quickly that I’m having a hard time adjusting to it. And I’m worried that it won’t be enough, that ZZZ might come after me or my family anyway or that it might be years before I can go back to my home again.”

Rubberman nodded. “I understand, but I don’t think it will be quite that long before you will be able to sleep in your own bed again. ZZZ won’t be here forever. At some point, either we’ll catch him or he’ll leave because he can’t kill you. Either way, I’m sure you won’t have to stay here forever or even for a very long time, although of course I can’t guarantee when we’ll catch him.”

“I hope you’re right,” I said. I sighed. “But ZZZ has never been caught before, has he? How do we know if we’ll ever capture him?”

“Because we know who he is after,” Rubberman replied. “And Myster and I are both experienced, capable superheroes. It helps that the police are also on the lookout for him. I expect us to find him any day now, actually, because we have so many people on the lookout for him.”

That should have encouraged me, but for some reason it didn’t. Maybe it was because ZZZ wasn’t just an ordinary criminal, but an infamous assassin and thief who had killed people far more important than me before. And, while I trusted the police of Golden City, I wasn’t sure if they were capable of capturing someone like ZZZ. I would just have to trust that Rubberman and Myster knew what they were doing and would take him down before he even got me.

“Anyway,” said Rubberman, “you look pretty tired. You should get some sleep, especially since you have school tomorrow.”

“Right,” I said, nodding. I rose from my seat and yawned. “Yeah, today was crazy. I think I’m going to sleep well tonight.”

I turned and walked toward the door. Just as I put my hand on the doorknob, Rubberman said, “Alex?” and I stopped and looked over my shoulder at him.

“Yes?” I said. “What is it?”

Rubberman looked at me with determination like I had never seen before. “Don’t worry about ZZZ. I promise you that we’ll take him down before he ever even gets close to you. Understand?”

I nodded again. “Yes, I do. Thanks for the reassurance.”

I opened the door and exited the office, but deep down, I couldn’t help but feel—despite Rubberman’s assurances—that things were about to get a lot worse for all of us. I hoped it was just a feeling.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Surprisingly enough, I actually slept well that night. I guess I must have just been very exhausted from the excitement of the previous day. I didn’t even dream; however, when I woke up, my mind immediately returned to my conversation with Greta. It kind of felt like how I did the day after an intense workout or fight; I hurt in places I didn’t even know existed, and a part of me didn’t even want to get up out of bed. I wondered if Adams or Rubberman would accept a broken heart as an excuse not to go to school today or do any work.

But I knew that they wouldn’t be very impressed with my teenage angst, so I dragged myself out of bed, took a shower, and had breakfast. Rubberman was not at breakfast when I got to the kitchen; apparently he was out in response to an early morning robbery that the police needed help dealing with. As a result, it was just me and Adams, although Adams spent most of the time reading the news while I ate my eggs and bacon in silence. I also called my parents to talk to them and let them know that I was okay, although Mom sounded like she was just about ready to pack up and move into the Elastic Cave with me, so I had to talk her down to convince her that she and Dad didn’t need to do anything now that I was safely in the Elastic Cave,

After that, I went to school for the day and got there much earlier than usual due to the Elastic Cave being closer to my school than my home was. Part of me looked forward to seeing Greta, but another part of me didn’t want to see her again, especially so soon after we broke up. I didn’t even want to be in the same classroom as her, but at the same time, I also didn’t want to let her out of my sight. Emotions sure were confusing.

Oddly enough, Greta didn’t show up at school at all today. I asked her friends where she was, but they all just shrugged and told me that they didn’t know where she was, nor had she contacted any of them. The cynical part of me said that Greta was out robbing some rich person’s house somewhere, while the more optimistic part of me said that she might have gotten sick again and had to stay home from school. I did see Charlotte, Myster’s daughter, though, but she mostly ignored me, as she usually did, though I overheard her talking with one of her friends about how Beams had to be one of the school’s football team players, because there was no way a sidekick as ‘hot’ as Beams could be anything else. I had to restrain myself from correcting her on that, although I noticed that the school quarterback, Dean McCoury, flirted with her in a way that seemed to imply that he was Beams, which I found hilarious, if only because I knew what he really wanted from her.

All throughout the school day, I kept expecting ZZZ to show up and attack me during class. Every time I felt tired or sleepy, fear would rush through me and I would look around in alarm, trying to spot ZZZ, but I never did see him, nor did my tiredness or sleepiness ever last for very long. It didn’t seem likely that ZZZ would show up at my school to kill me; on the other hand, it hadn’t seemed likely that he would follow me to my house and attempt to kill me in my own backyard, either, so I felt justified in keeping my eyes and ears open for ZZZ. You never knew what he might try to do, especially if he was getting desperate, which I felt he must be, given how he had failed to kill me twice so far, which didn’t reflect very well on a man who is supposedly one of the world’s greatest assassins.

When the bell rang, I felt both relieved and yet more anxious than ever, because now I would get to go back to the Elastic Cave and start work there. That would require biking back to the Cave, which meant leaving myself open to possible attack from ZZZ. But I had no choice. It wasn’t like I could call up Rubberman and ask him to give me a ride back in the Rubbermobile, after all. After saying good bye to Frank, I hopped on my bike and made my way back to the Elastic Cave as fast as I could.

Thankfully, I made the journey back to the Elastic Cave without being attacked or running into any other issues. Granted, I almost ran over a homeless person, who I thought was ZZZ until I noticed that she was a woman, but other than that, the ride back was smooth. In fact, it was so smooth that I got back to the Elastic Cave about ten minutes earlier than usual. I didn’t relax entirely, however, until I was on the elevator going down to Level One. At that point, I allowed myself to relax, because I knew that I was safe in here.

When the elevator reached Level One and the doors opened, I stepped out of the elevator and found Adams sitting at Mission Control, apparently monitoring the news. I remembered that Adams had taken to monitoring the news for any reports of ZZZ’s presence in Golden City, though so far none of the local news channels or websites had mentioned any sightings of ZZZ. Still, Rubberman had thought it would be a good idea to have someone monitoring the news for information about ZZZ, and because Adams was in the Cave almost all the time, he had volunteered to do this.

“Hi, Adams,” I said as the elevator doors closed behind me. “Any news on ZZZ yet?”

Adams glanced over his shoulder before returning his focus to the monitors before him. “Not yet, Mr. Fry. There was a report about the presence of a dangerous assassin in Golden City, but it was mostly just a warning to anyone watching not to approach ZZZ if they see him in public and to report him to the police or Rubberman if they see him. None of the local news stations seem to know where ZZZ could possibly be. How was your trip back from school, by the way?”

“Safe,” I said with a shrug. “I didn’t get killed by ZZZ, at least. I didn’t even see him. Maybe he gave up and went back home.”

Adams snorted. “ZZZ never gives up a job, no matter how hard it is. Most likely, he’s just biding his time, waiting for the right moment to strike. In any event, you need to get dressed and clocked in to start your work day.”

I nodded and turned to leave, but a question occurred to me suddenly and I stopped and looked at Adams again. “Where is Rubberman? Is he in his office?”

Adams sighed. “That earlier robbery that forced Mr. Pullman to leave the Cave earlier this morning? Well, it turned out to have been orchestrated by the supervillain known as Fireworks as a way to lure Rubberman out of the Elastic Cave. Ever heard of him?”

I shook my head. “No. Was he in this year’s fourth of July parade?”

“Of course not,” said Adams. “Fireworks is a supervillain who can make explosions with his hands, who Mr. Pullman has had some unpleasant experiences with in the past. He ambushed Mr. Pullman when he showed up to foil the robbery and, while Mr. Pullman managed to defeat him and his minions, the injuries Mr. Pullman sustained forced him to go to the hospital.”

“Is he okay?”

“According to the doctor, Mr. Pullman should recover, but they want him to stay in the Golden City General Hospital overnight,” said Adams. “Based on how the doctor described the injuries, I imagine that Mr. Pullman’s healing factor will deal with most of the damage, so he should be fine by tomorrow morning.”

I gulped. “If Rubberman is staying in the hospital tonight, doesn’t that leave the Elastic Cave undefended? I mean, yes, you and me are here, but we’re not as strong as Rubberman. If ZZZ—”

“Relax,” said Adams. He turned his chair around, putting the tips of his fingers together. “The Elastic Cave is equipped with the best state-of-the-art defenses systems that money can buy. Even if ZZZ managed to break in, the Cave’s security systems would make short work of him before we even knew he got inside.”

“I know, but I still don’t feel very safe,” I said. “ZZZ has a reputation for always killing his target. I bet he could find a way around the Cave’s security systems if he wanted.”

“Perhaps, but it is highly unlikely that he could,” said Adams. He smiled a wolfish grin. “Besides, it’s been a long time since I’ve gotten a chance to beat up a louse like him. I’d be more than happy to put these old muscles to use teaching him a thing or two about threatening the lives of innocent teenagers.”

Even though I knew that Adams had been in the military and was a great fighter, that didn’t mean much to me, because I knew that the right powers could nullify even the widest gulf in physical strength. On the other hand, it was comforting to know that Adams was willing to protect my life, and a little surprising, too, because I’d been under the impression that Adams didn’t care much for me, at least not as much as he cared for Rubberman, anyway.

But I didn’t feel like talking to Adams further, so I just went to my room, threw on my costume, and left. I finished clocking in for the day when I heard the elevator descending, causing both me and Adams to look toward it uncertainly.

“Are we expecting any visitors today?” I said, looking at Adams.

Adams shook his head. “No. And I should know that, because I am in charge of scheduling Mr. Pullman’s guests. I can’t imagine who could be here.”

An ominous feeling ran down my spine. “Do you think it could be … well, you know who?”

Adams rose from his chair, which was when I noticed a gun holstered at his hip. “Unlikely, but you never know. I will stand to the right of the door and you on the left. As soon as our unannounced visitor steps out, we’ll jump him and try to overpower him before he can do anything. And let me turn off the lights, too, just to make sure they can’t see us.”

The plan seemed solid enough, but if our ‘visitor’ was ZZZ, there was a good chance it might not work out exactly the way we wanted. Still, I went and stood on the left side of the elevator doors, while Adams stood opposite me on the right side. We both stood in such a way that it would be impossible for whoever was in the elevator to see us unless they walked out, and by the time they did that, Adams and I would spring our trap and take them down. Especially when Adams turned off the lights, which would hopefully leave the intruder too disoriented to fight back.

Finally, there was a ding from the elevator and the doors opened. Someone stepped out of the elevator, but I didn’t wait to see who it was before I tackled them from behind, knocking them to the floor and causing them to yelp in surprise. The intruder struggled underneath me, but I stayed on top of them the whole time. I grabbed onto everything I could and, oddly enough, felt some kind of strange, metal mask over the person’s head, which I did not remember ZZZ wearing, but he could have just been wearing a helmet for his own safety. I found his neck and began squeezing, intending to choke the air out of him to knock him out.

“Hey, what’s going on?” said the person under me, their voice instantly recognizable. “Get off me!”

I stopped trying to choke the life out of the person, because I recognized his voice. “Cyberkid, is that you? What are you doing here?”

“Yes, it’s me, you idiot” said Cyberkid in an annoyed voice. “Now stop choking me and turn on the lights. Can’t see a damn thing in here.”

Abruptly, the lights turned on and I found myself straddling Cyberkid with my hands around his neck. Cyberkid’s hands were on my arms, futilely trying to pull my hands off his neck, but I let go of his neck, stood up, and stepped off his body. Cyberkid sat up, rubbing his neck and grumbling indistinctly under his breath.

“Sorry, man,” I said. “We thought you were ZZZ.” I held out a hand. “Need a hand up?”

Cyberkid just glared at me and stood up himself. “Why would you think I was ZZZ? Do I look like a sleepy homeless person to you?”

“We couldn’t see who it was,” I said. “The lights were off, in case you didn’t notice, because we wanted to have the advantage of surprise in case you were ZZZ.”

“Yeah, I definitely didn’t notice the lights were off when I stepped out of the elevator,” said Cyberkid, rolling his eyes. “It isn’t like I told you to turn them on or anything like that.”

I was about to respond in kind, but then two large, firm hands fell on our shoulders and we looked up at Adams. Even though he was just an ordinary man, he was still much taller than us and his grip was like steel.

“Enough bickering, you two,” said Adams in a calm but firm tone. “It was just a big misunderstanding. There’s no need to tear each other’s heads off over something as minor and insignificant as this.”

Cyberkid scowled, but he just shrugged. “Whatever. At least you guys didn’t kill me, which I guess counts for something.”

Adams pursed his lips, clearly not approving of Cyberkid’s sarcastic attitude, but he said, “Apologies, Cyberkid. We did not know you were coming to visit today.” He looked back toward the elevator. “Speaking of visitors, is Mr. Simpson with you? I did not see him in the elevator.”

“No, he’s not,” said Cyberkid in a grim voice. “And that’s why I’m here. Is Rubberman here, too?”

“No, he’s in the hospital,” said Adams, looking back at Cyberkid again. “He was injured in a fight with a supervillain earlier today.”

“Damn it,” said Cyberkid. He looked at me with resignation. “Looks like it’s just you and me, Visor Face.”

“It’s Beams,” I said in annoyance, “and what do you mean, ‘looks like it’s just you and me’? What happened to Myster? Why are you here?”

“We don’t have much time, so I might as well get straight to the point,” said Cyberkid. “ZZZ has kidnapped Myster’s daughter, Charlotte, and he’s threatening to kill her and another girl if you don’t meet him.”

“What?” I said in shock. “Who is this other girl?”

“I don’t know her personally, but I think she’s a student at Harold Golden High, one of Charlotte’s classmates,” said Cyberkid. “Her name is Greta Hammond and she’s currently being held hostage with Charlotte. And, unless we act quickly, they’ll both die.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

“Greta is—?” I caught myself before I said any more and gave away my identity. “When did this happen?”

Cyberkid folded his arms across his chest. “Less than an hour ago, I think, though I don’t know for sure because I wasn’t there when it happened.”

“You mean to say that ZZZ has kidnapped two innocent girls and is holding them hostage?” said Adams in astonishment. “What is your boss doing about this?”

“Let me start from the beginning,” said Cyberkid. “You may or may not know this, but Charlotte Simpson has been attending Harold Golden High since we moved to Golden City. Because she’s not a sidekick, she is still in school and that’s where she spends most of the day, unlike me, because I’m tutored by a teacher my parents hired.”

I didn’t nod, because I didn’t want Cyberkid to suspect that I went to that school as well. I remembered seeing Charlotte in class, though I’d rarely spoken to her because she didn’t pay any attention to me. “Continue.”

“When school ended, I was waiting at our temporary base in the city for her return,” said Cyberkid. “Normally, Charlotte takes the bus and usually gets back home in ten minutes. Myster tries to be there to greet her, but since he’s often busy dealing with criminals or working out licensing deals with companies, I’m usually the one to greet her at the door.” He frowned. “But not today.”

“Not today?” I said. “What do you mean?”

“She never came back home,” said Cyberkid. “At first, I thought that maybe the bus was running late, but when I saw the school bus go by our base without stopping, I realized that something must have happened to her. I called her cell phone to see if she’d answer, but instead of hearing Charlotte’s voice, I spoke to ZZZ.”

My eyes widened. “What did he say?”

“What I just told you,” said Cyberkid. “He told me that he had kidnapped Charlotte and Greta and that he would kill them both unless you showed up at his base. He specifically named you and warned me not to come by myself or with Myster, because if I did, he would execute both girls on the spot. He wasn’t bluffing. I overheard Charlotte crying on the other end and then he hit her with what sounded like a pipe. Not that I think an assassin like him would bluff about something like killing people, but you know what I mean.”

I rubbed the back of my head. “This doesn’t feel real. Charlotte and Greta …”

“It’s true, whether you believe it or not,” said Cyberkid. He scowled. “I’ve always known that ZZZ was a mad man who didn’t care about anyone’s life, but to see him hold those two innocent girls hostage … especially Charlotte …” His hands balled into fists. “Let’s just say that if ZZZ was here, I’d do to him what you tried to do to me a few minutes ago.”

“This is all very distressing news indeed,” said Adams, shaking his head. “But what about Mr. Simpson? You still haven’t told us where he is or what he is doing.”

“He’s fine, but I told him not to go after ZZZ just yet,” said Cyberkid. “Remember, ZZZ threatened to kill both girls if anyone other than Beams showed up. That includes Myster. Myster wasn’t very happy about that, but I know he’s not going to do anything to put Charlotte’s life into danger. He sent me to tell you about the situation.” His scowl deepened. “I had hoped that Rubberman would be here, but if he’s out for now, then that means that it’s just you, me, and Myster against ZZZ. Not good, if you ask me.”

I found it hard to comprehend everything that Cyberkid had just told me. Out of all of the people that ZZZ could have kidnapped to try to get at me, he chose Greta. Not my parents, not my older brother, but Greta. I knew that ZZZ knew my identity, but I didn’t realize that he also knew that I had been dating Greta. What else did he know about me? And how would he use that knowledge to take me out?

It didn’t matter. ZZZ’s threat was serious. That much I knew. I didn’t have the luxury of sitting here in the Elastic Cave and waiting for someone else to save Greta and Charlotte. I would have to go out and confront ZZZ myself, whether I wanted to or not.

“This is obviously a trap to draw out Beams so ZZZ can easily kill him,” said Adams. “I can’t say I am surprised that he would go to such lengths, but all it does is reveal the true depths of his depravity.”

“I doubt he cares about that, because it will probably work,” said Cyberkid. “Not that I think we shouldn’t go. I’m actually more than ready to drag Beams with me to ZZZ’s location myself if he tries to chicken out.”

“Why would I chicken out?” I said indignantly. “I don’t want Greta or Charlotte to die, either, but—”

“But you don’t want to die, of course,” said Cyberkid. “Always thinking about number one, huh? Real hero in the making here.”

I stepped forward, ignoring Adams’ hand on my shoulder. “Big words coming from the guy who I beat in a fight.”

“A practice fight,” Cyberkid corrected. “In a real, no-holds-barred beat down, I would beat you flat.”

“Boys,” said Adams in a reproachful tone, “now is not the time to bicker like little children. You two are nearly adults. Act like it, for god’s sake.”

I ignored Adams. As far as I was concerned, Adams had nothing to do with this situation or with the conflict between me and Cyberkid.

“What is your deal, Cyberkid?” I said. “Ever since we met, you’ve treated me like I’m something you’d find under a rock, even though I’ve done nothing to you. You’re acting like a jerk.”

“I don’t care,” said Cyberkid. “I just can’t stand sidekicks who’ve had a few small victories early in their career and then strut around like they’re Prime Man himself. They need to be taken down a few notches. Know their place.”

“No, I don’t think that’s it,” I said. “What’s your actual reason for hating me? You’re not fooling anyone with your tough guy act.”

This may have seemed like a strange time for such a confrontation, but I was just getting so fed up with Cyberkid’s constant jabs at me for no reason that I wanted to settle this here and now.

Cyberkid looked away from me, like he couldn’t meet my eyes. “I’m just … I’m sick of Charlotte always talking about you.” He said that last part in a low voice, almost in a whisper, like he was ashamed to admit it.

I tilted my head to the side. “Charlotte is always talking about me?”

“Yeah, she is,” said Cyberkid. He looked at me again, anger in his exposed eye. “Always going on and on about the brave Beams and how amazing he is and how he’s probably a really handsome high school quarterback with a great career ahead of him. Even though she’s only met you once, she just can’t stop talking about all of the awesome things you’ve done, like beat Fro-Zen or rescued her from that Lord Mechanika guy.”

“I—”

“And how can I forget how much she loves recounting the story of you rescuing her from Lord Mechanika?” Cyberkid continued, like I hadn’t said a thing. “The way she tells it, no sidekick has ever saved her from danger in her whole life before. It’s like all of the times I saved her back in North Wood just don’t count. After all, I’m not the handsome and amazing Beams. I’m just Cyberkid, her dad’s employee, and nothing more. It’s not like I can control machines with my mind or anything; who cares about that? After all, you can shoot pretty lights from your eyes. That’s much cooler than my power, that’s for sure.”

I shifted uncomfortably where I stood. “Well—”

“Who cares that I’ve known Charlotte longer than you?” Cyberkid said. “Who cares that I’ve liked her even before I started working for Myster and that one of my main motivations for becoming Myster’s sidekick was to get closer to Charlotte? Not like any of that matters, right? Of course it doesn’t. I got the wrong power. Maybe if I could shoot pretty warm lights from my eyes, Charlotte would be bragging about how I’m a quarterback, too.”

“Young Cyberkid,” said Adams in shock. “That tone is—”

“I don’t care,” said Cyberkid. “Judge me all you like, old man, but it’s the truth. As far as Charlotte is concerned, I don’t even exist.”

Cyberkid was breathing hard now. His hands were balled into fists. While I didn’t think he was about to attack me, I had to admit that I was a bit worried that he might lose control if he kept ranting like this. I wondered how long he had kept all of this bottled up inside and what he would have done if he hadn’t told me all about this.

So I said, “Cyberkid, I’m sorry to hear that Charlotte’s ignored you, but I don’t see how that’s my fault. I don’t think I’m better than you or any other sidekick. I’m just, well, me. And if it helps, I can tell you I’m not a high school quarterback with a great career ahead of me or anything like that.”

Cyberkid did not respond. He just continued to glare at me, like he was trying to vaporize me on the spot through sheer force of will alone.

“I know what it’s like to be ignored by a girl you really like in favor of some other guy,” I continued. “I was in a similar position for a while, but then I asked that girl out. It didn’t work out quite the way I planned, but it was better than being afraid of her or stewing in jealousy over other guys she paid attention to. I think you should do the same thing.”

“What?” said Cyberkid. “Why should I take your advice? You don’t know me. You don’t understand me. You just—”

“I don’t care,” I interrupted. “Listen, Cyberkid, I have no interest in Charlotte whatsoever. Yes, she’s pretty, but I don’t care about her. I have another girl I care about, another girl I would do anything for. But if you don’t believe me … if you still think I’m some arrogant upstart who needs to be taken down a notch or whatever … then let’s settle our differences here and now like men, instead of just bottling up our emotions and acting like a couple of girls who hate each other.”

Cyberkid’s eye widened, while Adams muttered something about foolish boys nearby. Even I was surprised. I’d never said anything like that to anyone before. It was my own bottled up emotions, I realized. Like Cyberkid, I’d been so angry about how he treated me that I was ready to blow up. Not quite as badly as Cyberkid, mind you, but I was definitely not in any mood to play around or treat Cyberkid’s jealousy issues like real problems. Not when Greta and Charlotte’s lives were in danger.

Finally, Cyberkid took a step back. “All right. I get it. I don’t want to fight you.”

“You don’t?”

“Nope,” said Cyberkid, shaking his head. “If I fight you, that’s time that could be better spent saving Charlotte. I got your point. No need to beat it into me.”

My eyes narrowed, because I didn’t think Cyberkid really understood the point I was trying to make, but before I could say anything, Adams clapped his hands together and said, “Well, now that you two have hashed out your feelings, I think we should focus on making a plan to rescue the girls. That would be a far more productive use of our time than talking about your teenage angst.”

“Adams’ got a point,” I said. “For now, we need to put aside our differences to save Greta and Charlotte. We can deal with our personal conflicts some other time.”

“Right,” said Cyberkid, though I noticed how reluctantly he said that, as if he didn’t like the way I dismissed everything he’d just ranted about. “Let’s get started, then.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

About an hour later, I stood in the driveway of Greta’s house, looking at its dark, curtained windows that looked more like the dead eyes of a corpse than the windows of a house. The house seemed as ominous as a graveyard, as if it was the very last place I would ever step foot into. It almost seemed more like a haunted house than an average two-story suburban house; but then, I suppose any house would seem that way if it was being used as the current base of a mad assassin holding two helpless teenage girls hostage.

Of course, I did not actually see ZZZ standing in the windows or on the front porch of the house with Charlotte and Greta, but Cyberkid had told me that ZZZ had taken over that house and was holding both of the girls hostage in there. It seemed like a strange place to do it, given how it was in the middle of an inhabited suburb, but I guess ZZZ wanted to pick a place for our showdown that I would be able to easily find. It helped that Mr. Hammond was out of town. Something told me that Mr. Hammond would probably have already taken care of ZZZ himself by now if he was still in town.

But I couldn’t depend on Mr. Hammond showing up. I would have to enter the house and confront ZZZ by myself. I had my costume on and I was ready to use my eye beams, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread, if only because I thought that ZZZ would not pull off such a risky move unless he had a plan in place that would ensure his success.

And yes, I really was by myself; at least, to anyone who happened to look outside their window, they would see me standing all by my lonesome in the driveway of Greta’s house. In truth, however, Myster and Cyberkid were both nearby, hiding in one of the neighboring houses. While ZZZ had threatened to kill Greta and Charlotte if anyone other than me showed up, we knew that I might not be able to beat ZZZ on my own. The plan, then, was for me to enter the house and distract ZZZ long enough for Myster and Cyberkid to enter and take him out before he even knew what happened. It was, of course, a risky plan, mostly because it was possible that ZZZ had already anticipated it, but it was the only plan we had.

As for the police, they had been informed of the situation, but Myster had managed to convince them not to show up in case ZZZ saw them and decided to kill Greta and Charlotte. The police were, however, on stand-by in the adjacent neighborhood, ready to step in at a moment’s notice, either to help me or haul ZZZ off to jail if Myster, Cyberkid, and I managed to defeat him. Knowing I had the police on my side made me feel a little braver, but at the same time, if things went south—as they probably would—then I could not count on the police to save me right away. I would need to be careful, because ZZZ was not the kind of villain you dealt with casually.

Static suddenly crackled in my ears and Adams’ voice blared in my helmet. “Beams, this is Adams. What is your current position?”

Cringing slightly at the loudness of Adams’ voice, I tapped the side of my helmet to lower the speaker’s volume as I said, “I’m standing in the driveway to Greta’s house. I don’t see ZZZ or either of the hostages. All of the windows are closed and curtained; there don’t seem to be any lights on inside the house itself.”

Another crackling, from the other side of my helmet, and I suddenly heard Myster’s voice. “Cyberkid and I see the same thing from the backyard. ZZZ is probably still inside the house. He clearly does not want us to get a glimpse of what he may be doing in there. Proceed with caution, Beams.”

“I know,” I said, nodding. “Are you two in position to intervene if things go to hell?”

“Yes,” said Myster. “We’ve got the backyard covered. As soon as you make contact with ZZZ, we’ll enter the house from the back door. With luck, we should have ZZZ caught and arrested within the hour. We’re also relaying our observations to the police via radio, so they’re on the same page as us.”

“Good to hear,” I said. “Well, I’m going to enter the house now. I’m going to keep the radio signal on, though don’t expect to hear much from me until I see ZZZ.”

“Right,” said Myster. “Good luck, Beams. Don’t be afraid to call for help if you need it.”

“Sure,” I said. “Thanks.”

With that, I summoned my courage and walked up to the front door of Greta’s house. Even though it wasn’t more than a couple yards away, it seemed to take an eternity to reach the front door from the driveway. I kept expecting some kind of trap to go off, like ZZZ had booby-trapped the driveway to blow up or drop me into a bottomless pit or something. It was kind of a silly fear to have, but given how ZZZ’s objective was to kill me, I didn’t think it was entirely unreasonable to worry that he might try to kill me before I took one step into the house.

I ran into no traps, however, and soon reached the front door. I almost knocked on it, but then I realized that it was unlikely that ZZZ would answer the door and invite me in to have a cup of tea. So I just opened the door, albeit slowly and carefully, because I didn’t know what was on the other side and I didn’t want to be taken by surprise.

Opening the door all the way, I peered inside. The hallway was pitch black, meaning that ZZZ really had turned off all of the lights after all. I groped my hand along the wall until I found and flipped the light switch; unfortunately, the light did not turn back on, which meant that ZZZ had probably cut the house’s power.

But the darkness wasn’t that big of a problem. I tapped the top of my helmet and the built-in flashlight turned on. It was a fairly narrow beam of light, but it lit up the floor and hallway enough for me to see that it was empty. I did not see any hints of traps or ambushes. I did, however, see some paper arrows taped to the floor, pointing toward the stairs. I looked up the stairs to the second floor and saw more paper arrows along the walls.

Those arrows meant one of two things: Either ZZZ wanted me to go to the room where he kept Greta and Charlotte, or it was a trap. Or both, most likely.

I probably shouldn’t have followed the arrows, but what choice did I have? I didn’t know the layout of Greta’s house well enough to know where else ZZZ could be hiding. Besides, based on what Cyberkid told me, it sounded like ZZZ would probably go and kill Greta and Charlotte if I took too long to get there. Indeed, for all I knew, he might have already been trying to decide who he wanted to kill first.

I made my choice. I followed the paper arrows across the hall and up the stairs, although I walked slowly and cautiously. When I reached the second floor, I looked up and down the hall briefly just to make sure that ZZZ wasn’t hiding in the shadows ready to pounce before I resumed following the arrows. They led to a door at the end of the hallway, which had a golden plate with the words ‘GRETA’s ROOM’ written on it in a fancy, curly script. The arrows stopped at the foot of the door, which I would have seen even if I hadn’t been using my helmet’s flashlight, because light streamed from underneath the door, the first light I’d seen in the house since I’d entered. I listened closely, but I didn’t hear anything except a strange snoring sound, like someone was asleep. Part of me hoped that ZZZ had fallen asleep waiting for me and that I would be able to get the jump on him before he knew it, but another part of me, the more realistic part, knew otherwise.

Steeling myself for whatever awaited me on the other side of the door, I turned off my flashlight, opened the door, and entered. The sudden change in light—going from complete darkness to a lighted room—was not as bad as it could have been, because the light in the room was much weaker than you’d think, because it came from a lamp on a desk in the corner of the room.

But I didn’t care about the light. What I cared about was the horrifying scene before me, a scene that looked like something straight out of a nightmare.

Greta and Charlotte stood against the back wall, tied together with thick rope. Their eyes were closed and their heads lolled on their necks; clearly, they were asleep. They looked mostly unharmed, from what I could tell, but that didn’t make me feel very good about them, because dangling above their heads—suspended by what looked like the thinnest piece of string in the universe—was a large ax that looked more than capable of cutting through their necks like butter.

I heard movement to my right and looked over. A man in his thirties was leaning against an old-fashioned wardrobe. The heavy bags under his eyes and his disheveled bed hair, combined with his ratty jacket and ripped jeans, were recognizable at once as ZZZ. His arms folded against his chest, ZZZ smiled at me, though it was a rather sleepy smile. A curtained window stood next to the wardrobe, too thick for me to see through or for any light to stream through from outside.

“Ah, there you are,” said ZZZ. He yawned widely. “I almost fell asleep waiting for you. I guess the robot kid contacted you after all, didn’t he?”

I blinked and nearly yawned myself. ZZZ’s sleep field was clearly in effect. While it wasn’t as bad as it was when I ran into him at my house, I still felt a lot less alert than I usually was. “Sorry to keep you waiting. I usually like to arrive to my appointments early.”

ZZZ sighed. “Oh, how I hate that word, ‘early.’ ‘Early bird gets the worm,’ ‘Early to bed, early to rise’ … don’t you just wish people would just let you sleep in sometimes? Honestly, there’s nothing I like better than a lazy Saturday where I don’t have anything to do and can just sleep in all day in my bed. That’s my idea of paradise.”

“If you want to sleep, I hear that the Golden City Penitentiary has some pretty nice beds,” I said. “If you let me arrest you, I can make sure you get one of the nicer cots to sleep in.”

ZZZ’s tired eyes narrowed. “You have a smart tongue for a boy who isn’t in control of this situation. Make more comments like that and my sleepy hand might slip and take off the heads of these pretty little girls.”

That was when I noticed a string in his right hand, which was connected to the ax above the heads of Greta and Charlotte. Of course he would hold it; that way, if I tried to stop him, he could just pull the string and kill both of them instantly. Despite his whining about getting up early and wanting to sleep in, it was obvious to me now that that was all just an act to make me lower my guard and not take him seriously.

“I think we could have a more reasonable discussion if you weren’t threatening to kill a couple of innocent girls,” I said. “Why don’t we get rid of the ax, move the girls out of the way, and then sit down and talk like adults?”

“No, I don’t think so,” said ZZZ, shaking his head. “Because you’re a kid, let me explain how these situations work: The person threatening to kill the hostages is the one with power, the one who sets the tone of the discussion. That’s what adults call having ‘leverage,’ a word you might have heard your parents say or read in a book, unless you hate books, that is.”

“I know what leverage is,” I said. “But I don’t think you know what the word ‘coward’ means. It’s what we in Texas call a grown man who threatens the lives of two innocent girls for no reason other than to force a confrontation with another man he has a problem with, rather than actually confronting the man himself.”

“Where I come from, this is called being pragmatic,” said ZZZ. “Lots of ‘brave’ men have told me similar things, yet funnily enough, none of them are alive anymore, while the so-called ‘cowards’ still are. High-sounding morals don’t negate the harsh realities of this cold universe in which we live.”

“Enough talking,” I said. “Let the girls go. Now.”

“On one condition,” said ZZZ. He gestured at the bed with the pink sheets. “You take a nap.”

I stared at ZZZ in confusion. “Wait, what?”

“You heard me,” said ZZZ. “You look tired. No doubt all of your sidekick work, on top of your school work, has you worn out almost constantly. That doesn’t make you much different from most people. Did you know that most people in America don’t get enough sleep? That’s probably why our country is so screwed up. If more people could get enough sleep, I think we’d all be better off.”

I almost yawned, but caught myself before I did, because I didn’t want ZZZ to see how effective his influence over me was. “You can’t be serious. I thought you wanted to kill me.”

ZZZ’s sleepy smile grew wider. “Now where did you get that idea from? I’m a big believer in everyone, including my enemies, getting a good night’s rest. And that girl’s bed looks awfully nice. I bet you’ll fall asleep as soon as your head hits the pillow … though you probably won’t wake up ever again.”

Now I understood. ZZZ wanted me to fall asleep so he could kill me. It was a twisted offer and made me wonder just how sane he was. Not that it mattered, really, because all it did was underscore the deadliness of my current situation.

“And if I refuse?” I said. “What if I don’t need a nap?”

“Everyone needs a nap, especially growing boys like you,” said ZZZ. “But I suppose if you refused my generous offer, these two girls—who are no doubt catching up on their sleep—would probably never wake up, either.” He tugged gently at the string, causing the ax head to shudder slightly. “It would be very messy, I suppose, but the bed is one of the messiest places in the house, so it isn’t that big of a deal.”

Then ZZZ looked at me, his sleepy smile looking more sinister than ever. “Of course, you would never let your girlfriend die, now would you?”

I stared at ZZZ, stunned. “How did you know—”

“I’ve been watching you,” ZZZ cut me off. “Ever since I got here, I’ve been following you around, looking for the best time to strike while learning your weaknesses all the while. I notice you were dating this pretty blonde girl, while Myster’s daughter has a huge crush on you. I didn’t originally intend to take them hostage, but I’ve wasted enough time trying to kill you as is and my employer is getting impatient with the fact that you aren’t lying five feet underground yet, to the point where she’s threatening not to pay me all of the money she owes me if I waste more time.” He yawned. “I hate being rushed, but I also hate not getting paid more.”

“Who is your employer?” I said. “Who hired you to kill me?”

“I am offended that you think so lowly of me that you assume I would just reveal the name of my client just because you asked,” said ZZZ. “One of my policies is never to reveal my clients’ identities to anyone. Unlike some businessmen, I have ethics.”

“Yeah, you’re really ethical, holding two innocent girls hostage in order to kill a teenage boy,” I said. “I know that when I think about ethical business practices, this is the first thing that comes to mind.”

“Don’t taunt me, boy,” said ZZZ. “Remember what I said about leverage. I’m thinking of just killing the girls outright and then killing you. This wouldn’t be the first time I took the lives of people who I wasn’t hired to kill. It’s regrettable, but sometimes you have to do regrettable things to get the job done.”

“Is that another part of your ‘ethics’?” I asked. “’Cause I don’t think you and I define the word ‘ethics’ the same.”

“What did I just say about taunts?” said ZZZ. “One more quip like that and I’ll skip straight to the killing.”

I didn’t say anything to that, because I knew that he was serious.

Instead, I said, “How do I know you will spare the girls if I let you kill me?”

“Because I wasn’t hired to kill them, obviously,” said ZZZ, rolling his eyes. “I’m an assassin, not a murderer. Assassins kill only who we are paid to kill. It doesn’t make sense to kill more than that unless it is absolutely necessary.”

Despite ZZZ’s insistence, I didn’t trust him to spare Greta and Charlotte’s lives if I let him kill me. Not that I had any intention of giving myself up, but for all ZZZ’s talk about only killing who he was hired to kill, I could tell that he genuinely enjoyed killing people. He also gave off this rather creepy vibe, which made me worry that he might do more than just kill Greta and Charlotte if he had his way.

Yet I didn’t know what else to do. Like ZZZ said, he was the one with the power in this situation, not me. If I refused—or if I spent too much time thinking about what to do—he would kill Greta and Charlotte without hesitation. I hoped that Myster and Cyberkid were getting into position, but when I looked around the room, I didn’t see any way they could sneak in without ZZZ being aware. And even if they did, all ZZZ needed to do was let go of the string and the deed would be done.

“You seem indecisive,” said ZZZ. He yawned. “Let me help you make your decision.”

ZZZ snapped his fingers. Immediately, Greta stirred. She raised her head and blinked several times, her eyes out of focus for a second, no doubt because she had been in a deep sleep.

“Huh?” said Greta with a slight yawn. “What … huh? Where am I? Why am I tied up?”

I looked at ZZZ. “What’s the meaning of this? Why did you wake her up?”

ZZZ’s sleepy smile became chilling. “Because I want her to know that she died because you didn’t care about her.”

“Wait, what?” said Greta. She looked from ZZZ to me and back again, realization slowing dawning in her eyes. She looked up at the ax above her and Charlotte and let out a small yelp. “What’s that?”

“An ax, darling,” said ZZZ in a dry voice. “One that is becoming harder and harder for me to keep up. If I let go of this string, it will take off your head … well, unless this boy lets me kill him, anyway.”

My hands balled into fists. My eyes burned with suppressed energy. I wanted to burn that smug grin right off ZZZ’s dumb face, but I held my energy back. Letting my anger get the best of me would not help. I needed to be smart.

“Tell her, boy,” said ZZZ in a gleeful tone. “Tell her that you don’t want to sacrifice to let her live. Like all ‘superheroes,’ you’re all talk and no show when it really counts.”

I looked at Greta and Greta looked at me. I didn’t know what to do or what to say. Greta had no idea who I really was. I could see the pleading in her eyes and it hurt my heart to see her in such pain. But ZZZ had me well and truly cornered. Either I died or Greta and Charlotte did. That was the reality of the situation, no matter how much I wished it wasn’t.

“I can see your resolve weakening,” said ZZZ. “You were, perhaps, intending to take me down, risking the lives of these girls in the process. But now that you have to look one of these girls in the eyes and see the fear, the terror, the pleading, you don’t quite feel that way anymore, eh? I understand. I always find it easier to kill people when I can’t see their faces, either.”

My shoulders slumped. I hated it—I didn’t want to do it—but I said, in a deeply reluctant voice, “Okay, ZZZ, I’ll lie on the bed, if you will spare Greta and Charlotte.”

“What?” said Greta, her eyes widening. “Beams, no, don’t do this. He’s insane. He’s a liar. You can’t trust him.”

ZZZ snorted. “Insane? A liar? I would be flattered if I hadn’t been called those things by a million other people. Be more original for once.”

I ignored ZZZ and looked Greta straight in the eyes. “I know, Greta, but it doesn’t matter. I don’t want you or Charlotte to die. Everything will be okay.”

Even though I said that, I didn’t really believe it. I was really just hoping that Myster and Cyberkid might somehow catch ZZZ after I died. That way, at least my death would not be in vain.

“Ugh, now I remember why I hate teenagers,” said ZZZ with a grimace. “They take everything so seriously. But regardless, good choice, Beams. Now lay on the bed and I’ll read you a bedtime story to help you sleep if you need it. I know quite a few good ones, though they all end with the main character dying at the end.”

I bit my lower lip, but I said nothing. I just took one step toward the bed, but that was all I got to do before something smashed through the window next to the wardrobe and cut through the curtain covering it. The object hit the wood floor with a thunk and rolled toward ZZZ, who stared at it in confusion.

“What the heck?” said ZZZ. “Where did this come from?”

The small object—some kind of metal ball with spikes—stopped at ZZZ’s feet. Before ZZZ could react, it exploded, unleashing a cloud of some kind of purple gas that completely covered ZZZ’s body. ZZZ screamed in surprise, but his scream was cut off by loud hacking and coughing.

At the same time, the sleepiness that had hung over my head since I entered the house vanished. Just as I realized that, I saw the ax hurtle toward Greta and Charlotte. Greta screamed, but I didn’t even think. I just acted.

I unleashed a powerful laser blast at the ax head. The ax head exploded, sending bits and pieces of metal flying everywhere, but most of it missed Greta and Charlotte, thankfully. Greta, however, was still screaming, while Charlotte stirred and raised her head sleepily, an annoyed look on her face.

“Ugh, what’s with all the screaming?” said Charlotte with a yawn. “I’m trying to sleep here.”

That was when Charlotte saw me and her annoyance instantly vanished, replaced by a mixture of lust and excitement. “Oh my god, is that really Beams?” She looked down at her ropes in confusion. “Wait, why am I tied up?”

“I’ll explain later,” I said as I rushed over. I shot two beams at their ropes, instantly freeing both girls.

Because both Greta and Charlotte had been tied up for so long, they fell forward. I caught them both, which was harder than it sounds, because while neither Greta nor Charlotte was particularly heavy, combined their weight was more than I expected.

Charlotte immediately draped her arms around my neck and said, “My hero! I don’t know what’s going on, but I can get used to being caught by you.”

“Okay,” I said. I looked at Greta with concern. “Greta, are you all right? Did he hurt you?”

Greta gulped. She was shivering, even though it was actually quite warm. “I’m okay. Just tired is all.”

I couldn’t help but smile when she said that, but then I heard an impatient throat-clearing from Charlotte and looked at her. “What’s the matter?”

“Aren’t you going to ask how I am, too?” asked Charlotte, looking more than a little impatient.

Before I could answer that, I heard crackling in my helmet and then Cyberkid’s voice. “Beams! What’s the current situation? I lobbed one of my gas bombs into the house through the window. Did it get ZZZ?”

“Yeah, it did,” I said. “And I saved Greta and Charlotte. They’re safe.”

“Whew,” said Cyberkid. “That was a close one. But what about ZZZ? Did my gas knock him out?”

I glanced over at the wardrobe just in time to see ZZZ disappear through the doorway out into the hall. “Damn it, he’s getting away! I’m after him.”

I let go of Charlotte, who fell onto the floor with a yelp, but I gently though quickly lay down Greta. Telling them both to stay put, I stood up, dashed out of the room, and out into the dark hallway. I activated the flashlight on my helmet, which showed ZZZ turn down the stairs. He was heading to the front door, I realized, and would get away if I didn’t catch up with him quickly.

Putting on a burst of speed, I grabbed the railing of the second story and launched myself over. I landed on the first floor just as ZZZ reached the bottom of the stairs. He tried to run toward the door, but I tackled him to the floor. I got on top of him and wrapped my hands around his neck, intending to choke him until he passed out, but just as I did that, a sudden drowsiness came over me. My grip around his neck weakened and ZZZ shoved me off his body.

I landed on the floor hard. I tried to get up, but ZZZ’s foot came out of nowhere and struck me in the chest, knocking me down again. Still, I tried to rise, only to hear the click of a gun, causing me to look up into the barrel of ZZZ’s gun.

“Stupid boy,” said ZZZ, breathing hard. “Brave, but very, very stupid. You may have saved the girls, but you still can’t save your life.”

Right before ZZZ could pull the trigger, the front door blasted off its hinges. ZZZ had just enough time to glance at the heavy, oak door before it slammed into him. He smashed into the stairs with a sickening crunch of bones and wood. I didn’t even hear him move under the door, although I did spot a trickle of blood leak out from under the door and onto the steps.

My drowsiness went away immediately. At the same time, I looked over at the doorway, wondering who had done that.

Standing in the doorway, his muscular form silhouetted by the sun outside, was Myster. He was breathing in and out hard, cold anger on his handsome features.

“That was for my daughter,” said Myster, his tone full of ice cold anger. “No one touches my daughter and lives.”

“Well, I can’t say ZZZ is in danger of living, then,” I said, glancing at the door on the stairs.

Myster’s anger vanished, replaced by concern. “Beams, are you okay? What about Charlotte and the other girl?”

“They’re upstairs,” I said. “They’re both fine. You don’t need to—”

Myster didn’t even stop. He just flew up the stairs and down the hall, leaving me all alone at the bottom of the steps with ZZZ, who was still crushed under the door, not moving an inch.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

One week later …

 

I sat outside the Golden City Cafe, sipping my coffee and scrolling through my smartphone. The air was chilly today, but I had remembered to bring my jacket this time, so I wasn’t as cold as I could have been. The hot coffee, with French vanilla creamer, helped keep me warm, too.

Every now and then I’d look up and down the street for Greta, but I didn’t see her. Perhaps I shouldn’t have worried. I was early for our date, after all, which was pretty ironic given how I was normally late. But Rubberman had let me get off work early today, so I’d been able to get here ahead of time. I even had time to stop by the flower shop and get a rose for Greta, which was currently hiding inside my jacket so I could give it to her as a surprise. I couldn’t wait to see the look on her face.

As I scrolled through my feed, I saw an article from the Golden City Journal with the headline ‘INFAMOUS ASSASSIN ZZZ TRIAL DATE SET.’ Below it was ZZZ’s mugshot. He still looked as sleepy as always, but I thought he also looked angry, even hateful. It was like his picture was aware that I was staring at it and was trying to threaten me with its look, though the neck brace made it harder to take seriously.

Seeing ZZZ’s picture reminded me of what happened after his defeat. Shortly after Myster went upstairs to check on Greta and Charlotte, the police barged in. They immediately arrested ZZZ, who had somehow managed to survive being crushed under a heavy oak door punched by a superhero, although he had apparently broken at least three ribs and his right arm, as well as gained assorted cuts and scars on his face. That didn’t stop the police from hauling him to Golden City Penitentiary, where he was kept in solitary confinement so he couldn’t use his powers to escape. It was good to see that ZZZ was going to court, though I wondered who would possibly want to represent him in court.

With ZZZ’s plan foiled, Myster had told me that he, Cyberkid, and Charlotte were going back to North Wood to resume their operations there. Myster had also asked me for my phone number; well, he actually asked for Charlotte, who had apparently pestered her dad to ask for it for her. I had to turn down his request, partly because I didn’t want to get calls from Charlotte at all times of the day and night, partly because I found the idea of a grown man asking for a teenage boy’s phone number for his bratty daughter simultaneously sad and creepy.

In fact, Myster should be back in North Wood already, if I was not mistaken. Charlotte had gone back to school the very next day and recounted the entire event to pretty much everyone in the school. I didn’t listen to the whole thing myself, mostly because I had experienced the story myself, but it sure seemed like Charlotte’s account of my clash with ZZZ became more and more embellished with each retelling. The first retelling was basically accurate to the facts of the story, but by the twelfth or thirteenth time, Charlotte had added interesting details even I didn’t remember, like Beams and ZZZ having an epic sword fight, followed by Beams dramatically declaring his love for Charlotte only to tell her that they couldn’t be together because, and I quote, ‘the life of a sidekick precludes romance, lest villains discover my identity and harm those I love to get to me.’ What was even weirder was how many people just ate it up, especially the girls, who practically swooned at how ‘chivalrous’ Beams was.

The only girl who didn’t seem to join in the swooning was Greta. Although she was also pestered by everyone at school about what happened, she made it pretty clear that she didn’t want to talk about it, so everyone went to Charlotte for an accurate and unbiased retelling of that event. I did see Greta roll her eyes once or twice, but Charlotte seemed to think that Greta was just jealous that Beams had declared his love for her and not Greta. I would have told Charlotte that Greta was just exasperated by Charlotte’s artistic license, but since that would require revealing my secret identity to her, I just let her think what she wanted.

My defeat of ZZZ also sparked the imagination of the press. It seemed like every day, the Elastic Cave would get calls from reporters from all over America and even the world asking if they can speak to the sidekick who defeated ZZZ. I knew that ZZZ was an infamous assassin wanted all over the planet, but I didn’t realize just how infamous he was until a reporter from NewVision of all places, Uganda’s biggest newspaper, called and asked to speak to me for an article he was writing about ZZZ. Apparently, ZZZ had assassinated a famous and popular Ugandan politician a few years back and was well-known in the country as a result.

But I never got to speak to anyone from the media, except for a reporter from the Golden City Journal, because Rubberman—who had recovered from his fight with Fireworks and was back from the hospital with no lasting injuries—did not want me in the spotlight for some reason. He seemed to think that I wasn’t ready to interact with the international media, so anytime I was in the Elastic Cave, I’d hear Adams answer the phone only to tell the reporters on the other end that I was not taking interviews at this time. He was usually pretty polite, but when a particularly persistent reporter from a Chinese news website demanded to speak to me anyway, he became pretty angry and hung up without even saying good bye.

But like I said, I spoke to a reporter from the Golden City Journal, who was writing an article on the subject. Even then, I just answered a couple of questions, nothing very hard or serious, and the call was over before I realized it. The article came out the next day and was pretty accurate and fair, though it did engage in some speculation about who hired ZZZ in the first place.

That was what I was still wondering, too. The only clue I had was that ZZZ’s client was a woman, because he’d referred to her with female pronouns. But I didn’t know any woman who would want me dead, much less a woman with enough money to hire an assassin as infamous as ZZZ. I asked Rubberman about that, but even though he obviously had his suspicions, he said he would not share them with me. That was frustrating, but expected, because Rubberman always did that whenever he was speculating on things without a lot of facts. The police had yet to make him talk, either.

In any case, I was glad that ZZZ was locked up and unable to hurt anyone. I was finally able to relax, just in time for Thanksgiving, which was next week. I was looking forward to having some of Mom’s homemade pumpkin pie, which was always better than the store bought kind.

For the moment, however, I was going to focus on my date with Greta. I looked at the time on my phone and saw that it was the time she said she would be here, yet as far as I could tell, she wasn’t here yet. A part of me worried that yet another supervillain had kidnapped her, but then I heard footsteps behind me, footsteps which sounded like Greta’s, so I turned around in my seat and said, “Greta! Great to see you! How are—”

I stopped speaking immediately. Greta stood there, wearing her beautiful pink coat with white trim, but so was the large, intimidating-looking mountain of a man otherwise known as her father. He wore a thick, stone gray coat, and he was frowning. Their car was parked at the curb, the engine still running, though that was the least of my concerns at the moment.

“Hi, Alex,” said Greta, smiling at me sheepishly. “Sorry I’m late. Dad just insisted on taking me and he’s kind of a slow driver.”

“Careful, Greta,” Mr. Hammond said. Though his tone was low, it was quite authoritative, too. “I am a careful driver. Not slow.”

“That’s, er, great,” I said. “Being careful is good. I’m a careful driver, too.”

Mr. Hammond raised an eyebrow. “Greta tells me you don’t even have your driver’s license yet.”

I closed my mouth. Damn it. Why did I always say stupid things whenever I got nervous?

“Alex is a bit of a jokester, Dad, you know that,” said Greta. “Remember what I told you about him?”

Mr. Hammond nodded. “Yes, though I don’t find his humor very funny. I suppose it’s a generational divide.”

“Yeah, sure, let’s go with that,” I said, nodding eagerly. “Anyway, Greta, let me order you a coffee. I know you like—”

“I want to talk with you,” Mr. Hammond interrupted. He glanced at Greta. “In private.”

Uh oh. I remembered that Greta had told me that she was the Robber and that her father was the Silent Shadow. Based on the way Great didn’t look at me, I could tell that she must have told him that I knew, which meant that Mr. Hammond was probably angry. I didn’t think Mr. Hammond would murder me in broad daylight just to protect his secret, but maybe he would make it look like an ‘accident.’

With a gulp, I rose from my seat and followed Mr. Hammond over to his car. I looked back over at Greta, who gave me an encouraging smile, mostly because I figured her face was going to be the last one I saw.

Mr. Hammond and I stopped next to his car. He looked down at me, his face as unreadable as ever.

“Well, uh, Mr. Hammond, what do you want to talk about?” I said with a gulp. I glanced at the sky. “The sky?”

“Greta,” said Mr. Hammond. He poked me in the chest with one of his big fingers. “And you.”

I looked up and down the street, trying to make sure there weren’t any cars about to rush by that Mr. Hammond could ‘accidentally’ push me into. “Me and Greta? That’s not very, uh, specific.”

Mr. Hammond’s eyes narrowed. “I am fine with you dating my daughter. You seem to make her happy. And I like to see her happy. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “I also like to see her happy, so—”

“Good,” Mr. Hammond interrupted me. “As long as you keep making her happy, I will continue to let you date her. But if you ever do anything to make her cry, I will not allow you to even lay eyes upon her. Understood?”

I nodded, trying not to look like I was freaking out. “Yes, sir, I completely understand. I wouldn’t even think of making her cry, no sir.”

“Good,” said Mr. Hammond. “Oh, and one last thing: If you tell anyone the family secret, I will do more than just forbid you from dating Greta anymore.”

Uh oh. Mr. Hammond knew that I knew who he was. Probably shouldn’t have been surprised, but I still felt shocked. “Uh, sure, I won’t tell anyone any family secrets. Not that I know any, of course.”

Mr. Hammond looked at me with a hard look for a few seconds, as if he was trying to read my mind. Then he nodded once and said, “Very well. I must leave now. I expect Greta back by five sharp.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “You can count on me to bring her back on time.”

“Good,” said Mr. Hammond. “Fare well, then. And remember: Secrets are not meant to be shared.”

With that, Mr. Hammond got into his car and drove off. I watched him go off for a moment, but once the car rounded the street corner and vanished from sight, I turned and walked back to the cafe. I was surprised that Mr. Hammond hadn’t killed me, but maybe Greta had convinced him not to. In any case, I just wanted to focus on having a good time with Greta, not worrying about her dad or ZZZ or anything like that.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Sasha Munroe, the CEO of Munroe Acquisitions, Inc., paced back and forth in her office, her arms folded behind her back. She had been pacing back and forth for the last couple of minutes, mostly to blow off steam, not that it helped. If anything, she was just getting angrier and angrier. Her doctor had warned her about her blood pressure, but right now, Sasha could care a lot less about what her doctor—or anyone else—said. They wouldn’t understand why she was angry. No one would.

Standing by the door was her ninja servant, Takeshi. Unlike her, he stood perfectly still, his arms at his side, his sky blue eyes watching Sasha as she paced. He had been silent ever since delivering the recent bad news to her, which normally did not bother Sasha, but today she found his silence irritating.

“Mrs. Munroe, anger is not a good emotion to cultivate,” said Takeshi suddenly. “You should practice calmness and mindfulness. It would help you make better decisions, as well as lead a healthier life in general.”

Sasha stood and glared at Takeshi. “I did not hire you to lecture me on ‘mindfulness’ and other crap like that. You are only supposed to do what I told you to do.”

Takeshi shrugged. “My apologies, Mrs. Munroe. I knew the news I gave you would upset you, but I didn’t think it would upset you so much.”

“Of course it would,” said Sasha in exasperation. “I paid that damn assassin ten million dollars to kill that kid. He assured me he would do it. He’s killed politicians, celebrities, powerful CEOs, and other important people, but he can’t kill one sidekick from Texas?”

“I could have done it,” Takeshi muttered. “A little bit of poison slipped into his water would have done the same thing, but much cheaper and effectively.”

“I don’t want anyone tying me back to any sort of assassination plots,” said Sasha flatly. “That’s why I didn’t have you do it. Did ZZZ at least tell you Beams’ real identity?”

“No,” said Takeshi, shaking his head. “He said he would tell us, but only if we had one of our attorneys represent him in his trial and we paid for all of his court expenses.”

“Tell that bastard he won’t get even a pro bono lawyer if he keeps making such ridiculous demands,” said Sasha. “Does he even know who I am? What kind of power I wield, as the CEO of the biggest superheroes acquisition company in the world?”

“I will make sure to let him know that when I visit him in prison again,” said Takeshi. “But, if I may, it may be time to put aside your obsession with the Rubberman brand and business. Dennis Pullman is not going to sell it to you, and I suspect he already suspects that you are behind both Fro-Zen and ZZZ, even if he can’t prove it. If we keep doing this, he might eventually get enough proof to—”

“To do what?” Sasha interrupted. “Have me arrested and tried, like a common criminal? Please. I own half of the judges in this city, as well as most of the police force. Even if he had proof of my activities, so what? I am the queen of Golden City. No one who values their livelihood—or their life—will even think about crossing me, much less charging me with any serious crimes. Trust me, Takeshi, in this city, I am untouchable.”

“Pride cometh before the fall, Mrs. Munroe,” said Takeshi.

“And what does that mean?” said Sasha.

“It means—”

“I don’t care,” Sasha interrupted him again. “The point is that I don’t pay you to lecture me on stupid things like pride. You are supposed to follow my every order and do what I tell you. If I wanted your opinion on something, I would ask for it.”

Takeshi bowed. “Yes, ma’am, I apologize for my impudence. But if I may ask, what are you going to do next? Fro-Zen and ZZZ both failed to get you the Rubberman business. Beams is more popular than ever. I do not see how you can turn this situation to your advantage.”

Sasha smiled. “Oh, my dear Takeshi, I would tell you, but since you’re clearly so much wiser than me, I won’t tell you it. You can figure it out yourself.” She leaned forward, her smile never leaving her lips. “But I can tell you this: Murder isn’t the only way to deal with sidekicks you don’t like.”

-

Continued in First Offer, now available HERE!
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