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CHAPTER ONE

 

Twenty years ago …

 

“Dad! Come on! We’re gonna miss him if we don’t get up there fast!”

“I’m coming, Dennis, I’m coming. I had a long day at work today, you know, and don’t have all of your youthful spontaneity and energy.”

Ten-year-old Dennis Pullman—a short, scrawny boy with smooth black hair—stopped and looked down the ladder at Dad. “My youthful sponta what?”

Dad—who looked a lot like Dennis, except taller and older—smiled his tired smile. “Spontaneity. That means your ability to get up and do things without warning. It’s a good word to describe you.”

Dennis frowned. Dad always used big words like that, mostly because he was an English professor at a nearby university. It usually bothered Dennis whenever Dad used big words, but Dennis was in such a hurry to get to the roof of the house that he didn’t care this time. “Okay, Dad, whatever. Look, Iron Angel is going to be by any minute and I want to see him so I can tell all of my friends at school that I saw him.”

“All right, Dennis, all right,” said Dad. “I’ll be up to join you. I just need to go a little slower than you so I don’t get too worn out.”

Dennis nodded quickly and climbed the rest of the way up the ladder onto the roof of their suburban home. Stepping onto the roof tiles still warm from the day’s sun, he carefully made his way over to the chimney and looked out over the neighborhood of houses with roofs similar to his. It was late at night, about ten or so, but the full moon was out, which made it easier to see the surrounding neighborhood. He was satisfied to see that he was the only person on the roof of his house tonight. It meant that he would be the only kid in his school who would see Iron Angel. That filled him with a strong sense of satisfaction.

Everyone is going to want to talk to me tomorrow, Dennis thought, putting a hand on the chimney for support. Maybe even Sally Davis will want to talk to me. I know she won’t ignore me, because she’s almost as big a fan of Iron Angel as I am.

Eagerly, Dennis scanned the sky above. He saw the stars and the moon, as well as what looked like an airplane high above him in the distance, but to his disappointment, he did not yet spy Iron Angel himself. But Dennis figured he would just need to wait a little while longer. Just a few more minutes and he was sure that his favorite superhero of all time would fly by.

“Seen him yet?” asked Dad, who Dennis had not heard climb up the ladder behind him. Dad sat down on the roof next to him, but even sitting down, Dad was still taller than Dennis.

Dennis shook his head. “Not yet.”

“Are you sure he will be by?” asked Dad as he scanned the sky. “He’s an important superhero, after all. Maybe he will take another route to get back to his base.”

Dennis shook his head again, this time more rigorously than before. “No way. My friend Joe’s dad is Iron Angel’s janitor. He said that Iron Angel was going to fly by our neighborhood at this time as part of his daily patrols. He should be here any minute.”

“If your friend’s dad says so,” said Dad with a shrug. He yawned. “But it sure is late. I’d think that anyone, superhero or otherwise, would be in bed tonight.”

“Justice never rests, Dad,” said Dennis. “That’s what Iron Angel always says. So he never rests, either.”

“He has to rest sometime, though, doesn’t he?” asked Dad. He gave an amused smirk. “He’s still human, after all. He can’t fight crime if he’s sleep-deprived.”

“Still human?” Dennis repeated in horror. “Dad, you don’t understand. Iron Angel is the greatest superhero ever. He beat the Lord of the Moon, the Trinity Gang, and Master Vice.”

“That’s all very impressive, Dennis,” said Dad. “But it doesn’t change the fact that he still needs a good night’s sleep like the rest of us.” He yawned again. “If he doesn’t show up in the next few minutes, we’re both going back to bed. I’ve got work tomorrow and you’ve got school. You don’t want to fall asleep in the middle of class tomorrow, do you?”

Dennis wanted to say that he usually fell asleep in class even when he got a good night’s sleep, but then he heard the sound of engines and looked up wildly. At first, he saw nothing but the usual night sky, but then, in the distance, he saw something flying toward them from the city. It looked kind of like a huge bird at first, but Dennis knew it was no bird. He walked closer to the edge of the roof, hoping that the extra foot or two would let him see the legendary Iron Angel before Dad.

The large, bird-like creature became clearer and clearer with every passing second. First Dennis noticed the huge, rocket-powered metal wings extending from Iron Angel’s back like the wings of an eagle; then he noticed Iron Angel’s sleek red and black armor, which looked like something straight out of a science fiction novel; and finally, he noticed Iron Angel’s claws on his hands and feet. Even from a distance, Dennis could not help but feel in awe of the legendary superhero and watched Iron Angel’s movements as carefully as a cat watched a mouse.

Iron Angel was not flying in a straight line, like Dennis originally thought. Instead, Iron Angel was making quick, short circles above the roofs of the houses, each circle leading directly into the next. Dennis understood that this was probably meant to be a way to efficiently patrol the entire neighborhood without spending too much time on any individual house, but it was also mesmerizing. Dennis could have spent all night just watching Iron Angel fly around like that, and he would have, if Dad would have let him.

“Is that him?” asked Dad, his ordinary voice snapping Dennis out of his reverie.

Dennis looked over his shoulder at Dad. Unlike Dennis, Dad did not seem nearly as fascinated or interested in watching Iron Angel’s patrol as him. He looked a little sleepy and even bored, yawning once again like they were watching a boring movie that lost his attention a while ago.

“Of course that’s him, Dad,” said Dennis. “Everyone knows how Iron Angel looks. I thought you’d recognize him.”

Dad shrugged. “Iron Angel came after my time. When I was your age, my favorite superhero was Nightbolt. Do you know who he is?”

“Yeah, I’ve heard of him, but Iron Angel is way cooler,” Dennis said. “He’s everything a hero should be: Brave, willing to help others, and not afraid to fight even the scariest supervillains. He’s awesome.”

Dennis looked back at Iron Angel. The superhero was much closer now; it wouldn’t be long before he was flying above them. Perhaps Dennis would wave at him or even say hi. Iron Angel was one of the most popular superheroes in the world. It was hard to meet him, even if you were an important or powerful person yourself. That was why Dennis was up past his bedtime. He knew this might be his only chance to meet Iron Angel up close and he was determined not to miss it.

So caught up in his thoughts was Dennis that he didn’t notice the large, dark object which vaulted itself over the fence separating his yard from his neighbors’ below. Neither did Dad, because he was also watching Iron Angel, despite his own exhaustion.

Soon—although it felt like an eternity—Iron Angel came close enough to their house that Dennis could see him in far more detail than before. Iron Angel looked even taller than Dad, his armor sculpted to show his abs and toned arms. The sound of his wing engines was surprisingly quiet and he flew with grace and precision. He looked just like the poster in Dennis’ room, except even better. Dennis wished he had remembered to get Grandfather’s old camera from out of the basement, because then he would be able to take a picture of him.

And then Iron Angel flew over Dennis’ house. Iron Angel was not close enough for Dennis to touch; however, Dennis waved up at him anyway. He would have said something, but he was in such awe at seeing Iron Angel and the way the moonlight reflected off of his metallic wings that all he could do was wave. Even Dad, despite his earlier disinterest, waved rather enthusiastically at Iron Angel.

At first, it seemed liked Iron Angel didn’t notice them at all. But then he gave them what was unmistakably a clear wave of his right hand. He might have even been smiling, although his helmet made it impossible to see his face and know for sure. But Dennis liked to think that he was smiling, because that’s what he would do if he was a superhero and he saw ordinary people waving at him, people who trusted him to do the right thing.

But then something large flew up past Dennis, the rush of wind sending Dennis falling off the side of the roof. With a cry, Dennis caught the edge of the roof with one hand, causing his fall to stop abruptly, his feet dangling several feet off the ground below.

At the same time, Dennis heard the sound of metal crunching and a shout above. He looked up just in time to see Iron Angel—his right wing a burning mess—hurtling toward the ground out of sight. Dennis heard Iron Angel crash into his backyard. Based on the sounds, it sounded like Iron Angel had crashed into either the apple tree or the grill. In any case, Dennis had no idea what could have knocked Iron Angel out of the air. All he could remember was seeing something large fly past him, but it had happened too fast for him to tell for sure.

“Dennis!” Dad’s face appeared over the side of the roof. “Dennis, are you okay? Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine, Dad,” said Dennis. “My arms hurts a little from holding my whole body, but I think I’ll be okay. What about Iron Angel, though?”

“I think he crashed into the backyard,” said Dad, running a hand through his hair. “But that doesn’t matter. Take my hand and I’ll pull you up.”

“But is he okay?” asked Dennis. “Is he hurt? Is he dead?”

“I don’t know,” said Dad, a note of irritation in his voice. He extended his hand. “Once I get you to safety, I’ll go check on him, okay?”

Dennis bit his lower lip and looked down. The drop didn’t look very far, especially with the bushes underneath. “Iron Angel is more important. I need to make sure he’s okay.”

With that, Dennis let go of the edge of the roof and fell down onto the bushes below, bottom first, as Dad desperately tried to catch him and failed. The fall was more jarring than he expected, but none of his bones seemed broken, so Dennis rose to his feet and, dashing out of the bushes, ran around the side of the house to the backyard, ignoring Dad’s calls to go back into the house where it was safe. He also ignored the twigs and leaves in his hair from the bushes, because all he cared about was making sure that Iron Angel was okay.

Upon turning around the corner of the house, Dennis stopped and stared at the scene before him. Lit up by the back door light was a scene he had never expected to see even in his wildest dreams: Iron Angel, lying in his backyard, looking so real that Dennis could hardly believe his eyes.

But Iron Angel was clearly hurt. His right wing was little more than smoking, blackened metal. As Dennis suspected, Iron Angel had crashed into the grill, completely destroying it, as well as tearing apart a nearby lounge chair. The apple tree was okay, but the grass underneath Iron Angel was slightly burnt, probably from the explosion. Dennis was glad that the grill didn’t have any propane in it. If it had, Iron Angel’s crash likely would have made it blow up and kill him.

Dennis saw no sign of whoever might have knocked Iron Angel out of the sky, but he didn’t care. He stepped forward and said, “Iron Angel? Are you okay?”

A loud groan came from Iron Angel, who sat up and shook his head. He sat up somewhat awkwardly, because his right wing hung limply off his back, while his left wing stood up as perfectly as ever. Dennis noticed that Iron Angel’s armor was scraped and dirty in a lot of places, although he himself didn’t seem to be hurt.

“Ugh,” said Iron Angel, his voice slightly muffled by his helmet. “What was that …”

Dennis sighed in relief. “Oh, Mr. Iron Angel, I thought you were dead. Glad to hear you’re all right.”

Iron Angel suddenly looked over at Dennis in alarm. “Kid, stay away. Don’t come even one step closer.”

Dennis froze, one foot out, because he had been about to walk over to Iron Angel and try to help him. “Why? Are you hurt? Don’t you need help?”

“Because whoever shot me out of the sky is probably still around here,” said Iron Angel as he struggled to his feet. His wings must have been heavier than they looked, because he seemed to be having trouble standing because of his right wing. “And if they’re willing to attack me, then they are probably more than willing to attack a kid like you.”

“Got that right, Angel,” came a deep, yet scratchy, voice from the apple tree. “One of the few things you have ever gotten right in your life, you rotten bastard.”

Something fell down from the apple tree and then stood up. It was a person; at least, Dennis thought it was, but it looked like no person he’d ever seen in his life. It was humanoid in shape, but in appearance, it looked more like a plant creature than a person. Its limbs were like tree trunks, topped with branch-like hands and feet. It had strangely human eyes, while weird, multicolor flowers stood on its head like a crown. Dennis had never seen anything like it before and he wished he never had, because there was something creepy in the way it moved.

Iron Angel, however, did not seem confused at the appearance of the plant person. He did, however, seemed unpleased to see him. “Killer Plant. I didn’t expect to see you of all people here tonight.”

Killer Plant folded his arms in front of his chest, an amused look on his face. “Ah, but I’ve been expecting to see you tonight, have been expecting this moment for weeks, even planning it. For tonight is the night that the brave Iron Angel will die and all the world shall know the name of Killer Plant.”

Dennis gasped. He recalled having heard about this supervillain once. Killer Plant was one of Iron Angel’s regular foes. If Dennis remembered correctly, Killer Plant had the ability to control plants, a power he had used time and again to escape even the toughest of prisons. That such a terrible supervillain—who had once poisoned over 100 people in a day—was here, in Dennis’ own backyard, was even more unreal than Iron Angel’s crashing into his backyard like this.

“You say that every time we’ve ever fought, Killer,” said Iron Angel with a grunt. “Yet every time we fight, I always come away alive, while you usually have to slink back into whatever hole you’ve crawled out from to lick your wounds. Color me unimpressed by your empty rhetoric.”

“Ah, but tonight will be different,” said Killer. He gestured at their surroundings. “Not only have I disabled one of your wings, but I’ve also separated you from your sidekick, Winged Gal, and from the police. It is just you and me tonight.”

“That’s fine by me,” said Iron Angel. He stood up straight, but had to bend over slightly thanks to his ruined wing. “I can beat you even by myself.”

Killer smirked. “When did I ever say that I would fight you alone?”

Without warning, tree roots burst out of the ground around Iron Angel on all sides. But they weren’t just tree roots. They were wooden hands, which rested themselves on the ground and pulled out bizarre, monstrous plant creatures the likes of which Dennis had never seen before. The plant creatures looked even less human than Killer, like orcs from that Lord of the Rings book Dennis’ Dad loved to read. They surrounded Iron Angel on all sides, their joints creaking like tree branches in a powerful wind as they cut off every possible escape route.

“Do you like my minions?” asked Killer with a smirk on his face. “I call them Tree Golems. Not that it matters, because you’re going to be dead soon enough, but I thought you should know just the same. After all, not everyone gets the luxury of knowing the name of that which will ultimately kill them.”

Iron Angel looked around in alarm. He raised his hands, most likely to shoot missiles from his wrist-mounted cannons, but two of the Tree Golems grabbed his wings and pulled. The sudden movement caused Iron Angel to jerk back and lose his balance, while the rest of the Tree Golems moved in for the kill.

Dennis couldn’t take his eyes off the scene, but neither could he move. He saw the lights going on in his neighbors’ houses, but he somehow doubted that Killer would cease his attack just because he woke up cranky old Mr. Forrest or annoying Miss Sue. Yet as long as no one did anything, Iron Angel would die tonight in Dennis’ own backyard.

That thought compelled Dennis to step forward, even though he didn’t know what to do, but before he could do anything else, he heard a voice scream, “Dennis! Get back in the house!” and he looked up to see Dad peering over the side of the roof at him, an urgency on his face that Dennis had never seen before in his life.

“But Dad, Iron Angel is going to get killed!” Dennis called back.

“I don’t care!” Dad shouted. “Get back in the house now before you get yourself killed!”

Dennis hesitated. He knew that Dad was probably right, but at the same time, he couldn’t stand the thought of letting Iron Angel die. Iron Angel had no friends or allies. It would be a while before his sidekick or the police showed up to help, and by the time they did, Iron Angel would probably be dead and Killer would be long gone. Yet what could Dennis, a ten-year-old boy, do against a supervillain like Killer or any of his Tree Golems?

That was when Dennis noticed the spade in Mom’s flower garden next to the house. He looked from the spade to Killer—who seemed to have forgotten all about him in his zeal to kill Iron Angel—and made his decision.

With Dad still screaming at him to come back, Dennis yanked the spade out of the dirt and ran at Killer. Being part of his school’s track team, Dennis was able to cross the backyard in less than five seconds. Again, Killer did not seem to notice him, because the supervillain’s eyes were focused solely on his Tree Golems, who were punching a largely defenseless Iron Angel like a punching bag. Killer was actually smiling, like he was watching an entertaining movie.

Seeing Killer smile filled Dennis with so much rage that he didn’t even think about his next move. With a roar of rage, Dennis stabbed his spade into Killer’s right thigh, burying it as deeply as he could into Killer’s wood-like flesh.

Killer suddenly screamed in pain and backhanded Dennis so hard that Dennis was briefly knocked unconscious. When he came back to consciousness, he saw Killer yank the spade out of his thigh and toss it away before turning to focus on Dennis, his eyes burning with hatred. Some strange green liquid was seeping out of Killer’s thigh, though whether it was blood or something else, Dennis didn’t know.

“You dumb brat,” Killer hissed. “Trying to play the hero when your balls haven’t even dropped yet. I only intended to kill Iron Angel tonight, but I’ve never been one to turn the other cheek. Die with your hero, brat.”

Killer took a step toward Denis, but before he could get close enough to harm Dennis, the sound of metal boots clanking against the earth made Dennis look over to see Iron Angel running toward them. Iron Angel’s right wing was missing; as for the Tree Golems, they lay on the ground as still as Dennis’ toys. Dennis realized, in a vague sort of way, that his stabbing Killer must have broken Killer’s connection with the Tree Golems, thus allowing Iron Angel to come to his rescue.

Killer must have realized the same thing, because he looked at Dennis again and snarled, “Die!”

He lunged toward Dennis. There was no time for Dennis to dodge. Paralyzed by fear, he could only watch as Killer’s outstretched hands drew closer and closer to him.

But Killer never reached him, because in the the next instant, Iron Angel’s good left wing came out of nowhere and slashed straight through Killer’s waist like a sword. Killer didn’t even get a chance to scream. Both halves of his body just fell onto the ground, leaking that same strange, disgusting green blood that had come from his thigh wound.

Dennis realized he had been holding in his breath. Letting out his breath, he looked up at Iron Angel, who stood over him like a guardian spirit. Iron Angel was panting, yet he still stood, his wing dripping that Killer’s green blood, while his chest heaved in and out heavily.

“Dennis!” screamed a voice from behind him. A second later, Dad appeared out of nowhere and took Dennis into his arms, hugging him so tightly that Dennis thought he was going to die anyway. “Oh, Dennis, I thought you were going to die! I’m so glad you’re okay.”

“Y-Yeah,” said Dennis, his voice tight. “Thanks, Dad. Could you let me down, please? You’re squeezing me too much.”

Dad stopped hugging him as hard, but he didn’t let go of Dennis. He just flashed him an embarrassed grin. “Sorry, Dennis. Everything just happened so fast that I was worried you might have somehow gotten hurt and I didn’t see it. Especially when that monster slapped you in the face.”

“I’m fine, Dad,” said Dennis. “Really. I don’t need to go to the doctor or anything like that.”

“Actually, I think you should take your son to the doctor,” said Iron Angel, folding his good wing behind his back. “Killer was a very strong supervillain. He could have easily broken something in your face without you knowing or realizing it. Also, his body is usually covered with a lot of different spores, so it’s possible he could have poisoned you without you even being aware.”

Dad looked at Iron Angel with new found respect in his eyes. “Yes, yes, of course. But first, thank you for saving my son, Iron Angel. If you hadn’t killed that beast, I would have … I don’t know what I would have done.”

“It’s fine, sir,” said Iron Angel in a modest voice. “I should be thanking your son, Dennis, because if he hadn’t distracted Killer like that, the Tree Golems would never have deactivated and I would never have gotten a chance to take him out for good.” He looked at Dennis. “Your son has the makings of a true hero, I think.”

Dennis beamed. Even though he was tired and hurting, he forgot all about that in order to say to Iron Angel, “Really? Do you think so?”

“Of course,” said Iron Angel. He rubbed his back. “Most kids your age would never have even thought about trying to distract such a dangerous villain. It was a stupid, reckless move, but superheroes have to make stupid, reckless moves all the time.” He grimaced. “Like patrolling the city alone at night. I should have brought Winged Gal with me. She’s never going to let me forget this.”

Dennis, however, had stopped listening to Iron Angel after that. He was too busy thinking about what Iron Angel had told him, about him having the potential to be a real hero. No one had ever told Dennis that before, not even his parents.

“In any case, I will call the police and let them know about Killer,” said Iron Angel. “You two should go back into your house. It’s possible that Killer might have some allies hiding nearby and I don’t want them to have any easy targets.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” said Dad, nodding. “Come along, Dennis. We’re going back inside.”

Dad put Dennis back on the ground and walked back to the back door. Dennis followed, but before he got very far, he heard Iron Angel say, “Dennis?” causing him to stop and look over his shoulder at him.

“Yeah?” said Dennis. “What is it?”

Iron Angel pulled a card out of a compartment in his armor and handed it to Dennis. “Take this.”

Curious, Dennis took the card and looked at it. It had Iron Angel’s name and phone number on it. It even had Iron Angel’s website address, which was cool because Dennis didn’t know of very many people with their own website.

He looked up at Iron Angel again. “What’s this?”

“My business card,” Iron Angel replied. “I want you to have it so you can call me when you’re old enough to apply for a sidekick license.”

Dennis gasped. “Wait, you mean you want me to become your sidekick?”

Iron Angel nodded. “Sure. Like I said, you have the potential to become a true superhero someday, although you’ll need plenty of training before then, like I got. Besides, my current sidekick, Winged Gal, won’t be my sidekick forever, so I’ll need a replacement at some point and you’d fit in my business perfectly.”

Dennis trembled. He almost couldn’t speak, but he finally said, “Thank you, Mr. Iron Angel. I will keep this business card in a special place forever.”

“Call me by my real name” said Iron Angel. “Luke, Luke Hat. Or just Mr. Hat. Mr. Iron Angel sounds too strange.”

“Yes, Mr. Hat,” said Dennis, nodding.

“Good,” said Iron Angel. “Now go and join your parents in the house. Tomorrow is a school day, so you should want to get as much sleep as you can so you won’t fall asleep in the middle of class.”

Once again, Dennis nodded. Then he turned and ran toward the back door, clutching the business card in his hands as if it was the most valuable jewel in the whole world. It would be several years before he could apply for a sidekick license, he knew, but he would make sure to keep this card where he could find it.

Because, more than anything else in the whole wide world, Dennis wanted to be a hero, a true hero like Iron Angel, and he would become a true hero, no matter how long it took or what he had to do to get there. One day, he would fight crime alongside Iron Angel and keep the city safe from all danger. He knew that as certainly as he knew his own name.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Twenty years later …

 

Most people think that being a sidekick is all about fighting criminal and supervillains. They think you spend all your time patrolling the streets of whatever city or town you happen to be working in, like a police officer on duty, keeping an eye out for any nefarious individuals who are out to commit crimes and put the lives of innocent people in danger. They think you are constantly saving the world, thwarting the complex plots of Machiavellian supervillains, and rescuing cats from trees all day every day.

Or, if they’re a bit more realistic, they think you’re always going out making media appearances, appearing on talk shows, radio shows, podcasts, and real life conventions to talk about what it’s like being a sidekick. They think you have your own secretary who schedules your appearances in the media and that all you ever do is hang out with glitzy celebrities and powerful politicians to increase your brand. They think you travel all around the country, stopping by various conventions and conferences to speak to adoring fans or to fellow sidekicks on the current trends in the industry.

But what most people don’t know is that being a sidekick is about more than just fighting crime or doing media appearances. Sure, you do a lot of that stuff, but it takes up a lot less of your time than you’d think based on what the media says about the biz. You’ll never see anyone in the media talk about spring cleaning the entire base where you and your boss work, because that’s boring and tedious.

Of course, even though my boss, Dennis Pullman (AKA Rubberman), called it ‘spring cleaning,’ it was more like early winter cleaning, because it took place in early January, just after New Year’s. Rubberman had given me the whole week prior to New Year’s off, but when I came back to work on the day after New Year’s, Rubberman immediately handed me a pan and a broom and told me to start sweeping. That confused me at first because I thought that Adams, Rubberman’s assistant/butler, was supposed to clean the Elastic Cave and keep it in order, but Rubberman said that he did this type of base-wide cleaning twice a year and that it was usually too much work for Adams to do all by himself. Plus, the week after New Year’s was usually a slow time for crime in Golden City for some reason, which gave Rubberman plenty of time to focus on cleaning the Cave.

Thus, I found myself sweeping the floor of Rubberman’s office, dusting off his merchandise and posters, and cleaning the keyboard of his computer. It was pretty slow, boring work, but it was a lot safer, I suppose, than going out and fighting criminals on the streets of the city. But safer didn’t necessarily always mean better. In this case, I found myself losing my focus more often than not, because of how boring it was. I’ll admit, though, that it was kind of funny, because usually I disliked getting out on the streets and risking my life like that. Guess my views have really changed since I started working for Rubberman.

As a result, I didn’t pay much attention to my work aside from the bare minimum I needed to in order to make sure I didn’t knock anything over. As I wiped off Rubberman’s computer monitor, I accidentally bumped against his desk, sending a small pile of papers falling onto the floor in a scattered, random fashion. Alarmed, I dropped the washcloth and began scooping the papers back into my arms. I didn’t know what these papers were, but if Rubberman had left them on his desk, they were probably important. Besides, I didn’t want Rubberman to walk into here and see his office in more of a mess than when he left it.

As I picked up what looked like a contract with some company called Major T-Shirt Designs, I noticed a strange little business card lying on the floor on top of a few other papers. It looked really old; its white color was faded to a yellowish color, while its corners were bent and even bitten in a few spots, like a mouse had nibbled on it. The fact that Rubberman owned what looked like a really old business card made no sense to me, because Rubberman usually threw out most business cards he got unless they came from a person or company he wanted to follow up on at some point.

Picking up the card, I read what was written on it:

IRON ANGEL SUPERHEROES, LLC

ADDRESS: 123 North District, Golden City, Texas 78749

PHONE: 512-555-0161

WEBSITE: www.ironangel.com

“Justice never rests, and neither do I.”

Huh. I turned it over, but the back was blank, except for a copyright notice which indicated that it had been created back in the late nineties, which meant it was twenty-years-old, surprisingly enough. What was Rubberman doing with a twenty-year-old business card? The name ‘Iron Angel’ sounded vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I’d heard it before.

At that moment, Rubberman poked his head through the open doorway and said, “Hey, Alex, how’s the sweeping coming along? Adams has already finished the Rubber Room and says he’s going to need help cleaning Level Two.”

I looked up at Rubberman. “What? Oh, yeah. It’s coming along fine. I just accidentally knocked over these papers and was trying to put them back on the desk. I cleaned the rest of the office, though, so after this I’ll be able to help Adams.”

Rubberman nodded, but then his eyes landed on the business card in my hand. “Hey, what’s that?”

“This?” I said. I held up the business card for him to see. “An old business card I found among your documents. It’s about twenty-years-old and is for some business called ‘Iron Angel Superheroes.’”

Rubberman’s eyes widened. He stretched out his arm across the room, grabbed the business card from my hand, and then snapped his arm back. He held the business card close to his chest like it was his firstborn child, although I didn’t understand what was so valuable about such an old piece of paper.

“I was wondering where I’d put this,” said Rubberman, glancing at the business card. “It’s been so many years since I last saw it that I was sure I’d accidentally thrown it out with the trash at some point. Thanks for finding it.”

“Uh, you’re welcome,” I said. “But what’s so special about it? It’s just a really old business card.”

“It’s not just any old business card,” Rubberman insisted as he stepped into the room. “This is the business card that the legendary superhero, Iron Angel, gave me when I was ten.”

“Iron Angel?” I repeated. “Sounds familiar, but I can’t remember where I’ve heard it before.”

“It’s familiar because I’ve told you that Iron Angel was my main inspiration for getting into this business in the first place,” said Rubberman. “He was one of the greatest superheroes ever, famous all throughout the world for his heroism. His business acumen was never very good, but he still made a really good living just by fighting supervillains and criminals. He used to be Golden City’s main superhero before his retirement.”

I nodded. “That’s right. You told me he retired from the business about ten years ago, right?”

“Right,” said Rubberman, nodding again. “No one knows where he is now, unfortunately, but I’m sure he’s enjoying his retirement, whatever he’s doing and wherever he is.”

“Why did he disappear?” I asked. “That seems kind of strange for someone as famous as him.”

“Fame isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, Alex,” said Rubberman. “Not all superheroes enjoy being the center of attention. I know a few superheroes who deliberately avoid putting themselves in the spotlight because they don’t want to be hounded by the media or by their fans. They usually focus on low level crimes, the kind that the media doesn’t usually report on so they don’t get deluged with unwanted attention.”

“What about retired superheroes, though? Does the media pay attention to them?”

“Yep,” said Rubberman. “Though it depends on how popular they were when they were active. I could easily see someone like Iron Angel going into hiding after retirement, if only to escape the media and fans who would never leave him alone. It’s still disappointing, though, because I hoped to become his sidekick when I got old enough.”

“Really?” I said. “Is that why you have his business card?”

“Yeah. He gave it to me when I was ten. Told me that I had the potential to become a great superhero someday and to call him when I became old enough to get a sidekick license.” Rubberman looked down at the card in his hands wistfully. “This card brings back so many memories. It’s like going back in time.”

“How come you never became his sidekick?” I asked. “Is it because he already had one?”

“He did have one, a girl named Winged Gal, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t have worked for him,” said Rubberman. “Perhaps you don’t know this, but because sidekicks count as employees under federal law, it is possible to hire as many sidekicks as you can afford. Most superheroes only have one because it’s easier and cheaper that way, but I’ve known a few superheroes with as much as five and, in at least one case, ten sidekicks. It just depends on what you can afford or are willing to deal with.”

I had never known that, but it made sense. After all, there was no limit to how many employees other businesses could hire. Why would superhero businesses be any different? I suppose I had never thought about it that way because I always called myself a ‘sidekick’ and never an employee, even though that term was just as accurate as calling myself a sidekick.

“Why didn’t you go to work for him when you got old enough?” I asked. “If he was such a successful superhero, surely he could have afforded to pay you and his other sidekick, right?”

“It had nothing to do with his financial situation,” said Rubberman as he leaned against the door frame. “By the time I turned sixteen, my parents refused to let me get a sidekick license. They insisted I go to college and get a business degree so I could start some other business, but I never forgot my dream of becoming a superhero.”

“Why didn’t your parents want you to become a sidekick, especially for a superhero like Iron Angel? Seems like that would have given you more opportunities than going to college like a regular person.”

Rubberman smiled in a sheepish way. “My parents are the kind of people who hate the very concept of sidekicks. They think it needlessly puts teenagers into the kind of life-and-death situations that kids shouldn’t be exposed to. And, because you need your parents’ or guardians’ approval to get a sidekick license, I was never able to follow up on Iron Angel’s offer. By the time I graduated from college, Iron Angel had retired, so for a while I became an entrepreneur and started various other businesses, though I never forgot about my dream to become a superhero.”

“When did you finally decide to go for it?”

“When I got my rubber powers six years ago,” said Rubberman, patting his chest. “You don’t need powers to become a superhero, but it sure is helpful. When I got my powers, I decided that that was a sign that I needed to follow my dreams. So I sold my other business and jumped head first into the superhero industry and the rest is history.”

“Cool,” I said. I frowned. “Wait, you’ve never told me exactly how you got your powers in the first place.”

Rubberman suddenly looked away, as if I had asked him a very personal question. “Oh, well, that’s a story for another time. Anyway, we shouldn’t spend so much time talking. The Elastic Cave won’t clean itself, after all.”

Rubberman’s abrupt change of topic made me wonder what was so personal about his origin story, but before I could ask that, Adams suddenly appeared in the doorway, phone in hand as he panted like he’d just run a mile.

“Mr. Pullman, sir,” said Adams, holding out the phone to Rubberman. “Chief Williams from the police department wants to speak with you. He says it is urgent.”

Rubberman, frowning, took the phone and, placing it against his ear, said, “Good afternoon, Chief. What’s the problem? A bank robbery? Carjacking? Hostage situation?”

Rubberman suddenly went quiet as Chief Williams spoke. I couldn’t hear what the police chief was saying, but Rubberman’s frown deepened with each passing second. He stood as still as a corpse, which made me anxious, but I said nothing until Rubberman nodded once and said, “Okay, Chief, we’ll be on our way there soon.”

Rubberman clicked the phone off and handed it back to Adams, while I said, “What is it, boss? Something urgent?”

“Very,” said Rubberman. He looked directly at me. “The Superhero Killer has struck again and Chief Williams wants us to see his latest victim for ourselves.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Even though I’d been working for Rubberman for several months now, I had never been to the scene of a murder before. Usually, whenever a murder happened, Rubberman would go by himself. His reasoning was that I was not yet ready to handle the sight of a corpse or the smell of blood and that he wanted to keep me separated from such crime scenes until I’d developed the mindset that would help me deal with them. Rubberman explained that seeing a murdered body in real life was very different from seeing one on TV and that it was not always possible to predict how a person who had never seen a corpse before would react to seeing one in real life, especially for teenagers like myself. It seemed a bit strange, because I’d already killed a supervillain before, though given how that guy’s body had been completely vaporized when I killed him, maybe it wasn’t as strange as I thought.

But today was different, because today I found myself looking, for the first time, at the corpse of another human being. It was a man of about thirty-five or so, wearing a dark suit and white shirt, both deeply stained with blood which made his white shirt look almost pink in some places. He sat against the back wall of an abandoned alleyway, his arms dangling loosely by his side. His head lay on his lap, though I only saw the back of his head (thankfully), while his bloody stump of a neck glistened in the late afternoon sun. My helmet filtered out the stink, but I’d smelled blood before and could guess just how rancid it smelled right now.

The sight of the headless man alone was enough to make my stomach churn, yet it was the word written on the wall above him which truly sent shivers done my spine. Written in the man’s only blood—which was now frozen due to the cold weather—was one simple, hateful word:

FAKER.

“Gruesome, isn’t it?” said Rubberman, who stood beside me with his arms folded in front of his chest.

I looked up at Rubberman. “How can you even stand to look at this? It’s awful. I feel like I’m about to throw up.”

“You get used to it,” said Rubberman. “I don’t enjoy seeing corpses at all, but in this line of work, you have to get used to seeing things you don’t like. It’s kind of like being a policeman or a soldier.”

I understood, but I still didn’t like it. To distract myself from the poor man’s corpse, I looked up and down the alleyway. Police stood at both ends of the alley, having put up security tape and sawhorses to keep any random passersby from tampering with the evidence at the crime scene. Despite that, most of the police officers I could see kept nervously glancing at the sky, as if they expected death to rain down from above. I also understood why they did that, because if this man was indeed killed by who we think killed him, then watching the sky was very wise indeed.

“Chief Williams,” said Rubberman, looking at the police chief, who stood just a few feet away from us with his thumbs hooked through his pants’ belt loops. “Give us the rundown about what happened here. You explained a little bit on the phone, but there’s still a lot we don’t know.”

Chief Williams was a middle-aged man with silver gray hair and a large mustache. He didn’t have the heroic build of Rubberman, but he was a pretty honest, dependable guy who had been a useful ally to us on more than one occasion. Right now, however, he was visibly sweating, despite the cold January weather, but he nodded once.

“According to our forensics experts, the victim is—or was—John Goldstein, from Dallas, Texas,” said Chief Williams as he pat away the sweat on his forehead with a handkerchief. “You probably know him better as the superhero Tech Man, however.”

“Yes, I met him once before when I went to Super Con Dallas a few years back,” said Rubberman, glancing at the headless corpse. “But what was he doing here? He’s one of the superheroes contracted by the city of Dallas to defend it.”

“From what we’ve been able to gather, Mr. Goldstein was here on vacation,” said Chief Williams. “Apparently, Mr. Goldstein is a wine connoisseur and he wanted to try out the Mendez Winery. That’s why he was not in his costume, because he was here to relax, not fight crime.”

Rubberman nodded, while I said, “What, uh, happened to him? What were the circumstances surrounding his death, I mean?”

“We don’t know all of it, but it seems like Mr. Goldstein was walking back to his hotel room sometime between midnight and one o’clock last night,” said Chief Williams. “He was walking back from a bar and seems to have been drunk, which is probably why he didn’t hail a taxi. We believe he was likely ambushed when he attempted to take a shortcut through this alleyway to his hotel, as the hotel he was staying at is only two blocks away from this alley.”

“And you’re sure that it is the Superhero Killer, right?” said Rubberman. “It couldn’t have been some other murderer?”

Chief Williams looked at Rubberman as if he was stupid. “How many murderers in Golden City do you know of who forcibly rip the heads off of their victims and then write the word ‘FAKER’ on the wall in the victim’s own blood?”

“Just checking,” said Rubberman with a shrug. “I don’t doubt that Goldstein was yet another victim of the Superhero Killer. I just wanted to make sure that you guys had exhausted all possible options before coming to a conclusion.”

“Trust me, Rubberman, we would not have called you and your sidekick if we weren’t sure who killed him,” said Chief Williams with a shudder. “This is a problem that the Golden City Police Department can’t handle on its own.”

I nodded, but couldn’t help but glance at the word ‘FAKER’ again. It was eerie how it had frozen overnight. It would probably not be hard to remove, but I’d never seen anything like that before. Nor would I ever forget it, although I can’t say the same about the headless corpse sitting down before me.

The Superhero Killer was a new serial killer in Golden City, having shown up in Golden City shortly before Christmas of last year. He was so-named because he targeted superheroes only, though why, no one knew. So far, he had claimed at least three victims: Homer ‘Barriers’ Watson, who was his first victim; Jessica ‘Rose’ McCoury, a female superhero who had come to Golden City to discuss business opportunities with Rubberman before meeting her untimely end at the hands of the Killer; and now John ‘Tech Man’ Goldstein.

But the Superhero Killer never just killed his victims. Oh, no. He always left a one-word message at the scene of each murder. And it was the same one-word message each time: ‘FAKER.’ No one knew what that meant, but every time I saw the word, I would feel extremely uneasy, and it wasn’t because of the bodies, either. Something about the Superhero Killer’s MO seemed extremely familiar, but I couldn’t place a finger on it no matter how much I thought about it.

In any case, the Superhero Killer had quickly become an infamous ‘celebrity’ in Golden City, even though no one knew what he looked like. There was a lot of discussion online and at my school about his identity, but due to the fact that the Killer always murdered his victims in isolated or private settings, no one knew for sure what he even looked like. The most we knew about him was that he had wings and could fly, but those were surprisingly unhelpful details in a country where heroes and villains with wings were fairly common. And the only reason that was known was because the dash cam of the police cruiser in which Barriers had been transported had caught a glimpse of the Killer, although it had been too dark and grainy to make out any other details aside from that.

To say that the police were scared was an understatement. It seemed like every time I saw a police officer in the city, they’d look far more tense and wary than usual, even though the Killer targeted superheroes, not police. I think it was because they had virtually nothing on this Killer and were unable to guess when or where he would strike next.

As for Rubberman, he kept a cool face about it, but I could tell that the stress of the situation was getting to him. The Superhero Killer had not yet come after Rubberman, but given how Rubberman was the most famous superhero in Golden City, it seemed like it was only a matter of time before he came after Rubberman next. When and where he would try to kill Rubberman, no one knew, but it was still pretty obvious who his next target was.

“Were there any witnesses this time?” asked Rubberman. “Any at all?”

“None,” Chief Williams replied in a grim tone. “The corpse was found by a young woman walking her dog around lunch, but she said she did not see the murder happen, nor did she see anyone suspicious hanging around the general area. Like all of his murders so far, it seems like the Superhero Killer was careful to strike only when there were no witnesses who could have described him to us.”

Rubberman sighed in frustration. “He’s a slippery one, this Superhero Killer, isn’t he? Killing three superheroes in a row and we’re still nowhere near close to finding out who he is or why he’s even doing all of this.”

“Aye,” said Chief Williams. “Officers all over the city have been charged with keeping an eye out for him, but so far none of my officers have reported seeing him. It doesn’t help, of course, that we have no idea what he looks like.”

“Same here,” said Rubberman. “I’ve had Adams watching the news for any sightings, but he seems to disappear as soon as he appears. Seems kind of weird how we live in an age where everyone has a camera in their pocket yet no one has been able to take any pictures or video of him so far.”

I tapped the chin of my helmet. I looked at the word ‘FAKER’ again and suddenly remembered what it reminded me of. I hoped I was wrong, but at the same time, I had the strongest feeling that I wasn’t.

I looked at Rubberman again. “Hey, Rubberman, doesn’t this remind you of Fro-Zen?”

Rubberman scowled. “Don’t remind me of that traitor.”

“No, seriously,” I said. “Fro-Zen also killed superheroes, right? I know he killed Slinger and he tried to kill you. He did it because he thought the superhero industry was corrupt and that all superheroes needed to die.”

“But Fro-Zen is dead,” said Rubberman. “You killed him, remember? There’s no way he could possibly be back.”

“I didn’t say Fro-Zen was the Superhero Killer,” I said. “Only that maybe the Superhero Killer is connected to him somehow.”

I said that because I was starting to remember what Fro-Zen had once told me, about how he wasn’t the only disillusioned ex-sidekick/superhero who wanted to burn the entire industry to the ground with everyone still inside it. At the time, I hadn’t thought much about it, but now I was beginning to wonder if one of Fro-Zen’s allies had finally come back to avenge him.

Rubberman stroked his chin, deep in thought. “It’s possible, I suppose, but we have no proof one way or another.”

“But doesn’t the word ‘faker’ remind you of Fro-Zen?” I asked. “After all, Fro-Zen thought that all superheroes and sidekicks were a bunch of fakers who were only in the business for money. Maybe this guy is part of the same group that he was part of.”

“I doubt it,” said Rubberman. “Fro-Zen was a deeply disturbed young man. He may have claimed to have allies, but I think he was just so consumed with his hatred of me that he was making stuff up. After all, none of his so-called ‘allies’ ever came to avenge him when we killed him.”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. “But you’ve got to admit that this is one weird coincidence, if that’s true.”

“It is,” Rubberman agreed. “But for now, we’ll have to work off the assumption that the Superhero Killer is working by himself, at least until we get more evidence that suggests otherwise.”

“A reasonable stance to take,” said Chief Williams. “We have seen no evidence that the Superhero Killer has any accomplices. He appears to work entirely on his own.”

“A lone wolf,” said Rubberman. “Not too different from most criminals, then, only this guy is obviously stronger and more competent than most.”

I said nothing, because I was thinking about what he said. Rubberman was probably right, though the similarities between Fro-Zen and the Superhero Killer seemed too blatant to be mere coincidence.

“If that’s all, Chief, I think Beams and I will take a few pictures of the corpse and head back to the Elastic Cave,” said Rubberman.

“Sure thing, Rubberman,” said Chief Williams. “My officers will take care of the body and the crime scene and if our DNA lab comes up with any helpful findings, we’ll be sure to let you—”

“Chief Williams!” shouted a voice from the other end of the alleyway. “I’ve found something!”

One of the police officers—a guy who looked like he was only a few years older than me—rushed up to him, a piece of paper in hand. He stopped before us and held out the paper toward Chief Williams.

“What is it, Officer Bryce?” asked Chief Williams. “What did you find?”

“A message,” said Officer Bryce in between breaths. “From the Superhero Killer. To Rubberman.”

“A message for me?” said Rubberman. “Can I see it?”

Officer Bryce handed the paper to Rubberman, who took it and began reading it. His expression became grimmer and grimmer until he reached the bottom of the page, at which point his eyes widened and he looked at me abruptly. “Beams, we need to head back to the Elastic Cave now.”

“Now?” I said. “Why?”

Rubberman didn’t respond. Instead, he thrust the note at my face, which I took and began reading:

DENNIS

YOU’RE NEXT.

S.K.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

On the way back to the Elastic Cave, Rubberman drove the Rubbermobile faster than usual. We turned down tight alleyways and streets that clearly were not designed with a modified sports car like the Rubbermobile in mind; more than once we knocked over a trash can or almost hit a lamppost. I clung onto my seat for dear life, because despite my seat belt, I felt like I would go flying if we came to a stop or hit something.

Rubberman didn’t say anything at all during the drive back to the Cave. He just kept looking out the window or over his shoulder, like he expected to see the Superhero Killer fly down from the sky and kill us both. At least, I assumed that was what he was worried about, because otherwise his behavior made no sense to me at all. He didn’t say anything at all until we entered the secret entrance to Level Two. He didn’t say anything even then, until we came to a stop on the Rubbermobile’s platform and he killed the engine.

Then Rubberman hopped out of the Rubbermobile and shouted, “Adams! Double-check the security systems! I want to make sure that not even a mouse could sneak in here without me being immediately aware of it!”

“Yes, sir,” came Adams’ voice over a speaker above the elevator doors. “I shall ensure that there are no holes in the Elastic Cave’s security system.”

As for me, I climbed out of the Rubbermobile somewhat wobbly, because I was still recovering from the speed at which we had gone. By the time I got out of the Rubbermobile, Rubberman was already halfway up the steps to the elevator.

“Hey, Rubberman, where are you going?” I asked, watching as he walked up the stairs faster than I’d ever seen him walk before.

Rubberman stopped and looked down at me in annoyance. “Trying to get to safety, obviously. And you should come with me, too, because I don’t want you out of my sight.”

Blinking in surprise, I nonetheless ran over to the stairs and began walking up them as quickly as I could, although I wasn’t as fast as Rubberman. “What’s the matter? Are you afraid that the Superhero Killer is going to get into the Elastic Cave?”

“Yes,” came Rubberman’s annoyed-sounding reply, which came from the top of the stairs where Rubberman now stood. “I’m her next target now. I know it.”

“’Her’?” I repeated as I climbed the steps. “How do you know that the Superhero Killer is a girl?”

“Because of that damn note,” Rubberman replied as he hit the up arrow button on the elevator’s control panel. “Because now everything is starting to make sense to me.”

Panting slightly, I reached the top of the stairs just as the elevator doors opened and Rubberman stepped in. I rushed in after him and entered just in the nick of time, because the elevator doors closed right after I stepped through the threshold and soon we were ascending to Level One. Rubberman began tapping the floor rather impatiently, however, like he thought we were going too slowly or something.

“Back there,” I said, looking at Rubberman again, who was looking at the elevator’s display as if he could force it to change from sheer force of will alone, “you said ‘everything is starting to make sense to me.’ What did you mean by that?”

“I meant what I said: Everything is starting to make sense to me. I now know who the Superhero Killer is and what she wants.”

I frowned. “You got all of that just from a short, four word note? Wow, you’re smarter than I thought.”

“It’s more than just that note,” said Rubberman without looking at me. “It’s the way it was written. The way the note uses my name …” He shuddered. “I can’t stand it.”

I tilted my head to the side. “What do you mean? I know the Superhero Killer is scary and all, but this seems a little out of character for you.”

“You’d act the same way if you knew what I knew,” said Rubberman. He looked down at me, dread etched on his features. “Or, rather, if you knew who I knew.”

The elevator came to a stop and the doors opened. Even before the doors fully opened, Rubberman stepped out, bunching his body together to make it easier to slip through the not fully opened doors. I, on the other hand, had to wait until the doors were opened before I could follow him out onto Level One, where Adams was sitting at Mission Control tapping keys and clicking things on the computer screen.

“Adams, how are the security measures coming along?” asked Rubberman as we approached him.

“Very well, sir,” said Adams, giving us the thumbs up without looking over his shoulder. “So far, I’ve not found any major security breaches which possible enemies could take advantage of.”

“Excellent,” said Rubberman. “If you do, fix them immediately. If that woman tries to get me, she’ll be in for a nasty surprise.”

Rubberman suddenly walked toward his office. I followed as closely as I could, though Rubberman was a lot faster than me, helped by the fact that he had longer legs than I did.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“To my office. I am going to brainstorm a plan to find the Superhero Killer. Not that it will be very difficult, because it is pretty obvious that I am going to be her next victim, but it’s always better to be proactive than reactive, whether in business or in life in general.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” I said as I followed Rubberman into his office. “But do you mind telling me who you think the Superhero Killer is? You still haven’t told me your suspicions.”

Rubberman sat down behind his desk and leaned back. He suddenly looked a lot older than thirty, as if he had aged about ten years in as many seconds. “I believe that the Superhero Killer is my ex-wife.”

“Your … ex-wife?” I asked. “Did I hear that right?”

“Yes, you did,” said Rubberman, nodding. He picked up the Rubberman-branded fidget spinner, which he started spinning in his hands nervously. “She’s after me. I know she is.”

I frowned again. Rubberman’s instincts were usually right, but I remembered how Barriers had told me that Rubberman had a tendency toward paranoia. Granted, Barriers had turned out to be one of the biggest liars I’d ever met, but I have to admit that I think that he wasn’t entirely off the mark about Rubberman’s paranoid tendencies. I’d have to be careful, because I didn’t want Rubberman to start shouting at me.

“You haven’t mentioned her much.”

“I don’t like talking about her.” Rubberman grimaced. “For obvious reasons.”

“Yeah, I understand. My brother James has a crazy ex-girlfriend he doesn’t like talking about, either, though I don’t know if that’s the same thing or not.”

“It’s close enough, though in my experience, ex-wives are crazier than ex-girlfriends.”

I took my usual seat on the chair in front of the desk and leaned forward. “Why do you think she wants to kill you? Was your divorce really that nasty?”

Rubberman kept spinning the fidget spinner, which seemed like an unconscious habit to me. “Partly, but also because she’s a supervillain.”

My eyes widened. “What?”

“Again, you heard that right,” said Rubberman. “I know, it’s kind of ironic that a superhero has a supervillain ex-wife, but that’s just how life rolls sometimes.”

My brain was still trying to process this revelation, yet I somehow managed to say, “Have I heard of her before?”

“You might have,” said Rubberman. “She goes by the alias of the Necromantress.”

“And what does she do?” I asked.

“She reanimates corpses and uses them to commit crimes,” said Rubberman bluntly. “Zombies, in other words.”

My eyes widened so much that they felt like they were about to fall out of their sockets. “Literal zombies? You’re joking, right?”

“No,” said Rubberman. “Why is that so hard for you to believe? I can stretch my body like rubber, but you find zombies unbelievable.”

“It’s just …” I shook my head. “You’re still a living human being, you know? You aren’t, like, a reanimated corpse or anything like that.”

“And you can shoot lasers from your eyes without going blind,” Rubberman said. “When you’ve been in this business long enough, you eventually stop getting so shocked about everything. Trust me, I’ve seen villains, and even heroes, with way weirder powers than what she has.”

I bit my lower lip. “Yeah, but … how does she even do that?”

“Black magic,” said Rubberman. “Duh.”

“Black magic,” I repeated. “Really.”

“Really,” Rubberman confirmed. “I don’t quite understand it myself, but I know that she can cast spells that reanimate corpses, turn them into her puppets. It’s quite terrifying, to be honest.”

“I … didn’t know that black magic actually worked.”

“Neither did I, but I suppose that if you’re bitter enough about your ex, you can make anything work.”

That seemed kind of like bull to me, but Rubberman appeared to be entirely serious about his ex, so I said, “How come she hasn’t shown up in Golden City recently? If she hates you so much, what took her so long to get here?”

“She was in jail for the last few years,” said Rubberman. “I beat her pretty early on in my superhero career, shortly after our divorce. She was sentenced to life in prison, but recently broke out. Here’s an article from one of the major newspapers about it.”

Rubberman clicked his mouse a few times before turning his computer monitor toward me. I read the headline:

SHAWNA ‘NECROMANTRESS’ KENNETH SENTENCED TO LIFE IN PRISON

Between the headline and the actual article itself was a mugshot of the Necromantress herself. She was pretty, with long, dark hair, although her eyes appeared sunken and she was scowling at the camera. That was probably because she was going to jail, though I sensed that she always looked unhappy.

I looked at Rubberman. “But you said she broke out.”

“Yep,” said Rubberman, nodding as he turned the monitor back to himself. “From what I’ve been able to gather, she murdered one of her fellow inmates and used his corpse to escape. No one knows where she currently is, but I would not put it past her to come after me.”

“But how could she be the Superhero Killer?” I asked. “Of course, no one has ever actually seen the Superhero Killer, but we do know that he has wings and can fly. Can the Necromantress fly?”

“No,” said Rubberman. “But how do we know she isn’t working with someone else? I could easily see Shawna convincing someone to work with her, possibly another supervillain who has a grudge against me. She’s not very brave, which is why she usually works through her zombie minions to achieve her goals.”

I folded my arms in front of my chest. “Okay, but why did you two get a divorce in the first place? What went wrong?”

“She wanted money, plain and simple,” said Rubberman. “We got married shortly before my career took off. Once it did, she wanted a divorce in order to get alimony from me. Thankfully, I managed to convince the courts that she didn’t actually need the alimony, because she didn’t have any children, which basically left her penniless. So she became a supervillain to get revenge on me for ‘ruining’ her life.”

“Wow. That’s kind of petty.”

“She’s a petty kind of woman.” Rubberman sighed. “As a general rule, Alex, if you ever find yourself dating a woman who is more interested in talking about money than about you, that’s a good sign that you should dump her as soon as possible.”

I nodded, although I didn’t really understand. I was thinking of Greta, not because she was a gold digger, but because she was so much nicer than the Necromantress. I didn’t know if I would ever marry Greta or not, but at the very least, I doubted she would try to screw me out of my money, even though she was a literal thief. Then again, I wasn’t exactly rich, which would probably keep any gold diggers away from me.

“Yeah, I see,” I said. “What are you going to do about her?”

“Ensure that the Elastic Cave’s security systems are up to date and have no exploitable holes, for one, like what Adams is doing right now,” said Rubberman. “And come up with a plan to draw her out of hiding. I know her pretty well, so I don’t think it should be difficult to manipulate her and make her show herself.”

“Are you going to stay in the Elastic Cave until the police catch the Superhero Killer?” I asked. “Like how I stayed in here until ZZZ was caught?”

Rubberman shook his head. “Of course not. I’m still Golden City’s superhero, so that means I need to go out and protect the streets. Besides, the police won’t be able to catch Shawna, at least not without my help. I will just have to be careful when I’m out on the streets and keep an eye out for her zombies.”

“She wouldn’t sic zombies after you in broad daylight, would she?”

“I wouldn’t put anything past her.”

“Well, what should I do in the meantime?”

“Keep doing what you’re doing,” said Rubberman. “Come to work every day, but you should also be careful. While I don’t think Shawna knows who you are, I know she is willing to do anything to get at me, up to and including harming children and teenagers. Don’t let your guard down until you’re safely in the Elastic Cave, okay?”

“Okay,” I said. I suddenly looked up at the Rubberman clock on the left wall. “Oh, it looks like it’s almost time for me to go home. Is there anything else we need to talk about before I clock out?”

“No, I think we’ve covered everything worth covering,” said Rubberman. “You can go home to have dinner with your family. Adams and I will still be here reinforcing the Cave’s security measures, so you don’t need to worry about us. Just make sure to come back to the Cave at your usual time after school tomorrow, okay? We’re still cleaning the Cave and I have a lot more work for you to do in that particular area.”

“Sure thing, boss.”

I rose from my chair and left the office. As I walked, I couldn’t help but wonder if Rubberman was right about his ex-wife being the Superhero Killer or not. His reasoning made sense, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but feel like we were overlooking some important details, as if there was much more to this situation than met the eye. Then again, maybe some of Rubberman’s paranoia was starting to rub off on me.

In any case, I was glad that I was doing spring cleaning work this week, because I didn’t relish the idea of having to fight zombies in the streets of Golden City.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

At school the next day, I sat down in the cafeteria with Frank and Greta at our usual table, my stomach growling because I’d only had a protein bar for breakfast earlier due to the fact that I’d slept in and had to rush out the door to get to school on time. The cafeteria was as loud and noisy as usual, with kids chattering all around us, but I paid no attention to any of it. I just stuffed my face with my ham sandwich as Frank went on about how the Beams Fan Club was growing and he was starting to look for a new location for the group to meet, because the group currently met in the school library but was rapidly starting to outgrow it and would soon need a larger space in which to meet.

“Wow,” I said, lowering my half-eaten sandwich onto my tray. “I didn’t know the Beams Fan Club was so popular.”

“It’s not the fan club,” Frank said, who sat opposite me and held his soda can in his right hand. “It’s Beams. He’s more popular than ever, especially after stopping that Barriers guy. I’m having trouble meeting the demand for Beams Fan Club pins like the one I’m wearing here. See?”

Frank gestured at a small pin on his red shirt. It had a stylized version of my helmet with the words ‘UNOFFICIAL BEAMS FAN CLUB’ written underneath it in large, bold letters. I’d noticed lots of students wearing that pin around school recently, although if what Frank said was true, there were even more students who didn’t even wear their pins all the time.

“It’s pretty neat,” said Greta, who sat next to me. She was eating a slice of pizza she’d gotten from the cafeteria, though she had only taken a couple of bites so far. “Did you make it yourself?”

“Yep,” said Frank, swelling his chest to make it easier for Greta to see his pin. “I’m getting really good at graphic design. It’s a lot of fun.”

But then Frank looked at me and frowned. “Alex, when are you going to join the Beams Fan Club? Don’t you and Greta want to wear these awesome pins, too?”

I was glad I had chosen that moment to take another bite from my sandwich, because I really didn’t want to answer that question right away. It was a question that Frank had asked me loads of times already, but every time I’d said no. That was because I thought it would be kind of weird to be a member of a fan club devoted to me. I probably wasn’t the humblest guy around, but my ego wasn’t that big.

Of course, Frank had no idea that I was Beams, so I couldn’t use that as an excuse for why I didn’t join his club. So I said, after swallowing the ham sandwich, “Frank, I’d love to join, but I’m just so busy. What with going to the gym, taking driving lessons, school work, going out with Greta … I just don’t have time to devote to your fan club. You know that.”

“You always make time for the things that matter to you,” said Frank. “That’s what my dad always says. I’m sure you could figure out a way to squeeze the fan club into your busy schedule. We’ve got a group on Facebook that you could hang out on if you can’t make it to the physical meetings.”

I nearly dropped my sandwich. “Wait, your group has a Facebook group?”

“Sure,” said Frank. “Didn’t I tell you that? Let me show you it on my phone.”

Frank pulled out his phone, swiped across the screen a couple of times, and then held it out to me. I took his phone and looked at the page it displayed. It was indeed a private group for members of the Beams Fan Club, complete with a banner proudly identifying it at the top. Off to the side, the list of members displayed Frank and several other students I recognized, along with the number of members in the group.

I looked up at Frank in disbelief. “Your group has over one hundred members already?”

“Yeah!” said Frank as he took back his phone and slipped it back into his pocket. “And not all of them are students here at the school, either. Some of them are students from other schools in the area. Beams is a pretty popular sidekick.”

I was about to say that I didn’t know that I was that popular, but I caught myself before I accidentally revealed my secret identity. I just said, “That’s really great, Frank. Looks like you’ve started something that is going to be very popular.”

“I know,” said Frank with a sigh. “I’ve never had so many people pay attention to me before in my life. Even some of the popular girls have come to me for some of these pins. It’s insane. I can barely believe it.”

“Got any plans to expand it?” asked Greta as she sipped her soda. “I know you’re looking for a new meeting location, but do you have any other plans for it other than that?”

Frank began tracing circles in his spaghetti noodles with his fork. “That’s what I’ve been struggling with. I want to do something really cool for everyone, but I just don’t know what. Our meetings have mostly been about talking about what Beams has been up to this week, who he really is, and whether he could beat up other sidekicks in a fight or not. Everyone’s had a great time, but I really want to do something special, something that will really make it stand out.”

Frank stopped tracing his spaghetti and looked at me and Greta seriously. “Something like interviewing Beams himself. Everyone would love that, because no one in the group has actually ever met Beams, and even the big news organizations haven’t gotten a full interview with him yet. But that’s not very likely to happen, because I doubt that someone as important and popular as Beams would ever take time out of his day to talk with a random fan club at a school like this.”

Frank sounded depressed. I could tell that the Beams Fan Club really meant a lot to him and suddenly understood why he had been so adamant about trying to get me to join. He just wanted to share something he felt was great with me, but he would never be able to understand why I couldn’t join it, which had nothing to do with how great it was or wasn’t and everything to do with the fact that I was Beams.

But just because I couldn’t join the club didn’t mean that I couldn’t help it. As Beams, I hadn’t done very many media appearances or interviews, mostly because Rubberman forbid me from talking to the media under the reasoning that I wasn’t ready yet. But Rubberman wasn’t around at the moment; besides, talking to Frank didn’t technically count as talking to the ‘media’ anyway, given how Frank is just, well, Frank.

As casually as I could, I said, “I think I could arrange for you to interview Beams, Frank.”

Frank dropped his fork into his spaghetti in shock. “What? Really?”

“Uh, yeah,” I said, still doing my best to seem totally casual. “I’m not pulling your leg here. I’m totally serious.”

“How could you possibly arrange an interview with him?” asked Greta in a skeptical voice. “Do you know Beams or something?”

My neck felt hot, but I said, “Er, sort of. We met once, uh, at the gym.”

“You did?” said Frank. He frowned. “How did you know it was him? I thought that sidekicks weren’t allowed to reveal their secret identities to other people.”

“By accident, of course,” I said quickly. “We were in the locker room and I saw his costume in his bag. He begged me not to tell anyone who he is, but we started working out together and sort of became friends. Workout buddies, I mean, because we workout a lot together.”

My story sounded lame and unrealistic, but Frank looked as if I was Moses relaying a message from God himself. “So you think you might be able to arrange for me to interview him? In person?”

“In person,” I said. “I mean, I can’t guarantee anything, of course, but I’ll let him know that you are interested in interviewing him.”

“That would be so amazing if you could do it,” said Frank. He sighed dreamily. “Interviewing Beams himself … actually, I don’t think Beams has done interviews before. This would be, like, his first interview ever.”

I nodded. “I think you’re right. And it would be a great thing to be able to give to your fellow fan club members, wouldn’t it?”

“It sure would,” said Frank. “That news will make the membership explode overnight once people hear about it.” His smile suddenly turned into a horrified frown. “I’m going to need to order a lot more pins.”

I smiled, despite the fact that I wasn’t sure what I’d gotten myself into. I would need to ask Rubberman’s permission before I could talk with Frank and, like I said, Rubberman didn’t want me doing interviews at the moment. If I couldn’t get Rubberman’s permission, Frank would not only be really disappointed, but it might even harm our friendship.

“Huh,” said Greta, snapping me out of my thoughts. “How come you haven’t mentioned that you know Beams until now?”

I gulped, but said, “Well, like I said, Beams doesn’t want anyone knowing his secret identity so he doesn’t lose his license. Even just telling you guys that I know who he is is a huge risk. Beams doesn’t want me to lose his license or become a target for his enemies, because there are a lot of bad guys out there who would like to know who he is so they could kill him or his family.”

Greta nodded slowly. “That makes sense. Fits with Beams’ character. He seemed like a really upstanding guy when he saved me from ZZZ a while back. It doesn’t surprise me that he doesn’t want to endanger the lives of his friends and family or even the lives of total strangers like you.”

“Yeah, isn’t Beams awesome?” said Frank, nodding eagerly. “He’s going to be a great superhero someday. I just know it.”

Once again, I found myself wanting to thank them for all the compliments, but I couldn’t. I just took another bite out of my sandwich and tried not to think too hard about how hard it would be to convince Rubberman to let me do that interview with Frank. Something told me that the odds of Rubberman saying ‘yes’ were not very high; unfortunately, at this point I had no choice but to try, because I didn’t want to go back on my word and possibly damage my friendship with Frank.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

When school let out for the day, I promised to Frank once again that I would talk to Beams as soon as possible. Then I hopped on my bike and took off, heading directly to the Elastic Cave. As I biked, I started trying to think of a good argument that would convince Rubberman to let me do this interview. That was hard to do, because even in my imagination, Rubberman instantly shot down every argument I came up with without even hesitating. That either meant I wasn’t a very good persuader or that my subconscious was trying to let me know that I was doomed to failure and that I shouldn’t have made that promise to Frank in the first place. I preferred to think that it was the former, mostly because I didn’t know what I’d do if I went back to school tomorrow and had to tell Frank that I couldn’t do it, especially after I’d already promised that I would do my best to make it a reality.

Still, I took the long route to the Elastic Cave this time, partly to give myself more time to think of a good argument, partly because I wanted to delay the subject as much as I could. Rubberman could be pretty blunt and dismissive sometimes and I didn’t want to make him angry at me for asking a stupid question. It didn’t help that Rubberman was on edge due to the Superhero Killer, which would make it even less likely that he would agree to let me do the interview. He’d probably just consider it a waste of time and tell me to focus on catching the Superhero Killer. But I had to try, at least, because I couldn’t stand the thought of disappointing my best friend.

My thoughts were interrupted when, without warning, someone stepped out from between two alleys directly into my path. I braked my bike, my tires screeching across the pavement before I collided into the person. Thankfully, I managed to stop about halfway between the end of the alley and the person, leaving me in the middle of the alleyway with two buildings on either side.

The man standing in my path was tall and thin, maybe even bony. He wore a huge, thick overcoat and a wide-brimmed hat which hid his face. What little of his face that the hat didn’t hide was hidden underneath a thick red bandanna, which covered his mouth. He wore thick gloves on his hands, but they didn’t seem to fit right, like he was wearing gloves that were a size too thick. Pointy shoes poked out from under his overcoat, though I didn’t pay much attention to those.

“Um, hello?” I said. “Do you need some help?”

The man didn’t respond. He just stood there as still as a statue. He didn’t even raise his head to look at me.

“Sir?” I said. “Can you hear me? Are you lost?”

Again, no response. But a powerful wind blew through just then, a cold breeze, and it came from behind the man in the overcoat. The man didn’t move, but his overcoat did flap slightly in the wind.

But what really caught my attention was the horrible stink which followed the cold wind. It was the worst scent I’d ever smelled in my whole life, like rotting meat. I covered my nose, trying not to inhale the awful smell, but my nostrils still burned. It seemed to be coming from the man himself, which meant that this guy probably didn’t bathe or shower.

Something about this situation didn’t seem right to me. The man was too quiet, too still. He didn’t seem to be armed, but I wasn’t going to take any chances. I turned my bike around, intending to go the opposite way and take another route to the Cave, but I stopped dead when I saw another man in an identical overcoat standing at the other end of the alley, effectively cutting off my only escape route. This new guy looked like an almost exact clone of the first guy, down to wearing the same red bandanna and wide-brimmed hat.

Alarms went off in my head. The only people who wore identical uniforms were either police and military … or criminals who were a part of a gang that required its members to wear uniforms. These guys didn’t look like Three Fingers thugs, but just because I couldn’t identify the gang or organization they belonged to did not mean that they weren’t a threat. Gods knows that the Three Fingers aren’t the only criminal gangs in the world or even in Golden City.

Running was not an option, but I was hesitant to fight, too. If I used my eye beams, I would out myself as Beams and lose my sidekick license. But maybe I didn’t need to use my eye beams to defend myself. I’d received plenty of training in hand-to-hand fighting, after all. While I was no Bruce Lee, I felt comfortable using my feet and fists to defend myself. I might not even need to use my eye beams at all if these guys were as unskilled in fighting as your average crook was.

I jumped off my bike and turned around to face the first overcoat again. “I don’t know who you guys are or why you’ve cornered me, but if it’s a fight you want, it’s a fight you’ll get. Just don’t go crying to mommy when I beat you guys like a drum.”

Neither overcoat responded, but the first one did run toward me. He ran kind of awkwardly; his arms were outstretched and he walked in a shambling, clumsy manner, like he was a puppet or something. Yet he moved surprisingly quick, despite his heavy overcoat.

But I was ready for him. When he came within reach of me, I avoided his gloved hands and delivered a solid uppercut to his jaw, just like Rubberman taught me. It should have been enough to knock the overcoat out, or at least stun him long enough for me to finish him off with a kick to the groin or something like that.

Instead, the overcoat staggered backwards and nearly fell on his behind. While he managed to catch himself, my uppercut had knocked his hat loose. When another gust of wind came, bringing more of that awful stink with it, the overcoat’s hat flew off his head and onto the street, but I didn’t pay attention to that because I was too busy staring at the overcoat’s exposed head.

And by ‘exposed,’ I don’t mean that it was just hatless. I mean that the top part of his head was literally missing. His brain—which looked like decayed mush in his skull—was exposed to the elements, though it was not pulsating; it looked dead. His skin was gray and full of holes, but it was his eyes that scared me the most. Or, I should say, his eye holes, because he had no eyeballs in his sockets. I found myself staring into two empty black holes in his head, like staring into a deep, dark bottomless pit hiding who-knows-what.

Although I was paralyzed by fear, the tiny part of my brain that was still rational spoke one word, just one, that instantly identified the overcoat for me: Zombie.

Two rotting hands slammed down on my shoulders. I looked over my shoulder to see the second overcoat standing behind me, his hat off kilter and letting me see that he, like the first overcoat, was also a zombie. His grip on my shoulders was surprisingly strong, but before I could break it, the first zombie wrapped his hands around my neck and started strangling me.

I gasped for air, but was unable to breathe, not helped by the fact that their collective stink filled my nostrils. I tried to punch and kick them, but my blows were weak due to my lack of air. I realized that if I was going to survive, I would need to use my eye beams and not worry about whether or not this would out me as Beams. Not like a bunch of zombies would even be able to tell anyone who I really was anyway.

My eyes began heating up with energy, but before I could shoot the zombie in front of me, a huge shadow—like a vulture—passed over us. The zombies both looked up, as did I, but it was just in time to see a large, winged humanoid flying toward us. With surprising speed, the winged person snatched the first zombie by the shoulders and lifted it up into the sky, ripping the zombie’s grip from my throat.

Breathing in the cold winter air, I grabbed the zombie holding onto my shoulders and threw it over my shoulder. The zombie landed with a sickening crunch onto the pavement, making his bones rattle, but it immediately got back to its feet and raised its hands, no doubt to get me again.

At that moment, however, the first zombie fell from the sky and crashed directly on top of its friend. The two zombies fell into a confused heap of mangled limbs and a second later, the winged humanoid landed on top of both of them, crushing their skulls with his clawed feet and causing both zombies to immediately go limp.

Panting, I stepped backwards and looked at my rescuer uncertainly. He was a tall man wearing black and red flight armor. Two large wings extended from his back, making him look angelic, though his colors seemed more demonic to me. His hands were covered with metallic, claw-like gauntlets, while the eyes of his helmet glowed green. His armor looked slightly old-fashioned, though given how easily he dispatched the two zombies, it was pretty obvious to me that its age hadn’t affected its effectiveness at all. He also had a bag slung over his right shoulder, though it looked empty to me.

“Uh, thanks for saving me,” I said, staring up at the winged man.

“No problem, young man,” said the winged man, his voice slightly muffled by his helmet, although I noticed that he sounded older than most. “In my career as a superhero, I’ve dealt with far worse villains than a couple of mindless zombies.”

“You’re a superhero?” I said. “I don’t recognize you, sorry.”

The winged man chuckled. “That’s because I’m from before your time, young man. Let me introduce myself: I am Luke Hat, or, as I was better known in my youth, Iron Angel.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

“Iron Angel?” I said in surprise. “The Iron Angel? One of the greatest superheroes of all time?”

Iron Angel nodded. “Yes. I’m glad to see that you seem to have heard of me. That means I don’t need to introduce myself.”

“That’s because my boss—” I caught myself before I accidentally revealed my identity. “I mean, you’re pretty famous, you know.”

“Beams, there’s no reason to be coy about your identity,” said Iron Angel in an amused voice. “I know who you are and who you work for.”

I stepped backwards involuntarily. “You do? But my license—”

“Don’t worry,” said Iron Angel with a wink. “I won’t tell anyone. I know all about the laws regulating sidekicks. Your secret is safe with me.”

My mouth opened and closed several times because words just would not come out for some reason, though I finally managed to say, “How? We’ve never met before. I have never told you my secret identity.”

“Don’t you know?” said Iron Angel. “Due to saving the life of the President of the United States once during my career, I’ve been granted access to the sidekick registration list, despite not working for the government. It was simple for me to check and find out who Beams really was, but as I said, your secret is safe with me. I know from experience just how important it is to keep your identity a secret from the general public.”

Iron Angel seemed friendly enough, and he did just save me from being turned into zombie food, but at the same time, it seemed like everyone and their dog knew my secret identity nowadays. It made me wonder what the point of having these secret identity laws was when just about anyone could figure it out with enough effort.

But because Iron Angel would not be interested in hearing that, I said, “But how did you find me? And what are you doing in Golden City? I thought you were retired. Why are you wearing your old Iron Angel costume?”

Iron Angel raised his hands. “Whoa, there. Too many questions at once. I’m not as fast as I used to be, you know. That’s what old age does to you; makes you slower, though wiser.”

I nodded. “Okay, let’s start with the first question: How did you find me?”

“Purely by accident,” said Iron Angel. “I was flying around the skies of Golden City looking for you. Because you’re still in school, I assumed I would be able to find you once school was out, though I didn’t know if you were going to go home or to your workplace. Lucky thing I managed to spot you, because those zombies likely would have taken you away.”

“Taken me away?” I repeated. “Don’t you mean kill me?”

Iron Angel shook his head. “No. What, did you think those zombies wanted to eat your brains? They were trying to kidnap you for their master. Or mistress, I should say.”

I shivered. “You mean the Necromantress.”

“Right,” said Iron Angel. “That woman who has taken the lives of many superheroes already.”

“Why was she trying to kidnap me?” I asked. I looked around suddenly, though I didn’t see any more zombies nearby. “Does she know my secret identity?”

“Probably not,” said Iron Angel. “She probably figured that you had some connection to Rubberman and wanted to hold you hostage, but it doesn’t matter. It is not wise to discuss such things in the open like this, where people might overhear us.”

I looked around again, but saw no one else in the alleyway except for me and Iron Angel. “Well, I don’t see anyone.”

“It is still unwise to talk about these issues in public,” Iron Angel said. “I must ask that you take me to Rubberman’s base. I have some important information I need to relay to him and it cannot wait. It is related to the Necromantress.”

“Does it also have to do with why you are wearing your costume again?” I asked.

“Indeed,” said Iron Angel. “I will explain what’s been going on in more detail once we’re in the safety of Rubberman’s base, so for now, we must go.”

I hesitated. On one hand, Iron Angel was a legendary superhero who had fought and defeated countless supervillains and criminals. He had even saved my life, not to mention he was Rubberman’s biggest inspiration for becoming a superhero in the first place.

On the other hand, Rubberman didn’t like me bringing guests to the Elastic Cave unannounced like this. As a matter of fact, I’d never brought a guest to the Elastic Cave before. Yet if Iron Angel was telling the truth, then he had some important information which might help us locate and capture the Necromantress. If so, it would be ridiculous to tell him that he couldn’t come to the Elastic Cave. The way I saw it, if I couldn’t trust one of the best superheroes of all time, then who could I trust?

“Okay,” I said. “The Elastic Cave isn’t far from here. Follow me and we should be there in no time.”

-

Ten minutes later, it turned out that all of my doubts about Rubberman not wanting me to bring guests to the Elastic Cave were wrong. I should have realized that when I sent a text to Rubberman informing him of who I was bringing, only to get a text back literally five seconds later telling me to hurry up.

But I didn’t really understand just how excited Rubberman was to meet Iron Angel until Iron Angel and I both stepped out out of the elevator into the Elastic Cave. Instead of being met by Adams, like I usually was when I came to work, we were met by Rubberman, who seemed to have been standing in front of the elevator rocking back and forth on his heels for the last ten minutes just waiting for us to appear.

Or, rather, waiting for Iron Angel to appear, because he only gave me a perfunctory greeting before turning his full attention to Iron Angel and extending a hand toward him.

“Iron Angel,” said Rubberman, clearly unable to contain his excitement. “Welcome to the Elastic Cave! It is such an honor to have a superhero as legendary as you standing in my base.”

“It is nice to meet you, too, Rubberman,” said Iron Angel, shaking his hand. He glanced around the Cave. “You have a nice setup here, though it looks quite pricey.”

Rubberman lowered his hand, but I noticed he kept it carefully from his body, like he didn’t want to accidentally wipe off Iron Angel’s germs onto his costume or something. “It’s actually a lot less expensive than it looks. I based it off your own base that you had when you were in business, the Loft. Do you remember that?”

Iron Angel looked at Rubberman again. “I thought something about the layout seem familiar, though I didn’t know what at first.”

“Yes,” said Rubberman, nodding eagerly. He held up three fingers. “It even has three levels, just like the Loft did. When I was building this place, I made sure that the construction crew had pictures of the Loft on hand for reference.”

Thanks to his helmet, I could not see Iron Angel’s expression, but he didn’t seem nearly as excited as Rubberman. If anything, he seemed a bit creeped out by Rubberman’s enthusiasm. “How … interesting.”

“I’m glad you think it is,” said Rubberman, rubbing his hands together eagerly. “Iron Angel, do you remember that time when you saved my life when I was ten-years-old?”

“I saved the lives of many ten-year-old boys,” said Iron Man idly. “You will need to be more specific so I can remember.”

Rubberman immediately pulled out the old business card I had found among his papers yesterday and held it up to let Iron Angel see it. “Remember? You saved me from the Plant Killer and then gave me this business card for helping you.”

“Ah,” said Iron Angel with a nod. “Yes, I remember now. That was twenty years ago, wasn’t it? I didn’t know you had become an accomplished superhero on your own.”

“Well, I did,” said Rubberman. “And it’s all thanks to what you said to me, about how I had the potential to be a true hero someday. I never forgot those words and I never will.”

I was quiet through this entire conversation, mostly because I was not sure what to make of Rubberman’s behavior. Rubberman usually behaved in the most professional, business-like way whenever he interacted with other superheroes, but here he was acting like a member of my own fan club toward Iron Angel. Even Iron Angel seemed a little uncomfortable with Rubberman’s enthusiasm, perhaps because it had been so long since he had interacted with a fan or maybe he was just a reserved guy who didn’t know how to handle someone like Rubberman.

“That’s nice,” said Iron Angel, “but I would like to get to the reason I came here in the first place. We have a lot of important things to discuss, such as the Necromantress, and I would rather not waste any more time than we already have.”

“Yes, of course, sure,” said Rubberman. He looked at me. “Alex, get your costume on and clock in. Then come to my office in five minutes. That’s where Iron Angel and I will be.” He suddenly looked at Iron Angel again. “By the way, how did you meet my sidekick?”

“We’ll get into that during the meeting,” said Iron Angel. “All you need to know at the moment is that I saved his life from the Necromantress’ minions.”

“I see,” said Rubberman. “Well, I want Alex to be part of the meeting, so Alex, go and do what I just told you to do.”

I felt a little bad about leaving Iron Angel alone with Rubberman even for just five minutes, but I didn’t hesitate to run into my room, throw on my costume, clock in for the day, and then go to the office. When I got to the office, I found Rubberman sitting behind his desk as usual, gabbing on about how he personally made sure that Level One of the Elastic Cave resembled the first floor of the Loft almost perfectly, while Iron Angel just sat on the chair on the other side of the desk in a position that made it obvious he was still uncomfortable with Rubberman’s fan boying. Iron Angel had removed his helmet by this time, letting me see that he had short gray hair and an old but handsome face.

It also let me see his eyes. Though he never changed the position of his head, his eyes kept darting here and there and I realized that he was looking at all of the Rubberman memorabilia and merchandise on the shelves and walls. That seemed to be making him more uncomfortable than Rubberman’s endless babbling, which I understood, because if you haven’t seen Rubberman’s office before, it can be hard to get used to.

As usual, I stood beside Rubberman, who glanced at me and said, “Beams, glad you’re here, and even faster than I told you to! I was just explaining to Iron Angel how I tried to emulate the first floor of the Loft as much as I could with Level One during the construction of the Elastic Cave.”

“Yes,” said Iron Angel. Without his helmet on, his voice sounded quite deep. “It was quite … informative.”

“Glad you agree,” said Rubberman, apparently not noticing Iron Angel’s flat tone. “But now that we’re all here, I think we should move onto more pressing issues, don’t you agree?”

“Yes,” said Iron Angel, nodding eagerly. “Let’s not waste any time getting to the point.”

“Very well,” said Rubberman. He put his hands together and leaned toward Iron Angel. “First off, why are you wearing your costume again? Have you decided to come out of retirement and take up the Iron Angel mantle again?”

“If you’re asking if I am reopening my business, the answer is a no,” said Iron Angel, shaking his head. “In my day, when someone retired, they stayed retired. Period. And that’s exactly what I intend to do, but circumstances have forced me to put on my armor and become the Iron Angel once again.”

“And what circumstances would those be?” asked Rubberman.

“The Superhero Killer,” said Iron Angel. He scowled. “When I first heard about her, I knew I had to step in and help stop her. Although I am no longer officially a superhero, I still feel a sense of … duty, I suppose you could say, to the superhero community. In my view, superheroes perform an important function in society and anyone who threatens their lives needs to be stopped. If superheroes are too afraid to do their job, that just makes society less safe for everyone, but especially for the poor.”

Although Iron Angel sounded genuine, something in his expression made me think he wasn’t being entirely sincere. Perhaps it was the way he didn’t meet Rubberman’s eyes, but for some reason I thought he had another reason for donning his old costume again. I looked at Rubberman to see if he sensed it too, but he was staring at Iron Angel with such rapt attention that I didn’t think he would notice even if I spilled a bucketful of ice cold water on his head.

“Furthermore, when I learned that the Superhero Killer is active in Golden City, I had to come, because this city used to be under my protection,” said Iron Angel. “Even though I have not lived in Golden City in over a decade, I still have many fond memories of this place and its people. The thought that a murderer is active here and making it less safe for this great city’s inhabitants pained me and forced me to act.”

“Amazing,” said Rubberman. “You’re every bit as heroic as I remember, if not even more so. After all, you’re not even getting paid to do this.”

“I don’t see it as ‘heroic’ so much as doing the right thing,” said Iron Angel. “When you’ve been in the superhero business for as long as I was, you develop a strong sense of justice. Retirement is not as simple as hanging up your cape and going off to lounge on a tropical beach somewhere. You will always, to some degree, be a superhero, whether you wear a costume or not.”

Rubberman looked like he thought that was the coolest thing he’d ever heard, but again, I got the sense that Iron Angel was not being entirely sincere. He seemed to have another reason for becoming Iron Angel again, but once again, I didn’t know what it was. Of course, it was possible I was just reading into his tone too much, but I doubted that.

“And you believe that the Superhero Killer is also the Necromantress?” Rubberman questioned.

“I do,” said Iron Angel. “In fact, not only do I believe it, but I know it. After all, I just saved your sidekick from a couple of zombies that were trying to kidnap him.”

Rubberman whipped his head toward me so fast that it actually shuddered slightly. “You were nearly kidnapped by zombies?”

I shrugged. “I know. Crazy, right?”

“And dangerous,” Iron Angel added. “The Necromantress knows or suspects that your sidekick has a connection to you. No doubt she’ll try to kidnap Beams again at some point, although I imagine she’ll try a different way to do it now that her zombies are little more than crushed bone and flesh.”

Rubberman rubbed his chin. “Right. Still, it’s just so weird. How could Shawna possibly know that Alex is Beams? It doesn’t make sense.”

“It is indeed a mystery,” said Iron Angel. “But that isn’t the reason I know she is the Superhero Killer.”

“It isn’t?” Rubberman said. “What else makes you think she’s the Killer?”

“Although I am retired, I still have some contacts in the police who share rumors and news with me,” said Iron Angel. “One such rumor came from a man who claimed to have been hired by a woman to dig up corpses from the Golden City Graveyard and deliver them to her. The man was arrested when the grave keeper saw him and reported him to the police, though when the police went to the delivery location, they did not find any hint of the woman or the bodies delivered to her.”

I gulped. “Are you telling me that the Necromantress is raising an army of the dead just to kill Rubberman?”

“Or take over Golden City entirely,” said Iron Angel, folding his arms in front of his chest. “In any case, the grave robber claimed that most of the bodies were stolen from graveyards in other cities, not just here in Golden City. That is probably why you haven’t heard about this.”

“That’s troubling news indeed, Iron Angel,” said Rubberman. “An army of the dead … I shudder to think about what Shawna could do with that kind of power behind her.”

“But where could she keep so many bodies?” I asked. “Especially rotting, stinky corpses? I think that would be pretty hard to hide.”

“No idea,” said Iron Angel. “Of course, it’s possible she may not be raising an army at all, but gathering bodies to perform some kind of strange, dark ritual.”

“A ritual?” I said. “A ritual to do what? Summon a demon? Or a bunch of ghosts?”

“Again, I don’t know,” said Iron Angel. “All I know is that this woman is highly dangerous and she’s targeting superheroes. And I believe that you, Rubberman, are going to be her next victim.”

“I figured that out already,” said Rubberman. “Even so, the situation is even more dire than I thought. Whether she’s raising an army of the dead or collecting bodies in order to perform some dark ritual, it is up to us to stop her. With your help, of course.”

“Of course,” said Iron Angel. “That is the reason I am here. I want to work with you and your sidekick to protect the superhero community and Golden City itself.”

“We would be honored to work with you, Iron Angel,” said Rubberman. “With your forty years of experience as a superhero, combined with our technology and clues, we should be able to track down that woman in no time.”

Iron Angel smiled, but to me, it looked kind of forced. “Your enthusiasm is admirable, Rubberman, but we must be careful. The Necromantress seems to be a clever foe, not one to be taken lightly.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” said Rubberman with a wink. “I know exactly how dangerous she is. After all, she is my ex-wife.”

Unless my eyes were playing tricks on me, I thought Iron Angel looked stunned for a moment. “She is?”

“Yeah,” said Rubberman. “Most people don’t know that, of course, but it’s not exactly information I want the general public knowing, you know?”

The surprise vanished from Iron Angel’s face, replaced by his normal calm expression. “I understand. I imagine that such information would make people a lot less likely to buy your merchandise.”

“I suppose,” said Rubberman. “Mostly, it’s because I don’t like people prying into my private life. It has nothing to do with my business, so why bring it up?”

“Yes,” said Iron Angel. “I understand wanting privacy.”

Maybe it was just me, but it sure seemed like Iron Angel disliked Rubberman all of a sudden. Did he really believe that Rubberman might still have feelings for the Necromantress? Or was there another reason he seemed to dislike Rubberman that had nothing to do with that?

Rubberman, on the other hand, did not seem to notice any change in Iron Angel’s attitude. He just put his hands on the desk and said, “Well, what are we waiting for? Now that we’re all on the same page, I want to give you a full tour of the Elastic Cave. You’ll love it, trust me.”

Iron Angel suddenly stood up. “I’m sorry, but I am afraid I won’t be able to do that. I have elsewhere to be; specifically, the location of the Necromantress’ lair.”

Rubberman leaned forward even more, actually stretching his body slightly over his desk. “Wait, you know where Shawna is?”

“Yes,” said Iron Angel. “At least, I have a lead which may lead me to her base. But I’m confident it is legitimate, which is why I want to go there right away and get the Necromantress before she flees.”

“Beams and I will go with you,” Rubberman suggested. He stood up. “We’re always ready to fight supervillains, right, Beams?”

“Uh, right, boss,” I said, nodding. “And, you know, Mr. Iron Angel, sir, there’s safety in numbers and all that.”

Iron Angel at first looked annoyed, but then he smiled a rather strange smile and said, “Yes, that will work. I have a feeling this lead is going to take us straight to her. If she has an army of the dead, it sure would be helpful to have some allies to deal with it. Let’s go, before it gets too dark out.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Half an hour later, the Rubbermobile pulled up in front of an old, fancy Victorian mansion on the outskirts of Golden City. As Rubberman killed the engine, I looked out the windshield at the large mansion which Iron Angel said was the base of operations for the Necromantress.

The mansion was about two stories high and surrounded by an ancient iron fence with sharp spikes on top to discourage people from climbing over. The front yard was overgrown with tall grass and weeds, while strange-looking but definitely not dead trees stood in front of the house, their long, twisted limbs obscuring the lower windows. An old swing hung from the terrace, while the windows on the upper floors were either all curtained or boarded up. Even though the sun was still out, the Old Albertson Mansion looked as scary as it ever did.

I looked at Rubberman uncertainly. “Is this the right place?”

“Yes,” said Rubberman, glancing at the Rubbermobile’s GPS. “The GPS took us to this address and I don’t know of any other abandoned Victorian mansions in Golden City. Do you?”

I shook my head, but at the same time, a large shadow passed over us and Iron Angel landed on the ground outside the car. Rubberman and I climbed out of the Rubbermobile and walked over to Iron Angel, who was wearing his helmet again, which made it impossible to see his face once more.

“You two managed to beat me here,” said Iron Angel in an impressed voice. He looked over at the Rubbermobile. “Quite a fast car you’ve got there. I never owned one when I was still in the business, mostly because I was able to get everywhere by flying.”

“But didn’t you have a sidekick?” I asked. “Like, a sidekick who you needed to transport with you? Would have been pretty awkward to have to carry your sidekick around on your back everywhere, or even worse, dangling them above the ground with your arms.”

I wasn’t sure what I said, but Iron Angel suddenly looked down at me as if I’d just insulted his mother. “I did have a sidekick, yes. But she … she died.”

Iron Angel’s voice was slightly muffled by his helmet, but I could still hear the note of sadness in it. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“It’s fine,” said Iron Angel, waving off my apology like it was nothing. “She died ten years ago. I’m over it. We need to focus on taking down the Necromantress before she can harm any innocent people.”

I nodded, but I noticed that not only did Iron Angel’s sidekick die ten years ago, but Iron Angel himself retired around the same time. I wondered if the two events were connected in any way. Not that I was going to ask, however, because were in the middle of a mission, and Iron Angel didn’t seem very interested in discussing his past at the moment.

“Your tipster said that the Necromantress has made the Old Albertson Mansion her base, right?” said Rubberman, glancing at the old Victorian mansion. “But that place has been abandoned for years. Heck, it was abandoned even when I was a kid.”

“Hence why she chose it as her base of operations,” said Iron Angel. “Because no one has lived in it for decades, she is guaranteed a degree of privacy for her to do her work. Its reputation of being haunted also helps to keep away noisy intruders as well.”

I shifted my weight from foot to foot. “Do we have to go inside? Maybe we could, like, shoot tear gas into the mansion and smoke out anyone hiding in there.”

Rubberman looked at me with a rather mischievous smile. “Beams, you aren’t afraid of ghosts, are you? You know the Old Albertson Mansion isn’t actually haunted, right?”

“I know,” I said, “but it might be the current base of a real life necromancer trying to raise an army of the dead. That’s not usually the place you go barging into.”

“Tear gas wouldn’t work,” said Iron Angel, shaking his head. “If she has an army of zombies, they won’t be even remotely affected by the gas. The Necromantress herself could just wait in the basement for the gas to dissipate, and if the stories about the secret underground exits underneath the mansion are true, then she could flee the mansion without ever having to leave the basement. The direct route would be the best route.”

Internally, I groaned. I looked at the Old Albertson Mansion again and suddenly started remembering all the old stories that my brother, James, used to tell me about it. According to James, the Old Albertson Mansion was one of the first buildings built at the founding of Golden City. It had been built by George H. Albertson, the brother-in-law of Harold Golden, the city’s founder, supposedly on top of an Indian burial ground, though no one knew for sure. It was the only explanation people had for why the Old Albertson Mansion seemed haunted. Even when people lived in it, there were stories of the ghosts of the Indians slain by the original Golden City settlers terrifying the mansion’s inhabitants, among other scary stories.

James never believed in any of those stories and I didn’t, either. At the same time, though, James had told me those stories when I was a little kid and they always spooked me. They still spooked me, even today. James told me that he had broken into the Mansion once just to see if the rumors were true, but even after he failed to find any ghosts of dead Indians, I always tried to avoid it. That wasn’t very hard, because the Mansion was on the outskirts of the city and thus nowhere near my usual route to and from school, but I never entirely got over my fear of it.

But I didn’t say any of that aloud, because now was not the time to talk about my own fears. Besides, neither Rubberman nor Iron Angel seemed like the superstitious types, though when I considered the powers of the woman we were trying to capture, I wondered if that was actually a bad thing, given the circumstances.

“We’ll split into three groups,” said Iron Angel. He pointed at the Mansion. “I’ll fly up onto the upper balcony and enter through the second floor, Rubberman can go through the front door, and Beams can enter through the basement.”

I gulped. “Don’t you think it would make more sense for us all to enter together? We’d be a lot safer that way.”

“No,” said Iron Angel, shaking his head. “For one, the Necromantress will no doubt attempt to flee as soon as she realizes that someone has broken into her base. We need to cover all possible exits so that no matter how she intends to escape, there will be at least one person to intercept her.”

“Plus, three people moving in a group have to go as slow as the slowest member,” Rubberman added. “If we each move individually, however, we will be able to move much more quickly and be less of a target for Shawna or any of her minions. Right, Iron Angel?”

“Right,” said Iron Angel. “Looks like we’re on the same page.”

“I know,” said Rubberman. “Like I said, I’ve based my entire career on yours. I’ve watched a lot of documentaries and videos about you and—”

“That’s fine, Rubberman,” said Iron Angel, holding up a hand to silence him. “We can talk more about that later. For now, we need to put the plan into action, and quickly, because if the Necromantress even suspects that we know of her location, she will flee and we may never catch her again. It is now or never.”

“Shouldn’t we have some way to keep in touch?” I asked. “If we’re going to enter at separate points, then we need some kind of communication system so we can talk to each other even if we’re not together.”

“Way ahead of you, Beams,” said Rubberman. He tapped the side of his head. “Iron Angel, does your helmet have a built-in communication radio?”

“It does, yes,” said Iron Angel. “Why?”

“Give me the channel its on and I’ll sync it with my and Beams’ radicoms,” said Rubberman. “That way, we can stay in communication with each other via short range radio.”

“Are you sure my radio is compatible with yours?” asked Iron Angel. He rubbed his helmet. “This helmet is over a decade old, after all, and hasn’t been updated in quite some time.”

“No worries,” said Rubberman. “My radicoms were specially designed to be compatible with nearly every form of radio imaginable. It should have no problem syncing with yours.”

“Very well,” said Iron Angel, and gave Rubberman the channel that his radio was on.

Rubberman tapped his radicom a couple of times before nodding once and saying, “All right. We’re all on the same channel now. Let’s do this.”

Iron Angel immediately flew toward the upper balcony, flying over the fence with ease. It was a little bit more difficult for me and Rubberman, however, but a quick application of my eye beams onto the gate’s lock allowed us to enter with ease. Once we were beyond the gate, Rubberman and I separated. Rubberman went up to the front door, while I made my way through the overgrown grass to the back of the house, where the exterior entrance to the basement was located. I kept glancing at the windows as I walked, but I never saw anyone staring out of them, though once I thought I saw an Indian ghost glaring down at me from one of the second story windows, but when I looked again, it turned out to just be an old white curtain blowing in the wind.

Stopping in front of the basement doors, I tapped the side of my helmet and said, “Okay, I’m in position. How is everyone else?”

“I’m standing in front of the front door right now looking through the window,” Rubberman’s voice crackled over the radio. “I don’t see anyone inside. The Mansion doesn’t seem to have been visited recently.”

“I am on the balcony,” said Iron Angel, “but be careful. Even if you don’t see any evidence of the Necromantress, it would still be foolish to barge in or let your guard down. The Necromantress probably does not want to draw attention to her activities, so I imagine that she has intentionally avoided making many changes to the house to avoid arousing anyone’s suspicions.”

“Got it,” I said. “Guess it’s time to enter, then.”

“Correct,” said Iron Angel. “I am entering the Mansion now. I will call you two if I run into any problems or see anything that could pose a danger to us.”

“Same here,” said Rubberman. “Rubberman out.”

I heard two clicks in my ear and lowered my hand. The basement doors were locked with old, rusted chains, but a simple application of my lasers snapped them without any problem. Opening the basement doors, I found a long, wooden staircase leading down into a completely black basement. Beyond the first ten steps, the rest of the staircase was covered in total darkness.

Staring down the staircase, I was reminded of a ghost story James once told me. He said that the basement was supposedly the most haunted part of the Old Albertson Mansion, because it was the spot closest to the ancient Indian burial grounds that it had been built upon. Many people had reported hearing the wailing and screaming of angry Indian spirits moving around the basement during the darkest part of the night, and every person who had gone down to investigate the noises never returned or was found dead with their scalp missing the next morning.

Right now, the sun was out, the basement was silent, and I definitely didn’t see any ghosts. Nonetheless, the memory of the story made me hesitate for a moment before I went down into the basement as quietly as I could.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

I didn’t turn on my helmet’s built-in flashlight because I didn’t want to alert the Necromantress of my presence. The basement seemed totally dark, which either meant that the Necromantress was elsewhere in the Mansion or she preferred to work in total darkness. Until I knew for a fact that the Necromantress was not down here, I would have to make my way into the basement without any light.

But I soon wished I’d turned on my light anyway, because after the tenth step, I found myself in complete and total darkness. My helmet’s filter kept the dust and stink from entering my nostrils, but the complete lack of light was startling. It was like some kind of invisible wall had been erected between the light and the darkness, keeping the light of the sun outside from penetrating too deeply into the basement. Maybe the Necromantress had cast some kind of spell or maybe it was just my imagination playing games with me.

In any case, I moved down the steps very hesitantly. After every step, I would stop and listen hard for any noise in the darkness ahead. I never heard anything. The basement seemed completely empty, but I didn’t let my guard down. I remembered what Iron Angel said about the Necromantress trying to avoid drawing attention to her activities and decided that it would be foolish to let my guard down so soon.

That was easier said than done, however, because I wanted to get to the basement faster than I was currently going. But it would be foolish to rush blindly ahead into danger, especially danger I knew very little about. Yes, I had both Rubberman and Iron Angel with me, but there was no guarantee that either of them would get down here in time to rescue me if I got into trouble, especially if they ran into trouble themselves.

I made my way down the stairs step by step. Even though the basement was silent, I couldn’t help but feel like someone was watching me. There definitely wasn’t anyone else on the staircase with me. The staircase wasn’t wide enough for someone to hide in, unless there were hidden alcoves on the walls on either side, although I didn’t recall any stories mentioning secret alcoves along the basement staircase. But really, what did anyone know for sure about this place, other than it had been built over one hundred and fifty years ago and had been abandoned for about half as long, too?

My next step was on the floor of the basement; I could tell because unlike the wooden staircase, the floor felt like solid concrete. James had told me that the basement of the Mansion was concrete, so I assumed that I had somehow managed to make it to the bottom of the basement much quicker than I expected. But like before, I didn’t charge into the shadows. Instead, I stood very still and listened intently.

This time, I actually heard something. It was the sound of a shoe scraping against the floor, somewhere to my right. I didn’t think it was Rubberman or Iron Angel. For one, both of them were still on the main floors, and for two, neither of them wore leather, which was what this shoe sounded like. Therefore, it was either the Necromantress or one of her zombies, which meant I probably had a fight on my hands.

But before I could do anything, I heard rushing sounds in the darkness. Something long and heavy slammed into the back of my helmet and I fell to the floor. Immediately, multiple sets of hands—zombie hands, based on how swift yet thin they felt—began grabbing at me, pulling at my arms and legs, snapping cuffs around my ankles and wrists, and touching every part of my body that they could. I tried to fight them off, but then I got hit again by that long, heavy object, which left me temporarily stunned. But I could still think and realized that the zombies were going to tear me apart and eat my brains. The stink of death hung in the air all around me, so powerful that even my helmet’s filters failed to get rid of it, and I realized that that was going to be the last thing I ever smelled.

All of a sudden, a strong, yet feminine, voice shouted, “Let there be light!”

Abruptly, bright, white lights on the ceiling flashed on. The sudden change from absolute darkness to bright light briefly left me blinded, but my eyes quickly adjusted, allowing me to see the basement of the Old Albertson Mansion for the first time in my life outside of some old time pictures I’d seen on the Internet from before it was abandoned.

The basement was incredibly spacious, reminding me of Level One of the Elastic Cave, although unlike the Elastic Cave, the basement was one large room with no walls to divide it into smaller rooms. Old furniture covered in white sheets stood against the walls, like they had been pushed out of the way to make room for something else. And I very quickly spotted that ‘something else.’

In the center of the basement was a huge, black, steaming cauldron. The cauldron looked like something straight out of a fairy tale or Disney movie; it had to be twice as tall as me. The steam floating out of it was colored greenish purple and it obscured much of the ceiling. Standing around the cauldron were tables with corpses lying on them. Some of the corpses were so fresh that they must have died yesterday, while others were so old that they were practically skeletons. Other tables were covered with surgery equipment, jars with body parts, and even something that looked like a huge spell book, though it was facing away from me so I couldn’t see its title or cover.

I looked up at the zombies around me. I was surrounded by about half a dozen zombies in varying states of decay. Unlike the two zombies I fought in Golden City earlier today, however, these zombies were all built like bricks. It was like a football team had been reanimated, though they lacked any sort of uniform, of course. Not that they needed a uniform; their decaying flesh and empty eye sockets were plenty scary on their own. One of the zombies carried a heavy-looking metal baseball bat, which was probably what that long and heavy thing I’d been hit with earlier was.

Just beyond the bubbling cauldron’s steam, a silhouette stood up. The silhouette was feminine in shape, although the purple steam was so thick that I couldn’t make out any more details other than her basic body shape.

But when the strong and feminine voice from before spoke again, it came from the silhouette behind the steam. “Identify yourself at once, intruder. This, the Necromantress demands.”

I blinked. “You refer to yourself in the third person?”

“The Necromantress refers to herself however she wishes,” said the silhouette. “But you need not worry, intruder, for the Necromantress already knows who you are.”

“Then why did you ask me to identify—”

“Silence,” the Necromantress shouted, her voice magnified in the enclosed space of the basement. “The Necromantress knows who you are. You are Beams, the sidekick of that wretched superhero, Rubberman, or, as the Necromantress once knew him, Dennis Pullman. You have come to the Necromantress’ base with devious intent and shall be killed for it.”

“Wanting to save your city from an army of the dead isn’t exactly what I’d call ‘devious intent,” I said. “Actually, it is about the farthest thing from—”

“Silence!” the Necromantress shouted again. “Clearly, you have no idea what you are dealing with. Allow the Necromantress to show herself so you can see for yourself what kind of horrid fate you have brought upon yourself.”

The silhouette raised a hand and brought it down. Immediately, the steam from the cauldron parted, allowing me to see the Necromantress herself for the first time.

I expected to see an old, cackling witch with a pointy hat, bad skin, and even worse teeth. Her voice didn’t sound that old, sure, but that kind of appearance would have fit in quite well with the general black magic vibe of the basement.

What I saw instead, however, was a beautiful woman in her late twenties with flowing black hair and very little clothing. Her black dress displayed her ample cleavage, while her long legs were completely exposed under her miniskirt. Her skin was as clear as pure water, while her teeth were a perfect, sparkling white. She did have a witch’s hat, but it was much smaller than I imagined. Not that I cared, of course, because I was a little, um, distracted by her assets.

As distracted as I was, however, I found myself drawn to look at her eyes. Her green eyes were wide and insane, even twitching slightly. They might have been just as beautiful as the rest of her body under normal circumstances, but right now, they looked like the eyes of a woman who lost her sanity a long time ago and didn’t miss it one bit.

“Are you trembling in fear, sidekick?” said the Necromantress, gesturing at her body. “Do you now know what you’re up against?”

“Sort of, but I’m having a hard time taking you seriously,” I said. “Because you speak in third person.”

The Necromantress’ eyes became even crazier, if possible. “How dare you mock the Necromantress like that! She is a summoner of the dead, the priestess of the grave, student of the dark, and mother of death. You shall be punished dearly for mocking her way of speaking!”

Hot and crazy, I thought. How did Rubberman ever get a woman like her?

Aloud, I said, “Okay, that’s nice, but you’ve done a lot of talking so far and not a whole lot of, you know, doing. Not that I mind that, but so far I haven’t seen a whole lot of your power.”

“You will soon, sidekick, you will soon,” said the Necromantress. “But first, the Necromantress must deal with Rubberman. The Necromantress know that if you are here, then he must be here as well.”

“I’m not going to tell you where he is,” I said defiantly. “You’ll have to find him for yourself.”

The Necromantress smiled a crazy smile. “Oh, the Necromantress don’t need to. The Necromantress has several zombie sentries stationed around the upper floors of the Mansion. They are well-hidden. Rubberman won’t even see them coming until he feels their knives buried in his back.”

I gulped. That would explain why Rubberman wasn’t here yet. I hoped that Iron Angel would get down here soon, but if the Necromantress was telling the truth, then both of them were probably busy defending themselves from her zombie minions. If so, that meant I would have to save myself or at least delay whatever fate the Necromantress had in store for me long enough for Rubberman or Iron Angel to come to my rescue. I wish I could have turned on my radicom, but the chains and cuffs the zombies had put on me made it impossible for me to reach up and touch the side of my helmet.

“What are you going to do to me?” I asked. “Kill me and make me one of your zombie slaves?”

The Necromantress chuckled. She disappeared from view for a moment, only to appear on the other side of the cauldron walking down a set of wooden steps I hadn’t noticed before. She walked down the steps toward me, which was when I realized that she was really tall. She was probably the tallest woman I’d ever seen. It wasn’t just that her miniskirt made her legs look longer than usual. She was actually just a very tall woman in general, maybe even taller than Rubberman.

“The Necromantress will kill you eventually, sidekick,” said the Necromantress as she approached me. “But right now, the Necromantress wishes to keep you alive as … insurance, should Rubberman somehow make it down here. The Necromantress knows how much Rubberman values your safety. She intends to use you to disarm Rubberman so she can have her way with him.”

The Necromantress licked her lips when she said that. Instead of making me feel aroused, however, I just shuddered. Even though she had a great body, there was something distinctly off about the Necromantress, now that she was closer. It was similar to how I felt around the zombies, but with the zombies, at least I understood it was because they were unnatural abominations who shouldn’t exist. I couldn’t place what was so off about the Necromantress, aside from the fact that she liked to steal corpses and reanimate them while wearing the shortest miniskirt I’d ever seen, of course.

“Well, if you’re going to leave me alone for now, why don’t you tell me what you’ve got in that cauldron over there?” I asked. “Soup?”

The Necromantress stopped in front of me. Up close, she was taller than ever and I found it even harder to avoid looking at her barely concealed cleavage. She bent over to put her eyes more level with mine, though she was so tall that she was still a few inches taller than me even while bending over. That sense of wrongness pervaded her. It was even worse up close, almost as bad as the aura of unnaturalness which her zombies gave off.

“It’s how the Necromantress creates her reanimation potions,” said the Necromantress. “You see, the Necromantress uses her arcane knowledge of black magic to gather the dozens of obscure ingredients necessary to make the potions that can reanimate the dead. Yet they require a large cauldron to mix together efficiently, at least if she desires a large supply of potions.”

“Enough to create an army of the dead to take over Golden City?”

The Necromantress shook her head. “Silly sidekick, the Necromantress has no desire whatsoever to take over this city. Her sole desire is to murder that bastard Rubberman, in the most painful way possible. Then she will make his corpse into a zombie and kill it again and again for as long as the potion keeps working on it. The Necromantress does not know whether the reanimation potions work on the same corpse twice, but she is interested in finding out.”

“Right,” I said. “You want to kill Rubberman just like how you killed those other superheroes, right? Because you’re the Superhero Killer.”

The Necromantress suddenly frowned. “The Superhero Killer? What are you talking—”

Abruptly, the ceiling caved in. Sheetrock and wood collapsed onto the floor, causing the Necromantress to whirl around in shock. As a result, her butt was in my face, which, due to its size, was hard not to notice. Still, I managed to crane my neck enough to look around her and see that a large hole now existed in the ceiling between us and the cauldron.

“What is this?” said the Necromantress in shock. “Rubberman, is that you?”

“Not quite,” said an old, slightly muffled voice from above.

Suddenly, the sound of jets could be heard and Iron Angel swooped down through the hole, firing lasers from the palms of his gauntlets. His lasers struck the tables, blowing up jars full of ingredients or knocking yet-to-be reanimated corpses onto the floor.

“No!” the Necromantress screamed. “Impossible! You’re not Rubberman!”

Iron Angel came to a stop in midair, the jets in his wings allowing him to hover. “You’re quite the perceptive young woman, I see. Of course, if you were actually perceptive, you’d put some damn clothes on, instead of running around like your parents never taught you how to dress right.”

The Necromantress’ hands shook. “Zombies, kill him! He may not be Rubberman, but he still deserves to die!”

Half of the zombies around us rushed toward Iron Angel. They jumped surprisingly high in an attempt to get him, but Iron Angel just blasted them apart with a few well-placed laser blasts from his claws. Chunks of decayed flesh, some wrapped around fragile bones, fell to the floor with a thud, while Iron Angel lowered his hands, clearly unimpressed.

“Is that all you’ve got?” said Iron Angel. “Or are you going to throw more puppets at me?”

Completely out of nowhere, a giant bat rushed toward Iron Angel and body-slammed him. Iron Angel went flying off to the side, crashing onto the floor on the left side of the basement, while the giant bat flew after him to finish the job.

“Yes, get him, Zaran!” the Necromantress cried. “Tear him apart piece by piece!”

The Necromantress whirled around to face me again. “Zombies, we must flee this place! Grab the boy and take him out of the basement!”

The three zombies which hadn’t been killed by Iron Angel grabbed me by the shoulders and started hauling me away. But Iron Angel’s appearance had created a new sense of courage in me, so I unleashed a continuous beam of laser energy at the zombies, bringing it around in a wide circle, taking off their heads with ease. The three zombies collapsed around me as I shot the lasers at my chains, shattering them instantly, and jumped to my feet to face the Necromantress, who stepped backwards in shock.

“Did you forget that my eye beams can cut through literally anything?” I asked. “Or did you think a few decaying corpses and some cheap metal would be enough to hold me hostage? Can’t the great Necromantress afford higher quality metal than cheap iron?”

The Necromantress growled, but instead of fighting, she turned and ran back toward the cauldron. She didn’t get very far, however, before Rubberman jumped through the hole in the ceiling and landed on the ground directly in her path. The Necromantress skidded to a halt and stepped back toward me in surprise.

“You!” the Necromantress said, pointing a finger at Rubberman. “How did you get here? I thought my minions had stopped you!”

“Nice to see you, too, Shawna,” said Rubberman. “You look as crazy as ever.”

“The name is not ‘Shawna,’” said the Necromantress. “’Shawna’ is dead, killed in divorce courts. In her place is the Necromantress, who shall avenge her death!”

“Call yourself whatever you like, but you’ll always be Shawna to me,” said Rubberman. “And it doesn’t really matter either way. The gig’s up. You can’t run and you can’t hide. You’re stuck between me and Beams. There’s no way out this time.”

The Necromantress looked back and forth, from Rubberman to me and back again. She looked like a trapped rat, as if she was starting to realize that she really couldn’t escape.

“No one can stop the Necromantress,” said the Necromantress in a manic voice. “No one!”

“Looks like we just did,” said Rubberman. “Game’s over, Shawna. You won’t kill anymore superheroes today.”

The Necromantress scowled. “First, your sidekick accuses the Necromantress of murdering superheroes, and now you? The Necromantress does not know if this is some kind of strange lie meant to confuse her or what, but she does not care, because she will escape.”

All of a sudden, one of the corpses lying on the floor—which I had thought hadn’t been reanimated yet—leaped up and threw its arms around Rubberman. Rubberman fell to the floor, wrestling with the zombie that was trying to choke the life out of him, while the Necromantress rushed past them toward the cauldron.

Without thinking, I fired a laser blast at the zombie, blowing its head off and allowing Rubberman to throw the headless corpse off his body. The two of us ran after the Necromantress who, instead of running toward the stairs that led to the upper floors of the Mansion, ran up the wooden stairs to the top of the cauldron. Her long legs allowed her to make big strides, allowing her to keep well ahead of the two of us, although when she got onto the wooden stairs she had to slow down slightly, albeit not enough to make much of a difference.

Rubberman and I followed her up the stairs as fast as we could. When we reached the top of the stairs, we found ourselves standing on a wooden platform suspended over the cauldron, but there was no sign of the Necromantress herself. The bubbling of the cauldron was much louder up here than it had been down below, while the purple steam made it almost impossible to see the rest of the basement.

“Where’d she go?” I said, looking this way and that for her. “She can’t teleport, can she?”

“Not that I know of,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “We saw her run up here. She can’t be hiding very far.”

I glanced at the purple fumes of the cauldron. “You don’t think she jumped into that thing and killed herself, do you?”

“Doubt it,” said Rubberman. “Shawna isn’t going to kill herself until she kills me first; besides, we would have heard her jump in there if she did. But if you want to check, go ahead. I can’t breathe those fumes, because I don’t have a helmet with filters like yours.”

I nodded and walked over to the edge of the platform. I peered over the edge and at first saw nothing except for the disgusting bubbling goop which the Necromantress had called her reanimation potion. To me, it looked like boiling purple mud and it probably tasted about as good as that stuff, yet I didn’t see her anywhere. She seemed to have totally vanished into thin air.

Frowning, I turned around to tell Rubberman that I couldn’t find her, but then I noticed a small section of the platform protruding off to the side. It was almost completely hidden by the purple steam, which was why I hadn’t noticed it before. I looked over at it, but before I could do anything, the Necromantress burst out of the steam with a yell and shoved me in the chest.

My arms whirling like a wind turbine, I staggered backwards and fell off the wooden platform toward the large cauldron of purple goop below.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

I reached out and tried to grab the edge of the platform, but it was too late. I fell toward the purple mud below like a rock. In the brief instant after I fell, I wondered what kind of effects the goop would have on me when I fell into it. If it killed me, would I be reanimated like one of the Necromantress’ zombies? Or would I just be a normal corpse? And if I was reanimated, would I still retain my eye beams? Would I be the first ever zombie capable of shooting lasers from its eyes?

Not that I would live long enough to find out, of course, because I was getting closer and closer to the surface of the purple mud every second and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. It was times like these that I wished I had Cyberkid’s jet boots; at least those would have let me slow the fall somewhat.

Just before I hit the surface of the purple mud, two strong hands caught me and whisked me up and away. At first, I couldn’t see who it was, but when we burst out of the purple steam, I saw that it was Iron Angel. His armor was slightly scratched and even dented in a few places from where he had fought the giant bat, but otherwise he looked okay.

“Iron Angel?” I said in surprise. “I thought you were fighting the Necromantress’ pet bat.”

“I killed it just a few seconds ago,” Iron Angel replied. “And when I saw you falling into her reanimation cauldron, I flew as fast as I could to save you.” He grunted. “But killing it wasn’t easy. I’m not as young as I used to be, you know.”

“Thanks anyway,” I said. But then I started and tried looking around Iron Angel back toward the cauldron. “But what about Rubberman? He was alone on the platform against the Necromantress. We should go back and make sure he’s—”

A loud cry of pain came from the platform, causing Iron Angel to stop in midair and turn around to look at the cauldron. The purple steam made it hard to see the platform, but then a person walked out of the steam into our view, dragging another person behind them like a tied up prisoner.

It was Rubberman. He looked tired, but otherwise unharmed, and he dragged the Necromantress behind him. Rubberman had wrapped his arm around her body so tightly that she couldn’t move any of her limbs, but that didn’t stop her from trying to wriggle around in an effort to free herself. She was also cursing and calling Rubberman all sorts of bad names, but Rubberman paid her about as much attention as he did to a yapping dog, although I noticed he would occasionally jerk her along behind him deliberately, which would make her yelp in pain and he’d always flash a small, satisfied smiled whenever he did that.

Iron Angel and I landed on the floor of the basement, near the foot of the stairs leading up to the top of the cauldron. Rubberman met us at the bottom with the struggling Necromantress and said, “Beams, are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I said as Iron Angel let me down. I spread my arms to show Rubberman my body. “I didn’t get any of the Necromantress’ mud goop on me, so I’m good.”

“It is NOT ‘mud goop,’ you insolent little boy,” the Necromantress hissed. “It’s reanimation potion and it—”

Rubberman tightened his arm around her and the Necromantress gasped before Rubberman loosened his grip on her again. The Necromantress just glared at him, but again, Rubberman paid her no heed.

“That’s good to hear,” said Rubberman. He looked around. “Any more zombies we’re not aware of?”

“The Necromantress will never tell you,” said the Necromantress again. “The Necromantress has many secrets up her sleeves. Search the Mansion yourself, if you dare, for any of my surviving minions!”

“So we’re good,” said Rubberman. He looked up at the cauldron with a grimace. “Getting rid of that stuff is going to be a pain. Something tells me that the federal government is probably going to want it.”

“The federal government?” I said. “Why would they take it?”

“Because the federal government usually deals with this kind of stuff,” said Rubberman, rubbing the back of his head. “They have an entire department for dealing with the aftermath of superhero and supervillain battles. It’s called the Department of Superheroes.”

“Huh,” I said. “How come I’ve never heard of them?”

“They’re not usually in the news all the time like the NSA, FBI, or CIA are,” said Rubberman with a shrug. “They usually prefer to operate under the radar, because they don’t want America’s enemies to know what kind of supervillain weaponry or gadgets we’ve got.”

“They’re a pain in the backside, if you ask me,” said Iron Angel, shaking his head. “In my experience, they usually end up causing more damage with said supervillain weaponry than the supervillains themselves due to their ignorance of how it works. One time, for example, a Bureau agent ended up demolishing half a small town with a mechanical suit he confiscated from a supervillain I defeated. Killed many innocent lives and, as far as I know, that agent was never fired for his incompetence, although the news had a field day making me look like an idiot, even though it wasn’t my fault.”

“Well, regardless of how we feel about them, the government is going to get their hands on this cauldron anyway,” said Rubberman with a shrug, “That’s just the law.”

Iron Angel nodded, but I could tell he wasn’t very happy about such a powerful potion being in the hands of the government. Not that I blamed him. The idea of the federal government having the ability to bring the dead back to life made me wonder if it would be better if we just destroyed the cauldron and its contents ourselves, although I didn’t think we had the power to destroy it ourselves right now.

“Anyway, we’ve got more important things to worry about,” said Rubberman. He suddenly pulled the Necromantress between us and him. “Like interrogating Shawna here, for starters.”

“Stop calling the Necromantress ‘Shawna,’” the Necromantress growled. “That woman is dead and not even the Necromantress’ reanimation potion can bring her back.”

“Right, Shawna,” said Rubberman, rolling his eyes. “Anyway, while we are going to have to hand you over to the police, I want to ask you a few questions before we do so.”

“The Necromantress will never reveal the secret ingredient necessary to make the reanimation potion,” the Necromantress said, pouting and looking away from Rubberman. “Such dark secrets are only for the Initiated to know and you, Dennis, are not one of the Initiated.”

Rubberman shot a look at me that said, Can you believe this woman? before he looked down at her again and said, “I don’t want to know how you make your potions. I want to know why you killed those three superheroes. I want to know why you are the Superhero Killer.”

The Necromantress looked at Rubberman again, this time with a mixture of annoyance and confusion on her face. “How many times must I say it? The Necromantress knows not of which you speak. The Necromantress hasn’t killed any superheroes, because the only superhero she wants to kill is you.”

“Quit playing dumb,” said Rubberman. “We all know you’re the Superhero Killer. No one else in Golden City could have done it.”

“The Necromantress never ‘plays’ anything,” said the Necromantress with a huff. “If the Necromantress was indeed this ‘Superhero Killer’ of which you speak, she would have taken their corpses and added them to her army of the dead. Yet if the Necromantress recalls correctly, the Superhero Killer always leaves his victims’ corpses behind. He even takes off their heads, which the Necromantress would never do, as that would make it impossible for her potions to work.”

“I gotta admit, boss, she’s got a point,” I said. “The Superhero Killer’s MO doesn’t seem like—”

An armored hand fell on my shoulder, causing me to look up at Iron Angel, who stood beside me like a silent guardian. He looked down at the Necromantress, his helmet looking almost demonic in the glow of the purple mud from the cauldron.

“The woman is clearly a liar,” said Iron Angel. “She is hoping that we will be gullible enough to believe that this woman who hates superheroes would not resort to killing them herself as a psychological tactic against her ex-husband. Even though I’ve only known her for a few minutes, it is as plain as day to me that this woman’s grip on reality is looser than the floorboards of this mansion.”

“The Necromantress grips reality perfectly well, thank you very much,” said the Necromantress with another huff. “Nor does she lie. She tells the truth with every word she speaks. She is not the Superhero Killer, though she would like to be a superhero killer.”

She said that last sentence while glaring at Rubberman, like she was attempting to fire eye beams of her own at him. But Rubberman, of course, didn’t pay any attention to her.

Instead, he said, “Well, once the police get here and do an investigation of the Mansion, I’m sure they’ll find the proof necessary to expose your identity as the Superhero Killer. All we need to do is keep you still until they arrive to haul you off to jail, where you deserve to rot for the rest of your sorry life.”

The Necromantress immediately began grumbling under her breath indistinctly, although I caught “stupid superheroes” and “underestimating the Necromantress” and “she will get her revenge” among her grumbling. Not that I really cared, however, because it was pretty obvious to me that the Necromantress was totally powerless and would probably stay behind bars for the rest of her life, like Rubberman said.

Speaking of Rubberman, although he sounded confident when said that to her, he also looked a little uncertain. I wasn’t sure why. After all, we’d caught the Superhero Killer, hadn’t we? I didn’t see any reason to be uncertain or worried about anything right now. Sure, we’d need to make sure that the Mansion was completely clear of zombies, but that would be pretty easy to do. Maybe Rubberman was worried about what the government would do with the Necromantress’ reanimation potion.

In any case, I was glad that this was all over with. I was just about ready to clock out and head home. I just hoped that the police would get here quickly, because I didn’t want to stay inside this creepy mansion any longer than I had to.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

When the police came and took the Necromantress to jail, Rubberman and I hopped back into the Rubbermobile and headed back to the Elastic Cave. We invited Iron Angel to come with us, but he declined. He said he wanted to stay at the Mansion and help the police scout it out fully just to make sure that the Necromantress had not left some kind of trap in wait for any unwary visitors. He said he would come by and visit early tomorrow morning, however, which seemed to make Rubberman really excited, perhaps because it meant he’d get to spend a whole day with the man who inspired him to become a superhero.

The police weren’t the only people who came in response to our calls, however. Agents from the Department of Superheroes also came with the police; apparently, they had an office in Golden City, which was how they were able to send a few agents so quickly. I didn’t get to talk with them, however, because Rubberman and I were already leaving the area by the time a van from the Bureau showed up. I did, however, get a glimpse of several tall, mysterious-looking men wearing dark suits and sunglasses pour out of the van and enter the Mansion’s basement, probably to confiscate the Necromantress’ cauldron. How they would fit such a huge cauldron into such a tiny van, I didn’t know, but maybe they would call in a larger truck to haul it off.

In any case, I sat relaxed in the passenger’s seat of the Rubbermobile as we drove back to base. The nice thing about the Rubbermobile’s seats was that they had automatic heating and cooling. It was pretty cold out right now, so the Rubbermobile’s seats were set to a nice, warm room temperature. It was very relaxing, which, combined with the Rubbermobile’s smooth handling, was almost enough to make me fall asleep.

But I didn’t, because I noticed how Rubberman was frowning. He hadn’t said much since we left the Mansion. He seemed distracted by something, wearing that same look I’d seen him wear after we defeated the Necromantress.

With a small yawn, I said, “What’s the matter, boss? You look worried. Just tired or something?”

Rubberman shook his head without looking at me. “No, I’m not particularly tired. Truth be told, this mission was not as hard or exhausting as some. Shawna is a threat when she has access to her black magic. Take it away from her, however, and she’s just an ordinary woman with no fighting skills to speak of. There are actually a lot of supervillains like that. They rely on their powers or their equipment or their minions to be a threat, but when they come face to face with someone like me or even someone like you, they usually go down with one good punch.”

“Then why do you look so worried?” I said. I jerked a thumb over my shoulder. “The Necromantress is defeated. She’s going to jail. She won’t be able to hurt you or any other superheroes ever again. I bet all of the news sites and newspapers will be singing your praises once everyone knows that you defeated the Superhero Killer. Maybe it’ll even generate some more business for us.”

Rubberman bit his lower lip. He was silent for a moment, but just as we turned down another street, he said, “I don’t think the Necromantress is the Superhero Killer.”

I sat a little bit more upright and looked at Rubberman in confusion. “What do you mean? Why wouldn’t you think she’s the Superhero Killer? Weren’t you the first one to accuse her of being that?”

“Because …” Rubberman trailed off like he was trying to organize his thoughts. “Because what she said made sense. The Superhero Killer’s MO doesn’t match hers at all. She’s never gone out of her way to attack anyone but me, unless they attack her first, like you and Iron Angel did. Not to mention how she looks nothing at all like what the Superhero Killer has been reported to look like.”

“Maybe the winged Superhero Killer that everyone has reported seeing was one of her zombies,” I said. “Maybe she made a winged zombie that could rip the heads off of people.”

“Unlikely,” said Rubberman. “Shawna’s powers are dangerous, but as far as I can tell, she can only reanimate corpses, not alter them to suit her own purposes.”

“But Iron Angel seemed so convinced that she was the Superhero Killer,” I said. “He wouldn’t lie, would he?”

“Of course not,” said Rubberman quickly. “Iron Angel is a true blue superhero, even better than Prime Man himself, if you ask me. But it is … possible, I guess, for Iron Angel to be wrong or mistaken.”

I looked at Rubberman with amusement. “So you’re finally admitting that Iron Angel isn’t God, then.”

Rubberman rolled his eyes. “Just because he is my biggest inspiration as a superhero doesn’t mean I worship him or whatever. I know he’s got his flaws.”

“Yeah, I know, I was just teasing you,” I said. “But still, how likely is it that Iron Angel is wrong? He’s been a superhero even longer than you. That gives him a pretty sharp edge over you, in my opinion.”

“It is … unlikely that Iron Angel would be wrong,” said Rubberman. “There is a far higher chance that I’m in the wrong here than he is. Still, ‘unlikely’ doesn’t mean impossible.”

“Maybe the Necromantress is working with the real Superhero Killer,” I said. “Maybe she denied being the Superhero Killer so he could get away. Don’t you think that’s possible?”

Rubberman laughed. “Shawna is the most selfish woman in the world. There’s no way she’d ever take the fall for another person. She was selfish in our marriage and she is still selfish now. If she was working with the Superhero Killer, she would have spilled the beans about his identity to us so we could catch him. She’d do that because she’d think she’d get something out of it, maybe a shorter prison sentence or something.”

I shrugged and leaned back in my seat. “Whatever, boss. I think you’re just worrying too much. You should just get excited about tomorrow, when you’ll get to spend a full day with Iron Angel. Isn’t that what you’ve always dreamed of?”

“You’re right,” said Rubberman, nodding as we turned into the secret entrance to the Elastic Cave. “I’m probably worrying too much. I should just be grateful that we stopped Shawna before she killed any more innocent people or unleashed her army of the dead onto Golden City. And in any case, if the Superhero Killer is still out there, Iron Angel and I will find him.”

I nodded as well, though I couldn’t help but notice how worried Rubberman continued to look. It was obvious to me that Rubberman was not able to just forget about his doubts like that, but maybe he would forget about them tomorrow after a good night’s sleep. I know I was ready to go to sleep and I was already looking forward to going back home and sleeping in my bed.

After all, even if the Necromantress isn’t the Superhero Killer, we still stopped a dangerous supervillain today, right? The city was safe and the day was saved. In my opinion, things could only get better from here.

Despite those positive thoughts, I could not help but feel a little doubtful and worried myself. This whole thing did seem a bit too easy, now that I thought about it, but just because something is easy doesn’t mean it’s bad. Sometimes, things are just easy and there’s no point in worrying about it anymore than you have to. At least, that’s what I told myself, anyway.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

The next day, I made it to school early. That was unusual; usually, I was one of the last students to get there, owing to the fact that I preferred to bike to school instead of taking the bus or driving a car like some of the other kids. It was probably because my legs were so strong. All of those workout sessions in the Rubber Room were really starting to pay off. My legs were stronger than ever, as was the rest of my body. Not only did that mean I was more energetic than usual, but it also helped me look like I really did go to the gym, which was the standard excuse I gave to most people who asked me where I went after school.

As I hooked my bike up to the school’s bike rack, I heard someone shout, “Alex!”

I looked over my shoulder. Frank was walking up to me, huffing and puffing. He wore a large red, puffy coat, probably due to the cold January morning air. He also wore his thick black mittens and had a warm red cap which clung to his head snugly. He had an excited and expectant look on his face, which was strange because Frank didn’t usually look so excited so early in the morning like this.

“Frank?” I said as Frank approached. “What are you doing here so early? School doesn’t open for another ten minutes.”

“Oh, I’ve already been here for over an hour,” said Frank, stopping in front of me and panting slightly. “My dad usually goes to work at seven, so I asked him to drop me off at the school on his way to work so I could be here on time.”

“Weird,” I said. I glanced at the still-closed school, although based on the lights in the windows, it was clear that the faculty was getting the school building ready for the day ahead. “I thought you hated school. Why would you want to be one of the first inside?”

“I didn’t come here because I like school or anything,” said Frank. He shuddered. “I absolutely despise school. No, I came here because I wanted to talk with you first thing. I didn’t know when you’d show up, so I decided I would come early and catch you before school started.”

I scratched the back of my head. “What did you want to talk about? Couldn’t it have waited until later?”

Frank punched my arm. “Come on, bro. You know what I’m talking about. The interview.”

I stared at Frank uncomprehendingly. “The interview? With me?”

“No, idiot,” said Frank, shaking his head. “The interview with Beams. Remember? The one you promised to get me?”

All of a sudden, memories of promising Frank I’d schedule an interview with Beams for him came flooding back into my mind. “Oh, right. Yeah, I remember now. The interview. Yeah.”

“And?” said Frank expectantly. “How did it go? Did you talk to him about it?”

In truth, it had totally slipped my mind since yesterday. Between Iron Angel’s sudden appearance and our battle with the Necromantress in the Old Albertson Mansion, I had completely forgotten about scheduling the interview with Frank. It seemed like such a minor thing in comparison to the events of the last 24 hours that it must have just slipped my mind. I probably would have forgotten about it entirely if Frank hadn’t asked me about it right now.

But aloud, I said, “Oh, uh, I didn’t see Beams at the gym yesterday, so I didn’t get to ask him about it.”

Frank frowned. “You didn’t see him at the gym? Couldn’t you have called him and told him about it?”

“Hey, just because I know who he is doesn’t mean we’re best friends,” I said. “He’s never given me his phone number for privacy reasons and I don’t have any other way to contact him, either. You know how hard it is to get a hold of sidekicks.”

Frank sighed. “Yeah, I guess I should have expected that. But will you please ask him the next time you see him, whenever that is? My schedule is totally open and I can interview him whenever he wants. I’m even willing to skip school if I have to.”

“Uh, sure, Frank,” I said, even though privately I wasn’t sure I would be able to remember this again. “I bet he’ll be at the gym today, so I’ll ask him then.”

“Thanks!” said Frank, a large smile replacing his earlier frown. “You’re the best friend a guy could ask for, you know that?”

“No problem, bro,” I said with a shrug. “That’s what friends are for, right?”

“Right,” said Frank. “Anyway, speaking of Beams, did you hear about what happened at the Old Albertson Mansion yesterday?”

“Um, I think so,” I said, not meeting Frank’s eyes. “Did Rubberman and Beams stop a supervillain or something?”

“It wasn’t just any supervillain, Alex, but some crazy lady named the Necromantress,” said Frank. “According to what I read online, Rubberman, Beams, and some other superhero named Iron Angel stormed the Old Albertson Mansion and defeated a supervillain called the Necromantress. Apparently, not only is she the famous Superhero Killer everyone’s been talking about, but she was also raising an army of the dead in the Mansion’s basement in order to take over Golden City. Isn’t that just insane?”

“Totally,” I said, glancing down the street and seeing one of the school buses coming toward us, which meant that school was going to start soon. “I’m glad they managed to beat her before she could succeed. Wouldn’t it be scary if an army of zombies was running around Golden City, biting people and destroying businesses and stuff?”

Frank shuddered. “Ugh, don’t even mention it. I hate zombie shows and anything having to do with zombies. My sister keeps trying to make me watch that zombie show she’s a huge fan of—The Running Undead or whatever it’s called—but I keep telling her no, because I don’t want to have nightmares of zombies eating my brains every day for the next five weeks.”

“That seems oddly specific.”

“Happened to me once when I saw an old zombie movie when I was five.” Frank shuddered again. “Never again. Never again.”

Then Frank leaned in closer to me and said, “But that Necromantress villain is pretty hot, isn’t she? Some people on the Internet say she’s Rubberman’s ex-wife, but I don’t know if that’s true or not.”

I glanced at the school bus again, which had come to a stop. Students were pouring out of its doors and climbing the steps to the front doors, which meant school was just about to start.

I began walking toward the front doors, while Frank followed by my side, keeping up as best as he could despite the fact that his legs were shorter than mine. I wasn’t sure if I should confirm the rumor about the Necromantress to Frank or not, but I decided not to, because I didn’t want him to suspect that I was Beams.

“That’s pretty crazy,” I said as we started climbing the steps, though we had to go slowly due to all of the students climbing the steps at the same time as us. “I can’t imagine Rubberman would ever actually date, much less marry, a supervillain like her.”

“Like I said, it’s just a rumor,” said Frank. “And an Internet rumor, at that, so it’s probably not very reliable. Still, it’s a lot more believable than some of the rumors I heard about that Iron Angel guy.”

I looked over my shoulder at him as we walked up the steps. “What rumors about Iron Angel? I haven’t heard any.”

“I haven’t, either, until I saw the article this morning about the event at the Mansion yesterday,” said Frank. “I’d never heard of Iron Angel before, so, of course, I did what I always do whenever I see a new superhero: I went online and searched for him. Apparently, the guy was a pretty active superhero from the late eighties to the early two thousands, but retired about ten years ago after his sidekick died.”

I nodded. I knew all that already, because Iron Angel had told me about it yesterday. “But what do the rumors say about him? Anything interesting?”

“Just the usual conspiracies,” said Frank as we entered the school and walked over to our lockers to get our books before our classes started. “You know, like how Iron Angel is really a government spy or how he’s actually an alien from outer space or something like that. The funny stuff you look up whenever you’re bored.”

I opened my locker and took out my science textbooks. “So nothing interesting, in other words.”

“Actually, there is an interesting rumor about his sidekick, Winged Gal,” said Frank as he dug through his locker. “Ever heard of her?”

Vaguely, I recalled Iron Angel telling me that his sidekick was named Winged Gal, but he had seemed oddly reluctant to talk about her death. “I think so, but I don’t remember any specifics. Refresh me.”

“Well, like I said, Winged Gal was Iron Angel’s sidekick,” said Frank, still digging through his locker. “His third one, actually, because the other two had gone and struck out on their own to be their own heroes after working for him for a few years. Winged Gal was supposed to succeed Iron Angel when he retired, though, because she could also fly like him, though her wings were actual organic parts of her body instead of being part of a suit of powered armor.”

I almost made a comment about how weird that was, but then remembered that I could shoot lasers from my eyes, so instead I said, “Huh. Interesting. But nothing very scandalous or weird so far.”

“I’m getting to it,” said Frank. He stood up and, with his textbooks in his arms, turned to face me with a serious expression on his face. “According to the rumors I’ve heard, Winged Gal didn’t just die. Iron Angel let her die.”

Suddenly, I felt very cold, and it wasn’t because of the January wind that sneaked in with the students whenever they opened the front doors. My heart beat a little faster than usual and my palms felt sweaty. “Let her die? Why?”

“None of the rumors can agree,” said Frank, shaking his head. “It’s mostly because of the circumstance surrounding her death. Do you know how she died?”

I shook my head. “No, I don’t.”

“Okay,” said Frank. “So, about ten years ago, Iron Angel was in the hospital because of a broken leg he’d sustained from an earlier fight. But then a new supervillain appeared in town—known as Black Poison—who was causing a lot of trouble. Iron Angel couldn’t deal with him, obviously, due to his broken leg, but Winged Gal was still in good enough shape to fight, so she went to try to take down Black Poison herself.”

I gulped. “And what happened to her?”

“She died,” said Frank simply. “Got poisoned by Black Poison. She didn’t even hurt him. All of the eyewitness reports say that Black Poison brutally beat her down and even tortured her in the streets. But he didn’t finish her off there and then. He just injected her with some of his poison, which was apparently incurable. She died there on the street just as the medics arrived to get her to the hospital.”

I couldn’t help but feel sick to my stomach hearing this story. “If Black Poison killed her, why do these rumors about Iron Angel letting her die exist?”

“Just conspiracies, man,” said Frank. “Some people think he was too irresponsible by letting Winged Gal try to take on a supervillain all by herself, even though she had been fighting crime alongside Iron Angel for about two years by then. Some people think he intentionally let her go because he hated her and wanted her to die.”

I thought about how sad Iron Angel had looked when he mentioned Winged Gal’s death to me yesterday. “That seems like a pretty extreme accusation to make without evidence.”

Frank shrugged as he stepped aside to allow two girls to walk past us. “Like I said, it’s just a rumor. Probably just another crazy Internet conspiracy. I just thought I’d mention it to you.”

“What happened to this Black Poison guy, anyway?” I said as I closed my locker. “Did Iron Angel catch him, once his leg was better?”

Frank chuckled. “He didn’t just catch the guy. He outright murdered him in cold blood. And in the most gruesome way possible, too.”

“How did he kill him?”

Frank made a motion with his hands like he was ripping the lid off a jar. “He ripped Black Poison’s head clean off his neck, like he was beheading a chicken. I saw the pictures of the corpse. Pretty brutal.”

I didn’t really pay attention to that last thing Frank said, however. I’d stopped listening when he described how Iron Angel had ripped off Black Poison’s head. Several things clicked in my mind when I heard that and I came to a conclusion that I didn’t want to even think about. Yet it made too much sense and, at the same time, made no sense at all:

Iron Angel was the Superhero Killer.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Of course, I didn’t share that realization with Frank, because that would mean revealing my secret identity as Beams to him. But I didn’t pay much attention to him or to anyone else for the whole school day, because I was so distracted by this revelation that nothing else seemed to matter. I even accidentally ignored Greta once when she asked me a question, that’s how scattered my thoughts were.

My first impulse was to leave school and head straight to the Elastic Cave, but I didn’t. First, because that would be a good way to earn detention, because there was no way I would ever be able to explain to my teachers why I needed to leave or where I needed to go on such short notice without revealing my identity and losing my license. Second, I didn’t want to raise any suspicions among my classmates or make them start spreading rumors about me. And third, it was possible I was wrong. I mean, how could Iron Angel, one of the greatest superheroes of all time, be a serial killer himself?

But I couldn’t ignore that idea, no matter how many times I told myself that it was ridiculous. I texted Rubberman during lunch, asking him to call me back as soon as he got a chance, but he didn’t reply to my text and I doubted he even read it. I even faked needing to go to the bathroom so I could call him in the boy’s room, but neither he nor Adams answered the phone. I told myself that this was because Rubberman was probably showing Iron Angel around the Elastic Cave, but deep down I wasn’t so sure about that.

When the school bell rang, I rushed through the hallways of Harold Golden High, jumped the front steps, and was on my bike in seconds. I rushed through Golden City, taking the shortest path I knew from my high school to the Elastic Cave. I biked faster than I ever had in my whole life, yet it still seemed too slow. My backpack flew behind me as I raced through the back streets and alleyways of Golden City, almost running over a homeless man once, though I managed to avoid running into him at the last possible moment.

In five minutes, I saw the false grocery store front of the Elastic Cave. It looked perfectly ordinary, but for some reason I felt more like I was looking at an ancient tomb than the entrance to a superhero’s secret base.

When I actually entered the false front, I just dropped my bike to the floor, not even bothering to hook it up to the bike rack. I entered the elevator and slammed the button labeled ‘LEVEL ONE’ as hard as I could. The elevator began descending immediately, though it still seemed to take an eternity for it to reach the first level of the Elastic Cave. I rocked back and forth on my heels, my eyes locked on the floor level display above the doors until I heard a small ding and the doors opened.

Rushing out of the elevator, I shouted, “Rubberman! Adams! Are you—”

I tripped over something and fell flat on my face. My hands managed to break the fall, but it was still very jarring. Nonetheless, I looked over my shoulder to see what I’d tripped over. I wish I hadn’t.

Lying on the floor in front of the elevator doors, his normally pristine suit bloodied, was Adams. He looked dead. His black jacket was ripped and torn in several places, while his white shirt was stained with his own blood. His right arm was twisted in a weird way, while his nose appeared broken. The only way I knew he was still alive was the fact that his chest rose and fell with each breath, but I doubted he would live for much longer if he didn’t get medical attention for those wounds very soon.

“Adams?” I said as I scrambled to my feet. “Adams, are you all right? Adams, where is Rubberman?”

“Gone,” came a deep, slightly muffled voice from the other end of the room. “Fled, like the coward he is. Like the coward all superheroes are.”

I turned to see who had spoken. Iron Angel sat in the Mission Control chair, wearing his full suit of armor, his wings retracted against his back, his bag sitting on the ground next to the chair. The only difference was that his helmet was off, sitting in his lap. His claws, however, were stained with blood, though whether that was Adams’ blood, Rubberman’s blood, or even someone else’s blood entirely, I didn’t know.

“Iron Angel,” I said, my hands balling into fists. “Or should I say, the Superhero Killer. The real one.”

“So you figured it out,” said Iron Angel. “I thought you were a smart kid when I first met you. It appears that I read you correctly. You remind me of another young sidekick I once knew, who was also quite smart, though perhaps not as smart as you.”

I stepped forward, but before I could get very far, I heard something like a cannon go off and some weird, whitish paste flew out of nowhere and struck my foot. The paste instantly solidified before I realized what happened. By the time I realized that my foot was immobile, it was too late. I tried to yank it out, but the paste was too thick for me to break.

“Now, now,” said a high-pitched voice from under the arch which led to the kitchen. “You don’t need to come any closer to our leader. You can talk to him just fine where you’re standing.”

I looked over at the arch and saw two people standing underneath it. One of them was a short, chubby man wielding a giant glue gun in his hands and wearing armor as white as his paste. The other was a tall, skinny man who looked like a snake, who made a strange hiss-like chuckling sound when I looked at him, though I didn’t see what was so funny about getting hit with glue.

“Alex, allow me to introduce you to two of my allies,” said Iron Angel. He gestured at the two men. “Meet Glue Gun and Hissteria. Like me, they were once superheroes, though now both of them have abandoned that title, again like me.”

I blinked. “I’ve never heard of either of them.”

“Not surprising,” said the fat man named Glue Gun. He jerked a thumb at himself. “I’m more famous in New Jersey than Texas, because I used to be the superhero of Trenton. Hiss, on the other hand, used to be the superhero of Florida, right?”

“Miami, to be more specific,” said Hissteria; oddly, he didn’t have much of a hiss to his voice, despite his name. “Well, I was technically a member of the team that defended the city, but—”

“Who cares?” I said. I looked at Iron Angel. “Where is Rubberman? You said he fled. Did he really run away or—”

“Yes, he really ran away,” Iron Angel interrupted me. “To where, I know not, though my people are searching for him even as we speak. I doubt he’s gone far, however, because I wounded him gravely before he got away, and would have killed him outright if his butler hadn’t distracted me at the last moment.” He shook his head. “Not that it matters much. I despise anyone connected to this vile industry, whether superhero or not.”

I glanced over my shoulder at Adams. Adams still hadn’t said a word since I entered the Cave. Talking was probably extremely painful for him, depending on how badly he had been wounded. That meant I couldn’t count on him helping me, which meant I was all on my own against three ex-superheroes who were more than willing to use lethal force against people they didn’t like.

Turning back to face Iron Angel, I said, “So is it just you three or are there more guys around here?”

Hissteria held up three fingers. “Three more of our allies are exploring the second level. We have not yet been able to gain access to the third level, but it doesn’t matter, because Rubberman doesn’t have access to it, either.”

Crap. If Iron Angel and his allies had the second floor under their control, then I couldn’t try to escape using the Rubbermobile. I would have to break free of this paste and use the elevator to escape, though I had no idea how I would also drag Adams out of here and get him to the nearest hospital, which was about five blocks north of the Elastic Cave. With my bike as my only form of transportation, I wouldn’t be able to get far before Iron Angel or his allies caught me.

I needed to come up with a different escape plan, then, but first I needed to buy time in which to think.

“Okay,” I said, addressing Iron Angel again. “Tell me what happened. Did you guys barge in here and take Rubberman by surprise or what?”

Iron Angel shook his head again. “Not quite that blatant. I came earlier today to start that tour of the Elastic Cave that Rubberman offered to take me on. When he had his back turned, I tried to kill him, and nearly succeeded, too, though his butler managed to stop me at the last minute, as I have already said. Then Rubberman fled through a secret exit in his office and we haven’t seen him since.”

“How come you haven’t gone after him?” I asked. “I know you said you had people in the city looking for him, but I thought that the famous Superhero Killer always hunted down his victims himself.”

Iron Angel smiled. “Perhaps you’re not as smart as I thought. Let me spell it out for you: You are Rubberman’s sidekick. We know that you are almost always in contact with Rubberman. By capturing you, we can send out a message to Rubberman demanding that he return or else we harm you. Of course, if Rubberman views you as nothing more than a disposable employee, as I think he does, it might not work, but it has a higher chance of working than wasting time and energy searching for him myself.”

“Why do you think I glued you to the floor like that?” asked Glue Gun with a chuckle. “Don’t want our hostage to get away so easily, now do we?”

I tugged at my glued foot, but it was still too thick for me to break. I might be able to shatter the glue with my eye beams, but I was worried that I might harm my foot in the process. I’d never practiced using my eye beams on things like this; I might accidentally use too much power and blow my foot straight off. But even if I didn’t, the only other alternative was to stand here and be their hostage. I needed to come up with a better way to escape. That meant I needed more time to think of a way to escape.

I looked at Iron Angel again. “I didn’t know you had friends. I thought you were just in town by yourself. Did either of these two help you kill those other superheroes or did you just do it by yourself?”

Iron Angel smirked. “Just by myself, though Glue Gun, Hissteria, and the others have all been very helpful in other ways. By the end of the day, I expect Rubberman to be killed and Golden City to be free of its so-called ‘superhero.’”

I bit my lower lip. “How many people are working for you, anyway? I thought it was just you three and the other people on Level Two.”

“I have an entire legion of ex-superheroes and ex-sidekicks under my command,” said Iron Angel. “It would take an equally large force to undermine it. Even if you managed to escape and reunite with Rubberman, you would not be able to stop us.”

My eyes widened. “An entire legion? Where did you get all of those people?”

Iron Angel steepled his fingers together. “Some came from the streets, where they ended up after losing their business; some from secluded parts of the world, where they retired to after their disgust with the industry overwhelmed their desire for money and fame; and a rather large number of them were simply former colleagues of mine who answered the call I sent out and have sworn their loyalty not just to me, but to the higher ideals to which we aspire. And there are still more of us in other cities and countries, laying the groundwork for future endeavors for our group.”

“Just who are you guys, anyway?” I asked. “A bunch of superheroes and sidekicks turned evil?”

Iron Angel’s smirk vanished and became replaced with the foulest scowl I’d ever seen. “We’re not evil. We may not be superheroes and sidekicks, but we are certainly not evil. We’ve abandoned the title of ‘superhero’ because it has become tarnished and corrupted. To be a superhero nowadays means to be a greedy, money-hungry narcissist who seeks only to line one’s pockets and increase one’s own glory, often at the expense of society’s least. We reject such labels. Indeed, we reject the entire superhero/supervillain paradigm entirely.”

“Then what does that make you?” I said, looking from Iron Angel to Glue Gun and Hissteria and back again. “If you guys don’t consider yourselves superheroes or supervillains, then what are you?”

Iron Angel rose from the chair, his helmet tucked under his arm, his claws still gleaming with blood. “In the old days, before superheroes were recognized and regulated as legitimate businesses by the government, individuals who took to the streets to fight crime and protect the innocent were called something else. Tell me, Alex, do you know what they were called?”

I blinked. A vague memory floated up to the surface of my mind, of some superhero trivia that Frank once told me about a few years ago, but I couldn’t recall it off the top of my head. “No, I don’t.”

Iron Angel raised a claw and balled it into a fist. Vigilantes. That is what we are. We are vigilantes, but more than that, we are the Vigilante Legion. And we will eliminate both superheroes and supervillains from our society, even if that means tearing up the very foundations of society itself.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Now I remembered what Frank had told me all those years ago. Fifty years ago, superheroes had been known as vigilantes due to the fact they operated outside of the law. The details were still fuzzy to me, but it seemed like the legalization of the superhero business had been as a result of some sort of deal between the original vigilantes and the government. I wish I’d paid more attention in history class, because right now I felt like that information would have been useful to know.

Then again, it wasn’t like that knowledge would have been very helpful right now. I was still stuck, Adams was still dying, and Rubberman was still missing. Superhero trivia was not exactly helpful against actual former superheroes who were willing to kill me if I got in their way.

“The Vigilante Legion,” I repeated. “I’ve never heard of your group before.”

“That’s because we have been operating in the shadows for some years now,” said Iron Angel. He walked toward me, each step of his boots clicking across the metal floor. “But we have crossed paths before.”

“We have?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “I don’t remember meeting any sort of ‘vigilante’ before.”

Iron Angel stopped before me. Up close, he was even more intimidating than he normally was. I could smell the blood on his claws; it was metallic, making my nostrils burn just from the scent. “You mean to tell me that you’ve already forgotten about Fro-Zen?”

“Fro-Zen?” I said in surprise. “He was one of yours?”

Iron Angel nodded. “Indeed. In fact, I was the one who recruited him to the Legion. When I first met him, he was a confused, angry young man whose control over his powers was not as strong as it could have been. I took him in and trained him, taught him how to unleash his true power, and who the real villains of society are.” He sighed. “Unfortunately, young Edward always had a tendency to let his impatience get the best of him. He demanded that I let him go back to Golden City and finish off Rubberman, a demand I gave into with only great reluctance, because I knew he was not ready, despite his immense power. And, like I thought, he got himself killed, although I was surprised when I learned that you were the one who killed him, rather than Rubberman, like I suspected.”

I remembered only too well Fro-Zen’s rantings and ravings about the corruption of the superhero industry. Given Iron Angel’s similar rhetoric, I probably shouldn’t have been surprised to learn that Fro-Zen had been one of his allies. Fro-Zen had mentioned that there were others like him out there in the world, but I guess I just assumed that he was lying or was crazy or whatever. It never occurred to me that he had been a member of an actual team of people who shared his views on society.

“So that made him your sidekick?” I said. “Right?”

Iron Angel suddenly leaned toward me until there was barely an inch of space between our faces. His eyes were wide with rage and his mouth was twisted in the least human snarl I’d ever seen on another human’s lips. His breath smelled of peppermint, but it wasn’t a very good smell given the context.

“Don’t accuse me of participating in such a vile, backwards practice,” said Iron Angel, spit from his mouth flying onto my glasses. “Edward was a young adult, fully capable of making his own decisions. He was as much a member of the Legion as anyone else. I would never endanger the lives of young teens by seducing them with dreams of money and royalties. Never.”

I leaned back and probably would have fallen over onto my behind if my foot hadn’t been glued to the floor. “O-Okay. I didn’t, uh, mean to insult you.”

Iron Angel stood upright again, although he looked no less angry than he had before. “Understandable. Your mind is still seeped in the old paradigm, in the idea that kids your age should be thrown into the kinds of dangerous situations superheroes face on a daily basis. But the Vigilante Legion does not believe it is in society’s best interests to let teenagers put on spandex and run around the streets fighting random thugs. It is every bit as cruel and barbaric as human sacrifice, and anyone who practices it deserves to die for that alone.”

I knew that the practice of hiring sidekicks was somewhat controversial in certain segments of society. I mean, my own dad didn’t really like me having this job, after all. But this was the first time I’d heard such strong rhetoric against it in real life, and it came from a former superhero, of all people. Even weirder, he sounded like he meant it, like he really did think that hiring sidekicks was as barbaric and wrong as offering human sacrifices to gods that didn’t exist.

Even though I probably should have kept my mouth shut, I said, “Well, I think you’re a little too extreme. Sure, being a sidekick is dangerous work, but it really isn’t as bad as human sacrifice. I mean, I’m still alive, you know? And I can quit any time I like. It’s really not as bad as you say it is.”

Iron Angel looked down at me with cold anger in his eyes. “Tell me, Alex, what do you know about the origins of the superhero industry as we think of it today?”

I furrowed my brow, trying to remember what my history classes and Frank had taught me. “Um … I think it started fifty years ago, right? There were a lot of people in society trying to fight crime without being police and the government threatened to ban it, but they made a deal with the government to have vigilante work recognized as a business so they could keep doing what they were doing.”

Iron Angel sighed. “That’s a very crude, bare bones summation, but it is correct. Fifty years ago, superheroes were once known as vigilantes. They took to the streets to clean up their neighborhoods, towns, and cities, especially in areas where the local government was corrupt or incompetent. Some had powers, some had money and equipment, and some just had their fists. Regardless, they were all motivated by their desire to punish criminals and protect those who couldn’t protect themselves. They were real heroes, far superior to the current celebrities and businessmen who masquerade as defenders of the weak and warriors of righteousness.”

“Those guys were cool,” said Glue Gun. “A lot cooler than the current crop of superheroes we’ve got, that’s for sure.”

Iron Angel nodded and looked at me again. “But the government still didn’t like it, because their vigilante work was technically illegal. It was a huge controversy back in the sixties and the government threatened to crack down on it. Most of the vigilantes had become seen as heroes in their local communities; it was thought that if the government cracked down on the people who kept the streets safe, that many of our communities would become crime-ridden hellholes again. So the vigilantes made a deal with the government: If the government recognized their work as legitimate businesses, they would be willing to submit to whatever government regulations were imposed on them and work with the police. As you know, the government accepted the deal and vigilantes became businessman/private police known as ‘superheroes,’ because the law now distinguishes between those who fight crime alongside law enforcement and those who don’t.”

“What about the concept of sidekicks? How was that created?”

“Many of the vigilantes had sidekicks whose help they valued immensely,” said Iron Angel. “To make sure their teams weren’t destroyed, the vigilantes lobbied to have sidekicks treated as employees under the new laws governing superheroes. This entire deal was made in good faith, but unfortunately, few of the vigilantes foresaw just how it would completely distort what being a hero is all about.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” said Glue Gun, shaking his head. “They were cool, all right, but too shortsighted. Right, Hiss?”

“Right,” said Hissteria softly. “They failed to understand human nature or the kind of people that would be attracted to the business once it was legalized.”

“Indeed,” said Iron Angel. He looked up at the ceiling, seemingly forgetting about me. “At first, the superhero industry was small, but as the years went by, it grew larger and larger, until it is now a multi-billion dollar international industry. Nearly every First World nation has legalized superheroes to some degree, and even many Third World nations are starting to allow superheroes to operate in their countries. There are even massive superhero acquisitions agencies, such as Munroe Acquisitions, that have no real ‘superheroes’ but still make massive amounts of money off of the brands and businesses they’ve purchased.”

Iron Angel’s claws tightened into balls. “But this money has destroyed the entire concept of being a hero. Most superheroes don’t want to help the poor or make their communities or countries better places to live. Justice is as foreign a concept to them as religious tolerance is to a jihadist. Most superheroes love the financial and celebrity aspect of the business, while neglecting or even outright ignoring the actual hero part of it, except whenever it makes financial or business sense to do so.”

Then Iron Angel looked down at me. “What is worse, however, is how they will exploit young people like you to make themselves richer. They draw you into the business with promises of money, fame, and untold riches, yet most sidekicks end up broken messes of their former selves. Teenagers with little-to-no life experience are often pitted against the scum of society, the murderers, rapists, thieves, and others who have no qualms with killing young teenagers. These same superheroes will then exploit the popularity of their sidekicks to increase their own revenues, while paying them a pittance in return. It is as evil as anything that supervillains do, yet it is recognized as legitimate by the government.”

“If you think that it shouldn’t be legal to hire sidekicks, why don’t you go complain to the government about it?” I said. “It’s not like there’s anything I or Rubberman can do about it.”

Iron Angel laughed. “Ah, to be young and naive again. The government, you see, has no interest in changing the laws regulating sidekicks, not even for the good of the children. After all, superheroes pay taxes like anyone else, and if there is one fundamental truth about the government, it is that it is always looking for a way to increase their tax revenue. Government and business are much the same in that regard. Perhaps that is why big government and big business often go along together.”

“There’s also the fact that organizations like Heroes United keep lobbying the government,” said Hissteria. “Heroes United owns quite a few politicians in both parties to keep the law favorable to them. Therefore, even if some of our politicians wanted to change the laws, they can’t, because they would always be opposed by their bought and paid for peers.”

“Thus the existence of the Vigilante Legion,” said Iron Angel, gesturing at himself, Glue Gun, and Hissteria. “Government and business are in cahoots with one another. Therefore, we must tear them both up from the foundations and start again, beginning first with the superheroes themselves.”

“Are you going to kill me, too?” I said with a gulp. “Or just Rubberman?”

“Why would we kill you?” said Iron Angel in genuine surprise. “Weren’t you paying attention? Sidekicks like you are merely exploited youth. You are not part of the problem. Rubberman, however, is, which is why he should die the most painful of deaths.”

“Yeah,” said Glue Gun. “Sidekicks are just kids who don’t know any better. We may hate superheroes, but we’re not psychos like supervillains, either. We don’t kill kids.”

That should have been comforting to know, but it actually made me feel even more afraid than before. Maybe they wouldn’t murder me, but they made it pretty clear they weren’t going to let me go, either. They’d use me as bait to lure out Rubberman, but what would they do with me after that?

Iron Angel’s bloody claw landed on my shoulder, making me look up at him again. He had a far kinder look on his face now, though it didn’t do much except make him look even scarier, somehow, maybe because his bloody claws contrasted so much with his face.

“Alex, I know this is all so sudden, but I truly do see potential for greatness in you,” said Iron Angel. “Our quarrel is not with you, but with your boss. If you would join us, we could remake society. We could bring down the corruption, the vile laws, the evil politicians, and every other cancer which infects this industry. Together, we might even be able to change the world.”

“Is that what you told Fro-Zen?” I asked. “That if he helped you, you could change the world?”

“I told Edward something similar, true, but you and he are far more similar than you think,” said Iron Angel. “You remind me of him when I first met him, but I sense in you a far greater potential as a hero than even Edward did. Edward was always too quick, too willing to let his emotions dictate his actions. He could never think very far ahead, which is why I was not very surprised to hear that he died. You, on the other hand, seem smarter, less willing to rush headlong into dangerous situations, more aware of your own limitations and weaknesses. Under my training, you could become the first of a new generation of vigilantes, vigilantes who fight crime because it is the right thing to do, not because it will make them a quick buck.”

Looking into Iron Angel’s eyes, I saw that he was telling the truth. He really did think I had the potential to be great. He really did want to help me. And he believed everything he had said, too, about the corruption in the superhero industry and how he and his vigilantes were going to take it down.

To some degree, I even agreed with some of his opinions. I couldn’t forget Fro-Zen’s rants about these same problems or how Fro-Zen made a similar offer to me several months ago. And I gotta admit, there was a lot more truth to Iron Angel’s words than I would admit. I thought of Barriers and how hopelessly corrupt, selfish, and greedy he had been, working alongside a criminal gang to stage a fake hostage situation to make himself look good. I also thought about Munroe Acquisitions, which had hired Barriers in the first place, and no doubt was behind a lot of other shady or criminal stuff, too.

But then I thought about Rubberman. He wasn’t like Barriers. Maybe he wasn’t perfect, maybe he messed up sometimes, and maybe he didn’t always do the right thing, but I knew that at heart he was a good man trying to be a real hero. Rubberman had always helped me. He never exploited me for profit, and he never put me in needless danger, either. Actually, when I first started to work for him, Rubberman did his best to keep me out of most fights until I was able to defend myself.

I didn’t know if Rubberman was representative of most superheroes or if Iron Angel was correct and the whole industry was corrupt to its core and needed to be destroyed.

One thing I did know, however, was that I trusted Rubberman more than Iron Angel or any of his vigilantes.

So I looked Iron Angel in the eyes once more and said, “Sorry, man, but I’m going to have to say no. Maybe you’re right and maybe you’re wrong, but I’ve seen what your training does and I don’t want to end up like Fro-Zen, holding innocent schoolchildren hostage in order to make my enemies show themselves. If that’s what being a vigilante means, then I want no part of it.”

Iron Angel looked down at me in silence for what felt like an eternity. I sensed Glue Gun and Hissteria also staring at me, maybe in shock, because they had probably not expected me to say something like that. I didn’t break my eyes away from Iron Angel, however, because I didn’t care what they thought.

Finally, Iron Angel took his claw off my shoulder and stepped back. “Poor child. I thought you might say something like this, but I hoped that you might be able to see the light. You are still so young and naive, thinking that Rubberman is any better than the other superheroes out there. He is no more loyal to you than the CEO of a multinational corporation is loyal to his employees. The second you become a liability, he will cut you off without another thought.”

I didn’t agree with what Iron Angel said, but I didn’t feel the need to argue. Instead, I said, “Then why don’t you just let me go? If I’m not going to join your team, then there’s no point in keeping me down here.”

“Nice try, but you are still useful to us,” said Iron Angel. “Once news gets out that we have you in our grasp, the public pressure will force Rubberman to return to rescue you. If there’s one thing I know about superheroes, it is that they hate bad publicity and will do almost anything to avoid it. Plus, I think I can still turn you. Once you see the true corruption lurking just beneath the surface, you will understand … you will understand, and you will hate with the fiery heat of a thousand suns.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but at that moment, I felt a slight tugging sensation at my shoes. I looked down and saw Adams tugging at the back of my right shoe. He looked absolutely horrendous and I found it hard to believe that he was even still conscious, yet when he looked up at me, I saw that same intelligent mind I’d come to know over the last several months shining as brightly as ever.

Adams didn’t speak, but his eyes darted toward the hallway leading to Rubberman’s office. At first, I didn’t understand what he meant, but soon I understood that he was telling me to run. He had grabbed my shoe to indicate that I should blast apart the glue holding me down and then make a mad run for Rubberman’s office. I vaguely recalled Iron Angel mentioning that Rubberman had escaped through a secret exit back there. If I could reach it, I would be scott-free. Adams would probably set up some sort of distraction so I could escape unharmed, although how he would do that in his current condition, I had no idea.

Yet that would require abandoning Adams and leaving him in the hands of these mad men. Maybe the vigilantes weren’t supervillains, but it was obvious to me that they were willing to hurt anyone even remotely connected with the superhero business. If Adams helped me escape, I could easily see Iron Angel taking out his anger on Adams, maybe even ripping his head off like he had done to three other people already. I couldn’t stand the thought of Adams dying, but then I had to ask myself if I really could save Adams and me. From a strictly logical point of view, it made more sense for one of us to escape and survive—me, in this case—than for both of us to remain captive or die. There was always a chance I might fail to escape, but there was also a chance, however slight, that I could get out of here and reunite with Rubberman and figure out what to do from here.

I had to try. Adams would be able to take care of himself.

So I nodded ever-so-slightly, enough that neither Iron Angel nor his fellow vigilantes would notice. Adams, however, did notice. His eyes flicked toward the office a few more times and then he slowly but surely reached toward his inner coat pocket. It was a very subtle movement, so subtle that the vigilantes did not seem to notice.

Iron Angel turned away from me and, addressing Glue Gun and Hissteria, said, “Hissteria, I want you to go down to Level Two and see how the others are doing. If they’ve discovered anything that could help the Legion, I want it set aside for further inspection.”

“Yes, sir,” said Hissteria, nodding.

Hissteria took one step toward the elevator doors, but as soon as he did that, Adams pulled out his smartphone from his coat pocket and flicked his thumb across some sort of app on the screen that I didn’t recognize.

A loud warning siren began booming through the Elastic Cave. It was absolutely deafening in its loudness; I could barely hear myself think. Hissteria and Glue Gun slammed their hands over their ears, while Iron Angel was shouting something I couldn’t hear. He turned to look at me and immediately spotted Adams on the floor, but before he could do anything, the Elastic Cave’s sprinklers all turned on at once. Ice cold water rained down on all of us, while at the same time the warning siren kept booming, becoming louder and louder with each passing minute.

Iron Angel, however, unfolded his wings and brought them over his head, protecting himself from the sprinklers, but I took off my glasses and fired a powerful blast of energy at him from my eyes. The lasers struck Iron Angel in the chest and sent him flying. He crashed into the Mission Control board, smashing some of the screens and keyboards, a stunned look on his face as the water from the sprinkler rained down on him like a rainstorm.

I was absolutely drenched to the bone myself, but I still looked down and fired twin lasers at the glue. The glue shattered instantly, freeing my foot. Without hesitation, I rushed toward Rubberman’s office. I heard Glue Gun and Hissteria yelling at me, even heard Glue Gun fire his glue, but they were too disoriented by the combination of the sprinklers and warning siren to come after me.

Rushing into Rubberman’s office, I slammed the door closed behind me and put a chair underneath the door handle. I doubted it would hold for very long against Iron Angel or his vigilantes once they came after me, but it would have to do for now.

Unfortunately, when I turned around to see Rubberman’s office, I realized that the sprinklers were on in here as well. Even worse, I didn’t see any sort of secret exit which could take me to the surface. I nearly gave up in despair before I noticed one of Rubberman’s posters—this one depicting Rubberman stretching his fist like he was trying to punch someone off-screen—had become loose under the onslaught from the sprinkler water. Even more interesting, there seemed to be some kind of button behind it.

I ran over to the poster and, ripping it off the wall, I discovered a small blue button underneath. The button was unmarked, but I pressed it anyway, because I thought I knew what it could do.

I was proved right a moment later when a door opened inwards behind Rubberman’s desk. At the same time, I heard pounding on the door and voices shouting at me from the other side, though with the siren and the sprinklers on at the same time, I couldn’t tell exactly which one of Iron Angel’s goons was trying to go after me.

I had no intention of staying to find out. I ran through the secret back exit, kicking it closed behind me, and soon found myself in a narrow, dimly lit hallway inclining upwards well out of my sight. I was glad to discover that there was no sprinkler in here; it was completely dry.

But I didn’t stop to enjoy it. I just rushed up the incline as fast as I could, hoping against hope that I would get out of here before the Vigilante Legion caught up with me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

The secret exit took me into an alleyway I’d passed loads of times before on my way to and from work, but which I’d never taken much notice of until today. When I first emerged from the secret exit (which I hastily blocked off with a few full trash cans just in case the vigilantes had followed), I had no idea where I was until I peered out of the alley and recognized the route I took to and from work every day. I was about two blocks away from the Elastic Cave, but that was two blocks too close to it for my liking, so I half-walked, half-ran another block or so until I reached an alleyway even I hadn’t known about. It was cloistered away from the main street and back streets, meaning that it was unlikely that the vigilantes would follow me here. Granted, I was dripping wet the whole way, but I was betting on the sun to dry the water before the vigilantes found it.

Speaking of water, it turned out to be a dumb idea to run out into the cold January weather when you’re freezing wet already. I felt like I had gone swimming in a lake of ice. My teeth chattered and I hugged my arms around my body, attempting to keep in what little warmth I could, although it was a mostly useless gesture. I hid behind a dumpster, which kept me out of the wind, but I was still very cold and very wet.

Shivering, I tried to think about what I needed to do next. The obvious answer was that I needed to find Rubberman. If we could reunite, we stood a chance of defeating the Vigilante Legion. But how was I supposed to find Rubberman? He’d fled without telling anyone where he was. And, as far as I could tell, he didn’t have his phone or radicom with him. That meant that I had a better chance of finding him by wandering aimlessly through the streets of Golden City than trying to call him.

I could call the police. Surely it had to be against the law to break into and take over a superhero’s place of business, didn’t it? There was also the fact that Iron Angel had already killed three superheroes and was in the process of trying to kill his fourth victim. That was definitely grounds for arrest, no matter who was killing who.

But what good would the police be against the Vigilante Legion? They already had trouble with normal supervillains. Iron Angel alone could probably kill the entire GCPD if he wanted, and without breaking a sweat. That wasn’t even taking into account Iron Angel’s fellow vigilantes; from what I could tell, all of them were ex-superheroes and sidekicks with all of the powers, experience, and weapons those jobs usually entail. Even worse, the Vigilante Legion wasn’t just in the Elastic Cave. If what Iron Angel said was true, they had members all over the city searching for Rubberman and, now, probably me as well.

Still, the police needed to know about this. I pulled out my phone and immediately dialed the phone number of the Golden City Police Department. Putting my phone against my ear, I waited impatiently, listening to the tone as the police’s phone on the other end rang.

Finally, I heard someone pick up the phone and say, “Who is this?”

I probably should have found it strange that the person on the other end didn’t introduce themselves as being part of the GCPD, but I was so eager to tell the police about what just happened that I said, “Hi, this is Beams, Rubberman’s sidekick, and I—”

“Rubberman?” repeated the voice on the other end. “Hey, Iron Angel is looking for—”

I immediately hung up and lowered my phone, holding it away from me like it was a bomb about to explode.

I didn’t need to let them finish their sentence, because I instantly realized that the GCPD had been taken over by the Vigilante Legion. I didn’t know if the Legion had broken into the police headquarters and killed all of the officers or if one of their own had infiltrated the force and was manning the phone, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that I couldn’t count on the police to help me or Rubberman.

But who else could I call? I considered calling my parents and asking them to pick me up (I’d left my bike back at the Elastic Cave), but I wasn’t sure I wanted to get my parents involved in this. They were probably safe back in our house. If they came out to the city to pick me up, they might get attacked by the Legion. Despite what Iron Angel said about the Legion only targeting superheroes and not civilians, I couldn’t forget how Fro-Zen had put so many young children’s lives in danger just to draw out Rubberman for a fight. If Iron Angel thought that harming my parents would advance his agenda, I could see him do it.

I thought about calling James, but that would be even more useless, because he was back in school right now, about two hours away from Golden City via car. There was no way he could get here in time to help me, even if he donned his old Lightning Fist costume. Besides, I wasn’t sure how much of a chance James would stand against the Legion. He was a pretty good fighter, but the Legion was absolutely ruthless, especially toward superheroes and sidekicks.

With the elimination of James as possible help, I realized I was completely cornered. With no one to call for help, it seemed like the best I could do was run and hide and hope that the Vigilante Legion would not find me. I could also try to find Rubberman, but with no way to know where he was, I couldn’t risk it.

I glanced at my phone, which now seemed useless for all intents and purposes, but then my eyes fell on a name in my contacts list. It seemed to me that that person might be able to help me, but at the same time, I didn’t want to put her life in danger. On the other hand, Iron Angel, as far as I knew, didn’t know of my connection to her, so her house was probably the safest place in the city for me right now. It would also risk revealing my secret identity, but given how grim this current situation was, I didn’t have any other choice.

Without hesitation, I tapped Greta Hammond’s phone number and held my phone up to the side of my face, hoping against hope that Greta was home and would be willing to let me stay in her place until I could reunite with Rubberman.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Luckily, Greta answered her phone and was still in her home. She was thrilled to hear from me, because I’d accidentally ignored her in school earlier, and started asking me a lot of questions before I told her that I needed her to come and pick me up. I told her that I couldn’t tell her very much, but that my life was in danger and that I needed a safe place to recuperate and recover for a while. To my relief, Greta didn’t ask me any questions about it. She just told me to wait at the Golden City Cafe, where she would pick me up.

So I went to the Cafe and, a few minutes later, Greta showed up in her dad’s car. That surprised me until I remembered that Greta had gotten her driver’s license recently, which probably should have made me feel a bit embarrassed since I still didn’t have mine, but right now I didn’t care. I just climbed into her car and told her to go straight back to her house without explanation. Again, she didn’t pester me with questions, even though I could tell that she was wondering why I was still soaking wet. We just went straight from the Golden City Cafe back to her home. I didn’t see much of the actual journey back, however, because I lay down on the floor of the back seat of her car, out of sight of the windows. I didn’t want any possible Vigilante Legion members to see me through the windows of her car and follow us back to Greta’s house, although I kept expecting Iron Angel to swoop down from above and tear open the roof of the car to get me anyway.

But no one tried to stop us and soon we were in the garage of Greta’s house. Even so, I didn’t dare sit up until I heard the garage doors closed, at which point I raised my head and asked Greta, “Are we safe now?”

“Yeah, I think so,” said Greta. She gestured out the back window of her car. “The garage doors are closed, so no one will be able to see you.”

I sighed, but then another question occurred to me and I said, “Your dad. Is he—”

“Out of town,” Greta said, cutting me off. “On, uh, ‘business.’”

I knew what she was talking about. Greta’s dad was the infamous thief known as the Silent Shadow, while Greta was the Golden City Robber. Mr. Hammond was usually out of town on ‘business,’ which was a polite euphemism for stealing valuable or ancient artifacts from around the world. I’d known this for a while and should have probably reported this to the police already, but due to the circumstances under which I first learned that knowledge, I didn’t tell anyone the truth about Greta and her dad. Maybe it wasn’t right, but I would worry about that later.

“It’s just you and me in your house, then?” I asked as I sat up, rubbing my back, which was aching from where I’d lain on the floor.

Greta nodded. “Yep. Now, can you tell me why you’re dripping wet? And why you needed me to take you to my house or who, exactly, we’re running from?”

“When did I say I was running from anyone?”

“Why else would you call me, refuse to tell me why you called me, and then ask me to take you to my home like I’m smuggling you across the border?” asked Greta. “If you weren’t trying to hide from someone, I think you would have asked me to take you to your house instead.” She tilted her head to the side. “By the way, where is your bike? I didn’t see it when I picked you up.”

I hesitated. Although I knew Greta was the famous Golden City Robber, Greta didn’t know that I was Beams. I hadn’t told her, not because I distrusted her or anything, but because I didn’t want to risk losing my license or make her think I was going to report her to the police. Yet the only way I could answer her questions was by telling her my real identity. No way was I going to do that.

But didn’t Greta deserve to know? She was my girlfriend, after all. If she trusted me to keep her real identity a secret, I could ask her to do the same for me. Besides, Iron Angel and the Vigilante Legion already knew who I was; would it really hurt me if I told her that I was Beams? It seemed like everyone already knew who I was anyway. Might as well let her know, too.

I took a deep breath and said, “Greta, there’s something I need to tell you, but first, you have to promise that you won’t—”

“You’re Beams.”

I froze. “What?”

“You are Beams,” said Greta simply. “The sidekick of Rubberman, Golden City’s local superhero.”

I felt my ears to make sure I didn’t have water in them that might possibly be distorting my hearing. “Did you just say I’m Beams?”

Greta looked at me in confusion. “Yes. I’m just stating facts. No need to be so surprised.”

I blinked several times. “But … I never told you I was Beams before.”

“I figured it out a while ago,” said Greta with a shrug. “Back when ZZZ kidnapped me and that Charlotte girl, I didn’t understand why he thought I’d be good bait for you. But when you saved us and you showed me more attention than Charlotte, well, I began to suspect who you really were, though even then I didn’t know for sure until I followed you from school one time and saw you enter the Elastic Cave.”

My mouth fell open. “You followed me? How come I didn’t hear you?”

“I’m the Golden City Robber, Alex,” said Greta. “Moving without anyone seeing or hearing you was one of the very first skills Dad taught me. I’m actually a little better at it than him, because I’m smaller and weigh a lot less so I make even less noise than Dad does.”

I couldn’t stop staring at Greta like an idiot. “How come you’ve never mentioned this to me or told anyone?”

“You haven’t told anyone that I’m the Robber, right?” said Greta. “I decided I would respect your identity by keeping it secret. Besides, I know all about the sidekick laws and everything. If I went around telling people who you were, you’d lose your job, which would suck. I don’t want you to lose your job, so I kept it to myself.”

The fact that Greta knew my secret identity certainly explained a lot of her own behavior (like why she never seemed particularly upset when I left school without saying much more than good bye to her), but I still couldn’t wrap my head around it. There was also the fact that if Greta had figured it out, who else had managed to figure out my secret identity without me knowing? Had other people followed me to work from school or was Greta the only one who even tried?

As distressing as that was to think about it, it was all irrelevant to the current situation, so I said, “Uh, okay. I guess that means I can just skip to the part where I explain why I’m dripping wet and on the run.”

I explained, as briefly as I could, the events of the last couple of days. Greta listened with interest to my story. She didn’t say a word the entire time, which was good because I was afraid that I might forget important details if I was interrupted. But I could tell that she was thinking very hard about what I said, too. In particular, she seemed very interested when I mentioned that Iron Angel hated the entire concept of sidekicks, though I didn’t see what was so significant about that.

When I finished, Greta tapped her chin. She brushed aside a few stray strands of blonde hair, but said nothing.

The silence was kind of awkward, so I said, in an attempt to break the ice, “So, er, that’s the story. Rubberman is missing and we’re both on the run from the Vigilante Legion.”

“What are you going to do now?” asked Greta.

I opened my mouth, but then closed it. “Uh … I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I thought that once I was safely in your house, I would try to find Rubberman.”

Greta nodded. “And how are you going to find him if you can’t contact him?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know.” I paused, and said, “You don’t seem very freaked out by this.”

It was Greta’s turn to shake her head this time. “Oh, don’t worry, I am very freaked out by all of this. I’ve seen the pictures of Iron Angel’s victims. I know just how violent and brutal he is. His friends are probably just as brutal as him. I’m just trying very, very hard not to scream and shout, because Dad always taught me that you should not let your emotions get the best of you even in the scariest, most dangerous situations.”

As Greta spoke, her voice trembled every now and then. It was very slight, barely noticeable, but it was enough to convince me that Greta was probably even more freaked out than me by all of this. It didn’t seem likely to me that Iron Angel would harm Greta if he found out that she was helping me, but I guess it all depended on how desperately he wanted to recapture me.

I leaned forward and put a hand on Greta’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. Iron Angel doesn’t know that you’re my girlfriend. We’ll be safe in your house for a while. Rubberman, on the other hand, is in way more danger than us, because he’s wounded and alone. He can’t even go to the police for help, because I think the Vigilante Legion has either infiltrated the police department or even outright overthrown them.”

Greta’s eyes widened. “You mean we can’t even ask the police for help? Why didn’t you mention that before?”

“I forgot,” I said sheepishly. “But it is the truth. That’s another reason I called you, because I found out that the police can’t help us.”

Greta looked close to crying, which I thought was kind of strange, because as the Golden City Robber, I thought she would have been happy to know that the police had been defeated. Then again, given who had essentially replaced the police, I couldn’t blame her for being so upset.

“What is Iron Angel’s ultimate goal?” asked Greta. “What is he trying to accomplish?”

“I already told you,” I said. “He wants to kill Rubberman in particular and destroy the superhero industry in general. He’s a radical, just like Fro-Zen. He might even be an anarchist, because he also talked about trying to overthrow the government.”

“I don’t think that’s his ultimate goal,” said Greta, shaking her head again. “I’ve never met him, of course, but based on what you told me, I don’t think Iron Angel is just trying to do that. I think that all of that is just a justification for another goal, something more personal.”

“Why would you think that?” I said. “He sounded like he meant it when he rambled on about it to me for ten minutes.”

“Look at the facts,” said Greta. “He hates sidekicks and, instead of killing you outright, he tried to make you join his side. I think his real problem has to do with sidekicks. Does he have one of his own?”

I shook my head. “No. He used to, though. A girl named Winged Gal, who was murdered by a villain known as Black Poison ten years ago.”

“I’m not a superhero expert, but isn’t that around the same time that Iron Angel retired from the business?” asked Greta. “Maybe there’s a connection between Winged Gal’s death and Iron Angel’s decision to retire. It might also explain what his real goal is.”

I folded my arms. “Who cares what his real goal is? He’s crazy and needs to be stopped, no matter what his motivation is.”

“If we know his actual motivation for founding the Vigilante Legion, it would help us predict what he’s going to do next,” said Greta. “Also, it might help us figure out how to beat him. Dad always taught me that you should know your enemy.”

“Good point,” I said. “But I still think that our first priority—well, my first priority, anyway—should be to find and reunite with Rubberman. If we’re going to stop Iron Angel and the Vigilante Legion, we’ll need Rubberman.”

“Agreed,” said Greta. “But that just brings us back to our first point; namely, how we’re going to find Rubberman when he doesn’t have his cell phone or any other way to contact him.”

I frowned. I was thinking as hard as I could about how we could contact Rubberman. I still had my phone on me, of course, but Rubberman didn’t have his phone, which was what made it so problematic.

I leaned back in the back seat and felt my backpack stop me from leaning back as far as I wanted. I also felt the outline of my helmet against the fabric of my backpack, which caused me to remember that I always carried around a spare copy of my Beams costume whenever I was working. Not that that would do me much good right now, though, because even if I put on my suit and confronted Iron Angel face-to-face, I still wouldn’t be able to beat him in a fight. Nor would I be able to contact Rubber—

Something clicked in my mind. Without hesitation, I pulled my backpack off my back, set in my lap, and began rummaging through it. I had to pull out a few notebooks and graded papers before I found it: The helmet of the Beams costume, sitting on top of the rest of the folded costume.

I raised the helmet out of the backpack, took off my glasses, and placed the helmet firmly on my head.

“Um, Alex?” said Greta uncertainly. “You aren’t going to change into your costume in here, are you? Because if so, give me a moment to get out so I can give you some privacy.”

“I’m not putting on my costume here, Greta,” I said, gesturing at my helmet. “Just my helmet, because it is the key to all of our problems.”

“It is?” said Greta. She squinted. “I don’t see it.”

“My helmet has a built-in radicom,” I said, tapping the side of the helmet. “Rubberman’s suit also has an radicom. It is how we’re able to stay in contact with each other over short distances. The radicoms are linked through the same radio channel, so if I activate my radicom, I should be able to contact Rubberman.”

Greta frowned. “But you said the radicoms are for short distance range. Just how short are we talking about here?”

“Ten miles,” I said. “But it can work at longer ranges, but it’s just very unreliable and prone to breaking off at the worst moments.”

“How do you know Rubberman is within ten miles of my house?” asked Greta. “What if he’s farther than that?”

“I don’t know for sure, but it’s our only chance of finding him before the Vigilante Legion does,” I said. “If this fails … well, you can just say you told me so. Now be quiet so I can listen. If Rubberman is outside the range, his connection will be very hard to hear, so I need to be able to focus in case I connect with him.”

I tapped the side of my helmet again and went still. I heard the familiar click of the radicom as it came on, but at first I just heard static in my ears. I waited to see if Rubberman would respond first, but I heard nothing at all. That meant that either Rubberman was out of range or he was unaware that I was trying to contact him. The only way to find out would be to call him.

So I said, in a loud, clear voice, “Rubberman, it’s Beams. Are you there? If you are, please let me know. I found out about the Vigilante Legion and I want to find you so we can team up again to take these guys down. Let me know where you are and I’ll come and find you.”

Silence. Well, it was mostly static, but there wasn’t much difference between static and silence, in my opinion.

“So?” said Greta, leaning forward eagerly. “Has he responded?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head sadly. “I think he must be out of range.”

That wasn’t the only reason why Rubberman didn’t respond, of course. He could have also been dead, but I didn’t want to say that aloud because I didn’t want to worry Greta even more than she already was.

“Dang,” said Greta. “I don’t want to say I told you so, but—”

Greta was interrupted by the sound of shattered glass. It sounded like a window being broken somewhere in her house. The two of us became abruptly quiet, listening very carefully for who it might have been. But we heard no other sounds from the house itself.

I looked at Greta. “Did you hear that?”

Greta—whose eyes were now as large as saucer plates—nodded. “Yes. Someone’s broken into my house. Do you think it is a member of the Vigilante Legion or possibly even Iron Angel himself?”

“I don’t know,” I said. I spoke in a whisper, in case the intruder was close. “I’ll go out and check.”

I reached to open the passenger door, but Greta grabbed my arm, causing me to look at her. She looked completely freaked out now, her eyes wide and frightened. I felt a powerful protective instinct to grab her and hold her close, but because of the way we sat, it would be too awkward to do, so I settled for looking into her eyes.

“We should run,” said Greta. “If it’s a member of the Vigilante Legion, that means they know we’re here. We—”

“If they know we’re here, then literally nowhere else in Golden City is safe to hide,” I said. “Might as well make our last stand here, if we have to. Besides, I’m not asking you to come with me. You can stay here in the car, and if I don’t come back in five minutes, just open the garage doors and get the hell out of the city. Something tells me that the Vigilante Legion won’t be content to leave you alone, especially if they find out who you really are.”

At first, I thought Greta was going to argue with me about this, but then she let go of my arm and said, “Let me go with you. You don’t know my house as well as I do, so you’ll need my help to get around it without being seen or heard by this intruder.”

“Fine,” I said. I put my hand on the door handle again. “Let’s get this over with.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Before leaving the garage, I put on my entire Beams costume. I expected to fight whoever the intruder was, so I wanted to make sure I was combat ready for whoever awaited us. Greta kept her back to me the entire time, because there wasn’t much room for me to change in the garage. I could tell she wanted to look, but she had enough self-control to keep her back to me until I told her to turn around and face me.

“Wow, Alex,” Greta said, eying my costume. “I forgot just how much your costume, uh, enhances your body.”

I was glad my helmet’s visor hid my face, because my face became as red as a tomato when she said that. “Thanks, Greta, but we’ve got to go. I’ll lead, because I’m stronger than you.”

“And get us both lost?” said Greta. “No, I should lead, because I know the house’s layout better than you.”

“Does it really matter if you know the house better than me?” I said. “We don’t know which window was broken. It could be in any of the rooms of your house, which means we’ll need to check each and every one of them.”

“Actually, I think it came from Dad’s study,” said Greta. “It’s the room closest to the garage and the only one you could hear a window broken from. Plus, it’s one of the best spots to sneak into the house, because the outside of Dad’s study is hidden behind a lot of trees and bushes, meaning someone could sneak in without being seen if they were good enough.”

“That … makes sense,” I said. “A little too much sense.”

Greta gave me an apologetic smile. “Part of Dad’s training. He taught me what to look for when trying to break into a place without being seen. Of course, a lot of it is also just common sense, but—”

“Okay, we’ll go to your dad’s study,” I said. “Lead the way, princess.”

Greta nodded and we both walked over to the door leading out of the garage. I opened it and peered out into the well-lit hallway on the other side. It was empty of people, though that didn’t mean it was safe to rush out.

I looked over my shoulder at Greta. “Hallway is clear. Where is the study?”

“First door to your right,” said Greta. “Do you see it?”

I peered into the hallway again and spotted the door immediately. It was a tall, old oak door that nonetheless looked sturdy enough to keep out all but the strongest thieves. Which was probably intentional, now that I thought about it, because Mr. Hammond had probably modified his house to make it thief-proof. It did seem funny to me, though, that he had neglected the window in his study, but I guess we can’t be perfect all the time, huh?

Stepping out into the hallway, I gestured for Greta to follow. The two of us stepped in front of the study door, Greta slightly away from it, while I walked up and pressed the side of my helmet against the door to try to listen to anyone on the other side. I heard nothing, however, not even the sound of the wind blowing through what was most likely a smashed window now.

I looked at Greta once again. “I don’t hear anything.”

“It’s thick.”

“What?”

“The door,” said Greta, gesturing at the door quickly. “The thickest door in the house. You couldn’t hear through it even if you weren’t wearing your helmet.”

“I see,” I said. “Guess that means we’ll just have to open it and see who is on the other side for ourselves, huh?”

“Yep,” said Greta.

I turned my attention back to the door. I rested both hands on the huge golden doorknob, but before I pulled it open, I readied my eyes to unleash a quick blast. Once I opened the door, the intruder would notice, which would give me only a very short time window in which to shoot him. If I didn’t shoot right, the intruder would have time to counterattack, and if he was one of the members of the Vigilante Legion, then he was probably a powerful former superhero in his own right. Therefore, I needed to open the door fast and fire as soon as I spotted the intruder; if he survived, I might interrogate him later.

Taking a deep breath, I tightened my grip on the doorknob, turned it, and shoved the door inward. With a yell, I jumped into the room and looked around at the study, trying to spot the intruder.

Mr. Hammond’s study was much bigger than I expected. Shelves full of books—ranging from classics like A Tale of Two Cities to modern thrillers that my own dad liked to read—lined the walls, while a map of the whole world was against the wall behind the desk, covered with pins and sticky notes I couldn’t read from a distance. The floor was a nice, solid wood and crystalline lights hung from the ceiling like icicles, though they weren’t on at the moment, which made it hard to see the room very well. The only light came in from the windows, though it wasn’t very much.

But then I spotted the broken window on the left side of the room. A huddled mass lay under the window, but thanks to the terrible lighting, it was hard to see who it was. Knowing that it was likely one of the members of the Vigilante Legion, I fired my eye lasers at the mass.

But the person rolled out of the way at the last second. My lasers struck the floor, leaving a small, smoking crater where they hit. I immediately turned my head to follow the person, but before I could fire again, the person raised a hand and shouted, “Beams, hold on! Don’t shoot. It’s me.”

I hesitated and, recognizing the voice, looked more closely at who it was. Lying on the floor, his face bloodied but still recognizable, was Rubberman. There was no doubt about it: I would recognize that blue and white spandex suit anywhere. He was in a sort of half fetal position, but when he saw that I wasn’t going to shoot him, he sat up, albeit slowly and painfully, as if his back hurt.

“Rubberman?” I said, pushing the door open entirely and stepping inside. “Is that really you? You’re not some kind of dream or illusion, are you?”

Rubberman shook his head. “No. I’m the real deal, all right. So are my wounds, for that matter.”

I looked more closely at Rubberman’s face. “Yeah, your wounds look real enough.”

“Don’t worry about me,” said Rubberman as he slowly rose to his feet. “My healing factor has already healed the worst of it, though I admit my body is still a bit stiff. I’ll be fine after about a day or so, I imagine, though I should probably go see the doctor after all of this anyway just to make sure that he didn’t leave any lasting wounds.”

I noticed Rubberman pointedly avoided using Iron Angel’s name, but before I could ponder that, Greta stuck her head into the room and said, “Alex, what’s the problem? Who is it? Is it—”

She stopped speaking when she saw Rubberman. Her jaw fell open, maybe because he looked like he’d just been in a bar fight. She also moved backwards slightly, like she was going to run away, which I attributed to the fact that she was the Robber and was afraid that Rubberman might try to arrest her, even though he didn’t know that she was the robber.

Rubberman, to his credit, looked at her in confusion. “Did you just call Beams by his real name?”

“Uh …” I scratched the back of my head. “Um, yes, she did. She knows my real identity, but she promised not to tell anyone.”

Rubberman’s eyes narrowed, but to my relief, he just nodded. “All right. I suppose if she is letting you stay in her house, she must know who you are and it’s too late to do anything about it. But we’ve never met before, so let me introduce myself.” Rubberman stretched out a hand toward Greta. “I’m Dennis Pullman, though you can call me Rubberman if you like.”

Greta stared at Rubberman’s outstretched hand for a moment before shaking it, which made his arm vibrate slightly like a rubber band. “Greta Hammond. I’m Alex’s girlfriend.”

“I know,” said Rubberman as his hand snapped back to its natural length. “Alex has told me much about you. If I may say, you’re a very pretty girl.”

“T-Thanks,” Greta stuttered; she seemed oddly taken aback by Rubberman, though then again, most people tended to be starstruck around superheroes. Or maybe she was afraid he might find out who she really is.

“Now that we’ve got the introductions out of the way, what are you doing here, boss?” I asked Rubberman. “How did you know I would be here?”

Rubberman quickly held up a finger to silence me. He extended a hand up to the blinds on the broken window and pulled them down. This had the effect of darkening the study even more, although the light coming in from the few windows which weren’t blocked off was still enough to see by.

“Short answer, I didn’t,” said Rubberman as he lowered his arm, which had returned to its normal length. “When that man and his allies attacked me, I originally fled to a secret bunker I’ve got in Golden City.”

“You’ve got a secret bunker?” I said in surprise. “Where?”

“Near the office building which Barriers used for his base before he was killed,” said Rubberman. “I intended to tell you about it at some point, but I use it so rarely that it usually slips my mind. I had the bunker built for exactly these sorts of occasions, a place where I could hide and treat my injuries if the Elastic Cave became compromised. I’ll show it to you if we survive this situation.”

I didn’t like Rubberman’s use of the word ‘if,’ but aloud I said, “So why did you leave the bunker?”

“Because the bunker blocks most communications coming in and out of it,” Rubberman replied. “I wanted to contact you and warn you about not going to the Elastic Cave, but that man had destroyed my cell phone. I still have my radicom, but it isn’t very good for long distance communications, as you know.”

I nodded. “Why did you come to Greta’s house?”

“It was based on intuition more than anything,” said Rubberman with a shrug. “I was betting on you either not going to the Elastic Cave or, if you went there, escaping the Vigilante Legion and looking for help. I knew you wouldn’t want to involve your family in this, but you also didn’t have a way to contact me. Therefore, I deduced that you would call Greta and ask her to help, because she’s your girlfriend, a fact which the Vigilante Legion might not know and so could not use to find you.”

“Wow,” said Greta, who was now standing beside me. “You’re smart.”

Rubberman shrugged. “It’s not intelligence so much as narrowing down the logical options. It’s what I would have done under the same circumstances. It helps that I’ve worked with Alex long enough to know how he thinks.”

The idea that Rubberman knew me well enough to guess my next course of action was both comforting and a little terrifying. Comforting because it meant he would always be able to help me, but terrifying because it meant he knew how I thought almost better than my own parents.

I decided not to think about that for now, however. “Well, it’s good you’re here anyway. We need to figure out how to beat Iron Angel and the Vigilante Legion. They’re still looking for both of us.”

“I know,” said Rubberman grimly. He suddenly looked around. “By the way, where is Adams? Did he manage to escape with you?”

I hesitated, partly because I didn’t know what Adams’ current status was, but also because I suspected that he wasn’t with the world of the living anymore and I didn’t want to say that to Rubberman and end up making him depressed.

“I don’t know,” I said. “He helped me escape the Elastic Cave, but last I saw, he was still lying on the floor of the Elastic Cave with his chest torn open. I don’t know if the Vigilante Legion is holding him prisoner or if … if …”

I couldn’t finish that sentence, because I didn’t want to voice the idea that Adams was dead. Maybe it was superstitious thinking, but I felt like if I voiced the idea that Adams was dead, then it would somehow cause him to die on the spot if he was still alive.

Rubberman seemed to understand, however, because he nodded and said, “Adams is stronger than you think, Alex. And even if he isn’t alive any longer, it’s clear to me that he was willing to give his life for you. He knew how important it was for you to reunite with me, so he was willing to give his life to ensure you would escape and meet up with me again.”

I blinked. “I never thought Adams would be willing to sacrifice his life for me. I didn’t think he liked me that much.”

“Adams doesn’t much like anyone,” Rubberman said with a chuckle. “But he is a man with a strong sense of loyalty. He sees his job as serving you and me to the best of his ability, which includes being willing to sacrifice himself if necessary.”

“I knew he was loyal to you, but I didn’t think he’d ever extend his loyalty to me,” I said. “He always seemed to, well, treat me like a kid.”

“Adams has an odd way of showing his affection sometimes,” said Rubberman. “In any case, whether Adams is still alive or not, we should not let his sacrifice be in vain. We must stop Iron Angel and his minions before they achieve their goal.”

“You mean before they kill us,” I said. “Right?”

Rubberman shook his head. “No, that’s not their goal. At least, that’s not Iron Angel’s goal, anyway.”

I frowned and exchanged a puzzled look with Greta before looking back at Rubberman. “What do you mean? Iron Angel is the Superhero Killer. He gave me a whole speech about how the vigilantes are going to destroy all superheroes and the entire superhero industry. I don’t know how you can say that that isn’t their goal when it clearly is.”

Rubberman folded his arms in front of his chest. “That is the overall goal of the Vigilante Legion. It’s what most of its members have signed onto. But there is a difference between the goal of an organization and the goal of an individual. Sometimes these goals are the same, but most of the time they’re not. For example, Beams, in your case, your desire to save up money for a car is a personal goal, while my desire to make my business more profitable is the organizational goal for the Rubberman business.”

“Okay, I get it,” I said. “Then what’s Iron Angel’s personal goal?”

“That’s simple,” said Rubberman. “He wants to resurrect his sidekick, Winged Gal, and he wants to sacrifice me to do it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

“Excuse me?” said Greta. “Sorry, Mr. Rubberman, sir, but did you just say that this Iron Angel guy wants to bring his old sidekick back to life?”

Rubberman nodded. “Yes. That’s what I’ve gathered.”

“And he wants to sacrifice you to do it,” I said.

“Right,” said Rubberman. “I know it sounds crazy, but it is the truth.”

“Um, Mr. Rubberman?” said Greta. She spoke in the kind of calm, level voice I usually associated with psychiatrists talking with crazy people. “You know that it is impossible to bring people back to life, right?”

“I know, but Iron Angel apparently doesn’t,” said Rubberman. “Either that or he believes he’s found a way to do it. Either way, he’s going to need me for the ritual, which is why I had to run away before he could catch me.”

“How do you know he wants to do that?” I said. “I’m not saying you’re lying or anything, but I didn’t get that kind of vibe from Iron Angel. He didn’t seem like the sort of guy to dabble in black magic or anything like that.”

Rubberman creaked his neck back and forth, like it was getting too stiff. “Earlier today, when Iron Angel came to the Elastic Cave and I took him on a tour of it, we talked a little bit. He told me about how much he missed Winged Gal and how he felt very guilty for letting her fight Black Poison alone like that. It was actually the main reason he retired from the superhero business. He felt that he didn’t deserve the title of superhero after letting a young teenage girl get killed under his supervision.”

I had suspected that might have been one of Iron Angel’s motivations for retiring, but until Rubberman said it, I hadn’t known for sure. “Okay, but that doesn’t mean that he’s plotting to bring her back to life, does it?”

“I’m not finished,” said Rubberman. “Like I said, during the tour of the Elastic Cave, we talked a little bit. He said something odd to me then, about how he had visited Winged Gal’s grave in the old Golden City Graveyard, the one near the Old Albertson Mansion.”

I frowned. “I know where that is, but I don’t think it’s used anymore since they built that new cemetery a few years back. But I don’t see what’s so strange about wanting to visit the grave of a loved one. Seems pretty normal to me.”

“It was the way he phrased it,” said Rubberman. “He said that he wanted to visit her grave and asked me to come with him. Normally, I would have said yes, but I had to decline because I had some urgent business to attend to. When I told him that, he made a strange comment about the Necromantress. He said that her powers were interesting and wondered if she could actually bring people back to life or not, rather than just reanimate their corpses like she did earlier.”

“Uh huh,” I said. “Is that all he said or—?”

“There’s more to it than that,” said Rubberman. “I noticed that Iron Angel was carrying a small glass jar in a bag he had with him. I only caught a glimpse of its contents once, when Iron Angel was putting a gift I’d given him in his bag, and I saw that it was the same purple potion which the Necromantress had used to reanimate her corpses.”

“Are you sure that was what it was?” I asked. “Maybe it was actually grape jelly.”

“No, I’m sure of it,” said Rubberman. “Iron Angel tried to hide it from me, but I saw it anyway. It looked exactly like the potion Shawna had made. Same shade of purple, same glowing color, same everything.”

“He must have stolen it from her cauldron yesterday,” I said. “That’s the only time he could have gotten it.”

“I agree,” said Rubberman. “At the time, though, I didn’t understand why he had it. I thought maybe he had gotten permission from the government or something to take a sample for research purposes, but now, I realize he must have taken the sample to resurrect Winged Gal.”

“Okay, but why do you think he needs you to do it?” I asked. “Iron Angel only talked about killing you when I met him.”

“Because when I was attacked, Iron Angel didn’t kill me, even though he had plenty of opportunities in which to do it,” said Rubberman. He winced and rubbed his forehead. “He beat me up and gave me quite a few serious injuries, but I could tell he was holding back. I imagine that’s the only reason I managed to escape. If he had been trying to kill me, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“That’s all well and good, Rubberman, but this still seems hard to believe,” said Greta. “I mean, not to be rude or anything, but you’re talking about literal magic here. Maybe Iron Angel had another reason for sparing you.”

“I thought so, too, but no other explanation makes sense or fits the facts,” said Rubberman. “See, when Shawna and I were married, she once told me about a particular spell she was reading up on—”

“Wait, didn’t you tell me that the Necromantress only delved into black magic after your divorce?” I asked.

Rubberman shrugged. “Even before our divorce, Shawna was always interested in learning about magic and spell work from all of the different cultures around the world. It wasn’t until our divorce that she began actually putting into practice what she learned, rather than just read about it in a book.”

“Oh,” I said. “Okay. Continue.”

“Anyway,” said Rubberman, “before our divorce, she told me about a particular spell she had read about in a very, very old book. The book was so old that it didn’t even have a title or an author. Shawna mentioned something about how the book was considered cursed, having been found in one of those pyramids down in the South American jungles, but I can’t remember much about the book itself. I wish I had, though, because I think that book would be helpful right about now.”

“Well, just tell us what the spell is,” I said. “We’re listening.”

“Right,” said Rubberman. “Well, Shawna translated the spell from the book, which was written in no known human language. She told me that the spell claimed to be a resurrection spell. A real resurrection spell, not mere reanimation like what she does. She couldn’t translate the entire thing due to how faded some of the writing was, but she translated enough to tell me that the spell requires mixing the blood of four humans with the reanimation potion. The resulting admixture should then be poured on the grave or bones of the one you wish to resurrect, which will then bring that person back to life as if they had never died at all.”

Greta put a hand on her mouth. “That sounds scary. Does it work?”

“I don’t know,” said Rubberman. “Like I said, Shawna only described it to me. As far as I know, she’s never put it into practice herself. In fact, she even told me that she didn’t think the spell had ever been practiced, because the book in which she found it described it mostly in theoretical terms. What has me convinced that it will work, however, is the fact that Shawna has been able to reanimate corpses, a spell I know she got from that same book.”

“Meaning that if the reanimation potion is real, then the spell about resurrecting the dead should be real, too,” I said.

“Exactly,” said Rubberman. “I don’t know why he needs my blood specifically, but I can guess he’s gathering the blood of superheroes, which is one reason he’s been killing us off one by one. He’s already got Barriers, Rose, and Tech Man. He just needs blood from me to complete the ritual.”

“You’re assuming that Iron Angel knows about the ritual in the first place,” said Greta. “If that spell came from that old, rare book, I don’t see how Iron Angel could have learned about it.”

“Why else did he help us defeat Shawna unless he knew about the spell?” asked Rubberman. “I don’t know if he read the book himself or not, but I do know that he must know it. He wants to use it to bring his sidekick back to life.”

I gulped. “This is getting very, very weird. Like, very weird. I know I’ve dealt with weird things before, but this takes the cake.”

“You’ll get used to it,” said Rubberman. “Anyway, the most important thing we can do right now is figure out a way to stop the Vigilante Legion.”

“Why don’t we leave Golden City?” I said. “If we leave Golden City, we’ll force the Legion to come after us. They’ll leave the rest of the city alone.”

“Much easier said than done,” said Rubberman. “Iron Angel has probably already anticipated we might try that. It wouldn’t surprise me if he has people watching all the roads leading into and out of the city to make sure we don’t escape. Besides, I don’t want to leave Golden City in the hands of these people. For all their talk about wanting to be ‘real’ heroes, I don’t trust them to actually protect the people.”

“Then what are we supposed to do?” I said. “If Iron Angel needs you to complete his ritual, then we should try to get you as far away from the city as possible, right? We want to keep you out of his reach, not within.”

“We need to beat Iron Angel,” said Rubberman, punching his fist into his other hand. “If we can defeat him, then that will cripple the Vigilante Legion. The feeling I got from them was that Iron Angel, as their leader, wields a lot of control over the lesser vigilantes. Without his leadership, the Legion will probably fall apart or at least be forced to retreat and regroup. Either way, defeating Iron Angel is what we need to do.”

“But Iron Angel is one of the best superheroes of all time,” I said. “He’s strong, fast, and very skilled. He probably has more years of experience as a superhero than both of us put together. That’s not even taking into account his fellow vigilantes, who all seem to be powerful ex-superheroes and sidekicks themselves.”

Rubberman sighed, like he was about to say something he was going to regret. “Well, as it turns out, we’re not going to fight him alone. We’re going to have some help.”

“Help?” I said hopefully. “From who? Myster and Cyberkid? Or some other superhero friend of yours? Or the remnants of the police?”

Rubberman shook his head. “No. It’s … well …”

“Dennis,” came a familiar harsh feminine voice from the shadows. “There is no need to introduce her, for she can introduce herself quite well.”

I looked over at the darkened corner of the study. From out of the shadows walked a familiar woman in a witch’s outfit who I had not expected to see again. Her eyes were as crazy as ever, as was her smile, and she walked without even the slightest sign of fear or hesitation, although I could tell she despised all of us.

“No way …” I said. “The Necromantress? What are you doing here?”

The Necromantress stopped. She put one hand on her hip, her smile never leaving her lips. “The Necromantress is here to get revenge, of course, but against the man you call Iron Angel, not against you. For without her help, you will not be able stop Iron Angel’s black magic that could destroy the whole city.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

I immediately stepped between Greta and the Necromantress. Raising my fists, I tried my best to not look afraid, but it was hard because I knew from experience just how crazy the Necromantress was. I kept expecting one of her zombies to burst out of the shadows and attack all three of us, but it seemed like she was by herself this time, though I wondered why she didn’t seem even remotely phased to find herself standing against me and Rubberman on her own. Then again, if she was as crazy as I thought, she might not even realize just how outmatched she was. Or she had some kind of trick up her nonexistent sleeve, which was always possible.

“What are you doing here?” I said to the Necromantress. “I thought you were in jail.”

“The Necromantress was,” said the Necromantress. Her eyes darted toward Rubberman. “But Dennis got her out of prison for this specific instance.”

I looked at Rubberman in bewilderment. “Boss, what’s she talking about? Did you really get her out of prison yourself?”

Rubberman nodded, albeit very reluctantly. “Yes. When I realized that Iron Angel was going to cast that resurrection spell I told you two about, I went to the Golden City Penitentiary and asked for the Necromantress’ aid. She may be crazy, but she does know more about black magic than I do, so I figure she could be helpful in stopping Iron Angel.”

“But how did you break her out of prison?” asked Greta, who was hiding behind me with her hands on my back. “Why would the police let you take her away?”

“I didn’t break her out of prison,” said Rubberman in annoyance. “I simply used a little known legal privilege that all superheroes have access to, which is called ‘right to aid.’”

“Right to aid?” I repeated, never taking my eyes off the Necromantress, who I still didn’t trust. “What does that mean?”

“It means that, under certain circumstances, a superhero working for a particular city can go to the local prison and ask to take one of the prisoners out for the day,” said Rubberman. “Usually, it is because we’ve run into problems or situations that we can’t solve on our own, but which a prisoner might be able to help us with. For example, it’s fairly common for superheroes protecting the southern border to recruit former members of the drug cartels in order to get specific information about the drug cartel they used to belong to.”

“How come you’ve never told me about this?” I asked.

“Because I rarely use it,” said Rubberman. “And for good reason. Even though it is illegal, most prisoners who are let out for the day usually try to escape. Most superheroes in general don’t use it. I’ve heard more than a few stories of these boxed crooks killing the superhero in question who tried to get their help. I would not have asked for aid from the Necromantress if I didn’t think I absolutely had to.”

“This doesn’t seem very smart,” I said. I pointed at the Necromantress. “What’s to stop her from running away when we’re not looking? Or, heck, killing us outright and turning our bodies into zombies?”

“Simple,” said Rubberman. He looked at the Necromantress. “Shawna, show him your collar.”

The Necromantress looked annoyed at being called by her real name, but she nonetheless lifted up some of her hair, allowing me to see a metal collar with a blinking red light on it around her neck. It looked almost like a dog collar, except made of solid steel.

“That is the tracking collar the prison guards put on her before she left jail,” said Rubberman. “If she somehow gets away from us, the government will be able to track her every movement. She could go all the way to the other side of the planet and they’d still be able to pinpoint her location exactly.”

“What if she somehow removes the collar?” I said. “I mean, it looks pretty sturdy, but if she somehow figures out a way to get rid of it, then it won’t matter if the government can track the collar or not.”

“If she tries to remove her collar, it will detonate and blow up her head,” said Rubberman. He looked over at the Necromantress with a smirk. “Right, Shawna?”

The Necromantress let down her hair, covering her collar again. “Correct, but should the Necromantress ever decide that she tires of living, she shall at least make sure that you are within range of the explosion.”

Now I understood why Rubberman divorced her, but aloud I said, “That’s all well and good, but I’m still a little hesitant about trusting a woman who refers to herself in the third person.”

“You don’t need to trust her,” said Rubberman. “You just need to work with her until we can defeat Iron Angel. Once that’s done, she’ll go back to prison and rot behind bars, where she deserves to be.”

“The Necromantress does not believe that she ‘deserves’ to rot in jail,” said the Necromantress. “Actually, the Necromantress believes—”

“Shut up, Shawna,” Rubberman said. “Unless you’re going to tell us about the ritual Iron Angel is trying to perform, I don’t want to hear a word from your mouth.”

“What a coincidence, Dennis,” said the Necromantress. “The Necromantress does not wish to hear words come from your mouth, either, unless they are the screams of agony as she kills you.”

Rubberman’s hands balled into fists, but Greta suddenly stepped forward and held up both of her hands. “Hey, can we please stop fighting? I know you two have had a bad history together and all, but right now we have more important matters to deal with. Can’t you two at least wait until we defeat Iron Angel before you start fighting? Please?”

“Greta is right,” said Rubberman, lowering his fists to his side. “Our own personal conflicts are irrelevant. Until Iron Angel is defeated, we will just have to put aside our differences for the moment.”

“For once, the Necromantress agrees with you,” said the Necromantress. “Of course, the Necromantress finds it rather amusing that it took a teenage girl to stop you from fighting her. Your ability to control your temper hasn’t improved much since the divorce, she sees.”

I could tell that that last comment bothered Rubberman, but he just ignored it and said, “Tell us more about the ritual. Do you think it will work?”

The Necromantress nodded. “The Necromantress believes so, at least if Iron Angel has properly prepared for it. It was quite the complicated spell, the Necromantress recalls, not one easily performed by an amateur magician.”

“Even if Iron Angel performs the spell, it might not work?” I said hopefully.

“The Necromantress did not say that,” said the Necromantress. “You see, a general rule in magic—actual magic, not the kind you see performed on stages by men in funny hats and capes—is that a spell or ritual will always have some effect, even if it is not the effect you hoped for. A ritual or spell gone wrong can be extremely unpredictable, even deadly depending on the spell in question.”

“What might happen if the ritual goes wrong?” I said.

“For this particular spell, a failure to perform it correctly could result in a gateway to hell opening and demons being unleashed upon the world,” the Necromantress said. She paused, and then added, “Or it could shrink the size of the caster’s boots a size or two. That particular part of the spell was very hard for the Necromantress to translate and she is not entirely sure she translated it perfectly.”

I looked at Rubberman and opened my mouth to make a comment about how I couldn’t believe that the spell could accidentally backfire and summon real demons into the world, but Rubberman looked like he believed every word the Necromantress said. I wondered exactly what kind of weird threats Rubberman had been dealing with prior to hiring me as his sidekick. If he considered the possibility of demons from hell being summoned real, then what other freaky, strange things existed out in the world that I wasn’t aware of? Were vampires, ghosts, and aliens real, too?

“Of course, it all depends on Iron Angel’s skill,” said the Necromantress. “The Necromantress knows very little about this man’s magical skill. Therefore, she does not know for sure whether his efforts will be successful, though if he follows the rules, he will see far more success than if he does not.”

“But if we can keep him from getting Rubberman, he won’t be able to perform the ritual successfully, right?” I said.

“No,” said the Necromantress. “He will likely find another sacrifice to do it, which should not be hard to do, given that the ritual does not specifically require the blood of superheroes.”

“But if Iron Angel can use anyone to perform the spell, why does he want Rubberman, then?” said Greta. “Why not just grab some random person off the street and be done with it?”

“He hates superheroes,” said Rubberman. “I imagine he wants to spill the blood of ‘corrupt’ superheroes like me to resurrect his sidekick because it would ironic. Iron Angel isn’t a psychopath, as far as I can tell, which is probably why he hasn’t just picked up random people from off the street to sacrifice in his ritual, because that would be wrong and would go against his own beliefs.”

“So it is possible to bring a person back to life, then?” I said. “Assuming Iron Angel manages to perform the spell successfully, his sidekick will return to life, right?”

The Necromantress folded her arms across her chest. “Perhaps. The Necromantress never practiced the spell herself before, so she does not know if it will actually resurrect his sidekick or not. Such a thing seems impossible to the Necromantress, especially given how long his sidekick has been dead, but when dealing with magic, it is usually not wise to declare anything impossible, merely unlikely.”

“In any case, we have no choice but to stop him,” said Rubberman, punching his fist into his other hand. “Iron Angel is a murderer, no matter what his justification for his murders might be. Not to mention that he and his minions have stolen my base from me and have probably trashed the place by now. I have no intention of letting him get away with this.”

“Okay, but I still don’t see how we’re supposed to stop him,” I said. I gestured at all of us. “We’re just four people against Iron Angel and his Legion. While we don’t know how many vigilantes he has, it sounded like Iron Angel had a lot of members on his team. How can four people defeat an entire legion of ex-superheroes and sidekicks?”

“Throughout history, there have been plenty of examples of small forces defeating much larger ones, usually with more advanced skill and a little bit of luck,” said Rubberman. “And I’ve already thought of a way to do it. Listen closely, because we all need to understand the plan if we’re going to pull this off.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

An hour later, I crouched low behind the tombstone of someone named Harvey Jones (who, according to the tombstone, lived from 1884 to 1950) in the old Golden City Graveyard, trying to be as still and quiet as possible. Every now and then I’d peer around the side of the tombstone, but I never saw anything other than the various tombstones scattered here and there, plus the trees which dotted the graveyard. One such tree—a large, old oak—stood over the tombstone I hid behind, though due to the fact that it had no leaves, it didn’t provide me with as much cover as I would have wanted. Still, the Harvey Jones tombstone was wide enough that I was completely hidden from anyone walking along the main path through the Graveyard, which was important if the plan was going to work.

Once more, I peered around the tombstone. I saw Rubberman standing not far downhill, near another grave that looked no different from any other, but which was extremely important for our plans. It was the grave of Hilary Fields, or, as she was better known when she was alive, Winged Gal. From a distance, I couldn’t read the tombstone, but I could see Rubberman walking back and forth, glancing up at the sky or down at the path every now and then. Despite the fact that he still hadn’t entirely recovered from his injuries yet, Rubberman had insisted on facing Iron Angel and the Vigilante Legion out in the open like this. He said that he would be fine and that I shouldn’t worry about his health or his life, because his plan would, once executed, ensure the defeat of Iron Angel once and for all.

I knew all of that, but I still worried about him. Rubberman was a strong, experienced superhero, but Iron Angel was still much stronger, faster, and deadlier than him. Not to mention that I worried that Rubberman might not have been thinking entirely rationally about this, because I noticed that any time you mentioned Iron Angel around him, he’d scowl and sometimes even growl like an animal. I worried that Rubberman was so crushed by this betrayal from Iron Angel that he might forget all about the plan and just attack Iron Angel as soon as he showed up, which was a fight that Rubberman definitely wouldn’t win, especially if Iron Angel’s vigilantes helped him.

Pulling my head back behind the tombstone, I sat against it and, tapping the side of my helmet, said, “Rubberman, see any hint of Iron Angel yet?”

“Negative,” said Rubberman’s voice over my helmet’s radicom. “Nor do I see any of his vigilantes. But they should be here soon, given how they know where I am. Just be ready to act when I give the signal and everything should work out the way I planned it.”

I nodded, although I was also frowning. “Okay, boss, but are you sure you’re up to this? It might be better if you—”

“Beams, we’ve already discussed this,” said Rubberman in a sharp voice. “Iron Angel wants me. He doesn’t want you or Shawna. Therefore, I have to be the one to show myself. Besides, it works as a good psychological tactic, because Iron Angel still doesn’t know that we’re reunited. If he sees me standing all by myself out here, he’ll lower his guard, which will make it easier to take him down.”

Rubberman’s explanation was reasonable, but I thought he sounded a little too excited about taking down Iron Angel. I didn’t mention that, however, because I didn’t want to get into an argument with him about whether his emotions were compromising his ability to think clearly. “If you say so. But if things go wrong, I’ll jump in early, okay?”

“Okay,” said Rubberman. “Anyway, I don’t want Iron Angel or any of his vigilantes to see me talking to someone they can’t see, so I’m going to cut the radio communication for now. Talk to you later.”

A small click in my helmet told me that Rubberman had cut off the connection between our radiocoms. I was alone with my thoughts again, so I found myself thinking about the plan again.

The plan went like this: Rubberman had called the Elastic Cave via Greta’s cell phone and told Iron Angel (well, it had actually been Glue Gun, one of Iron Angel’s vigilantes) that he wanted to meet Iron Angel in Golden City Graveyard, at Winged Gal’s grave, for a final confrontation between the two. He hadn’t used the words ‘final confrontation,’ of course. He’d made it sound like he was planning to surrender to Iron Angel, because he couldn’t beat him and it was a waste of time to keep running from him.

But, of course, Rubberman fully intended to beat Iron Angel. Although Rubberman appeared to be alone, he actually had help in the form of me and the Necromantress. I was hiding behind the Harvey Jones tombstone, where I had a good view of Winged Gal’s grave, plus an excellent vantage point from which to shoot my eye beams at Iron Angel and his vigilantes. As for the Necromantress, all I knew was that she was in the graveyard somewhere using one of her spells to prepare a trap for the Legion. Exactly what her spell entailed, I didn’t know; Rubberman did, but he told me that I didn’t need to know what the Necromantress was planning to do. He sounded quite disturbed when he said that, which made me think that the Necromantress was planning to do something creepy or even outright horrifying. It would have been nice to know what she was going to do, but I trusted that Rubberman had a good reason to keep me in the dark about it, so I didn’t worry too much.

The goal of the plan was to attack Iron Angel and his vigilantes when they arrived in the Graveyard. Assuming the plan worked, Iron Angel and his vigilantes would be taken down before they even realized what happened and Golden City would be safe once again. The only person who was not involved was Greta, who was still back home with orders from Rubberman to call other superheroes for help if this plan failed. Greta had given me a good luck kiss before I left, though I still couldn’t help but feel uneasy about the plan.

Iron Angel, after all, was not known as a living legend for no reason. He had earned that title due to his years of experience and success in the superhero business. It was possible that he would guess what we were trying to do and have a counter plan, though Rubberman was counting on Iron Angel’s blood lust overriding his critical thinking processes to ensure that he wouldn’t be able to do that. It seemed like a far-fetched thing to hope for, but we really didn’t have a choice.

The way Rubberman saw it, we would have to confront Iron Angel sooner or later, and better sooner, on our terms, rather than later, on Iron Angel’s terms. By choosing the time and location of the confrontation, we had changed from the hunted to the hunter, albeit that was still no guarantee that we would beat Iron Angel or his vigilantes. At this point, however, we just had to hope that our plan would work and we’d win. Because if it failed … well, I guess we’d find out if it was possible to resurrect someone after all.

Part of the reason we chose the graveyard was because we knew Iron Angel would not be able to resist coming here to fight us. He probably thought that this would just make it easier for him to perform the ritual; plus, there weren’t any people in the graveyard, which meant we didn’t need to worry about civilians accidentally getting caught up in the battle that would ensue. The worse that might happen is that a few graves get disturbed, but that seemed like a small price to pay if it meant the defeat of Iron Angel and his Legion. Also, the graveyard gave the Necromantress material to work with, though again, I didn’t know what she was planning to do and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.

My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of jets burning through the sky. Carefully, I peered through the hole in the cross on top of the Harvey Jones tombstone at the sky above.

Iron Angel was flying toward Rubberman. His huge wings flapped occasionally, but it was the jets built into the wings which truly allowed him to fly. He wasn’t alone, either; walking along the main path below him were six vigilantes. I recognized Glue Gun and Hissteria from earlier, but I didn’t recognize any of the others. Given how Iron Angel had chosen to bring them with him, I bet that all six of them were highly experienced fighters who would probably be hard to beat in a straight fight.

Rubberman, to his credit, showed no fear at all before Iron Angel or the approaching vigilantes, even though it was this same group of people which had tried to murder him mere hours before. He just stopped and stood in front of Winged Gal’s grave, folding his arms in front of his chest as if he was tired of waiting for them.

Iron Angel circled the air around Winged Gal’s grave once (I had to duck behind the tombstone to avoid being spotted) and then landed with surprising grace on the ground in front of Rubberman. His vigilantes reached Winged Gal’s grave not long after and spread in a semicircle around it, almost totally surrounding Rubberman. I saw Glue Gun’s trigger finger twitch, while Hissteria’s tongue flicked in and out from between his teeth like an actual snake, which was pretty creepy and made me wonder what his powers were, exactly.

“Dennis,” said Iron Angel. “I didn’t expect you to show yourself again so soon. I thought you’d run away and lick your wounds, like the little boy you truly are.”

Iron Angel did not remove his mask, so I couldn’t see his face. Based on his body language, however, I could tell that Iron Angel wanted to rush forward and tear Rubberman apart now. Yet he showed surprising self-control, perhaps because he wasn’t sure if this was a trap or not.

“The way I see it, you’ll never stop coming after me until I’m dead,” said Rubberman with a shrug. “So I decided I’d rather take a stand and die fighting on my feet, instead of die on my knees begging for mercy like some kind of coward.”

“Noble words coming from a profit-seeker like yourself,” said Iron Angel. He raised a bloody claw, which gleamed slightly in the winter sun. “And, of course, I don’t believe them. All superheroes are motivated by profit. The only reason you haven’t fled Golden City is because you don’t want to abandon your business and your money, not out of some noble sense of heroism or honor.”

“Not all of us are motivated just by money, Iron Angel,” said Rubberman. His voice slightly shook when he said that. “But I guess you allowed your despair to ignore all of the good that superheroes have done and continue to do, haven’t you?”

Iron Angel took a step forward, although it wasn’t a very long step. “Don’t talk to me about ‘good,’ Dennis. You and I both know that this industry is corrupt from top to bottom. There is not one good man or woman left in this business. No one dons a cowl or costume to right wrongs, protect the innocent, or punish evil. It is all about increasing the bottom line and fattening their wallets and nothing more.”

Despite how muffled Iron Angel’s voice was, he also sounded quite passionate. Not for the first time, I was reminded of Fro-Zen and his rants about the superhero industry. It was pretty clear that Fro-Zen had gotten his rants from Iron Angel, although when Iron Angel said them, they sounded a lot less crazy, perhaps even rational. I had to remind myself that Iron Angel was just as crazy as Fro-Zen, if not more so, and that I couldn’t let myself be fooled by his own rhetoric, whatever truth may have been in it.

“I’ve known my share of corrupt or selfish superheroes, but you and I both know that there are still plenty of good people left in this industry,” said Rubberman. “Even if there wasn’t, murder is not the answer to the superhero industry’s problems. All it does is make you look like the villain.”

Iron Angel chuckled. “How naive you sound, Dennis, despite being an adult. I would not be out here, leading the Vigilante Legion, if I believed what you did. By apologizing for such a corrupt industry, you deserve to suffer the same fate as all of these fake heroes do.”

“Are you sure that’s what Winged Gal would have wanted?” asked Rubberman, gesturing at her grave. “Would she have wanted you to murder three innocent people in cold blood, with plans to kill a fourth?”

“Yes,” said Iron Angel, a hint of insanity in his voice. “She absolutely would have, especially if it meant her resurrection. After all, no superhero is innocent of corruption. All have sinned and fallen short of the lofty ideals of superheroism … and thus, all deserve to be burned away like so much dead wood, starting with you.”

Iron Angel’s vigilantes were nodding as he said that. Glue Gun looked itching to shoot Rubberman, while Hissteria looked exactly like a snake that was getting ready to attack prey. None of them seemed to have noticed me yet, although I didn’t act because I still hadn’t seen the sign from Rubberman.

Rubberman shook his head. “Iron Angel, I used to idolize you. I used to think you were the greatest superhero ever. The day I met you and you told me that I had the potential to be a true hero was the greatest day of my life. I based my career off yours; I even studied under your mentor. So the fact that you’re trying to murder me … it hurts.”

“What do I care?” said Iron Angel. “You never really idolized me anyway. You idolized your own idea of what I was, a mirage, a phantom who you projected your own beliefs onto. And I was wrong to believe you had potential. Whatever potential you may have had, you gave it up in exchange for money and fame and licensing deals. That is why you are a fake hero, Rubberman, and why I must kill you.”

Rubberman, however, flashed a small smile at him. “You won’t be killing anyone today, Iron Angel, especially not me.”

That smile was the sign for me to attack. I rose from behind the tombstone and aimed at Iron Angel, but before I could fire, something long and heavy slammed into the side of my helmet. The sudden impact of the blow sent me staggering to the side and I tripped on a tree root and fell onto the ground.

As soon as I hit the ground, someone’s foot fell on my back and I heard the click of a handgun as it was aimed down at me. I tried to look over my shoulder to see who it was, but I didn’t see anyone standing above me, even though I could feel the pressure of someone’s foot on my back.

“Don’t move, kid,” said a deep voice, seemingly coming from the air itself. “I don’t like hurting sidekicks, but if you try to escape, I’ll put a bullet in your shoulder. Try to escape again, and we’ll see if that helmet of yours is bulletproof or not.”

Shocked, I said, “What? Who—”

“Invisible Man!” shouted Iron Angel from below. “Looks like you found something there.”

I looked down at Winged Gal’s grave. Iron Angel and his vigilantes were looking up at me and my assailant with amusement, while Rubberman was staring at us with clear shock on his features. I couldn’t blame him, because I hadn’t seen this coming myself.

“Quite right, Iron Angel,” came that voice again. “Like you thought, this entire situation was a trap meant to entangle us. The kid was going to shoot at us while our guard was down. But I don’t think he’ll be much of a threat at the moment.”

Rubberman’s mouth fell open. He looked at Iron Angel again. “Who is that and how did you know Beams was hiding there?”

Iron Angel gestured up the hill at me. “That is another one of my fellow vigilantes, Invisible Man. As you can see—or cannot, given his powers—he can turn totally invisible, along with anything he touches. He makes an excellent scout. When we came to the Graveyard, I sent him ahead of the others to search the surrounding area for any tricks you had in store for us. Clearly, that was a smart move on my part.”

Now this was just unfair. Neither Rubberman nor I had known that Iron Angel had an invisible man on his team. But I guess complaining about it wouldn’t change anything, although I cursed myself for not considering that a possibility when we figured out the plan.

Rubberman glared at Iron Angel, his hands balled into fists. “Let Beams go. Now.”

Iron Angel shook his head. “No. While I dislike harming sidekicks, who are victims of this cruel and corrupt industry, Beams is a different matter, because he was given a chance to renounce you and join us, but instead defied us and stood by you. He deserves to die just as much as you do, because he is an enabler of a system of evil.”

I gulped. Invisible Man had still not pulled the trigger, but I was all too aware of my current position. My helmet and suit were bulletproof, but a bullet fired at close range like this could still hurt, and a few good shots in the right places might still kill me just the same as if I hadn’t been wearing a suit at all. But I couldn’t save myself, because I didn’t think I was fast enough to shoot the gun out of Invisible Man’s hands, especially since Invisible Man was, well, invisible, and so was his gun, which made it hard to aim at him correctly.

Iron Angel held up his right claw. “But because I hate killing sidekicks, I will give you two choices, Rubberman. I will put Beams’ fate into your hands, so listen very carefully so you can make the right choice for once in your awful, selfish life.”

Rubberman said nothing. He looked so angry that I worried he might do something foolish, but he just stood there as still as ever.

“Option number one,” said Iron Angel, raising one claw. “You allow us to spill your blood on Winged Gal’s grave and mix it with the blood of the other three superheroes I have killed. In exchange, Beams will be spared.”

“What’s option number two?” said Rubberman.

Iron Angel raised another claw. “We kill Beams and then kill you for the resurrection ritual.” He lowered his hand to his side. “I hope there’s still a little bit of the hero I saw in you somewhere inside you, Rubberman, because if there isn’t, you will not make the right choice.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

I couldn’t believe what I just heard or seen. In just a few minutes, Iron Angel had completely reversed the situation. He now had the power in this situation, the power and the will to enforce it. He had rendered both Rubberman and me completely immobile. And the two choices he offered Rubberman were a win-win for him, no matter what Rubberman chose. Either way, Rubberman would die, and I would probably, too, mostly because I didn’t trust Iron Angel to keep his word.

Despite that, I selfishly hoped for a moment that Rubberman would pick the first option, because that first option meant that I would live, at least for a little while longer. But I realized that, from an objective point of view, neither option was ideal. I tried to see if there was a third option that Rubberman could take, but I didn’t see how Rubberman could save both his life and my own. If he tried to fight Iron Angel, Invisible Man would put a bullet in my head and be done with it, but if he didn’t, then Iron Angel would just kill him and sacrifice his blood to resurrect Winged Gal.

Granted, the Necromantress was still out there somewhere, but I didn’t know where she was. I was convinced that she had probably fled as soon as she saw what Iron Angel did. Yeah, I knew about the collar and all, but the Necromantress struck me as the kind of woman who would do and risk anything, even her own life, to gain her freedom. Maybe she even figured out a way to disable the collar. Regardless, I doubted that she was going to help us. She was probably chuckling at the sadistic choice offered to Rubberman, because he was going to die no matter which option he chose.

“So?” said Iron Angel. “Make your choice, ‘hero.’ I don’t have all day. If you wait too long, I will make your choice for you, but you know how much of a mistake it is to let someone else make your choices for you in business, don’t you, Dennis?”

Rubberman’s fists seemed to become even tighter. Above me, Invisible Man give the ugliest chuckle I’d ever heard. No doubt he was amused by Iron Angel’s takeover of the situation. I wanted to punch him in his invisible face, but unfortunately I was in no position to punch anyone anywhere. All I could do was lie there and pray for a miracle to happen.

“Still silent?” said Iron Angel. “Not surprising. A true hero would have picked option one without hesitation, because a true hero values the lives of others, especially children, above his own. That you hesitate and think, like a businessman considering whether to expand into a new market or try a new advertising tactic, shows you for what you really are and why this industry needs to be burned to the ground.”

Rubberman took a step forward. I heard Invisible Man move his gun above me, but luckily he had not yet pulled the trigger. Not that I noticed, because now I was focused on Rubberman’s face. He wore an expression of utmost confidence and contempt on his features, which was a really strange expression, because I’d never seen anyone try to express both of those emotions at once.

“You lecture me about valuing the lives of children, yet you have one of your own allies threaten to murder a child in order to weaken your enemy?” said Rubberman. “Iron Angel, you’ve become exactly the thing you used to fight. You are truly no different from any of the villains you once protected the world from. I have no respect for you at all anymore.”

“I don’t care what some greedy, fame-obsessed glorified private police officer thinks of me,” said Iron Angel. He pointed at Rubberman. “What is your choice? Will you give your own life for Beams or try—and inevitably fail—to beat us?”

“I pick a third option,” said Rubberman. “Beams and I both survive … and all of you go to jail.”

Iron Angel laughed. “How amusing, but not unexpected. Beams will die first, but don’t worry, Rubberman, for you will soon join him courtesy of my claws.”

I could already hear Invisible Man about to pull the trigger, but there was no way I could dodge it or turn my head around enough to fire lasers at his gun.

At the last second, something burst out of the ground near my waist and grabbed Invisible Man’s ankle. A grunt of surprise came from Invisible Man as he was tugged off me. He still shot his gun, but his aim was off and the bullet struck the ground next to my head, blowing dust on my visor, but otherwise not harming me. But with Invisible Man no longer pinning me down, I rolled onto my back and got into a crouching position to see who had saved me. I wish I hadn’t.

Two bony hands had burst out from the ground and wrapped around Invisible Man’s ankles. The hands were pulling Invisible Man into the earth inch by inch, which Invisible Man was desperately trying to stop. He shot bullet after bullet at the ground, each shot echoing loudly through the Graveyard, but no matter how many times he fired, not a single one of his bullets did anything to stop the zombie from pulling him deeper and deeper into the earth. He eventually ran out of bullets and I heard what sounded like him throwing his gun (which became visible as soon as it left his hands) at the earth in an attempt to make the zombie let go, but it never did. With one final scream of fear, Invisible Man vanished into the ground like water being absorbed into the earth.

I probably would have stared at the spot where he was dragged into the earth for a long time if I hadn’t heard screams below. I looked downhill and saw a scene which made me feel both triumphant and scared out of my mind.

Zombies had burst out of the earth all around the vigilantes and were now locked in a desperate struggle with the Vigilante Legion. Glue Gun was firing hot glue at the zombies, while Hissteria struck with punches as quickly as a snake, but for every zombie the vigilantes killed, another two or three would come to take its place. Pretty soon, the six vigilantes who had followed Iron Angel into the Golden City Graveyard were surrounded by a mob of zombies and reanimated skeletons in various states of decay and more kept coming, rising from the graves which covered every square inch of the Graveyard. It was pretty obvious that they would be overwhelmed within the next few minutes.

All of them, that is, except for Iron Angel. He cut down every zombie which got too close to his wings, beheading them, crushing their skulls, or outright slicing them in half at the waist. Even from a distance, Iron Angel looked less like a human being than a demon from hell, ruthlessly slaughtering every zombie that dared stand in his way.

His real target was obvious: Rubberman, who had retreated behind Winged Gal’s tombstone, a surprised and disgusted look on his face. None of the zombies were attacking Rubberman, but I figured I knew why that was.

I heard footsteps behind me and looked over my shoulder to see the Necromantress standing half-hidden behind a large tombstone. She was smiling that same crazy smile she had worn back in the Old Albertson Mansion, her eye twitching every now and then, like she was watching the most entertaining movie in the world. I noticed she still had her collar on her neck, which made me feel a little safer around her.

“Necromantress?” I said as I stood up and dusted myself off. “Where the hell were you? I was nearly shot.”

“Hiding, of course,” said the Necromantress, her smile never leaving her lips. “Oh, and the Necromantress believes that the proper thing to say to someone who saved your life is ‘thank you.’ Then again, perhaps she should not expect so much from Dennis’ sidekick. Certainly Dennis never thanked the Necromantress whenever she washed the dishes or folded his underwear for him.”

I rolled my eyes. “Well, thanks anyway. I’m going to go down there and help Rubberman beat Iron Angel. You just stay here and don’t try to run away or anything like that.”

The Necromantress tugged at her collar ineffectually. “It isn’t like the Necromantress even can go anywhere, because she prefers having her head not exploded.”

I rolled my eyes again, but turned and ran down the hill toward Winged Gal’s grave. There were so many zombies now that I could barely see the vigilantes desperately fighting them off, but I paid them no attention, because all of my focus was on Iron Angel and Rubberman, who were now locked in combat. As I watched, Iron  Angel slashed and punched at Rubberman, but Rubberman dodged each attack, twisting and turning his body into all sorts of unnatural contortions while occasionally sneaking in a blow whenever Iron Angel left an opening. But I could tell that Rubberman’s blows did very little against Iron Angel, whose armor seemed thick enough to absorb the impact of Rubberman’s fists.

In an instant, I realized that Iron Angel’s wings were the most vulnerable part of his armor. If I could take out his wings, they would become so much dead weight on his back, which would make it harder for him to fight.

I took aim at his left wing and was just about to fire when a loud hissing noise made me look to the left in time to see a giant snake hurtling toward me. Before I could react, the snake wrapped its thick coils around my body and squeezed, causing me to gasp for air. It was like being crushed in a vice grip and I couldn’t free myself because it had wrapped my arms against my body.

Looking up at the snake’s face, I was shocked to recognize it as Hissteria’s face. It was slightly more snake-like than before, but I could never forget those serpentine eyes or how they looked at me with triumph and amusement.

“Surprised to see me, kid?” said Hissteria with a chuckle. “I suppose I never told you my power. I can shape-shift into a snake, thanks to some genetic engineering I experienced when I was younger. Not that it matters much, however, seeing as that won’t let you survive my squeezing you to death. Our leader must be allowed to slay the fake superheroes who populate this country, including your boss.”

I had no doubt that Hissteria could crush me between his coils. Already I could feel my bones starting to break under the pressure of his body around mine and nearly all of the air had been squeezed out of my lungs. I estimated I had only five seconds to live, which was why I had to act.

I fired a laser blast directly at Hissteria’s face. My blast struck Hissteria head on, making him scream in pain and let go of me. With a gasp of pain, I rolled backwards, got into a crouch, and looked at Hissteria.

The vigilante was now writhing on the ground in pain. He was rapidly changing back into his human form, his hands covering his face as he screamed in agony. I had half a mind to just abandon him, but at the same time, I didn’t want him to chase after me and help Iron Angel fight me and Rubberman.

So I fired more lasers at him, but Hissteria rolled to the side at the last second, neatly avoiding my lasers. But when he rolled to his feet and looked up at me, I couldn’t help but cringe when I saw his face.

Hissteria normally didn’t have a very handsome face, but receiving a full laser blast to the face didn’t help. His skin was melted and smoking in several spots; in fact, his left eye had been melted shut. His fang-like teeth looked like melted marshmallows and his nose was almost entirely blasted off. I knew how much damage my eye beams could do to a person’s face, but I had never actually seen the results of my powers in person before, at least not like this.

“You stupid kid,” said Hissteria, his voice slightly slurred due to the fact that his tongue seemed to have been burned black. “You ruined my beautiful face. For that, you must die.”

Hissteria rose to his feet, but before he could attack me again, a zombie came up behind him and bit him in the neck. Hissteria screamed in pain and lashed out against the zombie, but even though he managed to get that zombie off him, another half dozen zombies appeared and tackled him. He disappeared under a dog pile of zombies that torn at his skin with their teeth and hands like lions on a wounded gazelle.

Even though it was a horrific scene, I couldn’t take my eyes off of it until I heard a blast of jets near me and remembered Iron Angel and Rubberman. Whipping my head to the side, I saw Iron Angel flying above Rubberman, who had climbed into the tree above Winged Gal’s grave. Iron Angel flew around the tree in rapid, close circles, using the razor sharp tips of his wings to cut through the dead limbs with ease. This forced Rubberman to remain on the lower branches, ducking his head to avoid getting beheaded, but it was obvious that Iron Angel would turn that entire tree into toothpicks unless he was stopped.

Once again, I aimed and, timing my lasers just right, fired a powerful blast of energy at Iron Angel. Unfortunately, Iron Angel noticed it and dodged at the last second, but it did give Rubberman a chance to jump down from the tree. As soon as he landed, he ran toward me, waving his hands at me, probably trying to tell me something, but I didn’t know what until the sound of jet engines roared above me and I looked up in time to see Iron Angel coming toward me like a bat from out of the darkness.

Iron Angel’s claws sank into my shoulders and he lifted me into the air. His claws even pierced my suit, going into my skin and making me cry out in pain. We rapidly flew into the sky until Iron Angel, completely without warning, threw me back down toward the ground. Shocked and in pain, I could only stare up mindlessly at the sky as I drew closer and closer to the ground, where I expected all of my bones to get broken into itty bitty pieces upon impact.

At the last second, Rubberman appeared underneath me and suddenly stretched his hands up toward me. His hands rapidly expanded until they soon resembled a large, misshapen trampoline. When I landed on it, I bounced up and down a few times before Rubberman’s elongated fingers wrapped around me and gently lowered me to the ground.

“Beams, are you okay?” said Rubberman as his hands snapped back to their normal size and shape. “Your shoulders look terrible.”

I winced, feeling my shoulders bleeding. “Yeah, they hurt, but I think they’ll be—”

I was interrupted by the sound of roaring engines above us. I looked up to see Iron Angel flying toward us, his claws now gleaming with my fresh blood. Rubberman grabbed me and pulled us both to the ground, allowing Iron Angel’s claws to barely miss us as he pulled up and flew out of our reach again.

“He’s fast,” I said, looking up at Iron Angel, who was now hovering in the air hundreds of feet above us, glaring down at us like an angel pronouncing judgment on mankind. “And strong. How do we beat him? Knock out his wings?”

“Yes,” said Rubberman. “Try to knock out the jet engines specifically. Without the engines, his wings have no way of keeping him afloat.”

“But he’s too fast for me to get a lock on,” I said. “How am I supposed to take out his wings when he doesn’t stay still for longer than two seconds?”

Rubberman opened his mouth, perhaps to give an idea, but then Iron Angel suddenly dive bombed us. Rubberman and I split, allowing Iron Angel to miss us both; at least, I thought he did until he suddenly landed on the ground and spun in a circle, smacking both of us with his wings.

The impact of his wings sent me staggering backwards. I almost fell, but managed to retain my balance by leaning on a tombstone. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that it was Winged Gal’s tombstone, which, despite being ten years old, was still in pretty good condition. In addition, I noticed a bag lying on the ground next to the tombstone, a bag which I recognized as Iron Angel’s travel bag. Poking out of the bag was that jar with the purple resurrection potion in it that Rubberman had told me about. It seemed like Iron Angel had dropped his bag at some point, perhaps when he attacked Rubberman.

An idea occurred to me, a way to beat Iron Angel, though it would be incredibly risky to do. Nonetheless, I snatched the jar from the bag and turned once again to see how the fight between Iron Angel and Rubberman was going.

Not as well as I’d hoped. As I watched, Iron Angel lunged at Rubberman, seemingly in an attempt to claw him. Rubberman dodged him by jumping to the side, which was when Iron Angel suddenly changed course and slashed at Rubberman with his wing. Clearly taken by surprise by this move, Rubberman just stood there as Iron Angel’s wing cut a deep, ugly wound in his chest, causing Rubberman to shout in pain and fall over. Iron Angel moved in, his claws reaching for Rubberman’s throat.

With a yell, I fired my most powerful blast of energy yet. The blast tore through the air and struck Iron Angel in the back, forcing him to stagger forward a few steps, but then he whirled around, spotted me, and, with a deeply inhuman growl, soared toward me on his demonic wings. He reached me in an instant and slammed me against Winged Gal’s tombstone, his claws digging into the marble tombstone and pinning my neck against it. Once again, I found that I couldn’t breathe, but I could look up at Iron Angel’s expressionless mask.

“It is sad,” Iron Angel whispered, in a voice that was somehow much worse than a scream, “sad how this industry corrupts the minds of children like yourself. If you had not been so foolish, perhaps you would have been able to live an ordinary life. Now, however, you will die, die on the grave of another sidekick, which is what you deserve.”

His grip around my neck suddenly tightened and he pulled me off the ground. He whirled around and slammed me against the ground, almost causing me to let go of the jar, but I didn’t. Even so, the impact jarred my senses, making it impossible for me to react. His grip on my neck tightened more than ever; I nearly blacked out immediately, but somehow managed to retain my consciousness, though I doubted I would be able to gather enough energy to fire even a weak beam from my eyes.

“I should kill Rubberman first,” said Iron Angel in a ragged voice. “But you have caused me so much trouble that I feel like making an example of you. Perhaps if I kill you, Rubberman will realize just how terrible this industry is. Not that it will matter, because I will sacrifice him to bring back Winged Gal no matter what.”

I had little time left. My consciousness was rapidly going away. I squinted my eyes and fired a small, but precise, laser at the latches around the face of his helmet.

The lasers destroyed the latches, causing Iron Angel’s mask to flip open, revealing his angry but surprised face. But I didn’t hesitate. With what little strength I could gather, I hurled the glass jar at Iron Angel’s face. As soon as it left my hand, I fired another beam, this one stronger than the last one, except I didn’t aim for his face. I aimed for the jar full of resurrection potion, which collided with his face at the same time that my lasers struck it.

The jar full of resurrection potion exploded directly in front of Iron Angel’s exposed face. Iron Angel screamed in pain and let go of me, staggering backwards as he clutched at his own face. Some of the goop got on my suit, but it was too little to matter and none of it got onto my skin. I immediately sat up and inhaled the air as deeply as I could, the cold winter air soothing my burning lungs.

But I didn’t have time to sit around and enjoy the air, because Iron Angel was still active. Rising slowly to my feet, I looked at Iron Angel to see how the resurrection potion had affected him.

He was kneeling in front of Winged Gal’s tombstone, his back to me. One hand clutched the tombstone, almost cracking it, while his other claw covered his face. He was cursing and crying at the same time, making it hard for me to understand what he was saying. He still seemed to be alive, but I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing at this point.

Then I heard footsteps behind me and looked over my shoulder in time to see Rubberman walking toward me. Well, it was more like limping. He was clutching his bleeding chest wound, which looked raw, ugly, and bloody.

“Rubberman?” I said. “Why are you walking? You should be resting. That wound—”

Rubberman shook his head. “I’ll manage. I’ve suffered worse injuries than this before. Trust me.”

“But Iron Angel is still alive,” I said. “He could still kill you.”

“Could he?” said Rubberman. “Look at him and tell me what you think.”

Puzzled, I looked at Iron Angel again. He was now openly weeping in front of Winged Gal’s grave, his claws digging into the tombstone and chipping portions of it off.

This time, I could actually hear what he was saying: “Forgive me, Hilary, forgive me for failing to save you. Everything I’ve worked toward … all of it … is falling apart.”

Suddenly, Iron Angel stopped sobbing. His grip on the tombstone became so tight that he actually shattered the upper portion of the tombstone. He rose up to his feet and whirled around to face us. His face was still hidden by his other claw; however, I could see his eyes, which were now a deep, sickening yellow, very much unlike his normal blue ones.

“Give it up, Iron Angel,” said Rubberman. “It’s over. Your vigilantes are dead and you will be, too, if you don’t get medical assistance soon.”

Iron Angel’s free claw shook. “No. I may not be able to resurrect Hillary, but I can still tear you two apart limb from limb. Even with my face on fire, I will dedicate the last moments of my life to ending yours.”

Damn it. Iron Angel had a point. Rubberman’s chest wound looked a lot more serious than he made it out to be, while I myself was starting to feel exhausted from the fight of the last five or ten minutes, not helped by my bleeding shoulders. If Iron Angel attacked now, he would probably win. Even if the Necromantress’ zombies mobbed him afterward, we’d still be dead.

Nonetheless, I prepared to fire more lasers, while Rubberman raised his fists in his usual fighting stance. The way I saw it, if we could hit him just right, we might be able to knock him out in a blow or two. He was already badly wounded himself. It wouldn’t take too much more from us to finish him off.

Right before any of us could do anything, however, the roar of a car engine filled the air and, as if by magic, the Rubbermobile burst through several nearby tombstones and slammed into Iron Angel. The impact sent Iron Angel flying uncontrollably. He crashed into the ground and hit the foot of a tree, where he lay as still as death, not moving even one inch.

Taken by surprise, I looked at the Rubbermobile in astonishment. “Rubberband, is that you?”

There was no answer, at least until the window on the driver’s side of the car rolled down, showing a familiar elderly, mustached face smiling at us.

My jaw fell open. “Adams? Is that you?”

“It is indeed me, young Mr. Beams,” said Adams from within the Rubbermobile, “and I believe that I just saved both of your lives thanks to my timely intervention. You can thank me once you get over your shock.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Adams spoke so casually about taking out Iron Angel that I thought he might have been joking, that this was all some sort of weird dream or hallucination I was experiencing. I looked at Rubberman for confirmation that neither Adams nor the Rubbermobile were there, but Rubberman was just smiling as if everything had just happened according to plan.

“Good job, Adams,” said Rubberman, giving him the thumbs up. “I wasn’t sure you got my message, but I can now see quite clearly that you did.”

“Your message?” I said. “What message? When did you contact him?” I looked at Adams again. “And Adams, I thought you were dead.”

Adams shook his head. “Sorry to say that I am as alive as ever. It was a close one, though, because those vigilantes are at least as bloodthirsty as any common crook on the street. ‘Twas thanks to you, Beams, that I managed to get away entirely.”

I blinked. “Huh? I don’t understand.”

“Do you remember how I set off the Elastic Cave’s sprinklers to distract the vigilantes so you could escape?” asked Adams.

I nodded. “Yeah, of course.”

“Well, all of the vigilantes on Level One ignored me to go after you,” said Adams. “So I took the elevator down to Level Two, got the Rubbermobile, and escaped the Elastic Cave. It was tricky, because my injuries still haven’t entirely healed, but I managed to keep my head down until Rubberman sent me a message via his radiocom, which I picked up on the Rubbermobile’s radio system.”

“I sent him a message asking for backup after we came up with the plan,” said Rubberman. “Like I said, I didn’t know if he got the message or not, but his timing was impeccable. One second too late and we both would have been dead.”

“I am always on time, Mr. Pullman,” said Adams with a huff. “I thought you would know that by now, given how many years I’ve worked for you. I would never let even the most painful of injuries keep me from fulfilling my duty to you.”

“Thanks, Adams,” said Rubberman. “I really—”

Suddenly, Rubberman grunted and fell to his knees. He clutched his bloody chest wound tighter than ever, while I put a hand on his back and said, “Boss, are you okay? Is it your wound?”

“I’ll be fine,” said Rubberman in a tight voice. “It’s not as bad as it—” He broke off, groaning in pain.

“No, boss, your wound is as bad as it looks,” I said. I looked at Adams. “Adams, we need to get Rubberman to the hospital. I’ll get him into the back seats of the Rubbermobile. If we’re fast, we should be able to get him to the hospital before his wound becomes infected.”

“Good plan, Beams,” said Adams in a dry voice. “Unfortunately, I think you’ll have to convince these ruffians to let us go first.”

Puzzled, I looked around at our surroundings and my heart failed me when I saw just who these ‘ruffians’ Adams was referring to were.

Surrounding us on all sides were the Necromantress’ zombies. There were about three dozen in all, forming a tight circle around us, leaving no gap we could use to escape. Most of the zombies were in absolutely terrible condition, most missing at least one limb, but despite how weak they looked, I knew better than to judge by appearances. These zombies had just finished tearing apart Iron Angel’s Vigilante Legion. In fact, one of the zombies was cheering on something that looked like Glue Gun’s right arm like a chicken leg.

Thankfully, the zombies seemed more interested in containing us than in killing us, but I was all too aware that if they chose to descend on us, they would probably kill us all. Even Adams wasn’t safe, especially if the zombies managed to pop the tires or find some other way to stop the Rubbermobile. Rubberman was in no condition to fight and neither was I. I might be able to take down a few zombies with my eye beams, but I would still be overwhelmed through their sheer numbers alone.

Then the Necromantress stepped out from behind a particularly tall zombie. She walked a few steps forward, but stopped well away from us, one hand on her hip, the other hidden behind her back. Her crazy smile looked even more threatening than it normally did, as if she was about to take part in the tastiest meal she would ever eat.

“The Necromantress,” I said. “I thought you had run away or something.”

The Necromantress sighed. “Still no gratitude. Yes, you truly are Dennis’ sidekick. But the Necromantress doesn’t care. All that matters is letting you know that the Necromantress did not run anywhere. She never flees from a fight unless it is one she can’t win.”

“Or her head would blow up if she did,” I said. “You know, with the tracking collar and all.”

The Necromantress’ smile grew larger. “What collar?”

The Necromantress brushed aside a portion of her hair, showing me that her neck was completely bare. The tracking collar was totally absent.

“What?” I said in shock. “Where did the collar go?”

“Right here,” said the Necromantress.

She pulled her hand out from behind her back and threw something at me. When the object landed in front of me and Rubberman, I saw that it was the tracking collar, except broken, its red light no longer blinking.

I looked up at the Necromantress in horror. “How did you do that? I thought the collar would explode if you tried to remove it.”

“The Necromantress knows a spell or two that can negate even the most advanced technology,” the Necromantress replied. “It took a little while to cast, however, which was the main reason the Necromantress stayed out of the fight. Now the Necromantress is free once more to do as she pleases.”

I gulped. We were now at the mercy of Rubberman’s crazy ex-wife, which meant we were doomed. I wondered what kind of awful things Rubberman had done in the past to get us such terrible karma, because whatever it was, it had come back to bite us in the ass hard.

“Rubberman, what do we do?” I said, looking at Rubberman in fear. “Do you think we can beat her?”

Rubberman shook his head. “No. If … if it was just her, we would have a chance, but with her zombie army, there’s no way we’d stand a chance. She’s got us exactly where she wants us.”

That wasn’t what I wanted to hear at all. Nonetheless, I said, “Then we have to fight anyway, right? Better to die fighting than on our knees.”

“More or less,” said Rubberman. “Help me stand. My chest hurts too much for me to do it on my own.”

“There’s no need to stand, Dennis,” said the Necromantress suddenly. “You clearly are not in any condition to move. You would look more pitiful than you normally do if you tried.”

“Why should we listen to you?” I said. “Maybe Rubberman wants to stand so he can fight like a man, rather than die like a coward.”

The Necromantress tilted her head to the side. “When did the Necromantress say she was going to kill either of you?”

“What?” I said. I glanced at Rubberman again. “But you hate Rubberman, right? Haven’t you been trying to kill him since your divorce?”

The Necromantress shrugged. “It is true that the Necromantress has made it her life goal to kill Dennis, but after what she saw today, she’s decided that she is going to spare Dennis today. And, of course, you and his butler.”

I blinked several times. “You’re joking, right?”

“The Necromantress does not joke,” the Necromantress insisted. “Yes, she jabs and pokes fun at her enemies, but she never ‘jokes.’ She is always serious.”

“That’s one of the reasons we didn’t work out together as a couple,” Rubberman muttered, though I didn’t pay attention to what he said.

“But I still don’t understand,” I said. I gestured wildly at the zombies around us. “Look at the situation. You’ve got us surrounded on all sides. All of us are badly wounded and tired, especially Rubberman, who can barely even stand on his own. Why would you give up this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity? Not that I’m angry about it, but it just doesn’t make sense to me.”

The Necromantress turned around. “Dennis and the Necromantress may no longer be husband and wife, but that doesn’t mean her feelings for him have entirely gone away. Seeing Dennis today reminded the Necromantress of the man she fell in love with, the man who is still there somewhere. She cannot kill that man, so she shall let him live for now.”

I blinked again. “That makes no sense at all.”

“You will understand when you are older,” said the Necromantress, again without looking at me. “Take Dennis to the hospital to get his wounds treated. Don’t worry about the Necromantress. She shall leave Golden City without harming a single soul. That, the Necromantress can promise you.”

With that, the Necromantress walked through the crowd of zombies. As soon as she disappeared from view, all of the zombies suddenly collapsed, like someone had knocked out their legs from underneath them. As for the Necromantress, she was nowhere to be seen.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

One week later …

 

I walked through the halls of Golden City General Hospital. That normally would not have made me feel very strange or awkward, because I’d visited this hospital before. What made it kind of awkward was the fact that I was in full Beams costume, complete with helmet and visor. As a result, the various doctors, nurses, hospital workers, and patients who wandered the halls of the Hospital kept glancing at me or whispering my name to their friend like I was some kind of rare cryptid spotted in the wild. Granted, some of the nurses were pretty cute, but most of the attention I got was the kind of attention a movie star or famous athlete would get if he walked through a normal city hospital, and I found that I didn’t like it as much as I expected.

But for safety purposes, I had to wear my costume, because if I didn’t, I risked exposing my secret identity to the public. After all, Rubberman didn’t usually get a whole lot of visitors whenever he was in the Hospital recovering from injuries he sustained from fighting crime on the streets, so anyone who visited him was usually speculated to be Beams unless everyone knew for sure that the visitor wasn’t me. At least I didn’t have to worry about the media trying to enter Rubberman’s room to take pictures and get interviews. The front desk receptionist (a cute brunette in her twenties) had explained to me that Rubberman forbid any media figures or reporters from visiting him while he was in the hospital. This, the receptionist explained, was to ensure Rubberman got the peace and quiet he needed to rest in order to heal up after his injuries.

Not that that stopped the media from setting up shop elsewhere in the Hospital, though. When I first arrived in the Hospital lobby, I was mobbed by a dozen reporters from various new stations, both local and national, to talk about Iron Angel and the Vigilante Legion. Remembering Rubberman’s advice about not talking to the media, I managed to make it past the reporters and into the elevator to take me to the second floor, where Rubberman’s room was, although there was one scary moment where one of the reporters tried to force his way into the elevator with me. The behavior of the reporters reminded me an awful lot about the behavior of the Necromantress’ zombies, except the zombies were far more polite and probably more honest, too.

But I couldn’t blame them. All week, everyone had been talking nonstop about Iron Angel and the Vigilante Legion and their antics in Golden City. Some people talked about the Necromantress, too, but because Iron Angel was once one of the most famous superheroes in the world, the media was more keen to discuss his fall from grace and how he became the Superhero Killer.

As it turned out, Iron Angel had somehow survived taking a direct hit from the Rubbermobile. Rubberman theorized that Iron Angel’s armor had taken the brunt of the blow, which made me wonder just what the hell his armor was made out of.

Of course, just because Iron Angel survived didn’t mean he was in good health. Super suit or not, any sixty-something-year-old dude who got hit by a car like that was going to end up worse off than if he hadn’t been hit. From what I had heard, Iron Angel was now paralyzed from the legs down, as the Rubbermobile had shattered his spine. He was also in Golden City General, though as far as I knew, he was being kept in Intensive Care and being protected by a couple of police officers just to make sure that he didn’t escape or get rescued by some of his fellow vigilantes. I had no intention of visiting him.

Also, Iron Angel’s face got horribly disfigured from the resurrection potion being exploded in his face. I still hadn’t seen it myself—I was still too freaked out by Hissteria’s own melted face to want to see another one—but Rubberman told me that most of the damage actually came from the glass shards of the jar cutting into Iron Angel’s flesh when the jar blew up. I had seen pictures of Iron Angel online, though, and his face was totally bandaged, leaving only two dull yet angry-looking eyes peering out between the wrappings like some kind of mummy.

While Iron Angel was going to be going to jail, his fellow vigilantes weren’t, mostly because they had been torn apart by the Necromantress’ zombies. Seeing their body parts scattered here and there like so much trash was one of the most sickening sights in my life. I might have hated those monsters, but I wouldn’t wish that sort of fate on even my worst enemy.

In any event, what remained of the Vigilante Legion in Golden City had fled when they learned of their leader’s defeat. That’s what Chief Williams told me, anyway. His officers tried to go after the few vigilantes who had not come with their leader to the graveyard, but they’d fled like mice from a cat. I had hoped that this meant the Legion was done for, but Chief Williams said that there was reason to suspect that the Legion was still out there and that they would likely try to rescue their leader at some point. Remembering what Iron Angel had said about vigilantes being all over the country, I couldn’t disagree, although I was worried that the vigilantes would be back for more than just rescuing their leader. They’d probably want vengeance. More specifically, vengeance on me and Rubberman, because we defeated their leader in the first place.

I was so lost in my thoughts that I nearly walked by Room 21, which I remembered was Rubberman’s room. Stopping before the door, I pushed it open and peered inside to make sure that Rubberman wasn’t asleep at the moment.

Rubberman sat upright in his bed, swiping his thumb across the screen of his smartphone, apparently oblivious to the fact that I had opened the door. He was not wearing his costume like he normally did. Instead, he wore a simple blue hospital gown that hung loosely over his body. His hair, however, was still as neatly combed back as ever, which seemed like an odd thing to prioritize in the hospital, but I guess Rubberman believed in keeping up appearances even while he was recovering from a terrible fight.

I knocked on the door and said, “Hey, Rubberman. It’s me.”

Rubberman suddenly looked up at me and smiled, although it was a weaker smile than normal. “Beams! Welcome. Step in and close the door, please. The nurses here are so nosy and I don’t want them overhearing our private conversation.”

I nodded, stepped into the room, and closed the door firmly behind me. Then I turned to face Rubberman again, who had placed his smartphone on the pile of cards on the table next to his bed.

“Where did all of those cards come from?” I asked. “Who are they from?”

“My fans, of course,” said Rubberman. He smiled when he glanced at the cards. “Every time I go to the hospital, I always get lots of get well cards from my fans and supporters. There’s this little old lady, in particular, who has faithfully sent me a card every time I’ve gone to the hospital over the last five years. Says I remind her of her grandson, who is also a superhero, and she always says she’s praying for me, too.” He shrugged. “I don’t even announce my hospital visits to anyone, but people always find out anyway. Probably the media. Those jokers couldn’t keep a secret if their lives depended on it.”

“I take it you’re getting better?” I said.

Rubberman nodded. He patted his chest. “Yes. The surgeon managed to fix the worst of it. At this point, my healing factor should kick in and I should be okay.”

I sighed in relief. “That’s good to hear. My shoulders have been healing quickly as well. What about Adams?”

“They let him out of the hospital yesterday,” said Rubberman. He chuckled. “Despite his age, he recovered so well that the doctor declared him healthy enough to go home.”

“Adams is a tough old guy, all right,” I said. “What about you? When are you going to be released? It’s been a week now. Will it be sometime within the next day or two?”

Rubberman suddenly frowned. He sighed. “That’s one of the things I wanted to talk with you about. Despite the best efforts of the surgeon, they want to keep me in here for an additional four weeks.”

“Four weeks?” I repeated in shock. “Why four weeks? It never takes you that long to recover from a fight.”

Rubberman rubbed the back of his neck and winced. “As it turns out, I suffered a lot of internal damage this time. All of my organs are still working, but the doctor insisted that I stay in the hospital so they can carefully monitor my organs. They want to make sure I don’t have a sudden organ failure and collapse in the middle of public, or worse, in the middle of fighting a criminal on the street.”

“But that doesn’t make sense,” I said. “Sure, you got your chest cut open, but you’ve taken worse injuries than that before and survived.”

“I know,” said Rubberman, nodding. “Unfortunately, I’m not as young as I used to be. Not healing as quickly as I normally do, either. I’d rather be back in the office working, but I’ve decided to trust the doctor’s judgment this time. I’ve already arranged for Adams to clean up the Elastic Cave and keep things running while I’m away, though things are definitely going to be slow, business-wise, for the next four weeks.”

I bit my lower lip. “Well, if you say so, boss. I’ll still come to work and just help Adams, then.”

“Actually, I don’t want you coming to work while I’m away,” said Rubberman. “I have something else I need you to do, something that will keep you from going to work for quite a while.”

I frowned. “Are you telling me to go on vacation? Not that I would be against that, but—”

“It’s not a vacation,” said Rubberman. “Well, not technically, anyway, because you will be doing more training than resting.”

“Training?” I repeated. “Training where? In the Rubber Room?”

“No,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “I’ve arranged for you to stay with my mentor, the retired superhero Nightbolt, in West Texas for the next four weeks. He will train you in combat, among other areas, while I’m resting in the hospital.”

“Your mentor?” I said. “I didn’t know you had a mentor.”

“Yes, you did, though you probably don’t remember,” said Rubberman. “Remember how I mentioned that I had had a mentor once, despite not being a sidekick? That mentor was Nightbolt. He’s agreed to train you while I’m recovering in the hospital.”

“This is cool and all, but why?” I said. “I’m your sidekick. Doesn’t that mean you are supposed to train me yourself?”

“I have been training you myself,” said Rubberman. He sighed. “But unfortunately, I won’t be able to teach you what you need to know while I’m in the hospital. Nightbolt has been a superhero much longer than me, even longer than Iron Angel actually. He’s trained many sidekicks and superheroes, so he should be able to impart you with knowledge and skills I don’t have. Also, the Elastic Cave will need to be repaired, which will take a while given how much damage the Legion caused.”

I had no idea what to say. This all seemed so sudden and I still wasn’t sure if this was a joke or not. “Wow, Rubberman, this is, uh, nice of you and all, but why this sudden decision to have me train under your mentor? What’s changed?”

Rubberman smiled grimly. “The Vigilante Legion, for one. It’s true that we beat their leader, but the rest of the organization is still out there, and they’re not going to take this lying down. They’ll come after us, and when they do, they’ll show us even less mercy than Iron Angel. I want you to be ready for that, and I know that Nightbolt can prepare you in ways that I can’t.”

“But we did so well against Iron Angel and his vigilantes,” I said. “Why do I need special training to deal with the rest of them?”

Rubberman sighed. “Because most of our training so far has covered dealing with normal street criminals. Oh, sure, we’ve dealt with supervillains before, but it’s always been irregular and usually required extraordinary circumstances in which to beat them. Think about this time. If Shawna hadn’t helped us, I’m sure Iron Angel would have killed us both in cold blood.”

I had to admit that Rubberman had a point. “So what, do you think we’ll face more supervillains in the future?”

“Undoubtedly,” said Rubberman. “The Vigilante Legion is made up entirely of former superheroes and sidekicks. While I don’t know all of them, I bet more than a few of them are stronger and more experienced than us. Should they try to storm the Elastic Cave again, they’d probably slaughter all three of us without much effort. Therefore, you need specialized training to prepare for them, and Nightbolt specializes in training superheroes how to fight supervillains.”

I nodded. “I see. But what about school? And my parents? I don’t think my parents would like me going out to West Texas all by myself to train with some stranger they don’t even know, especially if that meant skipping school.”

“Oh, I’ve already discussed this with your parents,” said Rubberman. “They’ve agreed to it. They have also called the school to approve of your time off. They told the school you are taking a special study program to help boost your mediocre grades, which seemed to work, given how the school approved of your time off fairly quickly. All you need to do now is pack and get ready to go the day after tomorrow.”

The slight about my ‘mediocre’ grades had offended me, but when I heard that last bit, I said, “Day after tomorrow?”

“Yep,” said Rubberman. “It’s going to be a four hour drive. Just be at the Elastic Cave’s secret grocery store front entrance at eight. Adams will be there and he’ll send you on your way, so don’t worry about travel arrangements.”

All of this came so quickly that I hadn’t processed all of it. “This just seems so, uh, abrupt.”

“It is, but we have no idea when the Vigilante Legion will attack again, so the faster we get your training complete, the better,” said Rubberman. “It’ll just be for four weeks and then you can come home. Think of it as continuing education in how to be a sidekick, if that will help you understand it.”

“I … guess it will,” I said. “I guess I should go home and get packed, huh?”

“Good idea,” said Rubberman. “Unless you have any questions about all of this, that is.”

“No … well, not regarding this, anyway,” I said. “I wanted to ask you about the Necromantress.”

“Shawna?” said Rubberman. He frowned. “She’s gone. Chief Williams told me that she hasn’t been spotted in Golden City since the incident in the graveyard. Why do you want to know about her?”

I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “I just wanted to know what you thought about her sparing us back there. She said something about not being able to kill the man she fell in love with, but it didn’t make any sense to me and I wanted to see if you understood.”

Rubberman still frowned, but his frown did not look as grim as it normally did. “Yes, I understood it. And I agree with Shawna that you won’t until you’re older.”

“I know, but it still makes no sense to me,” I said. “I thought that divorced people hate each other. You two seem to hate each other. Yet it seemed to me like the Necromantress almost … well, still loves you, in her own weird, twisted way.”

Rubberman looked out the window, as if lost in thought. “Divorce isn’t some magical spell that takes away a person’s feelings. Shawna, on some level, probably still loves me, though she’d never admit it. She is so consumed with jealousy and hatred that she would never let herself think about her old feelings. I was surprised that she spared us this time, because I was sure she would have killed us there and then like she has been trying to do for five years.” He shrugged. “Maybe Shawna isn’t as lost as I thought.”

“Do you … do you still love her?” I asked hesitatingly.

Rubberman looked at me, his frown still on his lips. “Does it matter if I do?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I just—”

“Don’t be ashamed or embarrassed,” said Rubberman. “You still have a lot to learn, both as a superhero and as a man. One day, you’ll understand this, but until then, I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said, despite feeling embarrassed. “Well, I’m leaving. See you later.”

“Bye,” said Rubberman. “And watch out for those reporters in the lobby. They’ll try to jump you as soon as they see you. I give you permission to use your eye beams to fight them off if you have to.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, boss, no worries there. I already know how to get around them, but thanks for the advice.”

I turned to leave, but all of a sudden, I remembered something I needed to ask Rubberman. I looked over my shoulder at him and said, “Hey, boss, I’ve got one last thing I need to ask you before I leave.”

Rubberman—who had gone back to looking at his smartphone—suddenly looked up at me again, frowning at me in confusion. “What is it?”

“I know I’m not allowed to do interviews with the media, but can I do that interview with my friend, Frank, that I asked you about before?” I said. “Because I promised to him that I would get this interview scheduled and I don’t want to keep putting it off and possibly disappoint him by failing to do it.”

I thought Rubberman was going to say no at first, but instead he nodded and said, “Go for it. I think you’ve earned it.”

I smiled. “Thanks, boss.”

With that, I left Rubberman’s room, feeling both happy and anxious. Happy that I had gotten Rubberman’s permission to do the interview with Frank, but anxious about the future. In particular, I was anxious about the return of the Legion and also what Nightbolt’s training for me was going to entail. Would four weeks really be enough time to teach me everything I needed to know about fighting supervillains?

I guess I was going to find out.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

The Necromantress knew that she was being followed. She had known, in fact, that she was being followed for hours or at least since she left Golden City a week ago.

Standing in the streets of Holdings—a mid-sized city to the southeast of Golden City—the Necromantress stopped on the front porch of the apothecary she had just exited from, a paper bag of dark magic ingredients in her hand. She had seen a shadow in the alleyway to the right, the shadow of a tall man, but only for a moment before it retreated. The Necromantress would have dismissed it as just her own imagination under normal circumstances, but these were not normal circumstances.

Ever since leaving Golden City, the Necromantress had tried to hide her tracks. She didn’t want the police following her, or Dennis, for that matter, even though he was probably still in the hospital recovering from his injuries. She thought she did a pretty good job of avoiding detection, but for the last few days, she had been aware of a tall man in dark clothing following her wherever she went.

At first, the Necromantress had thought the shadows she saw out of the corner of her eye were just figments of her imagination, but she kept seeing them more and more often, until she finally had to conclude that someone was following her. It didn’t seem to be the GCPD or Dennis, but that didn’t mean much. It could just as easily have been a federal agent. She knew there were a lot of those people around, trying to capture ‘villains’ like herself due to their criminal activity.

The Necromantress had tried to lose this man several times, but each time he’d always find her again. But this was the closest the Necromantress had ever seen him before and, despite knowing nothing of this man, she was determined to find out who he was at long last.

She stepped off the porch and ran over to the alley. Upon entering the alleyway, the Necromantress looked around, but she saw no one in the alley except for a cat (which immediately hid under the huge dumpster) and tons of trash. There was no sign that any man had been back here or that anyone else had been back here for a very long time, either.

“Hello?” said the Necromantress, walking into the alleyway. “Who has been following the Necromantress? Show yourself, you stalker, or else.”

“I dislike the term ‘stalker,’” came a deep voice behind her. “I prefer ‘ninja.’ It’s more accurate.”

The Necromantress whirled around. Standing at the entrance of the alleyway, his arms crossed in front of his chest, was a tall man with sky blue eyes wearing dark clothing. The Necromantress was sure he hadn’t been there even just a few seconds ago, yet she saw nowhere from which he could have been hiding. And unlike most people who saw her, he didn’t look even remotely disturbed or afraid.

“Who are you?” the Necromantress said. She pulled her bag of ingredients closer to her chest. “Identify yourself, masked man, or else the Necromantress will cast a dark spell upon you and your soul, a curse which will pass down from generation to generation with your blood.”

The ninja showed no emotion, though he seemed amused. “There is no need to threaten me, Ms. Kenneth. I have been following you since the graveyard incident with benign intentions.”

“Benign intentions?” said the Necromantress. She sneered. “There is nothing benign about stalking a young lady like myself.”

“Call it what you will, but I do not wish to harm you,” said the man in black. “I have been following you on behalf of my employer, a very wealthy woman who has taken an interest in you.”

The Necromantress scowled. “What if the Necromantress does not care about your employer’s ‘interest’ in her?”

The ninja shrugged. “You should, if you’re smart. My employer is aware that the incident in Golden City left you with nothing. Your resurrection potion and your cauldron were both confiscated from you. You’ve been forced to purchase sub-par supplies from questionable establishments just to start again, yes?”

The Necromantress held the bag tighter. “Even if that’s true, what does the Necromantress care? She is a woman who carves her own path. She does not need the aide of wealthy people.”

“My employer has taken an interest in you because you and she have a common enemy,” said the ninja. “The superhero Rubberman, or, as you know him, Dennis Pullman, your ex-husband.”

The Necromantress’ right eye twitched. “What does Dennis have to do with this?”

“My employer wants him gone,” said the ninja. “Dead, incapacitated, sued out of business … it doesn’t matter how, she just wants him gone. And you want him dead, don’t you?”

I don’t, said a small, sane voice in the back of the Necromantress’ mind, but aloud she said, “The Necromantress does. Can this employer of yours help me achieve that?”

“She can,” said the ninja. “She is willing to provide you with everything you need to perform your black magic, but only if you agree to work for her. She’ll even give you a new cauldron, if that’s what you need.”

The Necromantress bit her lower lip. “This seems all too good to be true. How does the Necromantress know you are not just trying to trick her?”

“Trust me, my employer is not the kind of lady to make this kind of offer jokingly,” said the ninja. “You have my word that you can trust her. And you probably should, unless you want an anonymous tip to reach the police about your current location, that is.”

The Necromantress growled, but she was sane enough to see that rejecting this offer would be dumb. The ninja wouldn’t hesitate to report her to the police if she said no, so she said, “Fine. The Necromantress shall accept your offer, as long as she is given the freedom to practice her magic as she pleases.”

“Of course,” said the ninja. “Come with me. We have much to do, and much to prepare for, if we’re going to take down Rubberman once and for all.”

-

Continued in First Mentor, now available for purchase here.

I hope you enjoyed my little tale. Please don't forget to give this book a quick review on Amazon. Even just a two-word, "Liked it" or "Hated it" review helps so much. Positive or negative, I am grateful for all feedback from my readers. Please just swing over to the book page and toss up your review, since the star rating you leave on the next page won't be visible online. Amazon simply uses that feedback for their internal recommendation engine.
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