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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

With energy still flowing through my body, I leaped into the air, narrowly avoiding Crusher’s crablike claw. As I flew upward, I reached out, grabbed the middle yard of The Mystery and hauled myself up onto it. The wind rushed around me as I carefully held onto the mast. I was a good thirty feet or so above the deck of the airship, and if I moved even one inch in the wrong direction, I’d fall to my doom. Well, perhaps it wouldn’t kill me, but it would definitely hurt.

Holding onto the mast’s main rope, I looked down at the desk. The vigilante known as Crusher was looking up at me with a mixture of surprise and anger. He probably hadn’t known I could jump so high, which was understandable, because I hadn’t known it until a week ago myself.

“Get down here, you brat!” Crusher shouted, waving his huge, crablike claws at me threateningly. “Fight me like a man, why don’t you?”

“Nah, I’m good,” I said. “You just stay down there with your claws. It’s best for both of us if you do.”

Crusher shouted a really foul curse word and immediately began scaling the mast, but he didn’t make it very far before I fired my lasers and struck him in the chest. He fell flat on his back onto the main deck of The Mystery, where he lay with a stunned look on his face.

“I don’t know about you, but I can do this all day if I have to,” I said, gesturing at my helmet. “But if you want to keep trying to get up here after me, I won’t stop you. You’re basically target practice for me.”

Crusher scrambled back to his feet and immediately began climbing again. I would have given him credit for persistence, but given how he was being persistent about trying to kill me, I couldn’t quite tell him that.

I was about to fire another energy blast when I heard a blasting of rockets. I looked up just in time to see a man with a jetpack land on the other side of the yard that I stood upon. He was tall and birdlike in appearance, wearing green flight armor and a helmet which looked like the kind that fighter pilots wore. His clawed feet sank into the yard’s wood, which allowed him to maintain his balance, despite the heavy wind.

“Greetings, my little friend,” the vigilante said with a bow. “I am Vultura and I saw you giving my friend Crusher a little trouble. Climbing up onto the mast was a smart move, or would have been, anyway, if I hadn’t been around.”

I didn’t even wait for him to stop speaking before I fired lasers at him. But Vultura dodged the lasers easily and then shot darts from a launcher mounted on his wrist at me. I managed to dodge some of the darts, but one of them slammed into my right shoulder, causing me to nearly slip and fall to my doom. But I held on tightly to the rope and managed to regain my balance, though the pain in my shoulder was so intense that all I wanted to do was let go and fall.

“You dodged my darts well,” said Vultura with a chuckle. “But you got lucky that time. This time, you won’t be so lucky.”

Vultura aimed his wrist-mounted launcher again. At the same time, Crusher below was already more than halfway up the mast. It was now clear to me that I would either get riddled with Vultura’s darts or get crushed to death between Crusher’s claws. I thought about jumping, but that would just end up with me breaking my legs or getting hurt, and it definitely wouldn’t stop Crusher and Vultura from coming after me again.

Right before Vultura fired his darts, however, a loud screeching sound exploded in my ears and a large mechanical bat body-slammed Vultura. Shocked, Vultura fell off the mast. He tried to activate his jetpack, but the metal bat—which I recognized as Zip, Cyberkid’s personal drone—tore through the jetpack with its sharp claws. As a result, Vultura crashed onto the deck, where he lay either unconscious or dead; probably unconscious, though the blood leaking out of his helmet didn’t make me very confident about that.

Regardless, I was so shocked by Zip’s sudden appearance that I didn’t move until I heard a familiar voice nearby shout, “Beams!”

I looked in the direction from which the voice came and saw Cyberkid flying toward me on his rocket boots. The mechanical laser covering his right eye flashed as he flew.

“Cyberkid!” I shouted back, waving at him. “Thanks for the save!”

But Cyberkid just pointed at me and shouted, “Jump!”

I didn’t know what he meant until I heard the sickening crunch of claw into wood. Looking down, I saw that Crusher was less than a foot below me. He was too close for me to knock off with my lasers, nor could I kick him down.

So, without further thought, I jumped off the yard into the sky, just barely missing Crusher’s claw, which snipped at the bottom of my foot as I fell. I could hear Crusher shouting at me to come back, but I didn’t pay him any attention because I was too busy focused on the deck, which I was falling toward rapidly.

But then Cyberkid caught me and, with surprising strength, lifted me up to the foremast of The Mystery. He placed me in the foremast’s crow’s nest, which was the highest point on the ship. I slumped back in the crow’s nest, clutching my shoulder, which was still bleeding due to the dart lodged inside it.

“Beams, are you all right?” said Cyberkid, who was now hovering just outside the nest above me. “Your shoulder—”

“I’ll be fine,” I said, though I was aware of the strain in my voice when I said that. “You just need to go back down there and help the others fight the vigilantes.”

“Are you sure?” said Cyberkid. His one exposed eye narrowed. “Your shoulder could get infected if it’s not treated quickly.”

“Not like we can get any medical attention for it at the moment, now can we?” I said. I waved my hand at him. “Go! I’ll stay here and try not to move too much.”

Cyberkid frowned, but nodded once and then turned and flew back down to the deck below. When he left, I slumped down even further into the nest, almost lying flat on my back, and breathed a long sigh of pain. Despite what I’d told Cyberkid, I wasn’t sure my shoulder was going to be fine at all. It was hard to tell just how deep the dart had lodged itself into my shoulder, but I was sure it was deep enough to leave me with a serious wound if I didn’t get it treated quickly.

But at the moment, I couldn’t simply go to the hospital and have it treated. I was still in the middle of a battle, after all, even if I was currently not participating in it myself. A battle that, unfortunately, did not seem to be going our way the last time I checked.

It started about half an hour ago. The Mystery—the airship/mobile base of the superhero Myster—had been patrolling the skies around Golden City when it was suddenly attacked by a dozen or so members of the Vigilante Legion, who teleported onto the ship thanks to the teleportation abilities of one of their members. Rubberman and I had been on board at the time, which was probably the main reason the airship had been attacked, because Rubberman and I were the number one enemies of the Legion.

But The Mystery also had a crew of a half dozen superheroes and their sidekicks, which led to the current all-out brawl going on the deck below me. Even from up here, with wind blowing wildly all around me, I could hear the sounds of fists slamming into jaws, guns being fired, rubber snapping, and electricity zapping someone unfortunate enough to be in the way. Hearing the rubber snapping actually made me feel better, because Rubberman and I had gotten separated early on at the start of the battle and I hadn’t been sure of his current status.

Not for the first time, I was glad that the Golden City government had contacted Heroes United to request a few dozen extra superheroes to defend the city. Rubberman hadn’t seemed very excited about it, but I was glad we had allies, because there was no way that Rubberman, Adams, and I could defeat the Vigilante Legion on our own. The vigilantes may have lost their leader, but it didn’t seem to have slowed them down at all. If anything, they seemed even more vicious than before, which meant that Iron Angel had either been a moderating influence on them or they were under new leadership that was telling them to go all out.

In any case, this wasn’t the first clash between Heroes United and the Vigilante Legion, although it was the first one on such a large scale. The past few clashes over the last couple of weeks had either been clashes between individual members or clashes between small teams of two or three. With a dozen vigilantes versus an equal number of licensed superheroes and sidekicks, there was no telling who would win, although the winner of the battle wouldn’t matter if The Mystery crashed, which seemed very possible, given how much damage had been inflicted on the ship already.

Sitting upright, I peered over the side of the crow’s nest to see how the battle was going. From a distance, it was a little hard to follow individual superheroes, especially since all of the fighters were crowded so closely together, but I saw Myster trading blows with a man in huge metal, tank-like armor, while Rubberman was dodging slashes from a vigilante wearing a generic pirate costume but wielding a very real-looking scimitar. Both sides looked about equally matched to me, but sooner or later one side would emerge victorious. I just hoped it was mine, because if it wasn’t … well, I didn’t want to think about that.

But then I noticed one of the vigilantes lurking in the shadows near the ship’s fore. The vigilante in question wore strange, bug-eyed goggles and a bizarre keyboard-like device on his chest. He didn’t look like much of a fighter, which was probably why he was trying to sneak away. I also noticed he had a bag tied around his waist full of small balls, but the cloth bag was too thick for me to see through. Something about the way they moved around his waist and the way he sneaked around made me think that those were not just balls.

As I watched, the vigilante opened the door to the lower decks and stole inside before anyone on either side of the conflict could stop him. Looking back at the battle on the deck, it seemed like no one had seen him enter except for me. Again, I didn’t know much about him, but if he was sneaking around trying not to draw attention to himself, then he was obviously up to no good and didn’t want to get caught doing it. And then there were those balls again; something told me they far more dangerous than they looked.

I tapped the side of my helmet and said into my radiocom, “Boss, I saw one of the vigilantes sneak into the ship’s lower decks. Looked like he was up to no good.”

“I’m a bit busy at the moment, Beams,” came Rubberman’s voice over the radiocom, sounding slightly strained. “You should go deal with it yourself.”

“But I’m—”

A loud screeching noise came from my radiocom, forcing me to shut it off immediately before it could damage my hearing. At that exact moment, Cyberkid flew by again, being chased by yet another flier, this one a man with hawk-like wings extending from his back. Though the winged man was quick, he did not seem to notice me, so I aimed my lasers at his wings and, at the right moment, fired.

My lasers struck his right wing at the exact moment it spread wide. With a cry of shock and pain, the man plummeted to the deck like a rock, while Cyberkid stopped in midair and turned to look at me.

“Thanks for the save!” said Cyberkid, waving at me. “He would have gotten me if—”

“I don’t care,” I interrupted. I pointed at the door where the other vigilante had sneaked into. “One of the vigilantes broke off from the rest and is now inside The Mystery’s lower decks. We have to stop him before he causes any damage.”

“’We’?” Cyberkid questioned, glancing at my shoulder. “I don’t think you’re in any condition to go anywhere at the moment.”

“It’s just a flesh wound,” I lied. “It’s not as bad as it looks. I’ll be fine.”

Cyberkid looked at me skeptically, but then shrugged and flew over to me. He scooped me into his arms bridal style (which felt kind of awkward) and then lowered us both to the deck below. When we landed, Cyberkid kicked open the door and rushed inside. I followed, ignoring the pain in my shoulder as best as I could, though the bleeding was harder to ignore.

Once we passed the threshold, the sound of battle outside became a lot more quiet, especially when I closed the door behind us. We stood in a narrow wood hallway, which stretched ahead toward the front of the ship and had about three or four doors on each side. There was no sign, however, of the vigilante himself.

“Where did he go?” I said, looking around the narrow hallway in confusion.

Cyberkid looked at me in annoyance. “Are you sure you saw one of the vigilantes sneak into here? Because if not—”

“I did,” I said defensively. “He had weird goggles on his face and a bunch of balls in this bag tied around his waist.”

Cyberkid paused. The part of his face that was not hidden by his helmet revealed a growing sense of horror. “Goggles?”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “Big, bug-eyed ones.”

Cyberkid’s one revealed eye widened. “Uh oh.”

“Uh oh?” I said. “What do you mean by that?”

Cyberkid, however, did not respond. He just turned and ran down the hallway, forcing me to run after him in order not to get left behind. He turned down a corner and ran down a wooden staircase which appeared to lead to the lower decks, going down two steps at a time, while I had to do one at a time in order not to aggravate my shoulder injury.

“Cyberkid, what’s the problem?” I said, my breath ragged as we reached the end of the staircase. “Do you know the guy?”

Cyberkid abruptly stopped and turned to face me, frowning grimly. “Know him? I met him. He was Myster’s last sidekick, before I started working for him. He quit working for Myster three years ago to strike out on his own, though I met him once when Myster threw a sidekick reunion party last year. Not sure why he became a vigilante, though.”

“What are his powers?” I said. I tried not to show any pain, but my shoulder wound was getting harder and harder to ignore.

“He has none,” said Cyberkid in a grim voice. “Like me, Blast was technologically-gifted, but his own talents lay mostly in creating explosives. As in, bombs, and big ones, at that.”

My eyes widened in shock as I realized what Cyberkid implied. “You don’t mean—”

“I do,” Cyberkid interrupted me. He turned around again. “While Myster and the other HU heroes are busy fighting his allies, Blast went down here to set explosives to blow up the ship. He’s probably going to blow up the engine, which would be enough to cause the whole ship to fall like a rock.”

In my mind’s eyes, I saw The Mystery fall abruptly down toward Golden City below before crashing and exploding into tons of pieces. “That will kill everyone on board, including his own allies.”

“They probably plan to get off the ship with their teleporter,” said Cyberkid. “In any case, we’ve got to find him fast before he has time to set off his explosives. The longer we stand around talking, the more likely his success becomes.”

And the more infected my shoulder became, but I didn’t say that aloud. I just followed Cyberkid through the lower decks of The Mystery, taking the shortest route possible to the ship’s engine. I had never been down this low in The Mystery before, and the farther down we went, the more muffled the sounds of battle above became, until soon I couldn’t hear the battle raging above us at all.

But I could hear a loud engine humming somewhere up ahead. That sound grew louder as the sounds of battle above grew quieter. I half-expected us to run across one of Blast’s bombs in the hallway, but given how we didn’t run into any of them, I guess Blast must have been in too much of a hurry to set bombs for anyone following him. Or he was so convinced that he had sneaked in unnoticed that he simply never felt the need to set any traps.

Finally, I spotted a door up ahead, a cracked open door, which was helpfully labeled ENGINE ROOM. It was ajar, but Cyberkid kicked it open anyway and the two of us rushed inside without hesitation.

The sound of the engine humming and rumbling was deafening now that we were actually inside the Engine Room itself. The engine was a huge, mechanical device that looked like an overgrown car engine, except far more complicated and advanced. Pistons worked hard against the main body of the engine, electricity crackled, lights flashed, and its innards rumbled and hummed like a rock song. The engine took up about half of the entire room, which was impressive, because the Engine Room was easily one of the larger rooms on The Mystery.

But I paid little attention to that, because I spotted Blast standing near the foot of The Mystery. He was bent over, messing with something, though I couldn’t tell what due to his body blocking my view of it.

Cyberkid stepped forward and shouted as loudly as he could, “Blast, you idiot!”

Blast must have heard him, because he looked over his shoulder, but instead of frowning or scowling, he just smiled, which made him look very creepy, especially with those goggles covering his eyes.

“Ah, Cyberkid,” said Blast as he rose to his feet and turned around. He had a nasally voice, but it didn’t make him any less scary. “Myster’s newest child slave. Er, I mean sidekick, of course.”

Then he looked at me and his smile grew even wider. “And Rubberman’s brat? My, my. I came down here only to blow up this engine and turn this airship into a falling fireball of doom. I didn’t think I would get the honor killing the brat who put our leader behind bars.”

“You won’t,” I said. I winced at my shoulder wound, but stepped forward beside Cyberkid. “You’re not going to blow up or kill anyone. Come forward quietly and we won’t have to get violent.”

Blast threw back his head and laughed. “Ha! You kids really are brainwashed, talking like those damned fake heroes. I don’t remember talking like that when I was a sidekick, but I guess it doesn’t matter. I’ve already set up the bomb, as kids these days say.”

Blast stepped aside, revealing a large, flat blinking device set on the foot of the engine. On the device was a five minute timer that was, to my horror, already counting down second by second.

Cyberkid looked at Blast in shock. “Turn off that timer right now or else.”

“Sorry, I can’t do that,” said Blast with a shrug. “It’s an automatic timer. Besides, even if I did turn it off, I would still be able to blow it up. I have the detonator right here, after all.”

Blast held up a small device in his right hand, which had a single red button on it. His thumb hovered over the button threateningly, but did not press down on it yet.

“The original plan was that I would come down here, set up a few well-placed bombs, and then leave before the timers finished,” said Blast. “Then I would tell Traveler—that’s our teleporter, if you didn’t know—and we’d all retreat. We’d trick you and your bosses into thinking you had won the battle right up until the moment the bombs went off and you all died; however, it’s clear that I won’t be able to do that now. Oh, well. Traveler has orders to teleport the other vigilantes away if I don’t return in two minutes, so even if I die, at least my allies will leave. Can’t say the same about your allies, however.”

“Then we’ll disarm it,” I said. I looked at Cyberkid. “Cyberkid, have you ever disarmed a bomb before?”

“Doesn’t matter,” said Blast. He waved the detonator above his head. “If either of you two brats try to stop the bomb before the timer is up, I’ll press the button on this detonator and blow us all to kingdom come. And, unlike those fake heroes you work for, I’m not lying.”

I believed him. Blast looked and sounded completely serious about detonating the bomb before the timer finished. I could probably shoot the detonator out of his hand from a distance, but Blast probably expected me to do that, given how he knew who I was. And even if I did blast the detonator out of his hands before he could activate it, that didn’t mean we would be able to disarm the bomb itself.

Blast glanced at the timer. “Three and a half minutes left. I should warn you that the blast will probably kill all three of us instantly when it goes off, but The Mystery will likely remain airborne for a bit longer than that. I could have made it sink immediately if I’d had set more bombs, but really, more bombs would have been a luxury rather than a necessity at this point.”

I hated Blast’s rambling, but there wasn’t much I could do about it. I had a feeling that if I said anything, Blast would use that as an excuse to activate the detonator and kill all of us.

I looked at Cyberkid, wondering if he had any ideas. He, however, looked just as helpless as me. He was scowling, his hands balled into fists, but it seemed like he had no idea how to stop Blast, either.

“You two sure are quiet,” said Blast. “No witty banter to try to make me upset? Or are you coming to terms with your mortality? Perhaps your lives—as short and insignificant as they are—are flashing before your eyes. Maybe you’re even silently cursing your bosses for putting you in this situation in the first place.”

I wanted to tell Blast to shut his mouth, but again, I was worried he was just looking for an excuse to activate the detonator. A glance at the timer on the bomb revealed we had only two and a half minutes to stop it. I didn’t know for sure how big the explosion was going to be, but if it was going to be big enough to cripple the engine and crash The Mystery, it would definitely be big enough to kill all three of us instantly.

We didn’t have more time to waste. Our best bet was taking out Blast and then having Cyberkid disarm the bomb. And the only way to do that was to knock the detonator out of Blast’s hand, which I would have to do quickly, because if I hesitated for even a second, Blast would press the button and kill all of us.

“Still very quiet,” said Blast. “That’s good, of course. Most kids are too noisy these days, especially teenagers like—”

I didn’t let him finish his sentence. I fired my beams, aiming directly at his hand. Two lasers struck his detonator hand, knocking the detonator out of his grasp. Blast cried out in pain and grabbed his burned hand, but I wasn’t going to let him recover. I launched myself across the room, using the last of my previous energy boost, and kicked him in the jaw. My boot cracked against his jaw and he immediately collapsed onto the floor, unconscious.

Landing on the floor, I grimaced and grabbed my shoulder, which was now bleeding worse than ever. Nonetheless, Blast was down, though the timer showed that we had only one and a half minutes left.

I didn’t even have to say anything, however, before Cyberkid rushed over to the bomb and immediately knelt before it. He began examining the bomb, running his hands over its smooth outer shell as he attempted to look for some way to open it. At least, I assumed he was, because I didn’t know what else he could do be doing.

“Cyberkid, have you figured out how to stop it yet?” I asked, raising my voice to be heard over the engine’s rumbling again.

“Not yet,” said Cyberkid, his voice frantic. “If I could open it, maybe I could rewire it, but—Ah, here we go!”

Cyberkid pried the outer shell off and threw it aside. Bunches of wires—red, blue, and green—were crisscrossed underneath the timer, which now showed about one minute and five seconds left. Cyberkid froze, staring at the wires as if he had never seen anything like them before.

“Cyberkid, what the hell are you doing?” I shouted, not even bothering to hide my anger. “Cut the right wire, damn it, before it explodes!”

“I …” Cyberkid shook his head. “I don’t know which wire is the right one! If I pull the wrong wire, it could set off the bomb early and kill us all.”

I scowled and looked at the timer. Forty-five seconds. “Haven’t you disarmed bombs before? Shouldn’t you know which wires detonate it?”

“You just assume I know how to disarm bombs because I’m a tech guy,” Cyberkid snapped. “Did it ever occur to you that I’m not a bomb technician? Just because I’m good with some tech doesn’t mean I’m good with all kinds of tech.”

I gulped. The timer now said we had less than thirty seconds left. “Then what the hell are we supposed to do? Just sit here and pray for a miracle?”

“I—” Cyberkid put his hands on his head and stared at the bomb uselessly. “I don’t know. I can’t stop this bomb. I can’t save us.”

Cyberkid sounded so pathetic when he said that, which made me angry. But I forgot about my anger when I looked at the timer one last time and saw that twenty seconds had somehow passed already, leaving us with less than ten seconds left.

I did not hesitate. I jumped forward, grabbed a fistful of wires, and, ignoring Cyberkid’s protests to the contrary, ripped all of the wires out of the bomb at once.

I expected the bomb to explode. I expected a fiery explosion of death to envelope all three of us and cripple the engine. I expected to be lying half-dead on the floor, feeling The Mystery falling to its doom,where I would die as soon as the airship crashed into the city below.

None of that happened.

Instead, the timer stopped beeping and froze at exactly five seconds before detonation. And I knew that it would not explode even if Blast pressed the detonator. I knew that The Mystery was saved.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Lowering the wires, I looked at the timer. I half-expected it to blow up anyway, but it appeared to be completely disarmed. My heart was racing, adrenaline rushing through my veins, to the point where I barely remembered that my shoulder was badly wounded. All I could think about was how lucky I had been to pull the right wire—or perhaps wires—and not kill us all. I wasn’t a big believer in God, but if you had told me that God had been guiding my hand at that moment to ensure I picked the right wire, I wouldn’t have argued against that in the slightest.

I looked at Cyberkid. He was staring at the frozen timer with a stunned look on his face. He looked just as frozen as the timer itself, which I figured was just his way of reacting to the adrenaline that was no doubt going through his body at the moment.

“Cyberkid?” I said, waving a hand in front of his face. “Uh, dude, are you still there? Hello?”

All of a sudden, Cyberkid looked up at me, but he was not smiling, nor did he look grateful. He was scowling, scowling in anger, and I didn’t understand why.

“You idiot,” said Cyberkid. He rose to his feet, glaring at me the whole while. “You goddamn, brain-dead moron.”

“What’s got your panties in a bunch?” I said in annoyance. I waved the wires at him. “I disarmed the bomb, didn’t I? I saved the lives of every person on this ship.”

Cyberkid, however, did not calm down when I said that. If anything, he became visibly angrier, his scowl tightening and his hands balled into even tighter fists. “You could have killed us all. You had no idea what you were doing. You just pulled a random amount of wires and miraculously didn’t blow us all into bite-sized pieces. You idiot.”

“I still don’t see what you’re so angry about,” I said. “If you wanted to die, maybe you should have disarmed the bomb yourself, instead of sitting there staring at it like a moron.”

“That’s because I—” Cyberkid shook his head. “God, why am I even bothering? You’re too thickheaded to realize just how lucky you got. There’s no reason that should have worked out the way it did. No reason at all.”

I was about to say that I actually did understand just how lucky I got, but then the pain in my shoulder spiked at that moment, causing me to drop the wires and fall to my knees. I clasped one hand over my shoulder, gritting my teeth as the pain in my wound became as sharp as a knife.

“Whoa, Beams, are you okay?” said Cyberkid. The anger in his voice was gone, temporarily replaced by surprised concern. “Your shoulder—”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “Just go back up to the top deck and get Rubberman. Tell him what happened down here. I’ll keep an eye on Blast.”

Cyberkid hesitated, but then he nodded, tied up Blast with some metal cables he carried on him, and left the Engine Room immediately, leaving me all alone with Blast, who was still unconscious from when I kicked him in the jaw.

Still biting my lower lip, I sat against the engine, feeling its vibrations go through my body. It was actually kind of relaxing and even took my mind off my shoulder for a little bit, but it was just for a moment. In the next moment, the pain was as bad as ever and all I could think about was how I wanted to go to the hospital more than anything right now. There was a decent chance that my shoulder wound was already infected by now, but it was also possible that the doctors might be able to heal it before it became infected.

I looked at Blast. Man, he looked even worse than me, despite the fact that he hadn’t been shot in the shoulder like I had. A trickle of blood leaked out of the corner of his mouth and his body didn’t move at all, save for the slight rise and fall of his chest as he breathed. I kicked the detonator across the room; although I was sure that the detonator was useless now that the bomb had been disarmed, I didn’t want to chance it in case Blast woke up suddenly and tried to detonate it remotely.

As I sat against the engine again, I noticed a piece of paper sticking out of Blast’s left pants pocket. It was not very noticeable, but the way Blast lay made it stand out. Curious, I grabbed the corner of the paper and slowly but gently pulled it out.

Unfolding the paper, I looked down at it to read its contents. The paper was a printed out list of supplies that Blast needed to make his bombs. It was pretty long and I barely understood most of it, mostly because the pain in my shoulder made it hard to concentrate. I figured it was a checklist of some sort, perhaps something Blast consulted whenever he was making his bombs to make sure he hadn’t forgotten any important ingredients.

But toward the bottom of the page was a sentence that caught my attention: Order more charcoal for Big Boy before EOM.

I frowned. ‘Big Boy’? What was that? It sounded like some sort of bomb, but ‘Big Boy’ seemed like a strange name for a bomb.

At that moment, Blast groaned and turned his head toward me. Though his goggles hid his eyes, I could tell he had awoken from my blow. He tried to sit up, but failed due to the metal cables tying him down, so he laid down again, frowning in pain.

“Ugh,” said Blast, shaking his head. He looked around. “Huh. This doesn’t look like hell.”

“That’s because it isn’t,” I said. I bit my lower lip to keep myself from groaning in pain, and then said, “I disarmed the bomb. You failed.”

Blast glanced at the bomb. His frown became even bigger. “Amazing. I mean, I’m really pissed off that you managed to disarm the bomb before it exploded, but I have to admit that it is also pretty darn amazing. You got lucky.”

“I know,” I said, nodding. “I thought you might be a bit more grateful, though, given how I basically saved your life.”

Blast snorted. “Just so you could throw me in jail like a common crook. But that’s what happens to the real heroes in our society. They are arrested and thrown behind bars like petty thieves while the real criminals—like you and your boss—get praise and adoration from the general public. It’s disgusting.”

“Not as disgusting as holding an entire elementary school hostage in order to lure out your enemy. Or murdering innocent people in cold blood to set up a ritual to bring back someone from the dead.”

Blast chuckled. “The Vigilante Legion ain’t perfect, I’ll give you that. Still, at least we’re not glory-seeking hypocrites. I remember well how much of a hypocrite Myster was. In public, he’d pretend to be a selfless hero who cared about the innocent, but in private, he only ever thought and talked about money, money, and more money. No different from every other jerk in this industry, to be frank.”

I had no idea if Blast was telling the truth about that or not. While I knew that Myster, like all superheroes, was interested in expanding his business and increasing his profits, Myster had always struck me as wanting to do the right thing. He had, after all, come to Golden City to warn Rubberman and I about ZZZ and even helped us fight him. That hardly seemed like the behavior of a mercenary entrepreneur who only cared about money, but at the same time, I didn’t care, because even if Blast was right, I’d had too many negative experiences with the Legion by this point to see him or them as anything more than enemies who were not to be trusted.

Blast must have noticed the paper in my hands, however, because he frowned again and said, “Hey, is that my bomb ingredients checklist? Give it back. It’s mine.”

I shook my head. “Nope. I’m keeping it. I’ll probably give it to Rubberman. He’ll know what to do with it.”

“Oh, maybe he’ll use it to make new Rubber Bombs,” said Blast sardonically. “The bomb industry is growing explosively, haven’t you heard? I’m sure his Rubber Bombs would a big hit with his fans. They’d have a real blast blowing up his—”

“Enough with the stupid bomb puns,” I snapped. I held out the paper. “What is Big Boy?”

Blast’s mocking smile suddenly turned into a surprised frown. He looked down at his pocket, where the paper had been, and then at me again, as if to confirm that the checklist I held was the same checklist he had been carrying on his person.

“So?” I said. “We have plenty of time to talk. No need to act like you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

“I know exactly what you’re talking about, brat, but that doesn’t mean I am going to answer your question,” said Blast. “It’s top secret.”

I lowered the paper onto my lap. “Top secret, eh? All right. You should tell Rubberman and Myster that. I’m sure they won’t try to interrogate you to find out what Big Boy is or why you consider it important enough to hide from me. And even if they don’t, the police will definitely want to know what this is, and they aren’t exactly the nicest interrogators in the country, if you know what I mean.”

This time, Blast bit his lower lip. He was probably trying to decide if my threat was serious or not; it was, because I fully intended to tell Rubberman about my findings and then let Rubberman and the other superheroes decide what to do from there. The only question now was whether Blast was more afraid of me or Rubberman or the police.

Finally, Blast sighed. “Okay, kid. Big Boy is a bomb I built. A really big one, as you might have guessed from the name.”

“I never would have figured out that a bomb called ‘Big Boy’ was big,” I said sarcastically. “Very unexpected.”

Blast looked rather annoyed at my sarcasm, but he continued speaking anyway. “We were planning to use Big Boy to blow a hole in the prison where Iron Angel is being kept. That is how we planned to rescue him.”

I nodded. “Uh huh. And where is Big Boy currently being kept?”

Blast snarled. “I’ll never—”

“Cut the crap,” I said without missing a beat. “You’ve already told me what it is. No point in playing tough by refusing to tell me where it is.”

I probably sounded harsh, but that was because I really had no time to play with him. With my shoulder wound still bleeding, I just wanted to get straight to the point. That way, when Cyberkid returned with the other superheroes, I could tell Rubberman what I learned. Then he and the other heroes would be able to figure out a way to get Big Boy while I spent time in the hospital.

Blast, however, did not know any of that, but he must have sensed the annoyance in my voice, because he said, “Okay, fine. Big Boy is being kept on the outskirts of Golden City, inside that old abandoned car factory that closed down years ago. Do you know the one I’m talking about?”

I nodded. “Yeah. The Williams Car Factory, right? My uncle used to work there before it closed down ten years ago.”

“Yeah, that place,” said Blast. “That’s where Big Boy is.”

“Is anyone else there? Like some of your own allies?”

Blast smiled. “Why don’t you find out for yourself? Go up to the front door and knock on it and see who answers. I’m sure it will be fun.”

I took that as a ‘yes,’ but at the same time, I found it suspicious how easily Blast was willing to tell me about Big Boy. Either Blast was a cowardly, traitorous little snake or he was lying to me. He didn’t seem to be lying, but then, I didn’t know Blast well enough to tell when he was lying and when he was telling the truth.

Before I could resume interrogating him, however, I heard the sounds of dozens of feet stomping across the floor outside and in another moment, Cyberkid, Rubberman, and several other superheroes appeared in the doorway to the Engine Room. Rubberman immediately made his way over to me, while the other superheroes who had come with him were led by Cyberkid over to Blast, who was still smirking at me like he had just told a funny joke. It was a creepy expression, not helped by his goggles, which made him look more like a cyborg than a human being.

“Beams, are you okay?” said Rubberman, stopping beside me and bending over. He looked at my shoulder and grimaced. “Good God, that looks awful.” He suddenly looked over at Blast, who was now being escorted out of the Engine Room by the other superheroes. “Did he—”

“No, it was another vigilante I was fighting,” I said. I winced at the pain in my shoulder. “But it does need to be looked at anyway. It hurts like hell.”

“Of course,” said Rubberman. “Blast’s fellow vigilantes have already fled, so The Mystery is safe now. I’ll have Myster fly us to the hospital so we can have that shoulder looked at.”

I nodded, but then I remembered what I was talking about with Blast and said, “Wait, Rubberman, I was talking to Blast and he was telling me about the Legion’s plan to save Iron Angel. It involves using a big—”

“Tell me about it later,” said Rubberman. He scooped me into his arms and stood up. “For now, we need to get you to the hospital, and fast. I don’t want your shoulder to become infected and you end up losing your arm because of it.”

With that, Rubberman turned and walked out of the Engine Room. I kept quiet, but at the same time, I couldn’t stop thinking about Blast and his smirk. It made me wonder if it actually would make sense to tell Rubberman about Big Boy or if I should just keep it to myself. Something told me that Blast had not shared everything with me, but at the same time, if Big Boy was real, then it seemed to me that Rubberman needed to know about it.

Whatever. I would just tell Rubberman about it later, after I had my shoulder looked at.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

A couple of hours later, I lay in my bed in the Golden City General Hospital, my shoulder bandaged up and a soft white blanket pulled up to my waist. My shoulder was stiff thanks to the bandages around it, but the doctor who had cleaned and bandaged my shoulder had told me that it should be okay as long as I didn’t move it too much. Even though it had hurt like hell, the injury was apparently not going to leave me with any lasting health problems, at least as long as I didn’t get myself into any more fights. I told the doctor I would try to avoid overexerting myself, though deep down, I knew I couldn’t guarantee that, because as long as the Vigilante Legion was still in Golden City, I would never be able to relax entirely.

I no longer wore my green and yellow costume; however, I still wore my helmet in order to keep my identity secret from the doctors, nurses, and hospital workers. A glance at the mirror on the right wall showed me looking silly in my hospital gown and helmet, but again, I didn’t want to lose my license, so I had to keep my helmet on at all times while I was here in the hospital. And the only person who could visit me was Rubberman, because if my parents or girlfriend showed up, that would be a good way for everyone to find out my real identity.

Leaning back into my pillows, I stared up at the ceiling. On the flight to the hospital, I’d told Rubberman everything Blast had told me about Big Boy and what the Legion intended to use it for. Rubberman had listened closely, though he didn’t say what he was going to do about it. When he dropped me off at the hospital, however, he mentioned he needed to talk to Myster about this and that he would come by to visit me after that.

But Rubberman had not said exactly how long it would take for him to talk to Myster about my findings. I’d been lying here in this hospital room for half an hour now and had had no guests besides the doctor and my nurse since my arrival. I understood that there was probably a lot of cleanup going on as well; when I first saw how wrecked the deck of The Mystery was from the battle between Heroes United and the Vigilante Legion, I shuddered to think of how much money it was going to cost for Myster to fix it.

Even so, I felt lonely, sitting here in this hospital room all by myself. The doctor had suggested I rest, but I didn’t want to rest. The adrenaline was still running through me from my earlier fight with Blast. Besides, I kept expecting one of the vigilantes to burst through the window or front door to get me. I was very defenseless in my current position; sure, my eye beams still worked, but I couldn’t exactly defend myself in bed, at least not effectively.

At that moment, the door to my hospital room opened and Rubberman entered. He looked tired, his normally pristine black hair still messed up from the battle on The Mystery, and his costume had a few cuts and holes in it. Nonetheless, he smiled at me when he closed the door, albeit in an exhausted way.

“Hey, Beams,” said Rubberman as he closed the door behind him. “How are you doing?”

He sounded extremely tired. The bags under his eyes—which were due to his lack of sleep over the last couple of weeks—looked even worse combined with his injuries.

“Okay,” I said. I rolled my bandaged shoulder slightly. “The doctor says my shoulder should be fine, just as long as I rest and don’t move it too much.”

“No fighting?” Rubberman questioned as he walked across the room toward me. He sat down in a chair next to my bed and propped his chin in his hand.

“No fighting,” I said, “at least until my shoulder gets better. That’s what the doctor said.”

Rubberman sighed. “Damn it. I mean … sorry, Beams, but I hope you understand why we can’t afford to keep bleeding members like this.”

I nodded. Over the last couple of weeks, ever since the Heroes United members came to Golden City, every clash with the Vigilante Legion seemed to end with someone on our side dying or getting too injured to keep fighting. To the best of my knowledge, we’d lost about three superheroes and four sidekicks so far, while the Vigilante Legion was more or less still at full strength. Blast was one of the very few vigilantes who we had managed to capture, and even then, he nearly took out all of us by himself.

“I understand, boss,” I said. “If it was my decision, I’d be out and about fighting the Vigilante Legion with you and the other heroes.” I sat up. “Actually, I think I will go and fight with you guys. My shoulder is fine. The doctor isn’t my father any—”

Rubberman’s left hand stretched toward me and shoved me gently but firmly back down onto my bed. I looked at Rubberman in shock, noting his expression, which was serious and grim.

“No, Beams, you should listen to your doctor,” said Rubberman. “I know the doctors who work here. They’re usually right about everything.”

“But you’ve always been able to recover quickly,” I said. “Why can’t I?”

“Because I have a healing factor and you don’t,” said Rubberman as he retracted his left hand. “Unlike you, I recover from injuries far faster, but even I wouldn’t leave the hospital just a couple of hours after I got in. You should at least stay the night, though if you want to go home tomorrow, I think that would be wise, because I’ve been getting calls from your mom demanding to know if you’re okay. I think she is concerned about you.”

I had not received any calls from Mom myself, but I wasn’t surprised to hear that she had called Rubberman. I bet Dad was also worried about me, though he always expressed his worry differently than Mom. Regardless, I realized that Rubberman was right about this: I was lucky to get off with such a relatively minor injury and needed to rest if I was going to be able to help him in the future.

“So I want you to take time off work,” said Rubberman, “as much as you need to get better, however long that may be.”

“But the Vigilante Legion—”

“We’ll deal with them,” Rubberman cut me off. He patted me on the shoulder. “We’ve got more than enough superheroes and sidekicks to deal with the Legion. You don’t need to worry about them.”

“Are you sure you can trust the others?” I said. “They’re from Heroes United, after all.”

“I’m sure,” said Rubberman, though he didn’t sound very sure to me. “I—”

All of a sudden, the door to my room burst open, causing both me and Rubberman to look over at it just as someone stepped through the doorway, someone who I recognized from pictures I’d seen online but who I had never seen in real life before.

The man who entered was the striking image of a superhero. He was tall and muscular, with arms built like marble columns. A long, red cape flowed behind him, while his hair was perfectly smoothed back as if done by a professional hair stylist. His square chin looked strong enough to smash rock, while his blue eyes shone from his face like lights. On his huge chest was a single, stylized P, which by itself would be more than enough to identify him.

Even so, I was too stunned by this man’s appearance here in Golden City General to speak. There was no way that he could be here, in person. This had to be a hallucination caused by the medicine the doctor gave me, right?

Either the man who had strode into my hospital room was real or Rubberman was also sharing in my hallucination, because he turned to face the newcomer with the same level of disbelief on my face. “Prime Man? Is that you?”

The superhero who stood before us smiled, flashing his perfect white teeth. He held out a hand toward Rubberman. “I’m glad to see you remember me, Rubberman. It’s been a few years since we last met at Super Con 2015, but I see you have not forgotten me in the slightest.”

I still couldn’t believe that this man was the Prime Man, the richest, most successful superhero in the world and head of the Heroes United superhero hiring agency. He consistently topped the list of richest superheroes in the world for the last ten years, and was always somewhere in the top ten wealthiest superheroes for five years before that. He rarely did any crime-fighting himself—guess he was what Rubberman would call a Cape—but that didn’t diminish his fame or success in the slightest.

Rubberman, however, did not get up to shake Prime Man’s hand. He did extend his own hand toward him, which he shook firmly, though Rubberman did not seem terribly excited about seeing Prime Man. As for myself, I just pulled my sheets up a little closer to my chin, because I felt kind of naked in my patient gown.

But Prime Man must have noticed my movement, because he looked at me and, still smiling, said, “And you must be Beams, Rubberman’s newest sidekick, right?”

“Y-yeah,” I said, nodding. “Let me get up so I can—”

But Prime Man held up a hand as if to silence me. “No need, young man. I heard all about the fight on The Mystery and how you were badly wounded during it by Blast from Myster and Cyberkid. You stay where you are. No point in having your arm bandaged up if you’re not going to give it a chance to heal up correctly.”

Prime Man spoke genuinely, which made me relax. He kind of reminded me of Rubberman, although he definitely had his own feel to him, maybe a bit more self-important than my boss, but good nonetheless.

Rubberman—who had retracted his arm by now—was still looking at Prime Man in confusion and, if I wasn’t mistaken, also with a hint of suspicion. “Prime Man, I didn’t know you were going to be in Golden City. I thought you were too busy running Heroes United to come here yourself.”

Prime Man’s smile never left his face, though it did seem a bit creepier now. “Ah, well, normally I am too busy to check on these sorts of things. Living in New York City, having important discussions with the President and Congress regarding laws regulating our business, managing my multi-billion dollar corporation and the five hundred sidekicks who work for me—”

“Five hundred sidekicks?” I repeated in shock. “You have five hundred sidekicks?”

Prime Man nodded. “Indeed. Compared to most businesses, that’s a rather small number of employees, but it is more than most superheroes, to be sure.”

I couldn’t even imagine how one superhero could have five hundred sidekicks at once. I mean, I knew that superheroes could hire as many sidekicks as they could afford, and I had also known that Prime Man was extremely wealthy, but I could never have guessed that Prime Man had 500 sidekicks, which wasn’t even counting the sidekicks who worked alongside superheroes who worked for his agency. What did you even do with that many sidekicks?

“Anyway,” Prime Man continued, “the reason I came down here is because I was curious to see how the battle against the Vigilante Legion was coming along. I expected it to be over in a week, yet it’s been two weeks now and the Legion is still active.”

“They’re tougher than they look,” said Rubberman. “Even with Iron Angel in jail, they’re still well-organized. We think that the Legion has a new leader, though we don’t know who it is yet.”

Prime Man sighed. “Ah, Iron Angel. He was an inspiration to us all, even though he never became quite as successful as me. It is always sad whenever the mighty fall, wouldn’t you agree, Rubberman?”

Rubberman nodded. “Yes. Still, we’ve got to deal with reality, and the reality is that Iron Angel’s followers are trying to break him out of prison and kill us.”

“Quite true,” said Prime Man. “But they haven’t had too much luck in either objective, yes?”

“Right,” said Rubberman. “Iron Angel is still behind bars, while Beams and I are still alive.”

“That’s good to hear,” said Prime Man, “though Myster informed me of a bomb that the Legion is building to break Iron Angel out of prison.”

“That’s true,” said Rubberman. “We know where it is being built, so within the next few days, we should be able to destroy it before the Legion can complete it. Will you be coming along with us on that mission, Prime Man?”

Prime Man stroked his chin. “Unfortunately, I will not be able to. I plan to stay in Golden City for only two days. I have a strict schedule to keep and that schedule does not, unfortunately, include stopping a bunch of criminals from staging a prison break.”

Prime Man sounded sad about that, as if he thought he was being deprived of a real treat. That made me wonder if he was more of a Mask than he let on.

As for Rubberman, he folded his arms across his chest and said, “What else do you plan to do while you’re in town, Prime Man? Talk to the police about the Legion?”

“Yes, I do have a meeting scheduled with the police chief and the mayor about this threat,” said Prime Man, nodding. “But I also came to do business with Sasha Munroe. You know of her, of course?”

Rubberman’s smile almost turned into a frown, but he forced his expression to stay the same. “Yes, I know her. Why are you going to meet her? Are you planning to sell your business to her?”

Prime Man chuckled. “Don’t be silly, Rubberman. The Prime Man business is better and more profitable than ever. I’d have to be a genuine fool to even think of selling it right now. But Sasha did contact me about a possible business deal we could strike, and because I’m in town already, I decided to meet her for lunch tomorrow. I can’t tell you the details just yet, but if all goes as I think, the Prime Man business will become even bigger than it already is.”

I had a hard time imagining how Prime Man’s business could possibly grow any more than it already had, even knowing that Munroe Acquisitions was just as big if not bigger than his business. What did he expect to happen, that he would hire another 500 sidekicks or something? I knew better than to ask something like that aloud, of course, but the scale on which Prime Man operated was so huge that I had a hard time wrapping my head around it.

“Interesting,” said Rubberman. He leaned back in his chair. “I’m not sure it is wise to associate with Munroe Acquisitions, however. Their track record of hiring superheroes hasn’t exactly been stellar, given how Barriers conspired with the Three Fingers gang to promote his business.”

“That was just one bad hire,” said Prime Man, waving off Rubberman’s comments like they were nothing. “I’ve hired more than a few bad sidekicks in my time, including one who tried to kill me in my sleep one time. The deal Sasha has offered me is too good to pass up. And if things go south, I have enough money to afford the best lawyers in the country.”

“It’s your business, I guess,” said Rubberman. “Still, I’d recommend being careful around her nonetheless.”

Prime Man laughed. “’Being careful’ is a good way to survive in this business, perhaps, but certainly not how you get to the top like I have. If you were more bold and less cautious, Rubberman, you would be on my level already.”

Rubberman shrugged. “Not all of us inherited our businesses from our already successful fathers, Nathan.”

Prime Man’s friendly smile suddenly turned into a hostile frown. “Well, we all got our start differently, didn’t we, Dennis? Anyway, I need to leave or else I’ll miss my meeting with the mayor and the police chief. If you need to contact me, just call my secretary.”

With that, Prime Man turned and left the room. He practically slammed the door behind himself on his way out, slammed it shut so hard that the door shook. It stayed in its frame, however, although I was amazed that he was strong enough to make such a heavy door shake.

I looked at Rubberman. “Why did he get so hostile all of a sudden? I don’t think you said anything wrong.”

Rubberman rubbed his forehead, still looking at the door as if Prime Man hadn’t left the room. “Maybe not technically, but Nathan’s always been insecure about the fact that he inherited the business from his father.”

“He did?” I said. “I’ve heard of superheroes inheriting their business from their parents, but I didn’t realize that Prime Man was one of them.”

“Oh, he is,” said Rubberman. “The Prime Man business was one of the first superhero businesses founded fifty years ago when the government first legalized superheroes. Prime Man the First is Nathan’s grandfather, who also sometimes teamed up with Nightbolt. It was Prime Man the Second, however, who really expanded the Prime Man business into the huge corporation it is today.”

“So this current Prime Man is really Prime Man the Third?” I said.

Rubberman nodded again. “Yes. That doesn’t make Nathan’s own accomplishments any less impressive, but he doesn’t like to be reminded that he’s the third person in his family to have had the Prime Man identity.”

“You talk about him like he’s a friend.”

Rubberman shrugged. “Not a friend so much as an acquaintance I’ve come to know over the years. He wants me to join Heroes United, which, as you know, I have no interest in being a part of. I like my independence.”

“Why does he want you to join Heroes United?”

“Because my business is booming,” said Rubberman. “You may not realize it, but my revenue, profits, and fame have been going up every year since I’ve been in the biz. It’s the same reason Sasha wants to buy my business from me; in a word, money.”

I frowned. “So Prime Man is just another profit-obsessed Cape, huh?”

“He’s a much better man than he seems,” said Rubberman. “While Barriers was a scumbag through and through, Nathan does at least try to be a hero and deal honorably in his business dealings. Still, you’re not too far off the mark in your understanding of him.”

I looked at the door again. “Should I be wary of him or—?”

“No,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “Nathan isn’t like Sasha. If he wants to make a deal with me, he’ll come to me directly and won’t even think about trying to trick you. Like I said, he generally tries to be honest in his business dealings, which is more than I can say for Sasha, at least.”

Rubberman suddenly stood up and stretched his arms. “Well, I guess I must get going. Myster and I need to discuss Big Boy some more and how we’re going to deal with it. I’ll also call your parents to let them know you’re okay.”

I nodded. “Okay, boss. Tell them I don’t know when the hospital will release me, though it will probably be soon.”

“Sure thing,” said Rubberman. He turned to leave, but then suddenly turned around to look at me again, like he had just remembered something. “Oh, I almost forgot. Once you’re released from the hospital, come by the Elastic Cave as soon as you can.”

I raised an eyebrow in confusion. “Why? I thought you said you didn’t want me to do any work until my shoulder got better.”

“I’m not going to make you do any work,” Rubberman insisted. “I have a surprise for you, one I think you’ll enjoy a lot. I won’t say more than that, however, because I don’t want to ruin it for you.”

Rubberman sounded genuinely excited about this surprise, which made me wonder what it was, though knowing how good Rubberman was at keeping secrets, I didn’t press him on the issue.

Instead, I said, “All right, boss. Once they let me out of the hospital, I’ll come by to see what you’ve got.”

“Good to know,” said Rubberman. “Anyway, I’ve got to go. See you later.”

Rubberman left the room. When he closed the door behind himself, I sank down further against my pillows and stared up at the ceiling. I intended to get some sleep, because I was still pretty exhausted. It wasn’t like I had anything better to do, after all.

Just as I closed my eyes, however, my phone—which was on a table next to my bed—suddenly started ringing. Thinking it must be my parents, I grabbed the phone and looked at the screen, but to my confusion, the number was not Mom or Dad’s cell number, but rather a number I had never seen before. I was tempted to reject the call and go to sleep, but I was curious about who might be trying to get a hold of me while I was in the hospital like this. It never hurt to answer the phone, after all.

Tapping the accept button, I put the phone against my ear and said, “Hi, who is this?”

“Alex Fry,” said a deep male voice with a Japanese accent that was far too familiar. “I am pleased that you answered the phone. I thought the sedatives the doctor gave you for your injury might have knocked you out already, but it appears that I picked the right time to call you.”

I froze. That voice … it couldn’t be. He didn’t know my real identity. “Uh, I think you got the wrong number, dude. Maybe you were calling a different Alex Fry.”

“Don’t play dumb with me, Beams,” said the voice. “My boss and I keep close tabs on all patients admitted to Golden City General. We know that you are in the hospital due to a shoulder injury you received while fighting the Vigilante Legion earlier today. You cannot deceive us.”

Panic was beginning to rise in my chest. I looked around my room, but did not see anyone in here with me. “Where are you? Are you in the hospital or—”

“Where I am is irrelevant,” said Takeshi, Sasha Munroe’s bodyguard, whose voice I could hear over the phone. “What matters is that my employer asked me to deliver a message to you.”

“Me?” I said. “But I’m not Rubberman. If this is a business offer your boss wants to make—”

“My employer asked me to deliver this message specifically to you,” Takeshi interrupted without apology. “And it isn’t a business offer … well, not a typical business offer, at any rate. You must not tell Rubberman about this.”

I frowned. “Why did Sasha want you to deliver a message to me, specifically? And why shouldn’t I tell Rubberman about this? And how the hell did you get a hold of my phone number anyway?”

“I cannot answer all of your questions, save for the second one,” said Takeshi. “If you tell Rubberman about this call, we’ll reveal your secret identity to the world and you will lose your sidekick license.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“We would. And we would do it in such a way that you would never be able to prove that we did it. We have some very skilled hackers at Munroe Acquisitions who know how to cover their digital tracks, so to speak.”

“You’re bluffing.”

“I am many things, Beams, but a liar is not one of them. But if you don’t care about losing your license, I shall inform Miss Munroe that she can tell our hackers to put your information on the Internet, which will count as revealing your identity to the public.”

Takeshi was lying. He had to be lying. But I knew he wasn’t, because if they didn’t have proof of my identity, they wouldn’t have been able to look up my phone number and call me like this. Takeshi may or may not have been a liar, but in this instance, he was definitely telling the truth.

“Fine,” I said. “I won’t tell Rubberman about this.”

“A wise choice, young man,” said Takeshi. “Much wiser than most kids your age.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” I said. “Just tell me what Sasha’s message is.”

“She wishes to speak with you in person,” said Takeshi. “Tomorrow at noon, you must appear at the Munroe Acquisitions headquarters building, where you will speak with Miss Munroe in her office.”

“About what?”

“About whatever Miss Munroe wishes to speak with you about. I am merely her secretary. She tells me all that I need to know, and no more.”

I could tell that Takeshi knew more than he let on, but he didn’t seem to want to talk about it over the phone. Probably, he didn’t want anyone eavesdropping on our call to know what Sasha wanted to talk about.

“I don’t know,” I said. “The doctor said I might need to stay in the hospital for a few more days—”

“That can be changed,” said Takeshi. “Miss Munroe is on good terms with the hospital’s director. Convincing them to let you out early will not be difficult.”

I bit my lower lip, but then nodded. “Okay. I’ll be there, then.”

“Excellent,” said Takeshi. “I shall send one of the company’s limousines to pick you up at eleven thirty. Make sure you are in the hospital lobby before it arrives. It will save us a lot of time.”

With that, Takeshi ended the call. I lowered my phone down, staring at the apps on its home screen, though I wasn’t really looking at it. I was thinking instead about my call with Takeshi and what awaited me tomorrow.

I didn’t know what Sasha wanted to talk with me about, but knowing about her business practices, I doubted it was just simple business.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

The next day, I was walking through the hallways of the Munroe Acquisitions headquarters in downtown Golden City. I was following Takeshi, who was dressed in a professional suit with a blue tie today rather than his usual all-black ninja garb. He didn’t look any less intimidating out of his ninja clothes than in them; if anything, his suit made him look even more intimidating, because I knew he could still take me down in a fight if he wanted.

As for me, I was wearing my Beams costume. Takeshi and Sasha may have known my secret identity, but that didn’t mean that the rest of the company did. Besides, an ordinary high school student having a meeting with the CEO of the company would have drawn attention; on the other hand, the sidekick of a local superhero coming to have a meeting with the company’s CEO would just be another day in the office. Oddly, we didn’t run into very many employees on our way up to Sasha’s office, although security cameras attached to the ceiling followed our every move. I wondered if Sasha was watching us from behind any of the cameras.

Earlier that day, I had been released from the hospital much earlier than my doctor originally thought. He claimed that my shoulder injury was actually not as bad as he thought and that I could let it finish recovering at home if I wanted, rather than in the hospital. He made it seem like some kind of medical miracle, but remembering what Takeshi said about Sasha being friends with the hospital director, I figured Takeshi had pulled a few strings for me. At the very least, my shoulder, though hurting far less than it used to, was still bandaged up and would likely remain that way for a while. Perhaps I didn’t need to worry; after all, I didn’t expect to get into any fights while visiting Sasha today.

As I had promised to Takeshi, I had not told Rubberman—or, indeed, anyone else—about where I was going. Rubberman didn’t even visit me in the morning; he must have been busy, perhaps working with Myster and the other members of Heroes United to plan out an attack strategy on the Legion’s factory headquarters. Regardless, I was glad I hadn’t seen him, because I didn’t want to lie to his face about where I was going or what I was doing.

Takeshi, as usual, didn’t say much when I arrived in the limo in front of the company headquarters. He merely led me into the elevator, which went to the top floor where Sasha’s office was, and we were now walking down the hallway to it. This was the first time I’d been up on the top floor of the Munroe Acquisitions headquarters building, so I looked around with interest at the red tiles, the white walls, and the pictures of the various superhero brands which Munroe Acquisitions owned, like the Conjurer, Shining Star, and Mr. Bicep.

“How many superhero brands does Munroe Acquisitions own?” I asked, looking up at Takeshi as we walked. “If you can tell me, that is.”

“One thousand nine-hundred and two,” Takeshi said without missing a beat. “And we’re still acquiring more every day.”

“Wow,” I said, genuinely impressed. “That’s way more than I thought you guys had.”

Takeshi did not look at me as we walked. “Miss Munroe’s father, who founded the company, acquired the majority of them when he was still in charge of the company. Miss Munroe herself has only acquired a few hundred brands and businesses since taking over after her father’s retirement.”

The way he said the word ‘retirement’ made me wonder if Charles Munroe’s retirement hadn’t been entirely voluntary on his part. Knowing Sasha’s ruthless nature, that seemed likely to me.

But I said nothing else, because I was too busy preparing myself mentally for my meeting with Sasha. Takeshi still hadn’t told me what she wanted to talk with me about and he insisted that he didn’t know what ‘Miss Munroe,’ as he called her, was going to discuss with me. He was very good at acting the part of the servant who merely followed orders and didn’t know anything important. If I hadn’t already had several encounters with him before in which he displayed high intelligence, I might have bought the act.

As it was, I was sure that Takeshi was under orders from Sasha not to tell me the subject of the meeting. Though I didn’t know for sure what we were going to talk about, I guessed it was not something that would benefit me or Rubberman; if it was, she wouldn’t have had to threaten to make me lose my job to get me to talk to her. I tried to prepare myself mentally for my meeting with her, but that was easier said than done, because as long as I didn’t know what we were going to talk about, I couldn’t adequately prepare for whatever tricks Sasha might try to use on me.

Finally, we stopped in front of a set of polished oak double doors with the words SASHA MUNROE, MUNROE ACQUISITIONS, INC. CEO written on them in golden lettering. Takeshi pushed one of the doors open and entered. He held the door open for me to follow, but I hesitated. For a brief moment, I considered just turning around and running away; running away, and never looking back.

But then the moment of hesitation passed and I entered the office. As Takeshi closed the door behind me, I looked around the office to get my bearings.

Sasha’s office was huge, probably twice as big as my bedroom in my home. It was wide-open and quite modern, with several pieces of modern art (that looked like a bunch of childish doodles to me) lining the walls. A couch, recliner, and coffee table stood around an electric fireplace, which was currently burning brightly, although it did not look entirely inviting despite that. There were no bookshelves at all; heck, there were no shelves, period, which made the office feel pretty bare in comparison to Rubberman’s office.

Toward the back of the office stood Sasha’s desk. Like the rest of the furniture, it was sleek and modern, a shiny black surface that reflected the fluorescent lights on the ceiling. A single open laptop, with a wireless keyboard, stood on the desk, and next to the laptop stood a couple of framed pictures, though they were aimed toward the person sitting behind the desk so I couldn’t see what they showed.

And the person sitting behind the desk, of course, was none other than Sasha Munroe herself. She was a middle-aged black woman, short and plump, with a cheery, round face that reminded me of my first grade English teacher. She wore a blue pantsuit and had her hair done in a bun, but I knew better than to let my guard down around her. Though she may have looked like an ordinary businesswoman, I knew from experience that she was much more ruthless than most, and not in the business kind of ruthless, either.

Sasha was looking at something on her laptop when we entered, but then she looked up as we started walking toward her. She smiled, which looked almost genuine, but again, I knew better than to trust it. Sasha could be very friendly when she wanted to be, but she was only friendly to you insofar as you were useful to her. That she was already pretending to be friendly, even before she said a word, told me that she thought I might be useful to her, which wasn’t exactly a reassuring thought.

“Why, hello there, young Beams,” said Sasha as I sat down in the chair on the opposite side of the desk; Takeshi silently took his place by Sasha’s side. “It simply wonderful to see you again. I heard all about that awful shoulder injury you got while fighting those terrible vigilantes. How does your shoulder feel?”

“Better,” I said in a polite voice. I rotated my shoulder. “As long as I don’t get into any fights, it should heal up just fine, according to the doctor.”

Sasha’s fake smile grew broader. “How fabulous. But I must admit, I am quite surprised at how quickly you are recovering. I suppose being a growing teenage boy does have its advantages, doesn’t it?”

“I suppose so,” I said.

Sasha must have sensed my lack of enthusiasm at being here, because her smile grew slightly smaller, though it was still too big for my tastes. “Well, in any case, it’s good to know that you will be making a full recovery. I’d hate to tell my nephew Michael that you had to quit your job because of an injury you received. Michael really looks up to you, you know, like most boys his age do. Here’s a picture of him.”

Sasha turned one of the pictures on her desk toward me. It showed a small black boy, probably about five or six, smiling up at the camera while he wore a party hat, with a large slice of chocolate cake on the plate in front of him.

“This is a picture of his fifth birthday party last November,” said Sasha. “When I asked him what his birthday wish was, he said that he wanted to be a superhero like you. Isn’t that precious?”

“It’s kind of cute, I guess,” I said reluctantly. “Lots of kids his age want to be superheroes or sidekicks when they grow up. I know I wanted to be a sidekick when I was his age.”

“Yes, all the little boys and a fair few little girls want to be superheroes when they grow up,” said Sasha as she put the picture back down on her desk facing away from me. “Why, when I was a little girl, I always admired Princess Fairy Wings. Do you know who she was?”

I shook my head. “No, I’ve never heard of her.”

“She was a superhero in the same generation as that awful Iron Angel, active when I was not much older than Michael,” said Sasha. “She was so pretty and kind. She looked like a real life princess from an actual fairy tale book. Of course, her career ended when she got married to another superhero, the second Prime Man, and they had a child together, so she retired to focus on being a stay-at-home mother.”

That meant that this Princess Fairy Wings lady must have been the mother of Nathan Grace, the current Prime Man. I didn’t say that aloud, however, mostly because it was irrelevant and because I was still trying to figure out Sasha’s real game.

“That’s nice,” I said in a bland voice. “Sounds like a good woman.”

“She was,” said Sasha, nodding. She sighed. “Unfortunately, I never felt called to become a superhero or sidekick myself. My father, Charles Munroe, wanted one of his children to inherit Munroe Acquisitions. And, since my sister got married and became a mother, I ended up inheriting the business from my father when he retired, though if he had had any sons, I’m sure he would have passed it on to one of them instead.”

She spoke normally, but I could tell that she was leaving out some facts. Perhaps her ‘inheritance’ didn’t go as peacefully as she implied or there was some other important information she was leaving out.

“But I’m not complaining,” said Sasha. She leaned back in her chair, a satisfied look on her face. “I may not dress up in tights and go out into the streets to fight crime, but working in the superhero acquisitions business means I get to know all sorts of people who do. It is one of the most satisfying businesses in which to work and I work tirelessly to continue my father’s legacy.”

“Right,” I said. “Tell me, does stealing information from competitors and allowing one of your superheroes to stage a kidnapping and put the lives of innocent people at risk part of your father’s legacy? ‘Cause if so, that’s a pretty terrible legacy.”

It was amazing to see Sasha’s attitude change so abruptly. One moment, she was smiling and looked a bit like a kindly old aunt or schoolteacher; the next, anger dominated her middle-aged features. She leaned toward me, her eyes glaring at me with such intensity that I almost believed that she was going to shoot lasers from them herself. Even knowing that she was a powerless, I had to admit that she could be very intimidating when she wanted to be.

“I didn’t invite you into my office to make snarky comments about my father, boy,” said Sasha. Her tone was a sharp and cold as an icicle. “Or talk about things that happened a long time ago.”

“They weren’t that long ago,” I said. I folded my arms across my chest. “Not that it matters either way. You’ve prattled on enough about your nephew and your father. Why don’t we get down to business? That is, to the real reason you blackmailed me into coming here to meet you personally?”

For a moment, Sasha looked like she was about to tell Takeshi to grab me by the collar of my shirt and throw me out of the office (or out the window behind her). Takeshi even inched toward me; it was a subtle movement, one he probably thought I missed, but I’d been keeping a close eye on him as well ever since I entered the headquarters and so I didn’t miss it.

But then Sasha sat back in her chair, took a long, deep breath as if to calm herself, and then said, “Straight to the point, I see. An admirable quality in a man, though one I didn’t think you had yourself. Perhaps working for Rubberman has made you a little tougher.”

“Nah, I just know what you’re really like,” I said. “And if you keep insulting me like that, then I’ll just let myself out of the building and never see you again.”

“And risk having your identity leaked onto the Internet?” Sasha said. She smirked. “It’s your choice, of course, but most sidekicks aren’t so eager to throw away their jobs like you are.”

Damn it. I got so caught up in talking bluntly to her that I had forgotten how she had gotten me here in the first place. No doubt she saw me as just another stupid kid now, if she hadn’t before. I’d have to be careful not to do something stupid like that again.

“Given how you are still sitting in your chair, I can tell you were just bluffing,” said Sasha. “But you are correct that it is time we get down to business. I am a busy woman, you know, and don’t have all the time in the world to waste talking with teenagers like you.”

“Fine,” I said. “Tell me what we’re going to talk about. I’m all ears.”

“Very well,” said Sasha. She glanced at Takeshi. “Takeshi, could you please show Mr. Beams the documents? He needs to see them in order to understand what we’re about to talk about better.”

Takeshi nodded once and pulled out a blank folder seemingly from nowhere. He rested it on the desk and then slid it across the desk’s smooth surface toward me, which I caught before it could fall onto the floor. Opening the folder, I found myself staring at a picture of Rubberman and a fairly recent one, too, based on the way his hair was done. Underneath the picture of Rubberman was a fairly lengthy bio detailing his history, powers, estimated yearly business revenue, and a whole bunch of other facts and details that most people didn’t know or that weren’t even public.

I looked up at Sasha. “What’s this?”

Sasha’s smirk never left her face. “A nearly complete document detailing everything we know about Rubberman. Some of it we’ve gotten through Internet research, some from private detectives we’ve hired to look into Rubberman’s past, and still some from Takeshi’s own personal research methods.”

By ‘Takeshi’s own personal research methods,’ I figured she was talking about the time Takeshi broke into the Elastic Cave and stole some files from us, but I was too curious—and worried—about why they kept such a detailed file on Rubberman than on that.

“We also have one on you, naturally enough,” said Sasha. “It’s underneath Rubberman’s file, though it’s not a detailed as his due to your young age.”

I flipped Rubberman’s page over. Sasha was right. Staring up at me was a picture of my own face, smiling at the camera. Underneath it was my name, age, powers, family members, and even my address. I didn’t spend too much time reading it, but from what I read of it, it seemed very complete and, more importantly, accurate.

I looked up at Sasha again, except now I was more afraid than curious. “Why do you have this information on us?”

“Simple,” said Sasha. She steepled her fingers together. “For years now, I’ve been trying to get Rubberman to sell me his business. I’ve spent a long time studying him, finding out what makes him tick, yet he’s always refused every offer I’d made to him. That document is the fruit of five years’ worth of research, compiled from a variety of sources. I even know how he got his powers in the first place.”

I froze. “You mean you know about the Rubber Ball?”

“Of course,” said Sasha. “But the actual question I thought you would ask—the question you should be asking me—is why I am showing you these documents in the first place. Did that question ever occur to you?”

I blinked. “No, it did not.”

“Let me answer it anyway,” said Sasha. She rested her hands in her lap. “I want you to know that I could destroy you and Rubberman. I want you to know that we know who your family members are and where they live. I want you to know you can’t hide from me, that no matter how clever or strong or fast you think you are, you are not safe from my reach.”

Sasha no longer sounded even remotely reasonable. Her eye twitched slightly, while her voice had a manic edge to it. Even Takeshi looked slightly uncomfortable by her change in attitude, though based on his resigned expression, it was pretty clear that she had acted like this before.

“You think that because you’ve beaten a few supervillains, that you are invincible,” said Sasha. Her hands balled into fists. “But no one is invincible, Alex. Not you and especially not Rubberman. Do you understand that?”

I nodded, albeit reluctantly. “I do, but I don’t see why you are telling me this. Are you just trying to make me scared or something?”

“The reason I want you to know this is so you will do exactly what I want you to do,” said Sasha. “And what I want you to do is this: Go back to the Elastic Cave and kill Rubberman.”

My jaw dropped. I almost fell out of my seat, but I managed to catch myself before I fell onto the floor. “Wait, what?”

“You heard me,” said Sasha. She leaned back in her chair, though she still looked as mad as ever. “I want you to walk into the Elastic Cave and kill Rubberman. It’s that simple.”

“You want me to murder my boss?” I would have picked wax out of my ears, but my helmet made that impossible to do, and anyway I knew I was hearing her just fine. “Are you serious?”

“Quite,” said Sasha. “And don’t think of it as ‘murder,’ per se. That will just make it harder for you to do.”

“I … uh… what …” I shook my head. “This is insane. How will murdering Rubberman help anything?”

“Once Rubberman dies, ownership of the Rubberman business will likely be put up for auction, seeing as he doesn’t have any children or family members to pass it onto,” said Sasha simply. “Once it is up for sale, I will swoop in and buy it for a bargain price and add it to the diverse range of superhero businesses that Munroe Acquisitions already has. Then, once the Rubberman movie comes out later this year, I will see record growths for Munroe Acquisitions’ revenue and profits.”

I guess what she said made sense, from an abstract, purely financial point of view, but her request was still so crazy that I had to say, “This doesn’t make sense. You’re asking me to commit murder. Murder.”

“It’s all a part of doing business, boy,” said Sasha coldly. “You don’t know what I’ve done in the past to get what I want. Or what Takeshi has done to get me what I want, for that matter. And I know you will do it, do it and not tell anyone else why.”

“I’m not a killer,” I said. “I mean, not a murderer, because I’ve killed in self-defense, but I would never intentionally murder another human being, especially not my own boss.”

Sasha smirked. “Hmm, I suppose under normal circumstances, you wouldn’t murder another human, would you? But would you murder another human being to protect the freedom of your thief girlfriend? Or the safety and lives of your mom and dad? Or perhaps to ensure that your older brother is able to graduate from college without needing to eat through a tube?”

I understood the implied threat immediately, but even so, I said, “You wouldn’t.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t,” said Sasha in agreement. “Takeshi, on the other hand, is a lot less nice than me. He isn’t exactly bloodthirsty, of course, but he has spent many decades perfecting his assassination techniques and has never been caught. Personally, I think he is an even better assassin than ZZZ, given how he isn’t in prison at the moment, but that may just be my bias talking.”

I looked at Takeshi. The ninja had not said a single word since the start of the meeting, but he had obviously paid attention to everything we discussed. While I couldn’t guess at what he was thinking, I had no doubt that he could harm all of my loved ones that Sasha just listed.

And even worse, I couldn’t stop him if I tried.

I looked at Sasha again. “How do you know I won’t tell the police or Rubberman that you asked me to murder him?”

“Then I will assume that you don’t really care about the safety of your family and will allow Takeshi to do with them as he sees fit,” said Sasha without missing a beat. “But if you do kill Rubberman, Takeshi will not lay even one finger on anyone you care about. You will lose your job as Rubberman’s sidekick, of course, because someone will need to be arrested for his murder and who better to be arrested than his actual murderer?”

Sasha was right. If I refused to kill Rubberman, she would likely have my family members killed, and maybe even kill me, too. But if I killed Rubberman, I would become a wanted murderer and likely go to jail for the rest of my life.

It was easily the hardest dilemma of my entire life. Neither choice was good and I couldn’t see some third way compromise or decision that would allow me to get out of this with my integrity, freedom, or life intact. Sasha had carefully designed this entire situation to trap me, and so far it was working like a charm.

“One last thing I forgot to mention,” said Sasha suddenly. “If you do decide to kill Rubberman, I’ll give you a week in which to do it. While I would like to have Rubberman’s business right away, I don’t mind having to wait another week for it, if necessary. But just a week. If you fail to kill Rubberman by the end of the week, then I will have Takeshi kill your family members just as if you had refused to do it in the first place.”

I had perked up a little at hearing that I was going to have a week to do it, but when Sasha added the rest, I became depressed again. Once more, I found myself facing an awful choice no matter what I did.

“So?” said Sasha. “Make your choice. I’m a busy woman, you know, and don’t have all the time in the world to wait for your decision.”

You’re not the one being forced to decide whether he cares more about his boss or his family, I wanted to scream, but I kept my mouth shut. I already knew what my decision was going to be, but even with that knowledge, I didn’t feel very comfortable about it and I didn’t want to say it aloud.

Despite that, my mouth seemed to work of its own accord, because I heard myself saying, “All right, Sasha. I’ll kill Rubberman for you. Just don’t harm my family, okay?”

Sasha’s sweet smile returned, but this time it looked more like the smile of a cat about to pounce on an unwary mouse. “Excellent. I knew you’d make the right choice, Alex. You will probably end up in jail, but don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of ‘friends’ in there who would be more than happy to show you around, I’m sure, if only because you put them in there yourself.”

I nodded, but deep down I wanted to get up and blast that stupid smile off Sasha’s stupid face. Takeshi would probably kill me the very next second after that—heck, he might even kill me before my lasers kill Sasha, he was very fast, after all—but it would be worth it just the same to burn that evil smile off her face permanently.

But with a supreme force of will, I stayed in my chair and said nothing. I didn’t trust myself to not start shouting and screaming at her if I opened my mouth.

“Now, Takeshi, please escort young Mr. Beams out of the building,” said Sasha in her normal, businesslike tone of voice. “Drop him off wherever he wishes to go.”

Takeshi bowed. “Yes, Miss Munroe.”

Then Sasha looked at me, her smile never leaving her lips. “And Beams, remember, you have only one week in which to complete your mission. If Rubberman is still alive by the end of the week, your family won’t.”

I said nothing to that. I just rose from my chair and followed Takeshi out of the office. Right before I passed through the doorway, I thought about turning around and shooting Sasha with my lasers.

But that thought lasted only a moment. And when I passed through the doorway, I stopped thinking about it entirely, because now my focus was on how to get out of this situation.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

I did not go to the Elastic Cave immediately. I probably should have, because the sooner I got this stuff out of the way, the better, but even though I’d accepted Sasha’s demands, I could never bring myself to kill Rubberman. The thought of murdering my boss was too much; it was like thinking about murdering my own dad or uncle. I only really agreed to Sasha’s demand so I could get out of there, anyway. The Munroe Acquisitions’ headquarters may have looked like an ordinary office building from the outside, but I knew that on the inside, the worst kind of evil plans were drawn up and put into action. I wondered how many other evil or illegal plans Sasha had come up with in that office, and whether or not this would be the last of them.

In any case, I asked Takeshi to drop me off at my house out in the suburbs. I wanted to see Mom and Dad. I couldn’t tell them what I had promised to do, but I wanted to make sure they were okay. Takeshi said he had not harmed my parents or my brother, James, and that he would not touch any of them unless I failed in my mission, but I still wanted to see them anyway and make sure they were okay. Maybe it was irrational to worry about them like that, but given the circumstances, I didn’t think so.

On the way there, I got out of my Beams costume and put on my normal clothes, making sure to put my Beams costume safely inside my backpack where no one could see it. Thanks to the dark window between the driver’s part of the limo and the passengers part, Takeshi did not see me change; even so, I had a feeling I was being watched anyway, like maybe there were hidden cameras installed in the limo’s interior. Maybe there were hidden cameras in here which Sasha had installed so she could spy on people she did business with. Wouldn’t put it past her.

When I got out of the limousine, Takeshi didn’t give me any last words. He just drove the limousine up the street, around a corner, and out of sight. I thought it strange that he didn’t have some sort of ominous last warning for me to make sure I kept my end of the deal unless I wanted to see my family suffer, but then I realized that Takeshi must have been so confident that I was going to kill Rubberman that he didn’t need to threaten me to do it. Either Takeshi didn’t know me at all or else he knew me better than I thought. Both thoughts troubled me greatly.

Regardless, I slung my backpack over my shoulder and made my way up the driveway to the front porch. James’ red truck was parked in front of the garage, which meant that he was visiting again, though that wasn’t shocking because James usually came home to visit on the weekends. The windows were lighted, which meant that everyone was probably home; again, not surprising, because Dad got the weekends off as well, so it wasn’t unusual for the whole family to be home on the weekends.

The knowledge that everyone was home today should have reassured me, but it didn’t. A part of me was paranoid that this was all an elaborate trick on the part of Sasha, that maybe she had already killed my family and had set it up so I wouldn’t know it until I opened the door and found their decapitated corpses in the hallway. It was an illogical worry to have, perhaps, but no one ever said that emotions were always perfectly logical.

When I reached the front door, I didn’t hesitate. I just opened the door and stepped into the hallway like I always did whenever I got off work, shouting, “Mom! Dad! I’m home!”

At first, the house was silent, which made me think that my worst fears had come true, that Takeshi had lied to me and had already murdered everyone, and that I had gotten here just in time to find their bodies.

But then I heard voices coming from the living room, and it didn’t sound like voices coming from the TV, either, but real voices from real people. Curious, I walked over to the living room entrance and peered through the doorway to see who was here.

Mom and Dad were sitting on the sofa, Dad holding a cup of steaming hot coffee, while Mom had her tea. Sitting cross-legged on the floor in a way that made him look cool was James, who was the center of attention, talking animatedly about something that happened at his college recently.

But the most unexpected person in the living room was none other than Greta Hammond, my girlfriend. She sat in the recliner, her own cup of tea in her hands, listening with interest to James’ story. Listening with perhaps a little too much interest, if you ask me; I mean, I know Greta is a sweet, polite girl, but the way she was looking at James now, you’d think she didn’t already have a boyfriend, namely, me.

“…And so I said to my professor, ‘Of course that’s not the real Rubberman, because the real Rubberman is rubber, not metal,’” James finished. “And I bet you already know what my professor had to say about that.”

“He asked you to leave his classroom, right?” said Greta, who sounded very amused by James’ story.

“He told me he’d fail me if I didn’t keep my mouth shut,” James said with a chuckle. “Luckily, I managed to convince him that—”

“Uh, hello?” I said, raising my voice slightly to be heard. “Hi?”

Everyone suddenly looked toward me, though it was Mom who lowered her tea and said, “Alex, I am so glad to see you! What are you doing out of the hospital so soon? I thought Rubberman said you wouldn’t be released for another few days.”

I shrugged and then winced at the pain that caused my shoulder. “Eh, what can I say? I recovered faster than the doctors thought I would, so they let me out early. I didn’t call you guys ahead of time, though, because I wanted my visit to be a surprise.”

“That’s an understatement,” said Dad. “But it’s good to see you home nonetheless, Alex. We were all extremely worried there when we heard about what happened to you during that battle with those vigilante fellows.”

“Extremely worried,” James agreed, nodding. “I almost thought about putting on my old Lightning Fist costume to go and help, but I figured you had it under control, because you’re such a professional sidekick now.”

I couldn’t tell if James was being sarcastic or if he was genuinely complimenting me. Knowing him, it could have easily been both at the same time.

But then I noticed that Greta had not said a word to me. She was looking at me with everyone else, but she looked a little anxious, as if she was dreading talking to me about something. Maybe the tea didn’t settle well with her or maybe that was just how she expressed her worry for me, but I doubted it.

“Well, I’m okay now, although Rubberman wants me to take a few days off work to let my shoulder recover completely,” I said. “Not a big deal.”

“That’s cool how your boss lets you take a few days off from war,” said James, turning to face me, though he didn’t get off from the floor. “Bet you feel like a real soldier now, huh?”

“James,” said Mom, frowning. “This isn’t a war.”

“But that’s what all the news outlets are calling it,” James said. “They’ve named it the First War, because it’s the first war between superheroes that’s ever happened in history. I think it’s pretty cool.”

Dad snorted. “Perhaps a turf war or maybe a gang war, but not a real war like the kind your grandfather fought in back in Nam, that’s for sure. It’s just the media trying to sensationalize things again. Not like both sides have very many ‘soldiers.’”

“They have enough to cause the mayor to declare a state of emergency, though,” said James. He looked up at me with his usual cheeky grin. “Come on, Alex. You’re right in the middle of it. What do you think it is?”

I really didn’t want to talk about the conflict between the Vigilante Legion and Heroes United, so I was grateful when Greta spoke up, saying, “Uh, Alex, can I speak with you in private for a moment?”

I looked at Greta in surprise. “Uh, sure, Greta, but can I ask what you’re doing here in the first place? Not that I’m angry or anything, but I just didn’t know you were going to be here.”

“She wanted to see you,” said Dad, nodding at Greta. “She heard about how you got injured during the battle with the Legion, so she came here as soon as she could. But when it turned out you were at the hospital and weren’t accepting visitors, we invited her to stay and have lunch with us.”

“She’s a real sweet girl, Alex,” said Mom, smiling at Greta. “Raised very well. I can tell that she has great parents just by how polite and kind she is.”

“Parent,” Greta corrected. “I only have my dad. My mom died a long time ago.”

“Oh,” said Mom, who stopped smiling. “I’m sorry, Greta, I didn’t mean to—”

“No, it’s fine, Mrs. Fry,” said Greta, giving Mom one of her usual sweet smiles. “I didn’t know my mom very well, but she was a good woman and a good mother. I still learned a lot from her and my dad always says I act just like her, so you’re not wrong when you say that I am the way I am because of my parents.”

As usual, Greta was her normal sweet, polite self, but at the same time, I could tell that the mentioning of her parents was part of the reason she was here at all. Most likely, it tied into what she wanted to talk with me about, and I had a feeling that it wasn’t exactly good news about her dad, either.

“Well, Greta, we can go up to my room and talk,” I said. “I was just about to head up there anyway.”

“Good idea,” said James. “Mom, Dad, and I will leave you two lovebirds alone. Just don’t get up to any shenanigans while you’re up there alone, okay?”

James winked at me when he said that. I thought about blasting him in the face with my lasers—it would surely make him shut up—but decided to just ignore his stupid comments. I turned and left the living room, with Greta (who had put down her teacup on the coffee table) by my side. We didn’t say much to each other, however, until we were inside my room and I had closed the door behind us.

Then I turned to face Greta, who stood in front of my bed with her arms folded over her chest. Even though I had no intention of actually, well, ‘doing’ anything with her, as James would put it, I couldn’t help but feel a little excited to be alone in my room with a girl. It was the first time I’d ever been alone with Greta; well, okay, not the first time, but certainly the first time in my room, anyway.

“So, Greta, what did you want to talk about?” I said as I deposited my backpack on the floor. “And why do we have to talk about it in private?”

Greta didn’t answer at first. She looked upset; not quite close to tears, but definitely unhappy. She just looked at her feet for a couple of seconds before looking up at me and saying, “It’s my father. You remember him, right?”

I nodded. Greta’s father was a world famous thief known as the Silent Shadow. I’d only met him a few times, mostly due to the fact that his ‘job’ took him out of town so regularly, but I remembered how big and imposing he was. He was the kind of man you never forgot, especially if you were dating his one and only daughter who he cared about a lot.

“What about him?” I said. “Is he doing okay?”

Greta again didn’t answer right away. She seemed to be close to crying, but was trying to hold in her tears and not cry.

“My dad …” Greta stopped speaking, as if to gather her composure, and then finally said, “He doesn’t want us dating anymore.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

If I had been holding my backpack, I probably would have dropped it onto the floor at that moment.

As it was, all I could do was stare at Greta in shock. “Did you say that your father doesn’t want you dating me anymore?”

Greta nodded. She looked very, very close to crying, but so far had somehow managed to keep her tears from flowing. “Y-Yes. My father says he doesn’t want me to date you anymore. He almost forbid me from seeing you at all, but he gave me permission to tell you this in person. He originally wanted me to just call you and let you know about this decision of his, but I managed to convince him to let me tell you in person like this.”

I shoved my backpack off my chair and sat down, rubbing my forehead. “This … this …”

“I’m sorry,” said Greta with a slight sniffle. “I tried to reason with him, but my dad is a strong man and he always has the final say.”

I looked up at Greta, feeling slightly dazed. “Why? Why does he not want you to date me anymore?”

Greta picked at the floor with the tip of her shoe. “He found out who you are. He told me to stop dating you because he didn’t want you finding out who he is and reporting him to the police.”

I froze. “Wait, he knows I’m Beams?”

Greta nodded. “Yes.”

“How did he find that out? Did you tell him?”

My tone became unexpectedly sharp when I said that, surprising even me. I didn’t mean to sound mean, but I was so angry that I couldn’t help it.

Greta actually flinched at my tone, even though I didn’t raise a hand against her or act threatening in any other way. “No, no, of course not. Your secrets are always safe with me, Alex, you know that. I’d rather die than break your trust by telling everyone your secrets.”

“Then how did he find out my identity? Who told him?”

“I don’t know. He just said that he received proof from someone he knows that you are Beams a couple of days ago. He confronted me about it, asked if I knew the whole time, and I … Beams, I confessed it all. You know how I can’t lie to my dad’s face, at least when he’s directly confronting me about something.”

As angry as I was, I also felt sorry for Greta. Tears were starting to stream down her cheeks and she put in only the most perfunctory efforts to wipe them away. I could tell that she hadn’t meant anything bad by confirming my identity to her father, which made it hard to stay angry with her.

I rose from my chair and walked over to her. Greta looked afraid, as if I was going to hit her or something, but instead I hugged her. She made a surprised but pleased little sound before wrapping her arms around my back. I felt her tears on the side of her face and her trembling form under my arms.

“It’s fine,” I said in a soothing voice. “There’s no need to cry. I’m not angry with you.”

I really wasn’t, at least anymore. Getting angry at her wouldn’t be helpful, even though, in some way, I still wanted to feel angry anyway. Greta just buried her face in my neck and mumbled, “Thanks, Alex.”

We stood like that for a little while longer, holding each other in our arms, but once Greta calmed down enough, I let go of her and stepped back. Greta’s arms came off my back, but there was a slight resistance, like she didn’t want to stop hugging me. I understood, because I didn’t want to stop hugging her, either, even though I knew that I needed to.

Greta was no longer crying; however, her face was still wet with tears. She stood there with her arms folded in front of her, trembling slightly, but I didn’t think she was in danger of crying again.

“Well,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “Maybe you should go now, unless you’ve got something else to tell me.”

Greta blinked in surprise. “Wait, you aren’t going to ask me anything else?”

“What else is there to ask?” I asked. “You told me everything I need to know. Not like there’s anything I can do to convince your dad to let us keep dating.”

Greta didn’t argue that point, perhaps because she knew from experience how stubborn her dad could be. “Yeah, I guess so. Still, I thought we were going to have a longer conversation about this. This just seems so abrupt.”

I shrugged. “Like I said, it’s fine. This might even be for the best.”

“The best? What—?’

“I don’t like this anymore than you do, but that doesn’t mean nothing good can’t come out of this. Best to look on the bright side of things, eh?”

Greta looked a little lost, but she apparently didn’t feel the need to argue, because she nodded and said, “I guess so. I just don’t see the bright side of this.”

“Sometimes, you don’t see the bright side of trouble until later on,” I said. “That’s something my dad told me once.”

“Your dad is wise,” said Greta. She hesitated. “Are you going to tell the police about me and my dad? Because if you are—”

I shook my head. “No. I promised to keep your secret safe and I will do it. Maybe we’re not dating anymore, but we can still protect each other, right?”

That, of course, wasn’t the only reason I had no intention of taking this to the police. I was too busy thinking about my own crime that I had promised to commit to think about turning anyone else in, especially Greta and her dad. I did feel a little guilty about it, but at the same time, I told myself that it wasn’t that big of a deal, especially in comparison to everything else going on in Golden City.

Greta smiled a little when I said that. “Thanks, Alex. I guess I’ll leave now. I told my dad I wouldn’t be gone long and I don’t want him to come here himself to drag me back home.”

The thought of Greta’s giant of a dad meeting my own normal-sized dad was both amusing and terrifying, so I stepped aside and said, “All right. Guess I’ll see you … whenever.”

Greta nodded. She walked toward the door, but before she left, she turned and kissed me full on the lips. She put her arms around me again and I did the same, the two of us sharing the deepest kiss I’d ever shared with a girl before.

It seemed to last an eternity, but then it was over an instant, Greta let go of me, and she was gone, closing the door behind her. I just stood there, still feeling her soft lips on mine, listening as she walked down the staircase, opened the front door, and left the house.

As soon as I heard the front door close below, I sat down at the foot of my bed. My face sank into my hands and I wanted to scream, but I didn’t.

Damn it. Damn it, damn it, damn it. It seemed like everything in my life was going to hell, and it wasn’t even the fault of the Vigilante Legion. First, I was too injured to fight; second, I was blackmailed into agreeing to assassinate Rubberman; and now, my girlfriend broke up with me because her dad found out who I was. I suspected that Sasha was somehow behind Greta’s dad finding out who I was, but whether or not she had anything to do with it, all I knew was that Greta was no longer my girlfriend and there was nothing I could do to change that.

The bright side of me said that this might not be so bad, because if Greta wasn’t my girlfriend anymore, then Sasha couldn’t threaten her life to blackmail me. But the darker side of me said that it didn’t matter if I was dating her or not, because I still cared for her, still had feelings for her, and as long as I did, Sasha would always be able to use Greta as a bargaining tool to manipulate me.

I now understood what Rubberman meant when he said that he still had feelings for the Necromantress despite their divorce. I wondered if this was how Rubberman felt all the time or if his own feelings toward her ever went down over time. Would I always feel this heartbroken over Greta? Or would I forget about her eventually and find a new girl? That didn’t seem likely to me. The hole that now existed in my heart seemed too big for any girl other than Greta to fill. I wondered how James managed to get a new girlfriend all the time; didn’t he ever have to deal with these feelings, too, or was that just another area where James was better than me?

My thoughts were interrupted by my phone ringing. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and saw that Rubberman was calling me. For a moment, I considered canceling his call, because just seeing Rubberman’s contact picture made me depressed, because it was a reminder of the terrible situation I’d found myself in.

But it was just a moment. Then I raised the phone up to my ear and said, “Hey, boss, what’s up?”

“Beams!” said Rubberman in a cheerful voice that grated against my ears like fingernails on a chalkboard. “Glad you answered your phone! I had found out from the doctor that you had been released from the hospital early. They told me you went home, but you didn’t call me.”

“Sorry,” I said, and even I was aware of how bland my voice sounded. “I was just in such a hurry to get home that I forgot to call you and let you know that I went home. I didn’t think it would matter.”

“That’s fine,” said Rubberman. “I don’t hold it against you at all. Wanting to go home after being stuck in the hospital for a day or two is perfectly natural. I’m just glad to know that you are safe and that your injury is healing so speedily.”

“I know,” I said. “But the doc says that I should rest. He doesn’t want me fighting for a few days at least, so I’m just going to rest in my home for a few days until my shoulder is better.”

“Good idea,” said Rubberman. “You need all the rest of you can get, but I still would like you to come by the Elastic Cave today and see the surprise I have for you. Remember the surprise I told you about yesterday?”

I had completely forgotten about it in all of the drama I’d just been through, but I nodded anyway. “Yeah. You still want me to see it?”

“Of course,” said Rubberman. “I know you’ll love it. You don’t have to do any fighting or anything. Just come by, see it, and then go home if you want, though I can guarantee that once you see it, you won’t want to go home immediately.”

Despite how sad I was, I could not help but feel intrigued by Rubberman’s words. I had no idea what kind of surprise he had that would be so good, but Rubberman was rarely one to lie or exaggerate, so I figured he had to be telling the truth.

Still, I didn’t know if I wanted to go and see Rubberman so soon. I didn’t know how I would treat him if I saw him. Would I try to kill him right away or would I just see what his surprise is? Or maybe I would break down and tell him about my meeting with Sasha. Given my current emotional state, there was no telling how I would react.

Nonetheless, I said, without hesitation, “Okay, boss. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Just make sure the surprise is ready for me, okay?”

“Okay,” said Rubberman brightly. “See you soon, Beams.”

Then Rubberman hung up. I lowered my phone to my side, but I didn’t look at it. I was too busy wondering what I was thinking, agreeing to go see Rubberman so soon after my meeting with Sasha. I suppose I was about to find out.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Ten minutes later, I parked my bike in the Elastic Cave’s bike rack inside its false storefront entrance. Though my shoulder hurt the whole way, I had managed to make it to the Elastic Cave in good time. That wasn’t very surprising; after all, it was my shoulder which had taken the bad injury, not my legs. Even so, I could not help but be surprised at how fast I’d made it here, even despite my own reservations. I guess I’d just gotten in the habit of getting to work as fast as I could that my body had acted on its own when I began my trip to the Elastic Cave.

As it turned out, however, I wasn’t alone in the Elastic Cave entrance. Just as soon as I finished locking my bike up, I heard a small ding come from the elevator and then it opened and Adams rose from within. He wore his usual immaculate suit, while his mustache was as perfectly combed as it always was. I know it had been several weeks since his encounter with Iron Angel, but I still couldn’t get over how quickly Adams had recovered from having his chest torn open. He was a pretty old guy, like in his sixties or something, but he seemed as healthy as ever after going to the doctor and getting the necessary surgery. Granted, Adams was in the military in his youth, so he was probably stronger than your average old dude, but that didn’t make his quick recovery any less miraculous.

“Mr. Fry,” said Adams, nodding at me when he saw me. “Good to see you again. You certainly didn’t waste any time in coming here after Rubberman called you.”

“What can I say? I like surprises,” I said with a shrug. I rubbed my shoulder. “And as long as I don’t have to fight anyone, I should be okay, I think.”

“Yes, there will be no fighting today, that much I can assure you,” said Adams. “The Vigilante Legion knows of the Elastic Cave’s location, but we added in several additional security measures during the remodeling of the Cave after Iron Angel and his vigilantes ruined the place. Should they attempt to break in here … well, let’s just say they will likely take a longer time to recover from their injuries than you have.”

I nodded. I already knew about the extra additional security measures which Rubberman had added to the Cave after its remodel, but it was good to be reminded of them every now and then. After Iron Angel and his men infiltrated the Cave, the place had felt a lot less safe than normal, though no one else had managed to break into the Cave since Iron Angel’s defeat.

“Anyway, let’s head down into the Cave itself already,” said Adams in a businesslike tone. “Mr. Pullman is awaiting us and it is not good to keep him waiting. He can get rather impatient sometimes, you know.”

“Yeah, I know,” I said as I walked over to Adams and took a space beside him on the elevator. “Let’s go down there already, then. I’m ready.”

“Very well,” said Adams.

Adams raised his smart watch and tapped the screen. Immediately, the elevator descended into the floor and the hole above us closed shut. But thanks to the lights in the elevator itself, we could still see our surroundings. I looked at the floor level display above the doors. I expected us to stop at Level One, but to my surprise, we skipped Level One without even slowing down.

I looked at Adams in confusion. “Wait, why did we skip Level One? Isn’t that where Rubberman is?”

“Not today,” said Adams, shaking his head. “Mr. Pullman is down in Level Two, which is also where the surprise is. We’re going straight down there. No need to stop at Level One.”

“That’s weird,” I said. I almost started. “Wait, is the surprise my own car? One like the Rubbermobile, perhaps?”

Adams chuckled. “Of course not, but I won’t say much more than that, as Mr. Pullman has given me orders not to tell you what the surprise is. Besides, aren’t you still saving up for your own car?’

“Oh, yeah,” I said, nodding. “Almost finished. Just another paycheck or two and I should have enough money to buy my own car.”

Adams nodded in approval. “Smart boy. I did the same thing when I was your age. I spent an entire summer in my teenage years working three different jobs to save up for my first car. It was a good old car, that Dodge was, and I am glad to hear that you are doing the same.”

“It was my dad’s idea,” I said. “He wanted me to save up for a car for when I go to college in a few years.”

“Your father is a wise man, it seems,” said Adams. “But once you reach your savings goal, do you intend to keep working for Rubberman? Or will you quit?”

I hesitated. The original plan had been to work for Rubberman just long enough to save up enough money for my own car, then I would quit. I had never intended for this job to become my career or anything like that. I thought it would be like how James handled his sidekick job; just get some money and then quit as soon as possible.

But after working so closely with Rubberman for so many months and being through so much with him, I was now starting to wonder if I really could turn this job into a career. I might not even need to go into college. If I could take the experience and knowledge I earned as a sidekick to start my own superhero business, that might be better than getting an old-fashioned college degree and getting a boring office job somewhere as I try to pay off my college debt.

Of course, if I kill Rubberman, none of this might matter, but I still tried to pretend—without too much success—that that wasn’t real.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I still haven’t decided. I like working for Rubberman all right and the superhero business is very interesting, but—”

“But it’s also dangerous,” Adams said. He patted me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Mr. Fry. If you decide to quit, Mr. Pullman would understand. Very few sidekicks last long in this business and even fewer go on to become superheroes in their own right. Most go do something else; if you choose to quit at some point, Mr. Pullman won’t think any less of you, though it will mean he’ll need to find a new sidekick, I suppose.”

I was going to say that I wasn’t worried about Rubberman thinking less of me when, without warning, the elevator came to a stop. One ding later and the doors opened, which Adams and I stepped through without further ado.

We emerged onto the main platform of Level Two, which overlooked the Rubbermobile, which was parked below us on its usual spot. The Rubbermobile’s sleek design reflected the fluorescent lights beautifully, while its windows were so clear that they were practically invisible.

I paid little attention to the Rubbermobile, however, because my attention was drawn to the person standing next to it. It was Rubberman, who looked up when he heard us exit the elevator and, smiling bigly, waved up at us.

“Alex, so good to see you!” Rubberman shouted. “Come down. Your surprise is down here under this tarp.”

Rubberman gestured at something long and elongated under a black tarp next to him. The tarp was big enough that I couldn’t even begin to guess at what was underneath it. The best I could figure was that it might have been a vehicle of some sort, but it was too small to be a car and too big to be a bike. But I couldn’t think of what it could be, but perhaps I didn’t need to, because Rubberman was probably going to tell me.

Adams and I made our way down the stairs. Rubberman looked impatient to yank off the tarp and show the surprise already, but he held his impulses in check until Adams and I made it to the bottom of the stairs and walked over to him. By the time we reached him, Rubberman was practically bouncing on the balls of his feet; literally bouncing in this case, because he was made of rubber. His excitement must have been rubbing off on me, because even I couldn’t help but smile and feel excited despite not knowing what was underneath the tarp.

“Are you ready to see it, Alex?” asked Rubberman eagerly.

“Yeah, sure,” I said as Adams and I stopped a few feet away from the surprise. “That’s what I came all the way down here for, after all. If I wasn’t ready, I wouldn’t be here at all.”

“Excellent,” said Rubberman. He grabbed the tarp. “One … two … three!”

Rubberman tore the tarp off of the surprise. Once I saw what the surprise actually was, my jaw fell open.

It was a motorcycle. It was green and yellow, the exact same shades as the colors of my costume. Lightning bolts were painted on the sides, but even without the stylized lightning bolts, it looked sleek, even sleeker than the Rubbermobile. It made my bicycle look like a piece of trash, in all honesty.

“Here it is,” said Rubberman, gesturing at the motorcycle like a car salesman showing off this year’s newest models. “The Beams Bike!”

“The Beams Bike,” I repeated. “Wow.”

“I know,” said Rubberman. “Of course, I originally considered naming it the Beamscycle, but I figured that that sounded too much like Beamscicle, which would actually be a great name for ice cream treats based off of you, now that I think about it. I should write that idea down for later; could make some good money off licensed ice cream treats in the summer.”

I was too busy staring at the Beams Bike to listen to Rubberman’s ramblings about the profitability of ice cream treats. I couldn’t believe how awesome it looked. It didn’t seem real, yet if I wanted, I could reach out and touch it. I didn’t dare do that, however. While it was probably built sturdily, I was afraid of getting even a smidgen of dirt on its beautiful body.

“It is quite the sight,” said Adams, who stood beside me with his arms behind his back. “Even more impressive in person than in the pictures that Mr. Pullman showed me.”

I shook my head, snapping out of my daze, and looked at Rubberman again. “Is this for me?”

“Of course it is,” said Rubberman. “That’s why it’s called the Beams Bike. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten about it already.”

“When did you tell me about it the first time?”

“After we defeated Barriers,” said Rubberman. “Remember? I even showed you the prototype design.”

“Oh, right,” I said, nodding. “I remember now. But didn’t you say it wouldn’t be ready until spring?”

“Armando works fast,” said Rubberman. “The guy is a genius with all things auto and motor. He even managed to add the AI into it, which is pretty amazing given how he’s not a particularly computer savvy guy.”

“AI?” I repeated. “What do you mean?”

“The Beams Bike has an AI,” said Rubberman. He gestured at the Rubbermobile. “You know how the Rubbermobile has Rubberband, who can drive the car itself if necessary? Well, I had Armando install a similar AI into the Beams Bike. Watch.”

Rubberman looked at the Beams Bike. “Laser, say hello to Beams and introduce yourself.”

All of a sudden, a feminine, monotone voice spoke from the Bike. “Hello, Beams. I am Laser, the Beams Bike’s built-in AI system. I can control the Beams Bike or provide you with information on how to drive the Bike correctly, if you have never ridden a motorcycle before. Additionally, I come with a built-in GPS map system with access to all major GPS satellites and can plot out the best route to your intended location in less than five seconds. A complete list of my features is available on request.”

“Whoa,” I said. “She talks.”

“Of course she does,” said Rubberman. He patted the Beams Bike’s handlebar. “It just came in yesterday, which is why I didn’t show it to you until now. I was really tempted to just take a picture of it and send it to you, but I decided it would have a bigger impact if you saw it yourself in real life first.”

“Wow, boss,” I said. “This is just so … generous of you, I guess.”

“Don’t mention it,” said Rubberman. He extended a hand toward me and ruffed up my hair. “Think of it as a thank you gift for being such an amazingly loyal and competent sidekick. I wouldn’t give you this motorcycle if I didn’t think you would appreciate it.”

I nodded, but said nothing. Partly, that was because I was so full of emotion that I didn’t trust myself to talk without bursting into tears of happiness, but partly also because Rubberman’s words made me feel guilty. I kept thinking about how Sasha had threatened to kill everyone I loved if I didn’t kill Rubberman myself.

I could do it now. Rubberman’s guard was clearly down. Adams didn’t seem to sense anything out of the ordinary, either. One smart, quick application of my lasers and Rubberman would be dead. His rubber body protected him from a lot of things that would kill or maim normal humans, but they couldn’t withstand my lasers. One shot, at either the head or the heart, and Rubberman would be down for the count.

But I pushed such awful thoughts out of my mind. I had a week in which to kill Rubberman. One week. That was plenty of time to figure out a way to take down Sasha without having to kill Rubberman. Right now, of course, I didn’t see how that would be possible, but I believed that, given enough time, a solution would come to mind. I just didn’t know if a week was enough time in which to do it.

“Mr. Fry?” said Adams, looking at me curiously. “Did you see something?”

Snapped out of my thoughts, I shook my head immediately and said, “No, uh, sorry. Rubberman, thanks for this gift. I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t need to say anything,” said Rubberman. He patted the Bike’s handlebar again. “Just hop on and give this bad boy—or girl, I guess I should say—a try.”

“But I’ve never ridden a motorcycle before,” I said. “I mean, I have a bike, but I’m pretty sure that bikes and motorcycles are not interchangeable.”

“That is not an issue, Beams,” said Laser. “As I said before, one of my features is being able to take control of the Beams Bike in the event that the rider is unable to. I can also provide you with basic motorcycle riding lessons, the ‘Training Wheels’ Program, which lets you learn how to ride a motorcycle at your own pace.”

“Training Wheels?” I repeated. I looked at Rubberman reproachfully. “Really?”

“I didn’t name the program,” said Rubberman, holding up his hands defensively. “Armando was the one who worked with the software designer who built Laser’s AI. If you’re going to blame anyone for that name, blame that guy.”

I sighed, but shook my head and said, “All right. I guess I can take the Bike for a quick trip up and down the street. Just let me get my costume on; I don’t want people seeing me riding the Beams Bike without my helmet on.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

My shoulder wound meant I had to take a week off work. I had agreed to assassinate my boss in order to protect my family. My girlfriend had dumped me because her thief father was afraid that I might tell the police about him.

All in all, the past day and a half had been one of the roughest periods of my life. It sure wasn’t going to be a time I was going to look back on fondly when I got older … if I survived all of this.

But at the moment, none of that mattered, because I was zooming through the streets of Golden City on the Beams Bike and it was amazing. Even wearing my helmet, I could feel the cold February wind rushing past me, but it didn’t even feel like I was riding anything. I knew that the Beams Bike’s tires were touching the street pavement, but the Beams Bike drove so smoothly that it felt more like it was hovering than riding.

And it turned corners so smoothly. Okay, Laser was mostly in charge of the Beams Bike at the moment due to my lack of motorcycle riding experience, but every now and then she’d give me a chance to try out certain features of the motorcycle so I could get a handle on its controls. It was similar to riding a normal bike, but it would definitely be a while before I actually learned how to ride it without Laser’s help.

I heard a crackling sound in my helmet and then heard Rubberman’s voice through my radiocom. “Beams, how is the Beams Bike handling? Having fun?”

“Yeah!” I said as the Beams Bike zoomed past a large delivery truck. “It’s like I’m flying! It’s so cool.”

“Great to hear,” said Rubberman. “Adams and I are tracking your movements here in the Elastic Cave via GPS, so we know where you are. But I think you should come back to the Cave now.”

“Why?” I said. “I’ve only been out here for what, ten minutes? I can ride for longer.”

“It’s more about your safety than anything,” said Rubberman. “Given how the Vigilante Legion is after you and me, it’s not good for you to be out in the city by yourself unsupervised.”

I glanced around, but didn’t see any vigilantes as I zoomed across the streets. “Come on, boss, how likely do you think the Legion would try to attack me in the middle of broad daylight like this? There’d be too many witnesses.”

“There would have been too many witnesses if they had succeeded in blowing up The Mystery, too, you know,” said Rubberman. “I just want you to be safe.”

“All right, but can I ride for just a little while longer?” I said as I zoomed past someone on a bike, who shouted some pretty creative curse words at me that I couldn’t hear due to how fast I was going. “Five more minutes and then I’ll ask Laser to take me back to the Cave. Please?”

Rubberman sighed. “No. You’ve been out long enough. And take the shortest route you can find back. I don’t want you taking longer than necessary to get back to the Cave.”

“Okay, okay, I’m heading back,” I said. “See you later.”

I tapped the side of my helmet, turning off the radiocom. I looked down at the display on the handlebar and said, “Laser, set a course back for the Elastic Cave. Find the shortest route possible.”

“Yes, sir,” said Laser. “Finding shortest route back to Elastic Cave … shortest route found.”

Immediately, the Beams Bike turned down an alleyway to my right that I hadn’t noticed. The Bike rushed past garbage cans, dumpsters, and stray cats, including one we nearly ran over before it jumped out of the way with a hiss and a snarl. Even in this narrow space, the Beams Bike had no trouble navigating the alleyways. I was amazed at how easily the Bike drove itself. I almost wondered if it was even necessary for me to learn how to ride it myself, given how efficiently it drove itself.

But just as we turned a corner down another alley, I heard a soft, yet distinct, thud, and in the next instant, the pop of the Beams Bike’s front wheel. The Beams Bike suddenly leaned forward, throwing me off of it. I went flying through the air briefly before I hit the pavement and rolled until I crashed into a trash can, knocking it over and sending its contents spilling all over the ground.

My helmet had protected my head from the worst of the crash, but my right shoulder screamed in pain from where it had hit the ground. I grabbed my shoulder and groaned; it didn’t feel like it had reopened, but it hurt like hell anyway. Even just moving my shoulder sent pain rushing through my body, making it hard to concentrate.

I heard a click sound above and then something small hit the pavement in front of me. Looking down, I saw that it was a bullet, now firmly embedded in the concrete, lying perhaps less than an inch from my visor.

I didn’t think about it. I rolled to the side, ignoring the pain which exploded in my shoulder, as another bullet struck where I had been lying mere moments before. I rolled behind a nearby dumpster and got into a crouch, holding my shoulder as I crouched there, listening to the sound of bullets striking the metal dumpster which protected me. But the sound of bullets striking the dumpster quickly ended, perhaps because the shooter realized that the bullets were not piercing the dumpster.

Even so, I didn’t relax. I did, however, slowly rise up and peer over the top of the dumpster to see who had been shooting at me. Looking up at the top of one of the buildings, I immediately spotted a man with a sniper rifle aimed directly at me. I saw him for only a split second—he wore a camouflage poncho of some sort—because I had to pull my head down as soon as he pulled the trigger and shot again. This bullet struck the wall opposite me, embedding itself firmly in the brick, rather than in my skull, which the sniper had been aiming at.

I immediately tapped the side of my helmet, activating my radiocom, and said, “Boss, this is Beams. I need backup. Now.”

“Backup?” Rubberman repeated. “Why? Are you in trouble?”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “A sniper took out the Beams Bike and currently has me pinned in an alleyway. I don’t think I can shoot him myself because he’s got a quick trigger finger and I don’t want to give him a target.”

“Okay, but it may be a while before we can send you help, because we don’t know where you are.”

“What? I thought you said you could track the Beams Bike.”

“Yes, but Adams says that the Beams Bike completely disappeared off the radar just a few seconds before you called. We’ll try to track your radiocom instead, so keep your radiocom on so we can—”

Rubberman’s voice abruptly cut off. I tapped the side of my helmet several times, saying, “Boss? Boss, are you there? Hello?”

But no matter how many times I tapped my helmet, I did not hear the distinctive click that the radiocom always made whenever it activated. Either one of our radiocoms had broke—which was unlikely, given how both were in excellent condition—or someone was jamming the signal between us. This was probably the same person who somehow managed to disable the Beams Bike’s tracking device, who was probably also the same person who sent this sniper after me. Heck, maybe it was the sniper; who says a sniper can’t also be a technological genius?

In any case, I was on my own for now, which meant I would have to stop this sniper all by myself. The sniper himself seemed to be alone, at least, though that wasn’t of much comfort, given how he was apparently able to keep up with the Beams Bike long enough to shoot out one of its tires. I was surprised he hadn’t just sniped me while I was riding it; maybe he didn’t think he could hit me while I was in motion.

I did not hear any sounds coming from the rooftops; the sniper had probably stopped shooting me due to the fact that I was no longer within his sight. I really wanted to get up and look to see if he was still in the same spot I saw him before, but again, I didn’t want to give him a target. Yet at some point I would need to look around or above the dumpster, because as long as I hid behind here, I would not be able to shoot him with my lasers, either. Right now, we were in a stalemate, waiting for the other to make the first move but not wanting to make the first move ourselves.

And that wouldn’t have been a problem, really, if Rubberman had been able to track me and come to my rescue. As it was, however, I couldn’t simply wait it out, though now that I thought about it, I didn’t necessarily need to go out. I could just sit here behind the dumpster and wait for Rubberman to find me. That probably wasn’t very likely, but if the sniper couldn’t hit me behind here—

A thud came from the wall in front of me and I looked up to see a bullet embedded in the brick wall. The position was different from where the other bullets had hit, which meant that the sniper had probably moved his position in order to get a better aim at me. How much longer was it until he found a good position in which he could shoot me even from my current position? Not much longer, based on how closely he nearly hit me. Therefore, I would need to act first and take him out before he could get me.

Peering around the dumpster, I looked up at the rooftops again. Oddly, I could not see the sniper; he seemed to have disappeared. I tried to guess where he had been based on the bullet’s trajectory, but I wasn’t very good at tracking the trajectory of bullets, which made it hard to figure out where the sniper had been. All I could tell was that he was no longer in my view, which was dangerous, because if I couldn’t see him, then I couldn’t defeat him. I hoped he couldn’t see me as well, though there was no guarantee of that.

All of a sudden, I spotted the sheen of the sniper’s scope on a nearby rooftop. Without hesitation, I fired two laser beams directly at it. My aim was a little off, however, and it just hit the edge of the roof, blowing it up, but through the smoke of the blast, I saw the sniper roll to the left.

Rising to my feet, I unleashed a continuous beam of energy at the rooftop, tearing a straight line along its edge where the sniper was hiding. I could see the sniper running, trying to keep ahead of my laser, but my laser was nipping at his heel and I nearly got him. He was getting close to the end of the roof, which meant soon he’d have a choice of either jumping off and possibly breaking his legs or getting hit by my lasers, which would also render him immobile.

With a yell, I whipped my head to the side, cutting through the last portions of the roof. The sniper—who was running too fast to stop—ran over the edge of the roof, off the portion I’d destroyed. He desperately reached out to grab the corner of the roof, but as soon as he grabbed it, the portion he grabbed snapped off and he fell straight to the street. He landed flat on his back, where he lay as still as if he had been knocked out or maybe even killed.

Cutting off my laser, I slowly emerged from behind the dumpster and slowly walked toward the unconscious sniper. Now that he wasn’t running or hiding behind his sniper rifle, I could see that he was indeed a vigilante, although I didn’t know his name. His camouflage poncho covered much of his body and he also wore a mask which reminded me of a pilot’s mask, though it had a retractable eye, perhaps to help him aim better. I couldn’t tell how old he was, but based on how quickly he moved, I doubted he was very old.

The sniper’s rifle lay a few feet away from him, still within his reach. I kicked the rifle out of his reach, just to be safe, and then turned to look at the sniper himself. With his mask covering his face, it was hard to tell if he was unconscious or not, though given how still he lay, that seemed like a safe assumption to make.

I tapped the side of my helmet again, just to see if the jamming was done, but all I heard was static. That was odd. I had assumed that the sniper had been the one blocking my radiocom, yet if it was still being jammed even when the sniper was unconscious—

A dark shadow appeared over me. I looked up just in time to see a massive hand reaching toward me, a hand huge enough to pick me up like a doll. I immediately jumped to the side, hit the ground with a roll, and rolled back to my feet several feet away from the unconscious sniper. I looked over to see who had been trying to grab me.

Standing near the unconscious sniper was a black man wearing wizard robes. He was completely bald, even though he looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties, but what stood out most was the huge, smoke-like hand extending from his back like some kind of weird scorpion tail. The hand was the same giant hand which had tried to grab me; because I’d managed to dodge it at the last minute, the hand had picked up nothing and was now clenched tightly around nothing.

“You’re a fast one, son,” said the black man as his giant smoke hand rose above him. “Faster than I expected, I’ll give you that. I see why Hindsight had trouble with you.”

“Hindsight?”

“This guy.” The black man gestured at the unconscious sniper. “Used to be a successful superhero a few years back before he saw the light and joined us. Never missed a target until today, which is disappointing, but I suppose no one’s perfect.”

“You’re a vigilante,” I said, pointing at the black man. “And the reason why my radiocom is being jammed.”

“Of course,” said the black man. “Allow me to introduce myself. My superhero name is Smoke Man. Guess why.”

“It can’t be because of that huge smoke hand rising out of your back, can it?” I said sarcastically. “It must be because you’re a heavy smoker.”

Smoke Man chuckled. “Nah, son, I’m not a big fan of lung cancer. I don’t mind giving it to those fake heroes who deserve it, though. Like you, for example.”

I bit my lower lip. I should have realized that Hindsight wouldn’t be alone, but I was so intent on taking him down that I hadn’t even thought about what I’d do if he had an ally. “Luckily, my helmet has filters to keep smoke out of my mouth, so you won’t get the chance to give me lung cancer.”

“True, but I can still kill you,” said Smoke Man. “And quite painfully.”

Smoke Man shot his giant smoke hand toward me. Like before, I jumped out of the way, but at the last second, the hand changed its course and slammed into me. Even though it was made of smoke, it was still solid enough to send me flying backward. I hit the ground and rolled several times before I stopped. My right shoulder exploded in pain; I couldn’t tell if the wound had reopened or if it just hurt a lot. I did know, however, that if I didn’t end this fight fast, I wouldn’t live long enough to find out.

Scrambling back to my feet, I looked down the alleyway again. Smoke Man hadn’t moved an inch from his position by Hindsight, but he was looking at me with an amused expression. His smoke hand hovered over him, like a scorpion tail getting ready to sting. I wasn’t sure what he was waiting for, but maybe he wanted to play with me a little before he finished me off. He seemed like the type to play with his food before eating it.

My right shoulder still hurt like hell, but I forced myself to ignore it for the moment. I thought about running away, but at this point, I had no idea if I would be able to get away from him or not. I felt like I had no choice but to fight, so I stood my ground.

“Not going to flee?” said Smoke Man. “How foolish. You know you can’t hurt me, either with your fists or your lasers, but still you choose to stay and fight.”

“What can I say?” I said with a shrug. “I may be a ‘fake hero,’ but I at least have the courage of a real one. And anyway, you don’t know what I can do. Maybe I’m stronger than I look.”

Smoke Man chuckled again. “Oh, really? I know exactly how strong you are, son. And it isn’t strong enough to beat me.”

Smoke Man launched his smoke hand at me again. At the same time, I closed my eyes and fired my lasers at my lids, which shot back into my body. All of a sudden, a surge of adrenaline shot through me and the pain in my shoulder disappeared.

When I opened my eyes again, the hand was nearly upon me. Without hesitation, I leaped straight up into the air, avoiding the hand, which shot past under me. Smoke Man looked up at me as I flew upwards, his jaw falling open comically. He clearly hadn’t been expecting that, but I bet he also didn’t expect me to do this.

I landed on the rooftop of a nearby building but immediately jumped off it toward Smoke Man. I was moving too fast for him to dodge, so when I got close enough, I swung my foot at his face.

But my foot passed through his face like smoke. In fact, my entire body passed through his head like smoke; I hit the ground behind with a roll and got back to my feet. I turned to face Smoke Man, who also turned to look at me, his amused grin still stuck on his face.

“That was a neat trick,” said Smoke Man. He rubbed the side of his face. “Unfortunately for you, I can turn any part of my body into smoke. Punch and kick me all you like; I can guarantee you that not a single blow will land on me. You might as well be fighting the wind for all the good it will do you.”

Uh oh. I still had my energy boost, but I was now starting to realize that it wasn’t as helpful as I thought it was going to be.

Smoke Man’s giant hand came at me again, but I leaped out of the way and landed on top of a nearby building. Crouching low enough that Smoke Man couldn’t see me, I tried to think of a way to hit him, but I had no idea how you were supposed to hit smoke. Or really, how to hurt smoke, because at the moment that was my biggest concern.

At that moment, I heard a crackling in my ears and then Laser’s monotone female voice said, “Hello, Beams. This is Laser speaking.”

“Laser?” I said, though I spoke in a whisper so Smoke Man wouldn’t hear me. “I didn’t know you were still active. I thought you got shot out by Hindsight.”

“My front tire was indeed popped, but that does not affect my AI,” Laser said. “The reason I have not spoken to you until now is because I have been running a diagnostic on the Beams Bike’s systems to ensure that it has not suffered any permanent problems. According to the results of my diagnostic, the Beams Bike will be fine as long as the front wheel is replaced.”

“Thanks for the update,” I said sardonically. “That will really help me beat this smoke guy.”

“You’re welcome, Beams,” said Laser, apparently missing my sarcasm. “With that out of the way, I have decided to find out if you require any assistance dealing with the two men who have ambushed you. I see you’ve already beaten one, but the other one is still active.”

“Yeah, because he’s made of freaking smoke and I can’t hit him,” I said. “So unless you have some advice on how to fight smoke—”

“Smoke, did you say?” Laser interrupted. “Interesting. Scanners indicate that not all of the man’s body is made of smoke.”

“It’s not?”

“Yes. His torso appears to be a normal human torso. It seems that it is mostly his limbs and head which are made of smoke.”

“Meaning that if I can hit his torso, I might be able to take him out,” I said. “Right?”

“Right,” said Laser. “But he is probably aware of this weakness and no doubt has set up defenses to ensure its safety, which is why he lied to you about the nature of his powers.”

“Not a problem,” I said. “All I need to do is distract him … hey, Laser, could you distract him with one of the Beams Bike’s features?”

“Yes, I could. Do you have anything specific in mind?”

“Whatever will distract him best. Do it quickly before he—”

A dark shadow suddenly appeared over me and I looked up just in time to see Smoke Man’s hand rushing toward me. The hand grabbed me and lifted me off the roof. Despite being made of smoke, the hand held me as tightly as rock. I beat against it with my fists, but the hand tightened its grip on me even more and I stopped. Though my helmet’s filters did keep the smoke from filling my lungs, I could still feel the hand’s heat against my suit; if I hadn’t been wearing my suit, I probably would have been burned.

The hand lowered toward the ground, still grasping me like a child holding its favorite toy, while Smoke Man stood below, his arms crossed in front of his chest, smirking up at me with that same smirk he always wore. I thought about shooting him now, but the time wasn’t right yet. As long as he was looking at me, he would always have a chance to anticipate my moves and dodge. I had to wait for Laser’s distraction, though when that would actually happen, I didn’t know yet.

“You are very athletic,” said Smoke Man with a chuckle. “Far more so than I was told. Maybe you should call yourself Rabbit; you certainly jump like one.”

“That would be a pretty stupid name for a sidekick,” I said. “Even stupider than Smoke Man, although at least it’s cute.”

Smoke Man scowled. “Whatever. I’m not here to talk to you anyway. I’ll just finish you off and then get me and Hindsight out of here before the police show up. Your death will be a wonderful morale booster for the rest of the Legion, especially if I’m able to bring your helmet—or perhaps your head—as proof that I killed you.”

Abruptly, the hand’s grip on me tightened even more than before. And it was getting tighter and tighter with each passing second, squeezing the air out of my lungs. I gasped for breath, but I was unable to breathe in any of the filtered air through my helmet. I wasn’t sure what would happen first: My falling unconscious due to the lack of air or my spine snapping in two like a twig.

Before either could happen, however, a loud roar of a motorcycle engine echoed through the alleyway, followed by the Beams Bike’s front light suddenly flashing on. It was incredibly bright, even in the daytime, forcing Smoke Man—who stood directly in its path—to raise his hands in front of his eyes to protect them from being blinded. Despite that, he actually stepped backwards and his concentration must have broken, because the hand’s grip on me suddenly weakened.

I forced the hand open all the way and fell to the street below. It was a short fall—not more than a few feet—but I nonetheless hit it at a roll and rolled to a crouch directly in front of Smoke Man. Smoke Man had just enough time to look down at me, his eyes squinted to protect them from the light, before I blasted him in the torso with my eye beams.

The beams struck Smoke Man in the chest dead on. He flew backwards and crashed into the wall hard enough to leave an imprint of his body in it. He fell off the wall and landed on the street, where he looked quite dead, though he was probably more unconscious than anything.

At that same instant, the smoke hand vanished, turning into formless smoke which quickly dissipated into the air. Aside from the faint scent of smoke in the air, there was no sign that the smoke hand had even been here.

Panting, the pain in my shoulder burning, I slowly rose to my feet. The Beams Bike’s light turned off at that moment, which was nice, though I still saw flashes in the corner of my eye from its glare.

“Thanks, Laser,” I said, my voice tight. I grabbed my shoulder, which hurt worse than ever now. “Damn it.”

“No problem, Beams,” said Laser, again with no emotion in her voice. “I am always happy to serve you.”

I nodded, but then a thought occurred to me and I said, “Try calling Rubberman now, if you can. I don’t think I’ll be able to get back to the Elastic Cave by myself.”

“Yes, sir,” said Laser. “Please be patient, because I think the jammer is still in effect, despite your assailant being knocked out.”

Frowning, I looked over at Smoke Man and figured he probably had the signal jammer somewhere still on his body. I walked over to him and removed his smart watch from his wrist. I didn’t even try to figure it out. I just dropped it on the street and crushed it under the heel of my boot.

“All right, Laser, can you contact Rubberman now?”

“Yes, the jammer is gone,” said Laser. “Please hold on a moment as I reconnect to the Elastic Cave’s computers and reconfirm our current location through my GPS system.”

Given the pain in my shoulder, I wasn’t sure I could ‘hold on a moment,’ but I supposed I would just have to try. It was better than being squeezed to death by a giant hand made of smoke, anyway.

At that moment, however, I heard the click of a gun’s hammer behind me. I turned around just in time to see Hindsight—who I had thought was out for the count—sitting up. He was aiming a second gun at me, a smaller handgun, but I had no doubt that if he shot it, it would hurt every bit as badly as his sniper rifle would have. His poncho was dirty and slightly ajar, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“You killed Smoke Man,” said Hindsight; he was breathing hard, which made him sound like Darth Vader through his mask. “You killed my friend.”

Hindsight sounded hysterical. I thought about shooting the gun out of his hands, but I wasn’t sure I would be able to hit him fast enough.

Holding up one hand, I said, “Calm down. There’s no need to shoot me.”

“It would only be right,” said Hindsight, his voice near hysteria as he slowly rose to his feet. “You killed a good man, just like you fake heroes always do. And why did you kill him? Because he was a threat to your corruption. It’s time to die, you evil, greedy little—”

A gunshot rang out through the alleyway. At first, I thought that Hindsight had pulled the trigger on his handgun, but when I didn’t feel a bullet lodge into my chest, I realized that Hindsight had not shot me; actually, someone had shot Hindsight.

Hindsight still stood, still aimed his gun at me, but there was now a hole in the side of his poncho, a bullet hole based on the size. He looked down at it once, dropped his gun, and then collapsed face first, where he lay on the street as still as Smoke Man. Blood leaked out of the hole; not a whole lot, but enough to make me nauseous.

I stood there for a second, unsure if I had seen what my eyes told me I saw, until a familiar voice from the other end of the alley said, “Hey, kid. Long time, no see.”

I turned my head in the direction from which the voice came. Standing at the other end of the alleyway were two men in black suits. One of the man was white, wore sunglasses, and was aiming his own gun at Hindsight; based on the smoke trails rising from its barrel, I guess that he was the one who shot Hindsight. The other man was black and also wore sunglasses, but in contrast to his companion, he looked stoic and tough.

But I knew who these two men were, even without them having to tell me. “Agents Camel and Jake? Is that really you guys?”

The white agent—Agent Charlie Camel—lowered his gun and cracked his usual grin. “It’s definitely us. As for why we’re here … why, we’re here to make sure you don’t die, right, Jake?”

Agent Rodney Jake nodded as stoically as usual.

“Make sure I don’t die …?” I said. “What?”

“We’ll explain on the way out of here,” said Camel. “For now, you’ve got to come with us.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

I sat in the back seat of a black, unmarked government van that was currently making its way through the streets of Golden City toward the Elastic Cave. The seats were comfy and firm, and the van itself was nicely air conditioned. It wasn’t the most luxurious way to ride, maybe, but after the intense fight I’d just been through, I wasn’t picky.

Seated opposite me was Agent Camel. His gun was in a holster just inside his jacket; I noticed it because he sat with his jacket open, unlike Agent Jake, who always had his buttoned up. Speaking of Jake, he was sitting up front, driving the van itself. He made no noise whatsoever; I didn’t even hear Jake make any noise when he adjusted his seat. I knew Camel was an empowered human, but I wondered if Jake had powers, too, like the power to silence himself or something.

As for the Beams Bike, it had been left back in the alleyway, along with the two vigilantes who had tried to murder me in broad daylight. There was no room for the Beams Bike in the government van, but Laser had assured me that she had managed to contact Rubberman and that Rubberman and several other heroes from Heroes United were on their way to that location to capture the vigilantes and retrieve the Beams Bike. I would have stayed behind myself, but Camel had insisted on taking me with him and Jake, because he didn’t think I was safe out in the open, even though both Hindsight and Smoke Man were out cold. He seemed to think that Hindsight and Smoke Man might have more allies nearby who might try to finish what they started, and given how exhausted and in pain I was, I probably wouldn’t last very long in a fight against them.

But I knew that Agent Camel had another reason for taking me into their van. It probably had something to do with the fact that he and Jake were in Golden City, even though the last time I saw them, they had gone back to Washington, D.C. after completing their mission in Los Congrejos. So far, Camel had yet to give a reason for that other than my own safety, but I didn’t think Camel cared about me that much, so there had to be another reason they had saved me.

“So,” said Camel, leaning back in his seat, spreading his legs wide as if he was lounging on a couch in front of the TV after a long day at work. “You’re still putting yourself in dangerous, life-threatening situations, huh? Guess it makes sense. Superheroes and sidekicks always do.”

“Not intentionally,” I said. “At least, not this time. I was ambushed by those two, though I don’t know how they tracked me down in the first place.”

“Probably intercepted your calls with your boss,” said Camel. “Maybe they even hacked your bike’s GPS system to track you down more exactly. They can do that, can’t they, Jake?”

“Probably,” said Jake, though he didn’t take his eyes off the road.

“I guess it’s possible,” I said. “They do have a lot of highly skilled former superheroes and sidekicks on their side. I bet more than a few of them are skilled hackers.”

“Without a doubt,” said Camel. “Our own research indicates that the former superhero Bad Gateway is a member of the Legion. Used to be Silicon Valley’s main superhero, didn’t he, Jake?”

Just a nod from Jake this time.

“Yeah, well, I can definitely understand why he became a villain after working in Silicon Valley,” said Camel with a chuckle. “All of those arrogant geeks with their God complexes would be enough to make anyone turn evil, if you ask me.”

“What are you doing here?” I said, not caring to listen to more of Camel’s rambling. I gestured at Camel and Jake. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you two … agents ever again.”

I almost called them ‘idiots,’ but I switched out the word at the last moment. I didn’t want to give them an excuse to kick me out of their van, which I figured they would do if I annoyed them enough. Camel could appear to be a friendly, easy-going guy, but I knew from experience that he was a lot more vicious than he let on.

Camel readjusted his sunglasses. “Trust me, kid, we’re not here because we missed you or anything. And it doesn’t have anything to do with aliens, either, so don’t worry about that.”

“We were transferred,” said Jake suddenly. “And sent here.”

“What my taciturn friend means is that we were transferred between government departments,” Camel explained. “Transferred from the Department of Extraterrestrial Affairs to the Department of Superheroes. Then our new boss, Director Ephraim Kent, the Director of the Department of Superheroes, sent us here to keep Heroes United and the Vigilante Legion from tearing the city apart.”

I frowned. “You’ve done an excellent job of that. After all, The Mystery nearly crashed into the city a few days ago due to the actions of one of the vigilantes.”

“Baby-sitting you freaks isn’t as easy as it seems,” said Camel in annoyance. “We can’t be everywhere at once, right, Jake?”

“Prioritize,” said Jake. “Know your priorities and focus on them no matter what.”

“Exactly,” said Camel, nodding. “We weren’t just sent here to keep your little war from leaving the city limits, though. We’re also gathering intel on the Vigilante Legion itself.”

“Really?” I said in surprise. I doubled my grip on my seat as Jake made a sharp turn. “I didn’t know you were good at gathering intelligence.”

“Hey, it’s what we did back in the Department of Extraterrestrial Affairs,” said Camel. “Actually, the Legion has been a lot easier to gather intelligence on due to the fact that they’re not aliens. Makes it easier to find out what we want to find out, right, Jake?”

Jake nodded, apparently not thinking that that required a verbal response.

Camel leaned to the right, like he was trying to find a good position in which to lie. “So we’ve been doing that for the past week or so, ever since we arrived in the city. We’ve learned lots of interesting things about the Legion; not everything, ‘cause those guys are very protective of their secrets, but definitely a lot.”

“There’s not much to learn, if you ask me,” I said. “We already know who their members are, what they’re doing in the city, and what their goals are. I doubt you’ve learned anything we don’t know.”

“Really?” said Camel. “Huh. I guess you must already know that they’re working with that crazy lady, what’s her name, the Necromanta or whatever?”

“The Necromantress,” Jake corrected, again without looking over his shoulder. “That is her name.”

“Right, right, that lady,” said Camel, nodding. “Honestly, for all the crap I give you supers about your names, the guys you fight have even worse names. I mean, the Necromantress? Sounds like something straight from some of those old B-movies my old man used to watch when he was a kid. Or maybe from one of those old pulp books my granddad read.”

“Wait, did you just say that the Necromantress is working with the Vigilante Legion?” I asked in surprise. “You can’t be serious.”

“Oh, I am,” said Camel, nodding. He held up two fingers. “Two days ago, Jake and I were performing a recon mission near the Golden City Penitentiary. We were there based on a tip we heard from one of our sources in the city, who claimed that there was going to be a meeting between the current leader of the Vigilante Legion and someone else, though they didn’t have much info on who this other person was supposed to be.”

“The Necromantress met Iron Angel?” I said. “But Iron Angel is still in prison.”

“I said the current leader of the Vigilante Legion, kid,” said Camel. He gestured at his ears. “What, do you have wax in your ears or something? Or am I going to have to speak a bit more slowly so you can keep up?”

My face flushed under my helmet, but aloud I said, “Well, who is the current leader of the Legion? We didn’t know they had a leader. We thought they were just working on saving Iron Angel.”

“How could they save their old leader if they didn’t have a current leader to organize ‘em?” Camel asked. “Anyway, their leader is the former superhero Doctor Devil. Ever heard of him?”

I shook my head. “No, I haven’t.”

“He’s from Iron Angel’s generation, though not as famous,” said Camel. “He used to be pretty successful and even had a blockbuster movie about fifteen years ago based on his adventures. He retired five years ago, though I guess he’s working with the Legion now. He and Iron Angel were friends back in their heyday, which is probably how they got involved with each other.”

“What are his powers?” I said. “Or is he powerless?”

“He’s powerless like Iron Angel,” said Camel. “But he does wear a suit of armor that looks kind of like the Devil. Kind of like Iron Angel, except without the wings and with different colors.”

“Looks like an apple,” Jake muttered from up front.

“Exactly,” said Camel, nodding. “But anyway, Jake and I went to the reported location of the meeting, though as it turned out, the meeting started a little sooner than we were told, so we missed the beginning. Still, we managed to hear the rest of it, didn’t we, Jake?”

Jake nodded once, as he usually did. “Yes.”

“Mm hmm,” said Camel. “So, anyway, we overheard Doctor Devil and the Necromantress having a nice friendly talk between them. It was quite interesting, albeit I didn’t understand all of it.”

“What did they talk about?” I said, leaning forward in interest.

“What else?” said Camel. He gestured at me with one hand. “You and your boss. The two of them were talking about how to kill you two. They didn’t go into too much detail about their plan—guess they didn’t want anyone to accidentally overhear the details—but that’s what Jake and I understood them to be talking about. Right, Jake?”

“Correct,” said Jake. “’The Necromantress wishes to rip out Dennis’ liver and stuff it down her throat.’ That is a direct quotation of what she said.”

Camel chuckled. “Ah, exes. She reminds me of an old girlfriend I used to have. She pulled a knife on me during an argument once, which is when our relationship went south. She was always great in bed, though.”

“I don’t care about your old girlfriends,” I said. I leaned back in my seat and folded my arms in front of my chest. “I’m not sure I believe you, either. The Necromantress helped Rubberman and I fight Iron Angel and his vigilantes the first time. I can’t imagine that she would ever want to work with them or that the vigilantes would ever approach her, either, given how she’s an outright supervillain. It doesn’t make sense.”

“It doesn’t have to make sense to be real, kid,” said Camel. “Jake and I saw the Necromantress talking with Doctor Devil with our own eyes, right, Jake?”

“Right,” said Jake. “Not an illusion or a trick.”

I frowned. “Why would the Vigilante Legion even think about working with her?”

“She hates you and your boss, doesn’t she?” said Camel. “I imagine she’s so consumed with hatred toward your boss that she’s willing to work with anyone who she thinks could help her in taking him down. The Legion probably feels the same way.”

“It still doesn’t seem like something she’d do, though,” I said, remembering how the Necromantress had spared me and Rubberman not long ago. “I always thought that she just wanted to kill Rubberman on her own.”

Camel yawned. “Then why did she say she was working for someone?”

“Wait, what?” I said. “When did she say that?”

“During the meeting,” said Camel, scratching his chin. “She said that she had agreed to meet Doctor Devil because her employer told her to. She didn’t say who her boss was, of course, but that does seem to indicate that the Necromantress is not an independent supervillain anymore.”

I thought about that. I couldn’t imagine someone as crazy as the Necromantress ever agreeing to work for anyone, because that might get in the way of her quest to kill Rubberman. Unless, that is, the Necromantress’ employer had promised to help her kill Rubberman, but I couldn’t think of anyone in Golden City who might … be … willing to do that …

I suddenly looked up at Camel. “I think I know who the Necromantress is working for.”

Camel raised an interested eyebrow. “Oh, really? Who might it be?”

I glanced around briefly, just to make sure no one could overhear us, though given how we were the only people in the van, that was probably a pointless thing for me to worry about.

Then I looked at Camel again and said, “Sasha Munroe, the CEO and owner of Munroe Acquisitions, Inc.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

“Sasha Munroe?” Camel repeated with a frown. He looked over his shoulder at Jake. “Jake, who is this Sasha lady? Her name sounds familiar, but I can’t remember where I’ve heard it before.”

“She’s one of the richest women in Golden City,” said Jake without missing a beat or taking his eyes off the road. “Oldest daughter of Charles Munroe, the founder of Munroe Acquisitions, Inc., which is the largest superhero acquisitions agency in the world. Remember, we learned about her during our debriefing on Golden City before we came here.”

Camel snapped his fingers. “Ah, I remember now. Yes, didn’t Director Kent tell us to keep an eye on her?”

“He did,” said Jake. “Intelligence reports suggest that Miss Munroe has been involved in some legally questionable activities in the past, though no one has ever been able to connect her to anything.”

“’Legally questionable’ is the nicest way to put it,” I said. “I know for a fact that she’s been involved, both directly and indirectly, in a lot of illegal and outright criminal activity. I don’t have any proof, though.”

“Is that why you think she’s the Necromantress’ current employer, then?” said Camel, looking at me again. “Because of her questionable behavior?”

Truthfully, I suspected it because of Sasha Munroe’s blackmail of me. That she had been involved in illegal and criminal activity in the past just made it more likely, but even if she hadn’t been involved in anything questionable or illegal, that wouldn’t change my opinion in the slightest. I couldn’t explain why she would have both me and the Necromantress gunning for Rubberman, though; maybe she just wanted to make sure he got killed no matter what. And in any case, I couldn’t tell Camel and Jake about this, because I didn’t want Sasha to somehow learn that I’d spilled the beans and then have my family hurt or even outright killed.

“Yeah, that’s why,” I said. “Sasha probably wants the Necromantress to kill Rubberman so she can get his business. She wants Rubberman’s business more than anything else in the world and is willing to do anything—and I do mean anything—to get it.”

Carmel actually looked a little worried, probably because he hadn’t expected me to state my theory that bluntly. “Well, Jake and I will investigate this Sasha woman a bit more. We were meaning to stop by Munroe Acquisitions’ headquarters anyway, right, Jake?”

“Right,” said Jake. “I will call the company and arrange a meeting between us and Miss Munroe. We will see what we can learn.”

I thought about telling them that that would be useless. Sasha was a smarter woman than she let on. I could easily see her using her fake charm to trick them into thinking that she was just an innocent, honest businesswoman who certainly would never hire a known supervillain like the Necromantress to kill a business rival, no sir. Camel and Jake were fairly smart and perceptive guys, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be fooled if Sasha decided to play up her innocent act.

But I decided not to warn them. They probably wouldn’t listen to me, anyway, given how they still treated me like a dumb kid. And who knew, maybe they would be helpful; it certainly was nice to have someone from the federal government investigating Sasha, regardless of the outcome of the investigation. Maybe it would turn out better than I hoped.

The van came to a stop suddenly and Jake said, “We’re here.”

I looked out the window. The van was parked just outside of the alleyway which led to the Elastic Cave’s false storefront entrance.

“Well, guess this is goodbye for now, kid,” said Camel. He patted me on the shoulder. “If you find out anything else about Sasha, call us. Oh, and try not to get yourself caught in an ambush like that again. Jake and I aren’t always going to be around to save your behind, you know.”

“Right,” I said.

I climbed out of the van. As soon as I closed the door behind me, the van zoomed away down the street, leaving me standing there on the street by myself. I watched the government van as it turned down the street and vanished from sight. I couldn’t help but wonder—no, hope—that they would find enough evidence to arrest Sasha. If they could somehow take her down, then I would not need to worry about the safety of my family again.

I turned and walked back to the Elastic Cave entrance. My shoulder still hurt; not as badly as earlier, and it probably wasn’t going to leave any permanent damage, but at the same time, the pain was more obvious, especially now that the adrenaline had worn off. Maybe I’d ask Adams for some pain meds while I was in the Cave.

A couple of minutes later, I emerged onto Level One of the Elastic Cave. I immediately spotted Rubberman seated at Mission Control, tapping keys and staring at the various computer screens. On one monitor, a female reporter from one of the local news stations was reporting on something; it looked like something to do with the Vigilante Legion, though I wasn’t sure until I saw the Beams Bike still lying abandoned in the middle of the alleyway amid the wreckage created by my fight with Smoke Man and Hindsight. I even saw Hindsight himself being forced into a police car by the police, though I didn’t see Smoke Man.

“Boss?” I said, rubbing my aching shoulder. “Hello?”

Rubberman suddenly whirled his head around in a complete circle; he could do that, since he was made out of rubber, though it looked like it required a lot of effort from him. “Alex, I didn’t hear you enter. How are you doing? Are you okay?”

I shrugged. “I’m fine. My shoulder hurts, but I don’t think the wound is going to open again. I think that the Bike suffered more damage than me, in all honesty.”

“Good to hear,” said Rubberman as he turned his officer chair around to face me fully. “But I’m a bit disappointed to hear about the Beams Bike. It cost a lot of money to build and it’s probably going to cost a lot of money to fix, depending on the extent of the damages done.”

“It just lost a tire,” I said. “It’s not going to be that expensive to replace, is it?”

“We’ll find out when Adams brings it back and I have Armando inspect it,” said Rubberman. “If it crashed, it might have caused some interior problems that are far more serious than a popped tire. We probably won’t know for at least a week, perhaps longer depending on when I can get Armando to look at it.”

“Adams isn’t here?” I said, glancing toward the kitchen.

“Yep,” said Rubberman, nodding. “He left a few minutes ago to bring the Beams Bike back to the Cave. He’ll probably be back in an hour or so, but in the meantime, why don’t you take a seat and tell me exactly what happened? I’ve been watching the news, but the reporters, as usual, have no idea what happened. I want to hear straight from the source.”

Truthfully, I just wanted to go to my room and take a nap, but then I remembered my conversation with Camel and Jake and decided that Rubberman needed to know everything that happened recently.

So I took a seat in one of the other chairs in front of Mission Control and told Rubberman everything that I remembered. As usual, Rubberman was a good listener, not interrupting me except to ask a clarifying question here and there. He didn’t even seem particularly upset until I got to the point where Camel told me about the Necromantress working with the Vigilante Legion. Prior to that point, he had been fidgeting with the small toy prototype of himself, but when I told him about that, he immediately stopped fidgeting with the rubber figure and sat very still, a very serious look on his face. Even then, however, he did not say anything, even though I could tell that this news had struck him in a way that the rest of my story hadn’t.

By the time I finished filling him in on everything that had happened, Rubberman looked deeply troubled. He started fidgeting with his small toy, but it was in a much more agitated way now, like he was trying to keep himself from getting too upset.

“These agents,” said Rubberman, looking up at me, his expression even more serious than before. “They know for a fact that Shawna is now working with the Vigilante Legion or at least with their leader, Doctor Devil?”

I nodded. “Yes. They said they saw the meeting themselves, though they didn’t know what they were talking about because they missed the first part of it.”

Rubberman’s frown deepened. “I know who Doctor Devil is. He and Iron Angel used to work together back in their day. I even remember watching an Iron Angel and Doctor Devil movie that came out when I was thirteen. I never really cared for him, though, at least not as much as Iron Angel. Guess it’s not much of a surprise that he was Iron Angel’s lieutenant; if there is anyone Iron Angel would have gone to for support, Doctor Devil is the best choice.”

“What should we do?” I said. “Should we try to look for the Necromantress and find out what she and the Legion are planning?”

Rubberman put his toy on Mission Control and folded his arms across his chest. “I’ll definitely tell Myster and the other heroes about this. They need to know that the Necromantress is working with the Vigilante Legion now. She probably won’t come after any of them, but they need to know anyway.”

“You mean you actually believe that the Necromantress would be willing to work with the Legion?”

“I know Shawna,” said Rubberman simply. “Her all-consuming goal in life is to kill me. I understand why she would ally with the Legion, even though she killed several of their members before. I doubt it’s a very warm friendship, though. I bet she’ll stab them in the back as soon as she can. That’s just the kind of woman she is.” He rubbed his forehead. “I must admit, though, that I find it hard to believe that Shawna would willingly approach them for any reason, because she holds grudges like no other woman I’ve ever known and doesn’t forgive easily.”

“I don’t think she’s working with them willingly,” I said. “I think she’s working for someone else.”

Rubberman raised an eyebrow. “Who could she possibly be working for? Shawna’s not the kind of person to work for anyone unless she thinks it will bring her closer to killing me somehow.”

I hesitated. Rubberman deserved to know my suspicions, especially if they were correct, but at the same time, I didn’t like talking about Sasha. Talking about Sasha reminded me of the deal I’d struck with her. Rubberman was sitting right in front of me. One good blast from my lasers and—

“It’s Sasha,” I said. “I think she’s working for Sasha.”

In contrast to Camel’s reaction, Rubberman looked almost as if he had expected me to say that. “Ah. Of course.”

“Of course?” I said in confusion. “You mean you expected Sasha to hire the Necromantress?”

“I didn’t say that,” said Rubberman. “I’m just saying that I am not surprised to hear that Sasha hired Shawna, most likely to kill me. Both women would benefit from my death. The idea that they might have formed some sort of partnership or alliance to take me out makes perfect sense, however evil it may be.”

That was not the reaction I had expected to hear from him at all, but I supposed it was better than Rubberman being confused and scared. If he was calm, then he might be able to stop Sasha; and if he could stop Sasha, then I would not need to kill him.

“Having said that,” said Rubberman, “you obviously don’t have any proof for that theory. I’m not going to share it with the other heroes, especially not with Prime Man, because if Sasha really is behind this, she must not know that we suspect her. As long as she believes that she carefully dusted away her fingerprints, she’ll continue to leave more and more behind until we have enough evidence to put her behind bars.”

I nodded, but I was feeling uneasy about all of this. Something told me that the situation was more complex than it seemed. It seemed a bit too obvious that Sasha and the Necromantress were working together, like it fit all of our preconceived prejudices about the two. Yet why was I so doubtful? It made sense. Something else about this situation bothered me, though what, I didn’t know.

“Sasha, the Necromantress, and the Vigilante Legion,” said Rubberman, leaning back in his chair with a grim smile on his face. “All working together, whether they know it or not, just to take down the two of us.”

“Have you ever been in a situation like this before?” I asked. “You don’t sound upset.”

Rubberman shrugged. “I’ve never had to deal with so many of my enemies teaming up like this before, no. But it isn’t like we can’t deal with them. Heroes United, despite my reservations of them, is with me, as are the police, and of course there’s also trustworthy and reliable Adams, who has never let me down. Even those two government agents who took you here. Yet even if I had none of them, if it was just you and me, I would consider that more than enough to deal with whatever Sasha, Shawna, or Doctor Devil has in store for us.”

I knew Rubberman meant well when he said that, but I couldn’t help but feel guilty when he said that. He didn’t know about the deal I’d made with Sasha. He didn’t know how I wasn’t really with him. He didn’t know that by the end of this week, only one of us would still be alive … and it might not be him.

But I said nothing about that. “Thanks, boss. Glad you trust me.”

“It’s hard to find trustworthy people in this world,” said Rubberman. “Especially in this business. Lots of kids want to be sidekicks for fame, glory, or money, but they lack the skills and discipline necessary to do what is necessary to succeed. That’s where you’re different. You want to do the right thing, no matter what.”

“That’s nice and all, boss, but you know I started working for you to save up for a car, right?” I said. “I mean, I’m not that special.”

“That may be so, but you’ve still shown that you are a real hero,” said Rubberman. “You don’t know how rare that is, especially among kids your age. Never forget that, all right?”

Hearing all of Rubberman’s praise of me should have made me feel great, but all it did was make me feel like a big hypocrite. I doubted Sasha was listening in on this conversation, but I imagined that if she was, she would be cackling like a witch in her office. Heck, maybe even Takeshi would be cracking a smile, as if to say Can you believe this?

Nonetheless, I said, “Sure thing, boss. Sure thing.”

Rubberman smiled. He glanced up at the monitors again, focusing especially on the one with the female reporter at the scene of my fight with Smoke Man and Hindsight, and then said, “Anyway, Beams, I think you should go home. Take the rest of the week off and catch up on your sleep. Let your shoulder heal. Don’t worry about anything else except how soft your bed is going to be when you get home.”

Normally, I would have argued that, but given how Rubberman’s orders meant I would have to spend less time around him—and therefore spend less time anxiously thinking of my deal with Sasha—I merely nodded. “Okay, but what are you going to do?”

“Take out the Legion once and for all,” said Rubberman, cracking a rather devious smile. “Remember Big Boy, the large bomb that Blast claimed that the Legion was making in order to break Iron Angel out of prison?”

“What about it?”

“Me and the other Heroes United members are going to destroy it tomorrow,” said Rubberman. “We’ve located the warehouse where it is being built. Midnight tomorrow, we’re all going to converge on the warehouse at once and destroy the bomb. We also suspect that the warehouse is the current base of the Legion itself, meaning that Doctor Devil might be there, so if we can pull this off, we could end this war very soon.”

“Wow,” I said. “That sounds impressive. Are you sure you don’t need my help?”

Rubberman waved off my offer. “We’re sure. More help is always appreciated, of course, but given your current condition, it wouldn’t make a lot of sense for you to put yourself on the front lines. We ought to be able to handle it by ourselves. Besides, the police will be on standby to provide backup just in case it turns out to be trickier than we thought. You don’t need to worry about us at all.”

Hearing that should have made me feel happy; indeed, I shared Rubberman’s confidence, if only because he was really good at projecting his feelings onto everyone around him. It may not have been an official superpower, but it sure seemed like it sometimes.

But I couldn’t feel good about it. Everything about this situation felt like the buildup to a volcanic eruption, to a terrible event that would consume us all.

It was a silly feeling. A feeling that had no basis in reality.

Nonetheless, I felt it anyway, and I couldn’t ignore it, no matter how much I wanted.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Luckily, I avoided getting ambushed on my bike ride home. I did not run into any vigilantes or zombies reanimated by the Necromantress or anything else like that. It was just a simple ride home; indeed, it was so simple that, if I hadn’t known any better, I might have forgotten that I was technically in the middle of a war at all. Even my hurting shoulder didn’t get in the way of my enjoyment of the ride.

When I got home, I just went straight to my bedroom and crashed on my bed. I told my parents and James to leave me alone for a while, because I just wanted to rest, and thankfully they respected my wishes. Perhaps they knew how badly my shoulder had been wounded and so understood that I needed as much rest as I could get in order for it to heal properly, but I think, more than anything, they sensed the emotion in my voice. I tried to talk normally, but given all of the conflicting emotions flowing around inside me, that was easier said than done.

As I rested, I thought about everything that had happened over the past day. In particular, I thought about Greta breaking up with me and Rubberman praising me for my loyalty and heroism, praise I felt like I hadn’t earned, or maybe just didn’t deserve anymore.

I understood why Greta had to break up with me, but I still felt sour and upset about it. I was more angry at her father than anything, however. Forcing her to break up with me just because he was worried I might spill the beans on his criminal activities … I might just go and do that, just to spite him. I had no great love for him anyway. Maybe if he was in jail, where he belonged, Greta and I could be together like before.

But I knew that was false. If I got her dad arrested, Greta would never forgive me for it. She’d always think of me as the guy who took her father away from her. And if there was one thing I knew about Greta, it was that she was deeply devoted to her father, which made sense, because she didn’t have her mother or any other adult figures who could take care of her if her dad ended up in jail.

But it was still satisfying to think about police breaking down the front door of the infamous thief the Silent Shadow and forcing him into handcuffs that were just a bit too tight for his wrists. I could see it now: Sixteen-year-old Alex Fry helped put one of the most wanted criminals in the world behind bars. I’d be famous not just as Beams, but also as me. And maybe that would make more girls like me, make it easier to get a new girlfriend, and maybe that one wouldn’t be the daughter of a criminal.

I didn’t act on that, though. With everything else going on in Golden City, I wasn’t sure it made sense to divert police resources to the Silent Shadow. If I was going to do anything like that—and there was no guarantee that I was—it would have to wait until after Big Boy was destroyed, at least. Once the Legion was no longer a threat, maybe it would make sense to tell the police about the Silent Shadow.

But that wouldn’t solve my real problem: Namely, whether or not to kill Rubberman.

I didn’t want to kill Rubberman. The very thought of killing my boss—especially after he had spoken so glowingly of me—was enough to make me feel ill.

Yet I had agreed to Sasha’s demands and I knew her threats were real. I had about six days left before Takeshi killed my family, a fate I could avoid if I just killed Rubberman myself. It would undoubtedly put me in prison, probably for life, but at least my family would be okay.

I need to find a way out of this situation. The only way I could think of to get out of this agreement would be if Sasha and Takeshi were arrested and put in prison, but how likely was that to happen? Sasha had already displayed a talent for avoiding being caught. She knew how to get away with the most heinous crimes without anyone even suspecting her of being connected to them. Even if Camel and Jake investigated her, it might take a while for them to get a warrant for her arrest, and that was assuming they were able to find evidence of any criminal wrongdoing on her part at all.

Another way was if Sasha and Takeshi both died, but I didn’t think that murder would be the answer to my problems. It was probably impossible to kill them anyway; Sasha was one of the most well-protected women in the city, while Takeshi himself was an excellent fighter and assassin who knew all the tricks in the book. Best to come up with some other plan, though I had to admit I couldn’t really think of any.

A knock at the door made me raise my head. “Yes?”

“Hey, bro, this is James,” said James, his voice slightly muffled due to the thickness of the door. “Can I come in?”

I sighed, but then said, “Okay, but don’t expect me to say much. I’m kind of tired.”

The door opened and James entered. He looked as cool and stylish as ever, and ordinarily I would feel envious of that, but I was too tired to think about such things. I just noticed that he leaned against the closed door, a look of genuine concern on his face.

“I heard you broke up with Greta,” said James.

“She broke up with me,” I corrected. Then I sighed again. “Not that it matters either way, given how we’re no longer together no matter who broke up with who.”

“Breakups are tough, man,” said James. “I remember my first break up. There was a lot of yelling and screaming, though I didn’t hear any yelling and screaming when I was downstairs.”

“There wasn’t much to yell and scream about,” I said with a shrug. “She told me that her dad forbid me to date her again and that was that.”

“What, really?” said James in amazement. “I didn’t know that dads even had that kind of authority over their daughters anymore. In this enlightened age, I thought that girls now have complete autonomy from the men in their life. Guess her dad must be really backwards or something.”

James’ sarcasm was obvious in every word he spoke, but I didn’t mind it. I was feeling pretty sour toward the Silent Shadow right now and I didn’t mind James using sarcasm when talking about him.

“Yeah, I know,” I said. I rolled over onto my side. “I thought about calling him and arguing about it, but I’ve met her dad before. He’s not the kind of man you argue with when he’s made a choice.”

“I know what you’re talking about,” said James. “Some dads are really protective of their daughters. I remember this one girl I dated in high school whose dad was a cop. He was a pretty cool dude when you got to know him, but until you did, he basically treated you like a suspect in a crime investigation.”

“But he didn’t force his daughter to break up with you, did he?”

“Nope,” said James, shaking his head. “By the way, why did Greta’s dad want her to break up with you? What did you do that pissed him off?”

I thought about whether to tell James the truth. He didn’t know that Greta’s dad was the Silent Shadow and that Greta herself was the Golden City Robber. For a moment, I wanted to tell him all of that. James would undoubtedly report this information to the police, which would result in Greta’s father being arrested and thrown into jail. It would be excellent revenge, even if it did make Greta hate me.

But then I thought about how James would react if he knew that I’d been hiding the identity of an infamous criminal for so many months and I shrugged. “I don’t know. I think he probably thought I was getting in the way of Greta’s studies. He probably wants her to go to a good college and therefore doesn’t want her ‘wasting’ time with me.”

James folded his arms across his chest. “That doesn’t surprise me, honestly. Never met Greta’s dad, but she sure did seem to spend a lot of time with you. On the other hand, though, it’s still a pretty stupid reason to make her break up with you rather than, you know, just limiting her time with you or whatever.”

“I know,” I said. “But what can I do? There’s pretty much no way I can win her back. I mean, Greta herself still likes me, but her dad … he’s not an easy man to argue with. He likes to set down the law and doesn’t care much for anyone who argues against it.”

Even as I said that, I realized how ironic that sounded. A professional thief who didn’t like it when people broke his rules. It was so ironic that I almost laughed, but I didn’t, because I didn’t want James to ask me what I found so funny.

James, on the other hand, just nodded. “Yeah, I’ve gathered as much based on what you’ve told me so far. Normally, I try to avoid girls who have dads like that, because they make it harder to have fun with them, you know? Then again, some of the best girls I’ve dated have had pretty tough dads, so maybe he’s not as bad as he sounds.”

“The point is that I can’t make him let me date Greta again,” I said, rolling over onto my back again. “And I don’t know if he will ever let me date her again.”

“Do you still like her?”

I looked at James in disbelief. “Of course I do. What kind of question is that?”

“Just checking to make sure,” said James. “If you want, I could help you with her dad.”

I blinked. “Really?”

“Really,” James said. “You’re my little bro, after all. Big bros have to look out for little bros.”

“That’s … really generous of you, James, but I don’t know how much help you could actually be,” I said. I rubbed my forehead. “Like I said, her dad isn’t an easy man to convince. When he sets his mind on something, you can’t really change it.”

“You can’t change it, maybe,” said James with a shrug, “but I have plenty of experience dealing with stubborn people. Remember, I used to be a sidekick like you and my boss, Windchime, was a pretty stubborn guy himself. I know how stubborn people think. I could convince him to change his mind if you’d let me do it.”

“Why do you need my permission?” I said.

“Because I don’t want to step on your turf,” said James. “You’re my younger bro. I may have a responsibility to help you, but at the same time, you also have to learn to deal with your own problems. If you’d rather figure this out yourself, I’ll let you, but if you need my help, I’m always here.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You’re not doing this to get a favor from me, are you?”

James looked away in that way he always did whenever I figured out his game. “Me? Oh, no. I’d never do anything for you with the expectation of you paying me back in return sometime later on. I always have pure motives for everything I do. Just like good big brothers should, though I wouldn’t mind you paying me back with a favor of some sort in the future for me going out of my way to help you like this, of course.”

I considered James’ offer. On one hand, if James could help me in this area, I would really appreciate it. I wanted Greta back more than anything. Having Greta back as my girlfriend would not solve all of my problems—least of all the biggest one hanging over my head—but it sure would help me feel better. It might also make it easier to focus on taking down Sasha. If I didn’t have to worry about my relationship with Greta, that would be one less emotional issue distracting me from my goals.

On the other hand, I didn’t think James would succeed. He could be very persuasive when he wanted to be, much more persuasive than I was, but at the same time, James would not be as persuasive as he could be if he didn’t know the real reason why the Silent Shadow forbid Greta from going out with me anymore. I didn’t think James would find himself in any sort of dangerous situation, but it would, at the very least, be a big waste of time and effort for him. Plus, I was sure he was just doing this in order to make me owe him something in the future. James was a good brother, but that didn’t mean he was a saint.

Still, if James actually somehow could convince Greta’s dad to let me date her again … well, I didn’t see any harm in letting him try.

“All right, James, you can try,” I said. “But don’t be surprised if he ignores you. If he won’t listen to me, I doubt he’d be willing to listen to you.”

“That’s because you’re not as alpha as me,” said James, flashing me his trademark confident smile. “Trust me, bro, once I’m done talking with him, he’ll not only let you date her again, but he’ll practically be begging you to take his daughter’s hand in marriage.”

“But Greta and I are only sixteen.”

“It’s a figure of speech,” said James, rolling his eyes. “Anyway, see you later, bro. If I’m going to save your relationship with your girlfriend, I might as well get started on it right away.”

James turned and left my room, closing the door behind him on his way out.

I stared at the door uncertainly for a few moments before lowering my head back onto my pillow. Talking to James about this did make me feel a little better, whether or not he’d succeed in convincing Greta’s dad to let me date her again.

Perhaps that didn’t solve all my problems, but it did solve one, and for that, I was grateful.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

I slept well that night and into the next day. My parents brought my meals to me while I was in bed, which was nice, while the pain in my shoulder started to subside. It would still be a while before it fully recovered, of course, but I was grateful that it was healing at all. Part of me had worried that my fight with those two vigilantes had ruined my body’s natural healing process, but so far it seemed okay. I didn’t dwell on that for too long, though, because I was worried that I might be jinxing myself if I did, even though that was a pretty silly thought to have.

I browsed the Internet a lot and kept track of the news. Not much had happened since I went back to my home; there weren’t any reports of increased vigilante activity or anything. There was an article on the Golden City Journal website about Prime Man and Sasha Munroe’s business meeting (the details of which were to be revealed as the year went on, according to the reporter who wrote the article) and another about my battle with Smoke Man and Hindsight, but that particular article revealed nothing to me that I didn’t already know except for Smoke Man and Hindsight’s identities. Other than that, things seemed pretty quiet on the superhero front at the moment, but I knew better than to assume that all was truly well.

For one, there was still the plan of Heroes United to take out the Big Boy bomb. No news site was reporting on it, of course, because it was intentionally being kept under wraps by Rubberman and the others involved in it in order to avoid giving the Legion time to prepare for it. It was supposed to happen at midnight tonight, when the Legion would least expect it. Rubberman had even seemed convinced that this would end the war in Golden City, because he believed that Doctor Devil and the vast majority of the Legion’s members would be in that factory.

It sure seemed like a good idea, especially if it actually ended the war between Heroes United and the Vigilante Legion. Despite that, however, I still felt uneasy about all of this. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was a trap. It just seemed too easy, that Blast would tell me about the bomb and even its location like that. That Sasha was involved, even if only indirectly, made me think that something was definitely up, even though I couldn’t quite place what at the moment.

Speaking of Sasha, I now had only five days in which I could figure out how to beat her. Time seemed to fly by a lot faster than when I was a kid. Maybe it was just the stress of the situation getting to me and messing with my perception of time. I understood a little better what Dad meant whenever he complained about how fast time flew by now that he was older, though Dad wasn’t under the same stresses as me.

But these thoughts and ideas just sort of floated through my mind during the next day or so. I didn’t focus on any one of them in that much detail, because I was more focused on getting as much rest as I could rather than my troubles. Of course, that was easier said than done. My troubles were rather large, after all, and not easy to forget.

It was after lunch the next day, however, that I got another visitor.

It happened after I had just finished my lunch of chicken and rice that Mom had made for me. I was lying in my bed, with my now empty plate of food set on the desk next to my bed, when there was a knock at my door and I heard Mom say, “Alex, are you awake?”

“Yes, I am,” I said, looking at the door. “What do you need?”

“Your friend Franklin is here,” said Mom. “He wants to see you. Can he come in?”

I sat up a little straighter. “Sure. Send him in.”

The door opened, courtesy of Mom, who held it open for my friend, Franklin Maddox, who entered after muttering a ‘thanks’ to Mom. Frank wore his usual red baseball cap and blue shirt, but he looked more worried than he usually did, clutching his hands together as Mom closed the door behind him.

“Hey, Alex,” said Frank in a somewhat nervous voice. “I heard about your shoulder and I just wanted to make sure you were okay, especially ‘cause you’ve been absent from school for such a long time.”

Frank was right that I’d been absent from school, and not just because of my shoulder injury, either. Ever since I came back from Los Congrejos, I’d stayed out of school. The excuse was that I was getting tutoring at home in order to help me catch up in my grades, but the truth was that the war with the Vigilante Legion meant I couldn’t go to school like I normally did. I needed to be on call all the time and that was easier to do if I didn’t have to spend eight hours a day behind a desk listening to Mr. Peters drone on about some random scientific idea I didn’t care about. It was a bit lonely, though; even though I wasn’t the most popular kid at school, I still did feel a bit lonely not being around Frank or my fellow classmates all the time. Hanging out with Rubberman and the other superheroes and sidekicks helped, but it just wasn’t the same.

But Frank didn’t know that. While he was my best friend, he still didn’t know that I was Beams. I sometimes thought about telling him my real identity, but I always decided against it, because I didn’t think he needed to know and I didn’t want to risk losing my sidekick license. Then again, it seemed like everyone knew my secret identity nowadays; would it really hurt me if Frank knew as well?

“I’m fine, Frank,” I said with a yawn. I rotated my shoulder. “My shoulder is healing as expected and should heal fully as long as I don’t overexert myself. How’s school been, by the way?”

“About the same,” said Frank with a shrug. “The Beams Fan Club is still growing, though not as fast as it used to. I think we’ve hit the peak of the Beams craze, honestly, because people in general seem less enthusiastic about the Fan Club than they were before. I think the war between Heroes United and those vigilante guys is making people scared.”

I really didn’t want to talk about the war, but I didn’t want to treat Frank rudely after he went out of his way to come and visit me in my house. “Lots of people are scared. Even a lot of adults are afraid.”

“Yeah, but you don’t really understand,” said Frank. He glanced at the window, as if he was afraid that one of the vigilantes might burst through the glass at any moment and attack us both. “Everyone still remembers when Fro-Zen attacked the school and took a lot of the students and faculty hostage. Remember? That was Beams’ first debut as a sidekick.”

I almost said, Of course I remember it; I was there when it happened, but I caught myself and instead said, “Sure. I wasn’t at school at the time, but I remember seeing all the news reports about it and how it took forever to melt all the ice.”

“Well, Fro-Zen was a member of the Vigilante Legion,” said Frank, folding his arms behind his back and digging the tip of his shoe into a loose floorboard. “A lot of the students and faculty think that the Legion might attack the school in order to avenge him or something.”

“Has there been any evidence that the Legion would even attempt to do something like that?”

Frank shook his head. “No. So far, the Legion has ignored the school, but there’s still a lot of students and faculty members alike who think it’s only a matter of time before those maniacs attack. Mr. Peters is the worst about it. He keeps talking about how they wouldn’t need to live in fear if a certain someone hadn’t drunk that serum he made half a year ago to give himself superpowers.”

“You mean the one I drank,” I said. I almost added, The one that gave me powers, but again caught myself, reminding myself that Frank did not know that Mr. Peters’ serum had worked.

“Yeah, the one that made you throw up,” said Frank, nodding. “I think he’s just yapping, though. That serum didn’t give you powers, after all. Even if he had managed to drink it himself, he’d be just as powerless as he is today.”

I nodded in agreement, even though I knew that what Frank said was blatantly false. It did make me wonder, though, what would have happened if Mr. Peters had managed to drink his serum and gained the ability to shoot lasers from his eyes like I had. Would he have fought Fro-Zen, instead of me? Or would he have moved to some other city so he wouldn’t have to compete with Rubberman? Maybe the two of them would have worked together to beat Fro-Zen. Or maybe they’d have spent so much time bickering with each other that Fro-Zen would kill them both easily.

All I knew was that if I hadn’t drunk that stupid serum on a stupid dare, I would not currently be forced to choose whether to kill Rubberman or let Takeshi kill my family. Heck, Takeshi might even kill Frank, too, because he was my friend and all. Frank, of course, did not know any of that, but he must have seen the grim expression on my face, because he said, “Alex, what’s the problem? You look upset.”

I shook my head and put on a fake smile. “Oh, it’s nothing. Probably just my shoulder. It tends to flare up at random opportunities.”

“Oh, yeah, I know what you mean,” said Frank. “I broke my collarbone when I was six. It hurt like hell, even after I went to the doctor and got it fixed. Anyway, I heard you and Greta broke up.”

I stiffened. “Yes, we did. Did Greta tell you?”

“Yep,” said Frank. “Well, first I heard rumors, but then I asked her and she told me. She didn’t tell me why she broke up with you, though I think it has something to do with her dad.”

“Her dad doesn’t like me anymore,” I said flatly. “So he doesn’t want her dating me anymore.”

“What did you do to piss him off?”

“Nothing. It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Okay.” Frank bit his lower lip. “But you and Greta sure did seem like a great couple to me. Sad to see you two apart like this, even if Greta didn’t really want to do it.”

I was surprised by the sincerity in Frank’s voice, but because I still didn’t want to talk about it, I just shrugged and said, “That’s just the way life is sometimes. No point in worrying about it, in my opinion.”

“All right,” said Frank. “So, um, back to the Beams Fan Club. Have you watched the interview I did with Beams yet? I showed it to the Fan Club six weeks ago and everyone loved it.”

In the excitement of the last month and a half, I had almost forgotten about the interview that ‘Beams’ did with Frank. Prior to leaving for Los Congrejos to train with Nightbolt, I had done a quick interview with Frank as Beams. Frank had been very nervous and even jittery during the interview, no doubt because he had gotten a chance to interview one of his personal heroes, but I did remember that he managed to ask some good questions just the same. I recalled that one of his fellow Beams Fan Club members—a guy with dreads whose name I couldn’t recall off the top of my head—had recorded the entire thing on his phone, but I had not known that it had been published.

Thus, I could truthfully say, “No, I haven’t seen it, but I’m glad everyone loved it.”

“It’s a relief that they did,” said Frank with a sigh. “I was sure that I came across like an idiot, but no one even talked about how I stuttered every question or how I asked the same question about Beams’ favorite color twice in a row. They were all just really impressed that I managed to get an interview with Beams. I’ve even got a few requests from the media to borrow clips for their own reports, which I’ve always granted so far. I know Beams isn’t a big fan of the media, but I think he’d be fine if I did that, don’t you think?”

“Yes, I’m sure he would,” I said, trying not to smile. “It’s not like he’s being interviewed by those people, after all. They’re just borrowing clips.”

“Yeah,” said Frank. He hesitated and stroked his chin and then said, “You know, I actually enjoyed interviewing Beams a lot more than I thought I would. And not even because I’m a Beams fan, either. I just liked the interview process itself. And so I was thinking of becoming a reporter when I graduated school.”

“A reporter, huh?” I said. “Like for a newspaper or something?”

“More like an independent journalist, I think,” said Frank. “I mean, with the Internet, I could start my own podcast and do my own journalism without needing to go work for any of the big media companies. I think I could pull it off, though I don’t know how to start.”

“Just start,” I said. “Why don’t you start a blog and go from there? Or maybe start a podcast instead, if you enjoy interviewing. I think you’d do a great job at it, no matter how you started it.”

“Thanks, Alex,” said Frank. “But what do you want to do when you graduate? I know you’re planning to go to college, but what are you going to major in?”

That was a question I could have answered fairly easily just a couple of days ago, but now, I wasn’t sure what to say. I certainly couldn’t tell Frank that I was a sidekick and that I was thinking of just going straight into the superhero business once I was out of high school. On the other hand, I also didn’t want to tell him why I wasn’t sure if I was going to go to college or not; that would require answering far too many questions that would compromise my secret identity.

Luckily, I was saved from having to answer that question by loud knocking at the door, followed by Mom’s voice saying, “Alex! You have another visitor!”

“Another visitor?” I repeated, exchanging a confused look with Frank. “Who is—”

I was interrupted by the door flying open—nearly knocked off its hinges—and smashing against the wall, nearly hitting Frank in the process, who somehow managed to jump out of the way at the last minute to avoid getting the door slammed in his face.

But I was not paying attention to Frank anymore. Nor was I paying attention to Mom, who leaned against the wall of the hallway outside of my bedroom as if she had just been shoved to the side by someone and was using the wall for support.

No, my attention was on the person standing in the doorway, his retractable eye scope moving in and out in a creepily mechanical way.

“Cyberkid?” I said in shock. “What are you doing here?”

Cyberkid frowned. “For help. Your help.”

“My help?” I said. “What do you need my help for?”

All of a sudden, I noticed that Cyberkid looked tired. He seemed barely capable of standing. His helmet was dented in a few places and his suit had a few slashes across the chest area.

Cyberkid chuckled. “I don’t need your help. Rubberman and the others, however, do.”

“What do you mean?” I said, bewildered. “What happened?”

“Everything went wrong,” said Cyberkid. His voice suddenly became weaker, more tired. “Everything …”

Cyberkid suddenly collapsed in the doorway, where he looked as dead as a corpse.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Dad, James, and I worked together to transport the unconscious Cyberkid downstairs. Well, Dad and James did most of the lifting, because I was still not in any real condition to do any heavy lifting. But I followed them downstairs, to the living room, where they put the unconscious Cyberkid on the couch. As for Mom, she had gone into the kitchen and emerged from it at the exact moment we put Cyberkid on the chair with the house’s first aid kit. She immediately went to work cleaning and bandaging any visible wounds on him, though it was obvious that Cyberkid was going to need actual medical expertise from a real doctor if we were going to make sure that his wounds didn’t get infected.

As for Frank, he followed Dad and James downstairs as well, even helping them move Cyberkid down the stairs. I thought the sudden appearance of Cyberkid—along with his ominous, cryptic warnings—would have made Frank totally catatonic. That was how I would have reacted under similar circumstances, after all.

But I guess I didn’t know Frank as well as I thought, because instead of going silent, he just kept jabbering the entire time we moved Cyberkid downstairs:

“Oh my god what the hell where did Cyberkid come from what did he mean about Rubberman and the others Alex why did Cyberkid come to your house did he really pick the right house or did his wounds mess up his thinking and is he dead oh I hope to God he isn’t dead because if I just saw a kid die on the spot I’m going to hurl and if I’m going to hurl I need to know where your bathroom is so I can—”

“Frank,” I said, standing in the living room, watching as Mom bandaged Cyberkid’s chest, which seemed to be where the worst of his wounds were. “Can you please be quiet, just for a moment? I honestly don’t have the answers to your questions. The only one who does is Cyberkid, and he’s, well, not currently awake.”

Frank took a deep breath and then said, slightly slower, “Sorry. I just didn’t expect the door to come flying open like that or for Cyberkid to come in and talk like a character in a superhero comic. I don’t have a lot of experience with superheroes and sidekicks, so I don’t know if this is normal or—”

“It’s not,” I said. “That much I can tell you. Whatever made Cyberkid come here is not, by any definition of the word, ‘normal.’”

Frank nodded as if I had just shared one of the secrets of the universe. “Wait, how do you know what’s ‘normal’ for superheroes and what isn’t? You’re not a sidekick or anything like that.”

I only hesitated for a moment, but since Cyberkid’s story would inevitably involve revealing my identity, I said, “Actually, I’m Beams.”

That made Frank go silent. He just stared at me for a full five seconds, his eyes and face blank. The revelation that I was Beams seemed to me a lot less shocking than what happened to Cyberkid, but I guess Frank just had different priorities from me.

Finally, Frank said, “You’re joking.”

I shook my head. “Nope, I’m not. Let me show you.”

I picked up a half-eaten apple on the coffee table and looked directly at it. Being careful to keep the energy level low, I fired the smallest, thinnest laser beam that Frank could still see clearly at the apple. The beam burned a tiny hole in the center of the apple, but did not go through it, because I didn’t want it to go through the apple and hit the floor or my hand underneath.

I handed the apple to Frank, who took it as if it was a bomb that was about to go off. “See? I can shoot lasers from my eyes. Only Beams can do that.”

Frank turned the apple over in his hands, like he thought I’d played some kind of trick on him and he was trying to figure it out.

Then he looked up at me, but his face wasn’t blank anymore. He was smiling, smiling wider than ever, and he looked like he was about to explode he was smiling so much.

“The serum worked!” said Frank. “I can’t believe it. For all these months, we thought Mr. Peters had made a dud, that his serum was always destined to leave him powerless. But now we know it worked. If only Mr. Peters knew—”

“Don’t tell him,” I said quickly. “Remember, I can get my sidekick license revoked if my identity is made public, and I think Mr. Peters would definitely tell the world who I was if he knew, if only so he could take credit for my powers.”

“Sorry,” said Frank. “I was just thinking that Mr. Peters might be nicer to us now, if he knew that his serum worked. Maybe he would even make another one and finally retire from teaching for good so he can become a superhero. Then we could get Mrs. Naomi back and science class will be fun again.”

I thought it more likely that Mr. Peters would treat us even worse, because it had probably taken him a long time to make that serum and he had gone a long time thinking it had failed and that he was going to be stuck teaching forever. I was quite glad that the law said my identity needed to be a secret; otherwise, Mr. Peters probably would have become one of my enemies.

In any case, I said, “Well, he’ll never know for sure, that much I can tell you. And it doesn’t really matter, anyway. I’m far more interested in finding out why Cyberkid is here and what he came to tell me than in whatever Mr. Peters is doing.”

Just as I said that, Cyberkid suddenly groaned. He put his hand on his forehead, like he had a big headache. “Ugh. Where am I? What happened?”

Mom—who had just finished applying bandages to Cyberkid’s wounds—pulled her hands back, almost like she had gotten burned, and said, “You’re in a lot of pain. You shouldn’t move or anything.”

“What?” said Cyberkid. He suddenly looked at me, realization dawning in his one exposed eye. “Beams, is that you? You’re not wearing your costume.”

“Yeah, it’s me,” I said, patting my chest. “But how did you know where I live? I never told you my secret identity.”

Cyberkid rubbed his forehead, but then lowered his hand to his side. “Rubberman told me where you live in case he needed me to contact you. I haven’t told anyone else where you live, if it helps.”

“Why couldn’t Rubberman just call me?” I said. “He has my phone number. Or if he couldn’t call me, he could have had Adams call me instead.”

“That’s the thing,” said Cyberkid. “Rubberman isn’t in any condition to call you, or Adams, for that matter.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “Earlier, you mentioned that something had happened to Rubberman, but you didn’t say what.”

Cyberkid sat up. Even though he had clearly taken a lot of serious injuries, he did not appear to let his pain stop him. “It’s a long story, and it might be too late now, but I guess I’ll tell you anyway. You’re the only one who can do anything about it.”

Cyberkid suddenly grabbed his chest and lay down again. He didn’t look like he was in any condition to talk, yet if what he said was true, then we had no time to waste.

“All right,” said Cyberkid. He looked at me again, though now he looked more tired than before. “Do you remember what Blast told you? About the Big Boy bomb?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I remember. Rubberman told me that he and the other members of Heroes United were going to go to the abandoned factory where the Vigilante Legion was building it. They were going to ambush the Legion there and take out the bomb, if not the Legion itself.”

Cyberkid sighed. “Yes, that was how it was supposed to go, but as we all know, plans usually don’t survive impact with the first problems they run into.”

“Wait, you mean they already acted on the plan?” I said in surprise. “Rubberman told me they were going to do it at midnight tonight.”

“That was the original plan, yes, but Prime Man heard about it,” said Cyberkid with a scowl. “He heard about the plan from Myster and insisted that they put the plan into action right away, instead of waiting for midnight to come.”

“What?” I said. “But Prime Man isn’t in charge of the team he sent here to help Rubberman and me. Myster is.”

“Yeah, but Prime Man is higher up in Heroes United than Myster, so he overrode his authority,” said Cyberkid. He shook his head. “Said that he was worried that the Legion had finished the bomb already and were going to use it tonight. He thought that if we acted now, rather than later, then we could ensure that the bomb was destroyed and maybe catch a few vigilantes in the process.”

“That’s stupid,” I said. “Attacking in the middle of the day? Come on. Even Prime Man has to know how tactically dumb that move is.”

“I don’t know what Prime Man does or doesn’t know, but I do know that both Myster and Rubberman tried to argue against him,” said Cyberkid. “Of course, he didn’t listen to them, and even threatened to kick Myster out of Heroes United if he kept arguing against him. In the end, Prime Man got his way, so Myster and Rubberman led the team to the factory on the outskirts of Golden City, to the location where Big Boy was said to be being built.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Why would Prime Man do that? Does he really believe that that is the best way to deal with the situation?”

“Who knows?” said Cyberkid. “All I know is that this version of Prime Man is more of a Cape than a Mask. At least, that’s what Myster has always told me. And I believe him, because everything I’ve seen of Prime Man the Third is that he doesn’t have much experience in actually dealing with criminals.”

“He probably just wants the glory of defeating the Legion while he’s in town,” said James, shaking his head. “But without actually doing the work himself, of course. Unless he himself actually led the attack, that is.”

“Of course he didn’t,” said Cyberkid. He chuckled bitterly. “Prime Man is far too important to concern himself with actually leading people. He just wants to go and make big business deals with billion dollar corporations that will expand his already enormous business. Actually stopping criminals is for the little people, don’t you know.”

Cyberkid sounded surprisingly bitter, almost like a vigilante, but that was understandable. Based on what I had seen of Prime Man when I met him in the hospital earlier, I was not surprised to hear that he was more interested in his own fame and glory than in actually doing the right thing. Especially when I remembered what Rubberman had told me about Prime Man’s own insecurities about his accomplishments.

“Anyway, like I said, Myster and Rubberman led the charge into the factory,” said Cyberkid. He patted himself on the chest. “I was part of that assault, obviously, and—”

“Wait, Rubberman actually agreed to it?” I said in surprise. “But he’s not a member of Heroes United. Prime Man doesn’t have any authority over him.”

“Myster is a friend of his,” Cyberkid pointed out. “He agreed to it because he wanted to help my boss, not because Prime Man told him to. But I have to say, Rubberman didn’t look even remotely happy about it. He argued against it even more than Myster and he looked pretty pissed off even after we left to go to the factory. Kind of glad I’m not his sidekick, to be honest.”

I nodded. I was glad to hear that Rubberman had not simply blindly gone along with Prime Man’s stupid plan. Not that I doubted he would, of course, because Rubberman valued his independence greatly, especially in regards to how he ran his business. Nor did it surprise me that he went along with the plan because he wanted to support his friend; Rubberman also valued his friends highly, so it made sense that he would support Myster even when he had to do something stupid like this.

“Even though pretty much everyone on the team thought the plan was stupid, there was a general agreement that we might be able to make it work anyway,” said Cyberkid. “I know Myster gave a pep talk about making the best of it, but even so, it didn’t prepare us at all for what happened in the factory when we actually got there.”

“What happened?” I said. I stepped forward, my eyes locked on Cyberkid.

“We were ambushed,” said Cyberkid, shaking his head. “And not by the Legion, either.”

“Not by the Legion?” I said. “Then by who?”

Cyberkid took a deep breath and then said, slowly but clearly, “By the zombie forces of a supervillain who called herself the Necromantress.”

Beside me, Frank made a small squeal of fear, while my parents and James exchanged significant looks with one another. I, however, did not look at anyone other than Cyberkid, because I didn’t want to miss even one word of his story.

“The Necromantress?” I said. “She ambushed everyone?”

Cyberkid nodded. “Yes. Well, it was really her zombies who did most of the work, but they were under her command and she was probably the one who made up the ambush plan in the first place. She herself was there, though we were too busy fighting for our survival to fight her ourselves.”

“How many zombies were there?” asked Frank, whose voice was high-pitched with fear. “Hundreds?”

“I couldn’t count, partly because the ambush happened so fast, partly because the place was so crowded that it was impossible to see more than the few zombies nearest you,” said Cyberkid. “Not that it matters much either way. It sure felt like there were hundreds of zombies in there, even if the actual number was much smaller.”

In my mind’s eye, I could imagine Rubberman and the other heroes fighting desperately for their lives against a seemingly endless horde of mindless, brain-eating zombies while the Necromantress stood on a platform above them laughing maniacally. It was a disturbing mental image, to be sure, and I didn’t know if it ended with everyone dead or with everyone triumphant.

I was almost afraid to ask, but I nonetheless said, “What happened to the others? Did they all … did they all die?”

To my relief, Cyberkid shook his head. “No, at least I don’t think so. We got overwhelmed by the almost endless number of zombies. Myster and I got separated from Rubberman and the others, so I don’t knew the fate of everyone, but I do know that Myster told me to flee when it became clear that we were losing. He told me to go find you and any other help I could find, so I escaped through one of the windows and got here as fast as I could.”

“So you don’t know if Rubberman, Myster, or any of the others are even still alive?”

“I don’t.” Cyberkid grimaced and rubbed his bandaged chest. “Last I saw, Myster, at least, was still alive, but I couldn’t see the others. The battle is probably over by now, and given how I haven’t heard anything from Myster or anyone else yet, I think they lost.”

“Rubberman is dead?” said Frank, his voice still high with fear.

“I didn’t say that,” said Cyberkid. “He might still be alive. Maybe he managed to escape at the last minute.”

“I’ve never met this Necromantress lady, but Alex told me she wanted to kill Rubberman,” said James. He looked over at me questioningly. “That’s what you said, right? She’s his ex-wife and has made it her mission to destroy Rubberman. If she managed to ambush him like this, I don’t think she would let him escape or even take him prisoner.”

What James said made sense; however, I remembered how the Necromantress had spared me and Rubberman back in the graveyard in what seemed like a lifetime ago now, as well as my conversation with Rubberman afterward, about how divorced people can sometime still have feelings for each other. I still didn’t quite understand that concept, but at the same time, a part of me hoped that perhaps the Necromantress might have spared him. Maybe she would find the idea of having one of her zombies kill him unbearable and wanted to do it herself. Or maybe I was delusional and Rubberman was currently dead, lying on the floor of the factory with his brains ripped out of his skull and his costume in tatters among the other dead superheroes and sidekicks who were with him.

Aloud, however, I said, “Regardless of what the Necromantress has done to him or the others, this is very bad. And I do mean very bad.”

“What about the Legion?” said Frank. “Isn’t that factory supposed to be the base of the Vigilante Legion? And didn’t you guys have police backup or something?”

Cyberkid scowled. “I think we were lied to. We didn’t see any evidence that that old factory had even been opened before we attacked. I think Blast lied to you when he told you about the factory. The Legion’s real base—and, with it, the Big Boy bomb—is somewhere else, though where, I don’t know. As for the police, they ran. The cowards.”

Damn it. Not only had Rubberman and the other heroes been taken out by the Necromantress, but the Legion was still out there somewhere. And without Heroes United to oppose them, there was no one in the city to stop the Legion. Well, I guess there was the police, but given how much trouble they usually had with even just one supervillain, I was not confident they would be able to take on an entire team of ex-superheros and sidekicks, many of whom had powers and abilities that would make short work of any police officer stupid enough to fight them.

“It was a trap,” said Cyberkid, putting a hand on his forehead. “I’m convinced that the whole thing was a setup to take out the Heroes United members in one fell swoop. That’s why Blast told us the location of the Legion’s base; he knew we’d take the bait and go rushing into danger.”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “Not to mention that we knew that the Legion and the Necromantress were working together. We didn’t know what, exactly, they were planning to do together, but now it’s obvious what they had planned out. We were played for fools.”

“And it’s all Prime Man’s fault,” Cyberkid continued. He glared up at the ceiling. “Telling us to attack in the middle of the day instead of waiting until tonight as we originally planned … that man is an idiot, I swear. Not that it would have made much of a difference, maybe, because the Necromantress would have ambushed us no matter what time of day it was, but if we’d had more time to prepare, then maybe we wouldn’t be in this mess in the first place.”

“Did you try to call Prime Man and tell him about this?” said Mom. She was sitting on the arm of one of the recliners, the one Dad was sitting on, and she had her hands folded in her lap. “Even if it’s his fault, it might just be an honest mistake on his part. He might even be able to rescue the others himself; Prime Man is the strongest superhero in the world, after all.”

“I actually did try to call him,” said Cyberkid. “But for whatever reason, he didn’t answer the phone. I know he wasn’t going to stay in Golden City very long after he finished his meeting with Sasha Munroe, but I thought he might not have left yet. I figure he’s probably on his private jet now going back to New York and won’t know about this mess until he gets back into his office, though by then it will be too late for him to actually do anything about it.”

The mention of Sasha Munroe sparked a memory in my head. I remembered that Prime Man had mentioned that he was planning to strike a deal with Sasha while in Golden City. The meeting was supposed to have happened yesterday at around lunch; and if I remembered correctly, Cyberkid had said that Prime Man had told the members of Heroes United to attack shortly after yesterday’s lunch. That meant he would have been done with his meeting with Sasha, which made me wonder exactly what kind of business deal they could have—

Suddenly, a terrible thought occurred to me. My heart rate increased and I began to sweat a little. The thought was terrifying, maybe even downright evil, and I prayed it was wrong, but the more I thought about it, the more logical—and true—it seemed.

“Ah, dang it,” said Dad, shaking his head. “It sounds to me like Prime Man’s help is exactly what you need to get out of this situation. Too bad he’s not here to help.”

“Actually,” I said, drawing everyone’s attention to me, “it might be better if we didn’t have Prime Man’s help. He’s the one who sent Rubberman and the others into that trap in the first place.”

“But it was accidental,” said Cyberkid. “He didn’t know about the Necromantress or the ambush she’d set up, nor did he know that Blast had lied to us.”

“No, I think he did,” I said, my voice trembling slightly. “I think he knew about all of that.”

“How?” said Frank in surprise. “And even if he did, why would he tell Rubberman and the others to go there anyway?”

“Because he planned it,” I said. “Because he and Sasha Munroe struck a deal to get rid of Rubberman and every other member of Heroes United in the city. And unless we stop those two soon, we’ll soon join them.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

“Impossible,” said Cyberkid. “Prime Man is a selfish, shortsighted jerk with loads of insecurities, but he’d never betray us or knowingly send us to our deaths.”

“I think Cyberkid’s right, bro,” said James, leaning against the frame of the living room’s entryway with his arms crossed in front of his chest. “Granted, I don’t know Prime Man myself, but Prime Man is supposed to be one of the greatest and most trustworthy heroes in the world. I can’t see him betraying his fellow Heroes United members, much less to Sasha Munroe of all people.”

I was aware that I was probably red in the face, maybe even sweating, but I didn’t care because I knew that what I said was true. “I don’t have any proof that Prime Man betrayed us, maybe, but it makes sense and it’s the only reasonable explanation for why he ordered Rubberman and the others to behave in a stupid way and why he didn’t answer your call.”

“Then explain your reasoning,” said Cyberkid. “I think we’re all interested in hearing why you think Prime Man is a traitor and why you think he’s collaborating with Sasha, the Vigilante Legion, and the Necromantress all at the same time.”

That request would have floored me under ordinary circumstances, because this revelation didn’t come to me in a logical, step-by-step fashion. It was more like a wide variety of disparate facts floating inside my mind like rocks in space suddenly collided together to form a new truth that I hadn’t even known existed until just a few seconds ago. Kind of like how some scientists view the Big Bang and the origin of the universe, except inside my mind.

But instead of leaving me speechless, I suddenly saw, in my mind, how all of the facts and evidence came together to prove my point and how to communicate it to everyone else.

“Okay,” I said. “First, we need to start off with the fact that Sasha Munroe has hired the Necromantress to work for her, which indirectly connects Sasha to the Legion via the alliance the Necromantress made with them. I don’t know if the Legion is aware of the Necromantress’ connection to Sasha, but it doesn’t matter because Sasha just needed a way to influence the Legion and this was the best way she knew how to do it.”

“But why would Sasha want to influence the Legion at all?” said James, raising a questioning eyebrow. “I mean, I know she’s probably up to no good, but it still doesn’t make much sense to me.”

“Because Sasha wants to kill Rubberman,” I said. I was speaking more quickly than normal, because each explanation popped into my mind like lightning and I was struggling to keep up with it. “She wants to kill him so she can get his business and make her company richer than ever. She is hoping that the Vigilante Legion and the Necromantress will be able to kill Rubberman, which will make it easier to buy his business because no one will own it.”

“Okay, but what does Prime Man have to gain from all of this?” said Cyberkid skeptically. “Why would he have any reason at all to go along with Sasha’s plans? Even if he hates Rubberman, this seems like a stupid thing to do.”

“I don’t know what Prime Man hopes to gain from all of this,” I said. “And, like I said, I could very easily be wrong about all of this. But I don’t think I am. I think Prime Man also sees a way to profit from Rubberman’s death, though how, I don’t know.”

“This is all very scary,” said Mom, rubbing her hands together anxiously. “Scary, and confusing. Do you think they will attack us? The vigilantes know your secret identity, don’t they, Alex?”

“Iron Angel does, but I’m not sure that he or the vigilantes he brought with him the first time managed to transmit that information to the rest of the Legion before we caught him,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “Given how none of the vigilantes have shown up at our house yet, I don’t think any of them yet know my real identity. So we’re safe.”

Mom breathed a sigh of relief, but at that moment, my phone started ringing in my pocket. Hoping it was Rubberman, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and looked at the screen. The screen did not show Rubberman’s number. Instead, it was Adams, whose frowning picture looked up at me from the phone with his usual severity.

Tapping the ‘answer’ button, I held my phone up to my ear and said, “Hey, Adams, what’s—”

“Mr. Fry!” Adams said suddenly, his voice full of urgency. “Are you all right? Where are you? You’re not in danger, are you?”

“What? No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m at my house. I’m perfectly fine.”

“Ah,” said Adams, his voice immediately returning to its usual calmness. “That is good to hear, Mr. Fry. I just received a rather threatening phone call and I wanted to ensure that you were okay, because the person on the other end made it sound as though you weren’t.”

“Threatening phone call?” I said. I glanced at the others before returning my attention to my phone. “What threatening phone call? How long ago did you get it?”

“Approximately five minutes ago, give or take,” said Adams. “I was sweeping Level Two when someone called my phone. I thought it might have been you or Mr. Pullman, and indeed, at first I thought it was Mr. Pullman because the call came from his number. But when I answered it, the voice on the other end sounded nothing at all like Mr. Pullman and even denied being him at all.”

“What did this voice sound like?”

“Robotic and monotone,” said Adams. “I think it may have been an actual person, however, hiding their voice via an artificial synthesizer, because—”

“I don’t care if it was a real person or a robot,” I interrupted. “What did the voice say?”

“The person said that they were holding Mr. Pullman hostage,” said Adams. “They threatened to kill him if you did not show up at a particular location in a certain amount of time.”

“This person wants to see me?” I said.

“Yes. I asked who they were, but they refused to identify themselves. But I believed them, because they were calling from Mr. Pullman’s phone and I know for a fact that Mr. Pullman always keeps his phone on him and never lends it to anyone. I did not get to talk to Mr. Pullman, even though I asked to speak with him.”

I had a strong feeling that this person—whoever it was—was somehow connected to Munroe Acquisitions, Inc. Maybe it was even Takeshi; he certainly wasn’t above making threatening phone calls to people who Sasha wanted to frighten. Or maybe Sasha delegated this oh-so-important task to a lower level employee, though I had no idea how many of her employees were in on her criminal activities.

Regardless, I said to Adams, “How much time did they say they were willing to wait for me to show up?”

“Two hours,” Adams replied. “It is probably a little less than that now, however, because the two hour time limit started as soon as their call ended and it has already been a few minutes since then.”

“Less than two hours, then,” I said. “Do you know where they want me to meet them?”

“They gave me an address, which I quickly looked up on Mission Control’s GPS system,” said Adams. “According to the GPS, the address is downtown Golden City, in a building across from the Munroe Acquisitions headquarters. The exact building appears to be currently abandoned, though I have no idea who owns that particular property.”

I bit my lower lip. This all but confirmed Munroe Acquisitions was behind this kidnapping. But I didn’t understand why they were going through all of this. If they had Rubberman, why did they not simply kill him and then take his business? It would have been easy to blame his death on the Necromantress, after all, without ever having to drag the company into it. Something about this stunk, and the problem was that I didn’t know what.

“If I want to meet them, do I need to call them myself and let them know or not?”

“The person said that you should just show up to the building if you want to make sure that Mr. Pullman lives,” said Adams. “But they did stress one point: You must come alone. If you bring any friends or allies with you, they’ll kill Mr. Pullman on the spot. That’s what they told me. Oh, and don’t call the police, either.”

I wasn’t surprised to hear that, but I was frustrated. It was true that I had few allies, especially now that the members of Heroes United had been defeated, but I had still hoped to bring some friends with me anyway. I didn’t know what these people had in store for me, but they probably outnumbered me, which meant I would need to be careful about directly confronting them.

“What do you plan to do, Mr. Fry?” said Adams. “You’ve gone silent. Are you going to go and confront these hooligans or do you think they might possibly be bluffing?”

“They’re not bluffing, Adams,” I said, glancing at Cyberkid as I spoke. “They probably do have Rubberman and they probably are willing to kill him. Best to take them seriously.”

“Then you are going to confront them,” said Adams. “Yes?”

I hesitated for a moment. This had all the markings of a trap, a trap I would walk into but not out of. I still didn’t know all the details, but that much was obvious to me. Walking into this trap, with no friends or allies to provide backup, seemed like the stupidest thing in the world, but I had no other choice, because even if I didn’t go, Rubberman would die. If I went, there was a chance—however small—that I might be able to save him. Plus, a plan was starting to form in the back of my head, a plan that might actually work, though I would have to do it carefully in order to make sure it worked out the way I envisioned it.

“Yes, I’m going,” I said. “I have to be there in two hours, right?”

“Less than that, actually,” said Adams. “And the clock is running out even as we speak.”

“Right,” I said. “I need you to pick me up in the Rubbermobile near Golden City High in an hour. I have some preparations to make and I’m going to need at least that much time to get them ready.”

“Preparations?” Adams repeated curiously. “What preparations might these be, Mr. Fry?”

“I’ll let you know later,” I said. “For now, I suggest getting the Rubbermobile ready, because one way or another, this war between Heroes United and the Vigilante Legion will end today.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

One hour later, I stood in front of a large, seemingly abandoned three-story apartment building in downtown Golden City in my Beams costume. As Adams had said, the building was located opposite the Munroe Acquisitions, Inc. headquarters, which shone a brilliant crystalline sheen in the mid February sun. The apartment building, on the other hand, looked small and dinky, with all of its windows boarded up and its front steps chipped and covered with trash due to neglect.

Its windows had probably been boarded up for decades, but I thought it gave an excellent advantage to whoever was inside it waiting for me. The boarded up windows meant that I couldn’t get a glimpse of Rubberman’s kidnapper or the kidnapper’s allies, which meant I was going in more or less blind.

On the other hand, the kidnapper couldn’t see outside, either, which would come in very useful for the second phase of the plan I had worked out in ten minutes and spent another fifty actually putting into action. Even if the kidnapper was to look outside right this very instant, neither she nor her allies would see me, because at the moment I was entirely invisible.

This was thanks to the invisibility watch on my right wrist. Normally, I didn’t use this device, because the invisibility it offered usually lasted only five seconds at a time, which was not helpful except for stealth missions. But Cyberkid, the device’s original creator, had given me a new and upgraded version which he had been working on after he gave me the original five second one. According to Cyberkid, this new invisibility watch granted the user five minutes of complete and total invisibility, which was a pretty massive improvement over the previous version. It also helped keep civilians from seeing me. The last thing I needed was fans mobbing me in the streets, which would mess up my plan a lot.

Looking at the apartment building, I did not see anyone outside it. To the average onlooker, the building appeared to be entirely abandoned, but I knew that, somewhere inside it, was Rubberman and his kidnapper. The kidnapper in question was most likely the Necromantress, but that did not mean she was alone. Perhaps Doctor Devil and the rest of the Legion was with her, though I didn’t know where the other Heroes United members were. They might have all been killed in the zombie ambush, or maybe they were being held hostage, too. Heck, for all I knew, Prime Man himself might be in there awaiting my arrival, if he was actually part of the conspiracy, as I suspected.

But even if someone had been able to see me, they would have seen that I was alone. Adams had dropped me off a couple of blocks away in the Rubbermobile a minute ago and was now nowhere within sight, while Cyberkid and James were also not with me. Even Frank and my parents were still at my house, where they were safe. No police officers, either; therefore, I had no reason to worry about the Necromantress or whoever it was killing Rubberman because I didn’t hold up my end of the deal.

But anyone who assumed that because I was alone now meant I would be alone for the entirety of this mission would be entirely mistaken. Cyberkid was currently getting The Mystery ready, while James was off getting a couple of allies who I thought would be useful in the event that a conflict broke out between me and the kidnappers. Whether James would be successful in getting those allies—and, more importantly, whether he would get them here in a timely manner—was still unknown, but at least he was talking to them.

The ‘plan’ was for me to enter the building by myself and confront the kidnappers and find out what the situation on the inside was like. I would try to stall until help could arrive as long as possible, but once my allies were in place, we’d strike. If all went as planned, we’d defeat the Necromantress and the Vigilante Legion in one go, as well as save Rubberman and the other Heroes United members who were being held prisoner. It would not, of course, deal with Sasha or even Prime Man, but as long as we saved Rubberman, it would be worth it.

It was now time to put it into action and see how it would play out. It was all well and fine to come up with plans. What mattered most was putting them into action and then seeing whether they worked in real life. No plan ever survived contact with reality; at least, that’s what Dad always said, and because Dad was a high school football coach, I figure he probably knew what he was talking about. I was good at improvising plans, however, so I figured I would be able to improvise, if necessary.

Steeling myself for whatever was about to happen, I walked up to the front door of the abandoned building. I half-expected to be attacked on my way there, even though I was fully aware that my invisibility watch prevented everyone from seeing me. It was probably just my nerves getting the best of me; nonetheless, no one attacked me or even got in my way and soon I stood in front of the front door.

I tested the doorknob and found that it was unlocked; not surprising, because I figured they would want to keep it unlocked so I could enter. Even so, I had a brief vision of opening the door, only to discover a man with a gun standing on the other side waiting for me, who would then shoot me in the chest and kill me instantly.

But I shook my head, opened the door, and entered. I opened the door carefully and quietly; I didn’t want the kidnappers to hear me enter. It seemed likely to me that they would have had someone watching the door, but that was not guaranteed, given how arrogant these people were. They might not feel the need to set a watch; after all, who else would bother entering this building other than me?

Standing in the hallway, I squinted. It was very dark. Aside from a few bits of light streaming in between the cracks in the boarded up windows, there were no lights on in here. I groped along the wall for some kind of light switch, found it, and flipped it. Unfortunately, the power must have been cut off a long time ago, because no light turned on in the hallway. I realized that that actually worked to my advantage; had I turned on the light, that would have signaled to the kidnappers that I was here, and I still didn’t want them to know that I was here yet.

Breathing silently, I walked down the hallway. It was too dark to tell many details about the place. There appeared to be dusty picture frames on the walls, though the combination of the thick layers of dust and the darkness of the hall made it impossible to tell what they were pictures of. The only picture I saw was a medium-sized photo on the left wall. It was illuminated by the light streaming in through the cracks in the boarded up windows, although it wasn’t entirely illuminated. Still, I saw enough to realize that it was a picture from the 1930s, maybe earlier than that, showing a new-looking apartment building standing proudly amid smaller buildings all around it, with three old-fashioned cars parked out front. I realized that I was looking at an old picture of the very building in which I was currently sneaking around, showing what it looked like back when it was brand new.

But I didn’t spend any time focusing on that picture. I needed to find out where Rubberman was being kept. I knew very little about the layout of this building, so I didn’t know which room to check. He could have been on the top floor or maybe in the basement, if this building even had a basement. The building was very quiet, which made me doubt if there was even anyone in here at all.

That was when I heard the opening and closing of a door nearby, followed by two sets of feet making their way in my general direction. Alarmed, I stood against the wall as flatly as I could, because I had nowhere else in which to hide. I even held my breath, especially when I heard two voices coming from what sounded like a nearby room. At first, I couldn’t tell what the voices were saying, but as they drew closer to me, I began to understand their words.

“… He’s not coming,” one of the voices—deep and masculine, but one I didn’t recognize—was saying. “I told the Doctor that the kid was a coward, but he didn’t listen to me.”

“Just because he hasn’t shown up yet doesn’t mean he will never show up at all,” said the second voice, which was higher-pitched, but strangely brittle, like what I imagined a skeleton would sound like if it could talk. “The woman said that he would most definitely show up if Rubberman was threatened. She said that the boy is annoying, but also deeply loyal to Rubberman and would risk his own life to ensure Rubberman’s safety.”

I would have gasped, but I kept my mouth shut. The two guys—probably vigilantes, based on how they talked about me—were talking about me. I guessed that the ‘woman’ was most likely the Necromantress, while the Doctor was most likely Doctor Devil. Clearly, the Necromantress must have been behind this idea; at the very least, she provided Doctor Devil with the information about my loyalty to Rubberman, if nothing else.

“Yeah, but that woman is crazy,” said the first vigilante, whose voice sounded like it was now on the other side of the wall that I was stuck up against. “I don’t see why the Doctor even trusts her. She helped put Iron Angel in prison, for God’s sake.”

“The Doctor says that her knowledge of Rubberman and his sidekick is helpful,” said the second vigilante in a snide, not quite believing voice. “Personally, I think that the woman’s … assets were probably a big help in winning the Doctor’s support. The Doctor’s always loved women with large assets. I’ll admit to sneaking a peek at them myself, but I know from experience that you can look at crazy all you want, but never, ever touch.”

“I don’t even want to look at her,” said the first vigilante. “She’s nuts. She’d probably slit your throat if you looked at her funny. Hell, she’d probably slit her own throat if she had some reason to do it.”

All of a sudden, the door next to me opened. It almost slammed into me, but it was caught at the last second, causing me to let out a silent sigh of relief. Two figures stepped out of the door and closed it. While it was still too dark for me to make out any specific details on them, I could tell that one of them wore a skull-like mask, while the other wore some kind of bear mask.

“If it helps, the Doctor did tell me that he planned to off her as soon as Rubberman was out of the picture,” said the man in the skull mask; he was the source of the brittle, high-pitched voice I’d heard before. “He has no intention of letting a woman as crazy as her live, particularly given how she helped Rubberman and his sidekick put Iron Angel in jail in the first place.”

The man in the bear mask—who must have been the first vigilante—snorted. “All she has to do is promise to give him a blow job and I’m sure he’ll let her live. He might even let her join the Legion.”

“I doubt Iron Angel would like that,” said the second vigilante. “Based on the reports we’ve received, he’s already pissed off that it’s taken us so long to free him. If he found out that we’re also working with one of his enemies … well, all I can say is that if the Doctor doesn’t kill the woman, Iron Angel definitely will.”

The man in the bear mask suddenly held a finger up to his lips. “Shh. I don’t want that woman overhearing us talking about her.”

“I don’t see her, though.”

“She’s a witch. She might have drank some invisibility potion or something to let her walk around invisible. Or maybe she’s got one of her zombie servants sneaking around the lower floors; I wouldn’t put it past her. You saw how she reacted when Hindsight mocked her.”

I couldn’t help but smile. The first vigilante had no idea how close he was to the truth. Someone was invisible, all right, but it wasn’t the Necromantress.

“I suppose you have a point,” said the second vigilante. “Let’s go back up to the top floor. The Doctor will want to know that Rubberman’s brat sidekick hasn’t shown up yet.”

The first vigilante nodded and the two of them started to ascend a nearby staircase to the upper floors. I started following them, but quietly, of course. Not that I needed to move particularly silently. The bear-masked vigilante was a heavy guy and must have been wearing boots of some sort, because each one of his steps on the floor was loud enough to drown out all other sounds. Even his friend’s footsteps were inaudible due to the noise made by him.

Less than a minute later, we reached the end of the hallway on the second floor, where a final door stood. The bear-masked vigilante unlocked the door and held it open for his friend, who went in first. Sensing my opportunity, I rushed in after his friend. Unfortunately, I was in such a hurry to get in before the door closed that I accidentally knocked into the bear-masked vigilante’s stomach. It was a slight brush of my arm against his gut, true, but he noticed it anyway and grunted.

Not that I stopped, however. Once I was in the room, I moved to the side and crouched low, while the skull-masked vigilante turned his head to look at his friend.

“Ursa, what’s the problem?” said the skull-masked vigilante. “I heard you grunt.”

The bear-masked vigilante—apparently named Ursa—was rubbing his belly, even though I hadn’t hit him that hard. He was looking around in confusion. “I thought I felt someone brush against me, like they were trying to get into the room before me or something.”

The skull-masked vigilante shook his head. “Well, I didn’t see anyone enter except for me. You must just be imagining things, as usual.”

Ursa frowned, clearly showing that he did not agree with his friend’s opinion, but then he shrugged and entered the room, closing the door behind him. “Eh, you’re probably right. Unless this building is haunted by ghosts, that is. I’ve heard it is.”

The skull-masked vigilante just shook his head again, muttered something about how superstitious everyone was, and then resumed walking into the room. Ursa followed, but despite what he said, he was still rubbing his belly and looking around the room as if he expected a ghost to swoop out of nowhere and attack him. I didn’t follow myself, however, because there was no reason to, now that I was in the room where the Necromantress and Doctor Devil were.

The room was larger—much larger—than I expected. Rather than being a one or two bedroom apartment, as I expected, it was closer to a ballroom in size. Based on the clear marble floor, the chandelier hanging above the ceiling, and the dining tables and chairs set around the perimeter of the room, that may very well have been what it was.

It was also well-lit, in contrast to the rest of the building, though like the rest of the building, its windows were boarded up, to the point where no outside light could sneak through at all. That made me a little nervous, if only because it meant that I had one less escape route to use in the event that the plan went to hell. Then again, considering the circumstances, I would not be able to run even if all of the windows had been wide open, though I’ll admit that I’d never seen a ballroom with boarded up windows before. It was kind of weird.

But more importantly, the light from the chandelier let me see the people standing around in the center of the room. More specifically, my eyes were drawn to the huge steel cage in the center. It looked kind of like an over-sized bird cage, the bars so tightly together that it would be impossible for any of its prisoners to sneak through them.

And then there were prisoners, about two dozen in all from what I could see. The prisoners were the members of Heroes United who had come to Golden City to help Rubberman protect it from the Vigilante Legion. Each member sat on the floor of the over-sized cage, their hands cuffed behind their backs with steel handcuffs and their heads down as if they were asleep or unconscious. I saw Myster among them, but oddly enough, I did not see Rubberman anywhere.

Standing outside of the cage were two other figures. One of them I recognized instantly: The Necromantress. As usual, she was dressed in her witch clothes, with a pointed hat and a miniskirt that showed off her legs quite well. She was sitting on a fancy, high-backed chair, sipping from a glass of sparkling wine. A zombie was on its hands and knees in front of her, acting as an undead footrest; based on its blank expression, I guess the zombie didn’t mind it.

Leaning against the cage itself, however, was a man I had never seen before. He was shorter than the Necromantress by a few inches or so, but he looked no less threatening than she. He wore a red mask with devil horns rising from its forehead and carried a pitchfork in his hands, just like stereotypical depictions of Satan usually show. He wore crimson and black armor; it wasn’t quite a power suit, like Iron Angel’s, but it definitely looked like it would protect him from most attacks. I wondered if it would protect him from my eye beams. I hoped I was not about to find out.

As Ursa and the skull-masked vigilante approached the cage, the man in the devil costume—who I assumed was Doctor Devil—pushed him off the cage and walked over to those two. As for the Necromantress, she still held her wine glass, but was now eying the approaching vigilantes like a cat about to pounce on a mouse.

“Ursa, Skull,” said Doctor Devil. His voice sounded strange, slightly metallic, as if he was speaking through some kind of voice modulator built into his mask. “Has Beams arrived yet?”

Ursa shook his head. “No, sir. We have not seen any sign of the boy yet.”

Doctor Devil scowled. “And the back door scouts have not reported seeing him yet, either. This is not good.”

“The Necromantress says not to worry, Doctor,” said the Necromantress, who sounded far more relaxed than Doctor Devil; she almost sounded like she was enjoying herself. “The Necromantress knows the boy very well. Unlike many of your enemies, he’s a real hero, and no real hero would ever resist the temptation to confront the villains deep in the heart of their lair, especially in order to save a friend.”

Doctor Devil turned to face the Necromantress. “What if you’re wrong? There’s no guarantee that the boy might risk his life, especially since he’s all by myself. Most sidekicks are just kids, kids who have no right being on the streets fighting criminals. He’s probably run away by now, I bet.”

The Necromantress stood up and walked over to Doctor Devil. I had forgotten just how tall she was; she practically towered over the three vigilantes. She walked in a rather sultry way, swinging her hips back and forth. I looked at the vigilantes; Doctor Devil and Skull were watching her rather raptly, while Ursa looked uncomfortable, perhaps because he was still thinking of his and Skull’s earlier conversation about her.

“Doctor, Doctor, Doctor,” said the Necromantress. The usual insanity in her voice was gone; instead, she spoke in a sweet and sensual way, which sounded odd coming from her lips. “Why would you ever doubt the Necromantress? She has not lied to you so far, has she?”

“I … I suppose not,” said Doctor Devil, who sounded slightly distracted. “Still, the boy—”

“Will show up,” said the Necromantress. She stopped in front of Doctor Devil and looked down at him; now that they stood before each other, I realized that Doctor Devil was just the right height to look at her chest if he looked at her directly. She rested a hand on his shoulder, causing him to look up at her quickly. “It’s been a little over an hour. We gave him two, didn’t we? There’s no need to abandon the plan so soon.”

“I … uh, you’re right,” said Doctor Devil. Even with his back to me, I could tell that he was probably looking at her with some desire. “Yes, of course. The boy would do anything to save Rubberman and the others, wouldn’t he?”

“Of course,” said the Necromantress. “That is just what the Necromantress told you. You need only wait.”

Doctor Devil nodded, looking slightly dazed, but then Ursa suddenly said, “And what if he doesn’t? What if he never shows up? What if you’re wrong?”

There it was. When the Necromantress looked over at Ursa, I caught a glimpse of the insane, frothing at the mouth woman who had been attempting to create an army of the dead under the Old Albertson Mansion a month and a half ago now.

To his credit, Ursa didn’t stand down. He was, however, shivering slightly, enough that the Necromantress likely noticed.

“What did you say?” said the Necromantress. Her voice was still mostly sane, though there was an obvious undercurrent of insanity running just below the surface.

“I said, what if you’re wrong?” said Ursa. His voice trembled slightly. “What if, after the deadline passes, the brat doesn’t show? What then?”

The Necromantress did not answer at first. She stood there, her hands still caressing Doctor Devil’s shoulders, as if considering Ursa’s question. I half-expected her to start shouting at Ursa for daring to question the wisdom of the Necromantress; heck, she might even cast a spell and turn him into a zombie or something.

Instead, the Necromantress simply said, “Then Dennis will die and it will all be his fault.”

As soon as the Necromantress said that, I tensed. I still didn’t see Rubberman in the cage with the other superheroes and sidekicks, but at this point, I had to assume that they had him somewhere. That meant they could carry out their plan without trouble if they wanted, which meant I had little time left. It was now or never, and now was always the best time to act.

But I hesitated. As much as I wanted to reveal myself and confront the Necromantress and the vigilantes, I realized that it might make more sense to try to rescue Myster and the other heroes first. If I could break them out of that cage, then I would be able to beat the Necromantress and her allies quite easily. Because I was still invisible, it wouldn’t be very difficult for me to sneak around and—

My mind was interrupted by a small beeping sound coming from my invisibility watch. At first, I thought I must have accidentally set a timer for something, but then I remembered that Cyberkid had warned me that the watch would start beeping when its effect was about to end.

Just as I realized that, the beeping stopped and I became visible. As soon as I turned visible, the Necromantress’s eyes darted in my direction and widened in surprise for a moment before a smirk of satisfaction appeared on her lips.

“He’s here,” said the Necromantress. She pointed at me suddenly. “Right there.”

Doctor Devil, Ursa, and Skull whirled around to see me. I stepped backwards, but then stopped because I had nowhere to run to. So I held up my fists and stood my ground, though I wasn’t sure I could take on all four of these guys at once.

“Huh?” said Ursa, staring at me with blank surprise. “How did you get in? We didn’t see you even approach the building from the outside.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Doctor Devil, waving off Ursa’s questions with his hand. He looked at me with a psychotic smirk of his own. “What matters is that you’re here, boy. I’ve seen pictures and videos of you on the Internet, but this is the first time I’ve seen you in person. You’re quite short.”

“So are you,” I said, without thinking about it. “Then again, I guess everyone looks short next to the Necromantress, huh?”

Doctor Devil’s smirk turned into a scowl. “I was told you had a smart mouth, but I didn’t realize you had a stupid mouth, too. Or do you want me to shove my pitchfork down your throat? It probably won’t fit your mouth very well, but I’ve never let that stop me from killing fake heroes like you before.”

“Yeah, I don’t think that the guy who calls himself Doctor Devil has any right to call other people ‘fake heroes,’” I said. “Or are you a Satanist and believe that Satan was the first hero or something?”

“It’s just a—” Doctor Devil closed his mouth, took a deep breath, and then said, in a calmer voice, “I see what you’re doing, kid. You use trash talk to make your opponent lose their cool and behave irrationally. It’s a technique I used against criminals and villains back when I was a licensed hero myself. It’s very basic, but at the same time, very effective, which is why so many heroes—fake or otherwise—use it.”

“I don’t care if you know all about my tactics,” I said. “I’m here to rescue Rubberman, not banter with idiots like you. Where is he? I don’t see him in that cage.”

The Necromantress suddenly threw back her head and laughed. It was a high, mad laugh, like a witch cackling. It even disturbed Doctor Devil, Ursa, and Skull. Ursa, in particular, looked like he wanted to run and hide, though he didn’t move from where he stood.

“What’s so funny?” I demanded as the Necromantress continued to laugh. “I was told that Rubberman was here. Where is he?”

The Necromantress eventually stopped laughing, though it looked like it required a great effort on her part to control her laughter. She covered her mouth, giggling every now and then, as she looked over at me, the corners of her mad grin visible from behind her hand.

“The Necromantress must apologize,” she said, the madness in her voice more obvious now. “But she just didn’t expect you to take such a silly phone call so seriously.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “The phone call said—”

“The Necromantress knows what the phone call said,” said the Necromantress. She lowered her hand, revealing her crazy grin. “But it was false.”

“False?” My heart fell. “What do you mean?”

The Necromantress gestured at the huge cage in which the members of Heroes United sat. “The reason you don’t see Dennis inside that cage, young Beams, is because he’s not here. We don’t have him. This is a trap.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

“A trap?” I was so shocked that I actually lowered my fists. “Wait, what?”

The Necromantress folded her arms in front of her chest; whether intentionally or not, it emphasized her breasts. “You heard correctly. We set this trap in order to lure you out into the open, where we could more easily get our hands on you.”

Doctor Devil nodded. “The Necromantress is correct. And I must say that it worked fabulously, much more so than I expected it to.”

“Never doubt the Necromantress’ plans,” said the Necromantress, resting a hand on Doctor Devil’s shoulder. “For the Necromantress is wiser and smarter than she first appears. Wisdom and intelligence are a requirement in order to understand the dark arts which the Necromantress practices in the shadows, dark arts which even the Devil himself would not dare to mess with.”

“Who cares about dark arts?” said Ursa. He punched his fist into his other hand. “Let’s just kill the kid already. I want to avenge Hindsight and Smoke Man.”

“Soon, Ursa, soon,” said Doctor Devil. “I want to enjoy the brat’s obvious shock for a little while longer.”

I heard a door opening behind me and looked over my shoulder. Two new vigilantes stood in the doorway, in this room’s only exit. I didn’t know their names, but one of them was dressed like a cowboy, while the other was wearing knight’s armor. The cowboy carried a gun, which he pointed at me, while the knight held a sword that looked more than capable of cutting through my flesh.

I took a few steps forward to put some distance between myself and the two newcomers, but I didn’t go very far because I didn’t want to walk into the Necromantress and her group. I was now trapped between two different groups of vigilantes, and I didn’t think they would let me go if I asked nicely.

“You look like you want to fight, kid,” said Doctor Devil. “If I may offer you a bit of advice, it is this: Don’t. Your death will be a lot more painful if you decide to go down fighting.”

“Oh, please,” said Skull, who now sounded bloodthirsty. “Let the boy try to fight us. I heard he received training from the legendary Nightbolt himself. I’d like to see what kind of fight this kid can put up.”

“And risk letting him defeat us?” said Doctor Devil. He shook his head. “No. If there’s one thing I learned from my experience as a superhero, it’s that you don’t give your opponents a ‘fair’ chance to defend themselves. Quite a few villains I fought met their ends by letting their lust for a challenge override their common sense.”

“The Necromantress agrees,” said the Necromantress. “Besides, the Necromantress doesn’t care much for fighting. She prefers to kill her opponents directly, rather than engage in some drawn out conflict.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” said Ursa. “Let’s kill him. Even if he tries to put up a fight, we’ll beat him because he’s outnumbered.”

Uh oh. I realized that Ursa had a point. My chances of beating all six of these people by myself was close to zero. Maybe if I could free Myster and the others, my chances of survival would increase, but at the moment I was not in any position to save them. I needed to figure out some other way to get out of this situation. I needed to stall for time, waiting for Cyberkid and the others to get here, and the best way to stall was to ask lots of questions.

So I said, “Necromantress, what did you mean when you said that Rubberman isn’t here? Isn’t he in that cage with the other heroes?”

The Necromantress shook her head. “No. You can see for yourself. All of the other superheroes and sidekicks are in there, but not Rubberman.”

“Then does that mean he’s still out there?” I said hopefully. “Did he manage to escape the ambush at the factory?”

The Necromantress chuckled. “No, he did not. He was captured along with all of the others. The Necromantress would have killed him herself, but her employer demanded that she give Dennis over to her for some reason.”

Though the Necromantress did not say it, I realized that that meant that Rubberman was in the hands of Sasha Munroe at this very moment. He might have even been inside the Munroe Acquisitions headquarters building across the street. “Why did your employer want him? Is she going to kill him herself?”

“The Necromantress does not know,” said the Necromantress. “The Necromantress was promised a chance to kill Dennis herself, so she assumes that her employer will hand Dennis over to her once she is done doing whatever it is she is doing to him. It is annoying, because the Necromantress thought she would get to kill Dennis once and for all earlier, but she will have to wait at least a few more minutes before she will be granted that privilege.”

“In the meantime, we’re supposed to kill you,” said Doctor Devil. “We made up the story about killing Rubberman if you didn’t meet our deadline because we knew it would be an excellent way to make you come here. Looks like it worked.”

I bit my lower lip. Damn it. I should have seen this coming, but it honestly had not occurred to me that Rubberman might not be here. It was good to know that Rubberman was still alive, but it wouldn’t do me any good if I was going to die. Then again, if the Necromantress was to be believed, Rubberman likely didn’t have very much longer before he was killed, either. That meant that I needed to get out of here somehow.

But even if I did, that didn’t change the fact that the other members of Heroes United were still held prisoner. Rescuing Rubberman was important, but it seemed equally important to save these guys, too. If I freed them, they might even be able to help me save Rubberman.

Yet even this was all irrelevant as long as I was trapped between the Necromantress and the Vigilante Legion. I could only stall for so long. Indeed, given how bloodthirsty the vigilantes appeared to be, I figured my stalling tactics were just about finished. I was tempted to call in for help, but I did not want the Necromantress or the vigilantes to suspect that I had help, at least not until it was too late for them to do anything about it.

“Is the brat going to cry?” said Ursa with a chuckle. “Can’t tell with that visor of yours blocking your eyes, but you’ve gone awfully quiet now.”

“Maybe he’ll start calling for mommy,” Skull said. “I’ve known lots of sidekicks that are brave when everything is fine, but then become blubbering wrecks as soon as they run into a real challenge. This brat will be no different.”

My hands balled into fists. It was obvious at this point that I had to fight or die. There was no way I could beat all of these guys on my own, but at the same time, I couldn’t stall any longer for help to arrive. Therefore, I needed to free Myster and the others, which meant getting past the Necromantress, Doctor Devil, Skull, and Ursa.

I closed my eyes and shot my lasers, which rebounded off my eyelids and hit my brain. Suddenly, energy flowed through my body and I felt like I could leap the Empire State Building, but right now, all I needed to be able to do was jump over these guys.

My eyes flew open just as Ursa and Skull rushed toward me with their hands out. Without saying a word, I launched into the air toward the ceiling, going straight over Ursa and Skull’s heads. The two vigilantes came to a stop and stared up at me, dumbfounded, as I flew over them. They didn’t even try to stop me.

But then Doctor Devil suddenly drew large, demonic wings from his back and flew up toward me. With no control over my trajectory, I flew straight toward Doctor Devil, who swung his pitchfork like a baseball bat and hit me with it just when I got within reach of his weapon.

The blow sent me flying. I crashed into one of the dining tables on the left side of the room, which crumbled under the impact of my weight. For a moment, I was too dazed to get up until I saw Doctor Devil flying toward me with his pitchfork held before him like a spear.

I rolled out of the way just as Doctor Devil crashed into the remains of the table, plunging his pitchfork directly into the floor where my head had been mere moments before. Getting to my feet, I fired a laser blast at Doctor Devil, but he dodged it and slashed at me with his pitchfork. The pitchfork’s tines cut through the chest of my costume. They didn’t leave more than a flesh wound, but the impact of the pitchfork nonetheless caused me to stumble backwards into another table, causing one of the empty wineglasses to fall over onto its side.

Shaking my head, I looked up to see Doctor Devil pulling his pitchfork back in a clear sign that he was going to stab me. Desperate, I grabbed the fallen wineglass and hurled it at his face.

The wineglass struck Doctor Devil’s mask and smashed into a million pieces. Doctor Devil cried out in pain and shock, grabbing at his mask’s eye holes, which seemed to be where some of the glass shards had entered. He even dropped his pitchfork, so I fired another laser at him, striking him in the chest and knocking him flat on his back.

I heard a gunshot, followed by a bullet whizzing past my helmet. I looked over and saw the cowboy vigilante kneeling near the entrance, balancing his gun on his wrist, which he was aiming at me. I prepared to fire another laser, but then the knight vigilante appeared out of nowhere and swung his sword at my neck.

I ducked, causing the knight’s sword to miss, but there was another gunshot and a bullet grazed my right calf. The pain hurt, but I didn’t let myself dwell on it. I knocked out the knight’s leg from underneath, causing him to fall to the floor, his armor clanking the whole time, and I fired a laser blast at the ceiling above the cowboy. When my laser struck the ceiling, plaster and debris crashed down on him, knocking his gun out of his hand and pinning him underneath the plaster and debris.

Without waiting to see whether he would pick up his gun again or not, I rushed toward the cage where the other heroes were. I was faster than usual, thanks to my energy boost still remaining in effect, and so I managed to make it halfway there before Ursa came out of nowhere and tackled me to the floor.

I had known that Ursa was a big guy, but until he tackled me and pinned me to the floor, I hadn’t realized just how heavy he really was. Even with my energy boost still in effect, I couldn’t force his bulk off of me. He practically crushed me under his weight, making me feel like I was trapped under a boulder.

Then his hands found my neck and squeezed, causing me to gasp, but I couldn’t because the air was being squeezed out of his lungs. I looked up into his eyes, which glittered from within his bear mask. A vicious grin was on his lips as he throttled me, the kind of grin that I always thought serial killers wore whenever they were killing their victims.

I tried to shoot my lasers, but Ursa slammed my head against the floor and growled, “No, you don’t, you little brat. You put Iron Angel in jail. We’re going to put you in the grave.”

I said nothing to that, because I was unable to say anything. While my helmet had protected my head from suffering any serious injuries, the impact of being slammed against the floor still left me dazed. Darkness was gathering in the corner of my eyes and I didn’t have the strength to summon even a small laser blast. All I could do was futilely beat against his chest with my fists, though I might as well have been beating a brick wall for all he felt it.

Just before the darkness claimed me, I heard something smash through the boards covering the windows, sending wood and glass flying. Ursa raised his head just in time to get hit right in the forehead by something that looked to be made out of metal. Ursa didn’t even see anything. He just collapsed on top of me, unconscious, though I managed to slip out from underneath him and get into a crouching position. A single glance showed me that Ursa’s mask had been shattered in two, its halves now hanging loosely on his face, though they didn’t hide the fact that a large bruise had developed on his forehead where the metal object had hit him.

Speaking of the metal object, I heard it flying back behind me. So I looked over my shoulder and saw that one of the windows had indeed been smashed, though it was just a small hole that didn’t show me much. But I did catch a glimpse of the object as it fled and thought I knew what it was.

“What the hell?” said Doctor Devil. He was sitting upright, rubbing his chest and staring at the broken window in confusion. “What was that?”

I did, but before I could answer, a loud, keening wail assaulted our ears and the entire window—boards and all—shattered. And when the wail ended, someone jumped through the window and landed before me. At first, I didn’t believe what my eyes showed me, but as the newcomer stood up, I could not help but smile.

“James!” I said, unable to hide the smile on my face. “You came!”

James—who wore his old Lightning Fist costume—smiled right back at me, which was when I noticed the homing boomerang blinking in his hand. “Of course. And I didn’t come by myself, either.”

As James spoke, Cyberkid suddenly flew through the window on his rocket boots. As he entered, his backpack drone, Zip, detached from his back and flew over to the vigilantes, raining lasers down on them and forcing them to flee. Even the Necromantress fled; she ran through the door, shoving aside the startled-looking knight vigilante on her way out.

Cyberkid himself, on the other hand, flew over to the cage full of captured superheroes and sidekicks. He landed in front of the cage, shot off the lock, and threw the door open and ran inside, where he immediately began untying the various captured heroes, though he started with Myster first.

Astonished, I looked out the open window. The Mystery could be glimpsed, floating beside the second floor of the building, which was likely where James and Cyberkid had come from in the first place.

“Whoa,” I said. I looked at James. “You guys got here just in the nick of time. Seriously.”

James shrugged. “What can I say? My girlfriends always say I’m late to our dates, but it never seems to bother them.”

I would have rolled my eyes, but at that moment, two more people jumped in through the window. Both of them moved silently; if I hadn’t seen them enter, I would never have even known they were in here at all.

I didn’t recognize them, either. One was a huge, towering giant of a man, who wore dark gray clothes that were almost black. He looked like he could bench press four or five hundred pounds, maybe, yet he was also graceful in his movements, sort of like a ballerina, except he was clearly no ballerina or dancer of any kind. He wore a simple, somewhat ninja-like mask over his head, though there was a slit for his gray eyes to see through.

Standing next to the huge man was a teenage girl who was probably his daughter. Like her father, she wore a solid gray costume, though hers was a lighter shade than his and obviously designed to fit her feminine body better (and boy did it). She was a lot smaller and thinner than her dad, which I figured probably helped her sneak around easier than him.

But I didn’t recognize the girl until I looked at her blue eyes, familiar blue eyes I had seen many times before. There was no mistaking those eyes for the eyes of any other girl, but despite that, I didn’t say her name until she said, “Hi, Alex. Or maybe I should say Beams, given what you’re currently wearing.”

Hearing her kind, soft voice snapped me out of my funk and I said to her, “Hi, Greta. Or maybe, given what you’re currently wearing, I should call you the Golden City Robber and your father, the Silent Shadow. In any case, I’m glad you’re both here, because I’m going to need your help.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Under the circumstances, I probably should have been more surprised than I was. Even though I’d sent James to get Greta and her father, I honestly didn’t expect him to succeed. My plan had involved Greta and her father, otherwise known as the Silent Shadow, helping me beat the Necromantress and the Vigilante Legion, but given how they were both, well, criminals themselves, I had not expected them to listen to James. That they were both here, in the flesh, and obviously ready to help me, should have stunned me into silence.

As it was, however, I just looked at James and asked, “How did you get these two to come with you?”

James shrugged again. “What can I say? I can be rather persuasive when I need to, though I gotta admit, it didn’t take a whole lot of effort to convince these two to help you.”

“It was mostly me,” said Greta suddenly. She stepped forward and put a hand on her chest. “I convinced Father to let me help you. All your brother did was let us know exactly how we could help you.”

I looked up at the Silent Shadow. As usual, I felt intimidated by his presence, even knowing that he was now my ally. “Really? But, why? I thought you didn’t want me dating your daughter anymore.”

“I still don’t,” said the Silent Shadow. His voice was as soft and dangerous as ever, though since his mouth was covered by his mask, it was a little muffled this time. “I don’t want my daughter dating a sidekick or superhero for obvious reasons.”

“Yeah, speaking of that,” said James, looking at me suddenly. “Why didn’t you tell me that your girlfriend’s dad is one of the most infamous thieves in the world? Seriously, when I saw him in costume, I almost called the cops.”

“It’s a long story,” I said. “But I still don’t understand. Why—”

“Because I hate the vigilantes more,” said the Silent Shadow, cutting me off. “They have put the life of my daughter in danger before. I dislike all superheroes and sidekicks, regardless of whether they are legal or not, but the vigilantes are far more of a danger to my daughter than you and your boss. Besides, I have a measure of respect for Rubberman and I see this as paying him back.”

“Paying him back?” I repeated. “Did he help you once?”

“Long ago, before I became the Silent Shadow,” said the Silent Shadow. “But it doesn’t matter. What matters now is that we are here to help you and your boss. Where is he?”

I sensed that, while that may have been the Silent Shadow’s reasons for helping me, Greta had her own reasons for helping me. All I had to do was look into her eyes once and see that, whatever her father’s orders, she still loved me as much ever and was helping me because she cared about me. And maybe her father liked me a bit more than he let on, as well, though I didn’t want to push my luck with him right now.

“He’s not here,” I said. I gestured at the cage, where Cyberkid had already freed about half of the Heroes United members, who were now fighting Doctor Devil and the other remaining vigilantes. “He was never here. This entire thing was just a trap set by the Legion to get me.”

“Then where the heck is he?” asked James.

I pointed out the window behind Greta and the Silent Shadow, at the Munroe Acquisitions headquarters that was just visible beyond the main mast of The Mystery. “At the Munroe Acquisitions headquarters. Sasha Munroe is holding him prisoner.”

“Sasha Munroe?” Greta repeated. “You mean that rich lady who owns like half the city?”

“The same,” I said, nodding. “The Necromantress is working for her, which is how she got Rubberman, though I don’t know what Rubberman’s current status is. He might already be …” I trailed off, because I didn’t even want to finish the thought.

Though both Greta and James looked surprised by this revelation, the Silent Shadow merely nodded once. “I see. Sasha has always been a morally questionable businesswoman. I can’t say I am surprised that she would hire a literal supervillain to do her dirty work.”

“That’s why we have to stop her,” I said. “We need to go to the Munroe Acquisitions headquarters and we need to go there now.”

“What about the Legion?” said James, glancing in the direction of the battle between the freed Heroes United members and the vigilantes. “Shouldn’t we—”

“Heroes United has them covered,” I cut him off. “We need to break into the Munroe Acquisitions headquarters and find Rubberman. And we have to hurry, because I don’t know if he’s even still alive.”

The Silent Shadow nodded. “Understood. Greta and I will help you break into there. We have some experience breaking into places, don’t we, Greta?”

“Then what are we waiting for?” I said. “Let’s use The Mystery and get over there. We have no time to lose.”

-

Due to the fact that the Munroe Acquisitions building was literally just across the street, The Mystery (which was currently on autopilot due to the fact that Cyberkid was helping Myster fight the vigilantes) did not have to fly very far to reach it. But we didn’t enter at ground level. Instead, we flew up to the very top of the building, where we all jumped off onto the roof of the headquarters. The Silent Shadow led the way into the headquarters itself by disabling the locked door which separated the top floor from the roof and then entering without hesitation, with James, Greta, and I following close behind.

We were running down the hallway of the top floor. It was a little different from my last trip here a few days ago, but that was probably because we didn’t take the elevator. We instead came down from the roof’s maintenance hatch, which was on the opposite end of the long hallway I had walked down not long ago.

But that wasn’t the main reason for the difference. Most of the lights were off, as though all of the employees who normally worked here were not working today, even though this entire floor should have been full of office workers hustling and bustling. We heard no sounds from any of the office doors as we passed them. In fact, we heard no sounds, period, aside from our own footsteps on the tiled floor and our own breaths as we walked. Even the pictures of the superhero brands owned by the company looked more sinister than before.

I almost believed that we had completely miscalculated and that Rubberman might have been on one of the lower floors or maybe even in the building’s basement (if it had one) before we came upon the polished oak doors to Sasha’s office. Light streamed from underneath the doors, the only office with light, which meant that Sasha, at least, was still here. And if she was here, then perhaps Rubberman was, too.

Without hesitation, the Silent Shadow shoved the doors open with enough force to make them both slam against the walls hard enough to rattle in their hinges. I rushed past him into the office and shouted, “Sasha! I’m here to rescue Rubberman and I’m—”

I stopped talking as soon as my eyes fell onto Sasha’s desk, which stood at the back of the room. Two figures sat at the desk. On the back side of the desk sat Sasha, wearing the same blue pantsuit that she always wore. When we burst into her office, she’d looked up at us with irritation, as if we were a bunch of kids interrupting her usual business day, though her irritation was quickly replaced by the worst smirk I’d seen in my life.

But more importantly was the man sitting opposite her, with his back facing us. The man turned around to look at us, a pen in hand and a frown on his face.

It was Rubberman; there was no mistaking that black hair or that blue and white suit for anyone else. He had a bruise on his right cheek and he looked a little exhausted, but other than that, he looked fairly normal. He was not tied to the chair or chained up like a prisoner. By all appearances, he was as free as he always was. If he wanted, he could have reached across the desk and strangled Sasha, yet instead he sat there as if he had just concluded an important business arrangement with Sasha.

“Hi, Alex,” said Rubberman in a strangely weak voice. “I didn’t expect to see you today.”

“Boss?” I said. “Rubberman? What happened? I was told you were being held prisoner here, but you don’t look like a prisoner at all.”

“Oh, he’s not,” said Sasha, nodding. “He and I were simply concluding some rather important business negotiations, weren’t we, Dennis?”

Rubberman’s face was as blank as a rock. “Yes, we were.”

“Business negotiations?” I repeated. “What business negotiations? Rubberman always told me that he didn’t want to do business with you.”

Sasha’s smirk became even larger. “You mean Dennis Pullman, the former owner of Rubberman, Inc., didn’t want to do business with me. It is rather silly to state that a brand wouldn’t want to do business with me, yes?”

“Former owner?” I said. “What are you—”

Sasha suddenly held up a piece of paper off the desk, I couldn’t read it from a distance, but even without being able to read what was written on it, I already knew what it was, because I could make out Rubberman’s signature on the bottom. And I immediately understood why Rubberman had been sitting there at the desk with that pen in hand and what he had been using the pen for.

“This is what I’m talking about,” said Sasha simply. “According to this contract—which Dennis here helpfully signed—Rubberman, Inc., and all its properties, assets, and employees, are now under the ownership of Munroe Acquisitions, Inc.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Life suddenly did not seem real. Even though I heard every word Sasha said loud and clear, I tried to tell myself that I had misheard it, that somehow Sasha had not just said what I thought she said. Yet I couldn’t convince myself of that, no matter how much I denied the facts.

Still, I said aloud anyway, “You’re lying.”

“She’s not,” said Rubberman in a heavy voice. He sighed. “I just sold the business to her. I no longer own it, the Elastic Cave, the Rubbermobile, or anything associated with the business. Even you and Adams are now employees of Munroe Acquisitions, Inc., instead of me.”

I looked at Sasha, who was now smiling as if she had just achieved all of her life’s dreams. “This is impossible.”

“No, it’s certainly possible,” said Sasha. “You can read the contract yourself if you like. Even a non-lawyer like myself can understand it, so you shouldn’t have any problem understanding it, either.”

I put my hands on my helmet. My head was starting to hurt and it wasn’t because it had been bashed against the floor recently, either. “No, no, no. This doesn’t make sense.”

“It actually does,” said Sasha. “But perhaps you need some time to let the news sink in. I’ll let you do that outside of my office. I’ll have Takeshi escort you four out.”

Takeshi suddenly dropped down from the ceiling and then stood up. He was dressed in his usual black ninja garb, his cold blue eyes looking at me with triumph. James, Greta, and the Silent Shadow started when he fell, but I waved a hand to make them calm down, because I didn’t think violence was going to get us out of this situation.

I looked back at Sasha, who was still holding up the contract like it was a magical talisman of some sort. “The Necromantress told me that Rubberman was being held prisoner over here. I thought you might have been torturing him or killing him or something even worse.”

“If I tortured or killed him, he wouldn’t be in any position to sell me his business,” said Sasha. “You wouldn’t honestly expect me to ruin my best chance at getting his business, would you? I’m a businesswoman first and foremost, not a supervillain who likes to kill for cheap thrills.”

“But—”

“I must admit, though, that I’m unhappy about the Necromantress,” said Sasha, shaking her head. “’The Necromantress’—what a stupid name, I’ll just call her Shawna. Anyway, I thought Shawna and the Legion would kill you. She assured me that she would lure you into her trap and then kill you in cold blood, along with the other Heroes United members. But she obviously failed in that endeavor, given how you are currently standing here right now.”

“Why did you want her to kill me?” I said, lowering my hands from my helmet, though my head still hurt. “Why didn’t you just have her kill Rubberman so you could get his business, like you wanted? Wouldn’t that have been simpler than going through all of this?”

“It wouldn’t be, actually,” said Sasha. Her smirk turned into a scowl. “I thought that if I had Dennis killed, then I would be able to step in and buy out his business for a fire sale price. After all, without Dennis alive, Rubberman, Inc. would have no owner, which would mean that it would be placed on the open market for an acquisitions company like mine to buy. It seemed so simple … at least until I learned of the steps Dennis had taken to ensure that the business would fall into the right hands if he died.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “Dennis—Rubberman—doesn’t have any children who could inherit his business and he’s divorced from Shawna, so she wouldn’t get it, either, if he died. Did he assign the business to Adams in his will?”

Sasha, however, shook her head. “No. He only willed half of the business to Adams. The other half, however, he willed to you.”

I looked at Rubberman in surprise. “Boss, is she right? Did you really will half of the business to me?”

“He’s not your boss anymore, Alex,” said Sasha harshly. “I am. So perhaps you should reconsider what you call him in my—”

“Maybe you should reconsider shutting your mouth, you foul witch,” I snapped. “Before someone shuts it for you.”

Sasha actually shut her mouth when I said that. In a distant way, I realized that I had actually intimidated her, perhaps for the first time ever, but I was too emotional to dwell on that thought at the moment.

Rubberman nodded slightly. “She’s telling the truth. You and Adams would get joint ownership of the business in the event of my death. Or would have gotten it, if I hadn’t just sold the business to her. Sorry.”

“Why?” I said. “Why would you entrust half of your business to me? I’m not much of a businessman. I don’t think I’d be able to run it if you died.”

“Because over the last several months, since you first started working for me late last year, I’ve seen the kind of person you are,” said Rubberman. He put a hand on his chest. “I’ve seen you fight supervillains and criminals that even a lot of adult superheroes would have trouble dealing with and come out on top every time. I’ve seen you grow, both as a man and as a sidekick, and I believe that you really do have a bright future ahead of you as a superhero.”

“Boss—”

“I’m not finished,” said Rubberman. He pointed at me. “Before you started working for me, I had intended for Adams to inherit the business if I died, though I didn’t expect him to get it because of his old age. I expected him to die before me, so I had plans to simply close the business should he die before me. As you pointed out, I don’t have kids or a spouse who could inherit the business in case of my death, so I didn’t have someone who could succeed me … at least, until you came along and showed me that there were still some good kids out there.”

Rubberman put his hands on his knees. “I’ve come to see you as a sort of son figure, Alex, if that makes sense. And, like any good father, I want to make sure you get a good start, which is why I wanted you to inherit half the business if I died. That way, you would have all the resources you needed to start your own superhero business, to go from being my sidekick to being a superhero in your own right.”

“Boss …” I struggled to find the words to say. “I … I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t need to say anything,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “I always intended to tell you this eventually, but I never got a chance until now. I’m sorry.”

Tears started to appear in my eyes, tears I couldn’t wipe away due to my helmet’s visor keeping my hands from touching my face. I didn’t let myself cry openly, however, because this was not the time or place for it.

“How touching,” said Sasha. She lowered the contract onto the desk. “I never realized just how close the two of you are. I always thought you had a simple employer/employee relationship, but it’s obvious that you have something deeper than that. Almost like a father and son relationship. It would bring a tear to my eye if I didn’t hate you both.”

I glared at Sasha. “You shut up.”

“Language, Mr. Fry,” said Sasha with a cold chuckle. “Remember, I’m your boss now. If I wanted, I could fire you and replace you with someone else. I’m sure there are plenty of teenagers in Golden City who’d love to be the next Beams. It’s a popular brand, after all.”

My hands balled into fists. The tears in my eyes had dried up, mostly because the energy in my eyes was beginning to charge. I was sure I could kill her here and now if I wanted. She was just a fat, middle-aged old woman. One blast to the face—and it didn’t even have to be a particularly powerful blast—and that woman would be dead where she sat. Even Takeshi, I knew, would not be fast enough to save her, though he might be fast enough to kill me in response. That might have been a reasonable price to pay, though, considering what the alternative was.

“Now,” said Sasha as she sat back in her chair. “With Rubberman, Inc. under new ownership, I think I have something I’d like for you to do, Beams.”

“What would that be?” I asked. “Are you going to tell me and my friends to leave? Or maybe call the cops on us for breaking into your headquarters?”

“Ah, not quite,” said Sasha, shaking her head. She leaned forward, her smirk growing ever wider. “Instead, I’d like to ask you to fulfill your end of the deal we made. You remember the deal I’m talking about, don’t you?”

Everyone else looked confused when Sasha said that, but I didn’t. I just stood there, frozen in place, thinking about how things had gone to hell so quickly and how much I wanted to punch Sasha’s smug face.

“The deal,” I repeated. “The one we made a few days ago.”

“Yes, that one,” said Sasha. “It’s still in effect, you know.”

“But why?” I said. I gestured at Rubberman. “Rubberman already sold the business to you. There’s no reason for me to fulfill my end of the deal anymore. It’s irrelevant and pointless.”

“Alex, what are you talking about?” said Rubberman with a frown. “What deal did you make with Sasha? And why didn’t you tell me about it?”

“I suppose it won’t hurt to tell you,” said Sasha, before I could answer Rubberman’s questions. “You see, Alex and I made a deal after he got out of the hospital. The deal was rather simple: In exchange for killing you, I would spare his family and friends from being killed by Takeshi. It’s one of the simpler deals I made, but then, my father always told me that the simplest deals are usually the best.”

I could feel James, Greta, and the Silent Shadow looking at me in surprise, though I didn’t pay any attention to them. My attention was on Rubberman, who was now looking from Sasha to me and back again with confusion and worry.

“Alex, is Sasha telling the truth?” said Rubberman. “Tell me she’s lying.”

I shook my head slowly. “She’s not. I really did agree to kill you, but it was to protect my family. I didn’t want to do it, but she threatened to reveal my identity to the world if I refused and kill my family, too. I had no choice.”

I couldn’t stand Rubberman’s betrayed look. I hoped it was just his initial emotional reaction and that he might rethink his response if given time, but maybe it didn’t matter one way or another. After all, he was no longer my boss. Sasha was.

I looked at Sasha. “But I don’t understand why you still want me to do it. The whole reason you demanded I do it was to get Rubberman’s business. You’ve got it now. What else could you possibly want?”

Sasha folded her hands on the table. She looked like she was really enjoying my suffering. “Simply put, I have no need of you or Dennis anymore. Now that I own Rubberman, Inc., I’d rather no one know the exact circumstances surrounding my acquisition of it. Legally-speaking, my methods for obtaining the business are quite … dubious, as my lawyer would put it, and if Dennis decided to take me to court over it, he might be able to convince the court to give me his business back.”

Based on Rubberman’s disappointed expression, I could tell that he had been planning to do something like that. He obviously wasn’t pleased that Sasha had foreseen his actions, though.

“But Dennis can’t sue me if he is dead,” Sasha continued. “I suppose Adams always could, but he wouldn’t survive very long in court, because he’s not as wealthy as Dennis.”

“What about me?” I said. “Maybe I’ll try to—”

“You’ll be on the run or in jail for murder,” said Sasha. She glanced at Takeshi. “Right, Takeshi?”

Takeshi nodded. “Quite right, Miss Munroe. Once Beams murders Rubberman, we will call the police and inform them of this gross crime. Your sidekick license will be revoked and no one will believe you when you claim that Miss Munroe pressured Mr. Pullman into selling his business or of her association with the Necromantress and the Vigilante Legion.”

“Precisely,” said Sasha. She looked at me, her evil smile never leaving her face. “I’d recommend not wasting your time coming up with ‘clever’ ways to get out of this situation. Security cameras in this room have been turned off in order to avoid providing video evidence of your innocence; there are no other Munroe Acquisitions employees on this floor aside from Takeshi and I; and the media will be on my side, because Munroe Acquisitions owns the Golden City Journal, so you can’t go to the media to give your side of the story, either. We even have a story to explain your motives for murdering your old boss. You are quite effectively trapped.”

I could not disagree with Sasha’s final assessment. For the first time since I had known Sasha, I realized just how intelligent and cunning she really was. She had clearly given this entire plan enormous thought, anticipating every possible move I might make to save myself. If she wasn’t so hyper-focused on attaining Rubberman’s business, she could have been a real threat to the world. Then again, maybe she already was and I just hadn’t realized it until now.

James suddenly put a hand on my shoulder, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at Sasha with hatred, as if he wanted nothing more than to throw his boomerang at her face.

“I will admit that you’ve got this thing all figured out pretty well,” said James. “As something of a master planner myself, I have to commend you for your Machiavellian scheming. It’s evil and immoral, but impressive nonetheless.”

Sasha raised an eyebrow. “And? What is your point?”

“You overlooked us,” said James, gesturing at himself, Greta, and the Silent Shadow. “We heard everything you said. I think all three of us are willing to back up Alex in court as witnesses, if we have—”

“No,” said the Silent Shadow suddenly, “we won’t.”

James and I looked up at the Silent Shadow. Greta, on the other hand, was looking at the floor. I think she might have been about to cry, though I saw no tears.

“We won’t?” said James. “What are you talking about? I know you don’t like my little bro all that much, but—”

“My daughter and I are famous criminals,” said the Silent Shadow, without apologizing for interrupting James again. “No one would believe us if we said that Beams was innocent. Nor could we even explain how we know without implicating our identities to the courts. We’d likely be arrested on the spot, given how we ourselves are wanted criminals.”

“Quite so,” said Sasha. “The Silent Shadow really is as intelligent as all of the rumors say he is. And, if I may add, quite handsome as well.”

“But I’m still here,” said James. “I’m not a criminal. I could still be a helpful witness.”

“Familial bias,” the Silent Shadow said simply. “You’re his brother. Of course you are going to say he is innocent. Besides, one witness is hardly enough to prove innocence in a court of law even if you weren’t related to him.”

“Once again, the Shadow is correct,” said Sasha, her smirk growing larger than ever. “In the end, as you can see, I win no matter what. That’s also how I do business, by the way. I set up win-win situations where I always come out on top no matter what happens.”

James closed his mouth and, for the first time since I could remember, he looked soundly defeated. And if James—my older brother who always looked for the bright side of things, who had a can-do, never give up attitude—believed that he was defeated, then it was clear that Sasha had won and we had lost.

“Because I’m feeling generous, I’m perfectly willing to let you leave unharmed, James,” said Sasha. “I’m even willing to let the Silent Shadow and the Golden City Robber walk, too. I really don’t care about any of you, because I know I can destroy you without even thinking about it. All I care about is making sure I get what I deserve and that Rubberman dies. And I’ll do anything to achieve both of those goals.”

There was no way out of this situation. No matter what I did, no matter what I thought, Sasha would win. I’d either go to jail or be forced to go on the run, Rubberman would be dead, and his business would be just another asset of the Munroe Acquisitions corporation. There was not a thing that either me or my friends could do. We were trapped.

That thought should have depressed me, and in a way it did, but in another way, it also made me feel at peace. The way I saw it, if I was going to go to jail for murder, then I might as well take out Sasha while I was at it. Sure, I’d kill Rubberman, too, but if I killed Sasha, then I would at least prevent her from feeling any sort of satisfaction in her victory. And if Takeshi killed me in return, well, it would be better than going to prison as my boss’s killer, anyway.

Energy began charging in my eyes, causing my eyes and visor to glow. Sasha must have noticed, because her grin became even more wicked than before, while Rubberman looked as if he had resigned himself to his fate. I hoped that Rubberman understood that I was going to take out Sasha as well as him, but I had no way of letting him know that without also letting Sasha know about it. Let her continue to think that she was going to live long enough to enjoy the fruits of her success.That would make her death so much more satisfying.

Before I could fire my lasers at Rubberman and Sasha, the sound of two sets of footsteps came from the hallway just outside the office doors. Sasha looked confused and shocked; and even Takeshi looked confused for a moment, his confusion breaking through his normally stoic demeanor. I looked at my friends and saw that they were all staring at the open doorway, wondering who could be out in the hallway.

“Who’s there?” Sasha shouted. She looked at Takeshi. “Takeshi, you assured me that I had no meetings scheduled for this hour.”

“But you don’t, Miss Munroe,” said Takeshi, who sounded a bit nervous. “I even gave orders to all of the managers and employees on the lower levels to not come up here even in the case of an emergency, so it can’t possibly be one of the employees, either.”

“Then who is it?” Sasha demanded. “Who?”

As soon as Sasha asked that question, two men appeared in the doorway. The two men wore sunglasses and identical black suits, but that was where the similarities between the two ended. One of them was a tall, lanky white guy, while the other was a muscular-looking black man. While everyone else stared at the newcomers in confusion, I instantly recognized the two and, for the first time in my life, smiled when I saw them.

“Who are you two?” said Sasha, her hands balled into fists on the desk. “And how did you get in here? You don’t look like company employees.”

The white guy chuckled. He pulled out a badge from his jacket and held it out for all to see: It was the badge given out to employees of the Department of Superheroes. “We’re from the government … and we’re here to help.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

“The government?” Sasha repeated. “What are you talking about?”

Agent Charlie Camel lowered his badge, his smirk never leaving his face. “Guess I should be more specific. I’m Agent Charlie Camel and this taciturn fellow here is my partner in crime, Agent Rodney Jake. We’re from the Department of Superheroes on a special mission to keep Heroes United and the Vigilante Legion from tearing Golden City apart in their little war. Ain’t that right, Jake?”

“Quite,” said Jake.

“But you know, as agents of the federal government, we also have a duty to uphold and protect the laws of the land,” Camel continued. “If we find out that someone has committed a crime of some sort, well, we’re legally obligated to cuff ‘em like any common crook and haul them before the court. Even if that person in question is a very wealthy lady like you, Miss Munroe.”

Sasha’s mouth fell open. She looked temporarily speechless. As for Takeshi, he inched toward Camel and Jake, reaching for one of his pockets, where he likely kept some ninja throwing stars, though he looked like he was waiting for Sasha’s orders before he did anything.

But I certainly wasn’t speechless. I turned to face them and said, “Camel, Jake, thank God you’re here! You guys showed up just in the nick of time.”

Camel shrugged. “What can I say? Superheroes aren’t the only people who swoop in to save the day at the last minute. Even the government can do that, though I’ll admit it isn’t in the Constitution. Maybe it should be, though. Would be an interesting amendment for sure, though doubt Congress would ever vote for it.”

Sasha shook her head and said, in a forced calm voice as if she really believed she could get out of this situation with her usual slickness, “Well, Agent Camel, I have to admit that your presence here is certainly unexpected. May I ask why you showed up and why you think I’m doing anything even remotely illegal? It would be educational to learn why a couple of government agents think they can just barge into the private office of a businesswoman simply conducting an important deal with a fellow entrepreneur.”

“Easy,” said Camel. He nodded at me. “The kid here let us know about your legally questionable dealings. So Jake and I, being the good little law-abiding crusaders of justice that we are, did a little investigation, and boy did we find some gold in them thar hills, didn’t we, Jake?”

“Enough to make Fort Knox look like nothing,” said Jake.

Camel chuckled. “See, Jake, you’re finally catching on to my way of looking at things. Anyway, we did some investigation into some of Munroe Acquisitions’ business practices and discovered quite a few interesting things. Like taxes that don’t match your tax filings, hiring known criminals like ZZZ to take out your rivals … stuff that the Department of Justice would be very interested in hearing about, especially in court.”

Sasha’s face suddenly became pale, like a strange illness had come over her. “You’re not serious.”

“Jake and I are one hundred percent serious, gal,” said Camel brightly. “But we decided to pay you a visit and see if we could talk to you about some of our findings. We wanted to see if maybe you had a good reason for some of the things we’ve found or some information that might help put something like hiring an internationally-known assassin into context for us. Your secretary was adamant about not letting us up, but one thing I’ve discovered in my time as a government agent is that you can get anyone to let you do anything if you threaten to sic the IRS on them.”

He held up his phone, which showed some type of recording app on its screen. “So when Jake and I came up, we overheard you and Beams having your little dramatic confrontation here. Not only did we hear you admit to even worse crimes than we found, but we also recorded the whole thing on this nifty little audio recording app on my phone. I’m sure that the judge who takes this case will be more than happy to listen to you explain, in detail, how you forced a man to sell his business to you and then tried to convince a teenager who isn’t even legally an adult yet to commit murder. Might make a great listen to on his morning commute, better than those audiobooks Jake likes to listen to, anyway.”

Jake merely rolled his eyes at that little jab, but Sasha, on the other hand, looked like she was on the verge of a mental breakdown. Her face had become so pale that she might have died already and become a ghost. She was even trembling in her chair.

“So,” Camel continued, as if he was talking about the weather, “if you would just come with us quietly, we could handle all of this simply and without too much fuss.”

Sasha bit her lower lip. She looked to the left and to the right, like she was trying to find a way out, but there was only one doorway in her office and Agents Camel and Jake were currently blocking it off.

“Well, what about those two?” said Sasha, pointing at the Silent Shadow and Greta. “Those two are the Silent Shadow and the Golden City Robber. Are you going to arrest them, too?”

Camel looked at the Silent Shadow and Greta. “Really? Well, I guess we will, given how they’re both also—”

“Takeshi!” Sasha shouted. “Smoke bombs! Now!”

Without warning, Takeshi threw half a dozen small smoke bombs at us. The smoke bombs exploded when they hit the floor; and by exploded, I really do mean exploded. Smoke shot out of the bombs, instantly blocking off our sight. Everyone except me started hacking and coughing; the only reason I wasn’t was because my helmet’s filter kept my air clean. But the smoke was still too thick for me to see through; it was like standing in the middle of a thick fog. I couldn’t even seen James, who had been standing right next to me when the bombs went off, though I could hear his hacking and wheezing very well. I heard a smoke alarm going off, but no water rained from the ceiling. Luckily for Sasha, because that meant that the smoke would not be dissipated by the water.

Above the alarm and the hacking and wheezing from everyone, I thought I heard a door open, followed by a set of footsteps into someplace. Thinking it had to be Sasha and Takeshi fleeing, I rushed forward and suddenly emerged from the smoke cloud. Even outside the smoke cloud, there was still a lot of smoke, but at least I could now see Sasha’s desk.

It was empty. Neither Sasha nor Takeshi were anywhere to be seen; however, I did see an open doorway on the left wall, a doorway which I hadn’t noticed before. It must have been a hidden exit that allowed Sasha to leave her office without being seen, but given how she and Takeshi must have just left, I might still be able to catch up to them.

But though Sasha was not at her desk, Rubberman was. Unlike us, he had avoided the worst of the smoke bomb; however, he must have inhaled a good deal of it, because he was coughing and hacking, tears running down his face uncontrollably as he wiped them with his hands. The pen with which he had signed the contract selling away his business was on the floor, though Rubberman was still sitting on his chair, one hand grabbing the desk for support and the other on his stomach as he coughed and wheezed like a sick man.

“Boss, are you all right?” I said as I rushed over to Rubberman. “Were you hurt?”

“No,” said Rubberman in a hoarse voice. He nodded toward the secret exit. “Sasha just fled through there. Takeshi, too. Don’t know where they’re going, but we have to go after them.”

“We?” I said. “But boss, you’re still coughing up a storm. You should stay—”

“I’m fine, Beams,” said Rubberman, more sharply than I expected. “Don’t worry about me. Worry about Sasha and what I’ll do to her once I catch her.”

With that, Rubberman rose from his feet and rushed toward the secret exit. I followed him as best as I could, wondering if I was going to have to stop Rubberman from murdering Sasha once we found her. I suppose I would … unless I killed her first.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

The secret exit was smokeless and well-lit, meaning that I could actually see where I was going, while Rubberman was coughing less, his eyes drier than they were out in the office itself. The secret exit was fairly narrow, with barely enough room for us to run side by side; this made me worry about how we would fight Takeshi if we caught up with him and Sasha, but I supposed I would worry about that when we got there. For now, we needed to catch them.

At the end of the hall was a set of elevator doors that were currently closed. Skidding to a halt, we looked up at the elevator’s display and saw that the number was rapidly decreasing.

“Damn it,” I said, punching my fist into my other hand. “Sasha and Takeshi must be in the elevator already. How much do you want to bet that they have a getaway car waiting for them below?”

Rubberman looked to the left and to the right, but then scowled. “No stairs, either. Looks like this is Sasha’s private elevator, designed so she could make quick escapes just like this. That bitch.”

“What should we do?”

“Turn around and go down the main elevator,” said Rubberman in frustration. “I can’t force these elevator doors open, and by the time it comes back up here, Sasha and Takeshi will be long gone.”

“But that’s going to take forever to do, especially since we’ll have to go through the smoke,” I said. I looked at the elevator doors suddenly. “Wait, I’ve got a better idea. Stand back.”

Rubberman took a few steps backwards. Once he was a safe distance away from the elevator, I fired my lasers in a continuous, controlled beam of energy at the doors. Carefully, I cut a large hole in the elevator doors. My lasers cut through the metal doors without any problem in a neat circle. It probably looked easy to Rubberman, but for me, it required my utmost concentration, because if I didn’t do this right, I could end up making our situation even harder than it already was.

Finally, when I had completed the circle, I cut off my lasers and punched the circle in the center of the doors. The circle fell out of the hole backwards into the elevator shaft, but I didn’t wait to hear it hit the elevator car below. I just grabbed both sides of the hole and, gathering all of my strength, I forced the elevator doors opened. With nothing to lock them together, the doors slid to the side easily, revealing a dark, empty elevator shaft with moving cables.

“Wow, Beams,” said Rubberman in approval. “Good thinking. That would never have occurred to me, though I guess it’s because I don’t have laser beams.”

I was about to reply that it was nothing, but then Rubberman’s eyes flicked upward and he grimaced. “Oh no.”

I looked up at the elevator display and saw that it now showed ‘1,’ which meant that the elevator car had reached the bottom of the building. At the same time, the moving cables immediately stilled. That meant we likely had only seconds before Sasha emerged from the elevator and escaped into her escape car, which was likely awaiting her below.

“Beams, what are you doing?” said Rubberman. “Come on! We don’t have much time!”

Rubberman jumped out into the elevator shaft, caught one of the cables, and then went down it like a fireman going down a fire pole. I hesitated for only a split second before following. I leaped into the elevator shaft, grabbed one of the cables, and held on tightly. I had never done something like this before; the best I could think of was gym class when the coach would have us climb the rope connected to the ceiling, but this was about going down, not up.

Still, I realized the trick was to hold on, but not too tightly, and soon I was rushing down into the darkness just behind Rubberman, who was looking down the whole way as we descended. The heat from running my hands against the cables would have absolutely shredded my bare hands, but thanks to the material of my costume covering my arms and hands, all it did was feel uncomfortably warm.

But soon—much sooner than I expected—the top of the elevator car came into view below. Rubberman looked up at me briefly and shouted, “Shoot your lasers! Now!”

I immediately understood what he meant. I looked straight down and fired a powerful blast of energy directly at the roof of the elevator car below. The blast struck the car head on, but it didn’t leave a hole. It just left a smoking crater, but when Rubberman and I slammed into it at about the same time, we crashed through the smoking crater as easily as paper. We landed on our feet inside the elevator car itself; me doing a three point landing to soften the fall, Rubberman bouncing slightly when he landed on his feet.

“Boss, are you okay?” I asked, looking up at him.

Rubberman nodded, but then suddenly pointed and said, “There she is!”

Looking in the direction in which he pointed, I saw that the elevator doors were open. Beyond the elevator doors, Sasha Munroe was running to a fancy-looking new blue car. The door passenger door was open and I could see a driver sitting there, waiting for Sasha to get into the car. I was vaguely aware that this elevator had opened out into the street behind the Munroe Acquisitions headquarters, where no one could see Sasha rushing to her getaway car. It was a smart move, but not smart enough.

Rubberman and I rushed out the doors, but just as we exited the elevator, someone jumped down from above and landed in our path. We skid to a stop as the person rose to their feet, blocking our path to Sasha.

It was Takeshi, still wearing his full ninja garb. He also held two throwing stars in his hands and stood in a fighting stance, his deadly blue eyes daring us to try to get past him.

“Takeshi,” I said, glaring at him. “Get out of the way or else.”

“No,” said Takeshi firmly. “I gave Miss Munroe my word that I would delay you for as long as I could. I don’t even have to beat you. As long as Miss Munroe is able to escape in her car, I will see my mission as a success, even if I end up in prison myself.”

Damn it. I hadn’t realized just how loyal Takeshi was to Sasha. He kind of reminded me of Adams, who was just as loyal to Rubberman, if not more so. If I’d had more time, I might have thought more about the parallels between Sasha and Rubberman, because they were a lot more similar to each other than I initially thought.

But I had no time for self-reflection. I fired twin laser blasts at Takeshi, but Takeshi leaped into the air and threw his ninja stars at us. Rubberman and I separated, jumping to the sides to avoid the stars as they embedded themselves into the concrete before us. Rubberman, however, extended his arm toward Takeshi, grabbed his leg, and then slammed him down on the ground like a rag doll. I heard something crack horribly when Takeshi hit the concrete, and for a moment, I thought that Rubberman had actually killed the guy in cold blood he was so still. Given the surprised expression on his face, I could guess that Rubberman felt the same.

Then, however, Takeshi groaned and slowly rose back to his feet. The impact of the crash had loosened his mask, showing more of his face, which was now bloodier than before. He stood awkwardly, leaning over slightly as if his back was too broken to support his upper body. Yet he did not cry or whine. He just stood there, breathing heavily, glaring at us from under his mask. He barely seemed to be aware of the pain he had to be experiencing; either that, or he was simply ignoring it.

“No way,” said Rubberman, sounding genuinely shocked. “You shouldn’t even be standing.”

“It was quite … painful, but certainly not the worst injury I’ve ever experienced,” said Takeshi, shaking his head. He wiped away a bit of blood from the corner of his eye. “All I need to do is endure long enough for Miss Munroe to escape. Nothing else matters.”

Takeshi was right. Sasha was nearly to her car now. If we didn’t beat Takeshi soon, then she’d escape and we might never catch her again.

Rubberman must have been thinking the same thing, because he looked at me and said, “Beams, go after Sasha! I’ll distract Takeshi.”

I nodded, closed my eyes, and fired my lasers into my eyelids. The beams bounced off my eyelids back into my brain and suddenly I felt power flowing through my whole body, like I’d just received an extra strong adrenaline boost.

My eyes snapped open and I jumped high into the air. Takeshi looked like he was going to jump after me, but then one of Rubberman’s fists flew toward him, forcing Takeshi to jump to the side to avoid getting punched in the face.

As for me, the momentum of my jump allowed me to fly over Takeshi. I flew over Sasha, who was nearly to her car, and landed on the roof of her car with a small crunch upon impact. As soon as I landed on the roof of the car, the driver’s door opened and the driver himself fled, screaming loudly about how he hadn’t signed up for this.

Not that I paid him much attention. I whirled around and jumped off the car roof, landing on the ground in front of Sasha. She came to an abrupt halt and nearly lost her balance, but managed to catch herself at the last second. She stepped backwards, her eyes burning with hate and fear.

“You can certainly jump very high, boy,” said Sasha, breathing hard; she probably wasn’t used to running so much. She was even sweating. “Too bad you’re wasting that talent trying to catch me.”

“It’s over, Sasha,” I said, ignoring her comments. “We have all the proof we need to throw you into prison for the rest of your sorry life. Rubberman is going to take down Takeshi and then you’ll have no allies left. Might as well come quietly. You have nowhere else to go.”

Sasha looked from me to Takeshi and Rubberman (who were still fighting) and back again, clearly trying to find some way to escape. But I knew she was intelligent enough to realize that she was the cornered one now. If I’d had the time, I probably would have reflected on how quickly our positions changed. Less than five minutes ago, she had held all the power over me, but now I held the power over her. It was a satisfying thought.

A large shadow suddenly fell over me. I looked over my shoulder and saw a large, hulking brute of a man on the roof of the car where I had been standing previously. The man was huge, probably about a head taller than me, and he was built like a brick wall. At first, I thought it was the Silent Shadow, but then I noticed that the man was wearing a blue t-shirt filled with holes and jeans frayed at his feet, which were shoe-less.

Without warning, the man jumped down and wrapped his arms around my body. With a gasp of pain, I was lifted up off the ground in the man’s arms. I struggled to break free, but he held me like steel clamps. All I could do was uselessly kick against his legs, blows he didn’t even seem to feel, because he didn’t cry out in pain or even grunt.

“What the hell?” I said, trying to turn my head around to see the man, though I couldn’t due to the fact that he held me against his chest. “Who is this? One of your servants, Sasha?”

Sasha, on the other hand, had taken a couple of steps back. She was also holding her nose shut with her fingers, a disgusted look on her face. “Ew, no. My men never smell that bad.”

“Smells bad …?” I looked down at the huge arms holding me and noticed how decayed the flesh was.

As soon as I realized who this man really worked for, I heard an insane laugh to my right and looked over in that direction. The Necromantress stood several feet away, her arms crossed in front of her chest, an amused and evil grin on her face.

“Excellent work, Bruno,” said the Necromantress to the zombie currently holding me. “Caught the boy before he even knew you were there. The Necromantress is quite pleased.”

The zombie, apparently known as Bruno, said nothing; nonetheless, I sensed that it was pleased to be praised by its mistress. I wondered how zombies could possibly even feel pleasure, but maybe there was more to zombies than I thought.

In any case, it was irrelevant to the fact that the zombie was currently in a position to either squeeze the life out of me or snap me in two. I didn’t know how strong it was, exactly, but given its implacable hold on me, I had no doubt it could do both of those things at once if it wanted.

“Necromantress,” said Sasha, looking over at the Necromantress with a smile (though she still held her nose shut). “I thought you were still fighting Heroes United with the Vigilante Legion across the street.”

The Necromantress shook her head. “No. The Necromantress fled the battle as soon as it began. The Necromantress dislikes fighting and cares not if either of those two groups win, for she hates them both.”

“Well, I guess it doesn’t matter why you abandoned the battle,” said Sasha. “You came just in the nick of time. The entire plan is falling apart and the only way I can rebuild is if I get away.”

The Necromantress glanced over at the scene where Takeshi and Rubberman were still exchanging blows. Oddly enough, she did not seem to be enjoying the fight, even though Takeshi was getting in some pretty good hits on Rubberman. Maybe she was just jealous that she wasn’t the one beating up Rubberman.

“Yes, the Necromantress noticed,” said the Necromantress, looking at Sasha again. “Can the Necromantress kill Dennis now? That is the whole reason she came here. She wants to know if you are finished with him.”

“You’ll have to ask Takeshi,” said Sasha, gesturing at the battle going on near the elevator’s entrance. “Unfortunately for you, I think Takeshi will probably kill him. He’s already got Dennis on the ropes and—”

“What?” said the Necromantress sharply. “But you promised the Necromantress the honor of killing Dennis.”

“Who cares?” said Sasha. “Tell your zombie to get out of the way so I can get into my car. I have no time to spend renegotiating our original agreement.”

The Necromantress—who had been briefly distracted by the fight between Rubberman and Takeshi—suddenly looked at Sasha again, this time with an alarmed expression. “What did you just say?”

“I said it doesn’t matter,” said Sasha. “Now, tell your zombie to move or—”

The Necromantress walked toward Sasha until she stood in front of her. The difference in their height was startling even to me; Sasha barely made it up to the Necromantress’ waist. Sasha had to look all the way up just to see the Necromantress’ face. The Necromantress, meanwhile, had to look straight down at her, her eyes glowing with hatred and anger.

“Are you telling the Necromantress that our agreement has been terminated?” said the Necromantress, her voice more unhinged than ever.

Sasha backed away. “No, Shawna, I—”

The Necromantress grabbed the front of Sasha’s suit and lifted her off the ground with surprising strength. Sasha was sweating harder than ever, but she wasn’t screaming. She looked too afraid to even speak.

“Small woman, the Necromantress didn’t agree to this alliance because she cares about you or your dumb business,” said the Necromantress in a harsh, heavy voice. “She agreed to it because she thought it would allow her to kill Dennis. Yet now you go back on our agreement because you are scared of going to jail.”

“Shawna, please, Shawna, put me down,” said Sasha, her voice panicky, her stout legs waving back and forth uselessly in the air. “I didn’t mean … I mean … I can give you money—”

“Don’t call the Necromantress ‘Shawna,’” the Necromantress growled. “She abandoned that name long ago. Only the Necromantress exists now.”

“I-I’m s-sorry,” said Sasha, tears of fear streaming from the corners of her eyes now. “I didn’t mean to—”

“The Necromantress cares not what you meant to do,” the Necromantress said. “The Necromantress cares only what you did. And what you did was double-cross the Necromantress. Therefore, you must die.”

As much as I liked seeing the Necromantress scare the hell out of Sasha, I realized that I couldn’t allow her to murder Sasha. Sasha had to face justice, which meant that I had to save her life.

I looked down at the zombie’s foot and fired a laser at it. The laser took off three of its toes, which caused the zombie to suddenly lose balance. As the zombie attempted to regain its balance, it loosened its grip of me, allowing me to break free and blast its face with my lasers. The zombie’s head flew off its body, while its actual body collapsed onto the ground in front of the car.

Whirling around, I saw that the Necromantress was trying to strangle the life out of Sasha. Sasha’s face had gone purple already, which made me wonder if the Necromantress somehow had super strength, but I didn’t think much about it. With the little energy boost I still had left, I jumped toward the Necromantress and kicked her in the face. The Necromantress had only enough time to turn her head directly into the path of my foot before my foot collided with her face.

The blow knocked the Necromantress straight off her feet, causing her to collapse (in a similar manner to her now-headless zombie) onto the ground. She hit her head against the concrete and then lay there very still, though based on the rise and fall of her chest, she was obviously just unconscious.

Landing on the ground, I then turned toward Sasha. Sasha now lay on the ground as well, panting and breathing hard. She coughed a few times, gasping for breath, and her face was already returning to its familiar color; despite that, it was clear to me that she was not going to be running away anytime soon.

I walked up to Sasha, grabbed the collar of her suit, and pulled her up. Sasha glared up at me with hate in her eyes, a look I returned without hesitation.

“You … little … brat,” Sasha said, breathing in and out hard. Her voice was much weaker than usual.

“You’re supposed to say ‘thank you,’” I said. “I just saved your ungrateful life, if you didn’t notice.”

“Shut up,” Sasha said. “You’ve done nothing of the sort. You’ve ruined me. You’ve ruined my business. It would have been better for me to die than to live long enough to see the consequences of this mess play out.”

“No one is exempt from suffering the consequences of their actions, Sasha,” I said. “Justice isn’t always met out, but this is one time where justice will be served.”

Sasha suddenly grabbed my arm, though her grip was very weak. She looked me straight in the eye. “Kill me, you brat. I can tell you want to do it. I can tell you hate me more than anyone else in the world because I threatened your loved ones and made your life such a living hell. I’ve seen your eye beams in action. I know that even one small blast would be enough to instantly kill me. What are you waiting for? Kill me, unless you’re every bit as cowardly as those vigilante idiots say you are.”

As much as I hated to admit it, Sasha had a point. I had thought, several times, of just killing her outright. She deserved it. She was a corrupt businesswoman who had not only threatened my family and tried to destroy my life, but had also engaged in countless other crimes against other people. Killing her would be easy. And it would also be very satisfying.

But then I looked up at Rubberman and Takeshi. The battle between the two was over; Rubberman was now putting some handcuffs around the unconscious Takeshi’s wrists and ankles. Rubberman had a lot of cuts and bruises on his face, but he nonetheless showed no anger toward Takeshi and, despite Takeshi’s current vulnerable state, he was not trying to beat him more than he already had.

Then I looked at Sasha again. She was smirking, smirking the same way she had back up in her office. I now understood why.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not going to jail for your murder. You’ve manipulated plenty of people in your time, Sasha, made people do things against their best interest which always worked out in your favor. This time, however, you won’t manipulate me.”

Sasha’s smirk disappeared like an eraser across a dry board. “Here’s one thing I will give you, brat: You’re smart. If you had only come to work for Munroe Acquisitions for your first job than Rubberman, Inc., we could have accomplished so much together.”

“No, we couldn’t have,” I said.

With that, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed 911. I intended to call the police and have them come and arrest Sasha, Takeshi, and the Necromantress. I heard Sasha muttering curses at me under her breath, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to see justice served.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

One month later …

 

For what might be the last time in my life, I rode my bike through the streets of Golden City after a long day at school. The sun was out, though the wet March weather meant that there were clouds in the sky to partially obscure, but that was fine by me. It made my bike ride a lot more pleasant. It would be a good memory to have of what might be my last day at work.

Truthfully, though, my mind wasn’t really on work. I was thinking about school, where Mr. Peters had actually given me an ‘A’ on our recent homework assignment. It was the first time I’d ever gotten an ‘A’ from Mr. Peters. It had made me so happy that I almost thought about telling Mr. Peters about the success of his serum in giving me powers what seemed like a lifetime ago now, even though it had really only been a year ago.

As I turned a corner, taking the short route to work, I could not believe that I had had these powers for nearly a year. Dad was always complaining about how fast time flew, but I had never really understood what he meant by that until relatively recently. With almost a year of having superpowers under my belt, I wondered if time was going to slow down or if it was just going to go faster. I might be as old as Nightbolt in the flash of an eye, but somehow I sensed that the old man would still be around even then. He hadn’t seemed like the kind of guy who would die until he was ready to die. Like a true hero.

Speaking of time flying, the events of the last month sure seemed to go by even faster than the year had. It seemed like it had only been yesterday that Rubberman and I had defeated Sasha Munroe, the Necromantress, and the Vigilante Legion, yet it had been thirty times that many yesterdays ago, if that made any sense. Quite a bit of it was a blur due to how fast everything happened, but I remembered enough to be able to reflect upon it.

The police had answered my call and come to the Munroe Acquisitions headquarters about half an hour after I called them up. They arrested Sasha, Takeshi, and the Necromantress. Additionally, Agents Camel and Jake had emerged from the secret elevator at roughly the same time. They’d both been coughing up a storm due to having inhaled smoke from the office, but nonetheless immediately began talking with Chief Williams about what they learned while in Sasha’s office. I didn’t really listen to everything they said, but I remember Sasha’s expression becoming sourer and sourer the more they talked.

James had also been with them. When he saw me, he immediately went over to me and began acting like Mom, asking if I was okay, checking me to make sure I wasn’t suffering from any serious injuries, and generally treating me like I was five-years-old again. It had been both embarrassing and surprising, because James never showed that much concern for me. I guess he cared for me more than I thought.

The only two people who hadn’t been there were Greta and the Silent Shadow. I recalled asking James where they were and he said he didn’t know. He said that when the smoke had largely cleared up, neither Greta nor the Silent Shadow were anywhere to be seen. He said he thought that they might have gone ahead to help me and Rubberman, but apparently that was not the case. My guess was that they had probably slipped out at some point, perhaps because the Silent Shadow didn’t want to get himself or Greta arrested when the police arrived.

That was more or less confirmed when I went back to school that next week. I had spent the past week trying to call and text Greta, but she never answered any of my calls, and anytime I went to her house, no one answered the door. It was Frank who told me that Greta and her dad had abruptly moved away from Golden City sometime over the weekend. He said he didn’t know where they went, only that they had sold their house in a hurry, and then left even quicker. He said that Greta had told him that when she came back to school the day after Sasha was arrested. In fact, Greta hadn’t even stayed for her last day of school. She just came to tell Frank that and then left without saying goodbye to any of the other students or faculty.

I’ll admit, I was crushed that she had not said goodbye to me before Frank handed me a note she had told him to give me. The note had been short, written in Greta’s beautiful cursive handwriting, and had read like this:

Alex,

Sorry I couldn’t say good bye to you in person. Father said we had to leave immediately and he didn’t want to waste any time saying good bye to people. I don’t think he dislikes you as much anymore, but he still doesn’t want me dating you. I barely even managed to convince him to let me write this note to you. Still, I have to respect Father’s wishes, so there’s not much I can do when he says we have to leave.

As for why we left or where we’re going, I can’t tell you that, obviously. But I imagine you can probably guess why we’re leaving; if not, you’ll find out soon enough from the news.

Don’t bother calling or texting me; I won’t answer, because Father made me get a new phone, so I have a new number to go with it. I just wanted to let you know that I still love you and will never forget you. I don’t know if we’ll ever see each other again, but maybe we will, when we’re older. Just depends on the paths we take, I guess.

But whatever happens, don’t worry about me, because I’m always safe with my Father.

Love, Greta.

I had left that note on my dresser back in my room at my house, but I had memorized the entire thing because I’d read it so many times. The first time, I’d felt absolutely devastated, because I had thought that after all of this nonsense that Greta and I might be able to go back to normal. But when I checked out the news the next day, I immediately understood why Greta and her father had left town.

According to a breaking news article on the Golden City Journal’s website, someone on the Internet leaked the Silent Shadow’s identity: Frederick Jonathan Hammond, a local traveling businessman whose daughter, Greta Jean Hammond, was a student at Harold Golden High as an honors student. But when police went to the Hammonds’ home, they discovered that the place had been sold off already and the new owner of the house claimed that he did not know where the Hammonds were now. Nor did a police search of the house turn up any clues that might help them find or track down the Hammonds. Like a shadow, Greta and her father had seemingly vanished into thin air.

When I read that article, I felt a lot less angry about the Hammonds moving away so abruptly. Even so, I knew I would never stop missing Greta. James told me I’d get over her eventually, and maybe I would, but I didn’t think I’d ever forget her entirely myself, either. Maybe she was right that we’d cross paths again when we were older, though I had no idea what circumstances would ever bring us together again, given how she’s a criminal-in-training while I was a sidekick. Guess I would have to wait and see.

In any case, I was convinced that the Silent Shadow leaker had to be one of Sasha’s employees, perhaps releasing that info as a last blow against me. No one knew the identity of the anonymous leaker, but it seemed logical to me, because I figured that Sasha had to know who Greta’s father was. Not that it mattered much, given how the damage was already done, but it still bothered me and made me hate Sasha even more than I already did.

Speaking of Sasha, she had already gone to court and been declared guilty, in large part because she had pleaded guilty almost as soon as she entered the courtroom, according to the article on the subject I read. There was lots of speculation about why Sasha Munroe didn’t use the full legal might of the Munroe Acquisitions corporation to defend herself. Some thought that the audio which Camel and Jake had recorded was too damning for even the smartest lawyer to downplay or ignore, not counting the evidence for all of the other crimes she had committed, while others thought that Sasha didn’t want to waste precious company resources on a case she might not even win. And Takeshi, of course, being the loyal bodyguard he was, also pleaded guilty at the same time as Sasha.

Me, though, I didn’t think that the evidence or not wanting to waste money had anything to do with Sasha’s decision. I thought she had simply lost the will to fight when I refused to kill her outside the Munroe Acquisitions headquarters that fateful day. That may have seemed like an odd thing to say, especially given Sasha’s reputation of being a woman who didn’t take shit lying down, but I didn’t think it was. Sasha, I think, stopped caring about actually winning a long time ago. After all, even when she got Rubberman’s business, she still ordered me to murder him like some kind of monster. Rubberman and I had thwarted her plans so many times before then that she just wanted to see both of us die at that point or have our lives ruined forever more than even owning the Rubberman business. That I refused to kill her—and thus avoid going to jail for murder—must have been the last straw for her will to fight and she therefore saw no reason to engage in some long, drawn-out legal battle that wouldn’t get her what she wanted. I could have been wrong, but I didn’t think so.

Regardless, Munroe Acquisitions was now under the management of a guy named Reginald Baron, who had been the Vice President of the company before Sasha was arrested. The company had already taken a major PR hit with the Barriers incident a few months ago, so when the knowledge of Sasha’s full crimes became public knowledge, it took an even worse PR hit. Last I heard, company revenues and profits dropped by 90% almost overnight, forcing the new CEO Baron to sell off much of their superhero acquisitions and assets in order to pay off the ludicrous amount of debt which Sasha had accumulated during her time as the head of the company.

This included the newly obtained Rubberman, Inc. Business, which Baron sold back to Rubberman. I wasn’t there for the negotiations, but from what Rubberman told me afterward, he had struck a simple deal with Baron: Give him back his business and he would not sue the ever-loving hell out of the Munroe Acquisitions corporation for trying to kill us (our lawyer apparently thought we had a good, winnable case if we decided to go that route). Unsurprisingly, Baron agreed to sell back Rubberman, Inc., including all of its assets and employees, back to Dennis Pullman, which meant Adams and I were Rubberman’s employees again and we had the Elastic Cave and Rubbermobile once more.

Last I heard, Munroe Acquisitions, Inc. would likely survive, but it would no longer trade places with Zhao Acquisitions as the biggest superhero acquisitions agency on the planet every year, maybe never would again. I figured it would take years for Munroe Acquisitions to regain the power and prestige it once had, which seemed like a fitting punishment to me. I decided that I didn’t care much for superhero acquisitions agencies anymore and that they could all go to hell for all I cared.

Speaking of superheroes, the Vigilante Legion had been defeated by the members of Heroes United. Doctor Devil had been captured by Myster and Cyberkid, fittingly enough, along with all of the other vigilantes present in the building. Almost all of them were going to jail, though I had heard that a few had struck deals with the federal government to get lighter sentences in exchange for information on the remaining members of the Legion in other parts of the country. Rumor had it that the Department of Superheroes and the Department of Justice would team up to crack down on the Legion, or what was left of it, anyway, which I didn’t think was a whole lot, given how many vigilantes had been arrested so far.

But I was happy to hear that anyway. With Iron Angel and Doctor Devil both behind bars, it meant that me and my family were more or less safe. I sincerely doubted that any of the surviving vigilantes would even think about coming to Golden City, at least not unless they wanted to join their leaders in jail, anyway.

As for Heroes United, their members had left Golden City soon after that, each one returning to their respective towns and cities where they worked. Myster and Cyberkid had been the last to leave, telling Rubberman and I goodbye and giving us a few interesting gadgets that Cyberkid had developed. One I found particularly interesting was my very own pair of rocket boots, similar to Cyberkid’s, though he said they were even more advanced and could send me flying at 100 miles an hour. I’d spent much of the last month playing around with them in the Rubber Room and was pretty good with them now, though I still flew somewhat awkwardly and crashed far more often than I liked.

Before they left, I told Myster my theory about Prime Man and Sasha’s alliance. Myster listened well enough, but was skeptical of my idea. He promised, however, that he would investigate the matter more fully, which was surprising, because Myster had always struck me as an almost fanatical supporter of Prime Man. Perhaps Prime Man’s ordering him to essentially walk into an ambush had made him more cynical about him.

Prime Man himself, of course, gave a press conference as soon as the news of Sasha’s arrest became known outside of our little city. I saw it online. He strongly condemned Sasha Munroe, the Vigilante Legion, and the Necromantress for the crimes they committed and expressed hope that the government of Golden City would bring down the fullest extent of the law on her. He also praised his fellow Heroes United members for defeating the Legion, though I didn’t recall him even mentioning me or Rubberman, which seemed kind of odd, given how we were the ones who defeated Sasha in the end.

Despite the act he put on, Prime Man did not seem entirely sincere at the press conference. I thought he might have been a little depressed, as if things had not worked out the way he wanted. Or maybe I was just projecting my own thoughts about him onto him, but I didn’t think. Either way, I had no way to prove that Prime Man had cut any sort of deal with Sasha, nor had the government apparently found any evidence linking the two, so I didn’t focus on the matter too much. I did, however, make a mental note to avoid working with Prime Man in the future. Something told me that he was the kind of man who attracted trouble, whether he wanted it or not.

And, finally, there was the Necromantress. Like Sasha and Takeshi, she had plead guilty almost immediately upon entering the courtroom, though why, I didn’t know. Best as I could figure, she had even less of a chance of winning than Sasha, so she just gave up ahead of time. I was a little surprised, though, that she didn’t summon any of her zombie servants into the courtroom to free her. Perhaps she didn’t think they would stand a chance against the judge and jury, either.

Rubberman was the one who told me about that, by the way. He had gone to Golden City Penitentiary to visit the Necromantress after she ended up in jail. He didn’t tell me what they talked about, but I could guess that it had something to do with their past. Once again, I was reminded of what Rubberman told me what seemed like an eternity ago, about how he still had feelings for the Necromantress despite their divorce. It made me wonder if that was what they talked about.

Regardless, I was glad that the Necromantress was in jail. She deserved to be in there, in my opinion, whatever her feelings for Rubberman may have been. She wasn’t as clever or smart as Sasha, maybe, but given everything she had done to us, I didn’t feel bad about her fate. I did, however, feel sorry for whoever her inmates happened to be; I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have to listen to her rants about Rubberman all day every day, especially when she spoke about herself in the third person.

That was when I suddenly realized that I had reached the entrance to the Elastic Cave. It took me by surprise, because I hadn’t even been thinking about my destination, but I guess I had gone here so many times that my legs and my bike just knew the best route. Hopping off my bike, I brought it into the false storefront entrance, chained it up to the bike rack, and then went down the elevator into the Elastic Cave itself.

Soon, the elevator came to a stop at Level One and the doors opened. As soon as I passed through the open doorway, I saw Adams sitting at Mission Control, but when I entered, he looked over his shoulder at me and smiled.

“Hello, Mr. Fry,” said Adams, turning his chair around to face me. “You’re early today. Ready to get started?”

I nodded as I walked over to Mission Control. “Of course. I just need to clock in and get my costume on.”

“Excellent,” said Adams. “Once you’re clocked in, I have several assignments for you to do, given to me by Mr. Pullman, which need to be completed as soon as—”

“Adams?” I said, interrupting him. “While I’m sure there is a lot of work to be done, I’d like to go and talk to Rubberman first, if possible. I’ve got some things I want to discuss with him, important things that I can’t put off. Can I do the assignments later?”

Adams looked like he was about to say no, but then he paused, nodded, and said, “Very well, Mr. Fry. As a matter of fact, Mr. Pullman asked me to send you to his office as soon as you clocked in, because he, too, wishes to talk with you about something, though he did not tell me what.”

I wondered what Rubberman could want to talk with me about. Was he thinking the same things as I was or did he have something else he wanted to discuss with me?

In any case, I thanked Adams, clocked in, and then went over to Rubberman’s office. I didn’t even bother to knock, like I usually did. I just opened the door and entered, closing the door behind me as I did so.

Rubberman, as usual, sat at his desk, where he was busily typing on his computer. The small, rubber figurine version of himself stood next to the monitor, but it wasn’t the prototype anymore. It was the actual figure, which, as I recalled from Rubberman telling me, had come out last month and sold very well. It had done so well that they were going to do one of me next, which I thought was pretty cool, all things considered, seeing as I’d earn royalties from sales of my rubber figurine.

But I didn’t care about that right now. I wanted to talk with Rubberman about my future with him, which of course included these sorts of licensing deals, but was far bigger than them as well.

As soon as I closed the door, Rubberman looked over at me and said, “Hey, Alex! So glad you’re here. You’re early.”

I nodded. “Yeah. I just clocked in, but Adams told me to come over here because you wanted to talk with me.”

Rubberman immediately stopped typing and lowered his hands below his desk. “Good. The matters I want to discuss with you are very important. Come over and take a seat. I don’t think it will be very long, but in case it is, you should make yourself comfortable.”

I nodded again, walked over to the seat, and sat down. Rubberman turned back to his computer, tapped a few keys, clicked his mouse a couple of times, and finally turned to look at me, perhaps finished with the work he had been doing on his computer.

“All right,” said Rubberman, leaning back in his office chair. “I think you know what we’re going to talk about today.”

“Sure,” I said. “My future with your business.”

Rubberman nodded. “I see we’re on the same page. That’s good. Means we won’t waste time discussing irrelevant things.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I now have enough money to buy my own car; in fact, I’ve already found a car that I’m interested in buying. James and I will be going to this used car place in town on Saturday to check it out. I haven’t decided if I’m going to buy it yet, but it’s a good price and all the pictures look great, so I probably am going to buy it.”

“I remember when I bought my first car,” said Rubberman with a sigh. “It was an old nineteen-nineties Lumina. It served me pretty faithfully until I sold it back in 2010. It wasn’t as flashy or fast as the Rubbermobile, but it was a good car nonetheless. I hope your first car, whatever it is, serves you just as well as mine did.”

“I hope so, too,” I said. “James keeps telling me it will conk out on me as soon as I drive it off the lot. But I don’t really believe him, because James always says stuff like that.”

“Right,” said Rubberman. “By the way, how has your brother been doing? I thought he had gone back to college already.”

“Oh, he’s still going to school,” I said. “But he’s thinking that he might drop out after this semester is up and go into the superhero business.”

“Really?” said Rubberman. “Odd. I thought you told me that your brother didn’t like the superhero business much due to his negative experiences as a sidekick.”

I shrugged. “I don’t always understand James, but I think that seeing the things I’ve got to deal with has changed his mind. He probably thinks it will help him get hotter girls than he already gets. He’s planning to reuse his old Lightning Fist identity as the basis of his new business.”

“Well, I hope it works out for him, whatever he decides to do,” said Rubberman. He folded his hands together. “The superhero business is a rough one, but also very rewarding for those who choose to participate in it. I wouldn’t trade my job for any other one in the world, no matter how dangerous it is.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But as for me—”

“Are you thinking of quitting?” Rubberman said. He didn’t sound desperate; he just sounded curious. “Now that you’ve saved up enough money for your car, is that what you want to do?”

“I’ve been thinking about it,” I said. “The original plan from the start was that I’d work for you until I had enough money for a car and maybe save up a little extra for college, too.”

“I know,” said Rubberman. “That’s why I asked if you were thinking of quitting. I wanted to know what your decision was.”

I readjusted my glasses, though it was more out of habit than anything. “You seem to be in a hurry to find out what my decision is.”

“I just want to know so I can plan accordingly,” said Rubberman with a shrug of his own. “If you do quit, I’ll still be responsible for paying you royalties relating to Beams merchandise. Even if I find a new kid to take up the Beams identity, I’ll still have to pay you royalties for the merchandise I licensed while you were working for me. I’ll also have to amend my will to put ownership of the business in case of my death under Adams, rather than splitting it between you and him.”

“Practical, business considerations, then.”

“What else is there in business?” Rubberman shook his head. “Alex, I can’t make you keep working for me. If you do quit, I won’t be offended or bothered, because I’ve known for a while now that you weren’t always going to work for me. Plus, this industry has huge turnover in the sidekick area, so your departure wouldn’t be that unusual. Even so, I still think it would be better if you stayed. You could be a successful hero in your own right, independent of me and my business.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s why I decided to keep working for you.”

Rubberman looked genuinely surprised when I said that. “Wait, really? No joke?”

“No joke,” I said. “I made that decision last night. I’d like to work for you for the next couple of years and then start my own superhero business when I’m old enough to do that.”

Rubberman’s look of surprise was replaced by the happiest smile I’d ever seen on his face. “You mean you aren’t going to college after all?”

“I talked about it with my parents over the last month,” I said. “My Dad didn’t support my decision at first, but when I explained to him that I already had something good going for me, he decided to support my decision. Even James thinks this is a good idea and he rarely thinks my ideas are good.”

“What made you decide you wanted to keep working for me and start your own business?” said Rubberman.

“Just … everything, I guess,” I said. “In particular, it was seeing how you had to balance business with crime-fighting. I’ve met a lot of bad people in this business since I started working for you, but you’ve always been a good guy and I want to be more like you rather than, say, Barriers.”

“I’m touched, Alex,” said Rubberman. “But are you absolutely sure? You know how rough this business can be. There’s a reason a lot of superheroes and sidekicks alike end up burning out after a few years. It’s a tough business to stay in and an even tougher one to be successful in.”

I smiled. “Over the past year, I’ve fought world class assassins, corrupt corporate executives, dishonest superheroes, crazed fanatics, aliens trying to resurrect their god, and every type of criminal under the sun. I’ve lived through it all and not only survived, but thrived. I know how tough it is, boss, and I am more than ready to deal with whatever else this crazy business has to throw at me.”

That was all true. Back when I first started, I probably wouldn’t have even been able to say such a thing, but after the last year or so, I felt like I could take on anything. Dad always said that confidence comes from competence, which was another one of those things that Dad always said but which I hadn’t actually understood until I got older.

“Well, I guess there’s no arguing with that,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “I still think you’ve got a lot to learn, but you’re off to a much better start than most sidekicks. I support your choice and I can’t wait to see how much more successful you become in the future.”

“Thanks, boss,” I said. I rose from my seat. “Anyway, I need to go get my costume on and get started on those assignments that Adams said he had for me. They sounded hard, so I want to get started on them pronto.”

“Of course,” said Rubberman. He nodded at the door. “And maybe sometime later today, I’ll let you drive the Rubbermobile again.”

My smile grew even wider. “No fooling?”

“No fooling,” said Rubberman. “But just for a little bit, and with me in the passenger’s seat.”

“Thanks, boss,” I said. “I really appreciate it and can’t wait to take the Rubbermobile for a spin again.”

With that, I turned and left the office. As I closed the office door behind me, I couldn’t help but think about my future. I didn’t know for sure what lay ahead for me, whether as Rubberman’s sidekick or when I eventually would strike out on my own, but regardless of what awaited me, I knew I would be able to handle it.

-

THE END OF MINIMUM WAGE SIDEKICK.

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What's Next

 

Dear readers,

I hope you enjoyed reading this book just as much as I did writing it. I also hope you all consider it a good ending to the Minimum Wage Sidekick series. Writing the final books in a series can be both fun and challenging, so I hoped I pulled it off this time.

And yes, this is definitely the final Minimum Wage Sidekick book. The adventures of Beams and Rubberman are over for now. I do have some future plans for the Minimum Wage Sidekick universe, possibly sometime in 2018, but for now I am going to put it aside and focus on something else.

That ‘something else’ is my next series, The Supervillain’s Kids. Set in the same universe as The Superhero’s Son and The Young Neos, The Supervillain’s Kids stars Bait and Switch, superhuman twins who can change powers thanks to magical stones given to them by their supervillain mother, as they go to a superhero school to learn how to be real heroes.

As readers of The Young Neos might notice, Bait and Switch are not new characters. They were introduced in Counterparts, the third Young Neos book, but didn’t get much development during that series. But I always thought that Bait and Switch had the potential to be really interesting characters, so I’m excited to be writing a series about them and their adventures.

The first Supervillain’s Kids book, Bait & Switch, is scheduled for a December 2017 release. If you’d like to be the FIRST to know about its release, subscribe to my mailing list HERE.

And, as always, if you haven’t already, please leave a review on Amazon for this book. Whether positive or negative, detailed or concise, every review helps indie authors like myself get more exposure on Amazon and sell more books in the process.

Thanks,

Lucas Flint, Cherokee, Texas, November 2017
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Under the pen name Lucas Flint, Timothy L. Cerepaka writes superhero fiction. He is the author of The Superhero’s Son, The Young Neos, and Minimum Wage Sidekick.

Find links to books, social media, updates on newest releases, and more by going to his website here. You can also sign up to be the first to learn about his newest releases by subscribing to his mailing list here.
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