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CHAPTER ONE

 

Wiping the sweat off her forehead, Blizzard remembered why she had been so eager to leave Arizona nearly a year ago now, when she had been offered a spot on the Young Neos by Mecha Knight. Even with the air conditioner in the car on full blast, Blizzard felt too hot. She took a swig from her large thermos of ice water, which helped cool her down a little, but not nearly as much as it should have. Even her body’s naturally generated ice energy did little to make her feel as cold as she should have. Thinking about it, she was quite surprised that she had not melted at some point since she and the others had arrived in Phoenix a couple of hours ago.

Thankfully, we’re almost to our destination, Blizzard thought, glancing out the window at the tall buildings they passed. I hope.

“Blizzard?” said Bolt, her boyfriend, who was sitting in the driver’s seat where he drove the car. She looked at him; he had taken his eyes off the road briefly to look at her. “Are you okay? You look hot. And not in the good way, either.”

Bolt’s hands were firmly on the steering wheel, a concerned look on his face. He was not in his usual superhero costume; instead, he wore a red t-shirt and black jeans, along with a thick set of sunglasses to protect his eyes from the sun’s glare. Indeed, he looked like a normal teenager, with the only indication that he was a superhero being the smart watch on his right wrist, which contained his super suit.

Blizzard wasn’t wearing her costume, either. She instead wore a blue and white blouse with dark blue jeans, although like Bolt, she had a suit-up watch on her wrist just in case. And frankly, Blizzard was thankful to be in normal clothes for once; while her superhero costume was designed to regulate her body temperature in a reasonable way, she thought it might be too warm for Arizona’s heat. It made her wonder how other superheroes operated in Arizona; she supposed they survived the same way that anyone living in Arizona did.

Shaking her head, Blizzard smiled and said, “I’m fine, Bolt. Just a little hot is all.”

Suddenly, the head of a teenage boy of about sixteen, with a thick mop of brown hair, leaned forward, a mischievous grin on his face. “Are you sure you aren’t going to, like, melt or something? Because I brought along a towel to mop you up with if that happens.”

“Shut up, Stinger,” said Bolt, before Blizzard could respond. “Or I’ll swat you like an insect.”

Stinger—another one of Blizzard’s teammates in the Young Neos—pulled back, sitting upright in the back seat, though his grin didn’t fade. Like Bolt and Blizzard, he was not wearing his super suit; instead, he wore a gray t-shirt and cargo shorts, his wings somehow hidden inside his shirt. “Hey, just joking around. No need to get so upset.”

“Yeah, it’s fine, Bolt,” said Blizzard, though she couldn’t help but smile at how he had defended her. “There’s a reason I haven’t been back to Arizona for a while. I haven’t been able to handle extreme heat since I gained my powers.”

Bolt huffed. “Okay, but I just don’t want you to feel uncomfortable, that’s all.”

“What about the rest of us?” said Stinger.

“You guys can take care of yourselves,” said Bolt, without looking over his shoulder. “You’re fine.”

Stinger rolled his eyes, while Blizzard looked over her shoulder at the rest of the team sitting in the back seats of the suburban they had rented for this trip. Stinger sat in the first row of seats next to a blonde teenage girl known as Talon, who, even in her simple yellow dress and her long hair, somehow managed to look more fabulous than the rest of the team put together. In the next row of seats, a young man who looked almost exactly like Bolt, except with blue eyes, sat next to a girl with brown braided hair, his eyes stuck to the windows while the girl anxiously glanced at him every now and then like she was worried that he might snap and attack her. They were White Lightning and Treehugger, who Blizzard felt a little bad about seating together knowing Treehugger’s fear of White, but White had behaved pretty well through the plane ride from New York to Arizona and so far seemed to be handling Arizona pretty well, even excited about it, probably because White had never visited Arizona before.

But it took Blizzard a moment to find the last member of the team. For a moment, she almost thought that they must have forgotten Shell at the airport because she didn’t see him at first, at least until he sat upright on his seat in the back row of the car. Shell was the shortest and quietest member of the team, which sometimes made it hard to see him when he was sitting down. Like White, he was staring out the windows, but he seemed less interested in the city of Phoenix and more like he was distracted by something. His frown even made him look depressed.

Blizzard turned to look back at the road, but she couldn’t help but think about Shell. He was usually the quietest and most introverted member of the team, but it seemed like in recent months he had become moodier and more introverted than ever. She wasn’t sure if he was depressed, necessarily, but he never seemed quite as involved in the team as everyone else was. Blizzard had brought up these concerns with Bolt a lot, but he always brushed her concerns off as if they were irrelevant because of Shell’s normal introverted nature. That didn’t stop her from worrying about Shell, though, mostly because she was a worrier by nature.

Her thoughts were interrupted when Talon suddenly said, “How much longer until we reach your parents’ place, Blizzard?”

“Not much longer now,” said Bolt, answering for her. “According to the GPS, we should be at their house in five minutes.”

“Is it a big house?” said White, his head appearing between Stinger and Talon’s headrests, an eager grin on his face.

“Yeah, it’s kind of big,” said Blizzard. “My parents are pretty wealthy, so they’re able to afford a large house.”

“How did your parents become so wealthy?” said Stinger. “Did they start a big business or something?”

“My dad was an executive at a huge oil company a while back,” said Blizzard. “He wasn’t one of the founders, but he was brought into the company pretty early and reaped huge profits when the shale boom started in North Dakota. He invested the money in a lot of different companies and now we’re pretty well off.”

“So none of your parents are superhumans, then?” said Bolt, glancing at Blizzard.

Blizzard shook her head. “Nope. I’m the only superhuman in my family. Took my family by surprise when I first manifested my powers.”

“How is that possible?” said Stinger. “I thought that superhuman powers are genetic. How can a normal human give birth to a superhuman?”

“Maybe you have a superhuman somewhere in your family tree, Blizzard,” Talon suggested. “I’ve heard of the neogene skipping generations before.”

Blizzard shrugged. “I have no idea. All I know is that Arizona has the lowest superhuman populations in the US, so that makes me even more unusual.”

“Are there any famous superheroes from Arizona, besides yourself?” said Bolt with a frown. “Any NHA or INJ members you can think of?”

“Only one I can think of is that weird Radicles guy, though he doesn’t belong to any superhero organization that I know of,” said Stinger. He chuckled. “Not that he’s an entirely great representative of Arizona’s superhumans, I’m sure.”

Blizzard scowled. “Don’t bring up that idiot. I wish the media wouldn’t talk about him whenever they talk about Arizona superheroes. He makes the rest of us look bad.”

“Who is Radicles?” said Bolt as their car turned down a street. “Never heard of him.”

“Oh, he’s hilarious,” said Stinger. “He likes to run around without a shirt on beating up drug dealers. Always takes the time to deliver some really cheesy message about not doing drugs just in case kids are watching and talks like a surfer dude. There’s this really funny meme about him that I’ll have to show you about sometime.”

Blizzard folded her arms in front of her chest. “Every time I tell someone I’m from Arizona, the first thing they ask me about is that guy. I don’t know why everyone thinks I know him just because we are both from the same state.”

“Also, he thinks that the NHA and INJ are being controlled by the government,” said Stinger. “Says that the first invasion was just a false flag event to make humanity ignore the ‘true’ threat of government-controlled superhero organizations. He even has a regular podcast where he rants about the various conspiracies of the day, among other things.”

“Okay, that is pretty crazy,” said Bolt as their car came to a stop before a stop light. “And kind of hilarious. I’ll have to listen to his podcast later.”

“You should listen to the one where he has a ‘Pokacu specialist’ on who explained how President Plutarch is actually a Pokacu in disguise,” said Stinger. He suddenly looked over his shoulder to the back of the car and said, “Remember that one, Shell? It was hilarious, wasn’t it?”

Shell glanced at Stinger before returning his attention to the window. “Yeah, I guess so.”

Blizzard frowned. She found Shell’s monotone response rather weird, but she decided not to think about it. She didn’t want to think about Radicles anyway; he was such an embarrassment to superheroes and to Arizona that she generally preferred to pretend that he didn’t exist.

Instead, Blizzard turned her attention to the road just as the stop light turned green and the car started moving again. She was thinking about her parents. This was going to be the first time that Blizzard had visited her parents since joining the Young Neos nearly a year ago now; this was also going to be the first time she introduced Bolt and her friends to them. Initially, Blizzard had just wanted to visit her parents with Bolt alone so he would get to meet them, but Bolt had decided to make the trip to Arizona a team vacation and brought everyone else along as well. Mecha Knight, the team’s supervisor in the NHA, had approved of their vacation and so they were now going to spend a week in Arizona.

And, while Blizzard didn’t complain about it, she had to admit that she didn’t like that Bolt had decided to turn this into a team vacation. She had fantasized about spending a week in Arizona alone with Bolt; she thought it would be very romantic, especially since she and Bolt didn’t get to spend nearly as much time alone as she’d like. The presence of the other Young Neos ruined those fantasies for her, but she supposed there was nothing she could do about it right now. She hoped that she and Bolt could still get some alone time just the same; maybe she could get the others to go sightseeing around Phoenix while she and Bolt spent some time alone in the hotel. It was nice to fantasize about, anyway.

Just hope that my sister will be polite to them, at least, Blizzard thought, though Rebecca should be in school right now, so hopefully she won’t be around to give me any trouble.

It was about a minute later that Bolt pulled up in front of a gated house. A huge, thick iron fence surrounded a large two-story house, while a swimming pool full of clear, cool water stood in the front yard. A large white SUV was parked in front of the garage, while tall palm trees stood around the pool, providing some shade from the Arizona sun, though not too much.

When they stopped in front of the gates, Bolt lowered the window and pressed the button of a speaker in front of the gates. As soon as he pressed the button, a gravelly voice blared from the speaker, saying, “Who is there?”

“Uh—” said Bolt, but Blizzard leaned across his lap and said, “Hi, Ralph! It’s Emily. I’m here with my friends to visit my parents!”

“Emily!” came the voice from the speaker, now sounding far more delighted than before. “Oh, it is so wonderful to hear your chipper voice again! Yes, your father did tell me to expect you today, so let me just open the gates for your vehicle. Please wait a moment.”

The speaker clicked off, prompting Bolt to ask Blizzard, “Who is Ralph?”

“My family’s butler,” Blizzard replied. “He’s worked for us for five years. He’s a great guy. I’m sure you guys will love him when you meet him.”

A few seconds later, the gates slowly opened inwards, allowing Bolt to drive the car through the front gates and up the driveway to the front of the house. After stopping the car, Blizzard, Bolt, and the rest of the team poured out of the car and walked up to the front doors of the house. Blizzard was in the lead, with Bolt by her side. She was looking forward to seeing her parents so much that she could barely contain her excitement. She glanced over her shoulder at the rest of the team, just to make sure that they were all presentable, before turning her attention to the front doors again.

But Blizzard didn’t even have to knock on the door before it swung open, revealing a middle-aged man standing in the doorway who wore a button-down blue shirt and had a large gray mustache.

“Ralph!” said Blizzard, smiling when she saw him. “Long time, no see.”

“Welcome home, Emily,” said Ralph. “I am so glad to see that you are well. Your parents and I have been anxiously watching the news about your superhero exploits, but you appear to be well despite all of the danger you’ve been in.”

“Well, I have a lot of help,” said Blizzard. She gestured at Bolt and the others. “Ralph, these are my friends and teammates from the Young Neos, including my boyfriend, Kevin Jason, or as you might know him, Bolt.”

“Bolt?” Ralph repeated, looking at Bolt more closely than before. “Ah, yes. Your father told me that you were dating Bolt. He’s the son of Genius, isn’t he?”

“You knew my father?” said Bolt in surprise.

“No, but I knew of him,” said Ralph. “He was quite famous, you know, before he retired. Anyway, it is incredibly hot today, so allow me to lead you to the living room where your parents are.”

“All right,” said Blizzard, smiling in relief; she could already feel the air conditioning blowing from the open door and was eager to get inside. But then she frowned and said, in a slightly hesitant voice, “Is Rebecca here, too?”

Ralph paused. “Ah, Rebecca … she is in her room. I will let her know that you are here, but after I tell your parents.”

Blizzard nodded, but deep down, she was relieved. She didn’t want Bolt or any of her friends to meet Rebecca, at least not yet. Her twin sister would probably just make the visit awkward, although based on how curious Bolt looked, she knew that she was going to have to introduce him to Rebecca eventually.

Maybe I’ll get lucky and Rebecca will become stricken with some kind of terrible disease that will force her to stay in her bedroom for the entirety of the visit, Blizzard thought. Or maybe she’ll become so swamped with homework that she won’t be able to hang out with us much.

Blizzard knew that those thoughts weren’t exactly the most appropriate or kind thoughts a sister should have toward her sibling, but she couldn’t help it. She just didn’t want this visit to be messed up and Rebecca had a terrible tendency to ruin things for Blizzard, sometimes deliberately so.

Regardless, Blizzard followed Ralph into the house, as did the rest of her team. Stepping through the doorway, Blizzard sighed in relief as she was hit with the full blast of the house’s air conditioning system. She also looked around at the entryway, because it had been so long since she had last visited here that she wanted to see if everything was still as she’d remembered it.

The mudroom of the house was open and bright, mostly thanks to the light streaming from the windows reflecting off the white paint on the walls. The floor was also a clean and shiny hardwood, while a set of stairs leading up to the second floor stood to their right. To their left was a shoe rack, which had a few sets of shoes on it, mostly Dad’s shoes from what she could see. The entryway smelled fresh and clean, too; no doubt Ralph had cleaned it recently, perhaps in anticipation of Blizzard’s arrival.

“Wow, this is nice,” said Stinger, looking around at the mudroom. “This whole room is almost as big as my Papa’s entire house.”

“It’s nice, I suppose,” said Talon, brushing aside some of her blonde hair as she looked around the place. “My mother’s mansion is much fancier, though, but I suppose this is what you would call middle class.”

Blizzard rolled her eyes. Talon was always hard to impress thanks to her upper class upbringing, so Blizzard probably shouldn’t have been surprised at Talon’s initial reaction. Still, she sometimes wished that Talon would keep her comments to herself, especially when they weren’t asked for.

That was when Blizzard caught a glimpse of black moving at the top of the steps. She looked up just in time to see a small black cat staring down at them with big blue eyes. The cat looked like it was trying to decide if the people who had just entered the house were friends or foes, but Blizzard recognized the cat immediately. It was Rebecca’s black cat, Tom, and, while Tom had never been as close to Blizzard as he had been to Rebecca, he was usually a pretty friendly cat.

Unfortunately, before Blizzard could call Tom down, the cat quickly vanished down the hallway out of sight. She wondered if he was going to tell Rebecca what he saw.

What am I thinking? Blizzard thought, following Ralph across the entryway to the living room on the other side. He’s just a cat. He can’t talk. He can’t tell anyone anything.

“Mister and Missus Ricker,” said Ralph as he passed through the entrance to the living room, “Emily has finally arrived, along with her friend.”

Excited to see her parents again, Blizzard looked around Ralph to see both of her parents sitting on the main sofa in the living room. Despite being in his early forties, Dad looked more like he was in his early thirties, primarily thanks to his muscular arms and his red polo shirt, which displayed his muscles quite well, which told Blizzard that Dad was still working out. And Mom was as beautiful as ever, her long white hair flowing down her back like water, while her light blue sun dress accentuated her figure quite well. The two of them appeared to have been watching the news, which was talking about President Plutarch’s upcoming visit to Phoenix, but Blizzard paid no attention to that.

She just ran over to her parents, who rose from the sofa as she ran over to them. Blizzard ran into Dad’s arms and hugged him tightly, saying, “I missed you guys so much!”

“Wonderful to see you again, Emily,” said Dad, his voice as deep and reassuring as ever. He hugged her even tighter than she hugged him before letting go and saying, “We are so glad that you came to visit. Ever since you went off to join the Young Neos, it has been rather quiet around the house, even with Rebecca and Tom.”

“Yes, we’ve been so worried about you,” said Mom. She hugged Blizzard briefly and said, “And is it me or have you grown up while you were away? You look so much older than when you left.”

Blizzard just smiled. “Oh, you know how it is. Fighting supervillains and saving the world is pretty stressful.”

“Yes, but it is also highly rewarding work, is it not?” said Dad. He put a hand on her shoulder and looked her in the eyes. “Emily, your mother and I are proud of you and everything you’ve done. We’ve always wanted our daughters to make the world a better place, although I will admit that even I didn’t think that would include one of you becoming a superhero.”

Blizzard smiled sheepishly. She never handled praise very well, even from her own parents, but thankfully she didn’t have to say anything, because Mom suddenly looked at her friends and said, “And are these your friends? The other Young Neos?”

Before Blizzard could introduce them, Bolt suddenly stepped forward, holding out a hand toward Dad. “Hi, Mr. Ricker. I’m Bolt.”

Dad took his hand off Blizzard’s shoulder and shook Bolt’s hand. “Nice to meet you, but I don’t believe you’re actually a superhero.” His voice suddenly became serious and his grip on Bolt’s hand tightened, like he did not want Bolt escape. “I think you’re a supervillain, and the worst kind, too.”

Even though Bolt had super strength, he didn’t seem capable of breaking Dad’s grip. He leaned back slightly, an alarmed look on his face. “What … what do you mean I’m a supervillain? I’ve never done anything evil in my life. Well, never intentionally evil, but—”

“Because you stole my daughter’s heart,” said Dad, his voice and face as dead serious as ever.

He looked at Bolt for a full second with that same serious expression. But then his face broke into a smile and he laughed, a deep, booming sound that made the rest of the team jump in alarm. Not Blizzard, however. She just groaned. She had expected Dad to do something like that, but she’d hoped he would keep his embarrassing side a secret for at least a little while longer.

Bolt, on the other hand, just looked confused, but relieved as he let go of Dad’s hand. “Um …”

“It was just a joke,” said Dad, patting Bolt on the shoulder. “You seem like a fine young man and certainly a good boyfriend to my daughter. I approve.”

“Yes, he’s a very handsome young man,” said Mom. She gestured at the sofa. “But please, everyone have a seat. You shouldn’t all be standing around like this; we have plenty of chairs for everyone.”

Mom was right. Although there had only been a handful of chairs in the room when Blizzard and the others first entered, there were now seven wooden chairs with comfy seats situated in a neat way before the sofa, while the TV had been muted, although it still showed the news. Blizzard realized that Ralph must have been taking chairs into the living room while they spoke with her parents, which was confirmed to her when she saw Ralph place the final chair near where Shell stood.

“Yes, everyone take a seat,” said Dad, gesturing at the chairs. “And Ralph, please get nine tall glasses of lemonade for everyone and make sure they have plenty of ice.”

“Yes, of course, sir,” said Ralph with a bow before he hurried out of the living room to the kitchen, which was adjacent to the living room.

When Ralph left, Blizzard and the others all took seats in the chairs, which were even comfier than they looked. Even Talon appeared impressed by how soft the chairs were, while both Stinger and Shell practically melted into their seats. Even Blizzard was a little surprised, despite having sat on these chairs before.

“Now that we’re all seated,” said Dad, putting his hands on his knees, “why don’t we introduce ourselves? I’m Martin Ricker and this is my wife, Carrie Ricker.”

“Nice to meet you,” said Bolt. “You know who I am already. Let me introduce the others—”

“You mean Talon, Stinger, Shell, Treehugger, and, of course, White Lightning, your twin brother?” Mom finished for him, pointing at each member of the team in turn as she said their names, correctly identifying each one.

“How did you know who everyone is?” said Bolt in astonishment. “We haven’t even introduced them to you guys yet.” He glanced over his shoulder at the rest of his teammates, who all looked just as surprised by Mom’s comments as he was.

“We’re big fans of superheroes in general,” said Dad. “That’s why we were so excited when Mecha Knight came by to recruit Emily to the Young Neos. We made sure to identify every member of the team when you made your public debut earlier this year and we’ve been closely following your adventures ever since, or as closely as we can based on news reports we’ve seen on TV and read online.”

Blizzard scratched the back of her neck sheepishly. She looked at the others, who looked rather surprised, and realized that she had forgotten to tell the rest of the team about how avid fans her parents were of them.

As for Bolt, he said, “Um, okay. Guess that saves us a lot of time.”

“It does,” said Dad. He spread his arms. “And can I just say how honored I am to have you all here? You are true heroes, having saved the world multiple times over the last year. It is a grand honor to have heroes like you visit us. Even if you are not full members of the Neohero Alliance yet, both Carrie and I are humbled that you came here and that you are friends with our daughter.”

Bolt now looked like a deer caught in headlights, as did the rest of the team. That wasn’t too surprising; the Young Neos, in general, were not used to this kind of effusive praise from random people they just met, even if it was completely sincere. And Blizzard knew that it was. All her life, she’d heard her parents gush about superhumans who used their powers to make the world a better place. She well remembered how ecstatic they had been when her powers first manifested last year, probably because they considered having a superhuman in the family a great honor.

“Er, you’re welcome, Mr. Ricker,” said Bolt, rubbing the back of his neck. “But really, we’re not that special. We’re just kids who happen to have superpowers.”

“And you are so modest, too!” Mom gushed. “That makes you even better! Emily, you certainly hit the jackpot, didn’t you?”

“Mom, come on,” said Blizzard. “You’re embarrassing me in front of my—”

Blizzard was interrupted when she heard light footsteps from the doorway. She looked over toward it, wondering who it was, but as soon as she saw who the person standing in the doorway was, she immediately wished that she had not looked.

The person standing in the living room doorway was a teenage girl the same age as Blizzard. She even had similar hair to Blizzard, although hers was more of a blonde color than white, while her skin was infinitely paler and she wore old, baggy clothes that made her look more like a homeless person than the daughter of a well-to-do family. Her brilliant blue eyes had bags underneath them, like she never got enough sleep, and she carried a small black cat in her arms which was purring contentedly, although it was also watching Blizzard and the other Young Neos warily as if it didn’t trust them.

“Oh, Rebecca,” said Dad. He no longer sounded as confident and happy as before; now he sounded a little awkward. “We didn’t hear you come down from your room.”

“That’s fine, Dad,” said Rebecca. Her voice was similar to Blizzard’s, although there was a definite edge to it. “I didn’t know you were all down here. I thought that Emily and her friends weren’t going to arrive for another few hours.”

Rebecca spoke in a flat, monotone voice. She also pointedly avoided looking at Blizzard or the others; she wasn’t even looking directly at Mom or Dad. That just added to the awkwardness of the situation, but Blizzard didn’t know what to do to alleviate the feeling.

“Well, they got here early, as it turned out,” said Dad. He smiled, although it looked forced. “Why don’t you come in and introduce yourself? Ralph can get another chair for you and Tom.”

But Rebecca shook her head. “Nah. I’ll just go back to my room. I need to finish up my original music composition for the recital at my school next week.”

With that, Rebecca turned and left the living room without another word. But she did cast one quick glare at Blizzard before she left, although Blizzard didn’t know how to respond except by watching her sister leave.

But then Blizzard felt someone shake her shoulder and she looked at Bolt. He was looking at Blizzard with a deeply confused frown on his face, an expression shared by the rest of the team.

“Um, Blizzard?” said Bolt. “Is there something, um, wrong with your sister?”

“Oh, she’s perfectly normal,” Mom interrupted, before Blizzard could answer. “She just isn’t very social. A true blue introvert. Hard to believe, I know, considering how both Martin and I are such big extroverts, but it’s just one of those funny things that happens to people sometimes, you know? Like how we had a superhuman daughter despite not being superhumans ourselves.”

“Yeah, Mom’s right,” said Blizzard, shrugging off Bolt’s hand. “It’s nothing. Rebecca’s always been like that. Nothing to worry about.”

Bolt looked from Mom to Blizzard and back again with a deeply skeptical expression, but Blizzard hoped he wouldn’t ask. She wasn’t ready to delve into her personal relationship with her sister at the moment. It would just be too awkward, especially having to explain it to not just Bolt, but also the rest of the team.

“Well, okay,” said Bolt, although the look he shot at Blizzard told her that he expected her to explain it later. “I guess I can meet her later.”

“Yes, of course,” said Mom, sounding just as relieved as Blizzard felt at the change of subject. “Anyway, why don’t you tell us a bit about—”

“Hold on, what’s that on the news?” said Dad suddenly.

Blizzard and Bolt looked over their shoulders at the TV. Although still muted, the TV showed footage from what appeared to be somewhere in Phoenix. It showed a ruined street, along with several smashed cars and burning trees, which made Blizzard wonder what the heck happened until the camera turned upwards to show a man standing on top of a building laughing maniacally. The man wore a long, flowing black cape and he kept shooting some kind of green fire from his hands. There didn’t seem to be any people in the street, but Blizzard had no idea who the man was or what was even happening until Dad unmuted the TV just as the scene switched to a news reporter describing the scene.

“…officers have blocked off the street and warned all citizens to stay away from the area while Doctor Danger is out,” the reporter said in a serious tone. “It is believed that Doctor Danger may have hostages, but the police do not know for sure. It is also unknown what Doctor Danger wants, but police are already gathering from all over the city to save civilians and take him down.”

“Doctor Danger?” Bolt repeated. “Who is that?”

“A local Phoenix supervillain,” said Dad with a grim sigh. “We don’t have too many supervillains here, but the ones we do are crazy. You should forget about him. The police will take care of him.”

“But according to the news report, Doctor Danger’s attack isn’t far from here,” said Bolt. “If we left now—”

“The police will take care of him,” Dad repeated, this time in a firmer voice. “You kids don’t need to put yourself in danger. This is supposed to be a relaxing visit.”

“What about Phoenix’s superheroes?” said Bolt. “You know that the police won’t be able to beat a man like him, right?”

“Phoenix … doesn’t really have very many superheroes,” said Dad, rubbing the back of his neck. “Sometimes the government will call in NHA members to deal with supervillain threats, but very few actually live here.”

“Then that’s even more reason for us to go out and deal with this freak,” said Bolt. He stood up. “Don’t worry; we’ll be back in time for dinner.”

“But—” said Dad, before Blizzard interrupted him, saying, “Dad, it’s fine. We’ve beaten supervillains before. We know what we’re doing. And like Bolt said, we’ll take him out quickly; he won’t be able to stop all seven of us working together, especially since he doesn’t even know we’re here.”

Dad and Mom looked like they didn’t agree with this decision, but Dad finally nodded and said, “Fine. I trust you know what you’re doing, Emily, but please be safe.” Dad looked at Bolt sharply. “And you, young man, make sure that she doesn’t put herself in needless danger. If she gets harmed, or, God forbid, even killed—”

“Again, don’t worry, Mr. Ricker, I will keep Blizzard safe,” said Bolt. “Now, everyone, let’s go before this Doctor Danger guy hurts or kills too many people.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Shell didn’t mind going into battle to protect innocent lives from supervillains. It was what superheroes did, after all. He had certainly jumped into danger more than a few times himself, along with the rest of the Young Neos.

Even so, as Shell, now wearing his green and brown costume, flew through the air on White Lightning’s back, he found himself dreading their coming confrontation with Doctor Danger. It wasn’t because he thought they couldn’t beat him. It was just that Shell had been looking forward to this trip to Arizona for a while and had hoped it would give them a nice break from the usual routine. It would be an especially nice change of routine after their clash with the Venetians. Although they had not seen or heard anything from the Venetians for two weeks, the Young Neos knew that the Venetians were still out there, most likely plotting their revenge. Where and what the Venetians were going to do, Shell did not know and, to a certain extent, did not care. He just wanted to relax and take things easy for a while.

It didn’t help that Arizona just so darn hot. Because they were flying through the air, that brought them all close to the sun. Now Shell didn’t mind the heat so much, but the sun’s rays beat down on him as White Lightning flew between the skyscrapers of Phoenix, causing Shell to sweat even with the wind blowing through his hair. A quick glance at the rest of the team—Bolt carrying Blizzard and Treehugger, Stinger carrying Talon—showed that they were affected by the heat as well, especially Blizzard, who was sweating up a storm. Shell wondered how anyone could live in Phoenix. He hoped that they would be able to defeat Doctor Danger quickly.

Thankfully, it was not long before they arrived in the area where Doctor Danger was on the rampage. Shell spotted Doctor Danger himself quickly; the crazy supervillain was in the streets now, hurling green fire at anything that moved and at a lot of things that didn’t. Instead of jumping straight into battle, however, the team landed on the roof of a nearby building, out of Doctor Danger’s sight.

“Okay, team,” said Bolt once everyone was on the rooftop. “According to Valerie, Doctor Danger is a fairly minor supervillain who operates primarily in Phoenix, though he’s been known to attack other Arizona cities as well. He can shoot green fire from his hands and can also fly, although he’s not a very fast flier apparently.”

“What are we waiting for, then?” said Stinger. “Let’s get down there and take him out.”

“First, we need a plan,” said Bolt. He pointed at himself and Blizzard. “Blizzard and I will distract him, while Treehugger, Stinger, and Talon should look among the damaged vehicles or buildings for any people who might have been injured during his attack. White, you should try to put out the fires with your powers.”

“Gotcha,” said White, nodding, although Shell noticed that Bolt had failed to give him a role.

Apparently, Shell wasn’t the only one who noticed, because Blizzard suddenly tugged Bolt’s arm and said, “Uh, Bolt? I think you forgot to tell Shell what he should do.”

“Hmm?” said Bolt. He looked at Shell suddenly. “Oh, right. Sorry. Shell, you can stay here and keep a bird’s eye view on the street. If you see anything that complicates things, let us know through the earcoms, okay?”

Shell’s shoulder’s slumped, but he tried not to show his disappointment. “Sure, Bolt. I’ll keep an eye on everything from up here.”

“All right,” said Bolt. “Team, let’s go!”

Bolt flew off the rooftop toward Doctor Danger, while Blizzard created a long ice slide from the top of the building to the street below, which she, Talon, and Treehugger took to reach the street. White and Stinger, meanwhile, flew off toward the other side of the street, leaving Shell standing all alone on top of the hot roof of the building. He walked over to the edge of the roof, staring down at the street, watching as Bolt and Blizzard started attacking Doctor Danger, who turned his attention from the street lamp he had set on fire to those two. Although Doctor Danger’s attacks came fast and furiously, Shell had no doubt in his mind that Bolt and Blizzard would be okay, as would the rest of the team.

And all without my help, Shell thought with a tinge of bitterness. I could have just stayed back at Blizzard’s parents’ house and their chances of beating Doctor Danger wouldn’t have been any worse than they are now.

Not that Shell was surprised that he had been left behind. Unlike the other Young Neos, Shell didn’t have any cool, flashy, or useful powers. His ‘powers’ only consisted of the hard, impenetrable turtle-like shell on his back; and, while he had received the same combat training that the rest of the team did, his short stature and awkward physique meant that he was never quite as graceful or agile as his friends. He could still hold his own in a fight, but by and large Shell’s talents—if you could even call them that—were primarily mental.

At least, that was what Shell told himself whenever he began to feel bad about himself, like he did now. He was the smartest member of the team—no point in denying it—but he was not as smart as Genius or other intellectual superheroes, for that matter. Even if he was, Shell didn’t see what was so great about being smart when superheroics, in his experience, depended largely on who had the strongest powers and how good you were at improvising in a frantic situation. It didn’t help that every other member of the Young Neos had a ton of fans on superhero sites such as Neo Ranks, while he had none, at least none that he knew of. That Bolt had almost forgotten to give him a role in the plan was just a reflection of how Shell’s life in general was.

Shell didn’t hate his teammates; however, he always did feel a bit inferior to Bolt, for example, who was taller, stronger, and more powerful than him, not to mention far more popular with the girls and with people in general.

Even his dad was cool, Shell thought, leaning on the edge of the roof, feeling the cold air coming off of Blizzard’s ice slide, which felt nice in the Arizona heat. I mean, his dad was one of the Founders of the Neohero Alliance, for Pete’s sake. I wish my dad was that cool.

Shell shook his head. He didn’t like thinking about Father. He always felt so embarrassed, because Father was just a very embarrassing guy. He had never told his friends who his dad was, and anytime the subject came up, he was always very good at changing the topic to something else before he had to tell anyone too much. The fewer people who knew about Father and Shell’s connection to him, the better. Shell didn’t want to be associated with his Father, at least in the public’s eye. He feared it would make him even less popular than he already was.

Of course, my popularity is already at the bottom of the barrel, so I doubt it could go much lower, Shell thought.

Shell looked at his hands. He was the youngest member of the team, which meant that he still had time to develop new powers, but it seemed unlikely to Shell that he would. He was worried that he would always remain scrawny and weak. Mecha Knight, the supervisor of the Young Neos, had told him to be patient, but Shell sometimes wished there was some way to give himself a boost in power. Superpowers weren’t like muscles; you couldn’t develop them through training alone. They were more like growth spurts, with everyone having a different rate at which they gained their powers.

Meanwhile, Bolt got his powers all at once, Shell thought. As did the others. At this rate, I will probably develop the ability to turn my skin green when I turn eighteen or something useless like that.

Shell’s thoughts were interrupted when he caught a glimpse of something shiny out of the corner of his eye. He looked to his left, but at first did not see anything except more buildings and cars. He initially assumed that he must have seen the Arizona sun reflecting off the glass of a car or a skyscraper, but then he saw something move between two nearby buildings. It was large and metal, but it moved too fast for him to see it fully. He thought he caught a glimpse of wings, too, but he wasn’t sure about that.

Whatever it is, I’d better let the team know about it through the earcoms, Shell thought, reaching up toward his earcom. Especially if it is with Doctor Danger.

Unfortunately, before Shell could tap his earcom to send a message to everyone else, the thing shot out from between the two nearby skyscrapers instantly. It moved fast, much too fast for Shell’s eyes to follow, but he could tell that it was heading straight toward Bolt and Blizzard, who were too busy fighting Doctor Danger to notice.

“Bolt, Blizzard!” Shell shouted, forgetting to use the earcom. “Watch out!”

But neither of his friends noticed his warning or the fast moving object until it was too late. Bolt did, however, stop in midair to look at the object; unfortunately, that was the wrong move to make, because the object slammed into him with enough strength to send Bolt crashing into the street. Bolt crashed into the street so hard that he actually created a small crater, where he lay very still, although he appeared to be more unconscious than dead.

As for Blizzard, she stopped shooting ice bursts at Doctor Danger long enough to shout Bolt’s name in horror, but the object—a machine, Shell could now tell, even though it was moving very fast—immediately shot what appeared to be a cable at her. The cable wrapped around Blizzard, securely tying her arms and legs to her body, causing her to fall over onto the street. She struggled to break free, but then she screamed in pain, as if the cable had electrocuted her or something, which caused her to stop moving, although she was still sweating fiercely in the hot sun.

As for the machine, it had finally stopped long enough for Shell to see it. The machine landed on the street in between Blizzard and Bolt, which allowed Shell to see that the machine vaguely resembled a gigantic condor. It towered over Blizzard, Bolt, and Doctor Danger, its gigantic metal wings reflecting the sun almost blindingly bright. It also had laser cannons on its shoulders, while its beak looked sharp enough to cut through steel. Its glowing red eyes looked down at the two superheroes it had just knocked out, like it was trying to see if they were dead or not.

“Excellent job, Condor!” Doctor Danger shouted, his voice loud enough that Shell could hear him even from a distance. “You defeated those two brats like it was no one’s business! Of course, I shouldn’t be surprised, because you are my greatest creation. Soon, the entire world will tremble at the name of Doctor Danger and his Condor Bot!”

Shell gasped. He looked to the other side of the street, hoping that the rest of the team had noticed, but it looked like White, Stinger, Talon, and Treehugger were busy trying to keep a particularly burnt building from collapsing on the civilians who were fleeing it. It seemed unlikely that any of those four would be able to get to the Condor in time to stop it from killing Bolt and Blizzard, which almost made Shell despair until he realized that he was close enough to save them.

But what can I do? Shell thought. That thing is a giant robot and Doctor Danger is no pushover himself.

Shell decided that the best course of action would be to distract the Condor and Doctor Danger, at least until the rest of the team could back him up. Besides, if he didn’t do anything at all, then Bolt and Blizzard would certainly be killed for sure.

Jumping on the ice slide that Blizzard had made before, Shell slid down it as fast as he could. Unfortunately, he slid so fast that he didn’t come to a smooth stop and instead shot off the end of the slide. He flew through the air for a second before landing on his shell and rolling head over heels for a second before coming to an ungraceful stop on his stomach, the wind knocked out of his lung from his crash.

Ugh, Shell thought, rubbing his head, how does Blizzard always make it look so easy? I didn’t know the slide was so slick.

But then Shell heard the creaking of robotic joints and looked up to see that the Condor was staring at him. Doctor Danger had also taken note of Shell, because he turned to face him, a confused look on his face.

“Who the hell are you?” said Doctor Danger. “A teenage mutant turtle?”

Shell scrambled to his feet and struck a fighting pose, trying to look as intimidating as he could, although he sensed that Doctor Danger was more confused than intimidated by his appearance. “No. I’m Shell, one of the Young Neos, and I’m here to save my friends from you.”

Doctor Danger tilted his head to the side. “Is this supposed to be some kind of a joke? I have heard so much about the Young Neos, but if all they can throw at me is a nerd with a turtle shell on his back, perhaps your team isn’t as strong as everyone says.”

“Don’t underestimate me,” said Shell, though he couldn’t stop his voice from stuttering slightly. “J-Just because I don’t look like much doesn’t mean I’m not dangerous. You should surrender now if you don’t want to have your ass handed to you on a silver platter.”

Shell had seen Bolt use this kind of rhetoric on supervillains and bad guys before. It always made him seem so cool and confident, so Shell hoped that it would have the same effect coming from him.

Unfortunately, Doctor Danger just laughed like a hyena. “Ha! Listen, little boy, I don’t have time to play with you right now. But my pet Condor is rather hungry and isn’t very picky about what he eats.”

“How can a machine be hungry?” said Shell. “It’s not an actual condor.”

“Shut up,” Doctor Danger snapped. He pointed a finger at Shell. “Condor, eat the turtle boy. I will finish off his friends and then we can go and take care of the other four brats, too.”

The Condor flapped its wings and flew toward Shell. Shell instinctively got down on the ground, pulling his arms and legs under his shell, a basic defensive technique he always used to defend himself whenever he was under attack. A second later, the huge shadow of the Condor came over him and he looked up in time to see the Condor’s huge beak coming toward him. It was opened wide enough to eat him in one gulp; actually, based on the sharpness of the Condor’s beak, he figured it would just slice him in two. He doubted that even his shell would be able to save him, but it was too late to dodge or run away now.

That was when Shell heard a sudden yell, which was so loud and abrupt that even the Condor froze, its beak inches away from Shell’s body. The Condor’s mechanical eyes swiveled to the right to see where the yell—which sounded strangely familiar to Shell, although he couldn’t place where he had heard it previously—was coming from, before a man appeared out of nowhere and punched the Condor in the side of the head, still screaming and shouting incoherently.

The blow sent the Condor staggering. Actually, the Condor didn’t just stagger; it was knocked onto its side and went rolling like a pin until it slammed into a burning SUV, where it lay very still, a large fist-shaped dent in the side of its face.

“What the hell?” Doctor Danger shouted. “Who did that?”

Shell looked up at his savior. At first, he had a hard time making out the man’s features thanks to the fact that he stood in the way of the sun; however, when the man looked down, revealing his bearded face, Shell instantly recognized him.

“Father?” said Shell. “Is that you?”

Shell’s father—the superhero Radicles—broke into a huge smile. “That’s right, son. And I’m here to kick some supervillain tail.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Blizzard wasn’t quite sure what happened within the last couple of minutes. She remembered hearing Shell shout her and Bolt’s names, only for a giant robot bird to appear out of nowhere, knock Bolt out of the sky, and then wrap her in an electric cable that shocked her every time she tried to use her ice powers to free herself. Then Shell had appeared and confronted Doctor Danger, only to end up nearly bisected by Doctor Danger’s robot Condor before Radicles himself appeared out of nowhere and took out the robot in one solid blow. She also thought that Shell had called Radicles father, but she wondered if that was just the heat getting to her.

And there was no mistaking the shirtless man standing in the streets with anyone but Radicles. Blizzard had never seen Radicles in real life before; however, having lived in Phoenix her whole life, she had seen plenty of pictures of him everywhere, as well as videos of his exploits, although most of the videos and pictures she’d seen had never depicted him in exactly a good light.

The man standing in between Doctor Danger and Shell was a dead ringer for Radicles. He was tall and muscular enough to give Mr. Universe a run for his money; he also didn’t wear a shirt, preferring instead to wear a skimpy white toga that somehow clung to his massive body as easily as normal clothes, with the word ‘RADICLES’ written across it in the most garish font possible and a bow and arrow set slung over his right shoulder. He also had a short, brown beard and wore sleek black sunglasses over his eyes that he probably thought made him look cool, although it just looked kind of silly to Blizzard.

Still, Blizzard supposed she couldn’t complain. However silly Radicles was, he had just saved Shell from getting killed, although whether he would be able to defeat Doctor Danger was another question entirely.

“Radicles,” said Doctor Danger, venom in his voice. “We meet again, it seems.”

“That we do, my enemigo, that we do,” said Radicles. Although he was probably in his late thirties or early forties, he sounded almost like a surfer dude. “I got here as fast as I could when I heard that you were causing trouble again. Burning cars and attacking innocent civilians isn’t cool, my dude. It’s also illegal.”

“I don’t care about the coolness or legality of my actions,” said Doctor Danger. His hands suddenly caught fire with green flame. “All I care about is killing you so you don’t get in the way of my plans.”

“And what might those plans be, my dude?” said Radicles. “Cause random chaos for the lulz?”

“My plans are much too brilliant and subtle for a brute like you to understand,” said Doctor Danger with a sneer. “You may have gotten the drop on me and Condor, but you still picked the wrong time to fight me.”

Radicles smiled. “Hey, dude, I’m a superhero. Fighting super bad dudes like you is what we do.” He suddenly gestured at Shell. “But first and foremost, I am a dad, and you tried to kill my son.”

“What?” said Doctor Danger. “That turtle-shelled loser is your son?”

Blizzard was surprised herself, because it meant she had heard Shell correctly earlier. Shell, on the other hand, looked like he wanted to hide inside his shell at the moment.

Radicles just put his hands on his hips and puffed out his chest. “That’s right-o-rino, my dude. But he’s not a loser. He’s my son and any son of mine can’t, by definition, be a loser. After all, Radicles never loses and neither does anyone in Radicles’ family.”

“I am going to ignore the fact that you referred to yourself in the third person,” said Doctor Danger. His grin suddenly turned evil. “By the way, you didn’t destroy the Condor.”

All of a sudden, the Condor—the side of its face badly smashed in, its armor and wings dented and scratched in several places—appeared beside Radicles and Shell before either of them could react. Before Blizzard’s horrified eyes, the Condor slammed its sharp beak over them.

Instead of Radicles and Shell getting sliced in half, however, Radicles had caught both halves of the Condor’s beak with his arms. He didn’t even have a scratch on his skin; instead, he held back the Condor’s beak like it was nothing.

“Nice try, doc, but you know I can make my skin as hard as the pelt of the Nemean lion,” said Radicles, no sign of effort in his voice. “Guess you’re not as brainy as you look, eh, my dude?”

With a grunt, Radicles shoved his arms outward. The Condor’s beak shattered in half as easily as if it was made of plastic rather than metal, sending sparks and wires flying everywhere. The Condor staggered backwards, but only a couple of steps before Radicles jumped into the air and, with a single punch, slammed what remained of the Condor’s head back into its body. The Condor collapsed into a heap on the street and stopped moving; this time, it appeared to have been truly taken down for good, smoke rising from the spot where its head had been mere moments before.

“Impossible,” said Doctor Danger. “How did you beat my ultimate machine? The Condor was supposed to be invincible!”

“My dude, you really gotta stop building giant robots based off animals,” said Radicles. “It’s so nineteen-nineties.”

Doctor Danger growled, but he didn’t run. Instead, he fired two fire blasts at Radicles. Radicles, however, dodged them both rather skillfully, while simultaneously unlimbering his bow from his back. He took one of the arrows from the quiver on his back, aimed, and fired it at Doctor Danger in one smooth motion so quickly that Blizzard couldn’t follow it.

The arrow struck Doctor Danger in the chest, sending the supervillain staggering backward from the blow. Blizzard was sure that the arrow would kill him; after all, it had hit Doctor Danger straight in the heart.

That was when Blizzard noticed that this arrow was not tipped with a sharpened head. Instead, it had some kind of suction cup, which allowed it to fix securely to Doctor Danger’s chest. Doctor Danger himself looked down at it with a slightly confused look, but his eyes widened in horror as he looked at it, like he had just realized what it was.

His realization came too late, however, because the arrow’s shaft exploded, creating a blast of yellow gas which Blizzard recognized as powerless gas around Doctor Danger. Doctor Danger cried out from within the cloud of yellow gas and staggered out of it, coughing and hacking, but his hands were no longer burning with green fire, a sign that the powerless gas had already de-powered Doctor Danger.

Then Radicles ran up to Doctor Danger and threw a punch at his face. Doctor Danger futilely tried to dodge the punch, but he was too slow. When Radicles’ fist struck Doctor Danger, the supervillain fell flat on his back and stopped moving, although based on the way his chest rose and fell, he was clearly unconscious rather than dead.

“And that, my dude, is why you never mess with my son when I’m around,” said Radicles, lowering his fist. “Or ever, actually, but whatever.”

Blizzard blinked. She expected Doctor Danger or the Condor to get back up and resume fighting, but neither of them did. It was pretty clear that Radicles had just singlehandedly defeated them, which Blizzard had to admit surprised her; she had spent so much of her life hearing about how stupid Radicles was that she never knew he could be so competent in combat.

But then Blizzard suddenly remembered Bolt, who had been knocked out during the fight. She looked over toward the crater in the street where the Condor had knocked him into just in time to hear a groan emit from it. Bolt sat up in the crater, rubbing his head and wincing from the pain he no doubt was experiencing from being slammed into the street by a giant robot bird.

“Bolt!” Blizzard shouted. “Are you okay?”

Bolt looked over at her, a slightly dazed expression on his face. “Blizzard? What happened? Is Doctor Danger still a—”

Bolt stopped speaking abruptly when he looked over at the scene of the fight. His eyes darted from the destroyed Condor to the unconscious Doctor Danger to Radicles, who now appeared to be taking a selfie of himself and the unconscious Doctor Danger. Where he had gotten the smartphone from, Blizzard didn’t know, since Radicles’ toga did not appear to have any pockets on it.

Then Bolt looked at Blizzard again, except this time even more confused than before. “Why is a guy in a toga taking a selfie with Doctor Danger?”

“That’s Shell’s dad,” said Blizzard in a deadpan voice. “Radicles.”

Bot looked like he had a million questions to ask Blizzard, but a large shadow suddenly appeared over her, causing Blizzard to look up to see Radicles standing over her. He was even bigger up close, the sun glinting off his designer sun shades as he put his smartphone away somewhere in his toga.

“Hi there, pretty lady,” said Radicles. “You’re one of my son’s friends, right? Looks like you’re a bit tied up. Let Radicles help you out.”

Radicles reached down and ripped the cable off of Blizzard’s body without any effort whatsoever. He tossed the cable away while Blizzard rose to her feet, rubbing her shoulders and elbows, which ached from how tightly the cable had bound them together.

“Thanks, Mr. Radicles,” said Blizzard, looking up at the huge muscular man. “I—”

Radicles suddenly held up a finger. “Hold on there, my dudette. None of this ‘mister’ stuff. That’s for dudes who aren’t as radical as yours truly. Just call me Radicles.”

“Um, okay,” said Blizzard, although she didn’t quite know how to respond to that. “Well, thank you, Radicles, for coming to our rescue. But why were you taking a selfie with Doctor Danger earlier?”

“Posting pics to my Instagram account,” said Radicles, waving his phone at her before putting it back somewhere inside his toga. “I always post pics of myself after I beat a supervillain. My fans love it.”

“You have fans?” said Blizzard, unable to hide the disbelief in her voice.

“Over ten thousand followers on Instagram alone, my dudette,” said Radicles, winking at her. “My followers even make memes based off me. It’s awesome.”

Blizzard had never heard of a superhero, much less an adult superhero, with an Instagram account, but at that moment Bolt walked up to them, although he limped slightly and his hand was on the back of his head as if he was suffering from a bad headache.

“Blizzard, are you okay?” said Bolt, stopping before her. “Are you hurt? Do you need any medical attention?”

“No, I’m fine,” said Blizzard, wiping the sweat off her forehead from the sun, “but thanks for asking. Radicles here helped me.”

“Anytime, little girl,” said Radicles, giving her the thumbs up. “Anyone who is a friend of my son is a friend of me. By the way, are you dating my son? You look like his type.”

“What? Me? Date Shell?” said Blizzard, before she could think about her response. “I—”

Bolt put an arm around Blizzard’s shoulders and brought her close to him. He was glaring up at Radicles, who looked a bit surprised at Bolt’s sudden appearance.

“Actually, she’s my girlfriend,” said Bolt. His voice was steady, but based on how hard he held Blizzard against him, she could tell that he was rather annoyed at Radicles’ question. “She’s just friends with Shell. Nothing more.”

“Oh,” said Radicles, who sounded a little bit disappointed. “My apologies, my dude. But tell me, is Shell dating anyone? What about the other two girls on the team?”

“Shell doesn’t have a girlfriend and isn’t dating anyone,” said Bolt. “But why are you asking us? If you’re his father, wouldn’t he have told you who he is dating?”

Radicles’ grin vanished, replaced by a sad frown. He looked as if Bolt had just said something offensive, which made Blizzard wonder if there was something wrong with Shell and Radicles’ relationship.

But before Radicles could answer, Blizzard heard wings flapping and looked down the street to see White, Stinger, Talon, and Treehugger running over to join them. Shell was also approaching Blizzard and Bolt, but he moved slower than the others, like he really didn’t want to be with them. Or maybe he just didn’t want to be near Radicles, who was watching the rest of the team approach with interest.

“Brother, Blizzard!” White shouted as he landed in front of them. “You two okay?”

“We’re fine, White,” said Bolt. He rubbed the back of his head. “Just got a little banged up, but nothing worse than we usually go through. How are the people?”

“We managed to get everyone out of that burning building with no casualties,” said Stinger, giving Bolt the thumbs up. “A few people are suffering from burns, some of them inhaled too much smoke, but we got them to the medics and we were told that they should all survive. Sorry about not coming to your rescue quicker, though.”

Blizzard looked back down the street in the direction from which the others had come. She saw, on the other side of the police barricade, several emergency vehicles, their lights flashing, with doctors and medics running around checking on the dozen or so victims who were harmed by Doctor Danger’s attack. Several police officers also stood around the area, but most of them had yet to cross the barricade to talk with Radicles or the Young Neos; perhaps they were trying to make sure that Doctor Danger and the Condor were truly down.

“Excellent news, my dudes,” said Radicles. “Man, when I was your age, I wasn’t going around saving people from burning buildings and fighting supervillains. Your generation is even more radical than mine.”

Stinger looked at Radicles in confusion. “Who are you?”

“The man himself, Radicles of Phoenix!” said Radicles. Radicles stretched his arm out to the side and suddenly pulled Shell out of nowhere against his body. “And your friend’s totally radical dad.”

“Really?” said Talon. She looked at Shell in surprise. “Shell, why didn’t you tell us that your dad is Radicles?”

Radicles’ smile suddenly vanished. “You mean he’s never mentioned me to you guys before?”

“Yeah,” Treehugger piped up. “Granted, we’ve never really asked, but I don’t think any of us knew that you were his dad before.” She looked at Shell. “Why is that?”

Shell looked like a trapped rat, his eyes darting back and forth as if he was trying to figure out a way to escape, but before he could say anything, there was a sudden shout from behind Blizzard. She looked over shoulder to see two people running toward them. One of them was a young man, probably in his late twenties, wearing a blue button-down shirt and gray shorts, which showed off his thin body. The other was a woman, who seemed to be slightly younger than the man and was about a head shorter, although she was also fatter than him and had long, brown hair. She carried a smartphone before her like she was filming everything, although Blizzard had no idea who either of these two were.

The man and the woman came to a stop before Blizzard and the others. That was when Blizzard noticed that the man held a smartphone in his hands as well, although unlike the woman, he seemed to be using it to take notes rather than take film, if the stylus in his other hand was any indication.

“Hi!” said the man, panting slightly, as if he had just run a mile. “My name is Miles Johnson, and this is my partner, Wilma Murray. We’re reporters from Neo News here to report on Doctor Danger’s attack.”

“Neo News?” Bolt repeated. “Don’t you mean Neo Ranks?”

Miles scowled. “We’re completely different from Neo Ranks. Neo News is an up and coming independent website dedicated to bringing readers and viewers the truth and nothing but the truth about superheroes, supervillains, and anything related to them. We’re Neo News’ Arizona correspondents and came here to report on Doctor Danger’s attack as soon as we heard about it.”

“Cool story, bro,” said Radicles. “Let me guess, you want to talk to me, right?”

“We want to talk to whoever was involved in the fight,” said Miles. He held up his phone to Radicles. “If that’s you, then we’re all ears.”

“Awesome,” said Radicles. “I always love talking to the press. Anyway, yeah, I beat Doctor Danger pretty easily. I’ve beaten him before, which is why he was so easy. He’s pretty predictable, like most lame villains are.”

“I see,” said Miles. “And what about the Young Neos? Did they help you defeat him?”

Blizzard felt a little annoyed at the implication behind Miles’ question. After all, the Young Neos had been the first to respond to Doctor Danger’s attack. Radicles only came later and they probably would have defeated Doctor Danger on their own anyway even if he hadn’t shown up.

Radicles, however, apparently did not consider that, because he said, “Yeah, of course they helped. My own son, Shell, distracted Doctor Danger long enough for me to take him down on my own.”

“Wait, Shell is your son?” Miles said, exchanging puzzled looks with Wilma. “We didn’t know that.”

Radicles pulled Shell—who now looked extremely uncomfortable with all of the attention—closer to him and said, “That’s right. Shell is my son and he’s radical through and through, just like me.”

“Interesting,” said Miles. “If he’s your son, then where is your wife?”

“None of your business, my dude,” said Radicles, his smile never leaving his lips. “But you can tell your readers that Shell and I are going to make all of Phoenix’s supervillains have to change their pants anytime they even think about committing crime. That’s my motto, by the way; make supervillains so terrified of you that even just the thought of crossing your path is enough to make them put on their brown pants.”

“Yes, that’s a good idea,” said Miles, “but could you please elaborate more on your relationship with your son? We didn’t know that you had a son at all and our readers would be quite interested in learning more about how you and he get together.”

Radicles looked like he was about to answer, but Blizzard stepped forward and said, “Hey, Miles, can you and your partner please leave the area? It’s still very dangerous, since we don’t know what other tricks Doctor Danger may have up his sleeve. His robot might explode or something and we don’t want any civilians like you two possibly getting harmed due to our own carelessness.”

“But we’re not done talking with Radicles,” Miles said. “We still have so many other questions to ask—”

“Yes, but you can talk to him later,” Blizzard interrupted. “Right now, we just want to search the area and make sure that it is safe for civilians. It won’t take us very long, so could you two please leave and come back later? Maybe in an hour or so?”

Miles’ shoulders drooped, but he said, “All right. But we won’t be gone for very long. Wilma, let’s talk to the police and see if they can tell us anything more about Doctor Danger’s attack.”

The two reporters ran off, leaving Blizzard and the others alone under the burning hot Arizona sun. Blizzard felt like she could relax now; although she didn’t hate reporters, she had come to distrust them, especially after what that reporter from Neo Ranks did to Bolt. She had no idea if the reporters from Neo News were as dishonest as the ones at Neo Ranks, but she was not in any mood to find out.

As soon as the two reporters were gone, Radicles said, “Hey, dudette, what was that all about? I wasn’t done talking with those two.”

Blizzard turned to face Radicles and said, “I just noticed that Shell didn’t look very comfortable talking with them, so I sent them off so he would be less uncomfortable.”

“Shell isn’t afraid of talking to the media,” said Radicles. He looked down at Shell, who he still held at his side. “Right, my dude son?”

But Shell just pushed away from Radicles and took several steps away from him. He looked at his father with deep skepticism and distrust in his eyes, as if he was annoyed at him for some reason.

“Father, what were you doing here?” said Shell. “I didn’t ask you to save me and my friends.”

“Dude, I live here,” said Radicles, gesturing at the city. “I’m Phoenix’s top superhero, so of course I have to respond whenever a supervillain goes on a rampage. The real question, though, is why you didn’t call me ahead of time to let me know that you were going to be visiting.”

Shell folded his arms across his chest. “That’s irrelevant. You just embarrassed me in front of my friends and in front of the Internet. Once those Neo News reporters post the footage they took of you and me online, everyone in the whole world will know that you’re my dad.”

“And why is that a problem, my dude?” said Radicles. “Who cares? It’s not like it’s a big secret or anything.”

Shell rubbed his hands against his forehead, looking quite exasperated with his father. “You’ll never understand. Just like you don’t understand me.”

“Only because you keep trying to distance yourself from me,” Radicles pointed out. “Kind of hard to understand someone who doesn’t want to be understood, know what I mean?”

Blizzard didn’t like seeing these two argue, especially since Shell was beginning to look agitated, so she stepped in between them and said, “Guys, I don’t think this is the time or place to argue. We just got finished fighting a supervillain. Can your family conflicts wait until later?”

Unfortunately, neither Shell nor Radicles seemed to hear her pleas for peace, because Shell said, “It’s not that I don’t want to be understood, Father, it’s just … ugh, never mind. I can’t explain it.”

“Can’t explain it to your old man?” said Radicles. “Listen, Larry, I know you and I have never really gotten along, but since you’re here in Phoenix, why don’t you and I go grab a bite to eat and catch up on each other? Like old times.”

“Funny, I don’t remember us having lunch together in the old days,” said Shell. “You always seemed too busy showing off to women to do anything with me.”

Shell’s voice had a sharp tone to it and Blizzard felt rather awkward watching this deeply personal family conflict. And based on the uncertain expressions that the other Young Neos wore, she wasn’t alone in feeling a bit out of place in this situation.

“Larry, I know you’re upset, but that doesn’t mean you can just go and say things like that to me,” said Radicles. “Maybe I haven’t always been the best dad, but there’s no need for that negative attitude. No need for negativity, you know what I mean?”

Shell didn’t respond. He just kept his gaze averted from his father, as if he was trying to pretend that Radicles didn’t exist.

“Well, all right-o-rino, then,” said Radicles. “If that’s how you’re going to be, my dude, then that’s how you’re going to be.” He turned around. “I have to get back to my place, anyway. My landlord isn’t going to be happy if I’m late with rent again, but if you ever want to see me again while we’re in town, you know how to contact me.”

With that, Radicles suddenly leaped through the air much higher and faster than the average human could. He landed on top of a nearby building before launching himself into the air again, jumping from rooftop to rooftop until he soon disappeared among the buildings and skyscrapers of Phoenix, leaving the Young Neos standing alone in the street.

Blizzard looked at Shell, who still hadn’t said anything. “Um … Shell, are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” said Shell, although he didn’t meet Blizzard’s gaze. “Let’s just head back to your parents’ place. It’s getting hot out here.”

Blizzard nodded, but she understood that Shell was really saying that he didn’t want to talk about his father or his relationship with him. She wondered why, but she supposed it was just like how she didn’t like talking about her sister.

“All right,” said Bolt after a short, awkward pause. “I’ll talk with the police about what happened and then we can leave. Shouldn’t take longer than five minutes.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

The next day, Shell was walking through the streets of Phoenix by himself, his hands jammed into his pockets, his suit-up watch reflecting the rays of the early morning sun. He passed several other walkers, the open doorway of a hipster cafe, and more than a few homeless people lying in the streets, but he paid no attention to any of it. He was too caught up in his thoughts, thinking about what happened yesterday, to pay attention to his surroundings; perhaps that put him at risk of being robbed or mugged, but this part of Phoenix was nicer than the other parts of the city, so he felt pretty safe. Plus, he didn’t look very rich or wealthy, so he doubted that any thief or robber would bother trying to rob him.

Yesterday, when Shell and the other Young Neos had returned to Blizzard’s parents’ house, he had gone to his room; as it turned out, Blizzard’s parents’ house had several extra guest rooms, enough for each member of the team to get their own individual rooms while they were staying in Phoenix. He had gone straight to his room and spent nearly the entire rest of the day there because he wanted to avoid talking to the others about his father, only coming out once for dinner. And earlier today, Blizzard had asked him if he wanted to go to one of the city’s parks with the rest of the team, but Shell had declined the offer, explaining that he wanted to go out for a walk and get some fresh air.

But that wasn’t Shell’s real reason for going out. He just wanted to avoid his teammates for now. He was worried that they might tease him about Father or might treat him awkwardly because of it. So far, they had not treated him any differently than they normally did, but Shell had spent so little time with the others since the battle with Doctor Danger that he didn’t know for sure what they thought about him.

They probably think I’m just as crazy as Father, Shell thought with a cringe. And weak, too. Very weak.

That was another thing that bothered Shell. Had Father not stepped in at the last minute and saved them, Shell was sure that not only would he have died, but so would Bolt and Blizzard. Hell, maybe even the entire team would have died; at the very least, Shell knew that half of the team would have perished. And it was all because of his own weakness. He had been unable to defend his friends, unable to even defend himself. It was yet another reminder of the uselessness of Shell’s ‘powers,’ which sometimes made Shell wonder if he was even really a superhuman at all or if he was actually just some kind of a mutant, a freak of nature that just happened to have a superhero as a dad.

Either way, I doubt that that improved their view of me, Shell thought. I’ll probably be a weakling forever.

It didn’t help that the whole world now knew that Shell was Radicles’ son. He had found the article about it on Neo News earlier this morning; apparently, Neo News’ reporters didn’t waste any time in getting breaking stories up. He had not bother to look at the comments on the article or on social media about it, but he could guess that it had made him even less popular than ever before.

Father is just so embarrassing, Shell thought. I’m lucky that he didn’t mention his conspiracy theories about the NHA and INJ. There’s no way I would ever have recovered from something like that. I am always going to be known as that weakling who is the son of the most embarrassing superhero ever; I mean, for Pete’s sake, Father acts like a teenager, instead of a thirty-six-year-old man.

Luckily, no one on the streets of Phoenix recognized Shell at the moment. That was because he was not wearing his costume; instead, he wore a large, baggy blue t-shirt, which was large enough to hide his shell, and he also carried a large backpack on top of that. To the average person, he looked like just another ordinary teenage boy; indeed, despite the shell on his back, Shell had always been able to pass for a normal human more effectively than the other Young Neos. Still, ‘ordinary teenage boy’ wasn’t something to be proud of, in his opinion, given how most ordinary teenage boys didn’t look all that great.

But that was fine by Shell. He didn’t like getting unnecessary attention from strangers anyway. He preferred to go unnoticed in public most of the time, although his social anxiety was so bad that he was already thinking of heading back to the house to hide from everyone else. As far as he knew, the house should be empty right now, so he wouldn’t even have to see his teammates. Besides, he was getting tired of walking; his legs were already sore from all of the effort.

Turning around, Shell was about to head back down the street the way he had come until he heard someone say, “Hi, Shell.”

Shell started and looked to his right, where he had heard the voice come from. The voice had come from an alleyway between two nearby buildings, but at first he didn’t see anything until someone stepped out from behind a dumpster. The person was a teenage girl, most likely fifteen or sixteen years old, and she had long, braided blonde hair. She wore a simple red t-shirt and ripped blue jeans, but for some reason it looked awkward on her, like the clothes were meant for someone with a body that was different than hers. Her eyes were a dark brown and looked too old for a sixteen-year-old, which made her look very strange to him.

“Who are you?” said Shell. He suddenly looked up and down the street; he realized that they were the only two on this street. Somehow, his wanderings had taken him to a part of the city that didn’t have a lot of people in it. And, despite the fact that the girl appeared to be unarmed, he suddenly felt unsafe. “And how do you know my secret identity?”

The girl smiled. “You can call me Sarah. As for how I know your secret identity, it’s because I’ve been watching you for a very long time.”

Shell’s neck became hot with embarrassment at the thought that a girl as pretty as her had been watching him. “Watching me? Like … like a fan girl?”

The girl laughed, although her laughter made her sound older than she was. “Ha, that’s funny. No, I’m not really a fan girl, nor am I really all that interested in you.”

“Oh,” said Shell, his shoulders slumping. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Most girls don’t really like me that much.”

“With that attitude, I can see why,” said the girl. “But really, I haven’t been watching you personally. The group I belong to, however, has.”

Shell took a step back. “You aren’t G-Men, are you? Are the G-Men watching us again?”

“No, I’m not associated with the government in any way, shape, or form,” said the girl. “My name is Sarah and I am an Unwanted.”

Shell blinked. “You mean the boys don’t like you? Kind of like how the girls don’t like me?”

Sarah sighed. “That’s not what I mean. By ‘Unwanted,’ I am referring to the movement I am a part of.”

“There’s a movement of people who call themselves Unwanted?” said Shell. He scratched the back of his head. “Sounds vaguely familiar, but not sure where I’ve heard about it before.”

“We’re not very big, but we’ve already made a few waves,” said Sarah. “We’re currently in the process of reaching out to new people to join us, although we have yet to reach out to you. Until now, that is.”

Something about Sarah made Shell distrust her. Maybe it was just because she was a stranger meeting him while he was alone in the streets or maybe it was how she had identified him by his secret identity before he even knew what her name was. At the same time, however, Shell liked the fact that he was getting attention from a girl as attractive as her, even if she didn’t really like him that way. At the very least, he decided he would hear her out; if she had nothing to offer him, he would just leave and go home. It wasn’t like she could stop him, after all.

But Shell still said, “Maybe I’m not interested in listening to whatever you guys have to offer. I really need to get back to the place I am staying at and—”

“Do you want to be strong?” Sarah interrupted him.

Shell looked at Sarah in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

Sarah smiled again, this time in satisfaction, like she had caught Shell in her grasp. “You heard me. Do you want to be strong?”

“Depends on what you mean,” said Shell. He glanced at his arms in disappointment. “I could always lift more, I guess, but—”

“I mean strong as in powerful,” said Sarah. “As in, making your powers stronger than they currently are.”

“Well, I’d like that, yes,” said Shell, nodding. “I would like to have more powerful powers, but it isn’t like I can just wish upon a star and get new powers or something. Why do you ask?”

“What if I told you that the Unwanted could help you?” said Sarah. “We could make you stronger. That way, you would be able to help your friends, unlike yesterday, where you were basically unable to defend even yourself from Doctor Danger and his robot.”

“How could you make me stronger?” said Shell. “Superpowers are genetic. Unless you’re a mad scientist who specializes in neogenetics, it’s impossible to make my powers strong.”

“So most people believe, but truth, especially scientific truth, is not based on how many people believe in it,” said Sarah. “How do you know we haven’t found a way to make superhumans stronger? Wouldn’t you like to know about it if we did?”

“I would, but so far you haven’t shown me any proof that you guys can do that,” said Shell. “For that matter, you still haven’t even proved that you’re with the Unwanted or what the Unwanted are really all about. How do I know that you aren’t trying to scam me or something? Or maybe you’re working with someone else, trying to distract me to set me up for a robbery.” He quickly looked around at his surroundings when he said that, but he did not see anyone around aside from himself and Sarah.

“Well, it isn’t like the Unwanted have official team uniforms or whatever,” said Sarah. “So I can’t really prove to you that I am with the Unwanted. But I can tell you about them, if you would like to listen. I can tell you don’t know much about us.”

“Okay,” said Shell. “Tell me what you guys are about.”

Sarah stepped forward, her hands together as if in prayer. “The Unwanted is a movement dedicated to helping superhumans like you; that is, those whose powers are not particularly flashy or sexy or interesting, who are rejected by the NHA, the INJ, and even the G-Men due to their undesirable powers. Such superhumans are more prone to victimization, to homelessness, to turning to crime to survive, even to suicide and murder, than others, because they have no way to defend themselves and often face discrimination from normal humans even when their powers aren’t harmful.”

“Undesirable powers,” Shell repeated. He rubbed his shell underneath his backpack. “You mean like having an impenetrable shell that’s useless in a fight.”

“Don’t get me wrong, we don’t say ‘undesirable’ as a way to denigrate superhumans like you and me,” said Sarah, shaking her head. “It’s just an objective description of how other superhumans view us.”

“But the Neohero Alliance wants me,” said Shell. “At least, the Young Neos do.”

“Yes, but haven’t you ever noticed how every NHA and Young Neo member all have useful or interesting powers?” said Sarah. “Perhaps because you live on Hero Island, you don’t really know what it is like out there in the wider world. In much of the world, even in America, being a superhuman can be quite dangerous for one’s reputation, job prospects, and even life.”

Shell was vaguely aware of everything Sarah had told him, but when he thought about it, he had not faced much discrimination himself. Perhaps that was because his father was a superhuman and he spent most of his time among other superhumans on Hero Island. “So you guys are supposed to help people like me, then, who aren’t lucky enough to join the NHA or some other organization like that.”

“Exactly,” said Sarah, nodding. “There aren’t too many laws protecting superhumans on the books, so even the government doesn’t always protect the weakest among us as adequately as they should. We need to take our safety and protection into our own hands. We call ourselves Unwanted as a sign of solidarity among those who are not wanted by either superhumans or normal humans, who have been rejected by both worlds for reasons outside of their control.”

Shell scratched his chin. “That sounds nice, but why are you approaching me about this? I have the NHA already. I don’t really need a movement like you guys.”

“Are you sure?” said Sarah. “Don’t you suffer from some feelings of inferiority? Don’t the rest of your teammates treat you with less respect than you otherwise deserve?”

“Are you reading my mind or something?” said Shell. “Because you sure seem to know what I’ve been thinking about recently.”

“No, I can’t read your mind,” said Sarah, shaking her head. “That’s not where my own powers lie. But these types of feelings are pretty common among superhumans like you and me. Often, we feel inferior to our peers and they, in turn, treat us with either disdain or disrespect. Even when they try to be sensitive, they still end up making us feel worse off than before because of our relative uselessness in comparison to them.”

“That’s exactly how I feel,” said Shell. “It’s kind of creepy how accurately you describe my own feelings when I just met you literally five minutes ago.”

“It isn’t creepy for kindred spirits to understand each other even when they have never met before,” said Sarah. “And you and I are kindred spirits. I’ve never been a member of the Young Neos or anything like that, but I used to have superhuman friends like yours, who were a lot stronger and more powerful than me. And I’ve also met a lot of other superhumans in the movement who have gone through the same things we have, including our leader.” She looked Shell directly in the eyes. “We’re not just a bunch of posers or manipulators. We care about all underpowered superhumans, including you. More than that, we also want to help underpowered superhumans, and part of the way we help is by making them stronger. What do you have to say about that?”

Shell had to admit that that sounded good. He could tell that Sarah was being very genuine when she spoke about what the Unwanted were doing. And he had to admit, it was nice to have someone to talk to who understood him and his feelings instantly. Neither the Young Neos nor his dad, Radicles, really understood Shell or how he felt; if all that Sarah and the Unwanted could offer him was a group of people who understood his feelings and took them seriously, then that might be enough for him to join them.

Despite that, however, Shell said, “I’m not sure. I don’t know if I want to join your movement or not. It sounds good, but I hate rushing into anything, especially things like this.”

“Then don’t,” said Sarah. She drew a card out of her pocket and threw it at him.

The card flew straight and true through the air toward Shell, who caught it and looked at it. It was a simple white card, with a phone number typed on it in simple black ink. There was no name or anything else on the card to indicate whose number it was or what would happen if Shell dialed it.

“What’s this?” said Shell, looking up at Sarah. “Your phone number?”

“Yes,” said Sarah, nodding. “That way, you can call me if you ever decide you want to learn more about the Unwanted or if you’d like to meet our leader. I can’t make you do anything, but I would suggest you seriously think through my offer. The Unwanted would greatly benefit from having someone like you on our side and you would benefit, too, from having a group like us on your side.”

Shell looked down at the number briefly before looking up at Sarah again. A part of him was still reluctant to trust Sarah; however, he slipped the card into his pocket anyway and said, “All right. I’ll think about it a bit and then give you a call if I decide I want to learn more. But I don’t think I’m going to be in Phoenix for much longer, so—”

“That’s fine,” Sarah interrupted Shell. “I don’t live in Phoenix myself. I’m just here trying to recruit superhumans like you to the cause. If you want to meet somewhere else—such as in New York City, for example—that’s fine and won’t be inconvenient for me.”

“Oh, okay,” said Shell. “Will I also be able to meet your leader anytime I want, too?”

“Sure,” said Sarah. “Like I said, once you make your choice, you can just call us up and let us know. We’ll get a meeting scheduled as quickly as possible, because our leader is very interested in meeting you.”

“Really? Why?” said Shell.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” said Sarah. “For now, however, I have to leave. And remember, if you ever have any questions or make any choices about us, just call that number on the card and I will answer without delay.”

With that, Sarah turned around and walked away back into the alleyway. Shell watched her go until she turned a corner at the end of the alleyway, leaving him all alone on the streets of Phoenix.

Shell stood there for a moment, thinking about what Sarah had just told him. He felt the card in his pocket, uncertain if he would ever call the number written on it or not. Sarah had made the Unwanted sound like a great movement, but Shell didn’t know for sure if it would be able to help him with his problems.

On the other hand, it would be really dumb of me to just reject it outright, Shell thought. I think I’ll go home and do some research about the movement, see if I can find out anything about them. Maybe that will help me decide what I need to do.

Turning around, Shell went back up the street, hoping to get back to Blizzard’s parents’ house before it became too hot.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Blizzard sat on a shaded bench under a ramada in Dust Devil Park, fanning her sweating face. Although the morning wasn’t even over yet, the heat from the sun above was still brutal, reminding Blizzard why she had been so eager to leave Phoenix when Mecha Knight had visited her house nearly a year ago now. She had managed to hold up pretty well up until they entered the park, but then the heat became too much for her and she had to sit down under this shaded ramada. But even underneath the ramada, it was still far warmer than what Blizzard preferred.

“Are you okay, Emily?” said Bolt. He stood next to her and, unlike her, didn’t seem very badly affected by the heat; however, he was looking down at her with concern. “Do you need to go back to your parents’ house and cool down?”

Blizzard shook her head. “No, I’m fine. I just need to rest for a bit, that’s all. You can go and join the others if you want. I’ll catch up later.”

The rest of the team had gone ahead of her and Bolt into Dust Devil Park. From what she could tell, Stinger and White had gone to go shoot some hoops over at the basketball court, while Talon and Treehugger had decided to simply take a walk around the park and see everything that it had to offer. Blizzard would have joined them, but the heat had overwhelmed her, so all she could do at the moment was sit here and try to cool off.

“I’m not going to leave you here alone,” Bolt said. “I don’t want you to get overwhelmed by the heat. You should have brought a cold bottle of water or something.” Bolt suddenly tilted his head to the side. “Hey, why don’t you just use your ice powers to cool yourself down?”

“Because my powers don’t work well in this kind of heat,” said Blizzard, feeling slightly irritable. “Besides, I don’t want anyone to notice me using my ice powers in public when I’m not in my super suit. I don’t want to attract that kind of attention from random strangers at the moment.”

Blizzard thought that a reasonable desire. Although there weren’t too many people in Dust Devil Park this early in the morning, Blizzard knew from experience how any superhuman with an even remotely interesting superpower could draw all kinds of attention—both positive and negative—from the citizens of Phoenix. That was because the city had so few superhumans that it was easy for superhumans to stand out in this place even unintentionally.

“Well, let me get you some bottled water or an ice cream cone or something, at least,” said Bolt.

“Okay,” said Blizzard, nodding as she continued to fan herself. “It’s been a long time since I was last here, though, so I don’t know where you might find bottled water.”

“I’ll just go look for a vending machine,” said Bolt. “Be back in a bit.”

Bolt ran off in the direction of the basketball court, although of course he did not use his super speed. Still, he could run pretty fast even without his powers and soon Blizzard was alone. Normally, Blizzard disliked being apart from Bolt, but right now she was too hot to care about that. She closed her eyes, deciding to take this moment to get a little rest, but then she felt a hand tap her shoulder, causing her to yelp, jump to her feet, and whirl around, throwing a punch at whoever had touched her.

But Blizzard’s fist hit nothing but empty air, causing Blizzard to stagger forward slightly from the momentum. She nearly tripped over the bench that she had been sitting on, but caught herself on it and looked around quickly, but she did not see anyone else under the ramada aside from herself. She did see a couple of kids in the skate park, but there was no way that either of them could have come up behind her, touched her shoulder, and then run away out of sight so quickly like that.

Maybe the heat is getting to me, Blizzard thought, her shoulders slumping. Must be making me imagine things.

“You look hot,” said a familiar voice behind her abruptly. “And I mean that in the bad way, of course.”

Blizzard turned around again, although this time more slowly than before due to how tired she was from the heat. She now saw a young woman, probably in her early twenties, standing under the ramada with her; however, the young woman was leaning against one of the ramada’s legs, her arms crossed over her chest like she had been standing there all day, even though Blizzard was certain that the woman had not been there even five seconds ago.

The young woman wore a G-Man patch on her right shoulder and had short, dark hair and pale skin that made her look like a ghost and her dark clothes looked uncomfortable in this heat. If Blizzard hadn’t known who this woman was, she would have dismissed her as some kind of weak, goth girl who was no threat to her, but Blizzard had met this woman before and knew exactly who she worked for and what she was capable of doing.

“Shade,” said Blizzard, not bothering to hide the disgust in her voice. “You look … pale.”

The woman smiled a mocking smile. “Is this how you greet everyone you haven’t seen in a while or am I just special?”

Blizzard’s hands balled into fists. Shade was a member of the G-Men, the only superhero team in the country sponsored by the federal government. While the G-Men generally upheld law and order, Blizzard and the other Young Neos didn’t trust them due to some of their past bad experiences with them. Bolt, in particular, had had a series of negative experiences with the G-Men that made him dislike and distrust them, especially their leader, the enigmatic Cadmus Smith. Blizzard didn’t have quite as many negative experiences with the G-Men as Bolt; however, she remembered well how the G-Men had nearly ruined Bolt’s life before, which was why she didn’t like him that much.

“What do you want?” said Blizzard. “And how did you find me? I’ve never told the government my secret identity.”

“There’s this interesting thing called the Patriot Act that you might have heard of,” said Shade. “A helpful little piece of legislature that lets government officials such as yours truly find out pretty much anything we want about whoever we want. For the greater good, of course.”

Blizzard looked around, but she didn’t see any other G-Men agents in the area. “Did you come alone? I don’t see any other G-Men agents.”

“Yep,” said Shade, nodding. “Director Smith says this is a top secret mission, so he sent me by myself. Not that I’m complaining. I’ve never been to Phoenix before, so I see this as a mini-vacation in addition to being part of my work. You’d be surprised at how rarely we G-Men get vacations. Then again, protecting the United States and its interests is not the kind of job you can take a vacation from without something really bad happening.”

“You still haven’t told me what you want,” said Blizzard. She stepped forward, trying to look as intimidating as possible. “Are you spying on Bolt again? Because if so, I want you to leave right now and never, ever come back. Or else.”

“As fun as spying on cute guys is, I am not here to do that today,” said Shade with a shrug. “But I must say that Bolt is such a good boyfriend, going to find some bottled water for you like that. You’re very lucky to have him.”

“Yes, I know,” said Blizzard. “If you aren’t here to spy on him, are you spying on the rest of us, then?”

“Nope,” said Shade, shaking her head. “No spying today. Director Smith sent me to Phoenix for something totally unrelated to you and your friends. I didn’t even know you were here, actually, until I read a news report about Doctor Danger’s attack that mentioned that you and your friends helped Radicles defeat him.”

“All right, then,” said Blizzard. She stood upright and gestured in a random direction. “If your oh-so-important government mission doesn’t have anything to do with us, then you should probably leave right now. As you said, you can’t afford to take a break from ‘protecting’ the United States, now can you?”

“Ooh, did I strike a nerve with you?” said Shade. She smirked. “I’m really not here to try to steal your boyfriend, you know, but it’s cute that you think I am anyway.”

Blizzard’s face went red with embarrassment, because that was exactly why she wanted Shade to leave; nonetheless, Blizzard said, “My point still stands. If your mission is that important, then you’re wasting a ton of time standing around here talking to me about Bolt.”

“Actually, as it turns out, I do need your help after all,” said Shade. “I am technically under orders from Director Smith not to tell anyone outside of the G-Men about my mission, but I can tell you a few details to help you understand why I came to you for help.”

Blizzard folded her arms across her chest and looked at Shade suspiciously. “You need my help, huh? Why should I help you, given what your people have done to Bolt and my friends in the past?”

“Because you’re a good person with the most selfless of intentions, of course,” said Shade. She chuckled. “But really, it’s because I can’t complete this mission on my own and there’s no time to waste waiting for Director Smith to send help from Washington. And if this problem isn’t dealt with immediately, it will harm the whole country in the long run, and in the short run, Phoenix will be destroyed.”

Immediately, Blizzard unfolded her arms, but she didn’t dare step closer to Shade. Instead, she said, “What are you talking about? Tell me everything.”

“So now you’re interested in my mission,” said Shade in a mock offended voice. “All right, I’ll share with you the parts that I am at liberty to disclose to you.” She leaned her head forward, as if she was trying to make sure that no one would be able to overhear what she was going to say to Blizzard next. “Tell me, Blizzard, have you heard of a group of people known as the Unwanted?”

Blizzard shook her head. “No, I haven’t. Who are they?”

“The Unwanted is a relatively young movement, started last year, dedicated to helping superhumans who have lame or useless powers,” said Shade. “Think of your friend Turtle.”

“Shell,” Blizzard said. “His name is Shell.”

“Whatever,” said Shade. “The point is, the Unwanted help superhumans like him, superhumans whose useless powers make them unattractive to the main superhero organizations and who are isolated from the superhuman community as a result. They try to help them get homes, find employment, that sort of thing.”

“I don’t see anything wrong with that,” said Blizzard. “It sounds like a good movement to me.”

“Ah, but that’s just their public face,” said Shade. “The G-Men have been monitoring the Unwanted for a while now, mostly because of their leader, a man named Eli Corey.”

“Who is he?” said Blizzard. “I’ve never heard that name before.”

“Eli Corey is a superhuman rights activist and a superhuman himself,” said Shade. “We don’t know what his powers are, since he’s been very good about keeping them secret, but they are probably dangerous.”

“Okay, but what is so bad about him?” said Blizzard. She resumed fanning her face, since she was still hot. “Has he ever done anything wrong?”

“Actually, yes,” said Shade, nodding. “You see, Eli stole something from the G-Men a long time ago, something … important. We’ve been searching for him for over a decade, but it wasn’t until last year that we found him. And it took us another year to track him down to Phoenix, Arizona.”

“What’s he doing in Phoenix?” said Blizzard.

“Allegedly, he is merely trying to spread the message of the Unwanted,” said Shade. “But our spies within the Unwanted movement have told us that he is going to be meeting with someone tonight at midnight. Who, exactly, we don’t know, but our spies have informed us that the person he is meeting with is important and that there will be some kind of exchange.”

“Let me guess, you think Eli is going to sell the object he stole from you to this person, right?” said Blizzard.

“Correct,” said Shade. “You know, you’re much smarter than you look. You’d make a great G-Man agent, although you’d have to ditch the hood and cape; that’s not really our style.”

“I’d only join the G-Men if I was forced to at gunpoint,” Blizzard said. “And even then, I might not do it.” She shook her head. “But never mind that. Continue.”

“So Director Smith sent me here to steal the object back from Eli and capture Eli himself, too, though getting the object back is the more important objective of the two,” said Shade. “Not a very difficult mission, to be frank. I’ve done this before. My shadow powers make it easy for me to kidnap anyone anywhere.”

“If it’s so easy, then why are you asking me for help?” said Blizzard.

“That’s because it actually isn’t as easy as it first appears,” said Shade. “For one, Eli is incredibly paranoid. He reportedly carries a canister of powerless gas on his person at all times—”

“How did he get powerless gas?” said Blizzard in astonishment. “I thought that only the government had access to it.”

“Ever since the failure of the second Pokacu invasion earlier this year, powerless gas has appeared on the black market,” said Shade. “Remember, tons of Pokacu spaceships crashed into major cities all over the world after you and Bolt blew up the Mother World. And not all of these ships were secured by the governments of these governments before criminals got their hands on it. In particular, the Mexican drug cartels are said to have the largest supply of powerless gas outside of any government in the world and they’re selling it off to the highest bidder, at least when they’re not using it on superheroes and G-Men agents who are trying to stop them from illegally smuggling drugs across the southern border.”

“I see,” said Blizzard. “What else does he have?”

“Bodyguards,” said Shade. “Mostly his fellow Unwanted and each one of them also carries a canister of powerless gas on them, too. Not to mention that the building in which Eli will meet the other guy is going to have tight security; not as good as what the government has, but it’s still another obstacle to get past.”

“So you can’t just use your shadow powers to get in on your own?” said Blizzard.

“Oh, I could, but it would be too risky,” said Shade. “If I had some help—a distraction of some sort—it would be easier.”

“Earlier, you said that if I didn’t help you, Phoenix could be destroyed” said Blizzard. She wiped some sweat off her forehead. “What did you mean by that?”

“Let’s just say that the object which Eli stole is not something you want in the hands of a supervillain and leave it at that,” said Shade. “We don’t know, of course, what Eli’s buyer wants with the object, but it is simply too dangerous for us to allow it to fall into the wrong hands and this may be our last chance to get it before someone else does.” Shade put her hands on her hips. “So? What do you say? Want to help me or not?”

Blizzard looked around the park, but did not see Bolt or any of her other teammates nearby. “What about my teammates? Can I bring Bolt and the others along, assuming I choose to help you?”

“Sorry, but this is the kind of mission where having too many people involved could ruin it,” said Shade. “I would have asked Bolt to help, but he doesn’t like me or the G-Men much, so I figured he would just say no. You, on the other hand, are a lot less hostile toward us. We even worked together once over the summer, remember?”

“I remember,” said Blizzard with a grimace. “But the only reason we worked together back then was because circumstances forced us to. Suppose I don’t want to help you now.”

Shade shrugged. “I can’t force you to help me. I only thought you would help me because Phoenix is your hometown and I didn’t think you’d want to see it destroyed, but hey, it’s your choice.”

Shade turned around, perhaps to leave, but Blizzard quickly said, “Wait!”

Shade stopped and looked over her shoulder at Blizzard. “What is it?”

Blizzard put her hands together, trying not to look so anxious. “This object that Eli has … are you sure it could destroy Phoenix?”

“Or any major American city, but yeah, it could,” said Shade. “Normally, I love screwing around with you, but this is serious. And time is ticking; once Eli sells it to his buyer, it will be very difficult to track it down again and we might not be able to find it again before the buyer uses it to destroy a city or two.”

Blizzard rubbed her hands together. She didn’t like Shade or the G-Men very much; however, the idea that there was an object powerful enough to destroy Phoenix somewhere in the city was dreadful. If Eli’s buyer was a supervillain who wanted to use the object to destroy Phoenix, then the lives of her family were at risk. She was sure that Shade was not telling her everything, but refusing to help Shade just because she didn’t trust her one hundred percent seemed like a foolish thing to do, especially if even half of Shade’s story turned out to be true.

“All right,” said Blizzard. “I’ll help you. When is the meeting?”

“Tonight at midnight,” said Shade. She smiled again. “I’ll meet you outside your house and we’ll travel to the location of the meeting together. But don’t tell your teammates about where you’re going.”

“Not even Bolt?” said Blizzard.

“Not even Bolt,” said Shade. “As I said, this mission is supposed to be secret. Technically, I’m not even supposed to be telling you about it at all, but I’m sure Director Smith will understand that the situation was so urgent that I needed to recruit some extra-governmental help. I don’t think, however, that he would understand if it the entirety of the Young Neos knew about my secret mission. Understood?”

Blizzard nodded, albeit reluctantly. “I understand. But—”

“Emily!” Bolt’s voice suddenly rang out. “I got ice cream!”

Blizzard suddenly looked over her shoulder just in time to see Bolt, carrying two large rapidly-melting chocolate ice cream cones in his hands, walking toward the ramada under which she stood. Blizzard turned around to see him just as Bolt reached the ramada and held out one of the cones to her.

“Here you go,” said Bolt. “Chocolate, your favorite. But damn it took a long time to find the ice cream vendor and then he would only accept cash, so I had to find an ATM, which was pretty difficult, but—”

“Thanks, Kevin,” Blizzard said, taking the ice cream cone, although the cone itself was somewhat sticky already due to it having partially melted. “It looks great.”

“You’re welcome,” said Bolt. “But who were you talking to just now? I heard you speaking.”

“I was talking to—” Blizzard stopped speaking when she looked back at where Shade had been standing, only to see that Shade was nowhere to be seen. Blizzard looked in every direction, but the G-Men agent appeared to have vanished into thin air.

“Talking to …?” said Bolt.

Blizzard shook her head. “No one. I think the heat is getting to me. Good thing you found this ice cream, eh?”

Bolt looked puzzled for a moment before nodding. “Yeah, definitely.”

Thankful that Bolt had not seen through her lame excuse, Blizzard began licking her ice cream, but she couldn’t help but feel dread about tonight. She told herself that lying to Bolt was for the greater good, but at the same time, she felt really bad about it. She decided she would let Bolt know about her alliance with Shade tomorrow morning, after the mission was over. By then, the object, whatever it was, would be out of the hands of the wrong hands and Phoenix would be safe.

At least, that was what Blizzard told herself, anyway.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Shell stood by himself under a street lamp at a street corner in Phoenix, his hands gripping the straps of his backpack as he looked up and down the street occasionally. Every now and then, he’d look at his suit-up watch, just to make sure that he was not late, but it seemed like the numbers on the digital display of his watch changed far more slowly than they should have, as if one minute had been stretched into five. Shell wasn’t exactly afraid to be outside by himself at night; however, he still felt awkward and nervous, mostly because he rarely went out to any city at night, but especially cities that he was not very familiar with.

Where is Sarah? Shell thought, tapping his foot impatiently against the street. She said she’d meet me here at midnight. It’s three minutes until midnight, but still.

The fact was that Shell had had plenty of time to think over Sarah’s offer on his way back to Blizzard’s parents’ house earlier that day. At first, Shell had decided to just throw out the card Sarah had given him and forget all about her, but Sarah’s words had struck a chord within him, one he couldn’t pretend did not exist. That was why he called Sarah as soon as he was in his guest room at the house and arranged to meet with her and the leader of the Unwanted that very night.

That was an unusual move for Shell. Normally, he liked to take things slow and easy. He hated rushing into anything, especially anything important, but he had felt like this was something he couldn’t mull over, especially since he and the others were not going to be in Phoenix forever. There weren’t a whole lot of lessons that he had picked up from Father, but one lesson he did remember was to never let opportunities pass you by. Especially ones like this; despite what Sarah had told him earlier, Shell had a feeling that if he had not scheduled this meeting for tonight, he would never have been able to schedule it again.

Speaking of Father, Shell had received several texts from Radicles earlier about possibly getting together for lunch, but Shell had not responded to any of them. He felt a little bad about it, but Shell just didn’t want to hang out with Father right now, if ever. Father was just too embarrassing; besides, Shell’s anxiety had been building all day in anticipation of the meeting and he doubted he would have been able to hang out with anyone as a result.

Additionally, Shell had not told the others about where he was going. He had sneaked out of Blizzard’s parents’ house half an hour ago and took the bus to get here. As far as he knew, no one had seen or heard him leave; his teammates had all been sleeping soundly in the rooms, while Blizzard’s family had been knocked out entirely. It was actually amazing that Shell had managed to sneak out without being noticed; he was normally too clumsy to be able to sneak around unnoticed.

I just hope that no one wakes up in the middle of night and goes to check on me, Shell thought. That will be hard to explain.

But Sarah had told Shell that the meeting with the Unwanted leader (whose name he still didn’t know) would not be very long, perhaps an hour or so. Hopefully, Shell should be back in his room before anyone realized he was gone.

Actually, hearing a familiar voice would be kind of nice right now, Shell thought, looking around the deserted street in which he stood. At least then I’d feel a lot less alone.

According to the GPS on Shell’s watch, this was the place where he was supposed to meet Sarah, but he was starting to doubt that he had got the right place, because this part of the city just seemed so dark, sinister, and run down that he had a hard time imagining anyone living here. It seemed less like a place where members of a social movement would gather and more like where a gang or mafia would base their headquarters in. Shell had not even seen any police cars around here, despite having seen officers everywhere else in Phoenix since arriving here.

His thoughts were interrupted by the sounds of footsteps from somewhere in the darkness. Shell looked around rapidly, thinking it might be a criminal coming to rob him, but then Sarah stepped into the light of the street lamp. She looked exactly the same as she had earlier that day, except for her hair, which was no longer done in braids, but was in a simple ponytail now.

“Oh, it’s you,” said Shell with a sigh. “Thought you were a criminal or something.”

“Sorry for not speaking up,” said Sarah. “I just didn’t want to scare you. Anyway, I’m glad to see that you came. I thought that you might … well, never mind what I thought. What matters is that you are here and on time. That’s important, because our leader doesn’t like people who are late to his meetings.”

“Uh, right,” said Shell. “Where am I going to meet him?”

“You’ll see,” said Sarah. She turned around. “Come and follow me.” But then she paused and said, “You weren’t followed, were you?”

“No, I don’t think I was,” said Shell. “Why?”

“Oh, no reason,” said Sarah. “It’s just that our leader has many enemies and doesn’t want any of them to find him, you understand.”

“Why does he have enemies?” said Shell. “Why would anyone hate the Unwanted?”

“Some people simply disagree with our message,” said Sarah with a shrug. “And they express their disagreement in a rather violent way. But don’t worry about that; as long as no one followed you, we should all be safe tonight.”

Shell nodded. “Okay. Are we going to go in now?”

“Yes,” said Sarah. “Follow me.”

Sarah turned around and walked back into the alleyway from which she had emerged. Shell followed closely behind, looking over his shoulder once just to make sure that no one was following them. He didn’t see anyone out on the dark streets tonight, although he did see a black cat that quickly hid behind a nearby dumpster. He turned his attention to Sarah’s back, doing his best to keep up with her as they turned a corner, going deeper and deeper into the alleyways of the city to wherever Sarah was taking him.

Eventually, they arrived in front of a tall apartment building that Sarah claimed was where the Unwanted were based. It looked like every other building in Phoenix, which would have made Shell miss it if Sarah had not stopped in front of its front door and knocked sharply on its surface.

A second later, a slit in the door slid open, revealing two eyes that looked down at Shell and Sarah. “Yes? Who is it?”

“It’s me, Sarah,” said Sarah, gesturing at herself. “And I have a guest with me tonight, the one who is supposed to meet the leader. The Young Neo.”

“Ah,” said the eyes, its voice becoming softer. “Sorry, I didn’t recognize you there for a second. Hold on for a moment.”

The slit slammed shut, followed by the sounds of locks being undone. A second later, the door opened and Sarah entered without hesitation. Shell only hesitated for a second, looking up and down the street one more time before entering after her. As soon as Shell crossed the threshold, the door closed behind him, briefly plunging him into darkness before someone turned on a white light on the ceiling. This allowed Shell to see that he was standing in a somewhat narrow, barren hallway, though he wasn’t alone; Sarah stood before him, while a man he had never seen before was doing the locks on the door behind him.

The man locking the door was stout but strong-looking, with a mop of thick gray hair on his head. His eyes were rather small and beady, but his thick arms and barrel-like body made him look like a strongman. He wasn’t much taller than Shell, despite being much older than him, although Shell figured that this guy could take him in a fight.

“Thanks for letting us in, Chip,” said Sarah, smiling at the man as he finished locking the door. “Sorry about not letting you know ahead of time about this meeting, though. It was kind of a last minute thing.”

The man named Chip turned around and shrugged. “Not a problem, Sarah. Whatever Eli wants, he gets. Besides, I never sleep very well anyway, so I don’t mind staying up later than I usually do.”

“Oh, Shell? This is Chip,” said Sarah, as if she just remembered that Shell was here and had not yet been introduced to this man. “And Chip, this is Shell.”

Chip held out a huge, meaty hand toward Shell. “Nice to meet you, Shell. Where are you from?”

Shell shook Chip’s hand, which was so huge that it completely covered his own. “Uh, New Mexico, though my parents were from Arizona.”

“New Mexico, eh?” said Chip as he took his hand away from Shell’s. “I’ve never been out there before.”

“Yeah, it’s not much,” said Shell with a shrug. “Anyway, what’s your superhero name?”

Chip suddenly looked as if Shell had just insulted his mother, although Shell wasn’t sure what he had done wrong; after all, he had just asked Chip what he considered to be a fairly ordinary question that one superhuman would ask another.

Sarah put a hand on Shell’s shoulder and said quickly, “Ah, Shell, the Unwanted don’t use superhero code names. We just use our regular names when referring to each other.”

“Why?” said Shell. “I thought all superhumans had code names.”

“Because not everyone wants to be a superhero or supervillain,” said Chip. His friendly tone was gone, replaced by a more bitter one. “A lot of us just want to live normal lives. That’s what the Unwanted is all about.”

“Yes, what Chip said,” said Sarah. “It’s another reason the Unwanted exist. Not all superhumans want to spend their days fighting supervillains and criminals, putting our lives in danger and saving the world. Some of us just want to be normal, or as normal as we can be, anyway.”

“Oh,” said Shell. “Okay.”

But Shell didn’t really understand it. Well, he did to some extent; after all, fighting supervillains was hardly a safe job. Being a superhero was kind of like being a police cop in that one never knew if they were going to get killed while on the job. Still, Shell had a hard time wrapping his head around the idea of superhumans who didn’t use any sort of code names. The only superhuman he knew of who didn’t use some sort of code name was Cadmus Smith, the leader of the G-Men, but the G-Men were always kind of different from the Neohero Alliance anyway, so Shell had never given that much thought.

Sarah immediately started walking down the hallway and Shell followed just as quickly. Chip didn’t join them; instead, Chip disappeared through a doorway on the right side of the hall, though where he was going, Shell didn’t know. Shell wondered if his question had offended Chip so much that he didn’t want to be around him anymore. Or maybe Chip just had something he needed to do.

But thinking about superhumans and their code names caused another question to pop into Shell’s mind. “Sarah? What’s your superpower? You didn’t tell me.”

“I can stretch any part of my body like rubber,” said Sarah without looking over her shoulder at him. “I’d probably be called Elastigirl or something dumb like that if I was an actual superhero.”

“Having a body made of rubber doesn’t seem like such a useless power to me,” said Shell. “Actually, it seems pretty useful.”

“Trust me, it’s not nearly as useful as it seems,” said Sarah. “Anyway, Eli should be in the dining room, so let’s head there.”

“Eli,” Shell repeated as he and Sarah began ascending a set of stairs going up to the next floor. “Is that your leader’s name?”

“Yes,” said Sarah. “Eli Corey. He’s a great man and the founder of the movement. He’s done more for Unwanted superhumans like us than anyone else. He’s a true hero in my eyes, unlike all of those other so-called ‘heroes’ in the big superhero organizations.”

“What kind of powers does he have?” said Shell.

“You’ll see,” said Sarah.

When they reached the second floor of the building, Sarah led Shell down the hallway until they arrived in front of a door that had two large, burly men with guns not-so-subtly concealed under their shirts standing in front of it. The two men looked tough, with arms big enough to smash rocks, but Shell couldn’t tell what kind of superpowers they had. Nonetheless, he stayed about a foot or so away from them while Sarah walked up to them like she had known them her whole life.

“Hi, guys,” said Sarah, waving at the two men. “Eli’s guest is here. He’d like to meet him now.”

The two men—who must have been Eli’s bodyguards, Shell realized—looked at Shell for a moment like they were trying to determine if he had any weapons on him, but then they nodded and stepped aside without another word. Sarah gestured for Shell to follow her and she entered the room, pushing the doors open before her. Shell once again followed, but rather quickly, because he was worried that the two bodyguards might try to bar his entrance if he was too slow. Shell may have had an impenetrable shell on his back, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be beaten up by guys who were bigger and tougher than him.

Stepping into the dining room, Shell looked around at his surroundings. It was not a particularly elaborate place; there was a rectangle-shaped table in the center of the room, with six chairs seated around it. The table was covered with a simple white tablecloth and had no plates or silverware on it; that was probably because dinner had been hours ago. A black curtain hung over a nearby window, blocking off the view of the street outside, while florescent lights glowed from the ceiling, illuminating the room quite well.

But the table was not empty, because sitting at the end of the table was a man who Shell had never seen before. He was tall and lean, wearing a simple white button-down shirt that fit him well. He had a black goatee and a bald head. He looked to be in his early thirties or so, but his brown eyes gave off the impression that he was far more mature and experienced than his appearance let on. He had apparently been reading something on a tablet set on the table, but when Shell entered, the man removed the tablet from the table and put it under the table, probably on his lap. There was also a small box, but he hid that one under the table as well.

“Eli,” said Sarah, who Shell suddenly noticed standing a few feet away from him. “Shell is here and ready for the meeting.”

“Excellent news, Sarah,” said Eli. His voice was deep and smooth, which made Shell like him already. He stood up, a smile on his face. “Welcome, Shell. My name is Eli Corey and I am the leader of the Unwanted.”

“Uh, hi,” said Shell, waving at Eli. “I’m—well, I see you already know who I am, so I won’t waste time with introductions.”

“Quick and to the point,” said Eli, nodding in approval. “That’s what all of the rumors I heard about you said. It is good to see that you are living up to the reputation you have.”

“I have a reputation?” said Shell in surprise.

“Of course you do,” said Eli. “Everyone has a reputation; some are simply more well-known than others. Please sit down so we can talk in a more comfortable way.”

Feeling relieved that he no longer had to stand around looking awkward, Shell took a seat at the opposite end of the table. Sarah sat down as well, but she sat near Eli, which seemed to be a deliberate move on her part. Eli, however, apparently didn’t notice her, because he was looking at Shell, his fingers steepled together like a pyramid.

“I apologize for scheduling this meeting so abruptly,” said Shell, scratching the back of his head. “It’s just that I was so uncertain about the Unwanted that I didn’t know what I wanted to do until the last minute. And I still feel kind of conflicted about it.”

“Oh, it’s not a problem,” said Eli. “While I do have another engagement tonight, I still have time to talk with you about the Unwanted. Besides, I am usually up this late anyway; I’m not much of a morning person.”

“Neither am I,” said Shell with a shrug, though he did wonder what other ‘engagements’ Eli had tonight. “Anyway, Eli, the reason I am here tonight is because I want to know if you really can make me stronger. Sarah told me you could, but she wouldn’t say how.”

“That’s because that is our greatest secret,” said Eli. “It’s a secret that is only supposed to be known among the Unwanted’s inner circle. I don’t want this kind of knowledge to become known to the world at large, to put it lightly. Such knowledge, in the hands of the wrong people, could be … disastrous, to put it one way.”

“Have you developed some kind of formula that lets you artificially increase a superhuman’s power or something?” said Shell. “Are you afraid of the formula ending up the wrong hands?”

“It’s not a formula or chemical,” said Eli. “It is highly unlikely that it would ever fall into the wrong hands, but I would still prefer it if no one knew about it.”

“Let me guess,” said Shell, “since I’m not one of you guys, you aren’t going to tell me what it is, right?”

“Actually, I will tell you about it,” said Eli. “I trust that you are not going to tell anyone else about it. Besides, you would not have come this far if you weren’t interested in joining us.”

Shell would never admit it, but Eli had a point. Although Shell was still uncertain about the Unwanted, he wasn’t nearly as uncertain about them as he had been before. There was no guarantee that he would join the Unwanted, but at the same time, Shell’s curiosity made him want to learn more and more about them.

“Tell me what it is, then,” said Shell. “I promise not to tell anyone else about it. I’m good at keeping secrets.”

“Very well,” said Eli. “You see, the method we use to make superhumans stronger is not a formula, chemical, or even a device.” He held up his hands. “It is these.”

“Your hands?” said Shell. “How are your hands supposed to make me stronger?”

“Perhaps I should clarify,” said Eli. His hands balled into fists. “As a superhuman myself, I have a power just like everyone else, but it is rather unusual than most superhuman powers. In my opinion, it is more powerful than most.”

“What do you mean by that?” said Shell. “Define ‘more powerful,’ please.”

“It’s simple,” said Eli. “With a touch of my hands, I can either increase the strength of a superhuman’s existing power or unlock a brand new one from within their brain. Of course, the latter part only works on young superhumans like yourself who are still growing and developing their powers, but even the boosting part alone is enough to make my power dangerous.”

“I’ve never heard of a superhuman who can make other superhumans stronger,” said Shell. He scratched the back of his head. “I remember Robert Candle could negate and copy the powers of other superhumans, but he was the only superhuman I know of who could directly manipulate the powers of other superhumans.”

“Yes, such superhumans are extremely rare,” said Eli, nodding. He rested his hands on the table. “Nonetheless, it is true. I have used it on several Unwanted before and many can testify to the effectiveness of my powers. Right, Sarah?”

“Yes,” said Sarah, nodding eagerly. “When you allow Eli to lay his hands upon you, it is like being touched by the hand of God himself.”

“I wouldn’t go so far as to say that, but the point is that my powers work,” said Eli. “And they can help you, Shell, become stronger.”

Shell’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t see how that’s supposed to help me get stronger. I bet that your power would just give me, like, a bigger shell or make my shell even harder, which really wouldn’t be all that helpful in a fight.”

“Ah, but Shell, you are still young,” Eli pointed out. “You are thirteen, which is a rather young age for a superhuman to start developing his powers. I think it is highly likely that you have other powers that have yet to develop or manifest themselves. After all, it is well-known in the superhuman community that teenagers like yourself don’t stop developing new powers until you are adults.” Eli put his hands together. “You have potential, in other words.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” said Shell. He looked down at his hands. “Everyone keeps telling me that, but I’ve never really believed it.”

“You should,” said Eli. “Now, I can’t guarantee what kind of powers you might eventually develop, but don’t you want to find out? I mean, they will naturally develop on their own as you grow older, but I can tell that you don’t want to wait until you’re sixteen or seventeen or eighteen or whatever to see what they are.”

“You mean you’re willing to use your powers on me?” said Shell in surprise. “Even though I’m not an Unwanted?”

“Not an Unwanted yet,” Eli said. “But even if you never become an Unwanted, that is fine. I see myself as a humble servant to the superhuman community, particularly to those of us who are considered undesirable. I see helping you as helping a fellow superhuman, especially if you go on to use your new powers to help other unfortunate superhumans in worse situations than yourself.”

“I don’t know—”

“What do you have to lose?” said Eli. “You don’t even have to show your powers to your friends if you don’t feel like explaining where you got them from. Just let me help you. I know you want me to do it.”

Shell bit his lower lip. Everything Eli said was so tempting that he really wanted to agree with it. Yet Shell was worried that Eli might just be saying it to get him all hyped up only to let him down. Shell hated being let down. It was one of the reasons he rarely had high expectations anymore; he had been burned too often in the past by his own high expectations, so he often held no or very low expectations for other people.

Come on, Shell, you know that’s loser talk, said a voice in his head that sounded very much like Father’s voice. You’re going to turn down the opportunity of a lifetime because you’re afraid of being let down? Man, you really are a coward, huh?

“I am not a coward,” Shell muttered under his breath.

“Excuse me?” said Eli. “What was that?”

Shell sat up straight and looked Eli straight in the eye. “I mean, I want to become powerful. I want you to use your powers on me to make strong so I don’t ever have to be weak again.”

Eli nodded solemnly. “Very well, then. Let’s stand; it’s easier that way.”

Shell stood up and walked around the table, as did Eli and Sarah, until Shell stood face to face with Eli. Eli seemed taller than ever up close, even though he was maybe a head or two taller than Shell.

“Are you ready?” said Eli. “The process isn’t painful, but it can be uncomfortable.”

“Just do it,” said Shell. “Let’s not waste anymore time. I want to see if you are the real deal.”

“Very well,” said Eli. “Let’s begin.”

Eli rested his hands on Shell’s shoulders. At first, they merely felt like normal hands, if a bit heavier than normal, which surprised Shell, because Eli did not look like a very heavy man. Perhaps all of that lean muscle made him heavier than he looked.

But then Eli’s hands began to glow a soft golden color, which was quickly followed by what felt like some kind of liquid being pumped from Eli’s hands, through Shell’s shoulders, and into his body. Or maybe it was some kind of gas; in any case, Shell suddenly felt awake and alert. It was kind of like how he felt whenever he drank a large cup of coffee in the morning, only doubly so, as if Eli was pumping his body full of caffeine.

But the sensation was far deeper than mere caffeine. It seeped into his very brain; it felt like a hand was rummaging through his brain, changing the neural pathways and altering the very structure of the brain itself. It was an uncomfortable feeling, but not painful, although Shell did find it rather distracting.

Just as the sensation started to get too much for Shell, Eli removed his hands from Shell’s shoulders. Shell thought he was going to collapse at first due to the abrupt cut off from Eli’s energy; however, he soon got over that feeling of exhaustion rather quickly. Now he felt strong and powerful, so energetic that he felt like he could run 100 laps around the room and still have enough energy for 50 more.

Shell looked down at his hands. They looked more or less normal, but somehow they felt stronger, as if he had just finished a brutal workout session. He immediately started feeling his shell, but to his disappointment, it felt no thicker or bigger than it normally did.

“How do you feel?” said Eli. “Do you notice any difference?”

“I feel stronger, like I have more energy,” said Shell, lowering his hands from his back. “But I don’t feel like I have any new—”

All of a sudden, Shell felt a jolt in his brain like someone had stuck a live wire in his head. His body shuddered involuntarily and Shell gasped. He had no idea what was going on, but he sensed something rumbling deep inside his body, trying desperately to get out.

The next instant, a transparent red energy barrier expanded from Shell’s body, covering his whole body and a few feet around him in every direction. Both Eli and Sarah had to step backwards to avoid getting in the way of the barrier, although the barrier ceased expanding only a couple of feet away from Shell’s body.

Shell looked around the barrier that had appeared around his body, staring at it uncomprehendingly. “What … what the hell is this?”

“Your new power,” said Eli with a smile. “It appears to be some sort of barrier, although I imagine you will need to do a lot of testing in order to find out its limits.”

Shell reached out and touched the barrier. It felt as firm as stone, but it was also a little warm; not burningly so, but enough that it would probably keep him warm in cold climate. That meant it wouldn’t exactly be useful in Phoenix.

“Whoa,” said Shell. “This is amazing. I wonder what else it can do.”

“There’s no telling until you practice,” said Eli. He put his hands together. “Now, Shell, do you still wish to join the Unwanted or not?”

Shell hesitated. “I—”

All of a sudden, the door to the room opened and Chip entered. He was panting hard, like he’d just run a mile.

“Eli! The guest is here!” Chip said. “Uh, I mean, the other guest, not Shell.”

“You mean the buyer?” said Eli in surprise. “He’s here so soon?”

“Yes,” said Chip, nodding. “He’s out in the hall waiting to come in. Said he came early because he needs to leave Phoenix early in the morning and doesn’t want to waste time.”

Eli looked taken aback by this sudden change in schedule, but eventually he nodded and said, “All right. Bring him in. We can sit down and start the negotiations right away.”

Chip nodded and left the room quickly, while Shell said, “Negotiations? Buyer? What are you talking about?”

“Remember the other engagements I told you about?” said Eli. “This is what I was talking about. I have something I want to sell to someone. I was hoping that we would be able to finish up our meeting here before he came, but I guess it is too late.”

“Maybe I should leave,” said Shell. He squinted his eyes and the barrier retracted back into his body. “This really isn’t any of my business and you don’t need me around. I would probably just get in the way.”

“No, it’s too late now, so you might as well stay,” said Eli. “Just take a seat at the table. You don’t even need to do anything except sit down and watch.”

“You mean you aren’t afraid of me learning about your deals?” said Shell. “Despite the fact that I am not one of the Unwanted?”

“Don’t worry, I know you won’t tell anyone about what you see here,” said Eli. “Because then you would need to explain to your friends why you sneaked out of the house without telling them, right?”

Shell bit his lower lip. Eli, once again, was right, but that didn’t stop Shell from trying to come up with a counterargument, because he was starting to get worried that if he was here for too long, his teammates would eventually discover his disappearance and the gig would be up.

Unfortunately, Shell did not get a chance to come up with a convincing counterargument, because at that moment, the door opened again and a figure stepped into the room. The figure was a man wearing a funny hat with a red feather sticking out of it, as well as a strange clown-like suit that looked too hot for Phoenix even at night. The upper half of his face was obscured by a strange mask with a long, hooked, elephantine nose, though his blue eyes flashed behind it with a strange humor, as if the man had just thought of a brilliant joke.

“Ah, there you are,” said Eli. “Apologies for the rather simple set up. You came earlier than I expected, so you caught me off-guard.”

The masked man chuckled. “Oh, it’s fine, Eli, really. Besides, simple is sometimes the best, and anyway, you don’t need an elaborate set up to do business negotiations, yes?”

“Of course,” said Eli. “Now, why don’t we sit down and get started on the negotiations? I think we both want this done and over with quickly.”

“Indeed we do,” said the masked man. His eyes shifted to Sarah—who looked very afraid for some reason—and then to Shell. “I know the girl, but who is the young man? Is he one of us?”

“He’s trustworthy,” said Eli. “His name is Lawrence. You don’t have to worry about him telling anyone what we’re doing.”

“Lawrence,” said the masked figure. “Interesting name.”

“Uh, yeah,” said Shell somewhat awkwardly. “I notice you haven’t told me your name yet.”

“Oh, excuse me,” said the masked figure, waving his hand in embarrassment. “You can call me Zanni. I’m not an Unwanted like you; however, I do belong to my own group of people. Have you heard of them?”

Shell suddenly realized who Zanni likely worked for, but he didn’t say it aloud because he didn’t want to look foolish. “Um—”

“Let me tell you anyway,” said Zanni. “I am one of the Venetians and I am here to do business under the orders of my employer, whose name I am not at liberty to disclose. Now, with the introductions out of the way, let’s sit down and get started. My employer doesn’t want me wasting a lot of time here.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Getting out of the house without being noticed was easy enough for Blizzard. Despite having been away from home for nearly a year, Blizzard remembered the layout of the house well enough that she managed to sneak out without waking up anyone. Even with her costume on, Blizzard barely made a sound as she went down the stairs, through the kitchen, and out the back door.

Stepping into the backyard, Blizzard looked around, just to make sure that it was empty. She saw no one in the darkness of the backyard, which was to be expected; with everyone asleep and Ralph, the family butler, gone back to his home for the night, the backyard was eerily dark and quiet. Blizzard did glance up at the windows on the back of the house, however, just to make sure that no one was looking through them; thankfully, none of the lights in the windows were on, which meant that Blizzard was going to be able to get out of here easily.

And hopefully get back just as easily, Blizzard thought, smiling to herself. At least we’re doing this at night; it’s still too hot, but not nearly as hot as the daytime.

Blizzard made her way across the backyard over to the shed where she had agreed to meet Shade. She had chosen this place to meet Shade because it was close by and was large enough to hide both her and Shade behind its exterior. That way, if on the off chance that someone did wake up and look out one of the windows, they would not see her or Shade standing in the backyard under the moonlight.

Blizzard still felt bad about leaving without telling Bolt or the others about where she was going; however, she knew that they would understand once she got back. If Shade was telling the truth about what this Eli Corey guy was doing, then Blizzard had to help her. She told herself it was for the greater good and that she would tell Bolt and the others about it later, after she helped Shade retrieve whatever object they were looking for.

Stopping by the side of the tool shed, Blizzard leaned around it and whispered, “Shade? Are you there?”

At first, Blizzard did not see anything except for shadows and grass, but then something shifted in the darkness and Shade stepped out of the shadows like someone stepping out of a swimming pool. Shade looked exactly the same as she had earlier that day; she didn’t even look tired, which made Blizzard jealous, because getting up so late was very unusual for her and the only reason she wasn’t stumbling around half-asleep was because she had drunk a cup of coffee before leaving the house. Maybe Shade was just a night person or her powers made her more energetic at night; regardless, Blizzard couldn’t help but feel a bit jealous.

“Where were you?” said Blizzard in annoyance, keeping her voice low despite the fact that no one was around to hear her or Shade. “You were almost late.”

“Nice to see you, too,” said Shade. “No need to be so snappy.”

“I just want to get this over with,” said Blizzard, rubbing her forehead in exasperation. “I’m worried that someone is going to wake up and find I’m missing.”

“All right, all right,” said Shade. “I don’t want to waste any time, either. Grab my hand and—”

Shade abruptly stopped speaking. She went very still, like a cat that had just spotted another cat that had entered its territory. Blizzard, however, didn’t know why Shade had gone so silent. She looked around the area, but she did not see anyone other than herself and Shade.

“Shade, what’s the problem?” said Blizzard, looking at Shade again. “Why did you—”

“Shhh,” Shade said, holding up a finger to her lips. “One moment.”

All of a sudden, Blizzard heard a small, familiar yelp. A second later, another girl came rolling out from the shadows behind the shed and landed flat on his back between Blizzard and Shade. Blizzard jumped backwards, while Shade just looked down at the girl with an annoyed frown on her face. But Blizzard was not paying attention to Shade; instead, she was looking at the girl who had just popped out of the shadows.

It was her sister, Rebecca. Her blonde hair was messy, like she had just woken up, and she still wore her pink pajamas, although she also wore a bathrobe around them. She did not have Tom with her, but Blizzard heard a meow above and looked up at the top of the shed to see Tom’s small head peering over the side down at them, his large yellow eyes wide and reflecting the light from the moon.

“Rebecca, what are you doing here?” Blizzard said in a furious whisper. “I thought you were asleep.”

“You know this girl?” said Shade. “Does that mean I can’t kill her?”

“Kill her?” Blizzard repeated, staring at Shade in shock. “For God’s sake, she’s my sister! Why would you even think about killing her?”

“Because that’s usually what the government does whenever it finds a spy,” Shade said with a shrug. “But killing your sister would probably just do more harm than good, so I’ll spare her for now.”

Blizzard was starting to rethink her agreement with Shade. She looked down at Rebecca again and said, “Rebecca, what are you doing here?”

Rebecca was shaking very hard like it was about fifty degrees colder outside than it was; however, to her credit, she was not screaming. “I-I was on my phone in my room and I heard you get up and leave the house. I followed you out because I wanted to know where you were going and why you were trying to leave without being seen.”

Blizzard sighed in exasperation. “It’s none of your business where I’m going. You should have just stayed in your room.”

“Why?” said Rebecca, looking up at Blizzard in defiance. “So I don’t tell Mom and Dad that their little heroine was sneaking out of the house behind their backs to meet with crazy women who can control shadows? Maybe you’re worried that Mom and Dad might not think you’re so perfect after all.”

Blizzard was tempted to rethink telling Shade not to kill Rebecca, but aloud she said, “That’s not the problem. This was supposed to be a secret. You shouldn’t have come at all.”

Rebecca got to her feet and smirked at Blizzard. “Or maybe you’re worried I might tell your boyfriend. I wonder what he would say if he learned that you were sneaking out of the house behind his back. Would be fun to find out.”

Blizzard balled her hands into fists. Rebecca always knew how to get under her skin in ways that no one else did. Blizzard had always known that Rebecca was jealous of her powers, but that didn’t stop her from wanting to strangle her and dump her body in a ditch somewhere for police to find. But Blizzard didn’t want to do anything hasty, not when she was in such a bad position.

“Look, Becca, this is not the time for your petty jealousy or whatever,” said Blizzard. “Just go back to your room and get some sleep. You don’t need to know where I’m going or what I’m about to do.”

“What if I went back inside and woke up Mom and Dad and told them what you were doing instead?” said Rebecca. “Maybe I’ll wake up your boyfriend, too. Really, all I need to do is scream loud enough for everyone to hear me and your little plan will fall apart like a house of cards.”

“And all I need to do,” said Shade, putting a hand on Rebecca’s shoulder, “is throw you into the shadows and see where you fall out. If you’re lucky, you might end up somewhere with cell phone service; if not, well, I hear that Siberia is nice this time of year.”

Rebecca yelped again and jumped away from Shade, holding up her rather thin arms in defense. Shade, meanwhile, just lowered her hand, the smirk never leaving her face as she looked at Rebecca.

“Who is she?” said Rebecca, looking at Blizzard in horror. “Another one of your super freak friends?”

“’Friend’ isn’t exactly the word I’d use to describe her,” said Blizzard. “More like barely tolerated acquaintance, if you catch my drift.”

“Can’t disagree with that, given how I feel the same way about you,” said Shade with a shrug.

“Anyway, Rebecca, please don’t tell anyone what we’re doing,” said Blizzard. “This mission is supposed to be top secret and I can’t let anyone else know about it, at least not right away.”

Rebecca folded her arms across her chest, a smug look on her face. “Sure, but only under one condition.”

Blizzard sighed in relief. “Great. What is it?”

“Take me with you,” said Rebecca.

Blizzard stared at Rebecca in shock, while Shade said, “No way. This mission is too dangerous to bring along an untrained normal girl like you. I’m already risking a lecture from my boss for bringing a non-government superhuman into it; if I bring along a girl like you, I might lose my job entirely.”

“So?” said Rebecca. “I want to come along. I don’t know what this mission entails, but if Emily can do it, so can I.”

“Stop being so stupid,” said Blizzard. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I think you just don’t want me to help you and get some of the credit for doing whatever it is you’re going to do,” said Rebecca. “As always, you want to hog all the glory and praise to yourself. I bet you were planning to complete this mission and then come back and tell Mom and Dad and get their praise. Of course, I don’t know why you would need to do that, given how Mom and Dad practically worship the ground you walk upon even when you don’t do anything, but you’ve always had a gigantic ego that always needed to be stroked, especially once you got your powers.”

Blizzard pressed her palms against her forehead, feeling a headache coming on, although not from the heat. “Rebecca, do you even hear yourself when you talk? You sound as batty as a brain-dead bear.”

“I don’t care,” said Rebecca. “I still have leverage and you don’t. One shout and I mess up your careful plans that you’re hiding from everyone else.”

Shade stepped forward, her hands already covered in shadow. “One shout and that will be the last thing you do.”

Rebecca’s face went even paler, but she didn’t back down. She met Shade’s gaze with defiance, but it came less from bravery and more from sheer stubborn foolishness. And at this point, if Shade actually did kill Rebecca, Blizzard was not sure that she would even try to stop her.

But Blizzard caught herself. As entertaining as it would be to see Shade teach Rebecca a lesson, Blizzard knew that they didn’t have time for that. And, as much as she despised Rebecca, she realized that her sister was indeed the one with leverage in this situation. Even if Blizzard and Shade just left, that would not stop Rebecca from running back into the house to tell their parents.

So Blizzard sighed heavily and said, “Okay, you can come along.”

“What?” said Shade. “No way. I’m the one in charge of this mission, not you, and—”

“And do you want everyone in the house to know about it?” said Blizzard. “You yourself told me this was supposed to be top secret. Unless you want your top secret mission compromised, we have to bring my sister along.”

“She’ll just be a liability,” said Shade.

“I can take care of myself,” said Rebecca. “I’m not a little kid. I’m the same age as Blizzard.”

“You sure don’t act like it,” Shade said.

Rebecca opened her mouth to argue further, but Blizzard raised her hands and said, “Stop arguing, both of you. Listen, Shade, I know we shouldn’t bring her along, but we have no choice unless you want to keep wasting time arguing. We have to bring her along, whether we want to or not.”

Shade looked like she was considering just leaving by herself, but then she nodded slowly, reluctantly, and said, “All right. She can come along.” But then she pointed a finger at Rebecca sharply. “But you need to stay out of the way. Don’t do anything unless we tell you to. And keep your mouth shut, because this mission will require stealth.”

Rebecca’s smirk grew even wider. “Of course. Unlike my sister, I don’t need to be told to behave. I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

Blizzard rolled her eyes, but she didn’t say anything. Instead, she took Shade’s hand, while Rebecca took her other, and then they all sank into shadow, traveling to wherever their mission was supposed to take them. Blizzard just hoped that Rebecca wouldn’t get in the way too much, at least.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Shell sat down on the left side of the table, while Sarah sat down opposite him on the right side. But Shell wasn’t looking at Sarah; instead, he was looking at the man who called himself Zanni, one of the Venetians. With his brightly-colored costume, strange mask, and funny hat, Zanni looked less like a dangerous supervillain and more like a silly clown, but Shell knew better than to underestimate this man; at least, he knew better than to underestimate the Venetians, despite not having met this particular Venetian before.

The Venetians were a team of supervillains financed by the billionaire John Mann, with each member of the team wearing a mask from Venice’s Carnival of Masks. Their true identities and goals were unknown, but Shell knew that they were not good people; they had kidnapped White, for one, and nearly killed Bolt more than once. It had been over two weeks since the Young Neos last clashed with the Venetians, but that didn’t mean that Shell had forgotten about them. He had not known about Zanni; however, the full lineup of the Venetians was still unknown even to the NHA, so it didn’t surprise him that there were more members than he knew about.

Zanni, thankfully, did not seem to notice or recognize Shell. Zanni leaned back in his chair, folding one leg over the other, his hands on his knee as if he was simply sitting down for a nice lunch with an old friend. Shell didn’t know what Zanni’s powers were, but he figured that they had to be very strong, given how powerful the other Venetians were. Even if Zanni’s powers were not very powerful, the fact was that the Venetians were quite the professional team. Shell wondered if Zanni was alone or if there were other Venetians somewhere in Phoenix; either way, Shell wished that Eli had allowed him to leave before Zanni arrived, if only so he could get back to the house safely and tell the others about the Venetians’ presence in Phoenix.

Keep your cool, Shell, Shell told himself, keeping his hands resting on his legs in what he hoped would make him look casual. Don’t do anything to attract Zanni’s attention. If he asks you more questions about who you are, just tell him you’re a kid interested in the Unwanted or something like that. If you’re lucky, you’ll go through this whole meeting without having to even speak to him.

Shell looked at Eli. Unlike him, Eli looked perfectly at ease, holding a small box about the size of a smartphone in his hands under the table. Zanni’s attention appeared to be on Eli and Eli alone, which was good, because Shell thought that Zanni might somehow figure out who he was if he looked at him too closely, despite the fact that Shell’s shell was hidden underneath his t-shirt and backpack. Keep your cool … keep your cool … keep your cool …

“Now, Zanni,” Eli said finally, “I assume you have the money?”

“Indeed I have,” said Zanni. He held up a large, fat-looking bag. “Right here, as per our agreement. Do you have the Call?”

“Of course,” said Eli.

He placed the box on the table in full view of everyone seated around the table. Zanni lowered his feet onto the floor and leaned forward, his eyes glittering through his mask’s eye holes. The box was rather ordinary and plain; if Shell had just seen it sitting around somewhere, he would have assumed that it was just an empty box. It had no markings or labels on it, but Eli held the box defensively, as if he didn’t want it to be stolen from his hands.

“Here it is,” said Eli, patting the box’s lid. “The Call, just as I told you.”

“May I see it?” said Zanni, his voice eager. “Just to be sure that you really have it.”

Eli smiled in an amused way. “No. Once we make the exchange, then you can look at it.”

Zanni pulled back, sitting upright and looking at Eli with a confused and hostile scowl. “So you can just make off with the money before I can find out if you’ve scammed me or not?”

“I’m a lot of things, but scammer is not one of them,” Eli replied. “I just don’t want to give you a chance to steal it before I get the money I want.”

“Eli, you know I am not a thief,” said Zanni. “I would never take something that didn’t belong to me.”

“Perhaps, but I know your employer and his methods well, too well in fact,” said Eli. “I know he has a tendency to, how should I put it, take the direct route to get what he wants, even if that means screwing over potential business partners. I simply want to ensure that I will get the money I need before I even let you look at it.”

Shell had no idea what ‘the Call’ was, but based on how annoyed Zanni looked at not getting a chance to see it, Shell guessed it must have been something very important. A weapon, perhaps? That didn’t make sense, because there was no way that a weapon that small could be worth anything unless it was a grenade or something. And given how valuable the weapon seemed to be, Shell doubted it was just an ordinary grenade.

“All right, all right,” said Zanni. “My employer will understand, I suppose. And if it turns out that you have scammed me, well, I know how to find you.”

“Of course,” said Eli. “Now, as for price: I want one million dollars for the Call.”

Shell’s eyes widened. A million dollars? That seemed like a huge price to him. Shell had never owned even one thousand dollars in his life. He looked at the box again; how could something so small be worth so much?

Zanni, on the other hand, looked rather unimpressed. “One million dollars? My, you’re rather unambitious, aren’t you?”

Again, Eli smiled. “One million dollars isn’t all that I want, Zanni. I thought you would have figured that out already.”

“What else do you want?” said Zanni. “Your own private plane? A third summer house, perhaps?”

Eli shook his head. “Nothing like that. Rather, I want information.”

For a moment, a look of genuine surprised appeared on Zanni’s face, but it vanished instantly, replaced by an amused grin. “Information? What kind of information, exactly? Do you want to know my middle name? Or perhaps the similarities between a raven and a writing desk?”

Eli’s own smile never left him. He leaned forward, keeping his hands on the box. “I want to know who the Starborn are.”

Zanni’s amused grin slipped off his face. Shell looked at Sarah, hoping that she might be able to help him know what Eli meant, but Sarah looked just as confused as Shell. That meant that Eli must have been keeping this part of the deal a secret even from his own allies, which meant it must have been extremely important. Why Eli apparently felt comfortable discussing it now, Shell did not know; maybe he just didn’t want to lose the chance to ask this question and so didn’t care who heard him ask it.

“Where did you hear that name?” said Zanni. The amusement in his voice was gone, replaced by fear.

“I learned it from the Call, naturally enough,” said Eli. He tapped the box’s lid. “The Starborn made the Call. That much I’ve figured out on my own. Beyond that, I know nothing else about them; however, I know that your employer has an interest in them, though I don’t know why.”

Zanni rubbed the back of his neck, looking like a trapped rat. “I am not at liberty to give such information to people like you. Even just telling you that I know this information could get me in big trouble with my employer.”

“That may be so, but it’s either I get the information and the money or you don’t get the Call at all,” said Eli. He pulled the box back across the table, closer to his chest. “And I know your employer isn’t the only man in the world with an interest in Starborn artifacts. I could sell this to many rich idiots; in fact, I already have a few alternate customers who would be interested in purchasing this object to add to their own private collection.”

“If you renege on the deal now, you do know that I could utterly crush you, yes?” said Zanni. “You know what my powers are. And I know what your powers are. In a fight, I could crush you easily, as well as these two teenagers. I wouldn’t even have to think about it.”

“True, you are more powerful than all of us put together,” said Eli. “Very few superhumans match you in terms of raw power. But I don’t think that that would be a particularly wise thing for even a superhuman as powerful as you.”

“And why, my little Eli, would you say that?” said Zanni. “You bluff very well, you know. Just like your father.”

Eli’s confident smile briefly turned into an angry scowl before he suddenly remembered that he was supposed to keep his cool and his confident smile returned. “Because if you try to use your powers on me, I’ll just destroy the Call right now and neither you nor your employer will be able to use it.”

“You wouldn’t,” said Zanni in a warning tone.

“I would,” said Eli. He placed a fist over the top of the box. “The Call is old, but also very fragile. I could crush it as easily as a soda can, if not easier, and much faster than you could use your powers to take it from me.”

“Are you so sure about that?” said Zanni. “I’m very quick.”

“I’m sure,” said Eli. “You, on the other hand, aren’t, or at least not so sure about your own speed. One lesson I did learn from my old man is that the confident man always crushes the uncertain man. Guess which one I am and which one you are in this particular conflict.”

Zanni’s eyes darted back and forth, as if he was trying to find something wrong with Eli’s logic. Shell had no idea what powers Zanni had or if Zanni was as strong as he seemed to think he was, but he was worried nonetheless that Zanni would just kill them all and take the Call himself.

Finally, however, Zanni leaned back in his chair, an annoyed look on his face. “Well played, young Eli, well played. In addition to the million dollars, I will tell you what I know about the Starborn.”

“Excellent,” said Eli. “I am glad that you are indeed capable of seeing reason. Let’s start the transaction, shall we?”

Just as Eli said that, a phone started ringing. Shell glanced at his suit-up watch, but its screen did not show anyone calling him. Neither Sarah nor Zanni answered their phones; Eli, however, pulled his ringing phone out of his pocket and held it up against his ear. “Chip, what is it? I’m still in the middle of a negotiation at the moment.”

A low voice that sounded like Chip’s came from the phone, but Shell, despite sitting so close to Eli, could not make out the individual words. The tone, however, sounded urgent and worried, causing Eli to frown.

“Okay, I see,” said Eli. “I’ll be down there momentarily. Thanks for letting me know. Keep the situation under control until I get down there.”

Eli ended the call, causing Shell to ask, “What’s the problem? What happened?”

“Nothing,” said Eli. “Just an attack.”

“An attack?” Zanni repeated. “From who?”

“Chip isn’t sure,” said Eli. “He just said that two teenage girls are attacking the building. One is using ice powers, but the other one appears not to have any powers at all.”

Teenage girl with ice powers? Shell thought. Uh oh. I hope that isn’t who I think—

“Then I should leave,” said Zanni. He stood up. “I don’t want to get caught in some kind of attack.”

“Please don’t leave just yet,” said Eli. “You and I need to finish the transaction. Besides, there’s nothing to worry about; Chip and the others have the situation under control. Let’s just get this transaction over with and go our separate ways.”

Zanni opened his mouth, perhaps to tell Eli they could finish the transaction later, when a long, black tendril shot from out of the shadows of a corner of the room toward the Call. Eli frantically snatched the Call off the table at the last second; however, the black tendril still smashed the table in half, sending Shell falling backwards off his chair onto the floor. He hit the floor hard, his head spinning, but he managed to recover quickly enough to raise his head and see Eli, Sarah, and Zanni were all standing up, looking over at the dark corner of the room from which the tendril had emerged. There did not appear to be anyone or anything in that corner, but Shell felt like something was watching them from within the shadows anyway.

“Who is there?” Eli said. “Are you a thief?”

A feminine chuckle came from the shadow. “That’s a rather funny question, coming from a man who stole from the government. Then again, you revolutionary types always do have strange definitions of words. But I guess I might as well show myself anyway.”

From out of the shadows stepped a young, twenty-something woman, her skin a pale white, the light from the ceiling illuminating the G-Men patch on her right shoulder. But despite having stepped into the light, the woman still looked rather dark, as if she was standing just outside the light’s illumination. It was a strange effect, but given who this woman was, Shell wasn’t surprised.

Instead, he was terrified, because if this woman was here, then Shell knew that he was about to get into huge trouble.

“Who are you?” said Eli, who, based on his tone, clearly had no idea who this woman was or why it was such a bad idea to demand that she identify herself.

“My name is Shade,” said the woman. “I’m with the government—specifically, the G-Men—and I am here to arrest you and take that box.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

This was not how the plan was supposed to go. This was not how the plan was supposed to go. This was not how the plan was supposed to go.

Blizzard kept telling herself that, but it didn’t really help her much. She still repeated it, if only because it was the only thing that kept her from killing her sister.

The plan had been pretty simple before it all went to hell. When she, Shade, and Rebecca had emerged from the shadows behind the building where the transaction between Eli and his mysterious buyer was supposed to take place, Blizzard was supposed to use her ice powers to distract as many Unwanted members as possible, perhaps even draw them away from the building if possible. Meanwhile, Shade would slip into the building, locate Eli and his object, steal it, and then leave. Then Shade would let Blizzard and Rebecca know about her success and they would escape through the shadows again. As for Rebecca, she was supposed to just stay hidden away from the fighting and not make a sound.

But, of course, the plan went off the rails almost as soon as it was put into practice. First, Rebecca—for reasons known only to God—had dashed out from their hiding spot before Blizzard was ready to set up the distraction. Blizzard still didn’t know what had possessed Rebecca to do that; perhaps her sister had a death wish or maybe, in her jealousy, she thought she could distract the guards just as well as Blizzard, if not more so. Blizzard didn’t know and she didn’t really want to know, either, given how annoying Rebecca was.

As you might expect, that certainly got the attention of the guards, who started shooting at Rebecca as soon as they saw her. Miraculously, Rebecca somehow managed to avoid getting riddled with bullets, but she had still collapsed onto the street, screaming in fear and rolled up into a little ball, forcing Blizzard to jump out of her hiding place and start throwing chunks of ice at the guards. The first guard went down when her ice chunk slammed into his skull, while the second guard had started firing at her until she knocked the gun out of his hand with a well-placed ice bolt and then knocked him out with another.

By that time, however, more guards came from the building, about half a dozen. They were clearly not professional security guards, because most of them wore jeans and t-shirts, but each one was armed with a gun and their combined firepower had forced Blizzard on the defensive. She had created a huge, thick ice barrier around her and Rebecca; she would have moved Rebecca to safety, but Rebecca was so overwhelmed with fear and shock that she didn’t seem capable of getting up and moving and Blizzard just wasn’t strong enough to throw Rebecca over her shoulders and take her away that way. Hence, Blizzard had decided to just create an ice barrier around herself and Rebecca to protect them from the hail of bullets.

Unfortunately, Blizzard was only just now starting to realize why that was a bad idea. Although the barrier was thick enough that most of the bullets just bounced off its icy surface, thick cracks were already starting to appear in the barrier and were getting thicker with every bullet shot. In addition, the interior of the barrier was extremely cold; not a problem for Blizzard, who loved the cold, but Rebecca was already starting to shiver due to a combination of her thin pajamas and her own lack of experience with exceptionally cold weather. It didn’t help that the barrier was too thick for Blizzard to see through; she could see the lights from the back door, as well as the vague shapes of guards shooting at her, but without a clear view of the guards, Blizzard couldn’t effectively fight back.

Granted, I’m only supposed to distract them, not fight them, Blizzard thought, wincing every time a bullet hit the ice barrier’s exterior. But unless Shade steals the object quickly, I will have to fight them. With Rebecca by my side.

Blizzard wished that Bolt was here. He would probably have defeated and disarmed all of the guards by now. Blizzard was tempted to call Bolt right now and ask him to come, but she was too busy focusing on maintaining the barrier to call up Bolt; plus, she still didn’t want him to know that she had sneaked out of the house without him knowing. She was, however, starting to curse herself privately for stupidly agreeing to go along with Shade’s dumb plan.

This is why Bolt always says we shouldn’t work with the G-Men, Blizzard thought. They string us along like this and then leave us on our own to die.

Shaking her head, Blizzard knew that she couldn’t let herself get distracted by her thoughts. She looked around the barrier, trying to come up with an idea that would allow her to fight back against the guards, but between Rebecca’s whimpering and the constant put, put of the bullets as they struck the ice barrier, it was hard to think of what to do. She increased the thickness of the barrier, but she knew that sooner or later the guards’ bullets would pierce the barrier and then she and Rebecca would be in trouble.

Think, Blizzard, think, Blizzard told herself. If you don’t think of something quickly, you can kiss your and your sister’s life goodbye.

All of a sudden, the bullets stopped hitting the barrier; furthermore, Blizzard could not hear anyone on the other side, with the only sound being Rebecca’s whimpering behind her. She listened closely, but it did not sound like the guards were outside the barrier anymore. She wondered if they had run out of bullets; unlike in the movies, real guns didn’t have limitless ammunition, after all. She was tempted to open a hole in the barrier and take a peek, but she worried that that would just give her enemies on the other side of the barrier a chance to shoot her.

All of a sudden, a fist smashed through the ice barrier and grabbed Blizzard by the collar. Blizzard was pulled out of the ice barrier and thrown over someone’s shoulder. She spun through the air for a moment before landing on the street hard enough to go rolling backwards a couple of feet before she came to a stop, her head spinning and her back aching from the impact. It didn’t help that her cape was now wrapped around her body, but she managed to untangle her limbs just as a shadow fell over her. Looking up, Blizzard saw a large man standing over her, his arms twice as thick as hers, his small, beady eyes looking down at her with disgust.

“Got you,” said the man with a twisted grin. He raised a fist above his head.

But Blizzard rolled to the side, narrowly evading his fist as he brought it down on the street where she had been lying mere moments before. Rolling back to her feet, Blizzard backed away from the man, who turned to face her, his huge fists balled at his sides like jack hammers. Blizzard glanced toward the back of the building, but the guards who had been shooting at her barrier were nowhere to be seen; she figured they must have gone back inside, but she didn’t understand why, given how they had the superior numbers. Maybe they didn’t want to shoot their friend accidentally.

Not that it mattered why the guard was gone, however, because the big and ugly man (who Blizzard now realized was only slightly shorter than herself) looked more than capable of beating her to a pulp with or without backup.

“You’re with the government, aren’t you?” said the man. “Eli said that the government would come after us.”

Blizzard grimaced. “Government? No, I’m on my own, thanks. But I guess you’re one of the Unwanted, right?”

“The name is Chip,” said the man. He punched his fist into his other hand. “I don’t know what you’re doing here, but I am going to make sure you don’t get anywhere near Eli.”

“When did I say I wanted to get near your leader?” said Blizzard. “Maybe I just like distracting you from something else.”

“It’s the only logical explanation,” said Chip. He raised his fists. “Normally, I dislike beating up women, but I can always make an exception for women who threaten the safety of my leader.”

Before Blizzard’s startled eyes, Chip’s whole form vanished. It was like he had teleported into thin air, causing Blizzard to whip her head back and forth in an attempt to see where he had gone. But she couldn’t see him anywhere. She wondered if he had turned invisible or something.

But then Blizzard heard something heavy flying through the air and then felt something as solid as a rock smash into her lower jaw. Blizzard immediately collapsed onto the street, only to receive a kick to the gut which sent her rolling across the street again. She slammed into a dumpster, which caused her to come to a stop, but it didn’t stop her head from spinning. She also felt blood leaking from the corner of her mouth, but she didn’t have time to worry about that, because she could hear Chip running toward her, even though she couldn’t see him. It sounded like he would be upon her any second, but instead of running, Blizzard slammed her hands on the warm street and sent a wave of ice flowing across the street in all directions.

The wave of ice rapidly covered the street and then she heard the disembodied voice of Chip grunt in surprise, followed by the sound of something heavy hitting the ice, leaving a cracked surface where it fell. A split second later, Chip himself appeared on the ice, lying there with a stunned look on his face.

Blizzard rose to her feet and smirked. “Got you.”

She thrust her arms forward. Ice appeared on Chip’s arms and legs, freezing his body to the ground. Chip gasped in pain and struggled to break free, but Blizzard made sure that the ice was too thick for him to break. She figured that he may have had the ability to turn invisible, but he clearly did not have super strength.

In seconds, Chip was pinned to the street. He didn’t stop struggling against the ice, but based on how the ice didn’t even crack under his efforts, it was pretty clear that Chip was not going to be a threat again anytime soon.

Wiping the blood from the corner of her mouth, Blizzard was about to call Shade to see how she was doing before she heard a terrified shriek—Rebecca’s shriek—from over at the ice barrier. Blizzard whipped her head in that direction and the sight she saw caused her heart to sink.

Two of the Unwanted—large, burly Hispanic men with bandannas covering their mouths—had pulled Rebecca out of the ice barrier. One of the masked men was pointing a gun at the back of Rebecca’s head, while the other stood in front of him as if to protect him from Blizzard. Rebecca herself was shaking and crying, albeit silently, perhaps because she was afraid that they might shoot her if she made any sounds.

“Rebecca!” Blizzard shouted. “No!”

Blizzard took a step forward, but the first Unwanted jabbed the barrel of his gun at the back of Rebecca’s head, while the first Unwanted said, “Take one more step closer and you will get to see the girl’s brains all over the street. Don’t think about using your powers, either.”

Blizzard stopped. Despite the Unwanted’s warning, Blizzard was trying to decide if she could get away with using her ice powers to take out both of the Unwanted. Unfortunately, she realized that she was not fast enough to prevent the Unwanted from shooting Rebecca in the back of the head; while she could probably freeze the gun’s trigger from a distance, it would not freeze fast enough for her to prevent the gunman from pulling it.

So Blizzard lowered her hands. “Let her go. She’s just an innocent girl. She’s got nothing to do with this.”

The second Unwanted shook his head. “No. We saw what you did to Chip. We know you are trying to harm us, harm Eli, and we can’t allow that. We’re going to hold this girl hostage for a little while longer. She doesn’t seem to have any powers, but that doesn’t mean that she isn’t a threat.”

Rebecca was no longer crying silently; however, she still looked terrified. She looked at Blizzard with pleading eyes, causing Blizzard’s heart to tighten with helplessness, because she knew there was nothing she could do to save Rebecca right now. However annoying Rebecca may have been, she was still Blizzard’s sister, although that didn’t help her come up with a way to save her.

At the same time, however, anger rose within Blizzard. She didn’t step forward, but she did glare at the gunmen and said, “You monsters. Let her go and fight me like men. Then again, if you have to resort to threatening the life of an innocent teenage girl in order to win, maybe you aren’t as manly as you like to appear.”

“Shut up,” said the second Unwanted. “We’re not stupid. We know you’re trying to bait us into giving up the only thing keeping us safe from you. If you want the girl to live, then get on your knees, put your hands behind your head, and don’t move a muscle.”

“What are you going to do to me?” said Blizzard. “Shoot me?”

“Eli will decide what to do with you once we have you chained up,” said the second Unwanted. He gestured at the kneeling Rebecca behind him with his head. “The longer you stand around trying to look all tough, the more impatient my friend’s trigger finger here gets. And impatient trigger fingers have a tendency to slip.”

Blizzard bit her lower lip, but at this point, she knew that she had no choice but to comply with the Unwanted’s demands. So she carefully got on her knees and put her hands behind her head, making sure to look as nonthreatening as possible so that neither of the Unwanted would suspect she was trying to get them to lower their guard.

The second Unwanted walked over to her. He immediately grabbed her wrists and put some thick metal chains around them; nothing Blizzard couldn’t break with her ice powers, but then the Unwanted shoved the barrel of his gun against the back of Blizzard’s neck, making her freeze.

“Good girl,” said the second Unwanted. “Now, we’re going to take you and the other girl inside the building. We’ll also let Eli know that the problem has been dealt with; I’m sure he’ll be very interested in finding out why a couple of teenage girls chose to attack our base in the middle of the night.”

Blizzard said nothing. She just looked over at Rebecca, who looked like she was on the verge of despair. Blizzard herself felt a flurry of emotions inside her body at the moment; anger at Shade, anger and worried about Rebecca, but mostly angry at herself for getting herself into such a dumb situation in the first place. If she had just said no to Shade’s offer earlier that day, neither Blizzard nor Rebecca would even be in this situation tonight.

“Carlos!” the second Unwanted shouted at his ally who was pointing a gun at the back of Rebecca’s head. “Call Eli and let him know that we’ve defeated the attackers. He’ll be pleased to hear that, I’m sure.”

Carlos nodded and pulled a smartphone out of his pocket, making sure to keep the barrel of his gun focused on Rebecca at all times. But before Carlos could dial Eli’s number, something flat and disk-like whirled from out of the darkness of the nearby alleyway straight toward Carlos. The second Unwanted yelled at Carlos to dodge, but it was too late. Carlos had just enough time to look in the direction from which the disk came before it slammed directly into his face. Carlos collapsed onto the street, dropping his gun at the same time, while the disk landed next to Rebecca, who cringed at the metallic clang of the disk. From the light over the back door, Blizzard could see that the disk was in fact the lid of a trash can, but she had no idea who had thrown it.

The second Unwanted, meanwhile, whirled around to face the alleyway from which the disk had been thrown. “Who’s there? Another teenage girl who doesn’t know what she’s up against?”

A familiar laugh came from the shadows of the alleyway. “No one’s ever called me a teenage girl before. Good joke, my dude, but I’ve heard better.”

The second Unwanted apparently was not going to take any chances, because he pointed his gun at the alleyway, clearly intending to shoot whoever had just spoken, but then an arrow flew straight and true out of the alleyway and jammed itself inside the gun’s barrel. The impact of the arrow landing inside the barrel caused the gun to fall out of the Unwanted’s hands, but he quickly produced another gun from his holster and started firing.

The loud blasts of the gun so close to Blizzard’s head made her wince, but it apparently did nothing to scare off the mysterious assailant from the shadows, because above the sounds of bullets being fired, Blizzard heard laughter. Then something—no, someone—came rushing out of the shadows of the alleyway, expertly dodging each bullet fired at it by the increasingly terrified Unwanted. The person moved so fast that Blizzard almost thought it was Bolt or White, but when she didn’t see a white or black blur, she realized that it was someone else entirely.

The speeding person knocked the gun out of the Unwanted’s hands, sending it falling somewhere off to the side. The Unwanted desperately tried to punch his assailant, but his attack missed as the speedster dodged the attack. The momentum of the punch sent the Unwanted staggering forward, but one punch from the speedster later and the Unwanted lay on the street as still as a rock.

Blizzard—who had been kneeling very still, with her head down, the entire time—raised her head slowly. At first, she did not see anyone else in the street aside from herself, Rebecca, Chip (who was still frozen against the street), and the two unconscious Unwanted. She almost thought that their salvation must have been some kind of miracle before a figure suddenly appeared before her, a large, muscular man wearing nothing but a toga and sunglasses.

Blizzard couldn’t help but gasp in recognition of the man. “Radicles? Is that you?”

Radicles gave her the thumbs up. “That it is, my dudette. And like yesterday, I am here to save the day. Well, technically the night, but you know what I mean.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Shell gulped. His hands felt sweaty. His knees weren’t quite shaking, but he could already feel sweat starting to appear on his temple. He scrambled to his feet, but he knew that even on his feet, there was no way that he could beat Shade. He didn’t have as much experience with her as Bolt did, but he had seen Shade defeat a giant Pokacu robot once before as if it had been nothing. He still wanted to stand, however, if only because it would be easier to run away on his feet than on his back.

Not that Shell was going to be running away anytime soon. The door was locked and closed and the window was too high for him to climb out of. Besides, Zanni stood between him and the door and Zanni did not look like he was going to be running anytime soon. Neither did Eli or Sarah, for that matter, although Sarah looked just as terrified about facing Shade as he did. Maybe Sarah knew who Shade was already, or maybe it was the fact that Shade had just destroyed their table in one blow that made her afraid of him.

Eli, on the other hand, looked as impassive as ever, although even he seemed to be eying Shade warily. “So one of Cadmus’s lackeys has decided to pay me a visit.”

“Lackeys?” said Shade. “I’m Director Smith’s second-in-command. That hardly makes me a lackey.”

“Doesn’t matter,” said Eli. “I knew that the government was trying to get me, but I didn’t realize that you were so close on my trail. Are you the one responsible for the attack Chip just called me about?”

“Let’s just say that I brought along a couple of volunteers who are giving their time and effort to a noble cause,” said Shade. She pointed at the box in Eli’s hands. “And by ‘noble cause,’ I mean stealing the Call from you.”

Zanni looked at Eli sharply. “I thought you had told me that this meeting would not be interrupted by the government.”

“How was I supposed to know that this woman was following me?” Eli snapped. “Believe me, if I had known that I was being watched this closely, I would have rescheduled this meeting for another time and place.”

“And then I would have just followed you there,” said Shade, shaking her head. “Regardless, it is one thing to have such a dangerous object in your hands. It is quite another to then try to sell that object to a member of a notorious supervillain team that the government wants behind bars. That’s at least fifteen different felonies right off the bat, but I’m sure that our G-Men lawyers will be able to pin  more on you once I arrest you.”

“Assuming, that is, that you will be able to capture any of us,” said Eli. “I have no plans to go to jail, either tonight or ever.”

“Most criminals have no plans to go to jail, you know, but somehow they always end up in there anyway,” said Shade. “It’s kind of—Wait, Shell, is that you?”

Shell cringed as soon as Shade looked at him. He had been hoping that Shade might just ignore him and focus on Eli and Zanni, but he supposed he should have known better than to expect to get that lucky. He had hoped also that Shade would fight Eli and Zanni and he would be able to slip away in the middle of the chaos, but now it was obvious that he would not be able to do that.

Shade was not the only one looking at him. Zanni’s attention had also turned to Shell, but whereas Shade simply looked confused, Zanni had a flicker of surprise and anger in his eyes.

“Shell?” Zanni repeated. “As in, the Shell who is a member of the Young Neos?”

“Yeah, that’s him,” said Shade, who Shell wished would just shut up right now. “Shell, what are you doing here? Blizzard didn’t tell me that any of her friends were here.”

“I, uh, er, um,” said Shell, desperately trying to think of a good response. “I’m, uh, not Shell.”

“No, you’re definitely Shell,” said Shade. “You’re hiding your weird shell with your backpack and shirt, but there’s no mistaking you for anyone else. You’re pretty distinctive.”

Shell would have been honored, under ordinary circumstances, to be recognized by a girl as pretty as Shade; however, with every word that came from Shade’s mouth, Shell became more and more convinced that he was going to die young. He looked at Zanni, who no longer looked surprised, but instead coldly angry, as if he had finally realized what Shell’s presence here meant.

Zanni looked at Eli. “Eli, why did you not tell me that this boy is one of the Young Neos? You know how my employer feels about them.”

Eli still didn’t show any sign of fear or worry, but he did look a little bit like a trapped rat now. “Well, I didn’t see it as being necessarily relevant to the negotiations, you have to understand.”

“It seems deeply relevant, to me, given how the Young Neos have given my team so much trouble,” said Zanni. He stepped away. “Perhaps this entire meeting was nothing other than a trick by the Young Neos to find out what we Venetians are doing. They send one of their own to sit in on the middle of an important transaction and learn about things that my employer doesn’t want anyone else outside of the Venetians knowing about.”

“No, Zanni, you have to understand that I’m not working with the Young Neos by any meaning of the term,” said Eli, who now sounded a little desperate. “Really, it was just poor planning on my part that led to you and Shell being present on the same night. If I had had better foresight, I—”

“And do you really even have the Call?” said Zanni, looking at the box suspiciously. “Perhaps it is just an empty box, which is why you don’t want to show me its contents. It’s quite clear to me now. While you would get a million dollars and vital information about the Starborn, the Young Neos would learn more about our plans and we Venetians would get nothing but cardboard. You really are as clever as your grandfather.”

“This is interesting and all, but also a big waste of time,” said Shade, before Eli could respond. “Both of you can figure out who double-crossed who in the safety of Ultimate Max. For now, I must ask both of you to come forward quietly; as a G-Men agent, I have the authority to arrest both of you for the crimes you’ve committed.”

Zanni chuckled. “Cute girl. You think you can beat me. You don’t even know what I am capable of.”

“Oh, I’m more than just cute,” said Shade, brushing aside a few strands of hair from her face. “I’m also deadly, trained by Cadmus Smith himself. Underestimate me at your own peril.”

Shell glanced at the window, trying to remember exactly how high up he was. If he jumped out the window now and fell on his shell, he might survive; of course, if he was too high up, he might just end up splattered on the street below. But that might be a preferable way to go over whatever Zanni had planned for him; he still didn’t know what Zanni’s powers were, but he knew that if he got caught in a four way fight between Zanni, Eli, Sarah, and Shade, he was probably going to end up looking like he had been smashed into paste anyway.

“Very well, girl,” said Zanni. “First, I will deal with you. Once you are dead, I will destroy Shell, Eli, and Sarah and then take the Call for myself.”

Shade smirked. “You’ve got this all planned out already. Impressive. Unfortunately for you, however, it takes more than a simple plan to deal with me.”

Shade thrust her arm forward. A long, sharp shadow tendril shot toward Zanni, who didn’t even move. Instead, he held up one hand before him, like he was about to catch a baseball. Shell fully expected to see the tendril skewer Zanni.

But when the tendril collided with Zanni’s hand, it suddenly split, heading off in a dozen different direction at once, like it had run into a thick stone wall. And based on Shade’s shocked expression, it was pretty clear that she had not been intending or expecting that to happen.

But Shade recovered quickly. She pulled back her arm, and with it, the tendril, but as soon as the tendril returned to her arm, she spread out both arms. Dark shadow claws emerged from the shadows of the four corners of the room, all of them converging on Zanni, who just looked up at the approaching shadow claws with as much fear as a lion showed toward a mouse. Eli and Sarah had fallen on their hands and knees to stay out of the way of the claws and Shell joined them, even though Shade’s target at the moment was Zanni and not any of them.

The four shadow claws hurtled toward Zanni, but Zanni merely raised a hand and snapped his fingers.

In an instant, the shadow claws … disappeared. They did not evaporate or vaporize or return to the shadowy corners from which they had emerged. It was as though Zanni had simply deleted them from existence. Shell looked around the room, but he did not see where Zanni could have banished them.

As for Shade, she looked even more shocked than before. There was also a little fear on her face, but the fear was quickly replaced by anger. “What did you do with my claws?”

“I got rid of them,” said Zanni. “Isn’t it obvious? Then again, you G-Men always have been rather slow to understanding what your senses showed you, so I guess I shouldn’t expect you to understand what I mean.”

“You can’t just—never mind,” said Shade. “This is getting ridiculous. You’re clearly far more powerful than I first thought, but that just means I’m going to have to work harder to beat you.”

“Still very cute, but also very ineffective,” said Zanni. “At the same time, you’re amusing enough that I don’t feel like beating you yet.”

“Amusing enough?” Shade repeated indignantly. “Okay, that’s it. You’re going down.”

Shade raised her hands. Shell thought she was going to summon more shadow claws or tendrils, but instead, Shade’s body began to get darker and darker, until soon she looked like nothing more than the walking embodiment of darkness itself. Not only that, but she grew taller and taller until soon her form had to bend over to avoid scraping her head against the ceiling. Her large form no longer even looked human; instead of legs, the lower half of its body disappeared in a morass of shadow, while its hands were clawed monstrosities that looked more like bear claws than hands. But her face was the most terrifying part; it was positively demonic, with dark red eyes, jagged teeth, and a tongue that looked as sharp as a sword. The temperature in the room also seemed to drop several degrees in an instant, causing Shell, Eli, and Sarah to shiver.

Zanni, the other hand, showed no discomfort or fear at all in the face of Shade’s ultimate form. If anything, he looked quite bored and yawned as he looked upon her.

“Oh, what is this?” said Zanni. “You’re no longer cute and amusing. You look rather ugly.”

“Right now, I couldn’t care less about that,” said Shade, her voice much deeper than before. “But focus on that as much as you like. It will make crushing you under my fist so much easier.”

Shade hurled both of her huge, shadowy fists at Zanni. Both fists were as tall as Zanni, but much thicker, and Shell believed that one hit from either fist would likely kill Zanni in one hit, or at least leave him paralyzed for life.

But as before, Zanni showed no fear whatsoever. He didn’t even a raise his hands this time. He just sighed, smiled, and then flicked the feather on his hat in Shade’s general direction.

What happened next was unclear to Shell. He sensed some kind of powerful burst of energy come from Zanni, like a balloon full of helium being let out.

Then, abruptly, Shade’s shadow form vanished, just like the shadow claws. Shade herself still stood on the floor, but she looked completely taken by surprise.

“Huh?” said Shade, looking around in alarm. “What … how …”

“As I said before, I got rid of it,” said Zanni. “It’s that simple. When I want something gone, it goes.” Zanni raised his hand, palm out, toward Shade. “And I want you gone.”

Zanni curled his fingers into a fist.

Before Shell’s frightened eyes, Shade vanished into thin air. She didn’t even get a chance to scream. She just disappeared. It was like she was there one moment and then gone the next, like a file being deleted from a computer. She was nowhere in the room; indeed, it was like she had never been in the room at all.

Zanni brought his fist to his side, his smile never leaving his lips. “There we go. Not very funny or amusing, but I suppose it was practical, like Pantalone always says we should be.”

Shell gulped. He couldn’t believe what he’d just seen. Shade was one of the strongest superhumans he knew, yet Zanni had rendered all of her strongest attacks ineffectual and then got rid of her in a second. Before, he had thought that Zanni was exaggerating his own power, but now Shell was starting to wonder if he had actually been underselling it.

That realization came at the same time that Zanni turned his attention to Shell. Shell, despite his fear, managed to stand up, but he didn’t try to attack Zanni, nor did he try to run. He just stared at the Venetian with terror running through his whole form.

“With that annoying government agent out of the way, I think it’s time I take you out next,” said Zanni. “But don’t worry; I won’t make you disappear like her. No, we’ll have a little fun first, and then you’ll disappear. If it’s funny, I might even take you back to my employer, who I am sure would be delighted to learn that I had captured one of the Young Neos.” He held up a hand. “I can’t guarantee it won’t hurt; I can, however, guarantee that it will be hilarious, at least.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

“What is up, my dudette?” said Radicles. “Hold on, don’t answer that yet. Let me get those chains off your wrists.”

Radicles quickly tore the cuffs off of Blizzard’s wrists. Blizzard immediately began rubbing them, even though the cuffs had not been particularly tight on her wrists.

“Thank you for saving me and my sister, Radicles,” said Blizzard, glancing at the unconscious gunman lying nearby, “but, um, why are you wearing sunglasses at night?”

“Because wearing sunglasses at night is totally radical, dudette,” said Radicles. He held out a hand. “Better question is, what are you and your sister doing here putting yourself in such dangerous situations?”

“My sister,” said Blizzard in realization. She immediately ran around Radicles over to Rebecca, who was still kneeling on the street with her hands over her head. She didn’t seem to have noticed that the Unwanted threatening her life was lying unconscious nearby; she didn’t even seem to notice Radicles. She had probably covered her head with her hands as soon as the gunman went down and likely had not even heard Radicles appear.

“Rebecca, are you okay?” said Blizzard, stopping in front of her and bending over to check on her. “Are you hurt? Do you have any injuries?”

Rebecca looked up at Blizzard. Her tears had caused her eyeliner to run down her face, making her look awful, but Blizzard didn’t see any injuries on her face, at least. “N-No, I’m okay. Just … scared.”

“It’s okay,” said Blizzard in a soothing voice. She hugged her quickly. “The gunmen are down. You don’t need to be afraid anymore.”

Rebecca sniffled. “O-Okay. But I want to go home now. I shouldn’t have come here.”

“All right,” said Blizzard. “We’ll get you home, but first I need to find Shade. She’s the only one who can get you home quickly and safely.”

“Shade?” said Radicles, who Blizzard had not heard come up behind her. “You mean the G-Men agent?”

Blizzard looked over her shoulder at Radicles. “You know her?”

“Yeah, my dudette,” said Radicles, nodding. “Met her once a while ago. She and I used to be friends.”

“Used to?” Blizzard repeated. “Why aren’t you friends anymore?”

Radicles’ smirk was briefly replaced by a sad frown, but only for a second; in the next, he looked as self-satisfied as he usually did. “Long story, but I didn’t know she was in Phoenix or that you were working with the government. Then again, maybe I shouldn’t be so surprised; the NHA and INJ are, after all, being secretly controlled by the government behind the scenes.”

Blizzard wanted to roll her eyes, but she didn’t want to get Radicles angry at her, not after he had helped her and Rebecca. Still, she stood up and turned around to face him, a questioning look on her face. “What are you doing here? Shade didn’t mention to me that you were also looking for the Unwanted.”

“The Unwanted?” Radicles repeated. “Nah, I wasn’t looking for them. I was looking for Shell.”

“Shell?” said Blizzard. “He’s back at my parents’ house along with everyone else.”

But Radicles shook his head. “Nope, not true, my dudette. He’s here. I’ve been following him ever since my fight with Doctor Danger.”

“Following him?” said Blizzard. “Why?”

“Because he’s my son,” said Radicles. “I wanted to make sure he was okay. And … I was hoping to talk to him, maybe repair our relationship.”

Radicles sounded rueful when he spoke that last sentence, even a little sheepish, very much unlike his normal confident attitude. It made Blizzard realize that, however Radicles may have acted, he really did want to be a good father to Shell.

But Blizzard was too surprised by the revelation that Shell was here to think about that at the moment. “Why is Shell here? Is he trying to take down the Unwanted?”

“I don’t know,” said Radicles with a shrug. “All I know is that he is inside that building right now.”

“Maybe the Unwanted kidnapped him,” said Blizzard, looking toward the building. “Or they’re holding him against his will somehow.”

“I don’t think so,” said Radicles. “From what I’ve seen, Shell came here of his own free will. Not sure what that means, but he is probably still in trouble.”

Blizzard nodded, but she was disturbed by this revelation, because it meant that Shell had left the house without telling any of the others. If Shell was intentionally deceiving the team, then Blizzard doubted that he had good reasons for sneaking out like that. Of course, maybe Shell had a good reason for sneaking out of the house without letting the others know where he was going, but Blizzard doubted that.

Then again, I sneaked out of the house without telling anyone, too, so maybe I don’t really have any ground on which to criticize him, Blizzard thought, rubbing the back of her head. It’s still concerning, though. What if the Unwanted are harming him even now?

“But I don’t know what you are doing here, my dudette,” said Radicles. His eyes narrowed. “You said you’re working with Shade, which means you’re working with the government. What does the government want with the Unwanted?”

“That’s not any of my business to tell you,” said Blizzard. “All I can tell you is that we’re trying to keep a dangerous object out of the hands of people who shouldn’t have it. It’s for the good of Phoenix.”

Radicles snorted. “Right, that’s what the government always says whenever they’re doing something they shouldn’t.” He shook his head. “But never mind that. I’m going to go in and find Shell, but you and your sister should stay out here. It would be totally uncool if one of my son’s friends and her sister got hurt because of me.”

“Hey, I can take care of myself,” said Blizzard. She gestured at Chip, who was still frozen to the ground. “See?”

“Right, like how you were taking care of yourself with those two gunmen,” said Radicles. “You totally didn’t need me to save you and your sister from getting shot in the back of the head terrorist-style.”

Blizzard couldn’t help but feel embarrassed. “That doesn’t—”

Blizzard was interrupted by a sudden shaking in the street. It felt like an earthquake, but that didn’t make any sense because Phoenix didn’t normally have earthquakes. That was when Blizzard realized that the source of the shaking came from the Unwanted’s base, like a bomb had gone off inside there that had been powerful enough to shake the street itself.

And before Blizzard or Radicles could react, the second floor of the building exploded in a great blast of fire and glass. Rebecca shrieked and covered her head with her hands again, while Blizzard and Radicles looked up at the blown out side of the building just in time to see a large, red energy bubble go flying out. The energy bubble had three people within it, but that was all Blizzard could see of it before the bubble fell toward the street below. Blizzard realized that the bubble was going to fall on them, but before she could move out of the way, Radicles grabbed both her and Rebecca, tossed them over his shoulder, and then ran out of the way of the bubble, moving fast despite carrying both of their weight on his shoulders.

A second later, the bubble hit the street and bounced a couple of feet into the air before it came to a stop. As soon as it stopped bouncing, the bubble popped, allowing Blizzard to see three people lying on the street. One of them was a man in his thirties wearing a goatee, the second a teenage girl she didn’t recognize, but she recognized the third, a short, scrawny thirteen-year-old with a large backpack on his back that was obviously meant to hide something. While the man and the girl were lying on the street with stunned and frightened looks on their faces, the thirteen-year-old was already scrambling to his feet, rubbing the back of his head as he looked up at the fiery inferno above that had once been the second floor of the building.

“Shell?” said Blizzard in shock. “Is that you?”

Shell suddenly looked over at Blizzard, shock on his face. “Blizzard? Dad? What are you two doing here?”

“We were about to ask you the same question, my dude,” said Radicles, putting his hands on his waist. “What’s up with the explosion?”

A sudden groan from the street caused Blizzard to look at the man with the goatee, who had pushed himself up to his hands and knees and was shaking his head. A simple wooden box lay next to him, but it must have been more valuable than it looked, because the man quickly snatched up the box, peeked under the lid, and then sighed in relief, like his worst fears had been disproved. He shoved the box into his pocket and rose to his feet, helping the girl up as well.

“How … how did we survive that?” said the girl, her voice shaky.

“My new powers,” said Shell, gesturing at himself. “I made a protective bubble around us. I don’t think Zanni was expecting that.’

“New powers?” Blizzard repeated. “What new powers? Who are these two? And who is Zanni?”

“My name is Eli Corey,” said the man. He gestured at the girl. “This is Sarah, a friend of mine. As for Zanni—”

A mad laugh suddenly came from the fiery hole in the side of the building above, causing Blizzard and everyone else to look up at it. At first, there was nothing other than whirling flames and smoke, but then a figure stepped out from the fire. Literally stepped out; he walked out of the building and onto the air as if there was solid ground under his feet. He wore a strange-looking mask that covered the upper half of his face, in addition to the odd, clown-like costume he wore on his body and the feathered hat atop his head. His blue eyes shined through the eye holes of his mask, but it succeeded only in making him look more demonic than anything.

“Ah, so there you are,” said the man in a high-pitched, amused voice. “The energy bubble was a neat trick, but it won’t save you forever.”

“Who the hell is that?” said Blizzard, staring up at the masked man in confusion. “Another Unwanted?”

“A Venetian,” said Shell. “His name is Zanni.”

Blizzard looked at Shell in shock. “A Venetian? Here? Are there any more?”

“He’s by himself,” said Shell in a hurried voice. “But it doesn’t matter. He’s absurdly powerful. He’s already killed Shade.”

“He killed Shade?” Blizzard repeated. “No way. She’s too strong.”

“Not as strong as Zanni,” said Shell. “Listen, we need to run, because he’s going to kill us all if we don’t.”

“Run from a villain?” Radicles said. “Dude, that’s totally lame and not at all radical. Real heroes never run from a fight. Let me show you how a true hero handles villains!”

Radicles suddenly jumped into the air toward Zanni, jumping far higher and faster than a normal human could. Shell tried to yell at him to stop, but he was too late. Radicles was flying through the air toward Zanni, who showed absolutely no fear or worry whatsoever as a large man wearing nothing but a toga came flying at him. Radicles pulled his fists back, no doubt to punch Zanni, but before he could hit him, Zanni held out a hand and Radicles just abruptly stopped in midair.

“Huh?” said Radicles, looking down at Zanni’s hand in surprise. “What the hell is this?”

Zanni didn’t respond, but Blizzard could see his grin grow even bigger even from a distance. He then flicked a finger toward Radicles and Radicles suddenly flew backwards toward the street as if he had just been hit by a truck. Radicles crashed into the street hard enough to crack the concrete and even create a small crater, where he lay quite still.

“Father!” Shell shouted, running over to him. “Father, are you okay?”

Blizzard would have run over to join Shell, but she wanted to stay next to Rebecca, who was whimpering again, staring up at Zanni, who looked more amused than ever as he looked down at everyone below. Blizzard had no idea what kind of powers Zanni had, but if he could take out Radicles in one hit like that, then she wasn’t so sure of her own chances of success against him.

“Was that ‘radical’ enough for you, dude?” said Zanni in a mocking voice. “If you thought that was radical, then wait for my next move. It will be hilarious.”

Blizzard gulped. She looked over at Shell, who was desperately trying to wake up Radicles, who appeared to have been either knocked unconscious by Zanni or possibly even killed; it was hard to tell, because he was so bloodied and damaged from the crash that he looked very much like a corpse. Blizzard looked over at Eli and Sarah, who looked even more afraid of Zanni than she did.

“Eli, you’re the leader of the Unwanted, right?” said Blizzard.

Eli nodded shakily. “Yes. Who are you?”

“Blizzard, one of the Young Neos,” said Blizzard. “Where is Shade?”

“I d-don’t know,” said Eli. “Zanni just made her vanish into thin air. I don’t know if she’s even still alive or not.”

Uh oh, Blizzard thought. And she was the person in charge of this mission.

Blizzard looked back up at Zanni. Although having never seen him before, she realized that he had to be even more powerful than his fellow Venetians if he had been able to make Shade ‘vanish,’ whatever that meant. And it didn’t matter if Shade was still alive or not; even if Shade had somehow survived whatever Zanni had done to her, Blizzard and the others would still have to fight for their lives without her help.

I need to call Bolt and the others, Blizzard thought. No way can Shell and I beat this guy on our own, even if we work together.

Blizzard reached for her suit-up watch, but before she could tap its screen, Zanni raised a hand and snapped his fingers.

Immediately, the nearby dumpster came flying at her, Eli, Sarah, and Rebecca. It came too fast for Blizzard to dodge or for her to summon an ice wall to protect herself and the others; however, as it turned out, she didn’t need to, because Shell, still kneeling near his father, threw his hands up and all four of them were covered in a large red bubble. The dumpster slammed into the bubble at full force, but it did not pierce the bubble’s surface; instead, the bubble bounced the dumpster back, sending it flying into the side of the building it had been standing beside just moments ago.

As soon as the dumpster was gone, Shell dropped the shield, causing Blizzard to whirl around to face him. “Shell, how did you do that?”

“New powers,” Shell said. “I’ll explain later. Need to wake up Father first.”

Shell immediately went back to shaking Radicles, who still hadn’t woken up, but then Blizzard noticed Zanni turning his attention to Shell. Zanni raised a finger, no doubt to attack Shell while he was distracted, so Blizzard summoned a large huge sphere in her hands and shot it at Zanni as quickly as she could.

Zanni turned to look at the ice sphere just as it hit him in the face. The ice sphere hit him so hard that he went flying backwards into the still-burning second floor of the building with a huge crash, followed by more burning debris falling on top of him. Blizzard did not hear Zanni get up, but given how powerful he obviously was, she figured that he was going to be down for maybe a few seconds, and when he got back up, he would probably be angrier than ever.

Turning to Eli, Blizzard said, “Get my sister and your friend out of here. Once Zanni returns, he is going to be more violent than ever and he’ll probably try to kill us all. And since it doesn’t seem like you guys can fight, you need to leave and find the police.”

“Sure, sure,” said Eli, who still sounded incredibly shaken. “Yes, I will do that.”

“And keep my sister safe,” Blizzard added, poking a finger in Eli’s chest. “If you do anything to harm her or put her in harm’s way, I will hunt you down and make you pay. Got it?”

Eli nodded rapidly, looking so afraid that Blizzard half-expected him to get down on his knees and start kissing her feet in supplication. “Yes, yes, of course. We won’t harm her. We’ll make sure she gets to safety.”

“Good,” said Blizzard. “Now go. Shell and I will deal with Zanni.”

Eli nodded one more time and then, helping a far more shaken Rebecca to her feet, ran off toward one of the alleyways leading to the streets, with Sarah and Rebecca following him closely. Rebecca did look over her shoulder once as she ran, but she didn’t slow down. Blizzard did her best to give Rebecca a reassuring look, but given how absurdly powerful Zanni obviously was, Blizzard wasn’t sure if she and Shell would have any luck in defeating him.

Once Eli, Sarah, and Rebecca were gone, Blizzard turned around and ran over to Shell and Radicles. Up close, Radicles looked even worse; blood was leaking from his crown, while his sunglasses lay skewed on his face, showing that he had brown eyes just like Shell. His toga was torn as well, although thankfully it held onto his body in the spots where it hid his privates.

“Is he still alive?” said Blizzard.

Shell nodded, but he didn’t look up at her, his focus on Radicles, who he kept shaking. “Yes, but he’s unconscious. I’m afraid he might even be in a coma.”

“Just what we need,” said Blizzard. “The guy who is stronger than both of us put together knocked out. Lucky us.”

“Hey, if Father couldn’t beat Zanni, then how could we?” said Shell, looking up at Blizzard. “You need to call the rest of the team. We’ll need everyone to beat him.”

Blizzard nodded and reached for her watch again, but as before, she was interrupted by another explosion above. Something tall and flaming shot out of the burning second floor and landed on the street opposite them. The flames covering it rapidly died down until they revealed a very pissed-off, very angry-looking Zanni standing in the flesh. He looked no worse the wear for having been hit by a giant ice ball into a burning building, although Blizzard did notice that the tip of his feather was slightly burnt.

“Nice trick,” said Zanni. The humor in his voice was gone; it had been replaced by pure hatred. “Cheap trick, more like it, hitting me while I was distracted. It almost hurt.”

Shell stood up and tapped the screen of his suit-up watch, causing his suit to pop out of his watch and cover him. Shell then took a fighting stance, as did Blizzard, although Blizzard had the strongest feeling that they were not going to last very long against him.

“At least you two have decided not to run away,” said Zanni. “You are much braver than you look. Unfortunately, bravery won’t help you very much against my power.”

Zanni raised his hands again, but Blizzard summoned ice spears in the air that she launched at Zanni. Unfortunately, Zanni simply waved his hands and the spears vanished into nothingness.

“Still don’t get it, do you?” said Zanni. “There’s nothing you can do to beat me. Reality itself bends under my will.”

“Then why are you working for John Mann?” said Shell. “If you’re so powerful, why do you work for someone else?”

Zanni scowled. “That, my little turtle-shelled friend, is none of your business.” Zanni raised his hands again. “Enough talking. Time to die, but first, I want to play around with you a little, as I said before.”

Zanni thrust his hands toward Blizzard and Shell. Blizzard expected to get hit by something, but she did not feel anything hit her; however, she did feel something rush past her, like an ocean wave, but she didn’t understand what Zanni had done until she heard a cracking sound beneath her. Looking down, Blizzard saw a thick circle had appeared in the concrete around her feet, but before she could do anything, a portion of the concrete flew up into the air, with her still standing on it. She cried out in shock as her concrete platform flew up higher and higher into the air, her hair and cape flapping around her uncontrollably. Shell, Radicles, and Zanni grew smaller and smaller the higher up she went, until soon she couldn’t even see them. She was high above Phoenix now; she could even see the mountains in the distance, barely illuminated by the city’s lights.

The concrete platform came to an abrupt stop, nearly tossing her off it, although she managed to retain her balance. But being so high up made her feel dizzy; Blizzard tried not to look down, but she was so high up in the air that it was almost impossible not to look down.

And then, without warning, the concrete platform vanished into thin air and she went falling to the city below.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Shell watched as Blizzard shot up into the air out of sight. He would have shouted her name, but it would have been a pointless thing to do. All he could do was watch helplessly as Blizzard, standing atop a concrete platform, flew higher and higher into the air until she was out of sight. He wondered if Zanni had sent her into orbit or if he had simply sent Blizzard extremely high into the sky. Either way, Shell was on his own against Zanni now.

Looking at Zanni, Shell couldn’t help but feel a shudder of fear run through him. Shell had fought supervillains before, but Zanni was on a totally different power level from any he had faced previously. He remembered how Zanni had made Shade vanish, how he had taken out Father in one hit, and wondered if it was still possible to run and hide from this mad man.

But no, it wasn’t, so Shell stood his ground, even though he knew he couldn’t beat Zanni on his own.

“Not going to run away?” said Zanni. “You are far braver than I thought, even after you’ve had a taste of my power. I would compliment you for your bravery, but it seems more like stupidity at this point to me.”

“I’m not afraid of you,” said Shell. It was the only thing he could think to say to Zanni, because fear was overriding most of his critical thinking skills. “I’m not afraid of you at all.”

“You should be, given what I’ve already done to your allies,” said Zanni. “But if you want to try and fight me, be my guest.”

Zanni snapped his fingers again. This time, several chunks of burning stone and sheet rock flew toward Shell. Shell immediately summoned a red energy bubble around himself and Father, causing the burning chunks of debris to bounce harmlessly off the barrier’s surface. Even so, the impact of so many chunks of debris hitting his shield at once left him more exhausted than he expected. He realized that the barrier was connected to his own stamina; the worse he felt, the weaker the barrier was. He had no idea if that meant that the barrier would break if enough force was applied to it or not, but such a realization made him feel far more fragile and vulnerable than he normally did.

Still, Shell knew he couldn’t afford to be on the defensive forever, so he dropped the barrier and summoned two red energy bubbles in his hands. He threw them both at Zanni, who looked genuinely surprised at Shell’s tactic. In fact, Zanni looked so surprised that Shell could create those small energy bubbles that he did not get out of the way of their trajectory. The bubbles slammed into Zanni’s chest and immediately grew in size, covering the entirety of Zanni’s torso in seconds.

“This feels warm,” said Zanni, looking down at the large red energy bubble now covering his body. “And inconvenient.”

Shell didn’t respond. He just thrust his hands forward and Zanni suddenly went flying backwards, thanks to the energy bubbles pulling him away. Zanni slammed into the side of the building, causing the energy bubbles to pop, and then he fell down to the street below. He landed on his hands and knees and gasped in pain.

Shell, on the other hand, just stepped backwards, panting already. He couldn’t believe that he had gotten a good hit on Zanni, but that didn’t mean his luck was going to last forever. He couldn’t fight Zanni effectively with Father lying unconscious at his feet, so he would have to take advantage of Zanni’s temporary stunned condition to move Father out of the alley, out of the vicinity of the fight.

So Shell quickly formed a protective red bubble around Father and gently lifted him out of the crater in which he lay. He carefully, albeit shakily due to his inexperience, moved Father all the way to the other side of the street, near the destroyed dumpster, and then laid him carefully on the street. Just as he did that, he heard a groan and looked over to see that Zanni was already rising back to his feet.

Deciding that this was his best chance to get Zanni, Shell fired two more energy bubbles at him. But Zanni winked out of existence, causing the bubbles to pop harmlessly against the side of the building. Shell looked around wildly, but he could not see Zanni anywhere.

How did he disappear like that? Shell thought. Can he teleport, too?

A shadow suddenly fell over him and Shell looked over his shoulder. Zanni stood above him, a twisted grin on his face. Zanni immediately grabbed Shell by the neck and lifted him up. Shell’s arms and legs flailed, but he couldn’t hit Zanni because his limbs were so short. He could just barely breathe as Zanni lifted him a foot off the ground, an evil madness glinting in Zanni’s eyes.

“You know, it would probably be more productive for me to chase after Eli,” said Zanni, his voice every bit as mad as his eyes. “But my employer gave all Venetians orders to kill any Young Neos we run across. Your friend who I sent flying should hit this very street soon, which will be rather messy, and once I am done with you, I will have taken out two of my employer’s worst enemies.” Zanni brought Shell closer, his hot, onion-smelling breath washing over Shell’s face. “Truthfully, though, I simply dislike anyone who harms my teammates or gets in the way of our plans. My employer’s plans for humanity are glorious and any who oppose it must be crushed like an ant.”

Shell couldn’t respond. Even though Zanni appeared to be a fairly thin man, he had a vice-like grip, making it impossible for Shell to speak. And then Zanni’s grip tightened on his neck, making him gasp, but he was unable to breathe in any more air. What little air he did manage to inhale was mixed with Zanni’s disgusting onion breath, which made Shell gag. Shell couldn’t even reach his suit-up watch to send a distress signal to the rest of the team.

This is it, Shell thought. I’m done, at the tender age of thirteen, and I’ve never even kissed a girl. I now understand what that phrase ‘the good always die young’  means.

Abruptly, an arrow with a suction cup head came flying out of nowhere and landed at Zanni’s feet. Zanni looked down at it in confusion and surprise. Shell also managed to look down at it and see a small, blinking red light on its shaft. He immediately knew what this arrow did; Zanni, on the other hand, was still staring at it like he had never seen an arrow in his life.

Knowing what was about to happen next, Shell summoned a red energy barrier around himself. The barrier enveloped Zanni’s hand and the sudden increase in temperature caused Zanni to gasp in pain and drop Shell. Shell’s barrier hit the ground and rolled a few feet away just as the arrow exploded at Zanni’s feet.

Zanni screamed as he was covered in a thick cloud of yellow powerless gas. Because Shell was still near Zanni, he was also bathed in it; however, Shell’s barrier kept the gas from actually touching his skin and taking away his own powers. Even so, the blast from the explosion sent Shell rolling a few more feet uncontrollably until he bounced into the wall. His head spun from the impact, but he recovered his senses in time to look at Zanni.

The Venetian still stood, despite having taken the brunt of the blast. His outline was just barely visible in the thick cloud of powerless gas that covered him, but Shell could hear him coughing and hacking from inhaling so much gas. Shell hoped that Zanni perhaps had some sort of allergic reaction to the gas that might kill him or at least knock him out.

Unfortunately, Zanni just stepped out of the gas cloud, or really staggered. His hat was askew and his clothing had yellow dust on it, but he otherwise looked unharmed. He was hacking and coughing worse than ever, but he didn’t sound quite as bad as he had within the cloud itself.

“What … what was that?” said Zanni in a weak voice, punctuated by a bad cough every now and then. “Who shot that arrow?”

Suddenly, Father appeared behind Zanni, who whirled around to face him. Father’s head was still bleeding, his toga was still torn, and his left arm might have been dislocated; however, even from a distance, Shell could see the sheer anger coursing through Father’s whole body. Even with his sunglasses on, it was obvious that Father was murderously angry, and Zanni just happened to be in his way.

“You!” Zanni said, pointing weakly at Father. “I thought you were dead.”

“Sorry to disappoint, dude, but I’m made of sterner stuff than that,” said Father. “There’s a reason I named myself Radicles, after the raddest hero of all Greek mythology, after all.”

Zanni growled. “Strength and endurance can’t stand against my reality-warping powers!”

Zanni thrust out a hand toward Father, perhaps intending to vanish him like he did Shade. But nothing happened; Father did not disappear or even move slightly. He just stood there, his hands on his waist, looking at Zanni with severe disappointment on his features.

“What … why won’t my powers work?” said Zanni.

“Powerless gas, my dude,” said Father. “Really helpful for taking down stupid supervillains like you.”

With that, Father drew back one of his fists and slammed it into the side of Zanni’s face. Zanni immediately collapsed into a heap on the street, smacking his head against the concrete and lying very still on the street; obviously not dead, but clearly out for the count.

Sighing in relief, Shell dropped the barrier around his body. He was still panting and sweating, but he no longer felt as afraid as he used to, at least.

All of a sudden, however, Father dropped to his hands and knees. Father grabbed his shoulder and winced, causing Shell to run over to him to make sure he was okay.

“Father, are you all right?” said Shell, stopping beside him and putting a hand on his back. “I didn’t know you could still stand after what Zanni did to you.”

“I’ll be okay,” said Father, although his strained voice made Shell doubt that. “Gonna need to take a trip to the hospital, though. These injuries are so totally not cool.”

“I’ll call nine-one-one,” said Shell. “Just hang in there, all right?”

“What about your friend?” said Father. “The girl, Blizzard?”

Shell couldn’t believe that he had nearly forgotten Blizzard, but before he could answer, he heard a scream above and looked up into the sky. At first, he didn’t see anything, but then he spotted a small dot against the night sky that was growing larger and larger with each passing second. And not only was it growing larger, but it was getting louder and louder and Shell realized that its scream was incredibly familiar:

It was Blizzard. And she was falling straight toward her death.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Although Blizzard was screaming her head off, she couldn’t breathe. The whole world spun around her; she was falling head over heels through the air, her cape and hair whipping wildly about her, making her senses even more confused. The ground and sky kept changing places with each other, to the point where she sometimes thought she was falling up rather than down. She couldn’t concentrate long enough to use her powers; of course, it wasn’t like her ice powers would be of much use in breaking her fall. She couldn’t even reach her suit-up watch to call for help, though given how fast she fell, she doubted that even Bolt would be able to get there in time to save her.

Every glimpse of the street below showed Blizzard that she was getting closer and closer to smashing into it. She couldn’t believe that this was how she was going to die. She cursed herself for agreeing to help Shade and she vowed that the next time Shade asked her to help her, she would run the other way as fast as she could. Then she remembered that she was going to die, which made that vow pointless.

All of a sudden, however, Blizzard caught a glimpse of something below directly beneath her. It was a flash of red light, which she at first thought was just another light from the city’s buildings, but then the light flashed again and a long, red barrier suddenly appeared in her path. It was flat and square, shaped like a two by four, but from what Blizzard could see, it looked as solid as the concrete street below. It was much closer than the street, however, which was how Blizzard knew that she was going to be smashed into a billion pieces once she hit it. Her death would just come much sooner.

But when Blizzard fell onto the barrier, she did not crash through it immediately. Instead, the barrier caught her like a trampoline, breaking the speed of her fall and slowing her down without hurting her. She still pushed against it, but the barrier was strong enough to hold her. Then it slowly but surely began to push her up, inch by inch, until soon Blizzard found herself lying on the barrier’s flat surface. Although it was transparent, it was solid enough to hold her weight.

Her heart beating fast, Blizzard sat up and looked around. She was still high up in the air; however, she was much closer to the ground now and she was no longer above every building in the city. She had no idea where the barrier had come from or who had made it; she worried that it might have just been another trick from Zanni. After all, he had said that he wanted to ‘play’ with her and Shell before killing them. Maybe he had created this barrier in order to ‘play’ with her a little before finishing her off in the most brutal way possible.

Then the barrier began to descend. It was a slow, jerky motion, causing Blizzard to lie down to avoid falling off as it came closer and closer to the street. In a couple of minutes, Blizzard was back on the street where she had been standing previously, with the barrier only a couple of inches off the ground. A split second later, the barrier vanished and Blizzard landed on her bottom. It was an uncomfortable feeling, but it didn’t hurt very much and it definitely did not kill her like that fall would have. For that, Blizzard was thankful, although she still didn’t know who had saved her until she heard Shell shout, “Blizzard!”

Blizzard looked over her shoulder. Shell and Radicles were walking over to her, although Radicles was leaning slightly on Shell for support. Zanni lay on the street behind them, looking unconscious, while a cloud of yellow gas that looked like powerless gas floated silently next to him, although the gas was already dissipating and would soon be gone. Blizzard rose to her feet, rubbing her back as she turned to face Shell and Radicles.

“Shell, Radicles?” said Blizzard. “What happened? Where did that barrier come from?”

“Me,” said Shell in a somewhat sheepish tone as he and Radicles stopped before Blizzard. “It’s part of my new powers. I wasn’t sure it would catch you, but it was the only way I could think of to save you from becoming a splattered mess on the street. Looks like it worked.”

“It was pretty rad,” said Radicles, who, despite the pain in his voice, sounded as confident and energetic as he always did. “Really rad, actually. But I shouldn’t be surprised, since he’s my son, after all, which means that he is automatically radical.”

While Radicles said that with one hundred percent sincerity, Shell looked more than a little embarrassed by his father’s praise. But he didn’t look anywhere nearly as embarrassed as he had the day before, so perhaps he was getting used to his father’s praise.

Regardless, Blizzard looked over at Zanni. “Is he down?”

“For the count,” said Radicles, giving Blizzard the thumbs up. “And I hit him with some powerless gas, too, so even if he wakes up, he won’t be much of a threat even to me.”

“You guys actually beat him?” said Blizzard in surprise. “No way. We’ve never beaten a Venetian before; at least, not like this. If we can hold him here, then we might be able to take him back to Hero Island and interrogate him about the other Venetians. Or at least send him to Ultimate Max, if nothing else.”

“Yeah,” said Shell, nodding. “That sounds like a good idea. But first, we’ll need to contact the rest of the team.”

“Are you sure about that?” said Blizzard. “You seemed surprised to see me. Like you were doing something that you shouldn’t.”

Shell gulped and avoided looking at her eyes. “Oh, well, it doesn’t really matter what I was doing here, you know, since it’s done and over with. The important thing is that we get the whole team here to grab Zanni and take him away. We should probably also contact the NHA and let them know what happened. That way, they can send someone in to take him to Ultimate Max or wherever he is going to go.”

“No, I want to know what you were doing here in the first place,” said Blizzard. “I didn’t even know you were here until you came out of the building with Eli and Sarah. Did you sneak out of the house without letting us know? And, if so, why?”

“I—”

“And don’t lie,” said Blizzard, holding up a warning finger. “We’re friends and friends don’t lie to each other. Tell me the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”

“Do I really have to do it right now?” said Shell. “Father here really needs to—”

“Nah, I’ll be fine for a few more hours,” said Radicles, patting Shell on the back. “You can answer your friend’s questions without worrying about me. These injuries aren’t as bad as they look.”

“If your dad is telling you to be honest with me, then I think that’s a pretty clear sign that you should be honest with me,” said Blizzard. “Now, tell me, what were you doing here and why did you not tell the rest of us where you were going? And what’s up with your new powers? Where did those come from?”

Shell looked like he would rather jump off a cliff than have to come clean with Blizzard, but thankfully, he just sighed and said, “All right, I—”

“He was interested in learning more about the Unwanted,” said a voice from a nearby alleyway. “That’s all.”

Blizzard looked in the direction from which the voice came. Eli Corey stepped out of the shadows of a nearby alleyway, along with Sarah and Rebecca. All three of them looked fine, although Rebecca was still shaking slightly and kept looking around the area like she thought that Zanni might still be awake. Blizzard was glad to see that Rebecca was safe, at least.

“He came to us because he was interested in learning about our movement,” said Eli as he, Sarah, and Rebecca walked over to Blizzard, Shell, and Radicles. “I was simply telling him what the Unwanted stand for and believe. That’s all we did.”

Blizzard’s eyes narrowed and she looked at the box in Eli’s hands. “What about Zanni? What was he doing here?”

“I was … trying to sell something to him,” said Eli, glancing at the unconscious Zanni with disgust. “Unfortunately, the plan went haywire as soon as that female G-Men agent showed up. And then when Zanni learned who Shell was, well, that’s when everything went to hell.”

“Yeah, that’s it,” said Shell, nodding quickly. “I just wanted to learn more about the Unwanted, nothing more and nothing less.”

“Did you have to do it at midnight?” said Blizzard. “And by sneaking out of the house without any of us knowing?”

“He was afraid of being judged,” Eli said with a shrug. “He didn’t think you or the others would understand. Right, Shell?”

“Yes,” said Shell, although he said it a little too quickly for Blizzard’s tastes. “I’ve always felt rather weak in comparison to everyone else, so when I heard about the Unwanted and what they’re trying to do for superhumans like me, I got curious and wanted to know more.”

“What about your powers?” said Blizzard. “You’ve never demonstrated the ability to conjure those weird red shields before.”

“Hey, I’m still young,” said Shell. “They just, uh—”

“Manifested on their own,” Eli finished for him. “A fairly common occurrence for superhumans his age. Nothing to worry about. Just a coincidence that they manifested tonight.”

It seemed a little too convenient to Blizzard that Shell’s powers would manifest on the same night that they fought one of the Venetians; on the other hand, Eli was correct that it was common for young superhumans to develop new powers spontaneously. Shell shouldn’t have been able to control his new powers so well, but then again, Shell had a lot of training and experience that most superhumans his age didn’t, so even that was explainable. Still, Blizzard couldn’t help but feel that both Shell and Eli were not giving her the whole truth, although she was unable to figure out what they were hiding from her or if she was just being needlessly paranoid.

In any case, Blizzard was too exhausted from her fight with Zanni to care. She just nodded and said, “Okay, but what about Shade? Where is she?”

“She was vanished,” said Eli. “I don’t know if that means she is dead or if she is somewhere else, but Zanni ‘got rid of her,’ as he said. She might still be alive somewhere, but I don’t know where.”

Blizzard gulped. She never really saw Shade as a friend—didn’t even like her as a person—but the thought that Shade had gone missing filled her with dread, because she figured it wouldn’t be long before the G-Men came to her to find out what happened to Shade. She doubted she would go to jail or anything like that, but she really did not want to receive a visit from the G-Men when they were looking for one of their own.

“All right,” said Blizzard. “I’m sure that Shade will turn up eventually. But for now …” Her eyes lingered on the box in Eli’s hands.

Eli must have noticed, because he brought the box closer to his chest. “If you are thinking of taking this from me, you’re out of luck. I was originally going to sell it to Zanni, but now, I think I will keep it for a little while longer.”

Blizzard considered whether to take it from him by force. On one hand, Shade had said that the object that Eli was trying to sell could potentially destroy all of Phoenix; on the other hand, Shade wasn’t exactly known for being an honest and reliable individual. It was entirely possible that Shade had said all of that for the sole purpose of getting Blizzard to help her. Given the G-Men’s track record in the truth department, Blizzard did not think that entirely outside the realm of possibility. Besides, Shell didn’t seem too bothered with the idea of Eli keeping the box’s contents, whatever they were, and if Shell was fine with it, then she was fine with it as well.

“Okay,” said Blizzard. “Keep it. Not like I really need it anyway. I’m just going to call the police and the other Young Neos and take my sister home. Are you going to stay?”

Eli shook his head. “No. Me and Sarah will leave. Chip and the others have already escaped, after all. We have no reason to hang around here any longer than we have to.”

Blizzard suddenly looked around the street. The spot where she had frozen Chip was shattered, covered in ice shards, which indicated that Chip had indeed escaped somewhere during the middle of the battle; the two gunmen who had threatened Rebecca were also gone, much to Blizzard’s annoyance.

Blizzard looked at Eli again. “I don’t want you to leave. Your men threatened my sister and me.”

“I didn’t tell them to do that,” said Eli. “Besides, are you really in any condition to fight me or Sarah? You look rather tired.”

Eli had a point. Blizzard found herself exhausted from all of the fighting. That didn’t even take into account Radicles’ injuries or Shell, who looked very tired himself. Neither Eli nor Sarah looked very powerful, but they also looked a lot less tired than Blizzard and Shell, and Blizzard didn’t want to risk fighting them, especially since she didn’t know their powers.

“Fine,” said Blizzard. “Leave, then. But if you or any of your thugs go after my sister again, I will turn you into the world’s most realistic ice sculpture.”

Eli said nothing to that. He merely nodded once to show that he understood, shot Shell a meaningful glance that Blizzard didn’t understand, and then turned and left, with Sarah walking closely by his side. Blizzard watched them go until they disappeared into the darkness of a nearby alleyway; then she tapped the screen of her suit-up watch and sent a message, first to Bolt with her and Shell’s location, and then to the police with the same information. She hoped that neither Bolt nor the police would wait too long; she just wanted to go home, take a shower, and go to bed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Five days later …

 

Shell walked through the hallways of the large city hospital where Father was staying. He passed doctors and nurses going to and fro, as well as patients being wheeled out of rooms or making their way down the hallways. No one paid him much attention outside of the amount necessary to avoid walking into him, but that was fine by Shell, because he didn’t want to be noticed. It helped that he was just wearing normal clothes today; a large, baggy blue t-shirt and similarly-colored blue jeans, which helped hide the shell on his back. In his hands he carried a bag containing a burger and fries, which he had gotten from the nearest fast food restaurant, as he remembered from his childhood that Father liked that particular restaurant over the others and he wanted to surprise Father with the food, especially since Father had been complaining about the hospital food.

It was especially important that Shell see Father, since today was Shell’s last day to see him. Tomorrow, Shell and the other Young Neos would all be going back to Hero Island, where they would return to their usual superhero duties and lives.

Then again, our trip to Phoenix wasn’t much of a ‘vacation,’ if you ask me, Shell thought. Given how we battled two supervillains over a course of two days, I am not sure going back to Hero Island is going to be all that different, except maybe colder and wetter.

After the battle with Zanni, the Phoenix police had arrived at the scene of the battle faster than the other members of the team. The police had questioned Shell and Blizzard about everything that happened and both of them tried to answer all of their questions as truthfully as possible—well, Blizzard did; Shell had to omit a few facts in order to make sure that no one knew how he got his new powers. Not that the police seemed to notice; they were more concerned with making sure that no one had been killed and that the property damage had not been too severe to care about his powers. Blizzard had given the police Mecha Knight’s phone number. According to Blizzard, the Young Neos’ usual policy when dealing with police in cities outside of New York was to have them call the NHA and discuss the matter with them; Shell had not known that until today, but he didn’t complain about it, since he didn’t like talking to the police and answering their seemingly endless questions so much.

Shortly after the police had arrived, the rest of the Young Neos appeared. Despite how tired all of them looked at being awakened in the middle of the night, the team nonetheless made sure that Shell and Blizzard were okay and that they didn’t need any medical attention. Blizzard did most of the talking, explaining to the other members of the team what she and Shell had been doing, while Shell helped fill in the parts that Blizzard did not know anything about. He felt really sheepish speaking to the rest of the team and found it hard to meet their eyes, especially Bolt, who had looked extremely displeased at the revelation that both Shell and Blizzard had sneaked out of the house without telling him.

As a matter of fact, Bolt had told Shell off for sneaking out of the house. He had told off Blizzard, too, but Blizzard justified her decision by telling Bolt that she had been working with the government and that she had intended to tell him about it as soon as she got back from the mission. That didn’t seem to help Bolt’s mood, although given how happy he seemed to be with Blizzard afterward, perhaps he had not been as annoyed as he looked. In any case, Bolt told both Shell and Blizzard that he didn’t want them sneaking off like that again, and that if they did, he would ground them on Hero Island for a month. The only reason he didn’t do it this time was because Shell and Blizzard had defeated Zanni, but Shell could tell that Bolt was serious about the punishment anyway, so he made a mental note to avoid going out without telling anyone like that again.

Speaking of Zanni, the Venetian had been taken into custody by the police. The original plan was to have him shipped off to Ultimate Max, where he would be interrogated by the government, but the very next day after he was taken in, there was a report on the news that Zanni had vanished from his cell in the jail in which he had been kept. It was thought that he had used his powers to escape, but that didn’t make any sense because the police had sprayed him with some powerless gas. Shell’s theory was that John Mann had sent one of the other Venetians to break him out before he could spill the beans about Mann’s plans; whatever the case, neither Shell nor any of the other Young Neos had seen Zanni anywhere since his escape from jail. Perhaps Zanni had decided to leave them alone for a while or maybe John Mann had given him orders to leave the team alone. Regardless, Zanni, like the other Venetians, would be put into the NHA’s supervillain database, which meant that it would be much harder for Zanni to go unnoticed in public by NHA members in the field.

Even so, Shell had kept a careful eye on his surroundings every time he and the other members of the Young Neos went out to the city. None of them had been attacked yet, but Shell always believed that it was better to be safe than sorry, because he believed that the Venetians were already plotting their revenge. When and where they would attack again, Shell did not know, but he figured his new barrier powers would help keep him and his friend safe, at least.

Shade was still missing. Where she had gone or if she was even still alive was a question that Shell did not have the answers to. To the best of his knowledge, no one in the Young Neos had been contacted by the G-Men about her yet. He wondered if the G-Men were even aware of Shade’s disappearance. Of course, given how the G-Men were part of the government, they probably knew all about what happened in that battle five days ago. Perhaps they were just searching for Shade behind the scenes; it would fit the G-Men’s MO, given how they usually preferred to operate from the shadows. Shell didn’t particularly care if they found Shade or not, although a part of him did wonder what happened to all of those things that Zanni had vanished. It seemed impossible to him that Zanni could make material literally disappear into thin air; that would violate far too many laws of physics to count. Then again, superhumans broke the laws of physics all the time, so maybe Shell was just being arbitrarily skeptical.

Shaking his head, Shell stopped in front of the door to Father’s room. He hesitated a moment, unsure if Father was awake or not, but since it was the middle of the day and he had to be back at Blizzard’s parents’ house before five, he decided to enter. What was he waiting for? He had visited Father at least once a day since Father had gone to this hospital. Even if Father wasn’t awake yet, that didn’t mean that Father would not be happy to see him.

Opening the door, Shell entered the hospital room. It was not a very large room; there was enough room for Father’s bed, plus a couch at the other end of the room and a large, open window with white curtains drawn over it. A large, flat-screen TV was on the opposite wall, which displayed the news and the weather for the weekend, but Father—who was lying in bed wearing a patient’s gown—apparently wasn’t paying attention to it.

Instead, Father was looking at his smartphone, scrolling through it with a huge smile on his face. On the desk by his bed was a tall stack of letters and cards from Father’s fans. It hadn’t taken long for news of Father’s internment in the hospital to become known (helped by Father actually posting about it on his various social media accounts) and then for letters from his fans and supporters to come pouring in. There were actually two stacks of letters and cards; one opened, the other unopened. The unopened pile was twice as tall as the opened one, probably because Father was getting more letters than he could read.

Father himself was looking much better than he had that night five days ago. For one, the cuts and bruises on his face had been mostly healed, aside from a couple of bandages on his cheeks here and there. The real wounds were under his gown; Shell had caught a glimpse of them four days ago, after the doctors had bandaged them as best as they could. They had looked quite ugly, but the doctors had assured Shell that Father was going to be okay, but that he would need to rest and spend a few more days in the hospital before they released him.

As soon as Shell entered the room, Father looked up from his phone and smiled. “Larry! Glad to see you. Was wondering when you’d get here. I was just interacting with my fans online. Getting loads of love and good vibes from all of my Internet peeps, which isn’t even counting all of this paper they keep sending me.” Father gestured at the two piles of letters.

“Cool, Father,” said Shell as he closed the door behind him. He held up the bag of fast food. “I went to your favorite restaurant and got you a cheeseburger and grape soda.”

“You did?” said Father. He dropped his smartphone onto his lap and held out his hands. “Throw it my way, dude. Doc says it’s okay for me to eat this stuff and this hospital food is getting really boring.”

Shell walked over to Father’s bed and handed him the bag with the food. Father immediately took it out of Shell’s hands, pulled out the burger, and started eating. Father let out a satisfied grunt as he ate and gave Shell the thumbs up before swallowing and saying, “It is as excellent as always, my dude. Thanks!”

“No problem,” said Shell. “How do you feel? Can you walk yet?”

“Yeah, but I always need my nurse to watch me just in case I fall and can’t get up, like some old dude,” said Father with a shrug. “Not that I’m complaining, since my nurse is pretty cute, but it does make going to the bathroom kind of awkward. Still, doc says I’ll be fine in a few days, so I can’t complain too much.”

“Good to hear,” said Shell. “My friends and I are going back to Hero Island later today, so this might be the last time I see you for a while.”

“Really? You’re going back so soon?” said Father, holding the half-eaten cheeseburger in both hands. “Bummer. I wanted to introduce you to some of my friends.”

“Friends?” said Shell. “I didn’t know you had friends.”

“Yeah, they’re pretty cool, but I guess I’ll tell you about them some other time,” said Father. He suddenly snapped his fingers. “I should visit you on Hero Island next time. That way, you don’t have to come all the way here out to Arizona just to see me.”

“Really?” said Shell. “I thought you didn’t trust the Neohero Alliance.”

“It’s not that I don’t trust the NHA, exactly,” said Father. “After all, I trust Mecha Knight, since he’s a pretty cool dude. It’s just that I can see that being in the NHA and Young Neos has really helped you a lot and I want to see more of it. It’s made you a pretty cool dude, is what I am saying.”

“Yeah, you can come and visit anytime you want,” said Shell. “But please call ahead of time and let me know. I don’t think that Mecha Knight or the other members of the Leadership Council would be very happy if you just showed up on Hero Island’s shores unannounced.”

“Don’t worry, dude, I never drop in unannounced on anyone except supervillains in the middle of committing crimes,” said Father. “Also, sometimes my friends’ parties, but that’s okay because they’re cool dudes, too.”

Shell nodded. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay while I’m away? Even if you get released from the hospital, you’re still going to have to take medicine and stuff and probably come back for checkups every now and then.”

“I’ll be fine,” said Father, waving off Shell’s concern. “I’m the dad here, not you. I can take care of myself pretty well. You should just worry about helping your friends, including the pretty one with the white hair.” He winked. “I think she likes you.”

“She’s already with Bolt,” said Shell, although he couldn’t stop the heat on his neck from rising. “Besides, I’m not really looking for a girlfriend at the moment.”

“What about the hippie girl who likes plants?” said Father. “She seemed pretty nice when I met her.”

“Father, please stop trying to set me up with my teammates,” said Shell. “I’ll be fine. I can find a girl for myself.”

“If you say so, my dude,” said Father. “It’s just that I’m your dad and I want what’s best for you. I know you and I haven’t always gotten along the best, but that’s why I’m trying to help. I want to make up for not being the best dad in the world.”

Shell looked at Father in surprise. “You mean you actually acknowledge that you’ve made some mistakes as a parent? For real?”

“Yeah, for real, bro,” said Father. “I’ve always done my best, but I’d like to try to fix our relationship. We should do something that fathers and son do together sometime, like go fishing or something.”

Shell smiled in a somewhat embarrassed way. “Fishing? You’ve never gone fishing before.”

“Doesn’t mean we can’t start,” said Father. “Next time you get some time off, you should come down and we can go fishing. Not sure where we could go fishing in Arizona, but I’ll definitely find a radical place that will rock your world.”

“Okay, Father,” said Shell, nodding. “Sure. We can do that the next time I’m in town.”

Father’s face broke into a smile. “Awesome, my dude.” He hesitated, like he was not sure what to say next. “Just one thing, though.”

“Yes?” said Shell. “Do you need something?”

Father scratched the back of his neck. “These Venetian guys …” Father trailed off, his eyes becoming distant for a moment, as if he was reliving an old memory, but then he shook his head and said, “Never mind, dude. It’s just that, if you ever need my help against those Venetian guys again, just let me know. And if I see any of them skulking here in Phoenix, I’ll give you a call and let you know, okay?”

Shell wondered what Father was originally going to say, but he sensed that it would not be wise to question Father further on the matter. “Okay. That would be helpful. I—”

Shell was interrupted by a beep from his suit-up watch. He glanced at the screen and saw he had received a text from Bolt. Tapping the screen, Shell opened the message, which read, ‘SHELL—WE’RE LEAVING SOON. MECHA KNIGHT HAS A MISSION FOR US.’

Looking at Father again, Shell said, “Looks like we’re leaving earlier than I thought. Sorry.”

“Nah, it’s okay, dude,” said Father. He slapped Shell on the shoulder, which even in his weakened state, was still a rather powerful blow that nearly knocked Shell off his feet. “I totally understand. Run like the wind, but don’t forget to call me when you go back to Hero Island, okay? Remember our fishing trip.”

Shell smiled again, nodded, and then turned and ran out of the room.

But Shell didn’t get very far before he heard a ringing sound on his suit-up watch. He stopped in the middle of the hallway and looked down at the watch to see that he was receiving a call from a number he recognized, but had hoped he would not hear from again for a while. He quickly looked up and down the hall, saw no one, and then sneaked into a janitor’s closet. Closing the door behind him, Shell raised his watch to his mouth and tapped the screen. “Yes?”

“Shell,” came Eli Corey’s voice from the watch. “It’s been a while since we last spoke. Are you and the Young Neos heading back to New York today?”

“Yeah,” said Shell, nodding. “We are.”

“Good,” said Eli. “I wanted to make sure, but I didn’t know for certain. You will, of course, send me regular updates on what is happening on Hero Island and in the Neohero Alliance in general?”

Shell frowned, but said, “Yes. That’s what we agreed to. But only in exchange for giving me regular power boosts so I don’t lose my new powers.”

“Yes, of course,” said Eli. “It would be very inconvenient for you if you suddenly lost your new powers and had to explain to your friends that you weren’t exactly honest with them about the origins of your powers, wouldn’t it?”

Shell ground his teeth. “Yes, yes it would.”

“Good to see that we’re still on the same page,” said Eli. “Just remember, Shell, that you’re doing the right thing by spying for the Unwanted. The Neohero Alliance has become corrupt and it is your duty, as a superhuman, to aid us in taking it down from within.”

Shell nodded again, albeit reluctantly. “And what about my friends? What will we do with them once this is all over?”

“It depends on which side they pick in the upcoming war,” said Eli. “Because war is coming, Shell. I see it in the Unwanted. This much anger and resentment will not remain dormant forever. Soon, it will awaken … and once it does, no one in the country or even in the world will be able to contain it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Blizzard stood on the front porch of her parents’ house, watching as Bolt and White packed the bags of the team into the rental car they would use to drive to the airport. The amount of luggage each member had taken varied, ranging from Shell’s simple suitcase with his clothes and laptop in it to Talon’s three large bags of clothes and makeup, so it always took Bolt and White a while to fit it all in the car. Blizzard would have helped, but Bolt had insisted that he and his brother could do it by themselves and that Blizzard shouldn’t worry about it.

But Blizzard sensed that Bolt had a different reason for not letting her help. He had been very angry with Blizzard ever since the battle against Zanni five days ago. Sure, he had told her that he forgave her for sneaking out and helping the government like that, but Blizzard could tell that Bolt felt like his trust had been damaged. And Blizzard understood; after all, she had sneaked out of the house without telling him, even if it was for a good reason. He had every reason to be annoyed with her, even though Blizzard wished he wasn’t. She figured their relationship was going to go through a rocky period for a while.

Guess this is what happens with every relationship at some point, Blizzard thought, wiping away the sweat accumulating on her forehead from the heat of the sun, even though she stood in the shade under the awning over the front porch. Mom told me that these kinds of things can make relationships stronger, but I don’t know how this will end. Guess we’ll just have to see.

A meow behind Blizzard caused her to look over her shoulder. Rebecca stood in the open doorway, Tom the cat purring contentedly in her arms. Rebecca looked better than she usually did; for one, her hair was brushed and she wore cleaner, better fitting clothes. Her skin was as deathly pale as always, but she no longer looked quite as awkward or unclean as she did before.

“Hey there,” said Blizzard, turning to face Rebecca. “You and Tom come to see me off?”

Rebecca nodded, albeit somewhat shakily. “Yeah, but I also wanted to say that I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?” said Blizzard. “Sorry for what?”

“For being so rude to you during your stay,” said Rebecca. She sounded like she was having a hard time saying that. “And just for being so jealous of you in general. Until that night with that clown guy, I didn’t really know what you and your friends did every day. It just seemed to me that you and your friends were always having fun and getting all the attention and praise from other people, including our own parents, while I was stuck here having to go to school where no one really knew or liked me all that much.”

Blizzard blinked in surprise. “Who are you and what have you done with the real Rebecca?”

Rebecca smiled somewhat awkwardly. “Very funny, but I’m serious here. I was always really jealous of you because of your powers and how our parents treated you like royalty. I always thought you superheroes were overrated, but now I know what you and the others go through every day.” She shook her head. “How do you do it? I don’t think I’ll ever stop having nightmares about it.”

Blizzard shrugged. “You learn to deal with it. It helps that I have friends who I trust and who help me deal with it, as well as access to adult superheroes who’ve seen even worse things than us.”

“It’s still crazy,” said Rebecca. “But now, I don’t feel nearly as jealous of you as I used to. I’m okay with being a normal girl going to a normal school. I’d rather not deal with reality-warping clown monsters like that guy you fought.”

“We don’t usually deal with supervillains as powerful as that guy,” said Blizzard, “but yes, it’s a very dangerous job, what we do. It’s not for everyone, that’s for sure.”

“Yeah,” said Rebecca. “By the way, Mom and Dad heard my original musical composition and they liked it a lot.”

“They did?” said Blizzard. “That’s great.”

“Yeah, they’re telling all their friends about me,” said Rebecca. “It’s kind of weird, because I’m so used to them talking about you all the time, but now they seem to be talking about me all the time, too. It’s kind of nice.”

“Well, you’ll have Mom and Dad all to yourself once I’m gone,” said Blizzard. “But remember to text me when your next recital is. I’ll make sure to come and see it.”

For the first time that Blizzard could remember, Rebecca smiled genuinely. “Okay, sure.”

But then Rebecca suddenly frowned and, pointing behind Blizzard, said, “Whose car is that?”

Blizzard looked over her shoulder. Beyond the open gates in front of the house, a large, black, unmarked van was driving down the street. Although Blizzard had never seen this particular vehicle before, she had an ominous feeling about it. Bolt and White had also noticed it, because they had stopped fitting the luggage into the car. Though neither of them wore their costumes at the moment, the two brothers were watching the approaching van as if they expected a fight.

Saying a quick goodbye to Rebecca, Blizzard jumped down the steps and ran over to Bolt and White just as the van passed through the gates and came to a stop not far from them. The van’s windows were tinted so heavily that Blizzard could not see who was behind the wheel, but then the doors opened and from the passenger’s side came a man who Blizzard had not expected to see today. He was tall man with jet black hair and a nice suit; he didn’t look a day over 40, but Blizzard knew that he was much, much older than that. Another man, this one she did not recognize, stepped out of the driver’s side; he was a younger Mexican-looking man, probably not more than a year or two older than Bolt, although perhaps he simply looked young.

The man in the suit didn’t smile as he walked over to Blizzard, Bolt, and White. His hands were in his pockets, which was perhaps an effort to make himself look nonthreatening, but Blizzard knew that this man was a bigger threat than all three of them put together.

“Hello there, Bolt, Blizzard, White Lightning,” said the man as he came to a stop several feet away from them, with the young Mexican man stopping beside him. “Long time, no see.”

Bolt growled. “Not long enough, Cadmus.”

Cadmus Smith—the Director of the Department of Superpowered and Extraterrestrial Beings and the leader of the G-Men—smiled in an amused way. “As friendly as ever, I see. Not that I expected any less from you, of course.”

Bolt stepped forward, his hands balled into fists. “Give me one good reason I shouldn’t stuff you into that van and drop it somewhere in the Arizona desert.”

“Because then you’d have to deal with me,” said the Mexican man, his voice soft but deadly. “And trust me, my friend, you don’t want to deal with me.”

“Who are you?” said Bolt, looking at the Mexican man in disgust. “Another G-Men agent?”

“His name is Vengeance,” said Cadmus, causing Bolt to look at him again. “He’s a relatively new agent, having transferred from the Air Force within the last couple of months, but he’s already proved himself an effective and loyal agent to the United States.”

Vengeance nodded. “Yes. When I joined the Air Force, I swore an oath to protect the United States from all threats, domestic and foreign. And trust me, Bolt, that you don’t want to be upgraded to ‘domestic’ threat in the eyes of the government.”

Bolt looked like he was about to punch out Cadmus anyway, but Blizzard put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Bolt, now is not the time to pick a fight with the government, especially not in my parents’ front yard.”

“Your girlfriend has a point,” said Vengeance. “Of course, if you’d still like to go a few rounds with me, I’m always game.”

For a moment, Blizzard feared that Bolt might just ignore her advice and attack Cadmus and Vengeance anyway. White looked ready to start cracking skulls, too, although he was clearly waiting for Bolt’s go ahead before he did anything.

But then Bolt lowered his fists and stepped back. “Fine. But I want to know why you’re here. Did you come back for White?”

“Actually, I came to speak with Blizzard,” said Cadmus. “As per our prior agreement, we will not lay a finger on White.”

White visibly relaxed, while Blizzard said in surprise, “Me? Why?”

“Because you were working with Shade on her mission when she disappeared,” said Cadmus. “I have also gathered that your other teammate, Shell, was there.”

“Yes, we were both present,” said Blizzard. “Why do you ask? Have you found Shade yet?”

“Yes,” said Cadmus. “She’s safe but … is on leave for the time being.”

Cadmus spoke vaguely, but Blizzard could tell that, although Shade was probably ‘safe,’ that didn’t mean she was in good condition. Blizzard wondered where Zanni had banished Shade and how the G-Men had found her so quickly, though given the resources that the government had at its disposal, she supposed that she shouldn’t have been so surprised to learn that they had already located her.

“But the reason I came here in person was to ask you a few questions,” said Cadmus.

“What, you’re not just going to rip the answers out of her mind with your telepathy?” said Bolt. “Too polite to do that?”

“Typically, I only use force to get my answers when the situation is urgent,” said Cadmus. “This particular situation isn’t very urgent, so I see no reason to use force to achieve it.”

“All right,” said Blizzard. “What do you want to know?”

“The Call,” said Cadmus. “Where is it?”

Blizzard shrugged. “I don’t know. Eli Corey and the other Unwanted left the street after Zanni was defeated. I have no idea where they went. I don’t even know what ‘the Call’ is.”

“I see,” said Cadmus, although his tone suggested that he already knew that she would answer that way. “Next, did Zanni mention anything regarding his employer or what his goals were or why he wanted the Call?”

Blizzard shook his head. “No. He didn’t mention John Mann at all. He was too focused on trying to kill me and Shell, I think, to talk about Mann.”

Cadmus stroked his chin. “Not helpful, but interesting nonetheless. Last question: Did Zanni mention the Starborn?”

Blizzard thought about it for a moment. “No, not to me, at least. Shell told me later that Eli had asked about some group of people known as the ‘Starborn,’ but Zanni was interrupted before he could explain.”

“Starborn?” Bolt repeated. “Who are the Starborn?”

“Top secret,” said Cadmus, glancing at Bolt. Then he looked at Blizzard again. “Thank you, Miss Ricker, for answering my questions and clearing up a few issues for me. I know have a much better idea of what happened that night and what to do next. Good bye and good luck.”

Cadmus turned and walked away. Vengeance followed, but not before shooting a smirk over his shoulder at Bolt. Bolt just glared at him until the two G-Men agents climbed back into their van, backed out, and drove away, leaving Blizzard, Bolt, and White standing alone in her parents’ front yard next to their own car.

Bolt made a sound of disgust. “Glad he didn’t stick around. I can’t stand that bastard’s smug attitude. You never know what he’s thinking, but he, of course, always knows what everyone else is thinking.”

Blizzard nodded, but she didn’t feel as angry as Bolt. “I wonder who the Starborn are. The fact that he said it was top secret seems to me to indicate that it’s some kind of government secret, like the Apocalypse Switch.”

“Don’t know,” said White. His voice sounded tighter than usual, probably because Cadmus’s presence had reminded him of his time under the government’s control. “Never heard the name before.”

“It’s probably just more government BS,” said Bolt, shaking his head. “Not worth worrying about, in my opinion. White, let’s get back to fitting the luggage back into the car. I’m ready to go home.”

White nodded and soon the twin brothers were back at work trying to fit all of the suitcases and bags of seven people in a way that would still leave room for the team to sit comfortably inside it.

As for Blizzard, she stared at the street corner that the government van had disappeared around. Bolt may have been able to glibly dismiss the G-Men’s questions, but Blizzard couldn’t.

Between the Venetians, the G-Men, and the Unwanted, I feel like we’ve stepped into a conflict that is much bigger than it appears, Blizzard thought. I just hope we don’t get caught in the crossfire.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

John Mann stood in front of the huge door to his private vault deep beneath his mansion, leaning on his metal cane as he watched his assistant—a young blonde girl named Anna—input the code to open the vault door. Mann could have done it himself, but in recent weeks, he had started feeling more exhausted than usual. His doctors told him that it was just his old age catching up to him, but they had given him some medications that would give him enough energy to keep up with the demands of his business. Even so, the medications only helped a little and were more a reminder of his own fragility than anything.

And given how close I am to achieving my goals, I cannot let my health fail me yet, Mann thought, glancing at his thin, wizened hands. Not when my mission is so close to being complete.

“There,” said Anna suddenly, standing upright and stepping away from the vault door. “Done. The vault door will now open, Mr. Mann.”

Just as Anna said that, the huge vault door began to open inwards automatically. It opened slowly, its hinges loud as it scraped against the concrete floor of the vault. The noise hardly bothered Mann, but Anna cringed, probably because she wasn’t as used to it as he was, even though she had visited the vault with him several times already. But Mann did not move or enter the vault until the door was completely open; once the door was opened entirely, he entered the vault, but Anna stayed outside, mostly because Mann allowed very, very few people into his vault aside from himself and Anna was not one of them. She may have known the code to enter the vault, but Mann had trained her well enough that she would never even think of entering the place without his permission even if he were to leave the door open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.

The vault was huge, with soaring arches and pillars made of solid concrete and steel supporting the ceiling. Along the walls were rows of shelves containing a myriad of treasures that Mann had collected from all over the world during his long life; Egyptian tablets, Native American necklaces, even bits and pieces of what may have been the Cross that Christ had hanged upon, as well as Pokacu technology and weapons procured from the failed second Pokacu invasion of Earth. From a young age, Mann had always had a strong interest in collecting what most people would term strange and rare objects; indeed, one of the things that led him to become such a successful businessman was his desire to purchase and own as many of these objects as he could.

Today, however, Mann was interested in a particular set of objects, one that he had been collecting from a very young age, well before any other part of his collection. Passing his collection of Victorian age silks and crowns, Mann stopped in front of another door in the vault. It was a smaller door, but it was locked every bit as tightly as the main door to the vault. Mann looked both ways, even though there was no one else inside the vault but himself, before he waved a hand over the lock’s DNA scanner. A couple of seconds later, the scanner beeped confirmation of his identity and Mann entered the room, making sure to close the door behind himself.

The room was initially pitch-black, but as soon as he closed the door, lights on the ceiling flashed on, allowing him to see that he stood in a much smaller room than the main vault. It was about the size of an ordinary bedroom, with only three shelves along the back wall. Aside from the shelves and their contents, the room had nothing else.

Mann rested both his hands on his cane. He waited a second or two, and then said, “Zanni, are you there?”

One moment, Mann was alone in the room; the next, a ghoulish man wearing a Zanni mask appeared before him. Zanni was kneeling already; that was good, because Mann disliked having to tell his servants—including the Venetians—to kneel before him.

“I am here, master,” said Zanni, “and at your command, as always.”

“Is that why it took you five days to return to me?” said Mann.

Zanni flinched. “Master, I suffered an allergic reaction to the powerless gas. I had to go home for a few days and—”

“Your lies are not very amusing or believable,” said Mann. “You ought to be more like Bauta. He never lies to me. You are a prime example of what happens when an individual allows fear to control their actions.”

Zanni gulped, but did not look up at Mann. “You … you aren’t going to punish me, are you?”

“No, because I already learned about the events in Phoenix from my other sources,” said Mann. “The rest is minor details I will get later.”

“Other sources?” said Zanni, looking up at Mann in surprise. “I didn’t know you had other sources in Phoenix.”

“You’ve worked for me for years, yet you act surprised when I tell you that you are not my only servant in a large city like Phoenix,” said Mann. “I have dozens of servants in every major city in the world. There are twenty in New York City alone, which is why I am aware of everything that goes on there. Despite your immense power, you clearly are not very clever.”

Zanni bit his lower lip, but Mann knew that Zanni would never attack him, even though Zanni overpowered him by a factor of one hundred at least. Mann had trained Zanni very well; indeed, he had trained all of the Venetians well, though some better than others. It helped that Mann never walked entirely unprotected; even when he seemed to be alone and unarmed, he had ways of defending himself from even the most powerful of superhumans. The ache in his back was a constant reminder of what happened the last time he employed a powerful superhuman without first employing the proper precautions and Mann was not the kind of person who made the same mistake twice.

“But I am disappointed nonetheless,” said Mann. “Not only did the Young Neos interfere with my plans again, but we did not even get the Call. Tell me, do you know how much that sets me back?”

“I know, but I couldn’t find Eli after he disappeared,” said Zanni. “He told me that he had been intending on selling it to other rich men, but—”

“What a pathetic lie,” said Mann. “I know Eli. He would never sell something as important as the Call to some rich idiot with more money than sense. Even if he doesn’t understand the Call’s true purpose and significance, he knows it is important enough that he would never sell it to someone else.”

“He tried to sell it to me, though,” said Zanni. “He knew where it would go if I bought it.”

“Another ploy, obviously,” said Mann. “He wanted information about the Starborn, didn’t he?”

“How did you know?” said Zanni. “Did one of your sources in Phoenix tell you that?”

“Simple guessing on my part,” said Mann. “As I said, I know Eli and I know he wants to know more about the Starborn. He’s had a strong interest in them for years, but I don’t want him or anyone else knowing about them. But they will eventually; everyone will know about the Starborn soon enough.”

“I see,” said Zanni. “What will we do next, master? Do you want me to hunt down Eli? Or possibly destroy the Young Neos? We know where they live. If I go to Hero Island now—”

“No,” Mann interrupted. “Not now. The Neohero Alliance already knows about you now, as does the Independent Neoheroes for Justice and the G-Men. Attacking Hero Island now would be too risky, particularly if the NHA succeeds in capturing you. I might not be able to save you if that happened.”

“Does that mean you are going to spare the Young Neos?” said Zanni. “You are just going to let them get away with interfering with our plans?”

“My plans, Zanni, remember that,” said Mann, wagging a finger at him. “But just because I want to give the Young Neos a reprieve does not mean I don’t want to destroy them. I will simply target them when they least expect it.”

“When they least expect it?” said Zanni. “Will I get to help there?”

Mann shook his head. “No. I need someone to look for Eli again and I trust you to do it. I understand that you only failed this time due to the intervention of the Young Neos and the G-Men, but this time, once you find Eli, just kill him outright and take the Call. Don’t waste any time talking or negotiating with him. And kill anyone who tries to help him as well. Do you understand?”

“Perfectly, my master,” said Zanni promptly. “It may take me a while to find him, but I will.”

“You had better, because you know what happens to servants who fail me,” said Mann. He rubbed his aching back. “I believe that is all that we need to discuss. Start your search for Eli immediately. Once you find and kill him, bring his body to me.”

“Yes, sir,” said Zanni.

With that, Zanni vanished into thin air, leaving Mann standing alone in the small room. He stood for a second, thinking about his discussions with Zanni, and then walked over to the shelves at the back of the room. Each shelf contained a box containing a Starborn artifact of some kind; some of the boxes were big, the others small. There were about a dozen in all, although one of them—a small box, the smallest, but most important, of them all—was missing from its place and had been for sometime.

Running his thin fingers over the dusty spot where the Call had once been, Mann sighed. My poor, simple grandson. You have no idea what you have done or what the Starborn will do once they get here and find out what we have done with their belongings. It will be sad, indeed, when Zanni kills you, but it will have to be done if humanity is to survive the coming purge.
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Glossary

 

Kevin Jason (Bolt). Young superhero and leader of the Young Neos, the son of the famous superhero Genius and twin brother of White Lightning. He was the protagonist of the previous series, The Superhero’s Son. Powers: Flight, super strength, super speed, and electricity. First appearance: The Superhero’s Test.

Ronald Jason (White Lightning). Young superhero and member of the Young Neos, the son of the famous superhero Genius and twin brother of Bolt. Was kidnapped by the government as a baby and experimented upon for years until he was freed by Mastermind (see Genius). Powers: Flight, super strength, super speed, electricity, and minor healing factor. First appearance: The Superhero’s Prison.

Emily Ricker (Blizzard). Young superhero and member of the Young Neos. She is Bolt’s girlfriend and essentially plays the role of Team Mom on the Young Neos. Powers: Can control ice and all things cold. First appearance: The Superhero’s Summit.

Lawrence Homer (Shell). Young superhero and member of the Young Neos. He is the youngest member of the team. Powers: Has a thick, impenetrable shell-like growth on his back, although since he is young, it remains to be seen whether he will develop other powers. First appearance: The Superhero’s Summit.

Christopher Greggs (Stinger). Young superhero and member of the Young Neos. Often acts as Bolt’s deputy on the team. Powers: Has insect-like wings that allow him to fly and stingers on his wrists that can inject a paralyzing venom into his targets. First appearance: The Superhero’s Summit.

Jennifer McCullough (Talon). Young superhero and member of the Young Neos. The most beautiful member of the team and the one with the most fan boys. Powers: Has a minor healing factor and can create sharp claws that sprout from her wrists. First appearance: The Superhero’s Summit.

Alicia Simpson (Treehugger). Young superhero and member of the Young Neos. Loves plants. Powers: Can control plant life. First appearance: The Superhero’s Summit.

The Young Neos. The oldest and most well-known young superhero team in the United States. Its lineup changes frequently due to members growing up or resigning. It is under the supervision of the Neohero Alliance and, more specifically, Mecha Knight, a member of the NHA Leadership Council. Current lineup is Bolt, White Lightning, Blizzard, Shell, Stinger, Talon, and Treehugger.

Theodore Ronald Jason (Genius). A legendary and famous superhero, one of the founders of the Neohero Alliance and also the father of Bolt and White Lightning. Originally retiring from superheroism in order to raise Kevin with his wife, Genius nonetheless acted as Kevin’s mentor early on in his superhero career, teaching him how to use his powers and how to fight. Was killed by Robert Candle. Powers: Had super intelligence and could build almost any device imaginable, even one beyond current technological limits. First appearance: The Superhero’s Test.

Mastermind. An evil alternate universe counterpart of Genius and tyrant of the Earth from his universe. In his universe, his wife and Bolt were killed by Master Chaos, causing him to lose his mind and take over the world, killing off the vast majority of superhumans in his universe in order to ensure that no one would ever have to suffer what he did. He came to this universe in order to conquer it, but was ultimately defeated by Bolt and then killed himself in order to avoid justice. Powers: See Genius. First appearance: The Superhero’s Prison.

The Venetians. A mysterious supervillain team financed by the Italian-American billionaire John Mann. Their known members are Volto, Della, Arlecchino, Pantalone, and Columbina. First appearance: Brothers.

Volto. Leader and member of the Venetians. Powers: Can project his soul from his body and can possess people or inanimate objects. First appearance: Brothers.

Medico Della Peste. Youngest member of the Venetians. Powers: Can heal any sickness with a touch, but can also inflict sickness with a touch. First appearance: Brothers.

Arlecchino. A member of the Venetians. Powers: Can increase his size and strength with his anger, but ends up sacrificing his rational thinking skills and cannot control who he attacks. First appearance: Brothers.

Pantalone. A member of the Venetians. Powers: Has crow-like wings that allow him to fly, as well as crow-like talons, and can control crows. First appearance: Brothers.

Neohero Alliance (NHA). The largest superhero organization in the United States, founded in 1987 by Genius, Lady Amazon, Omega Man, and Beyond Man. Also the sponsor of the Young Neos. Based in Hero Island, which is just off the coast of the State of New York. Led by the Leadership Council.

Independent Neoheroes for Justice (INJ). The second largest superhero organization in the United States, founded in 1991 by the Midnight Menace after breaking away from the NHA. Based in California, although the exact location of its base is unknown. Also the sponsor of the New Heroes.

G-Men. A superhero team sponsored by the federal government of the United States. It is under the leadership of Cadmus Smith, the Director of the Department of Superpowered and Extraterrestrial Beings, and typically handles superhuman, spiritual, or extraterrestrial threats that normal government agencies cannot. Members are recruited from the military.

Cadmus Smith. The Director of the Department of Superpowered and Extraterrestrial Beings. Powers: Ages extremely slowly and can read minds. First appearance: The Superhero’s Test.

Mieko Hiro. A superhero detective and former member of the NHA. Powers: Can generate clones that he calls ‘Thirds,’ which he can reabsorb into his body to gain their memories and knowledge. First appearance: The Superhero’s Team.

Ashley Jason. Kevin and White’s mother and wife of the late Genius. Powers: None. First appearance: The Superhero’s Test.

Mecha Knight (Jack Ruger). A member of the Neohero Alliance Leadership Council and the supervisor of the Young Neos. He also acts as a mentor to Bolt and sometimes the other members of the Young Neos as well. Used to have a human body before transferring his mind into a robotic body he built. Powers: Minor technopathy. First appearance: The Superhero’s Team.

The Leadership Council. The leaders of the Neohero Alliance. There are seven members of the Council who are elected by the general NHA membership for terms of five years, although Council members can resign or be impeached under the terms of the NHA’s Constitution. The current Leadership Council members are Omega Man, Lady Amazon, Beyond Man, Mr. Miner, High Fly, Mecha Knight, and Black Blur.

Neogenetics. A relatively new field of science that arose in the late 1980s, dedicated to study of superhuman genetics and uncovering the genetic origins of superhuman powers. Scientists who work in this field are known as neogeneticists.

Neogene. Originally believed to be the origin of superhuman powers during the early days of the neogenetics field, supposedly activated by radiation that Haley’s Comet rained on Earth while passing over the planet in 1986. Current research indicates that superhuman powers come from different brain functions operating in a yet-to-be-understood manner that produces superhuman powers in certain individuals, so the neogene is no longer treated as scientific fact.

Pokacu. A hive-like alien race that invaded Earth twice, once in 2002 and once again in 2017, failing both times thanks to the efforts of Earth’s superheroes. Controlled by the Mother World, the Pokacu conquered hundreds of worlds all across the universe before the Mother World was blown up by Bolt, which killed all Pokacu connected to the Mother World. Only two Pokacu are known to have survived the Mother World’s destruction: Nicknacks, a member of the Neohero Alliance, and Graalix, a Pokacu soldier who was also the only survivor of the first invasion of Earth.

Shade (Sarah Bradford). A member of the G-Men and Cadmus Smith’s right-hand woman. Powers: Can control and travel through shadow. First appearance: The Superhero’s Test.

Adam Lucius Plutarch (formerly known as the Billionaire). Current President of the United States and former supervillain. Is on good terms with Bolt. First appearance: The Superhero’s Team.

Ultimate Max. The world’s largest and best supervillain prison, located south of New York City. It is maintained by the government and has only suffered two breakouts since being built.

Master Chaos (Bernard Candle). A powerful supervillain who was defeated by Bolt’s father, Genius, seventeen years ago. He broke out of Ultimate Max to avenge his son, but ultimately ended up dying after a fight with Bolt and Genius. Powers: Super strength and the ability to cause situations to become chaotic without confusing him. First appearance: The Superhero’s Test.

Robert Candle. The son of Master Chaos and a former bully of Bolt. Originally had no powers, but eventually developed the ability to copy and negate the powers of others. Was killed by Bolt, though not before mortally wounding Genius in the process. Powers: The ability to copy and negate the powers of other superhumans with a touch. First appearance: The Superhero’s Test.

Ashley Jason. The mother of Bolt and the wife of Genius. Is a normal human, but loves her son and husband and supports them both. First appearance: The Superhero’s Test.

The New Heroes. The INJ’s version of the Young Neos. It’s current lineup includes Strike, Dizzy, Slime, and the Lightning Triplets, Watt, Volt, and Lumen.

Vision. A secretive cult founded by Senator Barnabas Sagan with the purpose of establishing equality between superhumans and normal humans. In truth, however, it was really meant to destabilize the superhuman community in order to make it too weak to stop Sagan from taking over the world. After Sagan’s death, the cult is essentially dead, with only a few members in hiding who still believe in its ideals.

Visionary (Barnabas Sagan). A senator from Vermont who pretended to be a normal superhuman until the revelation of his true identity during the 2016 US presidential election. He was killed by Bolt. First appearance: The Superhero’s Team.

Hero Island. The headquarters of the Neohero Alliance, located off the shore of New York. It was artificially created by Mr. Miner in 1991 to act as the NHA’s base.

The House. The main base and living quarters of the Young Neos. Has a Meeting Room and a Training Room, among other amenities and features.

Valerie. An advanced AI developed by Genius to act as his assistant, she eventually became Bolt’s assistant and aided him many times in his adventures.She is currently sharing the role of House AI with Carl (see ‘Carl’ below). First appearance: The Superhero’s Test.

Carl. The House’s AI, also developed by Genius.
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