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CHAPTER ONE

 

If there was one word that would sum up West Texas perfectly, it would be ‘nothing.’ Lots and lots of nothing for miles in every direction.

When most people who haven’t been to Texas think of the state, they usually think the whole state is like those old Western movies: Barren land everywhere, cacti and tumbleweed dotting the landscape, and everyone’s riding a horse and wearing cowboy hats and jeans. There’s some truth to all of that, but Texas is actually a pretty diverse state, ecologically-speaking. Sure, it’s usually pretty hot no matter what part of the state you’re in, but in Texas, you can find forests, fields, mountains, rivers, lakes, beaches, and all sorts of different places. You can even find snow sometimes during the winter, though calling it ‘snow’ is a bit of a stretch sometimes given how light it is.

The point is that Texas is much more than just tumbleweeds and cattle, like a lot of people think it is.

Except, of course, for West Texas. I’d never been out to West Texas before. My Mom grew up out here, but she never talked much about it. Even then, we still didn’t visit there because Mom’s parents had moved to a small town on the coast of Texas after my grandfather retired from working in the oil fields; as a result, I had never asked Mom about what it was like. It just seemed irrelevant to me if we were never going to go there.

So when my boss, the superhero Rubberman, told me that I was going out west to train with his old mentor, Nightbolt, I was curious. I didn’t know exactly what to expect. I vaguely recalled a few stories Mom used to tell me about growing up near the oil fields when she was a girl, but that had been years ago, back when I was like ten-years-old, and I hadn’t thought about them in such a long time that I could only remember a few minor, unhelpful details, like how her mom, my Grandma, always had a hard time washing the oil stains out of Grandpa’s clothes.

Still, I like visiting new places, so I didn’t object when Rubberman told me to head out west. I packed my bags (well, just one bag, really, because I didn’t need much), hopped into the Rubbermobile with Adams, and we went out to West Texas. More specifically, to a small town called Los Congrejos, which was close to the Texas/New Mexico border. It had taken close to four hours to reach the town, even with the Rubbermobile’s enhanced speed, but the drive itself didn’t bother me too much.

What did bother me was the discovery that West Texas was literally the most boring place on the planet. Well, okay, I guess that’s an exaggeration, but seriously, there’s virtually nothing out here.

I sat at an old, abandoned bus station on the outskirts of Los Congrejos, where Adams had dropped me off after informing me that Nightbolt would come by to pick me up soon. I had been sitting here for half an hour already, but still had not seen Nightbolt. Or any other human being, for that matter. I did, however, find a rattlesnake under the bus station bench, which thankfully was more scared of me than I was of it, because it slithered away as soon as I saw it.

From what I could see of Los Congrejos, it was a much smaller town than Golden City. There was a small post office, an old gas station, and a few small buildings that looked abandoned. The sign outside of the town had claimed that Los Congrejos had 356 people, but I wondered if that number was outdated, because I hadn’t seen even one human being moving among the buildings which formed the core of the town.

I looked up and down the main road. The cracked asphalt seemed to stretch on for eternity in every direction. There were no cars or trucks or even hitch-hikers on this road. As a matter of fact, it seemed like the road hadn’t been used in quite some time, aside from the Rubbermobile, which of course was probably already halfway back to Golden City by now.

I found it hard to believe that Los Congrejos was home to one of the oldest superheroes in the world. Small towns like these generally did not have superheroes, generally because they couldn’t afford to hire one or crime rates were so low that the average police officer was usually capable of taking care of the town by themselves. I half-wondered if Rubberman had been mistaken about Nightbolt’s location, because this town looked like the last place any superhero, retired or otherwise, would live.

Not to mention it was a lot hotter than I expected it to be. Granted, Texas winters usually weren’t that cold, but it felt hotter out here than it did back home in the city. Maybe it was because I sat directly under the sun; the bus station didn’t provide much shade. My costume helped regulate my body temperature, but even so, I still felt uncomfortable sitting here in the heat. Adams had said something about nights being much colder out here than in the city due to the lack of plants and buildings to retain heat, but right now I’d say it had the opposite problem of being too hot.

I hadn’t had time to do a lot of research on Nightbolt before I left the city, but according to the few Internet searches I did do, Nightbolt was one of the first ever legalized superheroes from fifty years ago, when superheroes were first recognized by the government as legitimate businesses. He retired thirty years ago and had moved out to West Texas. Unlike Iron Angel, however, Nightbolt occasionally trained superheroes or sidekicks who showed particular promise, although the numbers he trained went down each year until his last trainee, from what I could tell, had been Rubberman five years ago. It seemed like he hadn’t taken a trainee since then, with the exception of me, of course.

Then again, maybe he wasn’t going to break that streak, if I stayed out here in this old bus stop for much longer. According to my phone, it was half an hour past the time that Nightbolt was supposed to pick me up, which made me wonder if he had decided at the last moment that he did not want to train me. If so, I’d need to call Adams and have him pick me up again. I wish I had Nightbolt’s phone number, because then I could call him myself and let him know I was here.

Just then, I heard a low, rumbling engine coming down the road. Sitting up straighter, I looked down the road, but did not see anything at first until a small black dot appeared on the horizon. As the black dot came closer and closer to the bus stop, I saw that it was an old, beat-up truck. I don’t know what its original color may have been; all I could tell was that it was now a very rusted red color. Its engine was noisy and whiny, yet somehow the truck still worked, driving steadily down the road toward the bus stop without stopping or slowing, though it wasn’t going very fast, either.

Impatiently, I rose from my seat and waved at it. I figured that the truck probably belonged to somebody who lived around here, so they might be able to tell me where Nightbolt lived. Because it was clear that Nightbolt wasn’t going to show up, I’d just hike to his house, wherever it was. It probably wasn’t very far from here. Besides, it would be better than just sitting here in this old bus stop waiting for him to arrive, anyway.

To my relief, the truck was slowing down the closer it got, until it finally stopped right in front of the bus stop. Its engine still whined and made popping sounds, but I didn’t care. I was just happy to see another human being. Even though I wasn’t much of an extrovert, I didn’t like sitting alone out here in this bus stop for very long.

The passenger’s side window—which was crusted with dust—rolled down, allowing me to see the driver of the truck for the first time. I was stunned by what I saw.

The truck’s driver was a positively ancient old man, his skin as rough and gray as stone. He wore a faded old red hat, a white T-shirt, and old coveralls. He was extremely skinny, even skinnier than me. He looked only slightly better than the Necromantress’ zombie. Indeed, I almost thought he was a zombie at first.

But no zombie had eyes like that. They were hard, rough eyes, the eyes of a man who has stared death in the face again and again. They were the same eyes that my grandfather, who had been in the military, had had before his death a few years back. The old man looked at me with eyes that were much stronger than the body they resided in.

As a result, I felt awkward, standing there with my suitcase in hand and staring at the tough old man. The two of us stared at each other for what felt like an eternity, as if we were waiting for the other to make the first move.

But then, all of a sudden, the man said, “Are you Beams?”

His voice was soft and old, just as ancient as his body, but somehow I sensed that it was not the voice of a man you disrespected.

“Uh, yes,” I said, nodding. “I’m here because I’m supposed to be training with Nightbolt. I don’t know if you can point me to his house, but—”

The man chuckled softly. “Boy, I am Nightbolt, the one and only. I thought I recognized your picture, but I wasn’t sure until I got close enough to see for myself. These old eyes ain’t what they used to be.” He gestured at me. “Come on in and take a seat. That bus stop isn’t a place for a sidekick who needs training.”

Though I was briefly startled by this man’s admission that he was Nightbolt, I nonetheless opened the door and entered the truck. The interior was small and cramped, forcing me to pull my legs up to my chest. It didn’t help that the floor was covered in garbage; old fast food restaurant bags, empty water bottles, various discarded bills, and so on. The seats of the truck were torn slightly, allowing their yellow stuffing to peek out.

I paid little attention to that, however, because I was too busy staring at the man who called himself Nightbolt, who had now turned the truck around and was driving back the way he came. I was too busy contrasting the old, decrepit man sitting in the driver’s seat with the images of Nightbolt I’d seen online. The most common picture of Nightbolt online was of a strapping, handsome young man wearing a body suit with lightning bolt designs. He certainly looked nothing like the skinny old man who was taking me to his house today, which made me wonder if this man actually was Nightbolt.

“So, you’re Dennis’ sidekick, right?” said Nightbolt, glancing at me. “He’s told me all about you. Said you can shoot lasers from your eyes.”

“Uh, yeah,” I said, nodding. I gestured at my visor. “My visor lets me regulate the strength of my lasers easier. It was specially designed by Super Apparel.”

“Superhero equipment has gotten real fancy since my days,” said Nightbolt. “Back in my day, you usually had to make your costume and equipment yourself. And it always got torn or broken, so you spent just as much time fixin’ it up as you did fighting crime. Those were the days.”

“Uh, yeah,” I said, mostly because I didn’t know what else to say to that. “So, er, are we going to your house?”

“Yep,” said Nightbolt, nodding. “Sorry for not coming to pick you up sooner. This old piece of junk just doesn’t want to start sometimes, and sometimes even when it does start it stops in the middle of the road and refuses to go any further.”

“Are you sure that isn’t going to happen here?” I said.

“It might,” said Nightbolt casually. “Don’t worry. I’ve got a lot of experience getting this old piece of junk working again. But it ought to make it back to the house without too much trouble, so just sit back and relax.”

Easier said than done. The truck was so bumpy and rough that I couldn’t have relaxed even if I wanted to. Not to mention I was still taken aback by Nightbolt’s, uh, ‘strange’ appearance, to put it lightly. Even though he had been one of the very first legalized superheroes, he looked like any old Texas man you’d see in West Texas. I wondered why he was apparently so poor. Surely he had a lot of money saved up from his days in the business, didn’t he?

“What you staring at?” said Nightbolt, glancing at me. “You look like you’ve never seen an old man before.”

“It’s not that,” I said. “It’s just … you’re a bit different from what I was expecting, that’s all.”

Nightbolt chuckled. “That’s what everyone says when they first see me, sonny. I’m not offended. All of the latest pictures of me available are from twenty, thirty years ago, back when I was much younger than I am now. I’ve changed quite a bit since then, but my memory is as sharp as ever.” Nightbolt tapped the side of his head. “Everything you need to know is still right here in the old noggin. Don’t you worry about that.”

I nodded, but deep down, I was skeptical that Nightbolt would be able to teach me anything. He looked so old and fragile that I was worried he might fall over and break his back if I tried to punch him in a training session. His old body might not be able to keep up with me, unless his ‘training’ involved something completely different from what I was expecting.

I looked over my shoulder. Through the back window, the town of Los Congrejos grew smaller and smaller, though due to how flat everything was, it would probably be a while before it vanished from sight.

I looked at Nightbolt again. “I was told you lived in Los Congrejos, yet we’re going away from it.”

Nightbolt shrugged. “I have all my mail delivered to the Los Congrejos post office, but in truth I live just outside the town. I prefer my privacy and the people here respect that, so I never have to worry about anyone intruding on my property, and low crime rates means the police never ask me to help. Can’t say that about people in most places. In most places, retired superheroes have a hard time maintaining their privacy, especially if they were really big before they retired.”

“What about the media?” I said, raising my voice to be heard over the noises the engine made. “Do they ever bother you?”

Nightbolt gave me a rather evil grin for a retired superhero. “Nope. They used to, but after I introduced them to Spike, they stopped coming.”

“Spike?” I said. “Who is that?”

“You’ll see,” Nightbolt replied. “Anyway, we should get to my house pretty soon. I’ve got a spare room all set up for you, so don’t worry about where you’ll be sleeping.”

“Great,” I said. “What kind of training are we going to do, anyway? Are we going to start today or tomorrow? Rubberman didn’t tell me much about what your training is like, but—”

Nightbolt waved off my questions. “Talk, talk, talk. I forgot how much you city folk talk. I’ll tell you more about my world famous training methods when we get there. It’s too complicated to explain here.”

“Sorry,” I said. “It’s just that I’m really eager to start my training and I’d like to have an idea of what we’re going to do so I can prepare for it.”

Nightbolt chuckled. “No one can prepare for my training, kid, but you remind me of Dennis, even though he was older than you when I trained him. Always asking questions, always eager to know everything. He could never relax.”

“Sounds like how he is now,” I said. “Even though he’s supposed to be resting, he’s still doing business even in his hospital room. I don’t think he even knows the meaning of the word ‘relaxed.’”

“Aye,” said Nightbolt. “But I suppose if he relaxed like a normal person, he wouldn’t be as successful as he is today, now would he?”

“No, he wouldn’t,” I said.

With that, we fell into silence. Nightbolt seemed perfectly at ease, turning his truck down a side road I hadn’t even noticed, which took us away from the main highway and out into the surrounding countryside. We passed an abandoned oil derrick, gradually making our way closer and closer to Nightbolt’s home, wherever it was. It seemed strange to me that I still couldn’t see his house, even though West Texas was a very flat, almost barren part of the state. Either Nightbolt’s house was far from the main highway or it was somehow hidden. Maybe he had put a large cloaking device on it, but given how poor Nightbolt appeared, that seemed unlikely.

After about half an hour of driving, I finally saw Nightbolt’s house. It was a tiny, one-story house, surrounded by a half-rusted iron fence. The house itself had a small stone chimney, its orange roof shingles extremely faded, probably due to being directly under the Texas sun for so long, and an old rocking chair on the front porch. The gate around the house was closed and locked, although the lock didn’t look particular strong even from a distance.

“Here we are,” said Nightbolt as he brought his truck to a stop before the front gate. “My humble little abode.”

I blinked. “Wow, uh, Nightbolt, it’s … nice.”

Nightbolt looked at me curiously. “A little disappointed? Were you expecting a super secret underground base or something? Dennis tells me he has a base like that. I suppose that going from a super secret underground base to a normal house in the middle of nowhere is somewhat of a downgrade.”

“It’s not bad,” I said. “It’s just … I don’t know, I expected something a bit fancier from one of the first superheroes, that’s all.”

Nightbolt scowled. “Not all of us retired rich, you know. Some of us retired with as little under our name as we had when we first started. And some of us were scammed out of our savings.”

Nightbolt sounded quite bitter when he said that, but before I could ask him to elaborate, a loud barking noise came from behind the house. Then the largest dog I’d ever seen in my life bounded from out behind the house and rushed toward the fence. He was huge, some kind of German shepherd mix I think, with chocolate and white fur and paws that looked as big as my fists. He wore a spiked black collar and was barking like crazy, each bark almost as loud as a shotgun blast.

“Spike!” Nightbolt shouted in a surprisingly loud voice. “Get away from the gate! It’s just me, you dumb animal. There’s no need to wake up the whole neighborhood.”

I would have made a quip about how Nightbolt’s house was the whole neighborhood, but the loudness of Spike’s barking made it impossible for me to hear myself, much less say anything. Still, Spike did shut up when Nightbolt shouted at him, but he didn’t move away from the gate. He just stood there, his tongue hanging out of his mouth and his large tail waving back and forth excitedly behind him.

“That’s Spike,” said Nightbolt, shaking his head. “He’s friendly, don’t worry. He just barks a lot, especially whenever I bring anyone new over. Anyway, let’s go inside. Follow me.”

Nightbolt hopped out of his truck faster than I expected a man his age to move. By the time I climbed out of my side of the truck, he was already at the gate, shooing away Spike, who retreated toward a small building which looked like his doghouse, though it was the biggest doghouse I’d ever seen. I shook my head and followed Nightbolt through the gate. Spike didn’t move from his doghouse even when I entered, nor did he growl, but he did watch me carefully with his big eyes. I couldn’t help but feel nervous about the huge dog. I’d had a bad experience with a big dog when I was a kid, so I still felt wary around them even when they acted perfectly friendly.

That’s why I could finally relax when Nightbolt and I entered his house. The interior of the house was slightly nicer than the exterior, but I immediately noticed a thin layer of dust on the shoe rack near the front door, a shoe rack which had only a couple of old, dusty pairs of shoes and some cracked rubber boots.

“Welcome to my home,” said Nightbolt, spreading his arms to indicate the house. “What do you think?”

I stopped and looked at the house’s interior.

The front door was directly connected to the main living room. It wasn’t much of a living room, either. An old flat-screen TV stood against one wall, with two large, though clearly aging, red recliners and one wooden chair set around it. To my left was an entryway into a very small kitchen with an old-fashioned refrigerator and sink, with no dishwasher from what I could see, though there was a drying rack on the counter. A short hallway to my right was lined with three doors, which I guessed were Nightbolt’s room, my room, and the bathroom, though I didn’t know which was which.

“It’s okay,” I said. “Very small, but small is okay.”

“Small is good,” Nightbolt said. “Not quite as big as my old base, but let me tell you, after spending thirty years working in big places, a small place is a nice change of pace. It’s easier to take care of, at any rate.”

I nodded. “Right. Well, what are we going to do?”

“Eat,” said Nightbolt, clapping his hands together eagerly. “I’ll get some beans and hot dogs cooked up. Meanwhile, you can go unpack in your room now if you want.” He pointed down the short hallway. “Second door to the left. It’s unlocked, so don’t worry about needing a key. Also, the bathroom is the door to its right, so if you need to go, you know where it is.”

Once again, I nodded and made my way toward the hallway. I was pretty tired after such a long day and wondered if I could catch a quick nap before dinner. Nightbolt would understand if I needed to rest up a little bit after the long trip here. At least, I hoped he would; he seemed like a pretty reasonable guy, all things considered.

Unfortunately, I was so distracted by my own thoughts that I didn’t notice the small desk piled high with documents and envelopes near the entrance to the hallway until I bumped into it accidentally and sent a good portion of the envelopes and documents falling to the floor. I immediately dropped my suitcase and began scooping up the papers, trying to put them all back on the desk as quickly as I could.

“Beams, what was that sound I heard?” Nightbolt shouted from the kitchen. “It sounded like you knocked something over.”

“It’s nothing,” I shouted back. “Just knocked over some of your bills. Nothing’s broken, don’t worry.”

As I said that, I picked up the envelopes two or three at a time, trying my best to gather them all up as quickly as possible. I cursed myself for my clumsiness. First day here and I had already made a mess. Granted, it wasn’t a very bad mess, but it probably didn’t make me look very good in Nightbolt’s eyes nonetheless.

But as I gathered the envelopes in my arms, one of the envelopes on the floor caught my eye. It had Nightbolt’s real name (Joshua Owens, apparently) and his address in the middle, but in the top left corner, where the sender’s address went, was 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW, Washington, D.C.; that is to say, the address of the White House. Even stranger, it had a curious name listed under it: Cameron Marcos, Director of the Department of Extraterrestrial Affairs.

Extraterrestrial affairs? What did that mean? Was this some kind of joke letter? It had to be. Someone wrote a prank letter to Nightbolt, who for some reason hadn’t thrown it out. Yet why would it have the White House’s address on it if it was a prank? And why did it look so official? I remembered my dad getting a letter from the White House once, as a response to a letter he wrote to the President. The official letter had given a pretty generic response to Dad’s, but I remembered the envelope very well, which resembled this one almost exactly.

Before I could puzzle this further, the envelope was snatched out of my hand. Startled, I looked up and saw Nightbolt standing over me. He was scowling again, just like before, only now I was sure that he was going to beat me up for looking at his mail.

“Oh, Nightbolt,” I said, standing upright, even though there were still a lot of letters on the floor. “I didn’t hear you come up. I was just picking up your letters and got lost in thought when I was thinking, um, about my upcoming training with you.”

“Lost in thought,” Nightbolt repeated in a voice that told me he didn’t believe a word I said. “Yes, Dennis told me you had a tendency to do that sometimes. Probably not helped by the long drive here, which can do a number on even a young person’s attention span.”

As he spoke, he put the White House envelope into the back pocket of his coveralls. I had a strong desire to take it and read what the letter said, but I didn’t even try to reach for it. I was under the impression that Nightbolt would break my arm if I tried to take that letter in particular from him.

“Since you are clearly very tired from the trip here, I think you should go to your room and rest until lunch is ready,” said Nightbolt. “Don’t worry about the letters. I’ll pick them all up myself. You just get some sleep.”

I nodded and, after depositing the envelopes in my arms back onto the desk, picked up my suitcase and walked past Nightbolt to the door to my room. I opened it and entered quickly, but before I closed the door behind me, I looked over my shoulder one last time to see Nightbolt—his back to me—reading the White House letter, the envelope in his right hand, the letter in his left. I wondered what it said and why Nightbolt didn’t want me to read it. It had to be very important, especially if it was from the White House, though that didn’t help me understand why anyone in the government would send an old retired superhero like Nightbolt a letter.

But maybe it wasn’t any of my business. I came here to train, not poke into Nightbolt’s private business. I closed the door to my room behind me, plunging me into darkness, but that still didn’t stop me from wondering if there was more going on here than I originally thought. If so, I was probably going to figure out one way or another over these next four weeks.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

One short nap later, I sat at the table in Nightbolt’s kitchen, still in my Beams costume, although I had removed the helmet, which lay on the floor next to my chair. Nightbolt stood by the stove, humming a tune I didn’t recognize, but which reminded me of those old phonograph records my grandfather used to listen to before he died. On the stove was a small pot full of boiling beans, which actually smelled pretty good, even though I wasn’t a big fan of beans in general. Still, I was so hungry at this point that I was willing to eat anything, because I hadn’t had anything to eat since this morning.

“So, Beams,” said Nightbolt as he poured the beans into two small bowls. “Tell me, what’s your origin?”

“My what?” I said, snapping out of my thoughts and looking at Nightbolt.

“Your origin, kid,” said Nightbolt, glancing over his shoulder at me. “How you got your powers and why you decided to become a sidekick. Didn’t Dennis ever teach you that phrase?”

I frowned. “No, sir. He did teach me the term ‘debut,’ but I’ve never heard him use ‘origin,’ at least in connection with this business.”

Nightbolt shook his head, turned off the stove, and walked over to the table, two hot bowls of beans in his hands. “Back in my day, origins were all the rage. You couldn’t make it in this business if you didn’t have an interesting origin that you could use for marketing purposes. Whether you’re the last survivor of an advanced alien race or a rich orphan whose parents were gunned down in an alleyway, everyone had an origin.”

“I don’t get it,” I said as Nightbolt put his bowl on the table in front of me. “If origins were such an important marketing technique, why did superheroes stop using them?”

Nightbolt snorted as he sat down on his seat opposite me. “Because most of them were made up, that’s why. People believed they were true, but soon it became obvious that most origins were false, which led to a backlash that managed to take down quite a few superheroes who had particularly fantastic origins. I was one of the few who never had an origin of my own, mostly because I realized how harsh the backlash would be once people found out how fake most of them were.”

I began stirring my beans with my spoon. “Then why are you asking me about mine if no one uses them anymore?”

“Because knowing your origin is important for our training,” Nightbolt explained. “I need to understand how your powers came about so I can train you most efficiently. Otherwise, we could waste a lot of time that could be better spent getting actual results. I only have four weeks to train you, after all, so let’s not waste a second of it.”

I nodded. “Okay. Well, my origin isn’t that interesting. Back in April of last year, a friend of mine dared me to drink a serum made by our science teacher, who had originally made it to give himself powers. When I drank it, I got the ability to shoot lasers from my eyes.”

Nightbolt ate a mouthful of beans and swallowed. “That is a very simple origin. Do you understand the science behind why your eyes can shoot lasers or not?”

I shrugged. “Not really. All I know is that I can increase or decrease the potency of my powers by thinking about it. Also, if I use them too much, my eyes start to hurt, so I’ve got to be careful about how often I use them.”

“I see,” said Nightbolt. “Shooting lasers from your eyes isn’t as flashy as some, but it’s a good, practical power and it’s obvious that Dennis has taught you a lot about how to control it. Not surprising, given how Dennis is an empowered human like yourself.”

“A what?”

“Empowered human. That’s the technical term we in the superhero biz use to describe heroes who have actual, inherent powers. Not all superheroes have powers; some just have very good equipment they use to give them an edge over criminals. Like Iron Angel, for example, before his fall.”

I’d never heard the term ‘empowered human’ before, but maybe it was another one of those old terms that wasn’t used as often anymore, like ‘origin.’ “Interesting, but now that I think about it, how did Rubberman get his powers?”

Nightbolt froze, his spoon full of beans halfway between the bowl and his mouth. “Do what?”

“Rubberman,” I said. “How did he get his powers?”

Nightbolt frowned. “You mean he never told you his origin? Ever?”

I shook my head. “No, sir. He’s never explained to me how he became a rubber man. I guess I always just assumed he was born with them or something.”

Nightbolt chuckled. “No one’s really born with powers, boy. Every empowered human gained his powers in some way, like how you drank that serum. Dennis is no different.”

I leaned forward interestedly. “Can you tell me his origin? Do you know it?”

Nightbolt hesitated. “I think I’ll let Dennis tell you about it. It’s his private business and I was raised by my parents not to blab about other peoples’ private business without their permission. If Dennis hasn’t told you yet, he has his reasons.”

I didn’t like that answer. I wanted to know Rubberman’s origin now, not later, but at the same time, I could tell that arguing with Nightbolt about it would be useless. Yet if Nightbolt didn’t tell me, I wasn’t sure if Rubberman would. If Rubberman had decided that I didn’t need to know it so far, would I ever learn it?

So I decided to change the subject. “All right, but what kind of powers do you have? Rubberman didn’t tell me.”

Nightbolt ate and swallowed another spoonful of beans before answering. “None.”

“None?” I said in surprise. “You’re just an ordinary human?”

“Biologically, yes,” said Nightbolt, nodding. “I never got any powers of my own. I’ve always had to rely on my fists and wits to fight crime, and a bit of luck, of course.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “But how could you possibly be an effective superhero without powers? Did you have any advanced equipment or something?”

“I used various equipment over the years to enhance my own natural skills, but by and large I relied mostly on my body’s natural talents,” said Nightbolt. “And that wasn’t unusual when I was younger, either. In the early days of the superhero industry, most superheroes had no powers at all. We were just men and women who wanted to clean up our streets and make our neighborhoods safe. You don’t need powers to be a hero, after all.”

I stroked my chin. “But how did you deal with supervillains? Surely they required powers, didn’t they?”

“Back in the old days, supervillains didn’t exist,” said Nightbolt. “Like I said, we started out fighting criminals on the streets. In fact, it never even occurred to us that we needed any sort of special or flashy powers to keep our towns safe. If police could handle most criminals without needing to fly or shoot lasers from their eyes, then we didn’t need them, either.”

“But apparently you felt a need to fight crime on the streets anyway, despite the fact that the police existed,” I said. “Right?”

Nightbolt’s frown deepened all of a sudden, as if I’d just stepped into a very sore subject. “I have a lot of respect for the police, but there are also a lot of bad eggs among them. Back when I was a superhero, there was sometimes no meaningful difference between police officers and the criminals they were supposed to arrest.”

I scratched the back of my head. “I don’t understand. The police in Golden City are always helpful and willing to work with us to keep the streets safe. Aren’t they like that in most parts of the country?”

“Let me put it this way,” said Nightbolt as he lowered his spoon into his bowl. “If the police of our neighborhoods had done their jobs, neither I nor my peers would have felt the need to put on our suits and take to the streets in the first place.”

Feeling a bit awkward, I ate another spoonful of beans and chewed them slowly before swallowing. Nightbolt’s response had been surprisingly bitter, as if he had still not gotten over the laziness of the police.

“But that is past now,” said Nightbolt in a brighter tone. He pointed his spoon at me, flicking some bean juice onto the table between us. “What we need to focus on is training you to battle supervillains effectively. Dennis has already told me about some of your experiences with supervillains, but I would like to hear about them from your own words.”

“Uh, okay,” I said. “Let’s see, the first supervillain I fought was Fro-Zen, Rubberman’s old sidekick.”

“I remember him,” said Nightbolt. “Never met him, but Rubberman told me about him when he first hired him. He was very excited about having his first sidekick. Sad how he ended up going crazy, though. He had so much potential.”

“Kind of like Iron Angel,” I said. “Hey, didn’t you train Iron Angel, too? Rubberman said that was one of the reasons he went to train under you.”

Nightbolt nodded and lowered his spoon back into his bowl. “Yes, I did train Luke, and he was one of my best students, although Dennis was even better. I am disappointed to hear that he became a villain, however, yet not terribly surprised. He always had a tendency toward black and white thinking. I warned him it would lead him astray one day, but he never listened. Youth.”

He said that last word like an insult. I felt a little annoyed, because I was also a ‘youth,’ which meant that Nightbolt had either forgotten I was young or he didn’t care what I thought. Considering what I’d seen of his character so far, I was willing to bet on the latter.

“Anyway,” I said. “I’ve also fought Lord Mechanika, who was a guy in a big robot suit, and ZZZ, the—”

“The infamous assassin?” Nightbolt repeated. He sipped his coffee.

“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “I take it you’ve heard of him?”

“Of course,” said Nightbolt. “More than a handful of my own students have tangled with him in the past. Not to mention he was hired to kill me once.”

“He was? How did you survive?”

“Limbs can break in all sorts of interesting ways if you know how to do it,” said Nightbolt casually. “A fact that ZZZ found out the hard way when he tried to kill me, to put it lightly.”

“But I thought I was the first target he failed to kill.”

Nightbolt chuckled. “ZZZ losing to me was a big embarrassment to him. I imagine he probably kept quiet about his failure to kill me in order to protect his own reputation and business.”

Despite what Nightbolt said, I wondered how he could possibly have beaten ZZZ without any powers. Rubberman and I had a hard time beating him, and we even had help from Myster and Cyberkid. Yet Nightbolt had apparently defeated him all on his own, even breaking some of his limbs. That filled me with newfound respect for Nightbolt, although it also caused a question to pop into my head.

“Who would want to kill you?” I asked. “Some old enemies from your past?”

Nightbolt opened his mouth to answer, but before he could, there was a loud, sharp knock at his front door. We both looked over at the front door, but due to the fact that it didn’t have a window, we couldn’t see who was knocking. Whoever it was, they must have been in a hurry, because they knocked incessantly.

“Coming,” said Nightbolt in a raised voice, rising from his chair and making his way around the kitchen table to the front door. “Hold your horses, I’m coming.”

Remembering that my identity was supposed to be a secret, I put my helmet back on my head and tightened the straps just as Nightbolt opened the front door and said, “Hello?”

I leaned back in my chair in an effort to see who was standing at the door. It was a very pretty young Hispanic woman, probably not much older than myself, with long black hair and bright eyes which were very distracting. She didn’t look at me, though. Her eyes were on Nightbolt, an expression of relief crossing her features when she saw him.

“Mr. Owens,” said the woman in a thick Mexican accent. “I am so glad that you are here. I thought you must be here because your truck was parked outside, but I also worried that you might be sleeping or perhaps had gone for a walk or something like that.”

The young woman was rambling, but I have to admit it was kind of cute when she did it. Not as cute as Greta, but I thought she probably had no trouble getting the attention of the guys around here.

“Naw, I was just having lunch with a visitor,” said Nightbolt. His expression turned serious. “What happened? You seem to be in a hurry.”

“Yes, I’m sorry,” said the Mexican woman, rubbing her hands together anxiously. “It happened at my father’s ranch. The cows—”

She broke off, a distressed look on her face, and sobbed for a moment, while Nightbolt said in an urgent voice, “What happened to your father’s cows? Teresa, can you hear me?”

The Mexican woman—Teresa—stopped sobbing and looked at Nightbolt. “They’re gone.”

“Gone?” Nightbolt repeated. “What do you mean?”

“They were stolen,” said Teresa. “Stolen again by the demons in the sky … by the aliens which have been tormenting my family for so long. And we need your help.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Nightbolt didn’t even ask her for clarification about what she meant by ‘aliens.’ He just told her to go on ahead and tell her dad that we’d be at the ranch as soon as possible. Although Teresa looked very emotionally distressed, she managed to get to her blue truck (which looked a lot nicer than Nightbolt’s) and head back to the ranch, while Nightbolt and I got into his truck and followed her, leaving our beans on the kitchen table. I was still hungry, but I forgot all about my hunger as we followed Teresa’s truck down the road to her father’s ranch.

As we bumped along the road, I looked at Nightbolt and asked, “What did Teresa mean by aliens? And what did she mean that they had been tormenting her family for so long? She’s not talking about illegal aliens, is she?”

Nightbolt snorted. “Of course not. Better term is ‘extraterrestrials,’ though I think she has a hard time with that word because English is her second language, so she and her family just use the word ‘aliens.’”

I probably shouldn’t have been surprised, given all of the weird stuff I’d seen in this business already, but I still said, “But aliens aren’t real, are they? They just exist in science fiction TV shows and movies.”

“Oh, aliens are real, all right, and they’re stealing cows,” said Nightbolt. “They’ve been a problem in this part of Texas for a while. You just haven’t heard about them.”

“How come I haven’t heard about them?” I said. “Space aliens abducting cattle sure seems like the kind of thing that the media would be all over.”

“Because we’re trying to keep it hush hush,” said Nightbolt. “The government doesn’t want the rest of the country—or the rest of the world, for that matter—knowing about these alien abductions that keep happening here in West Texas. And for once, I agree with the government that this is not the kind of information you want spreading far and wide. It would scare too many people.”

“Is that why you have a letter from the White House?” I said. “Was it about these aliens?”

Nightbolt nodded, albeit grudgingly. “Yes. You weren’t supposed to know about that, but I guess it’s too late now. Just keep it to yourself when you go back to Golden City. Otherwise, you could get in big trouble with the feds, and the feds are the one group in the country you definitely don’t want to piss off.”

A part of me thought that Nightbolt had to be pulling my leg, but he spoke very seriously through his whole explanation. “But what are these aliens like? Where did they come from? What are they trying to accomplish?”

“If we knew the answers to those questions, boy, we wouldn’t be driving to Teresa’s father’s ranch to investigate the disappearance of some of their cattle, now would we?” said Nightbolt. “All we know is that the aliens first appeared out here ten years ago. We thought there was just a cattle thief around here, at least until we saw the alien spaceship ourselves.”

“Wait, you mean you’ve seen an alien spaceship before? In person?”

Nightbolt nodded. “Yep, although it wasn’t very close. Still, even my old eyes knew that that was no weather balloon or experimental government aircraft. It appeared one night near my house over a year after the first cattle disappearances. It didn’t stick around for long, but it hovered long enough for me to see it with my own eyes. Unfortunately, I didn’t get to see its crew, but that’s fine by me, because I got sick just looking at the damned thing.”

“Do you have a picture of it?” I said. “Not that I think you’re lying or anything, but I’d like to see it for myself, if possible.”

“I did get one picture, but I’ll show it to you later,” said Nightbolt. “If you’re lucky, perhaps you’ll get a chance to see the spaceship today.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I looked out the windshield at Teresa’s truck in front of us and said, “Who is the girl? Teresa, I think you said her name was?”

“Teresa Gonzales, daughter of Jose Gonzales, who owns and runs Dusty Ranch,” said Nightbolt. “I’ve known them for a while, since Teresa was a little girl. They’re a good family, hard-working and honest.”

“Is that why we’re going to her ranch?” I said. “This seems kind of like something a working superhero would do.”

“I may be retired, but that doesn’t mean I’ve stopped helping people,” said Nightbolt. “On the contrary, when you’ve been in the superhero business for a while, you don’t just lose the desire to help people when you retire. I don’t run around in my old costume punching out crooks and criminals anymore, but I’m willing to help out friends and neighbors when they need it.”

“Are you working with the government to deal with the aliens?” I asked.

Nightbolt waved his hand in a vague way. “Kind of. They don’t pay me to deal with the aliens, but they do consult me pretty regularly, partly because I live here, partly because I’ve had experiences with extraterrestrials before.”

“You have? When?”

“A while back,” said Nightbolt. “But that’s a story for another time. For now, we need to focus on getting to the ranch. With any luck, we’ll find some evidence that might be able to help us understand the aliens better. I also want to get there before the government does.”

“Why?” I said. “If you’re working with the government, why does it matter if you get there before them or not?”

“Because I don’t trust the feds, that’s why,” said Nightbolt. “At least, not entirely, and certainly not in the area of extraterrestrial activity. Luckily, Teresa went to me first, so I doubt the feds will show up until later, by which time they won’t be able to mess anything up.”

“How does the government mess things up?”

“You’re kidding me, right? Well, the government agents assigned to this particular case love to confiscate the evidence before I can look at it. And when I ask to see it, they’ll say I don’t have clearance for it, which is funny because then they’ll turn around and demand that I turn over any evidence of the aliens I have just because I am sort of working with them. Someday I’d like to tell those agents that they don’t have ‘clearance’ to look at what I have, but they’d probably arrest me for obstructing a government investigation or whatever if I did that. It’s fun to think about, anyway.”

I didn’t say anything to that, mostly because I was still trying to wrap my head around the revelation that aliens existed and had been abducting cattle from a small ranch in the middle of West Texas for over a decade. Granted, after learning about the existence of black magic, nothing should have surprised me, but I just wasn’t as experienced or jaded as Rubberman or Nightbolt were. That would probably come with time, but for now I was just going to feel as lost and confused as I usually did, whether I wanted to or not.

Soon, we arrived at Dusty Ranch, a small ranch that was literally just outside Los Congrejos. There was a medium-sized ranch house near a large red barn, but we didn’t head over there; instead, we followed Teresa’s truck to the ‘field’ just beyond the barn. I put the word ‘field’ in quotes because, although it was where the ranch cows were let out and allowed to roam freely, it had very, very little grass, and what little grass it did have was small, gray, and rough. I didn’t see any cows, either, although I saw plenty of their dried droppings in the hot West Texas sun. I was grateful I’d brought along my helmet, because I was pretty sure that the stink from the cow droppings would have made me gag. Nightbolt, on the other hand, didn’t seem bothered by it, but given how he’s lived out here for so long, he’s probably gotten used to it by now.

Teresa took us out to the very center of the ‘field,’ where we found another truck parked. This truck was a solid black, although the tires and lower half were covered in dust and dirt. A Hispanic man in his early fifties, wearing dusty old coveralls and a broad hat, stood by the truck, but waved at us as soon as he saw us. I assumed he had to be Jose Gonzales, Teresa’s father, because Nightbolt waved at him without hesitation.

We stopped next to Jose’s truck and climbed out of our own. As we climbed out of our truck, I notice Teresa approach her father and tell him something in Spanish. I couldn’t hear what it was, but it must have been bad, because Jose suddenly looked very worried. His worried look was still on his face even when Nightbolt and I walked up to him.

“Howdy, Jose,” said Nightbolt, extending a hold toward him. “I heard from Teresa that you’ve had problems with the, ah, visitors from above, yes?”

Jose shook Nightbolt’s hand, though his expression didn’t change much. “Yes, it’s true. And in the middle of the day, too. We usually miss cattle during the night, but this time they did it when the sun is still high in the sky.”

“Really?” said Nightbolt, stroking his chin. “Either they’re getting bolder or they have another reason for abducting them during the day. Did either you or Teresa see the visitors?”

Jose opened his mouth, but then he noticed me and stepped back. “Who is this man? Is he with the government?”

“No,” said Nightbolt, shaking his head. “Forgive me for not introducing my friend to you. You can call him Beams. He’s the sidekick of one of my former students and he’s staying with me for the next four weeks to do some training. You can trust him.”

I expected Jose to smile and treat me nicer when Nightbolt introduced me. Not because I was famous or anything, but because most people were always excited to meet superheroes or sidekicks. Even the lowliest sidekick could be treated as a celebrity, because most people didn’t interact with superheroes or sidekicks on a regular basis. It was kind of like how people treated actors and actresses.

But instead, Jose seemed to look at me with even more suspicion than before. He muttered something in Spanish under his breath so quickly that I didn’t catch it, although I thought it sounded like a curse word based on the tone he used. Spanish class was one of my worst classes, so I wasn’t surprised I didn’t understand him, although I felt a little embarrassed just the same.

Teresa, on the other hand, looked at me with more interest than before. She didn’t approach me, but her body language relaxed, like she felt like she could relax now that I was here. Maybe Teresa liked superheroes more than her dad, although that didn’t explain why her dad distrusted me on the basis of my profession alone.

“It is … nice to meet you, Beams,” said Jose. He said my name with barely hidden disgust. “You have the look of a city boy about you.”

“Uh, yeah,” I said, trying not to wilt under his glare. “I’m from Golden City. Ever been there?”

“No,” said Jose flatly. “And I have no interest of going there, either.”

His sharp tone caught me totally off-guard, but then Nightbolt said quickly, “Well, now that we’re all introduced, why don’t you show us where the abductions happened, Jose?”

“No need,” said Jose. He gestured toward the other side of his truck. “It happened right here, on this very spot.”

Jose led us around his truck. When I saw the spot he mentioned, my eyes widened involuntarily.

A perfect circle had been burned in the ground. It was completely black, standing out harshly against the brown and tan dirt and sand of the field. It was big, probably about the size of two or three full-sized cows standing together, and it smoked slightly, though the smoke was very thin. Hoof prints in the dirt indicated where the cows had stood before their abduction, while odd symbols stood at each compass point.

I looked at Nightbolt, wondering if he could make sense of this. Based on his expression, he had seen something like this before, though he didn’t look happy about it.

“When did this happen, Jose?” asked Nightbolt, looking at Jose, who stood on the other side of the blackened circle.

“An hour ago,” said Jose. He gestured in the general direction of the house. “I was sitting on the front porch of the house when the phone rang. I went inside to answer it, but when I came back out, the cows were missing and this circle stood in their place.”

“You mean you didn’t see the aliens steal them?” Nightbolt questioned.

Jose shook his head. “No, but Teresa did. Right, Teresa?”

Teresa—who was leaning against her father’s truck, her hands clasped together tightly in worry—nodded quickly. “Yes. I came out of the barn, where I just fed the barn cat, when I saw it.”

“It?” I said.

“The alien spaceship,” said Teresa in a slightly breathless voice. She shuddered. “I have never seen such a thing before in my life. Only the pictures Father showed me, but I knew what it was as soon as I saw it.”

“Describe it,” said Nightbolt, turning his attention to her. “As many details as you remember, if possible.”

Teresa began playing with the loose ends of her long hair. “It was shaped like a donut. It had blinking lights along the sides, like Christmas lights, and it made no noise.”

“No noise at all?” said Nightbolt.

“It was totally silent,” said Teresa. “It was as big as a plane, but it made no sound at all. I probably would not have noticed it if not for its lights, which were quite bright.”

“And what happened after that?” said Nightbolt. “What did it do?”

Teresa rubbed her forehead like she was experiencing a bad headache. “The ship hovered over our cows. There was a bright light, like someone flipping on the lights suddenly in a room, and then the cows and the ship were … gone.”

“Gone?” I said. “Do you mean the ship flew back into outer space or something?”

“No,” said Teresa, shaking her head quickly. “One second it was there; the next, it and the cows were gone. It is like it vanished into thin air, like a ghost or something.”

Nightbolt tapped his chin again. “You’re sure you didn’t see it fly off.”

“Absolutely,” said Teresa. “I know what I saw, Mr. Owens. Those ships can disappear without moving. Somehow, they can do it.”

“Did you at least see any members of its crew?” Nightbolt questioned. “Any at all?”

Teresa shook her head again. “No. Nor do I want to. There is something evil about that ship, Mr. Owens and Mr. Beams, and it scares me.”

“It scares all of us, Teresa,” said Nightbolt. He folded his arms across his chest and looked at Jose again. “I’m sorry to hear about this, Jose. You’ve lost six cows already this way. How many do you have left?”

“Three,” Jose said in a flat voice. “All of them are in the barn. So far, the aliens have not tried to get them while they’re in the barn, but I’m going to add extra locks to the barn doors tonight and keep a close eye on them tomorrow when I let them out to graze.”

“Good idea,” said Nightbolt, though based on his tone, I wasn’t sure he thought that Jose’s security measures would do him any good. “Well, if this is all there is to it, I think Beams and I will head back to my home. We still have lunch to eat and a long day ahead of us, so—”

“Wait, Mr. Owens,” said Teresa, stepping forward. “This black circle is not the only thing the aliens left behind. When I went out to see if the cows were really gone, I found this.”

Teresa pulled something out of her pockets and handed it to Nightbolt. Nightbolt took the object and turned it over in his hands, while I bent over to get a better look at it.

The object in Nightbolt’s hands looked like no Earthly object I knew of. The closest thing I could describe it as would be some kind of flat watch, or maybe a necklace of some sort. It was bright and shiny, in sharp contrast to the rust and dust which seemed to cover all of the other metal objects in this place. It looked very lightweight, yet strong, too, like a steel chain.

“Interesting,” said Nightbolt. He looked at Teresa again. “Do you have any idea what this is?”

Teresa shook her head once again. “Sorry, Mr. Owens, but I do not. I am not very good with tech myself. I just found it in the black circle. I think the aliens may have dropped it when they stole the cows.”

“I see,” said Nightbolt. He put the object in the front chest pocket of his coveralls. “Well, it’s an important clue, all right. Thanks for sharing it. We’ll take a closer look at it when we get back home and see if we can find out what it is.”

I had a feeling that Nightbolt knew more about the strange object than he let on, but I also sensed that he didn’t want to discuss it in the presence of the Gonzales family. Why, I did not know, but I knew better than to question why he was keeping this information to himself. I was reminded of Rubberman and his tendency not to reveal all of his knowledge or theories right away and wondered if he got that from Nightbolt.

“I hope it will help you find out how to stop these aliens,” said Jose with a sigh. He looked down at the blackened circle in disgust. “We cannot afford to lose any more cows like this. We’re struggling enough as is.”

“Don’t worry, Jose, we’ll figure it out soon enough,” said Nightbolt. He looked at me. “Come on, Beams. Let’s go home. After we finish our lunch, we can get started on your training.”

Nightbolt walked past me and I turned and followed him. I glanced over my shoulder at the Gonzales family one last time and saw Jose still staring at the black circle, his scowl deepening with every passing second. Teresa, however, glanced at me in an odd way I couldn’t explain, as if she hoped that I might say something to her.

But I was more interested in learning more about these aliens which were terrorizing this small West Texas town. I know I came here to train, but if there were actual aliens here, I didn’t know how much training I would actually do.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

When we got back to Nightbolt’s house, Spike came out barking once again, but he quieted down when Nightbolt tossed him a doggy treat from his pocket. Spike went back into his doghouse, with the doggy treat grasped firmly between his teeth, as Nightbolt and I entered the house. As soon as we entered the house, Nightbolt gestured toward the kitchen and said, “You can finish your lunch if you want. This old man has had enough to eat for now and needs to use the bathroom before we start our first training session.”

“Really?” I said. “We’re going to start training today?”

Nightbolt stopped in the hallway and looked at me. “Sure. No time like the present, eh?”

“Yeah,” I said, “but I thought we were going to put it off until tomorrow.”

“Originally, yes, but I’ve changed my plans,” said Nightbolt. “If these aliens are starting to attack during the day, I think it means they’re getting bolder. Which may mean they’re planning a much bigger assault or even invasion. So I want us to be ready for it, even though I don’t know exactly when or where the aliens will strike next.”

“Wouldn’t an alien invasion be more likely to happen in, say, New York City or some other big city like that than out here in West Texas?” I asked. “We wouldn’t be much use against an alien invasion if it happened in a big city.”

“I wouldn’t say so,” said Nightbolt,. “Remember, we know almost nothing about these aliens or their motivations. Perhaps they’re not interested in invading cities. Maybe they are more interested in stealing our resources than in invading our world. In any case, you are only going to be here for four weeks. Might as well get started right away.”

I nodded, but then I remembered how Jose looked at me and said, “Nightbolt, why did Jose look at me so suspiciously when you introduced me to him? Is it because he doesn’t know me? I’m not very upset over it, but he seemed almost hostile to me when I haven’t done anything to him.”

“I forgot that you’re from the city,” said Nightbolt. He rubbed his forehead. “Urban folk and rural folk tend to look at superheroes differently. In cities like where you’re from, superheroes are treated like celebrities and are generally trusted and liked. Out here in rural or small towns, however, superheroes are usually, but not always, treated with a bit more … reticence, I guess would be the word, than in cities.”

“Why?” I said. “Do they dislike us or something?”

“It’s because most small towns or rural communities don’t have superheroes of their own,” said Nightbolt. “Most small towns can’t afford their own superhero. Most superheroes don’t even want to work in small towns, anyway. Pay isn’t as good as what cities pay.”

“Well, I guess that makes sense,” I said. “But I still don’t understand why that would make small town people distrustful of superheroes.”

“It’s more of a class thing,” said Nightbolt. “You wouldn’t believe how many superheroes turn their noses up at small towns and the people who live in them. Most superheroes believe they are too good for small towns. In return, most small towns don’t care for superheroes very much. There’s more reliance on local police to deal with crime around these parts, though some small towns do hire the occasional superhero on a one-time basis for specific tasks or jobs which the police can’t deal with or can’t deal with effectively.”

Now I understood why Jose looked at me so warily back at his ranch. “Huh. Rubberman never told me about that.”

“Not surprising,” Nightbolt said, shaking his head. “Dennis was a city boy. Better than most, I’ll admit, but still a city boy through and through. He never understood why small town or rural folk don’t care much for superheroes and, based on your ignorance, it’s clear that he still doesn’t.”

“He’s not a bad guy,” I said. “He’s just—”

“I didn’t say he was,” said Nightbolt. “I know what Dennis is like; I trained him, for God’s sake. I’m just pointing out that his perspective is limited, just like anyone else’s. He’s not the worst superhero about it anyway. I once trained a guy—a pretty big name you would recognize if I told you—who was so stuck-up about dealing with ‘bumpkins’ that he always stayed at the house. I had to practically beat the prejudice out of him, but as far as I know, he still thinks he’s better than people from flyover country.”

I bit my lower lip. “I don’t think I’m better than these people. Though to be honest, I never really think about them, because I’m usually too busy thinking about how to protect the people in my city.”

“I’m not accusing you of anything,” said Nightbolt. “I’m just saying that if the townsfolk treat you with a little suspicion, it isn’t personal. It’s just how they deal with superheroes in general, including sidekicks.”

I nodded, but then something else occurred to me. “But why did Jose and Teresa come to you for help if they don’t trust superheroes?”

“Because one, I’m a retired superhero, not a working one,” Nightbolt said, holding up a finger. “And two, I’ve spent the last three decades working on integrating myself into the local community. Most of the people in Los Congrejos don’t view me as an outsider anymore. Therefore, when they have these kinds of problems, they are willing to come to me for help. But I’m the exception to the rule, and I’m grateful that the people treat me that way, even though I don’t always deserve it.”

To me, it sounded like Nightbolt still thought of himself as an outsider, whatever he may have said to the contrary. It made me wonder how the townspeople would start treating me by the end of my stay. Would I be treated like Nightbolt? Or would they always look at me like Jose did: warily, distrustfully?

I didn’t know. All I knew was that I would just have to try to be on my best behavior. And if the people never ever accepted me, well, I would be gone in four weeks. Then they would never need to deal with me ever again.

“Anyway, enough talking,” said Nightbolt. “When I get out of the bathroom, we can begin our first training session of the day. We’ll do it in the Arena.”

“The Arena?” I repeated. “What’s that?”

Nightbolt chuckled. “You’ll see soon enough, kid, you’ll see.”

-

The ‘Arena,’ as Nightbolt called it, was a renovated old barn set behind his house. I would have said it was in the ‘backyard,’ but Nightbolt’s house didn’t really have much of what we’d think of as a backyard. Mostly, it was just the back porch and a lot of dust and dirt, though there was a tool shed, a hose connected to the water faucet, and a few small cacti here and there.

But the Arena was located beyond the fence surrounding his house. I didn’t know how I hadn’t seen it when I first arrived at his house earlier today. It was twice as tall as his house, appearing like an old barn with the roof torn off on the outside, its heavy barn doors kept closed against the elements. If I was just a visitor passing by on the main highway, I probably would have dismissed it as an abandoned old barn and nothing more, but that would have been a mistake, because it was a lot more than just an abandoned old barn.

When I stepped inside the Arena, I found that the wood floor was completely swept clean of all hay, animal droppings, and other things you might find on a barn floor. Indeed, there wasn’t much left in it at all, although the walls were covered in gashes, burn marks, cuts, and even a few bullet holes, while thick ropes hung from the rafters, though I didn’t know what they were used for. In one corner were old-looking weights, along with a few exercise mats. In another corner was a gun cabinet; I recognized it, even though it was a different brand, because I’d seen one in my neighbor’s house once which looked very similar.

“Here we are,” said Nightbolt, spreading his arms wide. “The Arena, in the flesh.”

I stood in the doorway, still looking around at the interior of the Arena itself. A mass shoved past me and I looked down to see Spike rush into the space, sniffing the floor and walls. He sat down on a pile of hay in one corner which seemed to have been specially prepared as a bed for him and then lowered his head onto his two front paws. He looked over at me and Nightbolt as if to say, What are you two waiting for? Let’s start the show!

“It’s … nice,” I said. “Very open. Lots of room to move around.”

“I intentionally designed it that way,” Nightbolt explained. “You always need a wide-open area when you train, especially if you have powers.”

“But there’s barely any training equipment,” I said. “Back in the Elastic Cave, we have training robots, weights, exercise machines we can store or bring out depending on our needs, and lots of other things that help us train. You’ve got weights, but they look so old, and some weapons, but—”

“Bleh,” said Nightbolt, waving off my concern. “The mark of a spendthrift is lots of unnecessary toys. Sounds to me like Dennis let himself get swindled by some exercise equipment salesman.”

“But it’s all helpful,” I said. “Maybe it’s not strictly necessary, but—”

“That’s the problem,” said Nightbolt, shaking his head. “In my day, we had to make do with what we had. Most superheroes didn’t have a fancy training room complete with equipment they bought for themselves. Most made do with whatever they could find, yet they were a lot better and more heroic than this current generation of supers, if you ask me.”

I folded my arms in front of my chest. “Yeah, and you had to walk two miles through snow to get to school and back, right?”

“Actually, it was just one mile,” said Nightbolt casually. “But that’s irrelevant. What matters is that I am going to train you in the old ways of superhero training. Once you’re done with this, you’ll be one of the best sidekicks in the country, maybe even in the world. At the very least, you’ll be able to go toe-to-toe with most supervillains, which puts you ahead of most sidekicks.”

I supposed I should have believed him, but one look at that frail old man made me wonder whether Nightbolt’s training would actually pay off. Not for the first time, I didn’t know if his old body would be able to withstand even the lightest attacks from me.

“Now, let’s stand in the center of the Arena,” said Nightbolt. “You stand at one end, while I will stand opposite you. Then we will begin.”

Nightbolt and I walked over to the center of the Arena. Nightbolt stood on the north end of the Arena, near the back wall, while I stood on the south end, near the entrance. There were no markings on the ground for me to orient myself in relation to him, but I supposed that Nightbolt would probably just chide me for needing something like that and how in the old days sidekicks didn’t need lines on the ground to know where to stand when training.

“All right,” said Nightbolt. “First off, tell me what a supervillain is.”

I paused. “What?”

“Tell me the definition of a supervillain,” said Nightbolt. “The legal definition, that is.”

“There’s a legal definition of supervillain?”

“Sure,” said Nightbolt. “Didn’t Dennis tell you that?”

I shook my head. “No, sir. I always just assumed that supervillains were stronger-than-usual criminals.”

Nightbolt sighed. “That’s not quite true, or at least not complete. The current legal definition of a supervillain is An individual or criminal who uses an assumed identity and illegal equipment or powers to commit large scale crimes.”

I frowned. “That doesn’t sound very different from normal criminals, except for the emphasis on committing large scale crimes.”

“Then you’re an idiot,” said Nightbolt. “Supervillains are different from your average street crooks. I thought you’d know the difference by now, given how you’ve faced several supervillains already, but I can see that your education in this matter is practically nonexistent.”

“Why do I need to know it?” I said. “Whether supervillains or normal crooks, they’re all people I am legally obligated as a sidekick to stop, right?”

“Because they’re not the same,” Nightbolt said in an impatient voice. “Your average criminal’s highest aspiration is to pick your pocket to get money to fuel his drug addiction. The average supervillain, on the other hand, desires to take over a city, a state, a country, even the whole world, or else maybe pull off serious crimes if they’re less ambitious, like robbing entire banks. As a result, the two will use different tactics and different actions to further their own agenda.”

“Different enough that supervillains require specialized training to deal with them?”

“Correct. Not all superheroes or sidekicks get this kind of training; some will never fight a supervillain in their lives, because supervillains are much rarer than street crooks. Nonetheless, it is a good idea to get this kind of training, because it will make you more effective in dealing with supervillains should you ever run into them.”

“Or vigilantes.”

“Or what?”

“The Vigilante Legion. Didn’t Rubberman tell you about that when he called you?”

Nightbolt suddenly nodded. “Oh, yes. I almost forgot about that group. Yes, this training should help you deal with them as well.”

“Why are we going through definitions and stuff, anyway?” I said. “Why not jump straight into the training?”

“Because knowledge is just as important as action,” Nightbolt said. “Unless you put yourself in the mindset necessary to deal with supervillains, you will have a much harder time defeating them. Part of this training will require learning the necessary mindset to allow you to fight them and win.”

Nightbolt suddenly held up a hand and gestured toward himself. “But first, I want to see how good a fighter you really are. Come at me with everything you’ve got.”

I hesitated. “Are you sure about that? I don’t want to send you to the hospital accidentally or anything like that.”

“Trust me, Beams, I can take care of myself,” said Nightbolt. “The only thing I ask of you is to not use your eye beams. Just use whatever martial art techniques you know. Act as if I am a supervillain trying to blow up the world and you only have a few minutes in which to stop me.”

I still didn’t want to hurt Nightbolt, but because he was asking for it, I decided not to hesitate.

So I ran toward Nightbolt, my hands balled tightly into fists. He didn’t move an inch. He just stood there, his thin arms crossed in front of his chest, a look of amusement on his face. I don’t know if he was trying to look like a supervillain or not, but his amused expression did annoy me, so I aimed my punch at his face.

Abruptly, Nightbolt raised one of his hands and caught my fist. His hand closed around my fist and tightened like a steel clamp, causing me to cry out in pain before he punched me in the chest with a fist that hit harder than I expected. His punch knocked the wind out of my lungs and sent me stumbling backwards. I nearly tripped over my own feet, but before I could recover from his blows, Nightbolt got behind me and slammed me to the ground. He twisted my arms behind my back with shocking strength, putting so much pressure on my arms that I was sure he was going to break them in two.

“How does that feel?” said Nightbolt. He didn’t even sound like he was straining; it was as though he was holding down a piece of paper. “Does it hurt?”

Through gritted teeth, I said, “Yes … it … does …”

All of a sudden, Nightbolt let go of my arms and backed away. Gasping for breath, I sat up and rubbed my shoulders; although Nightbolt had let up on the pressure, my shoulders still felt like they were going to pop out of their sockets. It wasn’t the worst pain I’d ever experienced, but I honestly had not been expecting it, which made it seem worse than it was.

Rubbing my shoulders, I looked up at Nightbolt, who stood with his arms in front of his chest again. “I didn’t know you could move so fast. Thought you were just, er, old.”

Nightbolt chuckled. “Oh, I’m a lot slower than I was in my prime. Had I been even just another decade younger, I might have actually snapped your arms clean off. Don’t know my own strength sometimes.”

I now wondered if Nightbolt actually was powerless or if he was just saying that to throw me off. In any case, I decided not to underestimate him again. I had no doubt that he could have snapped my arms off my body if he was younger; heck, he could probably still do it now if he put in enough effort.

“Now, then,” said Nightbolt. He held out a hand. “Time to get you back on your feet. We’ve still got a full day of training ahead of us, after all. No point in wasting time lying on the ground like a baby playing in the mud.”

I groaned. Today was going to be a long day.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

For the fiftieth time in the last hour, I found myself lying flat on my back, panting and exhausted, while Nightbolt stood over me, his amused grin revealing all of his yellowing, slightly crooked teeth. He didn’t appear even remotely worn out by our sparring. If anything, I thought he actually looked more energetic and even slightly younger than he did when we first started. It was as though fighting energized him, or maybe he had a secret power that let him gather strength from fighting.

“Come on, boy,” said Nightbolt, his voice completely lacking even the slightest hint of exhaustion. “You’re not done already, are you? I could go for another hour, maybe two, or possibly even until dinner.”

“That’s because you’re not the one getting smacked onto his back every minute,” I grumbled. “Feels like you’ve broken every bone in my body.”

Nightbolt shook his head. “Sidekicks these days. In my day, this would be considered a light training session. Actually, it would be more like a warm-up session for the real training session later on.”

I sat up, albeit slowly, because every bone in my body really did hurt, though none of them were actually broken as far as I could tell. “How is this supposed to help me fight supervillains, anyway? I’m not even allowed to use my powers. I don’t see how getting knocked flat on my back a million times an hour is supposed to train me for dealing with supervillains.”

“It’s never wise to become overly dependent on one’s powers,” said Nightbolt, wagging a finger at me. “Common mistake many empowered humans make. They think that because they can fly or shoot lasers from their eyes, that that is enough to deal with any crook or villain who comes their way. It isn’t, which is why empowered humans have higher death rates in the superhero industry than their powerless, but cleverer, counterparts.”

“They do?”

“Yep. Check the stats yourself sometime online. You can do that with your phone nowadays, can’t you?”

I nodded, but then said, “Still, in my experience, supervillains usually have powers of some kind, even if those powers come from weapons. I’ve beaten a lot of supervillains by using my powers.”

“But what will you do when you run into a supervillain who you can’t beat with your powers?” Nightbolt said. “Did that ever occur to you? Or did you really believe that you can beat everyone with your lasers?”

I opened my mouth to respond, but then a sharp knock on the barn doors caused me to look over my shoulder. We had left the barn doors open, so there was no real reason for someone to knock; still, I saw two people standing in the entryway, two people I had never seen before.

Both wore identical black suits, but that was where their similarities ended. One was a tall, but well-muscled, white man with long, blonde hair and a strange smile, while the other was a black man with a short crew cut style, his mouth stuck in a perpetual scowl. My first guess was that they were traveling salesmen due to their suits, but then I remembered that traveling salesmen weren’t really a thing anymore, and besides they didn’t give off the air of people wanting to sell stuff.

“Howdy there, pardners,” said the white guy in the fakest Texan accent I’d ever heard. “Hope we’re not interrupting anything important. We just came to ask for a cup of sugar from our dear neighbor.”

I blinked. “Who are—”

Nightbolt’s hand suddenly rested on my shoulder, causing me to look up at him again. He was not looking at me. Instead, he was looking at the two newcomers with a look of dislike on his face. Even though Nightbolt had not said a word to me, I could tell that he wanted me to be quiet while he spoke with those two.

“Agent Camel, your accent is fake as hell,” said Nightbolt without raising his voice. “As usual.”

The white man—the one named Agent Camel—suddenly stopped smiling. “It ain’t that bad, given how I’m from California, not Texas. Besides, it’s fun to try to imitate accents, isn’t it, Agent Jake?”

Agent Camel—whose actual voice had a Jersey accent—addressed that question to his taciturn friend. His fellow agent did not do anything except stand there with his normal stoic face, though I could tell by his lack of surprise that this must have been a regular habit of Agent Camel’s, and not one that Agent Jake found amusing, either.

“Ah, what do you know,” said Agent Camel, shaking his head. “I forgot that you don’t know how to have fun around here. Sometimes I feel like the only person in this whole town who does.”

“Agents Camel and Jake,” said Nightbolt, again in that same calm voice, though I noticed a hint of an edge on it this time. “What do you want?”

Agent Camel put his hands on his chest. “No need to use that tone, Nightbolt. We’ve known each other for so long now that we’re more like close acquaintances than strangers. Right, Jake?”

Once again, Agent Jake said nothing. I was under the impression that Agent Jake probably didn’t agree with Camel, though his complete lack of facial expression made it hard to read him.

“Just because we’ve worked together on the alien issues means nothing,” said Nightbolt. “You two work for the government. I don’t.”

“And what a shame that is,” said Camel. “If you were about fifty years younger and less of a libertarian, you would make a great CIA agent.”

“If I were fifty years younger, I’d be kicking your ass right now for wasting my time,” Nightbolt replied. “Might still do it, if you don’t get to the point.”

“Sure, sure, I’ll—” Camel stopped speaking when he noticed me. “Who’s the kid?”

“Um, my name is Beams,” I said as I slowly rose to my feet; I had to rise slowly because every bone in my body hurt. “I’m the sidekick of Rubberman, the superhero of Golden City.”

“The Rubberman?” said Camel in an impressed-sounding voice. “Interesting. I’d heard he gotten a new sidekick recently, but I didn’t know the name of his sidekick. Ain’t that interesting, Jake?”

Jake nodded once. “Yes. Quite.”

“As economical as ever, my friend,” said Camel with a chuckle. “Well, because you were so polite as to introduce yourself to us, allow me to introduce me and my friend. I’m Agent Charlie Camel, while my tall, dark, and handsome friend here is Agent Rodney Jake. We’re from the government.”

“I suppose you’re not here to help, are you?” Nightbolt muttered low enough so that only I could hear him.

Agent Camel pulled out a badge and flashed it at me briefly. “More specifically, we’re from the Department of Extraterrestrial Affairs. Ever heard of it?”

I nodded. “Yeah, but I don’t know much about it.”

“Good, because you’re not supposed to know about it,” said Camel as he slipped his badge back into his inner coat pocket. “Not that it matters, of course, because we’re given to understand that you are already aware of the alien activity in this area.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “Who told you that?”

“The Gonzaleses, of course,” said Camel. “Nice family, they are, though a bit rude, wouldn’t you say, Jake?”

Jake merely nodded once, though it was such a subtle gesture that it looked less like a nod and more like a slight dip of his head.

“Anyway, Jose Gonzales told us that you two had already been by their place,” said Camel, addressing Nightbolt and I again. “Said you already took a look at the black circle. We came here to find out if you had, ah, noticed anything which the government might take an interest in.”

“Oh, we did,” I said, nodding. “We—”

All of a sudden, Nightbolt elbowed me in the gut. I doubled over, covering my hands with my gut as I gasped in pain.

“Excuse the boy,” said Nightbolt to Camel and Jake. “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He just got here today, after all, though he did go with me to the black circle.”

Through the tears in my eyes, I could tell that neither Camel nor Jake believed a word of what Nightbolt said. I thought, briefly, about telling these two guys about the wristband-like object which Jose gave us, but I decided that Nightbolt probably had a reason for not wanting the government to know about the object, so I kept my mouth shut. Besides, I didn’t trust either Camel or Jake. Camel was too easygoing and overly friendly, while Jake was as unreadable as a brick wall. Maybe that’s why the government had hired these two to do whatever work they were supposed to do. I also noticed that Spike, though staying on his bed in the corner, was eying both Camel and Jake very carefully, though he wasn’t growling or baring his teeth just yet.

“Truth of the matter is, we didn’t find anything that you didn’t,” said Nightbolt. “We saw the black circle, heard Jose and Teresa’s story, and then went back home to finish lunch. The only significant thing we found out was that this abduction occurred during the middle of the day, rather than at night like they usually do.”

“Yes, Jose told us that, too,” said Camel. “First time it ever happened, right, Jake?”

“Right,” said Jake, his voice low but clear.

“It’s not a good development, no matter how you look at it,” said Nightbolt, shaking his head. “If the aliens are feeling bold enough to conduct their abductions during the day, there’s a good possibility that they are going to do something worse later on. Maybe even an outright alien invasion.”

“Or they’ll move onto abducting humans to probe,” said Camel. “We don’t know, of course, if these aliens actually do ‘probe’ humans, but it’s always possible, isn’t it, Jake?”

This time, Jake didn’t show any sign that he had heard what Camel said. My guess was that Jake didn’t want to dignify that question with an answer, though like I said, Jake was a hard read.

“Anyway, are you sure that’s all, Nightbolt?” said Camel, looking at Nightbolt again. “Sure seems like there should be more than a black circle at that site, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Only if you assume that the aliens are careless,” said Nightbolt. “Perhaps they’re more careful with their possessions than you are.”

Camel’s friendly, amused smile suddenly turned into a scowl. “Why you little—”

Jake put a firm hand on Camel’s shoulder, causing Camel to look at him. Jake shook his head once, but even from a distance, I thought it was an authoritative gesture. I wondered if Jake had some sort of authority over Camel or if he was just calmer than him.

In any case, Camel’s shoulders relaxed. When he looked back at Nightbolt and me, his friendly, amused smile had returned, though it seemed a bit faker now, as if he was actively trying to hide something now. “Good jab, Nightbolt. Reminds me of all the stories my grandpa used to tell me about you. Said you always had a clever quip for every supervillain you fought.”

“Clever quips ain’t just for supervillains, son,” said Nightbolt dryly. “They’re also for idiots who are trespassing on my property after I’ve told them everything I know but still want to hang around because they, like everyone else in the government, don’t know the meaning of ‘privacy.’”

Camel looked like he was going to scowl again, but then he just smiled even wider than before. “Well, at least I’m smart enough to take a hint. Because it looks like you really don’t have any more information for us, Jake and I will just let ourselves out. We have lots of paperwork to fill out and reports to file about this incident, even though we didn’t learn much from it, right, Jake?”

“Yes,” said Jake. “Paperwork. Reports. Photos. Writing.”

“The four horsemen of the Bureacolypse,” said Camel with a sigh. “Anyway, time for us to go. And, Nightbolt, if you remember any details about the black circle or the aliens which may have slipped your mind, don’t be afraid to give us a friendly call.”

Camel winked at us and then left, with Jake following quietly behind. Nightbolt immediately walked over to the barn doors and pulled them both closed hard enough to make dust shake from the ceiling. He turned around and muttered a certain four letter curse word under his breath that probably would have earned me a scolding from my mother when I was five or six.

“So, uh,” I said, scratching the back of my head. “Those two seemed, er, interesting.”

“Interesting? More like annoying,” said Nightbolt, shaking his head. “Always dropping in unannounced, talking to me like I’m some senile old man, and scaring the neighbors while they’re at it. One of these days I’m going to sic Spike on them and pretend that Spike got out of control. See how they like that.”

“Whoa,” I said. “They didn’t seem that bad to me. Sure, that Camel guy seemed like a self-important jackass, but Jake seemed solid.”

“Only their brains are solid,” said Nightbolt. “Those two by themselves have probably convinced the aliens that our government can’t do jack shit. Which, to be fair, isn’t entirely far off from the truth.”

“Is that why you lied to them about the device Jose gave you?” I said. “Because you think they’re incompetent?”

“Because I think the government is incompetent,” said Nightbolt. “But more than that, I know that the only reason they’re out here at all is because the government is hoping to get its hands on alien tech it could use to increase its own power. Luckily, the aliens don’t usually leave any weapons or technology behind, but that hasn’t stopped those two bastards from snooping around like they own the place.”

“How long have they been out here?” I said. “You act like you’ve known them for a while.”

“About a year,” said Nightbolt. “That’s when the first abduction began and when I first became aware of the aliens. The government asked me to work with them and I accepted their offer, because I thought that the government’s resources might be helpful in dealing with this situation, but I now regret it immensely. Not much I can do about it now, I guess, because they won’t leave until their boss back in D.C. tells them to.”

“What should we do about them?” I said. “How should I treat them while I’m here?”

“Just be polite and try not to argue with them too much,” said Nightbolt, waving a hand at me dismissively. “They’ll probably try to get you to tell them about anything we’ve found. Those two can be real slick, especially Camel, so if you find yourself talking to one or both of them, be very aware of the questions they ask you and the answers you give. They should just talk to me, but the government doesn’t exactly have a sterling track record of doing what it is supposed to do as opposed to what it wants to do.”

I nodded. I made a mental note to avoid those two government agents as much as possible. Of course, it seemed like they didn’t come around unless an alien event happened, so I just had to hope that no more alien abductions would happen over the next four weeks. Hopefully, things would stay quiet and peaceful for the rest of my stay here.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Over the rest of the week, I got beaten time and again in the Arena. Nightbolt allowed me to use my eye beams on the second day, but even with my lasers, I couldn’t land even one hit on him. I did, however, almost fry Spike once, who kept his distance from me for the rest of the day until I fed him a bit of steak during dinner, at which point he became my best friend in the world. I don’t think Nightbolt was particularly happy about me feeding his dog table scraps, though.

I quickly fell into a basic routine. From the crack of dawn in the morning to the setting of the sun at night, I trained in the Arena with Nightbolt. We’d take breaks for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Sometimes, Nightbolt would drive into town to do some grocery shopping, but we otherwise didn’t go anywhere. Nightbolt insisted that there was nothing in town related to my training, so I didn’t need to go visit anyone there. I was under the impression, though, that he didn’t want me getting into trouble with the townsfolk, because I still remembered what he told me about the different ways that small town people looked at superheroes versus how city people did.

Not that I was capable of having more than a quick impression of any one given thing. Like I said, I was training all the time and barely got any chance to sit down and think. By the time the sun set, I was so exhausted that I always fell asleep the minute my head hit the pillow, sometimes even before then, and often in my costume with only the helmet removed. Nightbolt, of course, never showed any signs of exhaustion, which meant he was either the healthiest ninety-something-year-old man in the world or he was really good at hiding it.

There wasn’t any alien-related activity during the week, either. Sure, Nightbolt kept the strange alien necklace/watch on his desk in his room, but no aliens ever came by to pick it up or take it back. Nor did we see anything from Agents Camel and Jake, which was fine by me, because the more I thought about Camel’s casual, fast-talking behavior and Jake’s silent attitude, the more I disliked them. Of course, like I said before, I didn’t really get much chance to think about anything.

But on the sixth night, after yet another beatdow—er, I mean ‘training session’ with Nightbolt, Nightbolt informed me that I would have tomorrow off. He said that we’d been training hard all week long and that it was a good idea to take a day off every now and then when you were training. To say I was glad would be like saying that the sky is blue, so when I went to bed that night, I fully intended to sleep in tomorrow morning, even if that meant missing breakfast, because I needed to catch up on my sleep.

It seemed like only seconds later, however, when I was awakened by my phone ringing on the desk next to my bed. Dazed, I opened my eyes and saw nothing but darkness. It must have still been very early in the morning, because I didn’t even see any light streaming in from the cracks in the curtains. The only light came from my ringing phone, which I awkwardly grabbed for until I got a good grip on it and held it up to my face to see who was calling me at such an ungodly hour.

My heart skipped a beat when I saw that it was Greta. I immediately answered the phone and said, in a half-asleep voice that probably sounded terrible, “Hey, Greta, what’s up?”

“Alex!” came Greta’s cheerful voice on the other end. “Sorry for calling you so early, but I just haven’t heard from you all week and I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

I yawned and rubbed my eyes. “I’m fine now that I’m talking to you. You sound chipper.”

“Coffee,” said Greta with a slight giggle. “I got up early because I’ve got to be at school early and I wanted to call you before the day started. I really didn’t expect you to answer the phone, though.”

I yawned again. “I wouldn’t have, but the ring tone woke me up. But don’t worry about that. I’ve been forced to get up early every day of this goddamn week anyway; I probably would have woken up out of habit if you hadn’t called.”

“Oh, good,” said Greta. “But where are you, exactly? Frank told me you were taking a special study program to boost your grades, but when I went to your home, your brother James told me you were gone.”

“Wait, James is at home again?” I said in surprise. “And you met him?”

“Oh, yeah,” said Greta. “He’s a real nice guy. I definitely see the family resemblance between you two. He looks like you, except older and taller. Maybe a bit more muscular, too.”

“Don’t remind me,” I grumbled. “Anyway, sorry for not telling you where I was ahead of time. I just had to leave in such a hurry that it didn’t occur to me to call or even text you until I was long gone.”

“I understand,” said Greta, though she sounded a bit hurt just the same. “James didn’t tell me where you went, but I’m guessing it had something to do with work, right?”

“How did you guess that?”

“No one has seen Beams all week,” said Greta. “Frank told me. After he interviewed Beams, he said that Beams just up and vanished. Rubberman is still in the hospital, but no one has seen Beams at all. So I figured you probably weren’t in Golden City anymore.”

“That’s right,” I said. “I’m not. I’m not supposed to tell you where I am, though, because it’s supposed to be a secret.”

“I understand,” said Greta. “Trying to avoid the Vigilante Legion, right?”

“How did you know that?”

“The Golden City Journal did an interview with that creepy Iron Angel guy recently. He claimed that the Legion would descend upon Golden City to avenge him and kill you and Rubberman in the process. He said a lot more than that, of course, but that was the part that stood out to me the most.”

I bit my lower lip. “Have there been any sightings of the Vigilante Legion since I left?”

“Not that I know of,” said Greta. “Still, I have seen more police patrol cars around than usual. Seems like the police are taking Iron Angel’s threat seriously, but maybe nothing will come of it. Some people think that the Vigilante Legion isn’t nearly as big as Iron Angel says it is, but others say that it is a legitimate threat and ought to be labeled as a terrorist organization by the government. I don’t know what to think either way.”

I stroked my chin. It was good to hear that the vigilantes hadn’t attacked the city yet, but I wondered why they were waiting. After all, Rubberman was in the hospital and basically unable to defend himself. Even if Rubberman did have bodyguards protecting the entrance to his room, there’s no way that the hospital would be able to withstand a coordinated, unannounced attack from multiple vigilantes. If the other members of the Legion were anywhere near as competent or strong as the ones Iron Angel brought with him to Golden City, they should have zero trouble getting Rubberman.

Maybe they were aware that the police were on the lookout for any vigilante activity or were waiting for the perfect opportunity in which to strike. Or maybe they wanted to kill me and Rubberman at the same time, but because they didn’t know where I was, they were waiting until I returned to Golden City. Regardless, I did not feel good about this situation at all.

“I hope you come back soon anyway,” said Greta. “How long are you going to be … wherever it is that you are?”

“Three more weeks,” I said. “So it will still be a while before we see each other again. I’ll call you every day in the meantime, though. Only reason I haven’t before is because I’ve been too tired at the end of each day to call you.”

“No problem,” said Greta. “If you don’t call me, I’ll call you. Even if I have to do it early in the morning like I’m doing right now.”

I nodded. “Sounds good. Anyway, what is—”

All of a sudden, a strange sound interrupted my sentence. It sounded like a mixture between fingernails scratching on a blackboard and the buzzing of an insect’s wings.

“What’s that sound?” said Greta. “It reminds me of a wasp.”

“Don’t know,” I said, looking around the dark room, though without any light I couldn’t see much. “Might just be a wasp. There are a lot of wasps around here, so—”

The buzzing, scratchy sound suddenly grew louder, causing me to flinch. Now I could tell that it was coming from outside the right window, though I could not tell what was actually making the sound. But whatever it was, I had a very bad feeling about it.

“Greta, I’ll call you back,” I said, lowering my voice for some reason. “I need to check something. I’ll call you again tomorrow.”

Before Greta could say anything, I ended our call and placed my phone back on the bedside table. Throwing my legs over the side of the bed, I put my glasses over my face and crept across the floor, doubled over to avoid being seen by whatever was making that noise. The noise grew louder and louder—and more and more irritating—the closer I drew to the window. Part of me just wanted to crawl back into bed and hide under my covers, but another part of me wanted to make sure that the noise was not being made by something which could threaten me or Nightbolt. I thought about putting on my Beams costume, but decided that I didn’t have time for that. I would peek through the window and see what was making the noise.

Stopping before the curtained window, I listened as closely as I could to the noise on the other side. It was as loud as ever, almost to the point where I couldn’t even hear myself, but I didn’t run. I pushed aside the curtain slightly, just enough for me to get a peek at the outside, but not enough for whatever was on the other side to see me.

The outside was much brighter than my room, mostly because of the moon and stars, which were bright and clear tonight, with not a single cloud in the sky to obscure my view. Despite that, I still didn’t see anything out of the ordinary at first, even though that weird noise was as loud as ever. But then I saw it.

I don’t know what I saw. It moved quickly across the ground, large and spider-like … at least, I thought so. It moved too fast for me to see for sure, but that was the impression I got when I saw it. But it had to be at least as large as Spike, which made no sense, because there were no spiders that big anywhere in the world. Yet I was sure I’d seen something like a giant spider move across the ground.

I peered more closely out the window, but I couldn’t see it. Somehow the creature had disappeared. It had disappeared so thoroughly, in fact, that I started to doubt if I had seen anything at all. Maybe I was still half-asleep and seeing things.

But that noise was still there. It was slightly muted, as if someone had lowered its volume, but I couldn’t ignore it. Yet where could such a large creature have disappeared to? There wasn’t anywhere to hide out there.

All of a sudden, I heard a dog barking. It sounded like Spike and he was barking as if he had seen something. Remembering that Spike slept in his doghouse outside, I turned around and rushed toward the door. I opened my bedroom door and stepped out onto the hallway, but Nightbolt was already there. Like me, he was in his pajamas, though I took note of the shotgun in his hands, which he held as if he went out shooting every day.

“Nightbolt?” I said, staring at him in surprise. “I didn’t know you were awake so late.”

“I wasn’t,” Nightbolt said in his usual gruff voice. “Heard Spike’s barking. And what’s that weird noise? Sounds like a giant bee dying.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But I did see something out my—”

I was interrupted by another howl from Spike, but this time, it didn’t sound like a warning. Instead, it sounded like Spike had gotten hurt.

“Spike,” said Nightbolt in an alarmed voice.

He rushed toward the front door, with me following closely behind him. We burst out the door onto the front porch and Nightbolt shouted, “Spike! Where are you, buddy?”

But Nightbolt’s voice was lost in the volume of that strange noise I’d heard earlier. With the flashlight I’d taken from my desk, I flashed it over in the direction of Spike’s doghouse. This showed us exactly why Spike had howled in pain … and why we probably were going to be howling in pain, too.

A large creature stood over a wounded Spike near the front of his doghouse. The creature looked kind of like a spider, but it only had four legs, rather than six, and it was completely hairless. Its smooth, metallic skin shone in the light, but it was slightly transparent, allowing us to see strange bodily fluids coursing through its veins.

Below the creature lay Spike, who was whining almost as loudly as the creature. The reason why was obvious: His back right leg had been wounded and he couldn’t get up. And as soon as I flashed my light at the creature, it turned its head toward us.

Its head didn’t look even remotely insect-like. It was actually creepily human, with a strange beak where its mouth should be. Its eyes were a dull black, while its nostrils were two triangle-shaped holes in its face. Its head was mounted on a long, spindly neck, which appeared to give it a much greater range of motion than our own necks could.

I was so shocked by the creature that I didn’t know what to do. Nightbolt, on the other hand, screamed, “Get off my dog, you monster!” and fired three shots in rapid succession at the creature.

When each bullet hit the creature, they made a resounding gong-like echo, which was when I realized that the creature was wearing some kind of metal armor or shell. Even though the bullets did not appear to harm the creature, it nonetheless turned and fled, making that strange noise all the while. It jumped over the fence and hit the ground running, its four legs moving its bulk at an astounding pace. At this rate, it would escape and we might never see it again.

But I sensed that this creature was more important than it appeared, so I turned to Nightbolt and said, “Nightbolt, you check on Spike and make sure he’s okay. I’m going after the creature, see if I can find out where it came from or at least where it’s going.”

Without waiting for Nightbolt’s response, I rushed toward the fence and leaped over it. Unfortunately, the sleeve of my right arm got caught on the barbed wire of the fence, which caused it to tear, but I ignored that. Holding up my flashlight higher, I ran in the general direction in which the creature had fled. I couldn’t help but feel surprised as I ran at how far the creature had gone already, but as I drew near the Arena, I saw the creature disappear inside. That seemed like a strange thing to me, given how the Arena only had one entrance, but maybe the creature was so afraid of us that it wasn’t thinking straight. Assuming, that is, it could think at all, which was not a guarantee, though somehow I felt that it was likely.

I rushed inside after it. I stopped in the doorway and swung my flashlight back and forth, arcing the light across the entirety of the Arena’s interior as I shouted, “Come out wherever you are, you monster! Show yourself!”

But to my astonishment, my flashlight did not reveal any sign of the spider creature. It appeared that the spider creature must have vanished into thin air, but that made no sense. I couldn’t even hear the weird screeching sound it made anymore.

Indeed, I almost believed that the creature had somehow teleported away to safety before I remembered that the Arena’s rafters were still in place. I looked up just in time to see a long, thin green string shoot out of the shadows and hit me in the chest, knocking me flat to the ground and sending my flashlight flying out of my grasp. The flashlight landed a few feet away from me, its light aimed in my general direction, which was how I was able to see the spider creature slowly descending toward me on another thin bit of green webbing.

I tried to get up, but the creature spat out four wads of green webbing at me in rapid succession. The wads struck my arms and legs, pinning them to the ground. I struggled to break free, but the webbing was as solid as concrete.

I looked up again. The spider creature was close enough now that I could smell it. It smelled like blood and excrement; the stink was overwhelming, especially in the dry Texas air. I gasped for air, but the air wasn’t very clean to breathe due to the monster’s proximity. All I could think about was how the creature would soon be upon me and how it would tear my face off if I didn’t act fast.

Just as the creature touched its feet against the ground, I fired my lasers at its face. Without my helmet’s visor, my lasers were significantly weaker; however, they were still strong enough to blow up a car or, in this case, mutilate a weird spider creature’s face.

The lasers hit it dead on. The creature screeched in agony, covering its face with one long limb as it staggered backwards out of the Arena. I fired my lasers at the web holding down my arms and legs, which successfully melted the webbing, freeing me. I scrambled to my feet, rubbing my wrists that hurt slightly from the melted web flowing over them, and looked at the spider creature.

It had completely retreated out of the Arena by now, but rather than flee, it was too busy rubbing its face where my lasers had struck it. It seemed defenseless at the moment, so I took a step forward to fire another laser blast at it.

That is, until a huge, bright white light suddenly came out of nowhere. The light made my eyes water, forcing me to slam my hands over my face. A strange buzzing sound filled my ears, but it was different from the buzzing sound which the spider made. It was mixed in with what sounded like humming engines and, as best as I could figure, it came from the sky.

Then, without warning, I heard yet another strange sound. It was brief, lasting no longer than a second, but it was a very distinct sound. It reminded me of a drill striking concrete, except slightly electrified.

As soon as the sound passed, the bright white light went away. I opened my eyes, which took a moment to adjust to the sudden lack of light, and saw that the spider creature was gone.

I rushed out of the Arena and looked around wildly, but I didn’t see the spider creature anywhere. Then I heard that same humming engine sound above and looked up just in time to see something large in the sky vanish.

Though the thing was only in the sky for a moment, it was long enough for me to see that it was the alien spaceship that Nightbolt had told me about.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

I walked back toward the house, tired and exhausted. The adrenaline from the past ten minutes or so was starting to fade and my sleepiness was starting to return. In the east, the first rays of the sun were starting to peak over the horizon. It seemed like daytime came faster here than back in Golden City, but Nightbolt had told me that that was just because West Texas was so flat that there was nothing to block the rays of the sun in the morning. The first rays of the sun showed a sky as empty as ever; there was no hint that the alien spaceship had even been there.

But I’d seen it. It looked exactly as Nightbolt once described it to me: Large and ring-shaped with blinking lights. I had only seen it for a very brief moment, not long enough to make out any details, but there was no doubting what it was. It was no weather balloon or experimental government aircraft. It was an honest-to-God, real life alien spaceship, and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to realize that the spider creature must have been rescued by the ship, maybe even come from the ship.

I probably should have been stunned by the idea that I’d met and fought an actual alien, but for some reason that particular realization hadn’t set in yet. I was more interested in knowing why it had attacked Spike and what it was doing on Nightbolt’s property in the first place. Nightbolt didn’t have any cows, after all, so there was no cattle for them to abduct. Were the aliens aware that Nightbolt was one of the people trying to stop them? Or did they have another reason for sneaking around his house?

I remembered the alien object which Teresa gave us. I’d had my doubts about its legitimacy at first, but after this incident, I realized that not only was it a genuine alien artifact, but it was important to the aliens who dropped it. Important enough that they felt the need to retrieve it personally.

That thought was on my mind when I entered the house again. In the living room, I found Nightbolt kneeling beside Spike, who was lying on his indoor bed that he slept on whenever Nightbolt let him into the house. Nightbolt was bandaging up Spike’s wound, which I recalled had looked pretty serious, though my memories of the last fifteen minutes or so were a bit mixed up. Spike, like the good dog that he was, lay very still, though he made a soft whining sound every now and then.

“Don’t worry, boy, don’t worry,” said Nightbolt in a low voice. “Almost done here, though you should probably stay off the leg for a while.”

“Is he going to be okay?” I said, stopping near the desk with all of Nightbolt’s mail on it.

“Yeah, he will,” said Nightbolt without looking up at me. “His wound wasn’t as bad as I thought. But he probably won’t be able to walk very well for a while.”

“Don’t you think we should take him to the nearest vet?” I said. “Have a doctor look at him and make sure he’s going to be all right?”

“Later,” said Nightbolt. “Right now, these bandages should keep his wound from getting infected. Our local vet doesn’t get up this early except for emergencies and this doesn’t qualify as a medical emergency, in my opinion.”

Nightbolt finished bandaging Spike’s leg, fed him a small doggy treat, and then looked up at me. His expression was serious. “Did you see the spaceship?”

I nodded. “Just briefly, but yes. Looked just like how you described it.”

“I wish it didn’t,” said Nightbolt with a sigh. “In the year since the abductions started, the aliens have never tried to attack me like this. They’ve always been focused on the ranches and farms around here. That they decided to attack me is a sign that they see me as a threat.”

“Or they want their bracelet back,” I said. “Remember that thing Teresa gave us last week? I think they were trying to get it.”

Nightbolt nodded. “Undoubtedly. I have it in a safe under my bed, but I have a feeling that that won’t do much to stop them if they get into the house. They must really want—or perhaps even need—that bracelet if they are willing to try the direct approach to getting it.”

“What should we do?” I said. “Tell the government?”

Nightbolt shook his head. “No way. I don’t want those two idiots knowing about this object. And if they do come by and ask why Spike is injured, tell them that he was attacked by a coyote.”

“There are coyotes out here?”

“No, but those two idiots don’t know that. Of course, Spike is going to have to stay indoors for a few days until it’s safe for him to go back outside. The two idiots never come into my house, so in all likelihood they won’t notice his bandages.”

I nodded, though I was thinking less of Agents Camel and Jake and more about the aliens. “But we still need to do something about these aliens. First they abduct some cows during the day, then they attack us in your house … sure seems like they’re getting bolder to me.”

“They are,” said Nightbolt grimly. “I didn’t think they took notice of individual humans, given how they have never done something like this before, but maybe they’re finally getting tired of me investigating them. Or they just want that thing back.”

“It must be important,” I said. “They wouldn’t have sent that … that thing, whatever it was, unless the artifact was important to them in some way.”

“No doubt. I will probably have to find a new place to hide it, because I have the strongest feeling that it is not an object meant for peaceful purposes.”

“Why don’t we try to find the aliens?” I suggested. “Hunt them down and tell them to leave us alone?”

Nightbolt rose to his feet and dusted off his knees. “Kid, if that was even possible, I would have already done it. As it is, these aliens are probably using some kind of alien technology to hide themselves. Even the government can’t find them, and one thing the government usually is good about is finding things or people it wants. I doubt we’ll be able to hunt them down successfully even if we tried.”

“But they’ll be back, won’t they? If they want that bracelet, they’ll probably attack the house again. Maybe they’ll send more of their own men to get it … or maybe they’ll just outright destroy the house while we’re still inside and bury us all alive. We need to find them ourselves.”

“Weren’t you just listening to what I said?” said Nightbolt irritably. “Kids these days, I swear. You explain the simplest concepts to them and it seems to go right out the other side of their head. Are you like this around Dennis or did you get too much West Texas dust in your ears?”

My hands balled into fists, which was the only way I could keep my temper in check. “I’m just trying to find a solution here, Nightbolt. We can’t just keep going on like normal, not after this.”

“Agreed,” said Nightbolt, nodding. “I’ll beef up security around the house. That way, if the aliens come back, we’ll hopefully be made aware of their presence before they get into the house.”

“That’s not going to be enough, and you know it,” I said. “Those aliens clearly must be incredibly technologically advanced if they’re able to traverse space to get to Earth. Adding extra security won’t change a thing; what are you going to do, put a padlock on the front door or something like that?”

Nightbolt grinned for some reason. “You seem to think that this house is the only thing on this property.”

“No, I don’t,” I said, shaking my head. I jerked a thumb over my shoulder. “There’s the Arena in the back, plus Spike’s doghouse and the fence. None of which really counts as security.”

“Ah, but I haven’t shown you the Basement yet,” said Nightbolt.

“Basement?” I tried to think if I’d seen any exterior indications that the house had a basement, but I couldn’t remember seeing anything like that. “Your house doesn’t have a basement.”

“Just because I haven’t shown it—or mentioned it—to you yet doesn’t mean that it doesn’t exist,” said Nightbolt. “Besides, it’s not where you think. Come with me. It’s easier to show it than to explain it.”

Nightbolt walked toward the front door. I followed, though not without casting one last look back at Spike. The poor dog was fast asleep now, although his bandaged leg twitched every now and then, though whether it was out of pain or because of some dream he was having, I didn’t know.

One thing I did know, though, was that I probably wouldn’t get a good night’s sleep for a long time after this.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

I expected Nightbolt to take me to the side of the house, where I would expect the entrance to some place called ‘the Basement’ would be, but instead we went over to the Arena. The Arena’s doors still stood open; although the rays from the sun helped illuminate its interior and showed that it was empty, I couldn’t help but remember the sight of the giant spider creature slowly descending toward me on that disgusting green webbing. Nightbolt passed the threshold without the slightest hesitation, and I followed, though not before I hesitated for a split second.

As we entered, I looked over my shoulder and saw that the spider creature’s green webbing still hung from the rafters. Nightbolt must have noticed it, too, because he reached up, grabbed the webbing, and ripped it off the rafters without any sort of hesitation whatsoever.

“I’ll study it later,” said Nightbolt, holding the webbing in his hands like a hose. He pulled it taut. “Much stronger than normal web, though I imagine it must burn easily.”

“It is,” I said. I raised my wrists. “The alien pinned me to the ground with some of that webbing, but I saved myself by burning the webs off with my lasers.”

“Interesting,” said Nightbolt. “That gives us at least one clue which could help us if we ever run into that particular alien again. I’ll just take this webbing down to the Basement for later study, along with the bracelet.”

“Let me guess,” I said, “we’re not going to tell the government, are we?”

“You’re catching on,” said Nightbolt. “Guess you’re not as thick as I thought. Anyway, we’d better hurry. The Basement is usually cold early in the morning, but when the sun comes out, it rapidly heats up. Best not to waste anymore time.”

As Nightbolt walked over to the gun cabinet in the nearby corner, I said, “Where is the Basement? I don’t see it.”

Nightbolt tossed an irritated glance over his shoulder at me when I said that. “I take back what I said before. You’re exactly as thick as I thought you were, no more, no less.”

“That’s not funny, you know.”

“It wasn’t meant to be,” Nightbolt replied as he stopped in front of the gun cabinet and pulled out an enormous key ring from his pants pocket, which he started flipping through in an apparent effort to find the cabinet’s key. “Back in my day, we jabbed at each other all the time. We were tougher for it, much tougher than this newest generation of superheroes. Even our sidekicks were tougher than this current crop of ‘heroes.’ Honestly, what are they teaching people these days?”

“I’m not weak,” I said, although it sounded like a lame defense even to me. “And Rubberman isn’t, either.”

“Dennis definitely isn’t, but he was trained by me, so of course he’s not weak,” said Nightbolt without looking at me. “Ah, here we go.”

Nightbolt, having apparently found the key to the gun cabinet, inserted it into the lock and turned it once. I heard a small click, followed by Nightbolt throwing open the cabinet doors. Though Nightbolt blocked off most of it, I caught a glimpse of the weapons in there and was surprised at the sheer number and variety of guns stored inside there. It looked less like a storage cabinet for a person’s personal gun collection and more like the arsenal of a small military or police unit, though even that didn’t quite capture the sheer variety of guns stored in there.

“Whoa,” I said, staring at Nightbolt’s collection in amazement. “I didn’t know you had so many guns. I thought you just owned the shotgun.”

“The shotgun is my favorite, but over the years I’ve collected a few extras here and there,” said Nightbolt with a shrug. He seemed to be looking for something in the gun cabinet, though what, I couldn’t say. “Especially after I retired and had a lot of free time. Spent the better part of a decade looking for the guns my father owned during World War II. Took me even longer to find my grandfather’s World War I weapons, though they were, oddly enough, in better condition than my father’s guns, despite being older.”

I blinked. “Why did you want to find the guns your father and grandfather used? They’re just guns, aren’t they?”

“They’re part of my family history,” said Nightbolt, again without looking at me. “I’ve got no living family anymore. My grandfather passed away fifty years ago, my grandmother forty, and my dad thirty. Never had any siblings, never married, and don’t have any kids. No aunts or uncles, either, or cousins for that matter. I’m all on my own.”

That sounded kind of depressing to me. Both of my parents were still alive, as was my brother James. My grandparents on both sides of the family were also still alive, plus my aunts and uncles and cousins. I didn’t see them all the time, true, but they were at least alive, which meant I could see them if I wanted. But if Nightbolt was telling the truth, then he had no one other than himself and Spike. I wondered how he dealt with the loneliness.

Suddenly, Nightbolt said in triumph, “Ah, here it is!”

From my position, I could see Nightbolt press a button behind the rows of guns in the cabinet. A second later, the center of the Arena floor began to shift to the side. It shifted slowly, with the sound of rusting gears grinding against each other, but in just a few seconds, the portion of the ground had slid away to reveal a steep set of stairs going down into the darkness. After the first ten steps or so, the rest of the staircase was lost in darkness.

Nightbolt walked back over to me, looking not even remotely phased by the sudden appearance of the stairs in the floor. “There it is, the entrance to the Basement. Follow me; it’s not as scary as it looks.”

-

Nightbolt was right. Although the way the steps vanished into seemingly endless shadow after the first ten steps looked frightening at first, when we actually went down there, Nightbolt merely flicked on a light switch on the staircase wall, causing a small but bright light to illuminate the staircase. The light showed that the staircase was not as steep or as long as I thought, ending about twenty more steps ahead of us. Nightbolt showed no hesitation in marching forward, though due to his age he had to move slowly. When we reached the bottom of the steps, I looked around to get a better look at the Basement itself. My jaw dropped.

The Basement was huge, much bigger than I originally thought, and was made entirely of concrete. It looked somewhat like the inside of a warehouse, with boxes, crates, and shelves scattered everywhere. But the boxes and crates weren’t the most interesting parts. No, the most interesting parts were the various objects which stood posed or in glass cases down the middle. One was the arm of what might have been a large robot, though instead of a hand, it ended in a wickedly sharp blade. Another was a demonic suit of armor that seemed to be looking at us despite being empty, while another was a long, beautiful golden sword set firmly in a long glass case. Hanging from the ceiling was some strange-looking pad, next to a black jet pack that reminded me of something straight out of a science fiction movie. In one glass case was what looked like the full suit of a supervillain, complete with a bear-themed mask and claws.

“Whoa,” I said, looking around the Basement in awe. “This is the Basement?”

“Yep,” said Nightbolt, nodding. He held up the webbing. “But enough staring. I need to put away this webbing before it disintegrates.”

Nightbolt immediately made his way down the middle of the various display cases standing around the Basement. I followed as quickly as I could, but I lagged behind somewhat because I kept looking at all of the strange objects which dotted the Basement like some kind of weird museum. “What is all of this stuff? Your possessions?”

“Yep,” said Nightbolt without looking at me or slowing down. “The crates and boxes hold most of the stuff I couldn’t fit into my house after I retired, like family photos and stuff like that. The things in the display cases, on the other hand, are trophies I took from supervillains I beat during my youth.”

I stopped and looked at Nightbolt in confusion. “Trophies?”

Nightbolt stopped and looked over his shoulder at me. “Oh, I forgot you don’t know much about the old ways. See, back when the superhero business was first starting, it was common for superheroes to take ‘trophies’ from supervillains or criminals we defeated. Usually, we’d take a weapon or mask or something like that, but sometimes we’d take whole costumes and, in a few memorable cases, entire bases that supervillains were forced to abandon when they were arrested. Some superheroes, like my old friend Hodgepodge, even made their costumes entirely out of trophies they won from their enemies. That was never my cup of tea, but you get some interesting costumes that way, for sure.”

“Rubberman doesn’t do that,” I said. “He’s never even mentioned the concept to me before.”

“Because it was basically outlawed in the late eighties when the Department of Superheroes began confiscating weapons or equipment left behind by defeated supervillains,” said Nightbolt. “It’s technically not illegal, per se, but if you take a trophy from a supervillain you’ve defeated without telling the government about it, they could revoke your superhero license or even arrest you. The reasoning was that some of these supervillain weapons are too dangerous to be in the hands of even superheroes, though if you ask me, it’s just because they just wanted to consolidate power in the government.”

“But you have all these trophies,” I said, gesturing at the display cases all around us. “Doesn’t this mean you’re breaking the law?”

“Most of these are very old,” said Nightbolt. He pointed at the robot arm I noticed before, the one with the sword hand. “That belonged to Ultimatos, the Robot King, as he called himself. One of the first villains I ever fought and his arm was one of the first trophies I got. My collection was grandfathered into the law, so I’m basically not in danger of being arrested as long as I don’t collect any new trophies.”

“Does the alien bracelet we have count as a trophy?”

“It counts as something the government wants,” said Nightbolt. “Not that I care. The government will never know about it once its down here, because those two agents don’t even know about the existence of the Basement.”

“How did you build this place, anyway? I was under the impression that you weren’t very rich.”

“I’m not,” said Nightbolt. “But I’m smart with my money. When I retired from the superhero business, I had a gigantic retirement fund set aside for just this purpose. When I purchased this land some thirty years back, one of the first things I had done was the creation of the Basement. I wanted a place where I could keep all of my old trophies and possessions without having to put them in those danged storage units or fill my house with them. It was pricey, but well worth every penny.”

“So no one knows about this place except for you and me.”

“And Dennis,” Nightbolt added. “I took him down here once to put something away. He was just as shocked by its existence and size as you were, though he asked a lot more questions than you did and touched more stuff without my permission.”

I nodded, although I was so distracted by all of the trophies that I wasn’t paying as much attention to what he was telling me as I should have. “I could spend ages down here looking at all of this stuff. Every one of these trophies has to have a story behind it.”

“Ultimatos’ arm has a pretty short one,” said Nightbolt. “He was terrorizing innocent people, so I destroyed him and took his arm as my trophy. Very simple.” He turned around. “Anyway, let’s keep walking. I know I’ve got a container in here that should be able to hold this webbing. And, like I said, this place gets very hot during the day, so let’s try to get out of here before the sun rises fully.”

Nightbolt resumed walking. I started following him again, but I lagged behind slightly, because I kept looking at all of the cool trophies scattered around. It really did feel like a museum, albeit one that had no discernible theme other than whatever Nightbolt happened to pick off supervillains he beat. It also felt colder down here than it did on the surface, making me shiver slightly in my pajamas.

I found it hard to focus on any one thing, at least until my eyes fell on one of the smaller display cases, standing next to a display case of what looked like the blackened remains of a giant laser cannon. I probably would not have noticed the smaller display case if I hadn’t seen the object inside it move.

I stopped and looked at the smaller display case more closely. Standing inside the display case, on a pedestal like the rest of the trophies, was what looked like a pound of solid rubber. It was the exact same colors as Rubberman’s costume, which was part of the reason I had noticed it. More importantly, however, I thought I’d seen it move, though it wasn’t moving now.

Underneath the rubber was a golden plate with these words written on it:

RUBBER BALL

ORIGINALLY OWNED BY XAVIER ‘SPACE EMPEROR’ ZULAUF

DATE RECEIVED: SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 12th, 2012

NOTE: DO NOT TOUCH! REMEMBER DENNIS!

Frowning, I looked at the Rubber Ball again. Aside from its size, it looked like an ordinary bouncy ball, like the kind you get in those small capsules in grocery store vending machines. I didn’t know who this ‘Xavier Zulauf’ guy was, nor did I recognize his nickname ‘Space Emperor,’ although it did seem to stir a memory somewhere in the back of my head, like I’d heard it somewhere before once. But it was a very vague memory, not very helpful.

The date was fairly recent, too. Nightbolt said that all of his trophies came from before the late eighties, when the Department of Superheroes started confiscating trophies from fallen supervillains, but this was from 2012. That was six years ago.

And then there was that note: ‘REMEMBER DENNIS!’ The only Dennis it could possibly be referring to is Dennis Pullman, or, as I usually called him, Rubberman. Did this Rubber Ball have something to do with Rubberman?

“Kid!” Nightbolt suddenly shouted. “Get over here and stop staring at my stuff!”

I started and looked down the aisle. Nightbolt stood in front of a crate that appeared to be full of large glass jars. He had pulled one of the glass jars out and was already feeding the webbing into it. The webbing was coiled inside the jar like a snake, although unlike a snake, it probably wasn’t going to bite him.

“Sorry, sir,” I said as I walked over to him. “I just got distracted by one of the trophies.”

Nightbolt rolled his eyes as he kept feeding the webbing into the jar. “This isn’t a museum, kid. If it was, I would have charged you for admission. None of this stuff concerns you anyway.”

“Sorry,” I said again. “I was just looking at that Rubber Ball and—”

“Rubber Ball?” said Nightbolt sharply. “You mean the big one?”

“Uh, yes,” I said, nodding. “Unless you happen to have another pound of rubber in a display case that I’m unaware of, that is.”

“No, just the one,” said Nightbolt. “You didn’t touch it, did you?”

I shook my head. “No, why?”

“Good,” said Nightbolt. “That thing is dangerous. If you’d touched it … let’s just say that your parents would be picking out the coffin for your funeral soon and leave it at that.”

I grimaced. I looked back over at the Rubber Ball, which looked relatively harmless in its display case, but I now sensed danger emanating from it like energy. I was grateful that I hadn’t touched it, but at the same time, my curiosity burned just the same, because I wondered what the exact connection between that thing and Rubberman was. That Nightbolt didn’t want to talk about it made me even more curious than ever.

Nightbolt finished feeding the last of the webbing into the jar and then closed it tight. He held up the jar and said, “There we go. These things are airtight, so the webbing should last long enough for me to study it and figure out exactly what the hell it is.”

“Do you have the right equipment for that?” I said.

“Sure I do,” said Nightbolt. He put the jar inside the crate and then placed the lid back on the crate itself. “And some training as well. I was never a scientist, but I was friends with several scientists who were always happy to show me how they did their work. I’ll run a DNA test on it to find out what its genetic makeup is. Maybe it will help us understand what these aliens are and what kind of creatures they are.”

“I never took you for a guy interested in learning about that stuff.”

Nightbolt grinned. “Back in my day, superheroes were true Renaissance Men. We knew a little bit of everything, because you never know what you’re going to need to know in this business. One time, I fought a supervillain whose entire body was made of helium. Completely immune to all of my punches and kicks; on the other hand, he wasn’t immune to fire, as he discovered to his chagrin.”

Nightbolt sounded a little crazy when he said that, but I said, “Okay, what are we going to do now?”

Nightbolt yawned. “Go to sleep. That damn alien woke me up far too early. If I was your age, this probably wouldn’t bother me as much, but us old folk need as much sleep as we can get. So I’m going to head back to the house and catch up on my beauty sleep. You should do the same.”

“Do you think those two agents will show up again?” I said.

Nightbolt shook his head. “Naw. No one else besides us knows about this alien attack. And that’s how it is going to stay, at least until we find out more about what these aliens are trying to do.”

Nightbolt walked past me, yawning as he did so. “Now let’s go. It’s already starting to get hot down here and the sun isn’t even halfway up in the sky yet.”

I immediately followed him back to the stairs, which meant we passed the Rubber Ball again. I glanced at it, not expecting to see much, but then I saw it move slightly, causing me to start.

“What’s the matter?” said Nightbolt, looking over his shoulder at me with a frown on his face. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

I pointed at the Rubber Ball. “I saw the Rubber Ball move. All by itself.”

“Are you sure?” said Nightbolt. “Maybe you’re still not entirely awake or you’re hallucinating. It isn’t uncommon for people who’ve encountered these aliens to see hallucinations for a while afterward.”

I frowned and looked at the Rubber Ball again. I was so certain that I’d seen it move, but maybe Nightbolt was right. Maybe my mind really was playing tricks on me or maybe that alien had cast some kind of spell on me that was messing with my mind and my perception of reality.

But I didn’t think so. I didn’t think so at all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

As the day went on, I couldn’t forget about the Rubber Ball, despite Nightbolt’s insistence that it was nothing important or worth worrying about. I became more and more certain that the Rubber Ball had, in fact, moved, that it might even have been alive. I was even more sure that it was related to Rubberman in some way. Rubberman had told me that he got his powers six years ago, which was also around the same time he started his superhero career. ‘REMEMBER DENNIS!’ could refer to no one other than my boss, yet I did not know the exact way in which the Rubber Ball was connected to Rubberman.

Of course, I didn’t mention this to Nightbolt. He spent most of the day either napping in bed, checking on Spike to make sure he wasn’t in any unnecessary pain, and generally showing little-to-no concern over the events from early in the morning. Despite that, I could tell that the alien’s attack on his house had unnerved him. He was probably thinking about how lucky we were that Spike just got such a minor injury. No doubt Nightbolt was thinking about how those aliens could have completely flattened the entire house with the weapons on their ship if they wanted, and with us still inside.

The only thing Nightbolt did in relation to the aliens was put the bracelet in the Basement. He said that it would be safer down there and that the aliens would be unlikely to find it, because so few people knew about the Basement. I agreed that it was probably safer down there than up here, but at the same time, I couldn’t get over the Rubber Ball. I thought about calling Rubberman and asking him about it, but at the same time, I realized that if I did, he would probably just avoid the question; after all, if he hadn’t thought it important to tell me about his origin the first time I met him, why would he do it now?

Because I couldn’t stop thinking about the question, however, I decided that I would go down and touch the Rubber Ball myself tonight. Once Nightbolt was in bed, I’d slip out of the house, go to the Basement, and investigate the Rubber Ball. With any luck, I might be able to figure out what it was whether Nightbolt wanted me to or not.

Did that mean going against Nightbolt’s warning about not touching the Rubber Ball? Sure. It probably wasn’t very smart for me to do something Nightbolt didn’t want me to do, but I was too curious to ignore it. I would never be able to focus on my training or anything else as long as I kept wondering about the Rubber Ball and, by extension, Rubberman’s origin.

I didn’t have to wait long to put my plan into action. Nightbolt went to bed early, due to his old age. I also pretended to go to sleep early, but I just waited in my bed until I could hear Nightbolt’s loud snores coming from his room. Then I donned my costume and climbed out of the window of my room as carefully and quietly as I could. I didn’t want to go through the main hallway and possibly wake up Nightbolt, hence why I went through the window.

After climbing through the window, I made my way toward the Arena. With the sun rapidly setting in the west, it was already getting dark. That was one of the things I’d noticed about West Texas. It got bright early and dark early. That was probably due to the lack of mountains or other objects to block the sun’s rays. In any case, soon it would be as dark as midnight tonight, which meant I would need to be quick before the darkness descended. While it seemed unlikely that the aliens would return two times in the same day (Nightbolt said that they only ever appeared once a night prior to this), the aliens had already started behaving in unexpected ways and I didn’t want to be stuck out here facing that alien spider creature again.

I pulled open the Arena doors just enough for me to slip through. It was already nearly pitch-black in the Arena, forcing me to turn on my helmet’s flashlight in order to see anything. Moving my flashlight this way and that, I saw that the Arena was as empty as it had been all day. That was good, because a part of me had worried that the spider alien had returned and was waiting to get me in the darkness. It meant that the aliens were not coming back tonight after all, at least not so far.

It didn’t take me long to find the gun cabinet and open it (I had taken Nightbolt’s key ring not long after he went to bed). Once again, I found myself staring at an unusually vast array of guns of all different types and sizes. I wasn’t much of a gun expert, so I didn’t quite know the proper names of all of the makes and models, but even I was impressed by all of these guns. Nightbolt made it sound like it was just a hobby of his, but I wondered if the real reason he had all of these guns was for his protection. You could defend a small fortress with this amount of weaponry.

 But I didn’t care about that. I pushed aside some of the shotguns and found what I was looking for: The button that would open the way to the Basement. I pressed the button and, not even a second later, a portion of the center of the floor slid away, once again revealing the dark staircase leading down into the Basement itself.

I walked over to the stairs, but before I walked down into the Basement, I heard the Arena doors creak behind me, followed by the sound of feet shuffling. Instinctively, I realized that the aliens were back, so I whirled around and fired a powerful blast of energy from my eyes toward the doors.

I heard a yelp of surprise as the person standing in the doorway fell to the floor, my lasers passing over her head and outside without hitting anything. I was ready to shoot another blast before a feminine, Hispanic voice said, “Don’t shoot! Please, it’s me!”

Recognizing the voice, I held back my next blast of energy. Instead, I looked down at the woman lying on the ground of the Arena, trembling and shaking despite how warm it was.

It was Teresa. Her hair was done in a ponytail and she was wearing a blue t-shirt and jeans, but there was no way I could mistake her for anyone else. She looked completely terrified, her eyes big and her lips trembling.

“Teresa?” I said, lowering my hands to my side. “What are you doing here?”

Teresa gulped. “M-My father sent me to deliver some homemade milk to Mr. Owens as thanks for his help, but Mr. Owens did not answer the door when I knocked. So I went around to the back of the house, thinking he might be in the backyard, but then I saw you walking toward the barn and decided to ask you to take the milk for me.”

“I don’t see any milk,” I said. I couldn’t hide the suspicion in my voice, even though Teresa didn’t strike me as a liar.

Teresa slowly got to her feet. She pushed the door open all the way, revealing a metal can with the word ‘MILK’ written on it. “This is from the few cows we still have left. We’ve always given this milk to Mr. Owens as thanks for his help.”

“Oh,” I said, feeling foolish for being so suspicious of Teresa when all she wanted to do was give us some milk. “But why so late at night? He’s already asleep.”

“Sorry,” said Teresa. “I know Mr. Owens usually goes to bed pretty early, but I thought I might be able to deliver the milk before he went to bed. I guess I was wrong.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I’ll make sure he gets the milk, don’t worry about it.”

“Okay,” said Teresa. She peered around me, a curious expression on her face. “But what are you doing out here? I’ve never been in Mr. Owens’ barn before. I didn’t know it even had a basement.”

Damn it. I forgot that I’d opened the entrance to the Basement. Nightbolt had said he didn’t want anyone else knowing about the Basement except for me. Now Teresa had seen it, though she didn’t know what it was yet.

“It’s nothing,” I lied, stepping backwards and spreading my arms so she couldn’t see it. “Just, um, where Nightbolt keeps his spare garden tools.”

Teresa frowned. “Mr. Owens does not have a garden.”

“I mean his farming tools.”

“Mr. Owens does not own a farm, either.”

“I mean …” I threw my hands into the air. “Is this really any of your business? You delivered your milk. You should probably go home before your father starts to worry about you or before the aliens try to kidnap you or something.”

Teresa folded her arms across her chest. “Mr. Beams—”

“Just call me Beams,” I interrupted. “I’m not much older than you and that whole ‘mister’ thing makes me sound old.”

“Beams, then,” said Teresa. “Anyway, I am not stupid. I can tell that you are not out here because Mr. Owens asked you to get something. You act like someone caught in the act of doing something you aren’t supposed to. Your lies aren’t very convincing.”

I bit my lip. “So what? You’re not supposed to be out here, either.”

“True, but I have a feeling you’re doing something Mr. Owens does not want you to do,” said Teresa. “Suppose I go back to your house and tell Mr. Owens what you’re doing out here? I know him better than you do. He doesn’t like it when people, especially people he’s training, go against his orders. I doubt he would be very pleased if he found out that you sneaked out to his barn without his knowledge.”

I cursed internally, but at myself, not Teresa. I’d underestimated how smart she was. She may have been a country girl who had never been to a big city, but she was definitely not an idiot. She reminded me too much of some girls I knew back in school, who could sometimes appear a bit shy or even ditzy, but were always much smarter and cleverer than they let on. It helped that she looked very serious about telling on me.

“Okay,” I said reluctantly. “What can I give you so you don’t tell Nightbolt about this?”

“Easy,” said Teresa. “I want to come down with you and see what’s down there.”

“Wait, really?” I said. “That’s it?”

“Yes,” said Teresa, nodding. “I’ve always been curious about what is inside Mr. Owens’ barn. I always thought he had to have a lot of interesting things, because he used to be a famous superhero when he was younger. But I knew he would never let me into his barn for any reason, so I thought I’d never get a chance to see what was inside.”

“I thought rural people like you didn’t care much for superheroes.”

Teresa shrugged. “My father doesn’t, but I’ve always been interested in superheroes. Not sidekicks, though. Sidekicks are lame.”

“Hey, I’m a sidekick,” I said in annoyance. “Maybe you should show a little tact.”

Teresa shrugged again. “Sorry. If I’d known you were a sidekick, I would have phrased it a little differently. ‘Silly’ would have been a more polite word.”

I scowled in annoyance, but I decided not to comment on that. “Well, okay, you can follow me inside, but don’t touch anything. I don’t want you to break anything, even accidentally. Okay?”

“Okay,” said Teresa in a suddenly cheerful voice. “I shall keep my hands to myself.”

Now I was sure that Teresa was trolling me, but I didn’t care. I just walked down the stairs, with Teresa following closely behind, ready to get to the bottom of the mystery of the Rubber Ball before Nightbolt realized what I was doing. Hopefully it wouldn’t take too long to do.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

The Basement was the same as it had been earlier, aside from being hotter. My suit helped to regulate my body temperatures, so I didn’t feel at all overheated, but Teresa broke out into a sweat almost as soon as we entered the Basement.

“Oh my gosh,” said Teresa, wiping the sweat off her forehead. “Why is it so hot down here?”

“No air ventilation,” I said, gesturing at the concrete ceiling. “Nightbolt says it is even worse during the day.”

But Teresa seemed to have forgotten all about overheating, because she was now looking around at all of the boxes, crates, and display cases with the wonder of a child in a toy store. “Wow. Does all of this stuff belong to Mr. Owens?”

“Yep. The things in display cases are trophies from his superhero career. Don’t touch any of it.”

Teresa looked at me. “Why not?”

“Because it’s not yours,” I said. “Look, but don’t touch.”

“Okay,” said Teresa, though she pouted to show that she really wasn’t pleased at being told what she couldn’t do.

Shaking my head, I walked down the aisle in the center, searching for the Rubber Ball, while Teresa followed behind me, her head turning this way and that as she attempted to look at everything at once. She looked kind of cute with the way she was trying to look at everything, but I had to put that out of my mind in order to focus on finding the Rubber Ball.

There. I found it exactly where it had been before, between the blackened remains of some kind of giant laser cannon and a skeleton with wings growing out of its back. The Rubber Ball stood very still on its pedestal, but the longer I looked at it, the more convinced I became that it was actually alive, that it somehow knew I was looking at it. It probably wasn’t a very developed or advanced intelligence, but I would have to be careful about it nonetheless, because it was probably smarter than it looked.

“What’s that?” said Teresa, suddenly appearing next to me as if she teleported. She squinted and read the plate underneath it. “The Rubber Ball? Why would Mr. Owens have such a huge rubber ball among his trophies?”

“Don’t know,” I said. “That’s what I’m about to find out.”

I reached out to remove the display case, but then Teresa grabbed my wrist. I looked at her in annoyance. “What are you doing?”

“You told me not to touch anything,” Teresa pointed out. “I’m just trying to make sure you don’t make yourself look like a hypocrite.”

Scowling, I yanked my wrist out of her grasp and said, “Just because I said you shouldn’t touch anything doesn’t mean that I shouldn’t.”

“Why?” said Teresa in that annoying way of hers. “What if you accidentally break it?”

I had to bite my tongue to avoid saying something I would regret. “Because the whole reason I came down here was to see this thing and find out what it was.”

“Why didn’t you just ask Mr. Owens?”

“Because he wouldn’t tell me.”

“If he wouldn’t tell you, don’t you think he has a good reason for it? Mr. Owens is a very wise man. A bit harsh sometimes, but he knows a lot more than you do about the world, so he probably has a good reason for not answering your questions.”

I hated how reasonable Teresa’s explanation was. “Look, I didn’t ask you to come down here with me and I didn’t ask for your opinion, either. If you’re so sure that Nightbolt has a good reason for not telling me what this is, then maybe you should just leave.”

“Okay,” said Teresa. “I’ll go and wake up Mr. Owens and let him know you’re snooping around in his possessions without his knowledge. He’ll be happy to hear that, I bet.”

Teresa turned around to leave, but I put a hand on her shoulder and said, “Okay, okay, you can touch some of the stuff, too. But be careful, okay? Don’t break anything or handle it too roughly and make sure to put it back where you found it.”

Teresa looked over her shoulder at me with a triumphant smile on her face. “Okay. I didn’t want to wake him up anyway. Older men like him don’t like being awoken too early.”

With that, Teresa walked over to the display case containing Ultimatos’ arm. I watched her go for a second, thinking about how manipulative she could be when she wanted. If she wanted, I figured she could be a great supervillain, though of course I didn’t say that aloud, mostly because I didn’t think she would be very happy to hear that.

But that didn’t matter now. I turned my attention back to the Rubber Ball. Removing the display case was surprisingly easy; it lifted right off, like the lid on a shoe box. Carefully placing the case on the floor, I looked at the Rubber Ball again. Outside of its case, its colors seemed brighter and richer. It also looked less like rubber and more like human flesh. I even thought I heard the beating of a heart somewhere inside it, though that was probably just my imagination more than anything.

I hesitated for a single moment before putting both hands on the Ball and raising it off its pedestal. I handled it even more delicately than the glass case, though I didn’t know why, given how it was made out of rubber and would probably bounce on the floor if I dropped it. It was kind of like holding a newborn baby; maybe it wouldn’t shatter like glass if you dropped it, but something bad would happen anyway.

That was when I felt it. Deep inside the Rubber Ball, barely noticeable, was a thumping, heart-like motion. This was not just a simple vibration. It felt like a real human heart was inside there, beating away furiously. The Rubber Ball might have been asleep before, but it was wide awake now and was aware that I was holding it.

“Now, how are you related to Rubberman?” I muttered, turning the Rubber Ball over in my hands. “Are you going to tell me that or not?”

I don’t know why I was talking to the Rubber Ball. After all, it had no mouth through which it could speak, much less a mind that would allow it to even form thoughts. It was the beating heart within it, I realized. It made me think it was a real living creature capable of communicating with me. After all, all living creatures could communicate in some way, whether it was from speaking words, using their limbs, making chirps and growls, or what have you. If this thing was alive, then logically it should have some way to communicate with me, though I had no idea how a limbless, featureless, noiseless ball could communicate with anyone.

I held it up closer to my face to get a better look at it. Up close, I didn’t see anything that would help me identify it. All I could tell was that its surface was clean and shiny, but somehow I knew that Nightbolt didn’t spend a whole lot of time polishing it. Instinctively, I sensed that Nightbolt stayed as far away from this thing as he could, but I didn’t know why.

“Wow, that’s even bigger outside of the case than it is in,” said Teresa, suddenly appearing at my side again. “It’s as big as my younger cousin Fernando’s head!”

Startled by Teresa’s sudden appearance, I accidentally dropped the Ball. Desperately, I tried to catch it, but I was too slow. All I could do was watch as my fingers fruitlessly failed to find purchase on its smooth surface. Again, I instinctively knew that something bad would happen when it hit the floor, but I just didn’t know what.

When the Rubber Ball hit the floor, it bounced straight back up. But it didn’t bounce up slowly; no, it flew up at me as fast as a basketball thrown by a professional basketball player. The Rubber Ball struck me in the face, knocking me flat on my back, while Teresa screamed. My helmet protected my face from the worst of it, but my head still spun from the impact of the fall. Nonetheless, I managed to raise my head high enough to see the Rubber Ball bouncing all around the Basement now.

It didn’t just bounce, though. Wherever it hit, it created a small crater from which cracks spread. It struck one of the boxes, bursting it open and sending a whole bunch of shirts, pants, and socks flying everywhere. It struck the display case with the demonic armor in it, but the case must have been made of bulletproof glass, because it just cracked the display case badly instead of shattering outright.

Nonetheless, the Rubber Ball was seemingly everywhere at once, nearly impossible to follow for an ordinary person. But I did see the Ball coming for Teresa, who was still standing and screaming, so I pulled her to the ground and covered her with my body, allowing the Rubber Ball to fly harmlessly past us. As it passed, however, I thought I sensed some frustration from the Rubber Ball, as if it was bothered that I had managed to save Teresa before it could smash her skull into bits.

“What is going on here?” Teresa said in an extremely high-pitched voice; I noticed that her Mexican accent became harder to understand when she was afraid. “Why is it bouncing around like that?”

“How am I supposed to know?” I snapped. “Just stay down. I don’t think it has any control over its trajectory, so as long as we stay on the floor, we should be good.”

“How are we supposed to stop it?” Teresa asked, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“Again, I don’t know,” I said, raising my voice briefly to be heard when the Rubber Ball smashed into a crate, which burst into chunks of wood and boxes of bullets that were stored inside. “I don’t think we can stop it.”

“Then what are we going to do?” Teresa said. “Just wait here until it stops bouncing on its own?”

“It’s not going to stop on its own,” I muttered. “It doesn’t want to stop.”

“Doesn’t want to stop?” Teresa repeated. “What are you talking about?”

“Nothing,” I said, shaking my head. I looked back toward the entrance. “We need to make it back to the stairs.”

Teresa sniffled and wiped away some of her tears. “Of course. If we can get to the stairs, we can get out of the Basement and find Mr. Owens, who might be able to help us.”

I nodded, but in truth, I was more concerned about the Rubber Ball escaping the Basement than us getting out. I wasn’t sure why, but I sensed that if the Rubber Ball got out into the world, something very bad would happen. It was related to the frustration I’d sensed earlier, when I pulled Teresa down to the floor. At first, I thought the Rubber Ball saw Teresa as some kind of threat and was just annoyed that it had failed to kill her.

Now I was convinced that it enjoyed killing humans and that it would like nothing more than to get out of the Basement and into the real world where other humans were, humans it could brutally murder to sate its blood lust. Again, I didn’t know how I knew that. I just did.

“We’re going to crawl across the floor to get to the exit,” I said to Teresa, raising my voice once again when the Rubber Ball smashed into another display case on the other side of the room. “That way, it will be harder for the Rubber Ball to hit us. I think that once we reach the stairs, it won’t be able to follow us, because I don’t think it has much control over its trajectory. I’ll go first.”

I immediately began crawling along the floor, keeping as close to the display cases as I could, while Teresa followed behind me. I could hear her sobbing as she followed me, but at the moment I didn’t focus on that. My eyes were on the foot of the stairs. They weren’t very far away—not more than ten or twelve feet—but I crawled so slowly that it felt like it would take an eternity for us to get there. All the while, the Rubber Ball bounced back and forth overhead, striking display cases, boxes, and crates without discrimination. Every time it passed by overhead, I cringed, but it never hit me or Teresa, which made me believe that we might be able to get out of here alive after all.

But when we were about halfway to the stairs, near the display case with the golden sword, the Rubber Ball struck the tall display case. Again, the display case did not break, however, when the Rubber Ball struck it, the case fell forward. And, unfortunately, I was passing by it at the same time.

I tried to leap forward, but I only managed an awkward wiggle before the display case fell on the lower half of my body with a loud crash. Shards of glass flew past me, cutting through the back and shoulders of my suit, while the sword itself—which was much heavier than it looked—fell on my legs and pinned them there under its flat. The pain in my legs felt just like when I broke my right leg during soccer practice back in fifth grade, only I wasn’t sure if my legs were broken or just hurt a lot.

“Beams, watch out!” Teresa suddenly shouted behind me.

I looked up just in time to see the Rubber Ball coming toward me. The direction from which it came made no sense; there was no way it could have knocked over the display case and then bounce from the front of the Basement like that. It occurred to me that the Rubber Ball was far smarter than it appeared; if this wasn’t confirmation of that theory, then I didn’t know what was.

But that thought passed through my mind in maybe half a second. In the next half second, my instincts kicked in and I fired a laser blast at the Rubber Ball.

It was possible that the Rubber Ball had some control over its trajectory; however, when you’re bouncing in a straight line toward something at fifty miles an hour, you can’t turn even if you do have some control over yourself. As a result, my lasers passed through the Rubber Ball, leaving a large hole in the center and knocking the Rubber Ball out of the air. The Rubber Ball fell to the ground with a splat which sounded too much like someone dropping a human brain on the floor, but it at least had stopped moving.

Gasping for breath, I suddenly remembered the pain in my legs and looked over my shoulder. The golden sword—apparently having belonged to someone named ‘The Golden Samurai,’ if the nameplate was accurate—still lay across my legs, but with some effort, I was able to push it off my legs. Both of my legs still hurt a lot, but as far as I could tell, neither of them were broken, though they’d probably be sore for a while.

Teresa once again suddenly appeared by my side, kneeling beside me on the broken glass of the display case, her eyes wide with terror and worry. “Beams, are you okay? How do your legs feel? Can you still move them?”

“Yeah,” I said with a slight groan. “But they’re gonna be sore tomorrow for sure.”

Teresa sighed with relief before looking over at the seemingly dead Rubber Ball. “Is it dead?”

“I think so,” I said. “I think it may have had a heart. Given how my eye beams went straight through its center, I don’t see how it could have possibly survived.”

Without warning, the Rubber Ball slid forward slightly. Teresa shrieked, while I tried to stand up. Unfortunately, my legs were in too much pain, so all I could do was just prop myself up on my hands and watch, with disbelief, as the Rubber Ball rolled toward us inch by inch. Given how slow and awkward its movements were, the Rubber Ball was obviously in great pain, but it seemed determined to finish us off anyway.

But before it could get very far, a net came out of nowhere and fell on it. The net then turned and lifted off the ground, with the Rubber Ball (which had stopped moving again) stuck inside it like some weird kind of fish.

Surprised, Teresa and I looked over to see who was holding the net. It was Nightbolt, wearing his pajamas, holding the net with both hands, a grim grin of satisfaction on his ancient lips.

“There you go,” said Nightbolt, addressing the Rubber Ball as if it could understand what he was saying. “You won’t get away that easily. Not that you would get very far with that big hole in your center, mind, but you’re still never going to see the light of day again.”

The Rubber Ball made no noise, did nothing to indicate that it had even heard Nightbolt. But I sensed nonetheless that the Rubber Ball had heard every word Nightbolt said and was not happy about it at all, though it was currently incapable of retaliating or responding.

“Nightbolt?” I said. “What are you—”

“Shh,” Nightbolt said, holding a finger up to his mouth. He nodded at the Rubber Ball as if it were some sort of cornered wild animal. “It’s listening.”

Carefully, and with more grace than a man his age normally had, Nightbolt made his way back over to the pedestal upon which the Rubber Ball stood moments before. He emptied the Rubber Ball onto the pedestal with great delicacy and then placed the still-intact display case over it. The Rubber Ball did not move at all as he did that; however, I thought that the hole in its center had shrunk slightly, like it was healing, although it might have been my eyes playing tricks on me.

Then Nightbolt turned around, looked directly at me as if I was the only person in the room, and said, in a firm voice, “We need to talk. Back in the house, where that thing can’t hear us.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

A few minutes later, I sat down in one of Nightbolt’s aging red recliners and put my helmet in my lap. The recliner sank slightly under my weight, the springs creaking. I leaned back in the chair and looked at Nightbolt, who sat in the recliner opposite mine, a water bottle from his fridge in his hands. At his feet lay Spike, who was fast asleep, his bandaged leg as still as ever. He did make a small whining sound every now and then, though that seemed to be because of some dream he was having rather than because of the pain from his wound.

But that didn’t matter at the moment. What mattered was Nightbolt’s face. He looked angry at me, angrier than I’d ever seen him before. Even though he was a lot older and frailer than me, I found I didn’t like the way he looked at me. It was as if he had caught me running around with a grenade in my hands, like I’d nearly blown myself up or something. Part of me wished Teresa was still here, but Nightbolt had sent her away, telling her to be safe and not come back unless there was another alien abduction at her family’s ranch. Teresa certainly hadn’t wasted anytime leaving, which just annoyed me the more I thought about it, because it meant that I was going to get into trouble all by myself and she wouldn’t have to deal with any of the consequences.

“What were you doing down there?” asked Nightbolt, folding his hands over his lap. “And why did you go behind my back to do it?”

I hesitated, but Nightbolt had that exact same ability to make you tell the truth that Rubberman had, so I said, “Because I wanted to know more about the Rubber Ball.”

“The Rubber Ball,” said Nightbolt. “Yes, I should have realized that that would have had special interest to you. I just didn’t think you would deliberately go behind my back to take a look at it.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to cause any trouble. I just couldn’t forget about it. It was … calling to me.”

I know that that sounded really lame, but I couldn’t think of any better words to describe it. How else could I describe the way it spoke to me? I had never felt anything like that before. Even now, when I was in the house and the Rubber Ball was still in the Basement, I thought I felt something reaching out to me, though it may have just been my imagination.

To my surprise, Nightbolt nodded, albeit heavily. “Yes, I am aware of the power it has over people. You’re not the first to succumb to its pressure, though with any luck, you’ll be the last.”

I leaned forward, urgency on my face. “What is it? It’s clearly not just an unusually big rubber ball. I sensed its heart beating. It had some measure of control over its bouncing. You even spoke to it like it could understand what you said. It is alive.”

Nightbolt leaned back in his recliner. He sighed deeply and, for the first time since I met him, looked just like what you’d expect a man in his nineties to look: weak, tired, and frail. “It was a mistake of me to show it to you in the first place. Only reason I even went down there at all was because the security alarm in my room let me know that someone was down there. I originally thought it might have been those two government agents, or possibly even the aliens, but it turned out to just be you and Teresa.”

“Yes, I know,” I said impatiently. “I still want to know what that … that thing actually is.”

“Then let me state it bluntly,” said Nightbolt. He looked directly into my eyes, the weariness suddenly vanishing instantly. “It is the origin and source of Dennis’ powers … and his life.”

I blinked. “What do you mean? How is it the source and origin of Rubberman’s powers? And his life? That doesn’t make any sense to me.”

“Then perhaps you would be so kind as to allow me to explain,” said Nightbolt. “Not that I want to, mind you, because I promised Dennis I’d never share this story without his permission or knowledge.”

“But I’m his sidekick,” I said. “Why shouldn’t I know about it?”

Nightbolt steepled his fingers together. “Because if this secret became widely known, all of Dennis’ enemies—of which he has many, as you know—would stop at nothing to get it. He entrusted this Rubber Ball to me for safekeeping, but now that you’ve seen it and caught a glimpse of its true power, I think it would be pointless for me to hide it from you any longer. Curiosity always burns brightest when knowledge is forbidden, especially for young kids like yourself.”

“Then start from the beginning,” I said. I rubbed my legs, which still ached from where the sword had fallen on them. “I know you want to go to bed, but we can stay up at least a little while longer for this, can’t we?”

“That we can, that we can,” said Nightbolt heavily. “It’s too important to put off. Let’s start from the beginning … well, at least what I know, anyway. I wasn’t present for all of it, but Dennis told me all of the facts from before I got involved, so the story I’m about to tell you should be accurate, aside from maybe a few small details here and there.”

Nightbolt sipped from his water bottle and lowered it onto the arm of his chair. “Five years ago, Dennis Pullman made his grand debut into the world as the superhero Rubberman. He defeated the infamous supervillain Volcano, who had been trying to cover the United States in a cloud of smoke and ash by activating the super volcano in Yosemite. You know that, right?”

I nodded. “Of course. Everyone does.”

“That’s not where Dennis’ story starts, though,” said Nightbolt. “A year before that, Dennis came to me as a powerless young man seeking training to become the best superhero he could be. He came to me because he had learned, through his research, that one of my students had been Iron Angel, his main inspiration for becoming a superhero in the first place. He was a driven, ambitious young man, very different from the usual self-seeking riffraff that appear on my doorstep every now and then demanding I make them into the best superheroes ever.”

Nightbolt snorted when he said that. “Too many wannabees believe that being a superhero is all about having the coolest powers and knowing the flashiest fighting moves. Few of ‘em actually want to work for it. Kids these days, I swear.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “Can you continue with your story, please?”

“Okay, okay,” said Nightbolt, though it sounded to me like he really just wanted to rant about kids these days. “Anyway, after our first month of training together, we discovered a supervillain had built a secret underground laboratory out in the West Texas wastes, well away from even Los Congrejos. This supervillain was Xavier Zuluaf, or, as he called himself, the Space Emperor.”

“I’ve never heard of him.”

“Few have. Unlike other supervillains, Xavier didn’t waste his time with robbing banks or hijacking cars. He had a ‘vision,’ as he called it, of uniting all humanity under his benevolent rule to create a space faring empire, which he would rule as the Space Emperor … whether we wanted it or not.”

“How did he plan to do that?” I said. “Create an army of robots to take over the world or something?”

“Nope,” said Nightbolt, shaking his head. “He intended to use the Rubber Ball to do it. He planned to use its hypnotic powers to sway the population of the world under his leadership and to organize the people to create the galaxy-spanning empire he dreamed of.”

“Did he make the Rubber Ball in his lab or something?”

“No. He claimed that on an expedition to Antarctica ten years ago, he and his team found an ancient city, supposedly built by a pre-human civilization millions of years ago. Inside a temple in that city, he said they found the corpse of an alien god, frozen in time, its brain perfectly preserved by the ice and coldness. They took the brain—which they called the Rubber Ball, due to its rubber-like properties—back to America, but Xavier killed all of his fellow expedition members when they got back.”

“Why?” I said in surprise. “This seems like a far too important scientific discovery to hide.”

“Xavier said it was because he didn’t think humanity was ready to learn that we aren’t alone in the universe, so he killed his friends to keep them from telling the general public about it,” said Nightbolt. “Truthfully, though, I think the Rubber Ball was talking then. I think it made him kill his friends so it would have time to come up with a plan to take over the world without having to worry about the government or some other group trying to stop it. Xavier probably thought it was all his idea.”

“So … it actually is the brain of a dead alien god from a pre-human civilization in Antarctica?”

Nightbolt shrugged. “Who knows? Dennis later told me he confirmed that Xavier really did go to Antarctica, but he couldn’t find any mention of what Xavier did or found there. I think he was probably lying or maybe had gone insane after so many years around the Rubber Ball. I have to admit, though, that I don’t think the Rubber Ball is of human origin, whatever it is and wherever it is really from.”

I gulped. “But you and Rubberman managed to beat him, right?”

“We did,” said Nightbolt, nodding. “Xavier wasn’t prepared for our arrival. He sent some of his ‘experiments’ to stop us, but even without powers, we took them down fairly easily. We confronted Xavier in the heart of his laboratory, where the Rubber Ball was. I will never forget what happened next, because it is easily one of the strangest things I’ve ever witnessed, and that’s saying something, given how old I am.”

“Then tell me.”

Nightbolt stared off into space for a few seconds, like he was trying to remember everything that happened. Or maybe was trying to put off having to relive that particular memory due to how strange it was.

“Xavier tried to unleash the power of the Rubber Ball,” said Nightbolt, still not looking at me directly. “He thought it would give him the godlike power he needed not only to destroy us, but also take over the world. Didn’t quite work out the way he thought it would, though.”

“He died?”

“Oh, not immediately,” said Nightbolt with a grim, humorless chuckle. “He ingested part of the Rubber Ball. He expected it to give him godlike power. Instead, his body turned into rubber.”

“Like Rubberman?”

“Similar, but not quite the same,” said Nightbolt. “His body turned into the kind of thin, stringy rubber that rubber bands are made out of. He was pretty shocked to find his body turned into rubber, especially when he collapsed into a pile of arms and legs all twisted together. He didn’t know how to control his powers, so he could only groan in pure agony at the fact that he was nothing more than a pile of rubber.”

I bit my lower lip. “That’s horrible.”

“You wouldn’t believe how horrible it was,” said Nightbolt with a shudder. “In all my years as a superhero and teacher, I’ve never seen something like that happen to a human being. And do you know what the worst thing was?”

I shook my head. “No, what?”

Nightbolt leaned forward, fear in his eyes. “I heard the Rubber Ball laughing at him. It wasn’t an audible sound; it was mental. Somehow, it projected its laughter into my mind, and I think into Dennis’ mind, too, though he didn’t talk about it too much. I think it unnerved him more than it did me, but regardless, I’ll remember that evil laughter for the rest of my life, however short it may be.”

I believed that. The Rubber Ball did seem to have a malicious intelligence inside it. Whether it was the mind of some alien god from some ancient pre-human civilization or a science experiment gone wrong, the fact was that that thing was pure evil.

“But if it’s so evil, why do you still have it?” I said. “How is it related to Rubberman? Why would he have anything to do with such a vile thing?”

Nightbolt sat back and sipped his water again. “Story’s not over yet, kid. I haven’t told you the ending—in all its horrid details—yet.”

I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the ending at this point, but I decided that I’d already heard most of the story, so I might as well hear the rest of it. “Okay, continue.”

Nightbolt cleared his throat. “Xavier didn’t die when his body turned into rubber. But he did know that his days were numbered. Dennis and I were going to take him to justice, but he didn’t want to go to jail. He knew that his dream of being the god of a space-faring human empire would never happen, so he activated his laboratory’s self-destruct feature. He intended to kill himself and take us with him.”

“But it didn’t work out that way, did it?”

“It did not. Dennis and I managed to escape before the lab caved in. Xavier ended up being buried alone in his lab, turning his laboratory into his own personal tomb. We never did see his body, but because there was no way he could have escaped, we figured he was dead. It helps that I haven’t heard any sign of him since the collapse of his lab six years ago.”

I nodded. It seemed likely to me that Nightbolt was right, but I wondered if Xavier had indeed somehow survived. If his body was made out of rubber, he might have been able to survive being crushed by thousands of pounds of rock and dirt. Of course, he would also actually need to figure out how to get out from underneath said rock, but there was always the possibility he did.

“Anyway, Dennis took the Rubber Ball with us before we left,” said Nightbolt. “I wanted us to leave it so it could be buried with Xavier, but Dennis insisted that it would be safer with us. He didn’t want to leave it anywhere someone, particular someone with malicious intent, could get it. I didn’t argue the point very much at the time, since, you know, we were trying to avoid getting buried alive, but to this day, I sometimes wonder if it would have been better to leave the Rubber Ball in the lab with Xavier where it would have been buried forever, maybe even outright destroyed.”

“So how did Rubberman get his powers?” I said. “Did he get them after you guys got out of the lab?”

Nightbolt nodded again. “Yes. When we escaped the lab, Dennis’ fingers were pricked by the Rubber Ball’s thorns.”

“Thorns?” I said. “It’s completely smooth.”

“It can create thorns anywhere on its body,” Nightbolt said. “That’s why I said don’t touch it. Probably the only reason you didn’t feel its thorns is because you were wearing gloves when you touched it.”

I looked down at my hands. My gloves looked perfectly normal, but I couldn’t help but feel thankful that I had somehow managed to avoid getting stung by the Ball. “What happened after Rubberman got stung?”

“His body turned to rubber, just like Xavier,” said Nightbolt. “And, like Xavier, he turned into a pile of twisted limbs on the ground. Had to drag him back to the house all by myself, in addition to the Rubber Ball itself.”

“How did he survive?” I said in shock. “Wouldn’t the shock of the transformation have killed him?”

“You’d think so, but Dennis is a very strong-willed man,” said Nightbolt, tapping the side of his head. “He was unconscious for a day or so, but when he regained consciousness, he managed to pull his body back together into a more normal shape. It took him the rest of his apprenticeship under me, however, before he fully gained control over his new body, which he used as the basis of his superhero name and business.”

“Why didn’t you take him to the hospital?” I asked. “If he was unconscious and his body was messed up—”

“No human doctor could fix him,” Nightbolt interrupted. “What would I have told the doctors, anyway? That Dennis was an ordinary man until he got pricked by a giant, living Rubber Ball, which infused him with its DNA and changed the very molecular structure of his whole body? Besides, like I said, he was unconscious for only a day. After that, he was fairly normal, though he was never quite the same, of course.”

“Are you telling me that Rubberman is actually part-alien?” I said. “Is that what you mean?”

“If you believe Xavier’s story about where the Rubber Ball came from, sure,” said Nightbolt with a shrug. “Like I said, all I know is that it is not from this world. Dennis asked me to keep it safe in the Basement, because he didn’t trust anyone else with knowledge of the Rubber Ball’s power or even existence.”

“Why not just destroy it?” I said. “If it’s really as bad as you say, then wouldn’t it be safer to destroy it outright?”

Nightbolt held up one finger. “Firstly, it’s a hardy little thing. You saw that yourself when you fired your lasers straight through it. You hurt it, probably hurt it more than anyone has in a long time, but it’s still alive and is slowly regenerating its center. It may not even be possible to destroy it.”

Then Nightbolt held up a second finger. “Secondly, it didn’t just give Dennis his powers. It also tied his life to its. If it is destroyed, Dennis will die, too.”

“How do you know that for sure?” I said. “If you’ve never tested it—”

“Because Dennis told me so,” Nightbolt interrupted again. “When he woke up, he told me that the Rubber Ball had spoken to him in his sleep. The Ball told him that his life was now intertwined with it. Therefore, if the Rubber Ball is ever destroyed, he’ll die with it.”

“What if it’s lying? Did that ever occur to you?”

“It did, but Dennis didn’t think it was. Given how much I trust Dennis’ judgment on these things, I decided to spare the damned thing. I didn’t want to risk Dennis’ life unnecessarily.”

I wasn’t sure if I agreed with Nightbolt or not, but it didn’t really matter, because I was now thinking about how I had nearly destroyed the Rubber Ball earlier. Had I successfully killed it with my eye lasers, Rubberman might have died, too, which would have made me responsible for his death. I had come this close to murdering Rubberman and I hadn’t even known it.

Nightbolt put the cap back on his water bottle. “Now you see why Dennis never told you his origin.”

“I do,” I said.

“As well, I hope you understand why I don’t want you poking around down there in the Basement,” said Nightbolt. “Most of that stuff is harmless, but there are a fair few things down there that are just as dangerous as the day I took them as my trophies. Best not to go down there unless you have to or I tell you to.”

“Yeah,” I said. I scratched the back of my head. “About the display cases and crates which were destroyed—”

“Don’t worry about them,” said Nightbolt, waving at me like he didn’t care. “I can replace those easily, though I’ll need help repackaging everything that was destroyed. And it’s getting late, for both you and me. You might be eighty years younger than me, but that doesn’t mean you can go without sleep forever.”

I suddenly yawned. “Yeah, you’re right. We can talk more about this in the morning, when we’ve both given it time to settle in our minds.”

“That’s the first wise thing you’ve said since you got here,” said Nightbolt. “Maybe there’s hope for you after all.”

I rolled my eyes, but said nothing. Instead, I rose from the chair and walked back to my room. When I got into my room, I threw off my costume and collapsed into my queen bed in my underwear, because I was too tired to put on my pajamas.

But I was not too tired to sense—to feel—the pull of the Rubber Ball back in the Basement. It was weaker up here than it was down there, but I still didn’t fall asleep for at least thirty minutes after I fell on my bed. Even then, my dreams were full of rubber balls bouncing everywhere, balls which kept hitting me no matter where I stood.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

“Where are we going?” I asked for the third time that afternoon. I looked up at the sun in the sky overhead. “It’s so hot today.”

Nightbolt—who was ahead of me—stopped and turned to face me. “You’ll see. It’s all part of your training. Just enjoy the walk.”

With that, Nightbolt turned around again and resumed walking toward our mysterious destination. I stood still for only a second before I resumed following him, though more reluctantly this time. My legs were starting to get sore from all of the walking we did, although that was partly due to the fact that my legs still hurt from the golden sword falling on top of them the night before. It didn’t help that I hadn’t gotten a very good night’s sleep due to the dreams about the bouncy balls I had, so I was draggier than usual.

Nightbolt, on the other hand, acted as if he was fifty or sixty years younger than he actually was. He had woken up early and burst into my room earlier blowing a loud horn in my ears, which caused me to fall out of bed. He then practically dragged me to the kitchen table to have breakfast and probably would have dragged me out of the house in my underwear if I hadn’t insisted on putting my Beams costume back on first. He waited patiently for me to put my costume on, and when I did, he told me we were going to hike to the location of our next training session. I asked him why we couldn’t just go to the Arena, but he told me that this next lesson he had to teach me couldn’t be taught very well in the Arena.

When Nightbolt said we were going to walk, I assumed that it would just be a short trip, but we had been walking for over half an hour already. Due to the fact that it was winter, it wasn’t as hot as it could have been, but it was still hotter than I would have liked. Again, Nightbolt did not seem bothered by the heat. He just marched on as cheerfully as ever, as if he had no cares in the world at all.

I had no idea how he could possibly be so upbeat and cheerful, especially after last night. He had the brain of a dead alien god in his basement; moreover, it was the evil brain of a dead alien god that could turn peoples’ bodies into rubber, a brain which probably had world domination on its mind. Then there was the fact that I had almost murdered Rubberman, a thought I still couldn’t shake, and I was starting to think that Nightbolt must have liked his drink, even though I hadn’t seen any evidence of beer in his house yet. Or maybe he did drugs; I’d heard that small towns had problems with illegal drugs, so maybe Nightbolt had his own stash hidden somewhere in his house.

But I really didn’t care why he was so excited. I took advantage of this time we spent hiking to think about what Nightbolt had told me last night. It was an incredible story he’d told me, but at the same time, it was probably true. Nightbolt was a pretty honest guy. I doubted he would lie to me, about this or about anything else. Most likely, the story was true.

That didn’t make it any easier to accept, though. Especially the part about the Rubber Ball being the perfectly preserved brain of some dead alien god. That sounded like something straight out of bad horror stories, but deep down, I sensed there was a lot of truth to that theory. It certainly explained why the Rubber Ball seemed both actively malicious and yet utterly alien in both appearance and behavior. Maybe someday I’d go to the Antarctica myself to find the city where Xavier supposedly found it, although right now I cared more about saving up money for my car than traveling out of the country.

But then there was the fact that Rubberman was basically only half human. I mean, it explained why he could stretch and twist his body like rubber, but it was still bizarre to think that my boss was not entirely human. Then again, considering how my boss’ ex-wife was a literal witch that could summon zombies to do her bidding, maybe I shouldn’t have found this so strange.

Thinking about Rubberman made me realize that he hadn’t called me at all since I left Golden City last week. Greta had called me—even my parents had called me once during the week—but Rubberman’s number had never appeared on my phone’s screen. Of course, Rubberman was still in the hospital, but the last time I saw him, he was perfectly capable of using the phone. Why hadn’t he called me to find out how my training was coming along? Was he busy with something else? Or did he trust Nightbolt enough that he didn’t feel the need to check on me, not even to make sure I had gotten there safely?

My thoughts were interrupted when Nightbolt said, “We’re here!”

I looked up to see where ‘here’ was.

We were now standing in front of an old, abandoned oil derrick, which I had somehow not noticed during our hike despite how large it was. It was incredibly rusted and also coated in a thick layer of sand and dust. I looked to the left and to the right, but I didn’t see anything else around here except for the derrick.

I looked at Nightbolt. “This is it?”

“This is it,” Nightbolt said, his smile never leaving his face. He gestured at the derrick. “This is my personal oil derrick. Used to pump oil back in the old days, but when this particular well dried up, it was abandoned. Came with the house when I bought it and haven’t seen any reason to get rid of it.”

I blinked and looked up at the derrick again, which I remembered seeing when I first came to Nightbolt’s house a week ago. “That’s, uh, cool. Let me guess, is it called the Derrick?”

Nightbolt looked at me like I was an idiot. “No, of course not. It’s just a derrick. Nothing special about it.”

“What?” I said. “If it’s just an ordinary derrick, then why did we hike half an hour to reach it?”

“Because this is where we’re going to train,” said Nightbolt. “What is it you kids say nowadays, ‘duh’?”

“No one says that anymore.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Nightbolt patted the oil derrick. “This is where we’re going to train, regardless of what kids these days say.”

I was starting to suspect that Nightbolt was trolling me now. “Okay, exactly how are we going to train? What will be my lesson for today?”

“Good question,” said Nightbolt. He readjusted his baseball cap. “Today, you’re going to learn how to use your powers to give you an edge in battle.”

“I already know how to do that,” I said. “I’ve used my laser beams loads of times to beat villains and criminals alike.”

“Likely in the most awkward way possible,” said Nightbolt. “While you do appear to have a decent grasp over your laser beams, I imagine you still haven’t used their entire potential yet. I’ve trained many empowered humans before, and each one has always come away with a new understanding of the limits and capabilities of their powers after training with me.”

I looked at the derrick again. “You sure this derrick is the best place to train?”

Nightbolt nodded. “Yes. I’d suggest not shooting your eye beams directly at the derrick itself, however. While the well it is attached to is dry, it still has some dried oil on it that could blow us to kingdom come if you’re not careful.”

I once again looked at the derrick, but this time stepped away. “Are you sure this is the best place to—”

“Yes, I am,” Nightbolt interrupted. “Anyway, before we start, describe the limits of your powers to me.”

I still wasn’t sure it made sense to train near a derrick covered with dried oil that could catch fire, but I said, “I can shoot lasers from my eyes. I can adjust their precision, from a pinpoint focus to a wide wave. My visor amplifies the strength of my eye beams, but even without my visor, my eye beams can blow up cars.”

“Are cars the biggest thing you’ve tried to blow up?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

Nightbolt tapped his chin. “I see. So you can’t shoot lasers from any other part of your body?”

I shrugged. “That I know of. And I don’t have any other powers, either, so don’t ask me about that.”

Nightbolt appeared to be thinking over what I told him. “You can probably do a lot more than that, I imagine.”

“How do you know?” I said. “Rubberman’s already trained me in how to use my powers, which is how we learned the limits I just described to you. If there was anything more to learn, I think we’d have discovered them already.”

“And how do you think Dennis discovered the full extent of his powers?” Nightbolt said. He jerked a thumb at his chest. “Me. I pushed him to his limits and figured out the full extent of his abilities. He used to think he could only stretch his limbs, but I helped him figure out that he could stretch literally every part of his body.”

“Oh,” I said. “Well, what else do you think my eye beams can do? Besides blow stuff up?”

“I have my theories, but we’ll need to test them first,” said Nightbolt.

He suddenly pointed at a rock in the distance. “See that rock? I want you to shoot it.”

I turned to look at the rock in question. It was probably about five hundred or so feet away from where we stood. It looked big, big enough that I couldn’t have missed it even if I tried.

I looked at Nightbolt again. “Just shoot it? What’s that going to prove? I already know I can shoot targets, especially ones as big as that one.”

“I forgot to mention the condition,” said Nightbolt. He held up one finger. “Close your eyes and try shooting.”

“What?” I said. I put one hand on my visor. “But if I do that, my lasers will have nowhere to go. They might even fry my eyelids or maybe will bounce off and destroy my eyes, if not my brain.”

“Do you know if that will happen for sure? Have you tried it?”

“Well, no, but it seems—”

“Then how do you know your lasers will blind you?” Nightbolt finished. “Maybe they will do something else. Might even make you stronger, for all we know. No way to know until we try. That’s how Dennis learned the extent of his abilities and that’s how you’ll learn yours.”

I wanted to tell Nightbolt that Rubberman didn’t have to risk losing his eyesight, but Nightbolt did not seem to be in the mood to argue, so I just decided to try. Maybe he was right and something good would come out of it. Or maybe I would finally stop needing to wear glasses because my eyes would explode and make my glasses useless.

With a reluctant sigh, I focused on the rock. Like I said, it was very big and not easy to miss, but I wanted to make sure I was aiming at it anyway. I didn’t want to miss and hit something else, such as the derrick, for example.

Once I was sure I had the rock in my sights, I slowly closed my eyes. Soon, I could not see anything, although I still heard the wind blowing around me.

“Closed your eyes yet?” asked Nightbolt. “Can’t see your face thanks to your visor.”

“Yes, I’ve closed my eyes,” I said. “What next?”

“Just shoot your lasers like normal,” said Nightbolt. “Don’t over think it. Over thinking is the bane of all successful superheroes and sidekicks.”

“What if I hurt myself?”

“Then it will be an important lesson.”

I would have opened my eyes to look at Nightbolt in disbelief, but I didn’t want him shouting at me or possibly hitting me over the head for disrespecting him.

Thus, I focused on charging my eye beams. My eyes began to heat up, as they always did whenever I was preparing a blast. My eyelids wanted to open, but I kept them shut as firmly as I could. My eyes got hotter and hotter, but that was mostly because I hadn’t opened my eyelids. It didn’t hurt just yet, but it was uncomfortable, and getting more so all the time.

Nonetheless, I was getting genuinely curious about what the effects of firing my lasers with my eyes closed would have on me. I thought it would be just like covering the barrel of a gun and then shooting it, but I was now starting to wonder if it would have different effects. I was about to find out.

“Ready to fire yet, kid?” said Nightbolt. “Come on. We don’t have all day.”

“Almost …” I said, my voice slightly strained due to the effort I was putting in keeping my eyes closed. “Just a little while longer … a little while longer and—”

All of a sudden, Nightbolt slapped me in the back hard. The sudden impact caused me to stagger forward. At the same time, it also shattered my concentration, causing me to unleash my eye beams at my eyelids.

My eye beams bounced off my eyelids and hit my brain. That was the best way I could describe; I couldn’t actually see the process at work, but I could feel it nonetheless.

But my brain didn’t explode, like I feared. Nor did it get overheated or fried. What happened next was unexpected.

A shudder ran through my body and my eyes snapped open. I looked at Nightbolt, but I could see him more clearly than before. The not-quite-washed-out stains on his white shirt … the tiny holes in his coveralls … the way his wrinkles stretched whenever he move his lips … it was startling and almost overwhelming.

“Beams?” said Nightbolt uncertainly. “Are you okay? Your eyes didn’t explode in your helmet, did they?”

“Yeah, no, I’m fine,” I said. I was panting slightly, even though I’d been standing still for the last few minutes. “I can see you. I can see everything, see everything so clearly. Like watching a high definition movie.”

“Is that all you feel?” said Nightbolt. “You sound like you’re out of it.”

“I’m fine,” I said, although even I was aware of the dreaminess in my voice. “I just …”

All of a sudden, a burst of energy ran through my legs. It felt like my lasers were going through my legs and, with a yell, I leaped into the air. I leaped up higher than I’d ever leaped before, going well above Nightbolt, who could only stare up at me in shock as I soared. I landed on top of the derrick and would have jumped again if there had been anything else to jump onto. As it was, the derrick was the tallest thing in the area, although I considered jumping for the cloudless sky anyway, maybe even jumping into the sun itself.

“Whoa, kid,” said Nightbolt below. He was looking up at me with one hand on his hat. “Didn’t know you could jump so high. I thought you said you only had the ability to shoot lasers from your eyes, not leap a building in a single bound.”

That last thing he said—leap a building in a single bound—snapped me out of the madness that had clouded my mind. All of a sudden, I realized I was standing on an oil derrick well above the ground, which afforded a nice view of the surrounding area, but at the same time, my fear of heights kicked in. Gasping in terror, I whirled around, unsure how I got up here, lost my balance, and fell to the ground below.

I landed flat on my back on the ground. It wasn’t a very far fall, but it still jarred my senses anyway. Gasping, I sat up and rubbed the back of my head. My eyes suddenly hurt, causing them to tear up, tears I tried to blink away. But they just got worse and worse, so I ripped off my helmet and wiped them off with my hands.

“Well, now,” said Nightbolt, who stood over me with his arms crossed in front of his chest. “Quite an impressive display of power there. What happened?”

Still blinking away the tears, I looked up at Nightbolt in confusion. “What do you mean, what happened? You were watching the whole thing. You saw everything I did. You know what happened.”

Nightbolt shrugged. “All I saw was you suddenly gain the ability to jump onto an oil derrick like you weigh nothing. Tell me what happened after you fired your beams into your eyelids.”

Still rubbing the back of my head, I tried to remember. “Ugh, my memory is … foggy. I remember my lasers bouncing back against my eyelids and into my brain. Then I could see clearly and suddenly felt like I could jump to the moon if I wanted. Felt like my lasers energized my body, made me faster.”

“Very interesting,” said Nightbolt. “Very interesting, indeed.”

My eyes had stopped tearing up now, so I looked up at Nightbolt again and said, “What’s so interesting about it? Do you know what this means?”

“It means your powers aren’t just shooting beams from your eyes,” said Nightbolt, gesturing at his own eyes with two of his fingers. “It means they can give you more power than you know what to do with, even if only for a little while. It seems like your powers can give you brief bursts of extra strength and energy.”

I perked up. “Does that mean we’re done training for the day?”

“Nope,” said Nightbolt, shaking his head. He pointed up at the derrick again. “We’re going to try that again. And this time, try not to fall off. I don’t want to have to take you to the hospital because you lost your nerve. We’ll do this all day.”

Sighing, I nonetheless rose to my feet and dusted off my legs. This was going to be a long day, that was for sure, and an even longer week.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

As I expected, the rest of the week was long. Nightbolt kept having me shoot my lasers against my eyelids time and again, forcing me to go into that weird powered up state where I could jump up onto the oil derrick. We didn’t just train at the derrick, however; we went to the Arena, which was taller than the derrick, and discovered that I could jump up there with no problem as well. We also discovered that my powered up form was faster than I normally was; when I was powered up, I could run from the house to the oil derrick in less than fifteen minutes, although I found it hard to maintain this powered up form for longer than that.

Nightbolt still wouldn’t say what he thought my actual powers were. All he’d do was observe my actions, give me a few tips to improve my performance, and make vague, unhelpful comments like “Interesting” or “I thought so.” He reminded me heavily of Rubberman, who, like Nightbolt, had this tendency to keep his theories to himself until he had enough facts to share. Maybe that was where Rubberman got that tendency from.

In any case, by the end of my second week at Nightbolt’s, I was dead tired. While my powered up form always made me feel awake and alert, it always left me exhausted afterward. I always managed to find enough energy to give Greta a call, and sometimes my parents, but even then, most of my calls were pretty short because I just didn’t have enough energy to talk. I would exchange a few words with them, ask how they were doing and how things were in Golden City, but that’s all, and nothing else.

No news about the Vigilante Legion, according to Greta. It sounded as though the Vigilante Legion, for all of its threats, might very well be nothing more than a paper tiger. I thought about telling Greta about the aliens during our calls, but I decided that Greta did not need to worry about that. I certainly didn’t mention the Rubber Ball to her, either, although I sensed that that came from more of a strangely selfish desire to keep it to myself than anything.

Because the Rubber Ball was calling out to me. I was always too tired to go down and visit it, of course, and after my disastrous time down there, I didn’t think Nightbolt would let me anywhere near the Basement anymore. Still, I couldn’t deny that the Rubber Ball was calling for me to come and take it. Some days the call was weaker and some days it was stronger; nonetheless, it was always there, like an itch that just doesn’t go away. I would never mention this to Nightbolt, of course, but I thought he might be aware of it, because he was always very careful not to let me near the gun cabinet where the Basement’s open switch was whenever we went to the Arena.

Speaking of the Rubber Ball, we did not see any more alien shenanigans over the week, either. They did not appear during the day or night, and the Gonzales family did not report any alien activity, either. I didn’t see the two government agents, Camel and Jake, but Nightbolt said that that was normal, given how those two only showed up after aliens appeared, never before.

That was why we were surprised when, on the last day of the week (which was our day off from training), we heard a knock at the door. Nightbolt was in the kitchen, washing the dishes we’d used for lunch, while I was in the living room, napping on one of the red recliners, while Spike lay on the floor next to the recliner. His leg had healed up pretty quickly after the alien attack, to the point where he was able to walk without needing any help, although he did have a slight limp and sometimes would whine in the night suddenly like he was having a terrible nightmare. Still, Spike appeared to be getting better, which was good, because Spike was an old dog and I sometimes thought he didn’t have much longer to live.

The sudden knock at the door made me look over my shoulder at the door, while Spike raised his head and made a small but serious ‘woof,’ like he was warning whoever was at the door to stay away. The knocking, however, did not stop; it actually became more insistent, as if whoever was knocking really needed to come in.

“Hold on, hold on, I’m coming,” said Nightbolt as he walked out of the kitchen, drying off his hands with a small hand towel. “Hold your horses, I’m coming!”

Realizing that it might be a stranger, I quickly slipped my helmet back onto my head and fastened the clasps just as Nightbolt opened the front door and said, “Who is it?”

Craning my neck, I looked around Nightbolt to see two very familiar men in black suits standing on the front porch: Agents Camel and Jake. Agent Camel was leaning against the frame of the door, his familiar smirk never leaving his lips, while Agent Jake stood a few feet away, his arms folded over his chest, his expression as inscrutable as ever. This time, both of them wore sunglasses, sunglasses dark enough to hide their eyes.

“Hey there, Nightbolt,” said Agent Camel, flashing Nightbolt a friendly smile. “Been a while since we were last here. How are you doing?”

“Fine, Camel,” said Nightbolt in a voice that made it clear he didn’t like talking to them. “What do you want?”

“Want? You make us sound so cold,” said Camel. He nodded at Jake. “Jake and I just got finished with lunch and decided to come by and visit you like good neighbors. Isn’t that right, Jake?”

Jake didn’t nod, smile, or do anything to show that he had even heard Camel. I was under the impression that Jake found Camel’s jokes just as cringe worthy as we did, but he had long since accepted that Camel would not stop cracking them.

“Cut the crap, Camel,” said Nightbolt. “I know how you two feel about me. You’re here for another reason, aren’t you?”

“Well, I suppose we also have a work-related reason for being here,” said Camel. “Right, Jake?”

Jake nodded this time. “Yes. Aliens.”

“Aliens indeed, old buddy,” said Camel. He looked at Nightbolt again. “Specifically, aliens here. On your property.”

Nightbolt became very still, like a cat about to run. “What do you mean, aliens on my property? I have never been visited by aliens before.”

“That’s not what we heard on the grapevine,” said Camel. “According to our sources, an alien was spotted on your property last week, near that old barn of yours you call the Colosseum or whatever. Allegedly, the alien was spotted very early in the morning on Monday, so it’s possible that you and your trainee were asleep when it came here.”

“Perhaps we were,” said Nightbolt stiffly. “Both of us are heavy-sleepers. So is Spike, for that matter.”

“Really?” said Camel. “I’ve never owned a dog that sleeps well whenever there are intruders. Of course, your dog is getting rather old, so maybe that’s why he sleeps so well. Don’t you agree, Jake?”

No response from Jake this time, except a slight, impatient nod as if to say Get on with it.

“Anyway,” Camel continued, “we wanted to take a look around your property, see if we can find any clues about the alien, clues we could take back to our base to study. If we can find even a tiny sliver of DNA, that might help us understand these aliens better, don’t you agree?”

“Assuming your ‘sources’ are correct about the alien at all,” said Nightbolt. “Maybe someone is leading you on a wild goose chase.”

“Nah, not possible,” said Camel, shaking his head. “We’re very particular about our sources. Trust me, we know that there was an alien on your property, even if you don’t.”

“What took you so long to investigate these rumors?” said Nightbolt. “If that alien was on my property last week, then all DNA traces of it might be gone. Might be no more clues for you to find.”

“We had to get permission from our boss back in D.C.,” said Camel, jerking his head back as if to indicate the direction of the capital. “Government protocol, you understand. This is the first time we’ve actually heard of an alien running around on Earth, so we have to be careful about how we approach it.”

I didn’t say anything, nor did I move. I didn’t want to distract Nightbolt or draw the attention of the two agents to myself. Spike was quiet, too, but based on the way he was looking at his master, he was quite clearly waiting for Nightbolt to give him the go-ahead to attack the agents.

“Well, I’m not sure I want you two wandering around my property,” said Nightbolt. “I am still not entirely convinced that there was ever really an alien on it, after all. Plus, I value my privacy.”

Camel chuckled. “Ah, privacy. I remember when I had that. Don’t you, Jake?”

Jake shrugged, as if it didn’t matter to him one way or another if he remembered having privacy or not.

“Right,” said Camel, as if Jake had responded. He looked at Nightbolt again. “Listen, Nightbolt, this is all just to be polite. We already have a warrant to search your property, so we could just go and start poking around right now if we want. We just wanted to let you know so you wouldn’t shoot us with that old shotgun of yours.”

“I don’t see a warrant,” said Nightbolt.

But even before he finished that sentence, Camel drew a piece of paper from his jacket and held it up for Nightbolt to see. I couldn’t see it myself, but given how Nightbolt did not slap it out of Camel’s hands, I assumed that it was legitimate.

“Anyway, we’re going to go and start looking now,” said Camel as he folded up the warrant and put it back in his jacket pocket. “We won’t be long, because your place isn’t all that big. We’ll mostly just check the area around the barn and back of the house. Probably won’t even take us an hour, if that.”

Nightbolt nodded stiffly. “Very well. If you need any help, I will be in the house.”

“Sure,” said Camel. He turned to go, but then stopped and, looking over his shoulder, “Oh, and one last thing—”

But I didn’t get to find out what that ‘one last thing’ was before Nightbolt slammed the door shut on Camel’s face. He stood there for a moment, seething in anger, before taking a deep breath and walking over to me. He sat down in the other recliner and rubbed his forehead, while Spike got up and sat down on the floor near him, nudging his foot with his nose as if trying to make Nightbolt feel better.

“Uh,” I said, somewhat awkwardly, because I didn’t know what to say. “Well, that was unexpected.”

“Unexpected is the understatement of the year,” said Nightbolt. He leaned back in his chair, his legs spread out like an umbrella. “I didn’t expect those two to show up like that. How could they have known about the alien?”

“They said they had sources—”

“Bull,” said Nightbolt. “’Sources’ is what hack reporters say whenever they want to push a narrative. Those two don’t have sources.”

“Then how did they find out about the alien?” I asked. I spoke in a low voice, because for all I knew Camel and Jake might be standing outside the living room windows even now, listening in to our conversation. “Someone had to have told them.”

“I didn’t,” said Nightbolt. “And I bet that you didn’t, either.”

“Yeah, I didn’t,” I said. I looked down at Spike. “And I doubt Spike did, too.”

Spike looked at me when I said his name. He looked a little anxious, maybe because Nightbolt was anxious or maybe because he wanted to run out of the house and chase those two agents off. I was glad that Nightbolt hadn’t sicced Spike on them, because I had a feeling that neither Camel nor Jake would hesitate to shoot a dog that was trying to attack them.

“Someone did,” said Nightbolt. “But who? No one else saw the alien when it attacked. We haven’t even told anyone about it.”

“Do you think someone is spying on us?” I said. I looked around the living room suddenly. “Maybe Camel and Jake bugged the house at some point and are listening into our conversations even now.”

Nightbolt shook his head. “Stop being an idiot, kid. Those two haven’t bugged my house. And I would know, because before I became a superhero, I was a government spy myself and learned how to identify if a room has been bugged or not. Trust me, this house has no bugs.”

“You were a spy?” I said in surprise. “What agency did you work for?”

“None of your business,” Nightbolt replied. “And even if it was your business, it’s irrelevant. Somehow, some way, someone learned about the alien and told the government about it.”

I halfway rose from my chair in alarm. “What if those two guys discover the Basement? Shouldn’t we go out to make sure they don’t find it?”

“They won’t find it,” said Nightbolt. “It’s too well-hidden. They have no reason to open the gun cabinet, because they’ve got no reason to believe that the alien was even inside the Arena. The alien’s webbing disintegrated last week, meaning they won’t find anything.”

“Oh,” I said as I sat down again. “Then what are we worried about?”

“Whoever is spying on us,” said Nightbolt. He put his hands together. “From now on, we’ll need to be very careful about what we do around here. It’s clear that someone is watching us, though who and why, I don’t know.”

I tried to think of who could have possibly seen the alien, but my mind kept drawing a blank. “What should we do, then? How do we draw out a spy?”

“I don’t know,” said Nightbolt. “The best we can do is keep an eye out for anything suspicious. If you see anything that doesn’t look right, investigate it or tell me about it so I can investigate it myself.”

I nodded, but deep down, I wasn’t sure that would do any good. If we hadn’t seen this spy so far, I doubted we’d find them now. It was possible that the spy had even already fled, if he wasn’t watching us right now. I wondered what else our spy knew. Did the spy know my secret identity? If so, what would he do with that knowledge? Would he use it against us at some point? Or, more specifically, against me?

My thoughts were interrupted by my phone ringing. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and saw that Rubberman was calling me. It was the first time Rubberman had called me since I left Golden City, though I thought this was an odd time of day to make a phone call.

Nonetheless, I answered the phone and, placing it against the side of my helmet, I said, “Hey, boss! Long time, no see. How are—”

“Beams, are you alone?” came Rubberman’s voice over the phone. He did not sound panicked, but he did sound as if he was in a hurry.

Frowning, I said, “No, why?”

“I need to talk to you alone,” said Rubberman. “Get into another room. This is urgent.”

“Uh, okay,” I said. “Just hold on a sec.”

Apologizing to Nightbolt for having to get up and leave, I jumped out of my chair and went to my room. Closing the door behind me, I took off my helmet and held my phone against my ear again. “Okay, Rubberman, I’m alone. What’s the problem?”

There was silence at the other end for a brief second, but then Rubberman said, “Shawna is back. And I think she’s trying to kill me again.”
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“Shawna?” I said, in surprise, holding the phone closer to my ear. “You mean the Necromantress?”

“She’ll always be Shawna to me,” said Rubberman, “but yes, she’s back.”

I looked around my room instinctively; even though I was alone, I still remembered Nightbolt’s theory about the spy and wondered if the spy was listening in on my conversation this very instant. “But didn’t she leave Golden City after she helped us defeat Iron Angel? I thought she was going to be gone for a while.”

Rubberman chuckled. “Shawna will never leave me alone until the day I die. Even then, she might reanimate my corpse and beat it into pulp just out of principle.”

“How do you know she’s back?” I said. “Has she tried to attack you?”

“Not yet,” said Rubberman, “but I’ve started reading reports about corpses disappearing from graveyards all around Texas, including here in Golden City. The police seem to think that there is a serial grave robber going around the state, but it’s my belief that Shawna is going around Texas digging up these corpses for her own dark magic. I told Chief Williams as much when he came to visit me in the hospital this morning.”

“Damn it,” I said. “I thought she was going to leave you alone until you got out of the hospital.”

“So far, she has,” said Rubberman, “but she’s also been stealing corpses from morgues around the state, too. I figure she’s going to try to assassinate me with one of her zombies, perhaps dressed up as a nurse or doctor, while I’m sleeping in my bed here in the hospital.”

“Would she really try to kill you that way?”

“Shawna is willing to do anything to kill me,” said Rubberman. “The better question to ask is, what won’t she do to kill me?”

I leaned against my door, troubled. “Well, what am I supposed to do about it? Do you want me to come back to Golden City and provide you with some protection or something?”

“No, that won’t be necessary,” said Rubberman. “You need to complete your training with Nightbolt. I just wanted to let you know so you would not be surprised if you come back to Golden City and run into her. I’ll be fine for now.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. The hospital security has assured me that they won’t let Shawna anywhere near me. They’ve also got a system in place to verify the identities of doctors, nurses, and other hospital employees who may try to visit me, so even if she does send a zombie after me, it may not get very far before a security guard stops it.”

“I hope so,” I said. “How are you holding up? Are you healing well?”

“Yes, though I still have two weeks before they’ll release me,” said Rubberman. “It’s been incredibly boring. Not much to do around here. Can’t do much business because the doctor doesn’t want me to overexert myself, not even in bed. I’ve had to rely on Adams to do a lot of my work, but there’s only so much he can do, given how he’s still recovering from the wounds Iron Angel inflicted on him.”

“I know,” I said. “It’s good to hear that Adams is doing better, at least.”

“Yes, but like I said, he’s still not as well as he used to be,” said Rubberman. “He may be tough, but he’s still an old man with an old man’s body. I’m surprised he can even still walk, to be honest, but that’s Adams for you.”

I nodded before realizing that Rubberman couldn’t see me. “Right. Has there been any news about the Vigilante Legion?”

“Not much, from what I’ve heard,” said Rubberman. “But that means nothing. After their loss a few weeks ago, I expect that the Legion is still regrouping, maybe even recruiting new members to join their cause.”

“Maybe Iron Angel’s defeat crippled them forever,” I said hopefully. “He was the leader and founder of the group, wasn’t he? The organization can’t survive without him, can it?”

“We don’t know that for sure,” said Rubberman. “Given how intelligent Iron Angel is, I would be surprised if he didn’t put some contingencies in place to allow the Legion to keep functioning in the event of his capture or arrest.”

My shoulders slumped. “Meaning he might have a second-in-command to keep things moving even if he isn’t there?”

“Most likely,” said Rubberman, nodding. “I expect the Legion to attack again sometime soon. It feels like a storm is gathering on the outskirts, a storm that will strike the city like a hurricane. I don’t know when or where it will first strike, but I’ve already directed Adams to put some emergency measures in place so we’ll be ready for whatever comes.”

“Emergency measures?” I said. “Like what?”

“You’ll find out later when you get back from Los Congrejos,” said Rubberman. “Speaking of Los Congrejos, how is your training going? Is Nightbolt keeping you busy?”

“That’s a mild way to put it,” I said. I rubbed my back. “He’s working me like a mule. Barely have time to do anything else except train, eat, and sleep.”

“Sounds like the old man hasn’t changed one bit,” said Rubberman with a light chuckle. “He treated me the same way. Nightbolt’s never been a man to believe in half-measures. He always goes all the way and he expects the same thing from his trainees.”

“Yeah, I’m not complaining at all,” I said, shaking my head. “But it’s a lot different from training with you, that’s for sure, though kind of similar.”

“Yes, his training is a lot more brutal and intense than mine,” said Rubberman. “But Nightbolt is a lot more brutal and intense than me in a lot of ways. Comes from his time as a superhero, I think. Back in the early days, brutality and intensity was a lot more important than it is now.”

“Really? Why?”

“Because most criminals didn’t take superheroes very seriously back in the old days. They looked at the tights and capes and masks and thought the early superheroes were all jokes. Hence why the earliest superheroes had to be tougher than modern ones. Nightbolt told me that when he trained me.”

Suddenly, I understood why Nightbolt’s training was so much more intense than Rubberman’s. Nightbolt was training me the same way he must have been trained when he was younger, although now that I thought about it, Nightbolt must have had to train himself, given how he was one of the first legal superheroes and probably didn’t have any mentor of his own.

“I see,” I said. “Guess they kind of had to back then, didn’t they?”

“Yep,” said Rubberman. He sighed. “Unfortunately, because supervillains and criminals have wised up to just how strong superheroes can be since then, it means they’ve become tougher themselves. But that’s just the way things are. No point in whining about it.”

“Right,” I said. “Nightbolt’s been a pretty good trainer. He’s even helped me understand my powers better.”

“No surprise there,” said Rubberman. “Without Nightbolt’s training, I probably wouldn’t know even half as much about how my powers work as I do now. Despite being powerless, he’s got a real talent for helping empowered humans learn the limits of their own abilities.”

I nodded, but this discussion about Nightbolt’s teaching methods made me think about the Rubber Ball. Rubberman still didn’t know that I knew the origin of his powers. He had probably been intending to tell me it himself sometime, but because Nightbolt told me about it already, I wondered if I should tell Rubberman I knew it or not. He hadn’t mentioned the Rubber Ball himself, of course, but that didn’t mean I shouldn’t.

“I know,” I said. “But I really can’t wait to get back to Golden City. Los Congrejos is pretty boring, to be honest. Not much to do out here except stare at cows all day.”

“Doesn’t sound like much has changed around there since I was last there,” said Rubberman. “Has Nightbolt told you about the aliens yet?”

I almost dropped my phone. “The what?”

“The aliens,” Rubberman repeated. “Or, at least, the rumors of aliens. Haven’t you heard about them?”

“Um, I think so,” I said carefully. “But I’ve been too busy training to pay attention to them.”

“Odd,” said Rubberman. “The alien rumors were one of the first things I learned about when I trained there. It was all anyone could talk about, especially the abduction which happened just before my visit.”

I frowned. “Abduction? What are you talking about? Nightbolt didn’t tell me about any abduction that happened before you visited.”

“I guess it was six years ago, so it’s probably slipped his mind,” said Rubberman. “Nightbolt is what, ninety-six-years-old or something now? He’s probably forgotten more than I’ve learned.”

My frown deepened. Nightbolt had told me that the current alien activities had started about a year ago, which was also the same time that the two government agents arrived, but if Rubberman was telling the truth, then these alien activities had been happening for much longer than I had been led to believe. “Tell me about it, boss. I’m listening.”

“Okay,” said Rubberman. “Six years ago, there was an alien abduction in the town of Los Congrejos. This happened about a week before I arrived, so I didn’t get to witness the early parts, but I did get to see some of the later parts, though the abduction was pretty much over by the time I got there.”

“Did you actually see the aliens themselves?”

“No, though I was told that Nightbolt had. All I saw was the aftermath; even then, it was hard to get information about it from the people because no one wanted to talk about it. There are still a few areas I don’t know much about, but I have a pretty good understanding of what happened, which I slowly pieced together during my stay at Nightbolt’s place.”

“Then get on with the story. I’m listening.”

“All right. As I said, six years ago, one of the inhabitants of Los Congrejos was abducted by aliens. She was supposedly abducted during the night, while she was sleeping on the roof of her house due to how hot it was that night. A handful of people reported seeing a ring-shaped spaceship appear over the house, but most people did not see or hear anything. The abduction seemed to happen without many witnesses.”

“What happened to the woman who got abducted?”

“She was found the next day, wandering around half-naked through the streets of Los Congrejos. She was confused, scared, and babbling about ‘the brain,’ but no one knew what she meant. She also kept alternating between English and Spanish; she was of Mexican descent, but Nightbolt told me it was like the woman was trying to speak both languages at once.”

The brain … I thought about the Rubber Ball and what Xavier Zuluaf had said about it. Was there a connection between this event that happened six years ago and the Rubber Ball?

“I actually saw the woman myself during my training,” said Rubberman. “She seemed mostly sane when I saw her, but she didn’t want to talk about her experiences with the aliens. She wouldn’t even talk to her husband or daughter about it. She kept to her house, never leaving it, although she claimed that the aliens kept trying to break into her house at night. No one else ever saw the aliens, however, so the assumption was that she probably just heard stray cats out her window at night and mistook them for aliens trying to get her.”

“This woman,” I said, “what happened to her? Do you know if she’s still alive?”

Rubberman’s voice became grim. “Ah, no. She committed suicide about a month later. She was found lying in her bed, looking like she’d died from shock. The Los Congrejos police ruled her death a suicide, though as I recall, there was no clue that she’d harmed herself. It was like she had woken up, seen something awful, and died right on the spot. I remember because Nightbolt and I went to her funeral, because the woman’s husband was a good friend of Nightbolt. Quite sad, because her husband was a good man and their daughter was cute, but I suppose things like that happen even to the best of families at times.”

I nodded. “This woman, what was her name? Do you remember?”

“Hold on, let me think, because it’s been a while since I thought about her,” said Rubberman. “Ah, I remember now. Yes, her name was Maria Gonzales. Her husband was named Jose and their daughter, who was about ten at the time, was Teresa.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

I said nothing, mostly because I realized that Rubberman was talking about the Gonzales family. The woman who had been abducted by the aliens was Teresa’s mom. I had wondered where Teresa’s mother was, but I guess I now knew it.

Still, I was surprised to hear about this story. It threw the events of the last two weeks into a completely different light. There was a lot more stuff going on than I originally thought, it seemed, and I was now starting to believe there was a connection between the Rubber Ball and the aliens, although right now the thought was still pretty vague and insubstantial.

“Beams?” said Rubberman, snapping me out of my reverie. “Are you still there? Hello?”

“Yes, boss, I’m still here,” I said. “Sorry. I was just thinking about how sad this story was.”

“Very sad, I agree,” said Rubberman. “It put a damper on things for a while. Nightbolt, in particular, seemed very moody, probably because he’s close with the Gonzales family, so losing Maria was like losing a daughter to him. But there were no more alien abductions or activities after that, at least none that I ever heard about. The rest of my time in Los Congrejos was spent training and learning how to use my powers.”

“Yeah, I know,” I said, nodding, though I wasn’t paying strict attention to him. “The Rubber Ball and all that.”

“The what?” said Rubberman, his tone suddenly sharp.

I realized too late that I’d said something I shouldn’t; nonetheless, I said, in an attempt at damage control, “Oh, it was nothing, I—”

“You mentioned the Rubber Ball,” said Rubberman. It was a statement, not a question. “Did Nightbolt show it to you? Did he tell you about it?”

“N-No,” I said, my voice shaking despite myself. “I mean, I saw it, but he didn’t specifically take me down to the Basement to show it to me. I just saw it by accident.”

“But you know that it gave me my powers,” said Rubberman. “Right?”

“Uh …” I gulped. “Yes.”

Rubberman was silent for a short time, although it felt like an eternity to me, and then he suddenly said, “I guess you know how I got my powers, then.”

“Yes, I do,” I said. “Sorry. I was just so curious—”

“It’s not a problem,” said Rubberman. “I was planning to tell you at some point anyway. I wish Nightbolt would not have told you, but what’s done is done, so no point in crying over spilled milk.”

“Yeah, I agree,” I said. “Not like I can stop knowing about it or anything, right?”

“Right,” said Rubberman, though he didn’t sound very pleased. “Then you know not to touch it, right?”

“Uh,” I said, “I may have touched it once.”

“Once?”

“But I know better now,” I said quickly. “I feel no desire to touch it again. I’m content to let it stay in its display case in the Basement forever.”

That wasn’t exactly true. The Rubber Ball still called out to me. True, its call wasn’t as strong as it could have been, but I couldn’t deny that it was still there and that it was stronger at some times than others. But I didn’t want Rubberman to worry about me, not on top of all of the other things he had to worry about.

“Good,” said Rubberman, who did not seem to have noticed I lied. “It should be destroyed, but … well, I’m sure Nightbolt already explained why we can’t do that.”

“He did,” I said. “And you don’t have to worry about it, either, because it is still down in its display case in the Basement. Absolutely no one will be able to get their hands on it.”

“Excellent,” said Rubberman. “Anyway, I need to end this call. My nurse is going to change my bandages and after that I’ll probably take a nap. You stay safe, okay?”

“Sure thing, boss,” I said.

“But before I hang up, I have one last thing to tell you,” said Rubberman. “Don’t let your guard down around the Rubber Ball. Maybe you don’t feel compelled to touch it again, but it is very sneaky. It won’t attack you directly. It will work on you slowly, surely, and subtly, so be careful and vigilant.”

“I will, boss, I will.”

“Good,” said Rubberman. “Good bye, then, and tell the old man hi for me.”

With that, Rubberman hung up. I lowered my phone to my side, but I did not leave my room to talk to Nightbolt, because I was still thinking about what Rubberman told me about the aliens.

There had been an alien abduction six years ago, well before any of the current ones. The victim had been Maria Gonzales, the wife of Jose and the mother of Teresa, who were still suffering from alien abductions even now. Not only that, but Maria had mentioned something about ‘the brain’ when she was found, and Xavier Zuluaf had said that the Rubber Ball was the brain of a dead alien god in Antarctica. That alien that had attacked the house had been near the Arena, where the Rubber Ball was kept.

Things were starting to become clearer to me now, but at the same time, I still didn’t quite understand how it all fit. Most importantly, I wondered why Nightbolt had neglected to mention that first abduction to me and why the Gonzales family was apparently still being targeted by the same aliens even six years later. Either Nightbolt had not seen it as important enough to share with me or he had a deeper reason for not telling me about that abduction. I doubted it was anything sinister, but I still worried that it might not exactly be noble, either.

I thought I knew what was going on here, but with this new information, I felt like I was back at square one. I considered asking Nightbolt about this, but given how he had not mentioned it even once since I started training with him, I doubted I would get a straight answer from him. I’d need to find someone else who might be willing to give me more information about this abduction, because I felt like if I could figure it out, I would understand everything that went on around here.

But who? I couldn’t go to Agents Camel and Jake. From what Rubberman said, it sounded like those two had not been involved in this abduction; and besides, I didn’t trust them. Camel was too friendly and amicable, while Jake was too quiet. Likely they’d just lie to me or try to use me to further their own agendas.

But I knew of no one else in the area who might be able to fill me in on the details of this first abduction other than Nightbolt and the agents. Perhaps I’d never learn the truth at all, or maybe I would need to run an Internet search. Nightbolt’s Internet connection wasn’t very strong out here, true, but I had to make it work. I already knew some keywords that could help me find any news stories about this; for example, I could use Maria Gonzales’ name.

Wait a minute. Maria Gonzales … of course. Maybe I couldn’t talk to Nightbolt or the agents about this, but there were two people who would know more about this abduction than anyone else, and at least one of them would be willing to talk to me:

Jose and Teresa Gonzales, Maria’s surviving husband and daughter. If anyone knew facts about this abduction that weren’t available to the general public, it would have to be them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

But I didn’t get a chance to go to the Gonzales ranch that day. For one, Nightbolt wanted me to stay at the house while Agents Camel and Jake searched the property, because he didn’t want either of them to suspect that we had done anything wrong. For another, Jose didn’t like superheroes or sidekicks very much, so even if Nightbolt had allowed me to leave, it didn’t seem likely that Jose would allow me to visit him.

I didn’t need to visit Jose, however, to find out what I wanted to know about the abduction. I wanted to talk to Teresa. Jose may not have cared much for sidekicks or superheroes, but Teresa seemed to like me all right. I hadn’t spoken to her since the incident in the Basement, but I figured that she might still be willing to talk to me. It wasn’t like I was going to ask her to go back into the Basement again. I just wanted to know a few facts about something that happened to her mother a while ago.

Of course, actually contacting Teresa to set up a time and place to meet was a challenge, because when my third week of training with Nightbolt began, I once again found myself thrown into a crazy schedule of non-stop training. This week, we trained in the Arena again, where we did a combination of martial arts training and power training. We’d train my physical combat abilities in the morning, my powers in the afternoon, and then a combination of both in the evening. As a result, I learned more than a few new skills which would be helpful in fighting supervillains.

Unfortunately, I was still exhausted by the end of each day. I never had time to go out and visit Teresa, but I was still determined to talk to her. So on the second day of the week, early in the morning before Nightbolt got up, I looked up the Gonzales family in Nightbolt’s phone book (which was amazing, because it had been years since I last saw a real life yellow pages and it took me a while to figure out how to use it) and found their number. I had to wait until night to actually call Teresa, however, because I didn’t think she’d be up as early in the morning as I was.

When I actually did call Teresa, she was actually happy to hear me and agreed to meet me on my day off at the end of the week. She said I could come to the Gonzales ranch and that she would tell her dad that I was coming over to check the ranch for any clues about the aliens. That wasn’t the real reason I was coming, of course, but Teresa thought it would be the only way Jose would let me visit due to his distrust of sidekicks. I told Nightbolt much the same thing when I spoke to him about it the same day, because I still didn’t want him to know I knew about the first abduction until I had spoken to Teresa about it. Nightbolt did not object to me going to visit Teresa, much to my surprise. He even thought it was a good thing, because it would get me out of the house for a while and give him some much needed privacy.

Thus, when the last day of the week came, Nightbolt and I drove in his truck to the Gonzales ranch. Nightbolt actually let me drive it personally, because I told him that I was still trying to get my driver’s license and needed as much driving experience as I could get. Driving Nightbolt’s old truck was a completely different experience from driving my dad’s car, but I managed to get us to the Gonzales ranch without much trouble. Teresa met us at the gate, which was where Nightbolt dropped me off.

When Nightbolt left, I turned to Teresa and said, “Okay, Teresa, where should we talk?”

“The barn,” Teresa replied. She gestured over her shoulder at the old barn near the ranch house. “Dad is in town right now getting some groceries, so it will just be you and me for now.”

She sounded very pleased about that, though I couldn’t imagine why.

In any case, I said, “Good. The more privacy we have, the better.”

Teresa’s smile suddenly vanished. “You aren’t going to ask me to go down to that Basement again, are you?”

I shook my head. “No, no, don’t worry about that. But we’ll be talking about aliens for sure.”

Teresa sighed in relief. “Oh, good. I’ve had nightmares about that Rubber Ball all week. I could live with not seeing it again, that’s for sure.”

“And hopefully, you won’t,” I said. “But our conversation may have something to do with the Rubber Ball, depending on how everything fits together.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll explain on the way there,” I said. “Let’s go. I don’t see anyone around but a few cows, but I still don’t want to risk anyone listening in on us.”

Teresa nodded and led me to the barn. Rather than go inside it, however, we went around it to the back, the part which was not visible from the road. There wasn’t much here, except for an old, rusting tractor and a few gardening tools propped up against a few pieces of siding that must have been left there since the barn was built. In any case, it seemed like a pretty private place to talk, definitely some place where we would not be overheard by government spies. I had not seen Camel or Jake since they searched Nightbolt’s property last week, but I had a feeling they were somehow keeping an eye on me and him anyway.

“Okay,” said Teresa, turning to face me with an interested look on her face. “What did you want to talk about?”

I folded my arms across my chest. “The first alien abduction six years ago, the one involving your mom.”

Teresa suddenly started, as if I’d just poked her with a hot branding iron. “Who told you about that?”

I frowned. “Doesn’t matter who. All that matters is that I know about it.”

Teresa folded her hands behind her back, a troubled expression on her face. “Well, I guess it’s too late to deny it now. My father doesn’t want me talking about it with strangers, but it seems to me like you already know all the relevant details.”

“I do,” I said, nodding. “I know pretty much everything that happened that night six years ago. But I still need more details about it, and I thought that because Maria was your mother, you might know something that everyone else doesn’t.”

Teresa looked down. “I don’t know if I should tell you anything about it. My father would be very displeased with me if I did.”

“What if I told you that knowing what happened that night would help us stop these aliens?” I said. “That you might know something which could help us not only protect you and your father from the aliens, but maybe even get rid of the aliens entirely?”

Teresa looked up at me with an expression of hope mixed with skepticism. “How can you guarantee that? Do you mean you know what these aliens are trying to do, why they keep attacking my family and other people in the area?”

I shrugged. “I can’t guarantee anything, but I’m already building a theory for why the aliens are so hyper-focused on this particular area of Texas. I just need to make sure I have all the facts before I share it with anyone else.”

I’ll admit, I slightly exaggerated the truth a bit when I said that. The truth was, much of the aliens’ behavior still made no sense to me and my theory was itself still pretty vague. Yet I could also feel the theory building in the back of my mind, coming together slowly but surely, and that Teresa had the final key I needed to complete it. It could have just been a mere feeling and nothing more, but I doubted it.

“I still don’t know—”

“Teresa, don’t you want your family to be safe?” I said. “You lost your mother to these aliens six years ago. Do you want to lose your father, too? I know he’s not suicidal like your mother was, but the aliens are getting bolder and more willing to use violence to achieve their goals. They might choose to attack you or even your father or, like your mother, abduct one of you and then leave you a broken, quivering mess of a human being.”

Teresa hugged herself. “I don’t want that to happen to me or my father. I remember what my mother was like in her last days. I don’t want to end up like that.”

I put my hands on her shoulders, causing her to look me straight in the eyes. “Then I need you to tell me what your mother said to you. Even if you can’t remember it all, I just need to know anything she said that stood out to you during her last days on Earth. Even just a few words would help complete my theory.”

That was the truth. Even as I stood there speaking to Teresa, I could sense that my theory was nearly complete and that all I needed was a few extra words, perhaps no more than a sentence or two at most, to confirm it. And these few words, these last couple of sentences, were inside Teresa’s mind.

Teresa bit her lower lip. She looked both conflicted and disappointed. Maybe she was disappointed that I had come over to talk to her about something which had probably traumatized her when she was a girl, and she was probably conflicted because I was basically asking her to go against her father’s wishes and tell me about something she wasn’t supposed to talk about. I didn’t like the idea of making her go against her father’s wishes, but I believed that it would be for the greater good. If only she would realize that.

Finally, Teresa nodded. “Okay, Beams. I believe you. If telling you what my mom told me will help you find out how to beat these aliens, then so be it.”

I smiled. “Thanks, Teresa. Tell me what you know.”

Teresa took a deep breath. She seemed to be having a hard time composing herself, which was understandable, given how I was asking her to delve back into a part of her life which had been very hard, maybe even traumatic, for her and her father. Nonetheless, I knew she would tell me what I needed to know. Teresa was not as strong as me, perhaps, but she seemed a lot stronger than she looked.

“I don’t remember everything she told me back then,” said Teresa slowly, as if choosing her words carefully. “She ranted and raved a lot before she took her own life. Most of it frightened me and very little of it made any sense. Father kept me separated from her for most of her insanity, because he feared that she might suddenly turn violent and harm me under the belief that I was an alien in disguise. She attacked more than a few old friends or family members who came to visit her under the belief that they were spies sent by the aliens to take her back to their spaceship.”

I said nothing. Teresa seemed close to tears, but I didn’t try to make her stop, because I sensed that she was going to get the point very soon.

“But on the day before she took her own life, Mother asked to see me,” said Teresa. “She seemed saner and more clearheaded than she had for the entirety of the last month. She spoke to Father and the doctor normally and showed no signs of trauma. That was why Father let me see her, because he thought that the insanity which the aliens inflicted on her had finally passed and that he had his normal wife back again.”

“Was she really sane again?”

Teresa shook her head. “I still don’t know, even to this day. She spoke in a calm, normal way, but nothing she said really made much sense to me. She did recognize me and didn’t think I was some kind of alien spy, but at the same time, she didn’t seem to see me as me. I don’t know how to describe it any better than that. It was like there was another mind inside her brain with her.”

“But what did she say?” I said. “What did she tell you?”

Teresa rubbed her hands together uncertainly. “She told me that the ‘brain’ must not be allowed to fall into the hands of the aliens. That if it did, a great evil would arise and wipe out all of humanity.”

As soon as Teresa said that, everything clicked. The aliens, the Rubber Ball, the Gonzales family, the abductions … it all fit together like a puzzle. The implication, however, was far too horrifying for me to say aloud, because if it was true—no, it was true, that was the problem—then I needed to get back to Nightbolt’s house fast.

Teresa must have somehow sensed that I was terrified, because she said, “Beams, what’s the problem? You seem tense.”

“I need to leave,” I said. I turned around. “Need to get back to the Basement. If I don’t, things will go to hell faster than you can say Los Congrejos.”

But Teresa’s hand fell on my shoulder, causing me to look back at her. She looked frightened, even more so than she did back in the Basement when the Rubber Ball was trying to kill us.

“Beams, what are you talking about?” said Teresa in a slightly trembling voice. “What do you think is going to happen that is so bad that you need to get back to the Basement?”

I really had no time to stay and chat, but I decided that Teresa needed to know. So I locked eyes with her and said, in as serious a voice as I could muster, “The aliens are trying to steal the Rubber Ball in order to resurrect their god. And if they succeed, humanity itself will be destroyed.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Teresa stared at me in shock, her eyes widening considerably. “What?”

“The Rubber Ball is the brain of a dead alien god whose preserved body was found in Antarctica,” I said. I put a hand on the back of my head, because everything was starting to make sense. “These aliens either worshiped the god or are descendants of the aliens who did worship it. They came to Los Congrejos to get it, but have been unable to locate it until recently.”

“Really?” said Teresa; I noticed a hint of disbelief in her voice, but I didn’t care because I knew I was right. “How does the abduction of my mother and cattle play into this?”

“I don’t know about the cattle, but they must have thought your mom might know where it is located,” I said. “They abducted her and probably tortured her for information, but let her go when it became clear she didn’t know anything about it. That’s why they wanted her.”

“But I don’t understand,” said Teresa. “Why would they even think my mom knew anything about that?”

“Because your family is close to Nightbolt,” I said. “And Nightbolt has the Rubber Ball. The aliens either know or suspect he knows where it is.”

“Why wouldn’t they just abduct him, then?” said Teresa. “Wouldn’t that make more sense than abducting my mother?”

“Nightbolt knows this,” I said. “He’s aware the aliens are after him, so he’s probably come up with ways to protect himself from them. They know they can’t get him directly, which is why they’ve been forced to approach him indirectly.”

“Oh,” said Teresa. “Well, what should we do, then?”

“Head back to the house,” I said. “And tell Nightbolt about this. I suspect he already knows, but regardless, I think the aliens are going to get more desperate. If the Rubber Ball is actually the brain of their god and they plan to use it to resurrect him, they’ll probably do everything in their power to get it.”

“Then let’s go,” said Teresa. “We can take my truck. No need to call Nightbolt and wait for him to pick you up.”

I nodded and ran around the side of the barn. Just as I rounded the corner, I slammed into something large, solid, and black and fell flat on my back. I heard Teresa gasp behind me and ask me if I was all right, but I ignored her and looked up at what I had run into.

Or, rather, who I had run into. Standing before me, his large arms crossed in front of his chest, was Agent Rodney Jake. While he was normally a big guy, from my position on the ground, he positively towered over me. He wore black shades over his eyes, making it impossible to see them, and his expression was as stony as always. Nonetheless, I could tell that he had not come here to say hello.

“Agent Jake?” I said, sitting up and rubbing my back. “What are you doing here? Where’s Agent Camel?”

“At Nightbolt’s house,” said Jake. His voice was slow and deep. “Dealing with him.”

“Dealing with him?” I repeated. “What does that—”

Jake pointed at me suddenly. “And I am here to deal with you.”

Jake suddenly grabbed me by the throat and slammed me against the side of the barn with enough force to make the old barn shake. I gasped in pain as Jake’s grip on my neck tightened like a vice grip, cutting off my air supply. I heard Teresa screaming nearby, but she did not seem to be trying to help me. She was probably too terrified by Jake’s violence to even think about doing anything else.

But my training with Nightbolt kicked in and I fired a laser at Jake’s wrist. The laser struck Jake’s wrist, causing him to cry out in pain and stagger backwards, letting go of my throat at the same time. I fell to my feet and gasped for air, while Jake grabbed his burned wrist and cursed under his breath as foully as any sailor.

“Beams, are you okay?” asked Teresa, her hands over her mouth. “Can you still breathe?”

I nodded slowly, rising to my feet as I rubbed my throat. But I never took my eyes off Jake, who was clutching his wrist like it was his first child.

“What was that for?” I asked Jake. I coughed. “And what did you mean that Camel is ‘dealing’ with Nightbolt?”

Jake growled at me, which sounded very inhuman coming from his throat. “Getting the alien matter he hid from the government. Sent me to make sure you didn’t get in the way.”

My eyes widened. “You don’t know what you’re dealing with. The Rubber Ball needs to stay down there.”

“It will be safer in the government’s hands,” said Jake. “Besides, Nightbolt agreed to hand over any alien matter or technology he found to us. That he has hidden alien tech on his property means we are fully justified in dealing with him as we see fit.”

“You don’t understand what you’re dealing with,” I said. “This isn’t just some object of scientific curiosity. It’s the brain of a dead god, a god whose followers are attempting to resurrect. If you take it out of the Basement, the aliens will get it.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Creative story. I don’t believe a word of it. Camel would probably laugh if he heard it.”

My hands balled into fists. “If you don’t believe us, fine. We’ll head back to Nightbolt’s house anyway, whether you want us to or not.”

Just as those words left my mouth, Jake plunged his hand into his jacket, pulled out a gun, and fired at me in one smooth motion. I just barely managed to dodge it at the last second, while Teresa fell to the ground, her hands on her head as she screamed in terror.

I fired another laser blast at Jake, but Jake dodged it with surprising grace for a man of his size. Even as he dodged my lasers, he aimed and fired his gun at me again.

I tried to dodge, but I was too slow. The bullet struck me in the chest; my suit was bulletproof, so it did not go through the material, but I was still sent stumbling backwards, my air expelled from my lungs. I hit the side of the barn and leaned against it, my heart racing. It was the first time I’d ever gotten shot by a bullet and damn did it hurt. It was like getting punched in the chest by a lightning bolt. I was lucky my suit was made of bulletproof material, because otherwise I was sure the bullet would have passed straight through my heart and killed me instantly.

Jake rushed toward me and threw a punch at my face. I jumped out of the way at the last second, allowing Jake’s fist to smash through the wooden wall of the barn. He tried to turn to face me, but his fist got stuck in the barn wall for a moment. Taking advantage of his predicament, I was about to fire another laser blast at him when his gun appeared under his arm and he fired at me again.

The bullet struck me in the stomach, and again my suit protected me, but I still fell to the ground, clutching my stomach. My breath had been knocked from my lungs, making it hard for me to breathe, but I managed to get back to my feet just as Jake yanked his arm out of the barn and whirled around to face me. He aimed his gun once again, but I fired my lasers quickly.

My lasers struck his gun hand, sending it flying out of his hands. But Jake didn’t even miss a beat. He rushed toward me and slammed me with his shoulder. I staggered backwards, but then Jake grabbed me and shove my head into the barn wall. My helmet smashed through the barn wall, giving me a brief glimpse of a surprised-looking cow before Jake yanked me out and shoved me to the ground.

Dazed, I looked up to see Jake pull another gun out of his jacket and aim it at me. I saw his finger about to pull the trigger and realized I didn’t have the strength necessary to knock the gun out of his hand.

But right before Jake could pull the trigger, a shovel came out of nowhere and slammed into the back of his head. Stunned, Jake dropped his gun and staggered forward. Seeing an opportunity, I raised my feet as he stumbled toward me and kicked him in the chest in the same way that Nightbolt had taught me back in the Arena.

Jake fell backwards onto the ground with a loud crash. His fingers twitched once or twice, but then they stopped and he lay very still, though he was probably unconscious rather than dead.

Panting, I sat up and dusted off my suit. At the same time, a rough, weathered hand appeared before me and I looked up to see who was holding it out.

It was Jose Gonzales. He held the shovel which I had seen hit Jake in the back of the head. He was frowning, but it seemed less because he disliked me and more because he was disturbed by what he had just seen.

“Mr. Gonzales?” I said in surprise. “Where did you come from?”

“Just got back from town,” said Jose. “I saw the agent’s car parked out by the gate and then heard Teresa scream. I thought he was hurting her, but when I saw him attacking you, I decided to help anyway.”

“Thanks,” I said as I took Jose’s hand and rose to my feet. “That shovel really came in handy.”

“Yes, it did,” said Jose, nodding. He looked down at the unconscious Jake curiously. “What was he doing here on my property, anyway? There haven’t been any alien abductions on Dusty Ranch recently.”

“Daddy,” said Teresa, appearing at his side suddenly. She pointed at Jake. “That man was trying to kill Beams. He also wanted to hurt me.”

“He did?” said Jose. He scowled at Jake. “Bastard.”

“We already know that,” I said. I rubbed my chest. “Mr. Gonzales, while I appreciate your help, I can’t stick around. I need to go back to Nightbolt’s house. Now.”

“Now?” said Jose. “Why?”

“Because if I don’t, the aliens who destroyed your wife’s sanity will destroy the world,” I said.

Jose’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know about that?”

“I told him, Daddy,” said Teresa, grabbing her father’s arms and looking up at him with urgent eyes. “But it doesn’t matter. I think Beams is right. If he does not get back to Nightbolt’s house right away, the aliens will destroy everything.”

Jose’s frown never left his face, but he nodded once and said, “I see. I don’t understand everything that is going on here, but I do not believe that Teresa would lie to me about something as important as this, either. Go, if you must. I’ll keep an eye on this man and make sure he doesn’t follow once he wakes up.”

“Thanks,” I said. “We’ll be back as soon as we can. Come on, Teresa. We have no time to lose.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Teresa’s truck was a lot faster than Nightbolt’s, but it was still slower than I liked. I drove it as fast as I could, but it seemed to take an eternity for us to get to Nightbolt’s house. It didn’t help that my body still ached from where I’d been shot twice. The spots didn’t hurt quite as badly as they had at first, but I knew I’d be feeling this in the morning … assuming I lived that long, that is.

Finally, Nightbolt’s house came into view. It looked ordinary from a distance, but as we got closer, I noticed more and more signs of a struggle. The front door stood open; the gate around the house had been knocked off its hinges; Camel’s car was parked at the gate, while Nightbolt’s truck stood where it always did. Even Spike’s doghouse had been knocked over, though Spike himself was nowhere to be seen.

As I killed the truck’s engine, I turned to Teresa and said, “Stay here. If you see Camel or someone else coming, just get out of here as fast as you can, okay?”

“But I want to come with you,” Teresa said. “If this Camel man is dangerous—”

“If Nightbolt hasn’t beaten him, you won’t stand a shadow of a chance against him,” I said bluntly. “Stay here, okay?”

Teresa bit her lower lip, but thankfully, she nodded. “Okay, Beams. I’ll wait for you to return, but please be safe, all right?”

I nodded. “Of course.”

But before I left the truck, Teresa did something unexpected: She hugged me, and tightly at that, for a moment before letting go of me. She looked a little embarrassed at doing that, while I just sat there and stared at her, surprised at her behavior.

“That was just a good luck hug,” said Teresa. “Don’t think too much about it or expect anything more than that.”

I nodded once and hopped out of the truck, but even as I ran to the house, I could still feel her arms around my body. It was kind of a nice feeling, though I had to remind myself that I already had a girlfriend and that Greta probably wouldn’t be happy if she knew about that.

Rushing past the fallen gate, I was about to make my way around the house to the Arena on the other side when I heard a small whining noise come from the open front door. It sounded like Spike and I hesitated for a split second, wondering whether I should go to the Arena, where Camel no doubt was, or if I should go check on Spike.

I decided it would not take long to check on Spike, so I bounded up the front porch and stood in the doorway of the house. I was surprised by what I saw.

The interior of the house was a mess. The TV had been busted in, one of the recliners had been flipped on its side, and the desk with Nightbolt’s letters and documents had been knocked over, scattering papers all over the floor. But my attention was drawn to the old man lying on the floor as still as a corpse.

It was Nightbolt. His eyes were closed and there was a bloody gash over his right eye. Spike—who didn’t appear injured—lay next to him, occasionally nudging him with his nose but otherwise not doing much. He looked at me when I entered and made another whining noise, like he was trying to tell me that Nightbolt was injured and needed help.

“Nightbolt?” I said, walking over to him. I bent down and began shaking Nightbolt. “Nightbolt, are you awake? Can you hear me? Hello?”

For a moment, I feared that Nightbolt really was dead, but then he groaned and his old eyes flickered open.

“Beams?” said Nightbolt in a weak voice. “Is that you?”

“Yes, it’s me, Nightbolt,” I said. “How do you feel? Can you stand?”

“I feel like beating the crap out of Camel,” Nightbolt replied.

He tried to get up, but then he groaned in pain and lay back down.

“Nightbolt, you should stay where you are,” I said. “I’ll go stop Camel. Is he in the Basement?”

“P-Probably,” said Nightbolt with a small gasp. “He said he wanted to go into the Basement. I said no. We had a fight and—”

“I can see that,” I said. I rose to my feet. “I’ll go take him down. You just stay tight and try not to move too much, okay?”

Nightbolt suddenly grabbed my ankle and looked up at me with urgent eyes. “Don’t do it, boy. He’s stronger than he looks. I’m not even sure he’s human. He’ll tear you apart.”

For the first time since I’d known him, I heard real fear in Nightbolt’s voice. I wondered just how vicious Camel was if he could inspire that sort of fear in Nightbolt, who had faced countless supervillains of various threat levels during his long superhero career. Camel hadn’t seemed particularly tough the few times I’d met him, but maybe that was all an act to hide his real nature.

Nonetheless, I said to Nightbolt, “I don’t care. Someone has to stop him, and I have to do it.”

I yanked my foot out of his weak grip and rushed out the back door. I heard Nightbolt calling me to come back, but I ignored him as I slammed the door open and rushed out into the backyard and toward the Arena.

The Arena’s doors were both thrown open. When I reached the doorway, I saw that the gun cabinet had also been opened and the button to the Basement pushed. The Basement itself stood open and I had no idea if Camel was still down there or not. Given how I’d seen his car parked out in front of the gate, I assumed that Camel was still down there. That meant he had either not found the Rubber Ball yet or he was taking his smooth time; after all, as far as he knew, Nightbolt was crippled while Jake was taking care of me, which meant he had as much time to look for the Rubber Ball as he wanted. Too bad he was about to find out he was wrong.

I sprinted down the stairs and into the Basement. Reaching the bottom of the steps, I jumped out into the Basement itself and shouted, “Camel, you bastard! Show yourself!”

That was when I saw Camel himself. He stood halfway in the middle of the main aisle and was looking at me in surprise. He looked much the same as he always had, except for the fact that he now carried the Rubber Ball under his right arm like a basketball. It didn’t move under his arm, but I could sense its frustration, as if it knew I was here to stop it from leaving the Basement.

Camel readjusted his sunglasses; there was a layer of sweat on his forehead, probably due to the heat of the Basement. “Ah, Lasers, right?”

“It’s Beams,” I said.

“Right, right, whatever,” said Camel. “I can’t keep track of you superheroes. You’re all the same to me.”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. I pointed at Camel. “Put the Rubber Ball back or else.”

Camel smirked. “So you beat Jake, huh? I have to admit I’m surprised. Jake is the strongest guy I know. Doesn’t have powers, of course, but he’s dealt with more than a few of you empowered humans over his career. I thought he wouldn’t have any trouble with a scrawny brat like yourself.”

“He underestimated me,” I said. “And you’re going to join him if you don’t put that Rubber Ball back where you found it.”

“This?” said Camel, nodding at the Rubber Ball. “Yeah, I don’t think so. It’s clearly an alien object made of some substance not found on Earth. According to the relevant laws, that means that I am at perfect freedom to confiscate it in the name of the government.”

“I don’t care what the law says,” I said. “If you take that thing out of here, you’ll doom not just America, but every country on the planet to an alien invasion.”

Camel raised an eyebrow skeptically. “Quite the imagination you have there, kid. But you can’t fool me. Nightbolt deliberately hid this object from the US government. That’s a felony, and just because he used to be a famous superhero when he was younger doesn’t mean he won’t spend the rest of his short life behind bars in a federal prison somewhere. I’ve heard Guantanamo Bay is nice this time of year.”

“I won’t let you leave this place with the Rubber Ball in your hands,” I said. I spread my arms. “If I have to beat you to do it, then I will.”

“Ah, I see,” said Camel. “You want to go to jail with the old man, too, keep him company, perhaps. Or maybe protect him from the other prisoners; I’ve heard that ex-superheroes are very popular in prison, albeit not in the good way, if you catch my drift.”

“You still have no idea what you’re doing,” I said. “I don’t care about prison. I care about saving the world.”

“I care about protecting the government,” said Camel. “This ‘Rubber Ball,’ as you call it, is a threat to the government’s power and authority. And as long as you prevent me from taking it out of here, then you’re a threat to the government as well, which means I have to eliminate you.”

“You can try, but you won’t succeed,” I said. “If I beat Jake and he was stronger than you, then beating you should be a piece of cake.”

Camel chuckled again, although this time more harshly than before. “Physical strength isn’t all that matters in a fight, kid. Sometimes, it isn’t the strongest who wins, but the most ruthless. And when I was in the CIA’s academy, I was known as the most ruthless of them all.”

Camel raised a hand. I thought he had a gun at first, but then I noticed he didn’t have anything in his hand. I wondered why he had raised his hand toward me until I suddenly flew up toward the ceiling without warning. I struck the ceiling hard enough to make my head spin before I fell to the floor with a crash, where I lay stunned and confused.

“What … what was that?” I said, propping myself up on my elbows and shaking my head. I looked at Camel. “Was that you?”

“Did you really think you’re the only empowered human around here?” said Camel. His smile was vicious, more like a wolf than a human now. “The federal government wouldn’t have sent me out here without making sure I could defend myself, you know.”

“What’s your power, exactly?” I said as I slowly rose back to my feet.

“Gravity manipulation,” said Camel. “It’s pretty neat. I can increase or decrease the gravity around anyone or anything I like. Ask Jake how I use that to annoy him sometimes. You don’t know fun until you’ve stuck your coworker’s favorite pen to the ceiling by decreasing its gravity, and then decreasing his gravity when he asks you to give it back to him. Good times.”

I now understood why Jake didn’t seem to like Camel that much.

Nonetheless, I stepped toward Camel and said, “I don’t care what kind of powers you’ve got. I’m going to stop you whether you like it or—”

Camel waved his hand at me again and I was smashed to the floor like an invisible hand had slapped me down. I gasped for breath and tried to push myself up, but it felt like someone had put two tons of concrete on my back.

“Ah, ah, ah,” said Camel, waving a finger at me like I was a naughty child. “Unlike the jaywalkers and druggies you deal with back in your city, I’m not interested in trying to take you down in a fair fight. I’ll just crush you here and then leave. I don’t like fighting anyway, though I’m pretty good at it. Just ask Nightbolt. He can tell you all about my fighting skills.”

I growled and tried to get up, but the gravity around me was too heavy. I could barely even move my head, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t force myself up. It seemed like Camel’s power was every bit as real he made it out to be. I could feel the pressure increasing on me, slowly crushing my body under the increased gravity. If I didn’t do something quick, I’d be smashed into human paste.

Biting my lip, I looked up at Camel. He was too far away for me to touch; besides, the increased gravity meant that I couldn’t touch him even if I wanted. I thought about shooting him, but my aim would be off and I might end up damaging one of Nightbolt’s trophies instead. But I didn’t have much time left to figure out a plan.

That was when I heard a loud bark behind me and Spike leaped over me toward Camel. Spike rushed toward Camel surprisingly quickly, his limp forgotten, and he sank his teeth into Camel’s outstretched arm.

Camel screamed in pain and yanked his arm out of Spike’s mouth. At the same time, the sudden intense gravity vanished. I gasped for breath, but didn’t take any time to think. I just rose to my feet and, closing my eyes, fired my lasers at my eyelids. The lasers bounced off my eyelids and into my brain, just like in training, and soon I felt a powerful boost of energy flow through me.

My eyes flying open, I saw Camel walking backwards away from Spike, who kept snapping and snarling at him with his sharp teeth. Camel’s arm was bloody, his sleeve torn from where Spike had ripped into his suit, but he still hadn’t dropped the Rubber Ball. He did, however, point his hand at Spike, probably intending to take him out with his gravity powers.

I leaped through the air toward him, my energy boost giving my legs enough strength to send me flying. I flew toward him so fast that Camel didn’t even see me coming until my foot rushed toward his face. He had just enough time to look at me in surprise before my boot slammed into his jaw. He spun around and fell with a crash onto the floor, dropping the Rubber Ball, which rolled uselessly away from him.

Landing on the floor, I looked down at Camel. Like Jake, Camel was knocked out cold. A trickle of blood escaped from the corner of his mouth, while his bloody arm lay by his side. He looked like he wouldn’t be getting back up for a long time, if ever.

I felt a nose nudge my hand and I looked down to see Spike. He was panting hard and looking up at me as if wanting to know if he was a good dog or not.

“Good boy,” I said, rubbing the top of his head. “I didn’t expect you to come to my rescue like that. I see why Nightbolt likes you so much.”

Spike wagged his tail happily, but I could tell he was just as tired as I was after the events of the day. Or maybe the heat of the Basement was making him too hot; not that I could blame him, given how hot it was down here.

“All right, boy,” I said. “Let’s get the Rubber Ball back to where it belongs and take this guy out of here. We’ll also need to take Nightbolt to the hospital to make sure he was okay.”

I knew that Spike couldn’t understand a word I said, but I felt the need to say that aloud anyway. It helped make everything clearer for me.

That was when I heard a voice in my head, one I had never heard before: Save me.

All of a sudden, Camel’s eyes popped open. But they were no longer green; instead, they were the same blue-and-white colors of the Rubber Ball. Spike began barking loudly, but before we could do anything, Camel pointed a finger at us and flicked it.

Both Spike and I flew up toward the ceiling. I managed to protect Spike with my body, but when we hit the ceiling, it still hurt quite a bit. Underneath us, Camel scooped up the Rubber Ball into his good arm and rushed toward the exit. I tried to shoot him with my lasers, but Camel dodged them with surprising ease. He dashed up the stairs. As soon as he left my view, Spike and I fell. We managed to land on our feet and, without waiting, I ran after Camel, with Spike running by my side.

When we emerged from the Basement into the Arena, we were right behind Camel, who was about to make it out through the open doors. I didn’t even stop to think. Though most of my energy boost had gone away by now, I still had enough energy to launch myself from the ground and tackle Camel from behind.

The two of us hit the ground and went rolling out of the Arena. The Rubber Ball flew out of Camel’s arms and rolled across the ground, where it came to a stop as Spike ran around us barking.

But I paid no attention to that. I was busy forcing Camel down, who was struggling to throw me off him. He was snarling and growling, trying to punch me, but I punched him in the face and grabbed him by his collar and shook him hard.

“Snap out of it, Camel!” I said. “The Rubber Ball is controlling you! You’re not thinking.”

Camel growled and said, in a voice very much unlike his own, “Get off me, you dirty human! I will rise again and you will not be able to stop me!”

That voice in which Camel spoke sounded exactly like the voice of the Rubber Ball. It sounded completely inhuman, but I didn’t let him go. I just held on more tightly to his shirt and slapped him in the face again.

“Sorry, but your plans to escape from Nightbolt are over,” I said. “You’re not going to get a new body. You’re going back into your display case. Your plan is over.”

Camel snarled like a beast, but then his scowl vanished, replaced by a disturbingly happy smile. “I would not speak so quickly, human.”

Puzzled, I was about to ask what he meant by that when a giant shadow appeared over us. I looked up and my heart failed me at what I saw:

Hovering above us as silently as a cloud was the ring-shaped alien spaceship. And before either Camel or I could react, a bright light flashed over us and the Rubber Ball; and when it faded, we were no longer on Earth anymore.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

One moment, Camel and I were struggling on the ground outside the Arena under the hot West Texas sun; the next, we found ourselves in an entirely new environment which looked unlike anywhere I’d been before.

It was some kind of raised platform, I think, glowing a sickening green color. Although it appeared to be made out of metal, it also felt soft like flesh. There were no lights on the ceiling; the only lighting came from the platform underneath us. It was enough, however, for me to see the test tubes filled with strange red liquid standing around us, as well as what might have been computer monitors displaying numbers and letters in a language I couldn’t read. It was also eerily silent; aside from my own breath, I heard no other sounds.

I heard a groan beneath me and looked down at Camel. His eyes had returned to their normal green color now. He looked like he had awakened from a deep sleep, blinking rapidly as he looked around in confusion.

“Eh?” said Camel. “Where am I?” He looked up at me suddenly. “And why are you on top of me?”

I let go of his collar and stood up. Camel sat up and began dusting off his jacket, though it seemed like a pointless gesture to me, given how dusty his clothes were.

“Sorry,” I said. “I was trying to stop you from getting away with the Rubber Ball.”

Camel frowned. “Last I remember, you kicked me in the face. You mean I still tried to get away with it anyway?”

“You mean you don’t remember anything from the last two minutes or so?” I said.

“Nope,” said Camel, shaking his head. He rubbed his face. “But my face hurts. And you messed up my jacket. Also, you obstructed a government official’s duties, which is almost as serious as messing up my jacket. You’re going to get in big trouble when we get out of wherever we are.”

“Yeah, whatever,” I said. “First, we need to figure out how to get back to Earth in the first place.”

“Wait, we’re not on Earth?” said Camel. He looked around again. “Guess you’re right. This doesn’t look like Los Congrejos, Texas. But where are we?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but then I heard that voice in my head again: Home.

I looked to the right. The Rubber Ball lay nearby. As I looked at it, I heard the sound of metal joints creaking and a mechanical, three-pronged claw came out of nowhere, reaching toward the Rubber Ball like a child reaching for a cookie. Instinctively, I fired a laser at the claw, which cut straight through it and caused the actual claw part to fall to the floor, while the rest of the arm retreated back into the darkness.

“Holy crap,” said Camel as he scrambled back to his feet, looking at the twitching claw with big eyes. “What was that?”

I ran over and picked up the Rubber Ball in my hands. Unlike before, I could sense its heart beating within it. It was also a lot warmer than the last time I held it, like the Rubber Ball’s intelligence had finally awoken to animate its ‘body,’ for want of a better term. It still couldn’t move on its own, of course, but now that it was in friendly territory, it didn’t need to.

“That was one of the aliens,” I said, turning to face Camel again. “Or at least one of their machines. We’re on their spaceship.”

Camel’s jaw dropped. He looked around again, this time with new understanding—and perhaps a little bit of fear—in his eyes. “We’re on an actual alien spaceship?”

Before I could answer, I heard a small click in the darkness. In the next instant, a loud, warbling sound came from the ceiling. It was so loud and sudden that both Camel and I jumped. I nearly dropped the Rubber Ball, but managed to retain my grip on it before it could slip from my hands. I looked around again, expecting another robotic claw to come out of nowhere to take the Ball from me, but I saw nothing to indicate that the aliens were going to try to take the Ball from me again.

“What’s that noise?” said Camel, raising his voice to be heard above the warbling. “It sounds like a toad croaking.”

All of a sudden, the warbling stopped. But things were only silent for a moment; a few seconds later, a voice spoke. It spoke somewhat haltingly, as if the speaker wasn’t used to speaking in English, though it was surprisingly understandable.

“Humans,” said the voice, which had a slight buzz to its tone. “Drop the Dread God’s brain or suffer the consequences.”

I glanced at the Rubber Ball. “You mean the Rubber Ball? Are you one of its followers?”

“Yes,” said the alien. “We have come to your planet from ours on a religious quest to rescue our dead god. His name is unpronounceable in your tongue, but the closest translation is the Dread God. He once ruled over your planet eons ago, before being slain by one of your ancestors, who then drove our ancestors off the planet. But now we have returned, just as the Prophecy states, and we shall restore our people to their rightful rule over yours.”

Camel and I exchanged frightened looks. Even though I’d already figured that that was what the aliens were trying to do, it was unnerving to hear those words come from an actual alien. I suspected it was using some kind of translation technology to communicate with us, or maybe it had somehow learned English. Either way, I doubted the alien would let us go very easily.

“Why did your dead god come to our planet in the first place?” I said. “I’d be interested in knowing that.”

“The legends do not say,” said the alien. “All we know is that we must have his brain back. It is the only way we will bring him back to life and restore his original rule over the planet.”

“Then why did you teleport us both up here?” I said, gesturing at myself and Camel. “Are you going to experiment on us or something?”

“It was an accident,” said the alien. “The ship’s transportation beam takes anything in its range. We came to the house when we heard the voice of the Dread God calling us. When you two came out with the Rubber Ball, you were caught in the beam’s radius by default.”

“Send us back down to Earth,” said Camel suddenly. He sounded a lot more nervous than me, though he did a good job at hiding it. “Send us back now or else.”

“First, give us the Dread God’s brain,” said the alien. “Then we’ll let you go. We don’t really need you anyway. It is of no loss to us if you two go back to your small world, though whatever peace you find there will be short-lived, because we’ve been busily at work creating a new body for the Dread God and all we need is his brain to complete it.”

I held the Rubber Ball closer to me, even though I could now feel it trying to pressure me to drop it instead of hold it. “A new body, huh? I don’t see it.”

All of a sudden, a monitor on the wall before us turned on. At first, it showed us nothing more than static, but the static cleared up quickly and displayed something that looked like it came straight from a horror movie.

At first, I didn’t understand what I was looking at. It was a vaguely humanoid thing, with the top of its head cut open. Its face was vaguely cow-like in appearance, while its hands and feet were a strange mixture of human members and hooves. It was hard to say how tall it was, but if I had to guess, it was probably twice as tall as me and three times as thick.

“Behold, humans,” said the alien again. “The new body of the Dread God, made from the flesh of your livestock and creatures from our world. It looks magnificent now, but once it has the Dread God’s brain within it, it will be truly divine and worthy of worship.”

Even though I wasn’t sure how that was supposed to work, I also didn’t doubt that this alien was telling the truth. If they could get the Rubber Ball from me, they could resurrect their god—maybe even this very day—and start the beginning of the end of humanity itself.

“If you two wish to return to your world, then give us the brain of the Dread God,” said the alien. “As an added benefit, you can be the heralds of the Dread God’s arrival. Tell all of the humans on your planet that their lives will be changed, that the temples, churches, synagogues, and other places of worship will all be torn down and replaced with monuments to the Dread God’s power. If you do a good enough job, the Dread God may even spare your lives when he descends to your planet.”

I knew the alien was lying when he said that, because I could sense the Dread God’s hate in the Rubber Ball. The Dread God was trying to make me give up, to drop the Rubber Ball so he could get his body. And once he got his body back, Camel and I would be the very first humans to die, me especially, because the Dread God still remembered how I’d shot my lasers through him and hurt him in a way that he had not been harmed in countless eons. None of these feelings came as words to me, but I was able to interpret them anyway, because my exposure to the Rubber Ball had given me a connection to it in a way that no one else, not even his own worshipers, had.

Taking a step back, I said, “Maybe we’ll just get out of here on our own, with the Rubber Ball in our hands. Camel and I are not ordinary humans, you know. With our powers, we can fight through whatever you throw at us.”

“Yeah,” said Camel, nodding. He smirked and raised a hand. “With my gravity powers, I could probably make this ship crash straight down to the Earth. I once grounded an F-14 that way. I’d just need to find the power source and boom, a new UFO legend for nerds on the Internet to make conspiracy theories about.”

“Perhaps, but it would not be wise for you to do that,” said the alien. “We’re a bit higher off the ground than you think.”

The image of the Dread God’s new body was replaced by what I at first thought was a still image of outer space, like what NASA put out on the Internet. It showed Earth as seen from outer space, just beyond the atmosphere, which looked massive even from a distance. Clouds and continents covered the planet’s surface, dotting the oceans which covered so much of Earth’s surface.

But it wasn’t until Camel gasped in horror and covered his mouth with one hand that I understood that this was no mere image we were looking at. It was a live camera feed of the exterior of the spaceship, showing the Earth in real time.

“As you can see, we are currently beyond the atmosphere of your planet,” said the alien as casually as a tour guide pointing out an interesting historical artifact in a museum. “If you used your powers to down the ship—which we do not doubt you could do, for your powers appear formidable indeed—it would indeed crash, after burning up in the atmosphere on the way down, of course. Then it would crash and we would all die, but it is my understanding that humans don’t like dying, so I imagine you don’t look forward to it.”

“You’re lying,” said Camel, though he didn’t sound confident of that. “There’s no way we could be in space already. That would require your ship to go ridiculously fast, much faster than even our fastest rockets can leave the atmosphere.”

“Human technology is quite primitive,” said the alien. “We’ve had this sort of technology for eons, ever since the Dread God and his followers came to your world. But if you still choose to disbelieve me in defiance of the facts, then you may try to destroy our ship. After all, if we’re lying, then you should not fear dying when the ship crashes.”

I looked at Camel. The alien had called out his bluff. Camel no longer looked confident about crashing the ship. He looked scared to death, as if worried that the alien would eject us out of the ship and leave our corpses to endlessly float through space for all eternity.

“But we can avoid all of this if you would just give us the Dread God’s brain back,” said the alien. “We promise to send both of you back, unharmed, to your planet. You may even tell us where, exactly, you wish to go and we will ensure you get there safely, assuming you do not wish to go back to where we initially abducted you.”

“What if we say no?” I said.

“Then we’ll kill you here and now,” said the alien. “The only reason we haven’t, of course, is because you are holding the Dread God’s brain. We do not want to damage it, even though we know it is capable of healing itself from any injuries it sustains. Plus, we take no pleasure in murdering other creatures, even if they are our technological and biological inferiors, as you humans are. We are a merciful species ruled by a Dread God, after all. We always give our enemies a chance to cooperate before we annihilate them.”

I bit my lower lip. There didn’t seem to be any way out of this situation, at least none that I could see. Crashing the ship would just get us killed, and that was assuming we could make it to the ship’s control room in the first place. Giving up the Dread God’s brain would not work, either, because that would doom the whole of Earth to an alien invasion that humanity, in all honesty, couldn’t deal with. All of our options seemed equally bad, but they were also our only options.

Camel leaned over toward me. “Hey, kid, I think you should just give them the brain.”

I looked at Camel in disbelief. “What? Why?”

“Because, unlike you, I don’t have a death wish,” said Camel acidly. “I’m pretty fond of living, myself.”

“But if we give them the brain, humanity will be doomed,” I said. “We’d basically be sentencing humanity to slavery under a resurrected god who hates humans.”

“So what?” said Camel. “What part of ‘I don’t want to die’ do you not understand?”

“What part of dooming Earth to enslavement for all of eternity don’t you understand?”

Camel scowled. “Listen, kid, this isn’t like the comic books or movies you watch. We’re not actual heroes here and there’s no point in ‘heroically’ defying these aliens we can’t beat. I don’t know if your parents ever taught you this, but sometimes the ‘bad guys’ win and you just got to live with that. If you can survive the ‘bad guys’ winning, then you should.”

“My parents taught me not to be a coward,” I replied. “I’m a sidekick. We’re supposed to protect people, not throw them under the bus to save our own hides.”

“You’re the employee of a business, and a minimum wage one at that,” said Camel. “No different from a kid working at a fast food joint or a coffee shop.”

“But there is a difference,” I said. “You don’t need to understand it, but there is a difference.”

Camel threw up his hands. “Whatever! God, I hate you sidekicks. Just a bunch of stupid, naive kids who think they’re special because they get paid minimum wage to play dress up and beat up druggies on the streets. Just give me the brain so I can give it to them.”

Camel reached out toward the brain, but I stepped out of his reach. He paused and glared at me, and I glared right back.

“No,” I said firmly. “I am not giving the brain to you or to the aliens. And if you try to take it from me again, I’ll slice off your hands with my lasers.”

Camel looked like he was about to use his gravity powers on me, but then apparently thought better of it. He stepped back and said, “Fine, kid. Play the hero, if that will make you feel better. But when you and I are in hell together because the aliens value their god more than our lives, I’ll try to resist the temptation to say ‘I told you so.’”

I said nothing to that. I just held the Rubber Ball closer to my chest, keeping a careful eye on Camel. He may have promised to let me do what I wanted with the brain, but I didn’t want to let my guard down around him anyway.

“You humans are so quarrelsome,” said the alien suddenly. “Perhaps that is why you are so primitive. Once the Dread God unites all of humanity under his rule, you will see advances unlike anything you humans can even dream of.”

The alien spoke as if I’d already volunteered to give up the brain. And, to be honest, that was starting to seem like the only course of action available to me. It wasn’t like I could teleport Camel and I back to Earth. I would need to find a way to convince the aliens to send us back somehow, but as long as we had the brain, the aliens would never voluntarily send us back. Either I gave up the brain and we got to go home or the aliens killed us and took the brain anyway. Either way, the aliens would get the brain; and, like Camel said, if we chose the first option, we’d at least survive, at least until the Dread God enslaved all of humanity anyway.

But an idea occurred to me then, a third option. It was crazy and extremely risky, but at the same time, it was the only way we could get back to Earth without allowing the aliens to resurrect their god. I would need to act confident, though, because if I showed even the slightest sign of hesitation, it would not work.

I raised the brain up high above my head, even though I was sure the alien could see it no matter how I held it. “All right, alien. You’re going to send me and Camel back to Earth … with the Dread God’s brain still in our possession.”

Camel looked at me in confusion, while the alien said, in a tone of disbelief, “Why would we do such a thing? You are in no position to bargain, human. We are the ones who hold the power here. You are under our mercy.”

“No, we’re not,” I said, shaking my head. “We have the Dread God’s brain. And we can destroy it, here and now, if we need to.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” said the alien; I heard something that might have been fear in its voice. “The Dread God’s brain is—”

“Fallible,” I said. “I’ve already blasted it once. With enough force from my beams, I think I could destroy it outright. Or at least damage it to the point where your Dread God would be a vegetable if you put it in his skull, and I’m not sure that a vegetable would be very useful in conquering Earth.”

“We can stop you,” said the alien. “You are still under our mercy. If we even suspect you’re going to harm it—”

“Can you?” I interrupted. “My lasers are fast. Are you really willing to gamble the brain of your own god just to stop me? Suppose you aren’t quick enough to stop me before I destroy the brain. I can’t imagine your fellow worshipers would be very happy if you went back to your world and told them that you came this close to resurrecting their god, only to fail at the last minute because you were overly confident in your own abilities to save it.”

“Or bring back a half-sane god with you,” Camel added. “Can’t imagine they’d be very happy about that, either.”

“You are still bluffing,” said the alien, though the doubt in its own voice was obvious. “You would not dare to risk your own lives just to ensure the Dread God cannot return.”

“Are you sure?” I said. “Let me show just how serious I am, then.”

I fired a very weak laser blast at the brain. It struck the brain and left a small, barely noticeable burn on its surface, but I sensed the Dread God’s spirit within rage as hotly as an inferno at the pain. Clearly, the Dread God wasn’t used to being hurt, but I didn’t care about that, because at the moment the Dread God was under my mercy and couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

“You saw that, didn’t you?” I said to the alien. “I only left a flesh wound this time, but I would need to increase the power of my lasers only slightly to cause some permanent damage. Increase the power a little bit more and I might very well kill your god for good. So if you want your god to live—if you want there to be even a remote possibility of bringing him back someday—you’ll send me, Camel, and the brain back to Earth, exactly where you abducted us.”

I had no intention of actually destroying the brain, of course. I remembered what Nightbolt had told me, about how Rubberman’s life was tied to the Rubber Ball. I didn’t want Rubberman to die, but I also didn’t want the aliens to resurrect their god, either. I just had to hope that my little display of power was enough to convince the aliens to send us back to Earth with the brain. If it saw through my bluff, then we were screwed.

The alien was silent for a long time. So were Camel and I. Even the Dread God’s brain was quiet, anxiously awaiting the decision of one of his followers. I couldn’t imagine what it must have been like, to be a god who had to depend on his own followers to survive. Didn’t seem particularly ‘godly’ to me.

All of a sudden, the alien said, “Very well. We will send you two humans back to Earth, along with the Dread God’s brain. We will teleport you back to where we originally abducted you.”

“And you’ll also stop stealing cattle from the people who live there,” I added, remembering the Gonzales family. “And leave Earth in general alone for six months.”

“Six months?” the alien repeated in an enraged voice. “That is—”

“The only offer I’m willing to make, unless you don’t care about your god,” I said. I waved the Dread God’s brain threateningly. “Six months or else.”

The alien sighed. “All right. We shall grant your world a reprieve of six months, but once those six months are up, we shall return for the Dread God’s brain. And we will leave the humans’ livestock alone. We don’t need any more of their livestock anyway, now that the Dread God’s body is complete.”

Lowering the Dread God’s brain, I couldn’t help but smile. Somehow, I had convinced these aliens to spare Earth, at least for six months. It was almost too good to be true, but I didn’t say that aloud because I didn’t want to jinx myself.

“Now, stand as still as you can,” said the alien. “I have your original coordinates entered into the ship’s teleportation device. You will be teleported back to Earth very shortly. Three … two … one …”

With a sudden flash of green light around us, our surroundings changed. Gone were the strange test tubes and glowing green platform of the alien spaceship, replaced by the barren wastes of Los Congrejos and the Arena itself, which looked no different from how it had before we left Earth.

And when I looked up into the sky, I thought I caught a light that wasn’t the sun or a star or any sort of Earth vehicle flying away, although it was probably just my imagination.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

One week later …

 

I sat in the old, abandoned bus stop on the outskirts of Los Congrejos, my suitcase sitting on the ground by my feet. I looked up and down the road, but did not yet see the Rubbermobile, though Adams had called me half an hour ago to tell me that he would be here any minute now to pick me up. It wasn’t very hot today, so I didn’t mind having to wait, although I was also eager to get back home to Golden City, because I’d missed my home a lot since leaving and couldn’t wait to see it again.

Sitting by my side was Nightbolt, with Spike lying at his feet, as if he, too, was waiting for a bus ride. Nightbolt was reading a copy of the Los Congrejos Gazette, which was apparently Los Congrejos’ local newspaper. It wasn’t very thick—just two or three pages—but Nightbolt had been intently reading it for the past half hour or so, ever since we arrived here. He’d informed me that he read slowly, but had better comprehension as a result, unlike kids these days who read too fast and didn’t understand half of what they read. I didn’t know what his definition of ‘slowly’ was, though, because it seemed to me as if he took a second to read one word, though of course I didn’t say that aloud because I didn’t want to get whacked on the head.

I could have sat here and waited for the Rubbermobile on my own, but Nightbolt had insisted that he come with me. He seemed concerned that the aliens would come back and try to kidnap me if I was alone, even though I had already told him about the six months’ ceasefire I’d established with the aliens. He didn’t seem to believe that the aliens would respect even a six second ceasefire, even though we had not seen even the smallest hint of the aliens all week.

It seemed even less likely that the aliens would return to Los Congrejos anytime soon, because when Camel and I returned to Earth, Nightbolt had taken the Dread God’s brain and sent it off to a secret location he assured me was much safer than the Arena. He wouldn’t give me many details about it, mostly because he didn’t want its location to accidentally leak out onto the Internet, but he said it was in the hands of a ‘good friend’ who he trusted with his life and that the aliens would never find it even if they combed the whole planet with a fine-tooth comb.

Camel hadn’t even suggested taking it, despite the fact that it was his job to confiscate such alien objects for the government. He just left Nightbolt’s property and didn’t come back. I heard from Teresa later that he came to her ranch to pick up Jake, who Jose allowed to go, mostly so he wouldn’t get in trouble with the government. Nightbolt also told me that Camel and Jake had been called back to D.C. yesterday, because their mission in Los Congrejos was technically finished now that the aliens had left. I was glad, because even though I’d saved Camel’s life, I was pretty sure he hated me because I’d gotten in the way of his work.

Then again, Camel had thanked me for basically saving the Earth from an alien invasion. He had even told me he wouldn’t be bringing down the full power of the federal government down on me, even though I’d fought both him and Jake. He said it in kind of a weird way, though, like he didn’t want me to think he actually liked me or anything. I thought I might have won his respect, but Camel was a weird guy and I wasn’t sure whether he respected me or envied me for doing his job for him more or less.

As for the Gonzaleses, they were both glad to hear that the aliens were gone and would not be back for six months. Jose, in particular, seemed grateful that I had dealt with the aliens that had been plaguing his family for six years now, while Teresa had once again hugged me and probably would have kissed me if I hadn’t been wearing a helmet. She still didn’t tell me her feelings explicitly, of course, but I could tell that she liked me a bit more than just a friend and that she was going to miss me. I was going to miss her, as well, but not nearly as much as I missed Greta, who I was excited to see after such a long time apart.

All of a sudden, my thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a car engine roaring somewhere in the distance. I looked down the road again and saw a car speeding down the road toward us. Although it was too far away to see in great detail, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that it was the Rubbermobile.

Nightbolt must have heard it, too, because he lowered his newspaper and looked down the road in the general direction the car was coming from. “Looks like your ride is here.”

I nodded. “Yeah. Guess this is goodbye.”

Nightbolt nodded. “Sure looks like it. Don’t worry too much about me. I have a lot of practice saying goodbye to my students.”

I wasn’t sure if that was a joke or not, so I said, “Well, I’ll try to visit again sometime soon. Not sure when I’ll have time off to visit, but—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Nightbolt said. “Just go back home and do whatever Dennis tells you to do. I don’t mind being alone anyway. Actually prefer it, frankly.”

“All right,” I said. I hesitated, but then said, “Nightbolt, I just want to thank you for the guidance and training you gave me over these past four weeks. I feel like I’ve come a long way since the day I arrived, though I also feel like I’ve got a long way to go. Still, with your training, I’m more ready for the Vigilante Legion than I was before.”

Nightbolt suddenly chuckled and then burst out laughing. It was such an unexpected action that I didn’t know what to say. I just stared at him in confusion for a second or two before asking, “What’s so funny? Did I say a joke?”

“No, no, it’s nothing like that,” said Nightbolt. He sighed. “You said almost exactly the same thing Dennis told me when he finished his training, minus the bit about the Vigilante Legion, obviously. Frankly, the two of you are so similar that you’re almost like brothers. Or maybe father and son, though I think he’s a bit too young to be your father.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

“Depends,” said Nightbolt. “Do you think Dennis is a good superhero or a bad one?”

“He’s a good one, of course.”

“There’s your answer, then.”

“That seems … simple.”

Nightbolt patted me on the shoulder. “Kid, not everything in life has to be complicated. Some things just are. That’s a lesson you’ll learn as you grow older, so don’t ask me to explain it, because it’s not as complicated as it seems.”

I frowned, but nodded again anyway and said, “Okay. Life sure seems complicated, though.”

“It is and it isn’t,” said Nightbolt. “But again, I’m not your father, so you’ll have to learn this on your own.”

It still made no sense to me, but then again, there was a lot of stuff that didn’t make sense to me. I guess Nightbolt was right and I would just learn it as I got older, though that seemed pretty far away.

A few seconds later, the Rubbermobile stopped in front of the bus stop. The passenger’s window rolled down, revealing Adams, who waved at me and said, “Good day, young Beams! I do hope you’re well, because Mr. Pullman has a lot of work for you to do back home and it would not do for us to make him wait longer than necessary.”

I couldn’t help but smile when Adams said that. “Sure thing, Adams.”

I rose from the bus stop and walked over to the car, but then I heard Nightbolt behind me say, “Hey, kid, wait a second.”

I stopped and looked over my shoulder at Nightbolt. He had risen to his feet and Spike also stood, wagging his tail back and forth happily. Nightbolt was digging through the pockets of his coveralls, though what he was looking for, I didn’t know.

“What is it?” I said. “Did you have something to say to me?”

“No,” said Nightbolt, shaking his head. “I’ve actually got something to give you, but damn it if I can’t find it in one of my thousand and one pockets. Ah, here it is.”

Nightbolt drew something out of his pocket and held it out for me. I took the object and looked at it curiously.

It was the alien bracelet which Teresa had originally given us. It was a lot cleaner and shinier than I remembered, as if it had been cleaned recently.

I looked at Nightbolt, puzzled. “Why are you giving me this?”

“Consider it a going away present,” said Nightbolt. “I thought you should have it, mostly because I’m sick of this alien crap, and the fewer things I have around to remind me of those bastards, the better.”

“But I don’t know what it does,” I said, turning the bracelet over in my hands. “Or if it even works.”

“Not my problem,” said Nightbolt. “You can figure that out when you get back home. Who knows, it might even save your life somewhere down the road.”

I figured it would be more likely to cause me more trouble than anything, but I put the bracelet into one of my pockets. “Thanks. I honestly didn’t expect you to give me a gift.”

“Don’t mention it,” said Nightbolt. “Anyway, you take care now, you hear? No point in doing all of this training if you’re just going to get yourself killed fighting some random purse thief on the streets.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be careful,” I said. “You, on the other hand, should probably avoid stairs for a while. Don’t want you to fall and break your back, you know?”

Nightbolt rolled his eyes. “Old people jokes. How original.”

I just smiled at that, patted Spike on the head one last time, and then turned and got into the Rubbermobile. Once I put my seatbelt on, Adams turned the Rubbermobile around and went back the way he came.

As the Rubbermobile sped through the barren wastes of West Texas, I looked at the side mirror. Nightbolt and Spike stood at the bus stop, Nightbolt waving at me, the two figures getting smaller and smaller the farther we drove.

Again, I smiled. I didn’t know when or if I’d visit Nightbolt again, but I would definitely remember his teachings, no matter what.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Agent Charlie Camel, agent of the Department of Extraterrestrial Affairs, nervously rubbed his hands together under the table. Beside him, Agent Rodney Jake sat with his characteristic silence, though Camel knew Jake well enough to know that he was almost as nervous as him, maybe even more so. Whereas Camel had the tendency to babble or fidget when he got nervous, Jake just became even more silent and withdrawn until he looked more like a stone statue than a human being. Camel sometimes wondered whether it was better to babble or keep your mouth shut whenever you got nervous, because if he’d had a choice, he would have gone silent like Jake, if only because Jake seemed to get in a lot less trouble than him.

Not that it mattered now. Camel had spent the better part of a half hour telling their department head, Cameron Marcos, what happened on that fateful day in Los Congrejos, Texas a week ago. This despite the fact that Camel and Jake had both filed paper reports when they got back to HQ, because Director Marcos preferred in-person briefings to paper reports. Why that was, Camel did not know, and for some reason it bothered him a lot more than it did Jake, even though Jake was far more introverted than him.

Director Cameron Marcos sat across the desk from both of them right now. He was a middle-aged Hispanic man who, as far as Camel knew, had been in the government forever. Some rumors said that Marcos got his start in Area 51, which was why he was placed in charge of the Department of Extraterrestrial Affairs, but Camel—despite having worked for the Department for half a decade—had not seen any evidence that Area 51 had anything to do with aliens. Other rumors stated that Marcos was an alien himself, disguised as a human so as not to panic people who saw him. That seemed unlikely to Camel, given how he’d met Marcos’ very human wife at a Christmas party once, but he supposed that perhaps Mrs. Marcos could be an alien, too, and not the illegal kind he saw out in Los Congrejos, either.

One thing Camel did know, however, was that Director Marcos could be even more silent than Jake. Right now, Marcos appeared to be thinking about what Camel had told him about what happened in Los Congrejos. He was stroking his large gray mustache and looking at the documents and papers scattered over his desk, but he wasn’t really looking at them. He was just thinking about Los Congrejos and just happened to be looking at his desk while doing it.

“So the aliens said they would not return for six months,” said Marcos suddenly, looking at Camel as if to confirm it.

Camel nodded, grateful that the silence had been broken. “Yes, sir. Kid made them promise to do it and everything. That kid can drive a hard bargain when he wants to, can’t he, Jake?”

Jake nodded. “And kick hard, too.”

“And you don’t know the current location of the Dread God’s brain,” Marcos said. “Correct?”

“Yes, sir,” said Camel. He leaned forward. “Listen, boss, I know I should have taken it from the kid, but—”

“But you’ve gained a measure of respect for the boy known as Beams,” said Marcos. “You decided to trust him with the brain because you saw he has the heart of a hero, is that it?”

Camel blinked. “Uh, yeah, I guess it is. I wouldn’t put it in such fancy terms myself, but yeah, that’s accurate.”

Marcos nodded. “I can’t say I am upset. It would be better if we knew where the brain was, but Nightbolt spent six years keeping it secret by himself. I imagine he’s hidden it even better than we could, so I see no reason to worry about it right now.”

“What about the aliens?” said Jake. “In six months, they’ll return. And I doubt they will come in peace.”

“I’ve already alerted the President of this news,” said Marcos. “He’s given me the task of working with the military to craft a defense plan for the continental United States.”

“Really?” said Camel. “What is it?”

“None of your concern, because as of next Monday, you will no longer be agents of the Department of Extraterrestrial Affairs,” said Marcos.

Camel’s jaw dropped. “What? We’re fired? Why? It’s not because we didn’t get the brain, is it? You just told us that we did the right thing by letting the kid keep it.”

“You’re not fired,” said Marcos. “I am simply transferring you to another department where I think you will be more useful.”

“Another department?” Camel and Jake exchanged puzzled looks. “Which one?”

“The Department of Superheroes,” said Marcos. He pulled out two folders and placed them on the desk. “These are the documents you need to present to Director Kent when you move your offices over there, though he’s already aware of and has agreed to the transfer.”

Jake took his folder, but Camel just stared at Marcos in disbelief. “Why are we being transferred? We’ve worked for this department for five years. Why transfer us now?”

“Because the Department of Superheroes needs more agents,” said Marcos. “More specifically, it needs more agents to deal with a coming crisis that Director Kent has informed me of.”

“Crisis?” Camel repeated. “What kind of crisis are we talking ‘bout here? Alien invasion? Natural disaster? Nuclear armageddon? The moon falling out of the sky and squishing everyone?”

Marcos looked at Camel and Jake with utmost serious. “War.”

“War?” Jake said. “What kind of war? And between who? And where?”

“The ‘where’ is Golden City, Texas,” said Marcos. “That’s the base of Rubberman and his sidekick, Beams.”

“The kid?” said Camel. “What kind of war do you think is going to happen there? Does that city have a lot of competing drug cartels or something?”

Marcos shook his head. “If it was only a drug gang war, that would be easy to deal with. No, it is a war between superheroes; or rather, a war between the Vigilante Legion and Heroes United.”

“Heroes United?” Camel said. “Isn’t that one of those superhero hiring groups?”

“The largest in the country,” Marcos replied. “The Golden City government has requested aid from Heroes United in the form of two dozen more superheroes to deal with the Vigilante Legion. Sources within the Legion tell us that the Legion is planning a full-scale assault of the city to free their leader, Iron Angel, and possibly cripple Heroes United as well. Director Kent believes the war will tear the city apart and doesn’t trust the local police to stop it, hence why he is amassing a team of the best agents he can find to deal with it.”

Camel leaned back and smiled. “A superhero war, huh? Never been in one of those before, right, Jake?”

Jake nodded once. “Indeed. But how are we supposed to stop it?”

“You will have to ask Director Kent that,” said Marcos. “I suspect he’s already drawn up a plan to handle it, though he obviously hasn’t shared it with me. I do know, however, that he has the full approval of the President to do whatever needs to be done to keep the war from spreading beyond Golden City’s limits. Both Heroes United and the Vigilante Legion have members all over the country; should war break out in Golden City, it could easily engulf the entire country and become a problem too big for even the federal government to solve.”

Camel snorted. “And people say that government jobs are boring. I’d like to see them call this boring. Wouldn’t you, Jake?”

“’Boring’ is sometimes preferable to chaos,” said Jake. “There is a reason the Chinese phrase ‘May you live to see interesting times’ is considered an insult and not a compliment.”

“In any case, it’s too late to go back now,” said Marcos. “Report to Director Kent’s office today and hand him your transfer papers and get settled into the Department. He’ll tell you what to do after that.”

Nodding, Camel took his folder, stood up, and left the office with Jake by his side.

A superhero war, huh? Camel thought as he closed the door behind them. Hope that the kid doesn’t get drawn into it, though I have a feeling he’s going to be in the center of it regardless. That kid might have been able to bluff fanatical alien worshipers, but you can’t bluff everyone. Sooner or later, someone will call you out on your bluff … and that is when you get screwed.

-

The story concludes in First War, 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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