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CHAPTER ONE

 

All Stinger wanted to do was go down to Hero Island’s South Beach and have a good time. He expected to lie down and relax, maybe go for a swim or build a sand castle or even fly around and chase the seagulls that often landed here. And if there were any female members of the Neohero Alliance here in their bikinis, well, Stinger would have a nice view to enjoy as well. It helped that South Beach was restricted exclusively to members of the Neohero Alliance and the Young Neos; that meant that it was usually one of the least habited parts of the island, as tourists were not allowed to visit here. Going to South Beach was one of Stinger’s favorite downtime activities, aside from playing video games.

But Stinger certainly hadn’t expected a giant iceberg to run aground on the beach, sending seagulls fleeing in fear, nor had he expected a crazy, blue-skinned man with a crew cut to pop out of the iceberg, yell something about destroying Bolt, and immediately start shooting ice bolts at Stinger. Of course, Stinger had been able to get his costume on due to wearing his waterproof suit-up watch at all times, but that didn’t quite help him as he darted through the air trying to avoid getting swatted out of the sky by gigantic ice chunks that were half his size.

Dodging a particularly large ice chunk, Stinger halted in midair and looked down at the beach below. While South Beach had not been particularly warm today due to the fact that it was later October and Hero Island was off the coast of New York, the arrival of the ice man below had caused the temperature to drop like a rock. Large portions of South Beach were covered in snow and sleet, which gave Stinger very little room to land, while the gigantic iceberg itself gave off such intense cold waves that Stinger could feel it even from the other side of the beach.

His real attention, however, was on the ice man below. The ice man was muscular and wore a skintight wet suit which showed off his six pack abs quite well. The ice man’s eyes were blazing with anger and, as Stinger watched, the ice man already had two more ice chunks in his hands. The ice man hurled both chunks at Stinger, which Stinger once again dodged, his wings buzzing furiously as the ice flew past him.

Where is everyone? Stinger thought, glancing at the screen of his suit-up watch. I can’t  keep dodging this guy forever!

When the ice man appeared, Stinger had sent an emergency message to the rest of the Young Neos to come by and help him. Bolt had immediately sent him a reply confirming that the team would be there soon, but that had been five minutes ago, which made Stinger wonder what the hold-up was. He knew that Talon wouldn’t be able to help, since she was in New York City visiting her mother, but the rest of the team was still here and they usually didn’t take very long to get suited up in these kinds of emergencies.

Must be White, Stinger thought with a scowl. He’s always so slow and clumsy that I wonder how he gets out of bed in the morning without cracking his skull sometime.

Now, Stinger could beat the ice man on his own, but the problem was getting close enough to him to paralyze him with his venom. The ice man radiated such intense coldness that ice appeared wherever he stepped, while Stinger’s own powers required that he get into physical contact with his target in order to paralyze it. That was why Stinger had spent the last few minutes just dodging and keeping outside of the ice man’s range; it was all he could do until his friends showed up to turn the tide.

“Get down here!” the ice man suddenly shouted. “Now!”

“No,” said Stinger, shaking his head. “You’ll have to come up here and get me yourself if you want me that bad.”

Stinger didn’t really mean that. He just said it to taunt the ice man, which was why he was surprised when the ice man launched himself through the air via an ice pillar that exploded out from underneath him. Stinger tried to fly to the left, but he was too late. As Stinger dodged, the ice man reached out and slapped one of Stinger’s wings, instantly covering it in a thick sheet of ice.

The sudden change in weight caused Stinger to go spiraling down to the beach below. Remembering his training, Stinger hit the sand at a roll, rolling several feet before stopping in a crouching position. His head spun from the impact of the landing, but he shook his head, only to groan when he felt an intense cold on his right wing. Looking over his shoulder, Stinger saw that his right wing was covered in ice. He tried to flap his wings, but the ice made it too heavy to move or lift him off the ground.

Uh oh,Stinger thought. Looks like I’m grounded.

A shout to his right caused Stinger to see the ice man walking toward him. The ice man had summoned two ice swords in his hands, causing Stinger to stand up and start backing away. But then Stinger stopped when he felt cold water splash against his boots and, glancing over his shoulder, he realized that he had been pushed against the sea, which meant that he had nowhere to run.

“Y-You are an an-annoying little insect,” said the ice man, who had an odd stutter. “O-Once I am d-done with you, I am going a-after Bolt next.”

“Bolt?” said Stinger. “What did he do to you? Call you Frosty?”

“D-Doesn’t matter,” said the ice man. He stopped and pointed one of his swords at Stinger. “B-Bolt is my main target, but I will k-kill anyone who gets in my way.”

“You do know that this is Hero Island, right?” said Stinger, glancing to the left and right in the vain hope of finding a way out of this situation alive. “There’s dozens and dozens of veteran superheroes here, not counting the Young Neos. You’ll have to kill a lot of people to get to Bolt.”

“I d-don’t c-care if I have to kill the entire Neohero Alliance in order to get to him,” said the ice man. “I h-have no choice.”

The ice man raised his swords, but before he could do anything, there was the sound of a rushing wind and something rushed by the ice man so fast that it was a dark blur. The blur not only managed to disarm the ice man by shattering his swords, but it also punched him in the stomach, causing him to fall to his hands and knees on the beach gasping in pain.

At first, Stinger thought that the blur was either Bolt or White, since their super speed often allowed them to look like blurs when they were running around. But then the blur came to a stop before Stinger, allowing him to realize that the blur was not Bolt or White at all.

The superhero who stood before Stinger was tall and lean, wearing a black bodysuit that slightly resembled Stinger’s, except it had no holes for wings. The superhero wore goggles that showed his harsh brown eyes, while his mouth and chin were left open to the elements. The superhero was more lean than muscular, while the letters ‘BB’ on his chest indicated who he was.

Stinger gasped. “Black Blur? What are you doing here?”

Black Blur was a member of the Neohero Alliance’s Leadership Council, having been voted in after one of its previous members had betrayed the NHA and left the organization. Stinger had met Black Blur a few times, but he didn’t have too much experience with him. About the only thing he knew about Black Blur was that he was a speedster and he didn’t like Bolt very much, although he didn’t know what Black Blur’s opinion of the rest of the Young Neos was.

Black Blur looked down at Stinger with a slightly haughty expression. “I heard that there was a direct attack on South Beach from an unidentified supervillain and, since I was near South Beach anyway, I came to deal with it. But I didn’t quite expect the supervillain in question to be this man.”

Black Blur said ‘this man’ as if it was the worst insult he could muster. He looked over at the ice man as he said that, who had already risen back to his feet, although with the way he rubbed his stomach, it was clear that Black Blur’s blows had already done a number on him.

“Blur,” said the ice man with a snarl. “I didn’t know you were still in the NHA. I t-thought that you h-had already gone on to greater things.”

“And I didn’t know you had gone back to your old ways, Rime,” said Black Blur. “Attacking Hero Island by yourself is an excellent way to earn a one way ticket back to Ultimate Max.”

Rime? Stinger knew who that was. Earlier this year, Bolt had been thrown into Ultimate Max—the best and only supervillain prison in the United States—on trumped up charges, but had managed to break out with help from some of the other prisoners. One of those prisoners had been Rime, a former superhero who had murdered a superhuman rights activist. Rime had been pardoned by President Plutarch due to his help in defeating Mastermind, but that had been months ago and Stinger didn’t know where he had been during that time.

“I d-don’t want t-to go back to prison,” said Rime, shaking his head. “I-I just want to save my family, and the only way I can d-do that is by killing Bolt.”

“I’m no fan of Bolt myself, but as a member of the Leadership Council, it’s my duty to defend my fellow NHA members from all who would harm them,” said Black Blur. “And that includes members of the Young Neos such as Bolt.” Black Blur suddenly glanced at Stinger. “Young man, you should stay out of this fight and let me handle it. You’re clearly in no condition to fight someone like Rime.”

Although Stinger understood why Black Blur said that, he couldn’t help but feel annoyed by Black Blur’s condescending tone. It wasn’t like Stinger was some random kid off the street. He was a superhuman in his own right with plenty of experience under his belt. But he supposed he couldn’t argue with Black Blur, given how his right wing was still frozen solid.

“I-If you won’t g-get out of my way, then I h-have no ch-choice but to kill you as well,” said Rime.

Black Blur smirked. “If you can touch me.”

All of a sudden, Black Blur rushed toward Rime, moving faster than Stinger’s eyes could follow, but Rime immediately slammed his feet on the beach and the sand in front of him suddenly became frozen solid. Black Blur suddenly appeared, slipped on the beach, and went sliding down the ice toward Rime at a crazy fast rate, but Rime summoned a thick ice wall at his feet, which Black Blur slammed into so hard that he cracked it. Black Blur then lay there on the ice, looking stunned, before Rime pinned him to the ground with a foot and formed a razor-sharp ice dagger in his right hand. Rime raised the dagger above his head, no doubt to bring it down on the dazed Black Blur, but Stinger was helpless to stop him.

That was when Stinger heard a familiar shout and then Bolt slammed into Rime’s back. The blow sent Rime flying across the beach until he crashed into the sand and lay half-buried in the frozen sand, his eyes wide with shock. Stinger looked in the direction from which Bolt had come and saw the other members of the team also making their way down the beach toward them, which made Stinger feel much happier than before.

“Bolt!” said Stinger in surprise. “Good timing! I didn’t even hear you coming.”

“It’s nothing,” said Bolt, waving off Stinger’s praise. “By the way, are you okay? Your wing is frozen.”

Stinger winced at the coldness on his wing, but said, “It’ll be fine. We just need to melt the ice.”

Bolt nodded as Black Blur sat up, groaning in pain as he rubbed his forehead where he had crashed into Rime’s wall. Bolt held out a hand to help Black Blur up, but Black Blur rose to his feet on his own without even acknowledging Bolt’s hand, aside from a rather annoyed glare at it like he thought Bolt was insulting him.

“Bolt,” said Black Blur, with more than a little disgust in his voice. “I see you’re late as usual.”

Bolt folded his arms across his chest, looking at Black Blur with a lack of respect. “And you’re just as grateful for my help as ever. A real role model to the next generation of superheroes for sure, Councilman.”

Black Blur looked annoyed at Bolt’s sarcasm, but before he could respond, Rime shouted, “Bolt! There you are!” and everyone looked over at him.

Rime was standing again, having dug himself out of the sand. His hair and suit had sand on them still, but despite having been sent flying, Rime looked ready to go another round. His eyes were focused especially on Bolt, like he was trying to make Bolt die just by glaring at him hard enough.

“Rime?” said Bolt. “Is that you? What are you doing here and why were you fighting Stinger and Black Blur?”

“B-Because they got in my way,” said Rime. He pointed a single finger at Bolt. “M-My r-real target is you.”

“Me?” said Bolt, putting a hand on his chest. “Why me? I haven’t done anything to you.”

“I-It doesn’t matter what you did to me,” said Rime. “I-If I don’t kill you, my family will die.”

“What are you talking about?” said Bolt. “If your family is in danger, we might be able to help you if you’d just tell us who put them in danger in the first place.”

Unfortunately, Rime either did not hear what Bolt said or he did not care to answer, because he raised his fists again and unleashed a barrage of ice spheres at Bolt and Black Blur. Bolt and Black Blur easily dodged the ice spheres and both went after Rime, but Rime launched himself into the air again thanks to another ice pillar under his feet. White Lightning tried to catch him in midair, but Rime fired a block of ice at him, which knocked White out of the air easily.

Rime landed on the beach in front of Blizzard, Shell, and Treehugger. Treehugger immediately summoned vines from the sand that wrapped around Rime’s legs and tightened, but the vines instantly froze and shattered, followed by Rime actually punching Treehugger in the face. Blizzard unleashed a blast of snow at Rime, but Rime caught it and hurled it back at her, knocking her down onto the sand along with Treehugger.

Shell tried to capture Rime with his red energy bubbles, but Rime dodged them, grabbed Shell, and hurled him over his shoulder with one hand. Shell flew crazily through the air until he crashed into the sand and rolled up next to Stinger’s feet, where he lay with glasses askew and a dazed look on his face.

“Shell, are you okay, pal?” said Stinger, looking down at Shell in surprise. “Can you hear me?”

Shell blinked several times before sitting up and rubbing the back of his head. “Ugh. That guy is way stronger than he looks.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” said Stinger, glancing at his frozen wing. “He manhandled you and the others like nothing. And I’m not sure that Bolt and Black Blur will be able to stop him, either.”

As if on cue, both Bolt and Black Blur rushed toward Rime, but Rime created a huge ice barrier with spikes sticking out of it around him, forcing Bolt and Black Blur to veer out of the way and retreat dozens of yards to avoid getting impaled by the ice. It was clear to Stinger that Rime was not going to go down easily, but he had no idea how to help until an idea suddenly came to mind.

“Bolt!” Stinger shouted, causing Bolt—who had paused to stare at Rime’s ice barrier in disbelief—to look over at him. “Give me a lift over the barrier!”

“Why?” Bolt said. “Got a plan?”

“Yeah,” said Stinger, nodding. “But I need your help to do it. And Black Blur, you’ll need to distract Rime for it to work.”

Black Blur looked a little annoyed at being ordered around by a kid half his age, but thankfully he nodded once and said, “All right. I’ll follow your lead, but if anything goes wrong, I’m taking over immediately.”

Stinger nodded in reply as Bolt flew over and grabbed Stinger under his armpits. Bolt raised Stinger into the air over the barrier, while at the same time Black Blur rushed around the partial barrier. Rime started shooting ice balls at Black Blur, who kept drawing in close but pulling away at the last minute in order to keep Rime sufficiently distracted. Meanwhile, Stinger and Bolt were nearly directly above him … just a couple more feet and …

All of a sudden, Rime jerked an arm upward and fired an ice dagger up at Stinger and Bolt. It came too fast to dodge, although Bolt did try to move. Unfortunately, the ice dagger struck Bolt in the shoulder, causing him to cry out in pain and lose his grip on Stinger, who fell like a rock toward Rime below. Stinger screamed, but he still crashed into Rime like a rock, knocking them both to the ground. Rime was stunned, but only temporarily, so Stinger pulled back one of his wrist stingers and jammed it into the side of Rime’s neck. He felt the paralyzing venom leave his body and enter Rime’s neck.

Nonetheless, Rime managed to throw Stinger off his body. Stinger hit the ground, but before he could get up, Rime was already on his feet and pointing one of his hands at Stinger. Stinger propped himself up on his hands and knees, but there was no way he would be able to move out of the way in time to avoid getting frozen to death by Rime.

“I d-don’t know what that was a-all about, kid, but it won’t help you beat me,” said Rime. “A-As I said, anyone who gets in my way will die.”

Stinger smirked. “You really don’t know what my powers can do, do you?”

Rime looked confused for a moment, but then his face twisted with pain and his body became as rigid as a tree. He then fell over onto his side on the snow-covered sand; his eyes still moved, but the rest of his body was finally paralyzed by Stinger’s venom. Even so, Stinger could clearly see the hatred in Rime’s eyes, which made him thankful that Rime could not currently hurt him.

Suddenly, Black Blur appeared by Rime’s side. He looked down at the paralyzed superhuman with clear disgust before glancing at Stinger and saying, in an offhand way, “Nice job, Stinger. You neutralized the threat.”

“Uh—” said Stinger, but Black Blur continued to speak.

“I will call for some agents to be sent down here to transport Rime to the Hero Island Jail,” Black Blur continued. “As for you and your teammates, you should go to the Hero Island Hospital to have your wounds inspected and healed.”

Stinger nodded in agreement, but he was too tired to get up just yet. Besides, he was wondering why Rime had appeared out of nowhere and attacked them like that or what Rime meant when he said that he had ‘no choice’ in the matter.

Something tells me there is more going on here than meets the eye, Stinger thought. As always, though I don’t know how I’m going to explain to Talon what happened here. Maybe Valerie will fill her in on Rime’s attack by the time she gets back.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Talon stood in the elevator taking her to her Mom’s office, her arms crossed in front of her, tapping her foot impatiently. Talon never liked elevators all that much; they were always much slower than taking the stairs and the fact that they were always enclosed spaces made her feel like she was trapped in a metal box with no way to escape. At the same time, however, Talon also didn’t relish the thought of climbing hundred of stories’ worth of stairs to get to her Mom’s office at the top of this skyscraper, so she decided to take the elevator this time.

Talon could not help but look at herself in the reflection of the elevator doors. She was not wearing her costume today; instead, she wore a white blouse with tight jeans that showed off her legs very well and were quite stylish. Her blonde hair was in a ponytail, as it often was, and her lips were a bright red from the lipstick she’d applied before leaving Hero Island earlier, with a small red purse hanging off her right shoulder. The only hint to her real identity as Talon was the suit-up watch on her right wrist, but it so closely resembled an ordinary smart watch that most people wouldn’t see anything suspicious about it. People still turned their heads when she was walking through the streets of New York City earlier, but it wasn’t because they suspected she was a superhero in disguise.

But Talon was used to getting attention like that, especially from men. She had inherited her Mom’s good looks, which made it rather easy for her to get the attention of practically any man she wanted. Of course, it also meant she had to deal with the occasional creeper who either didn’t know or, worse, didn’t care that she was seventeen, but Talon’s claws ensured that any man who tried to take advantage of her would regret it.

I wonder how Mom is doing, Talon thought, looking up at the display above the elevator doors, which showed each floor number flash by every second. She’s been so lonely since Dad’s death, but I don’t think that’s why she sent me that email last week asking me to come visit her.

One week ago, after Talon and the Young Neos had returned from Arizona, Talon had received an email from Mom asking her to visit her. It had been almost a year since Talon had last visited Mom, and in fact Talon had been thinking about dropping by for a visit anyway. But the email had been worded rather strangely; there were more spelling mistakes than usual and Mom’s tone—usually cheerful and rambling—had been tense and tight. That was how Talon knew that something had happened that had Mom afraid; perhaps her life was even in danger.

But Talon did not ask about that directly when she replied to the email. She had just said that she would be happy to come and had told Mom when she was going to come over. She had expected Mom to take a day or two to get back to responding, since Mom didn’t spend a whole lot of time in her email, but Mom’s response came not ten minutes later, a short, terse ‘OK, love you and can’t wait to see you.’ Again, that had alarmed Talon, because if Mom responded so quickly, then she had probably been sitting in front of her computer or looking at her phone constantly for Talon’s response. That meant that Mom’s situation was likely urgent; it might even require the aid of the other Young Neos, too.

But not yet, Talon thought. I want to talk to Mom first and find out what has gotten her so frightened before I do anything. I wonder if it has anything to do with the business.

Mom was the founder and CEO of McCullough Fashions, a gigantic fashion corporation that sold clothes all over the world. It was a profitable business, privately owned by Mom, which meant that she did not have any shareholders to answer to or anything like that. Talon had grown up sitting in business meetings with Mom; indeed, some of Talon’s earliest memories were of seeing Mom going through clothing design after clothing design in order to pick out the one she thought would sell best. It was probably where Talon’s own sense of fashion came from; it helped that Mom would occasionally let Talon pick out a design or give her opinion on a design Mom had already picked out.

I hope the business isn’t running into any financial issues, Talon thought. It shouldn’t, since Mom is so good with money, but that could be why she is so tense. Mom’s never handled financial stress well.

All of a sudden, Talon’s thoughts were interrupted by a tiny ding as the elevator came to a stop. The doors slid open, allowing Talon to step out of the elevator and into Mom’s office.

Although it had been almost a year since Talon had been here, it looked much like she remembered it. Mom’s office took up almost the entirety of the top floor of the skyscraper, a wide, sprawling office with desks, clothing, furniture, and computers scattered here and there. Large windows to her left gave an excellent view of New York City, while to her right were doors to the bathroom and a closet where Mom usually kept extra clothing and the like.

But Mom’s office didn’t look nearly as clean or tidy as it normally did. Large stacks of clothing stood on the desks, and they weren’t even stacks of the same articles of clothing, either. In one pile, Talon saw shirts, pants, dresses, and even underwear, all haphazardly tossed together like something you’d see at a thrift store or garage sale. The mannequins all wore mismatched clothing when they wore clothing at all, because quite a few of the mannequins had no clothing whatsoever or had ill-fitting clothing that hung loosely on their frames. The floor was covered in papers of proposed clothing designs and styles, while half-drunk cups of coffee and half-eaten donuts stood everywhere, which made the office smell somewhat like an old coffee shop. This sent off more alarms in Talon’s mind, because Mom was always a clean freak.

And even if she wasn’t, Mom would at least have one of the building’s janitors clean this mess up, if nothing else, Talon thought. The fact that the janitors haven’t cleaned this place up means that Mom is intentionally forbidding them from helping, which is honestly the most frightening thing out of all of this.

“Mom?” said Talon, stepping forward and looking around uncertainly; she had no idea why, but she was speaking almost in a whisper, like she’d walked into a graveyard. “Hello? It’s me, Jennifer. I just got here.”

There was no answer. Talon wondered if Mom was in the bathroom or something until she heard a zombie-like moan come from underneath a particularly large pile of clothing on a nearby couch. Talon noticed two small, bare feet sticking out of the clothing, feet that looked like Mom’s, but she didn’t understand what that meant until the clothing pile shifted and the shirts and dresses and skirts fell to the floor with a rather loud crash.

The fall of the clothing pile revealed a blonde-haired woman in her late thirties sitting up on the couch, a red blouse hanging off her head. Her hair was messy, with split ends everywhere, while her blue eyes were haggard and had bags under them like she hadn’t gotten enough sleep in a while. The woman also wore a plain, boring gray t-shirt and jeans, which made her look even less stylish than before. And she did not seem to be wearing any makeup, either, which was an alarming sign to Talon, because that woman always wore makeup.

“Mom?” said Talon in alarm. “Is that you?”

Mom blinked several times and yawned. “Jennifer? Why, what are you doing here so early in the morning?”

“It’s nearly lunchtime,” said Talon. “And I’m here because you emailed me an invitation earlier, remember?”

Mom stared at Talon uncomprehendingly for several seconds, during which Talon noticed an empty bottle of beer lying on the floor underneath the couch. “Oh. Right. I almost forgot. Here, let me get up and put on something nicer than this trash I’m currently wearing.”

Mom tried to stand, but she was so tipsy that she just ended up falling back onto the couch. Mom sank into the couch, looking like she wanted to go back to sleep. “Well, looks like I’m not going anywhere today. Care to join me, Jennifer?”

“Mom, what is the matter with you?” said Talon, walking toward Mom, glancing down every now and then to make sure that she didn’t trip over any fallen articles of clothing or mannequins. “And how long were you sleeping under that pile of clothing? All night?”

“I don’t know,” said Mom with a shrug. “Maybe I’ve been asleep for a couple of days. I’ll have to ask Alice. She’ll know.”

Alice was Mom’s secretary, who Talon had seen in the building’s lobby earlier. Alice had seemed as cheerful as ever, even giving Talon a hug when she entered the building, but she had not mentioned anything about what was wrong with Mom. Either Alice was just as ignorant about what had happened to Mom as Talon was or she had known but chose not to tell Talon. Both options left Talon feeling disturbed just the same.

All of a sudden, Talon heard the muted sound of a phone ringing. It sounded like it was coming from underneath one of the nearby piles of clothing, which Mom quickly dug through until she found her small pink smartphone underneath a pair of torn jeans. She picked up the phone, held it against her ear, and said, “Yes, Alice? What is it?”

The phone’s speaker must have been on, because Talon heard Alice say, “Mr. Adams is on the other line and he wants to speak with you about your will.”

Mom’s will? Talon thought in alarm. What does that mean?

“Tell him I’m busy and to call back later,” said Mom. She rubbed her forehead like she was suffering from a bad headache. “I’m not taking any calls at the moment.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Alice, and then she hung up.

“Mom, are you writing your will?” said Talon as Mom dropped her phone onto the couch seat next to her.

“Hmm?” said Mom, as if she had forgotten that Talon was there. “Oh, it’s nothing to be concerned about. It’s never too early to start writing your will. That’s what Mr. Adams always tells me. He’s such a nice man and—”

“Mom, I can tell that something has you rattled,” said Talon. “The email, the fact that your office is a mess, the alcohol—”

“I don’t have an alcohol problem,” said Mom abruptly.

Talon looked at Mom carefully. “I didn’t say you did. I was just pointing out that you usually don’t drink alcohol at all, much less enough to knock you out until noon. Something is wrong, but I don’t know what because you haven’t told me.”

Mom began tugging at the simple golden bracelet around her left wrist, an unconscious habit that Mom always indulged in whenever she was anxious. “You’re right. I’m in a huge, gigantic mess and I don’t know how to get out of it.” She sniffed. “And I need your help; at least, I need someone to talk to, because after your father died, I don’t really have anyone else to talk to.”

Talon nodded in understanding. Although Mom had managed to handle Dad’s death with surprising strength, the fact was that their family had never been the same since he died ten years ago. Both Talon and Mom were still on good terms with each other, but Dad’s absence was always felt, especially whenever they got together like this.

“Then tell me what the problem is,” said Talon. “I don’t know if I will be able to help, but it’s better than keeping it all inside yourself or drinking yourself unconscious.”

“All right,” said Mom. She took in a deep breath, as if to steady herself, and then said, “I need you to succeed me as the CEO of McCullough Fashions.”

Talon’s eyes widened in surprise. “Wait, are you resigning from your position already?”

“More like entering early retirement,” said Mom, rubbing the back of her head. She sighed. “The stress of the business has hit me hard. I simply can’t handle it anymore. I even collapsed a couple of weeks ago—”

“Collapsed?” said Talon. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I didn’t want you to worry,” said Mom. “I know you have your own life, saving the world with other superheroes and everything. I didn’t want to give you yet another thing to worry about.”

“Mom, you know how much I love you,” said Talon. “You should never feel afraid to call me up when something like that happens to you.”

“I know, I know,” said Mom. “But at least I haven’t collapsed since then. Even so, my blood pressure is just so high. It’s always been rather high, I suppose, but my doctor says it is too high and that I need to take a break. That’s why I am going to retire and have you succeed me. That was always the plan anyway, even after you joined the Young Neos.”

“You mean your plans didn’t change at all when I became a Young Neo?” said Talon.

“Of course not,” said Mom. “You didn’t intend to be a superhero forever, did you?”

Talon could not reply to that, because she had never given the matter much thought. She had supposed that Mom would simply sell the business to someone else when she retired or perhaps would pass it on to one of the employees working under her. After all, Talon could not be a full-time superhero and a full-time CEO of a multi-million dollar business at the same time, so Talon had assumed that she would not have to face this choice.

As a result, Talon had not thought about whether she wanted to be a superhero forever. Talon had just assumed that she would do it for as long as she lived; as far as she knew, most superheroes didn’t retire voluntarily. Some superheroes voluntarily chose to retire, such as Bolt’s late father Genius, but Genius had been unusual in that regard and in any case Talon could not think of any other superhero who had retired like that.

“This all seems so … so sudden,” said Talon, brushing aside a few strands of hair from her face. “I thought you were going to work until you reached sixty at least.”

“That was the original plan, but sometimes our best laid plans have to be tossed out,” said Mom with a shrug. “I didn’t make this decision lightly, by the way. I’ve had six months to consider it and it seems like the best choice for me and for the business. I can see no other way forward other than to retire and let you take the helm.”

Talon gestured at the messy office. “Is that why your office is in such terrible shape? Has the stress really been that bad?”

“It’s actually been even worse, if you can believe it,” said Mom with a shudder. “I’m not an old lady by any means, but neither am I young anymore. Your father always used to warn me about working too hard when he was alive, but I never really listened to him. Guess I was always too headstrong.”

Talon rubbed her forehead. “Are you absolutely sure that you want me to succeed you? Don’t I have any choice in this matter at all? I mean, I thought that after I joined the Young Neos, that I was not going to be your successor.”

“I never changed the will, Jennifer,” said Mom. “I always intended for you to succeed me, just not so soon. But I think you can handle it. You’re nearly eighteen, after all, and you know as much about this business as I do, if not more so. It isn’t a question of whether you’re qualified for it or not, because I know you are, even more so than a lot of women twice your age.”

Talon rubbed the back of her neck. “Even so, I’m not sure I can do it. I mean, I’m a member of the Young Neos, which means I have certain responsibilities to my team that I can’t simply drop.”

“Are your obligations to your team more important than your obligations to your own mother?” said Mom. “It sounds to me like you are implying that they are.”

“No, I—” Talon shook her head. “The point is that this is all so abrupt and I don’t know if I am ready for it yet. It’s not that I don’t want to do it, it’s just that I thought I’d have more time to spend as a superhero before I had to quit and settle down.”

“You know, superheroics is not a business, nor is it any way to make a living,” Mom pointed out. “It’s also incredibly dangerous. You fight all kinds of dangerous criminals and supervillains every day and there’s no guarantee that you’ll get a chance to come back home at the end of the day. There’s also the possibility that you could end up getting disabled, perhaps spending the rest of your life in a wheelchair or in a bed from a young age.”

“How do you know that might happen to me?” said Talon. “What if I avoid it?”

“Because I remember what it was like when your father was alive,” said Mom. “He was a superhero himself, after all. Even before he was killed by that villain, he always told me about all of the gruesome things that happened to other superheroes he knew, like the time that one friend of his got his skull crushed in by one of those ugly Pokacu aliens during the first invasion. And I also remember all of the injuries he sustained during his career, including some very serious ones.”

Talon nodded. Dad had been a superhero known as Silver Wind, a name he had picked up due to his ability to generate wind powerful enough to cut rock. He had died about ten years ago at the hands of a supervillain known as Electrica; in fact, Talon still remembered the funeral well, even though it had been so long ago. It no longer invoked as powerful feelings in her as it used to, but even now, a decade later, Talon felt a faint stirring in her heart whenever she remembered how Dad’s corpse looked in his coffin.

“Well, if you didn’t want me to be a superhero in the first place, why did you let me join the Young Neos?” said Talon.

“Because I thought I still had a decade or two of work left in me,” said Mom. She twiddled her thumbs together. “Besides, without Silver Wind, I didn’t feel very confident in raising a young superhuman like yourself. I thought that the NHA might be able to provide you the training you would need to learn how to control your powers. And I thought that Silver Wind would have wanted that, because he was a member of the NHA, too, remember?”

“I do,” said Talon. “And I also think that Dad would have wanted me to stay a superhero or at least wait a few years before becoming the CEO of a company as huge as this one.”

“Would he?” said Mom. “Are you so sure?”

“Of course I am,” said Talon. “He loved being a superhero, so I don’t see why he would have been against me being one, too.”

Mom, however, looked like she was trying to decide whether to tell Talon something important or not. “About that … before his death, Martin told me that he didn’t want you to be a superhero.”

Talon stared at Mom in shock. “He did?”

“Yes,” said Mom, nodding. “It was before you manifested your powers, obviously, but since Martin was your father, there was always a possibility that you would manifest powers at some point. He told me that he did not want you to follow in his footsteps and that he, himself, was also thinking of retiring in order to focus on being a father to you.”

Talon rested her hands in her cheeks. “I don’t understand. I remember Dad enjoying his career a lot. I never heard him complain about it.”

“He didn’t hate it, Jennifer,” said Mom. “He just loved you more. He didn’t want to die early and miss out on your life. He wanted to be there for every milestone in your life and not have to worry about being put in danger by some supervillain. Of course, he ended up getting killed by a supervillain anyway, but the point is that even he realized he couldn’t do it forever.”

“And you kept this a secret from me for a decade?” said Talon. “Why? And why didn’t you bring it up when Mecha Knight invited me to join the Young Neos?”

“I didn’t like thinking about Martin after his death,” said Mom. “I threw myself into my work and, besides, you hadn’t manifested any powers yet, so I hoped that you would grow up to be a normal girl. And when you did develop powers, well, I just didn’t think you’d want to become a superhero, that you might just be happy to be a normal girl who liked fashion, but I was obviously wrong about that.”

“I—” Talon did not really know what to say next, because the revelation that her father had not wanted her to be a superhero had come as a real surprise to her. Though Dad had died years before Talon’s powers developed, Talon had always believed that he would have supported her decision to become a superhero and join the Young Neos.

But knowing what she did now … well, that changed things, but Talon still wasn’t sure how to respond or what it all meant.

At that moment, Talon’s thoughts were interrupted by a beeping noise from her suit-up watch. Curious, Talon looked at it and saw that she had received a message from Bolt, which read thus:

TALON—Hope you’re not in the middle of anything important, because you need to get back to Hero Island pronto. There was an attack and we need the whole team here. Valerie will fill you in on the details on your way back.

An attack? That wasn’t good. The last time Hero Island was attacked, nearly the entirety of the NHA had been defeated and the world itself had been in danger of being destroyed. Bolt’s message didn’t come across as quite that urgent, but Hero Island was rarely attacked and any time it was attacked was always serious business.

“Mom, can I take some time to think about this?” said Talon. “I just received a message from my leader. It sounds like there’s an emergency on Hero Island that I need to be present for.”

Mom frowned, like she didn’t like the idea of Talon running off back to Hero Island, but she nodded once and said, “All right, Jen, I understand. But please call me once the situation is over. And make sure to think about what I told you today, all right?”

“Yes, Mom,” said Talon. “And if you need anything else from me, you know how to contact me.”

Talon rose from her chair and ran back toward the exit. She hoped that the attack on Hero Island hadn’t been entirely serious, but at the same time, she was thankful that the attack had happened when it did, because it gave her an excuse to think about what her decision would be.

But not forever. Sooner or later, she’d have to make her decision about her future, and she didn’t like that one bit.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Stinger leaned against the wall, his arms folded over his chest, as he looked through the one way glass at Rime. The ice man sat alone in a soundproof room on the other side of the glass, his arms and legs tied to a steel chair bolted to the ground. Stinger’s venom had worn off, which meant that Rime could move his whole body like normal again, but he had been sprayed with some powerless gas in order to make sure that he didn’t use his powers to escape. Even so, Rime still looked dangerous.

Rime wasn’t alone in that room. Black Blur stood before him, waving his arms every now and then, clearly trying to get him to talk. But Rime, as far as Stinger could tell, had not said a word since being brought down into the underground jail cells of Hero Island. Stinger glanced at Bolt, who stood next to him, his eyes focused on Rime. Bolt looked a little betrayed; not surprising, given how Rime had helped Bolt break out of Ultimate Max several months ago but now wanted to kill Bolt for some reason.

“Think he’s ever going to say anything?” said Stinger, looking back through the one way glass at Black Blur and Rime.

“Doesn’t look like it,” said Bolt. “Black Blur’s been trying to make him talk for hours already.”

Bolt was correct. After Stinger had successfully paralyzed Rime, Rime had been taken to the Hero Island Jail. The Jail was located underneath the Tower of Heroes; its cells were rarely used, as most supervillains and criminals defeated by NHA members were usually taken to Ultimate Max. And whenever a supervillain was dumb enough to stage a direct attack on Hero Island, they usually only stayed in these cells for a day or two before being transferred to Ultimate Max as their permanent residence.

As a result, the Jail’s cells, while equipped to handle most superpowers, were not particularly fancy or well-kept, but Stinger had been informed by Black Blur (who, in addition to being a member of the Leadership Council, also pulled double duty as the warden of the Jail) that Rime would never be able to escape from the cell without their permission, especially since Rime had been de-powered by powerless gas. Thus far, Rime had made no attempts to escape; then again, if Rime knew how difficult it was to escape from, he probably didn’t really have a plan to escape yet.

The rest of the team was on South Beach at the moment, searching the Beach for any hints that Rime may have had a partner in crime, even though Rime claimed to have come to Hero Island alone. The other Young Neos were also cleaning up the ice, along with help from several veteran NHA members. The Leadership Council had been informed of the attack, but Stinger had heard nothing from the Council, except for a message from Mecha Knight congratulating him and the others on helping Black Blur defeat Rime.

Technically, Black Blur helped us, Stinger thought. Not the other way around.

Regardless, Hero Island was still safe, as far as Stinger knew, though depending on why Rime had come here, it was equally possible that it was not going to remain safe for much longer.

Bolt shook his head. “I can’t believe he did this. Rime seemed like a good guy to me; a little unhinged, sure, but pretty much everyone in Ultimate Max is. But what really gets me is how he attacked Hero Island; even Master Chaos didn’t try that, and he was completely nuts. I don’t even remember the last time Hero Island was attacked.”

“How could you forget the second Pokacu invasion?” said Stinger, looking at Bolt in surprise. “You were right in the middle of it.”

“I mean, when was the last time a supervillain attacked Hero Island?” said Bolt. “Pokacu are not supervillains.”

Stinger was about to answer, but the door to the room suddenly burst open and Talon, dressed in her gray costume, rushed in. She came to an abrupt stop, panting slightly like she had run to Hero Island all the way from New York.

“Bolt, Stinger,” said Talon, brushing aside her hair, which had gotten in her face. “Sorry for taking so long to get here. The Neocopter ran into some bad weather and—”

“It’s fine, Talon,” said Bolt. “We already got the attacker. Hero Island is safe.”

Talon looked at Rime on the other side of the one way glass. “That’s him? He looks familiar.”

“Yes, his name is Rime and he was one of the prisoners who helped me escape Ultimate Max several months ago,” said Bolt. “Now he wants to kill me.”

“Why?” said Talon in surprise. “Did you do something to piss him off?”

“We still don’t know,” said Bolt. “He mentioned something about his family, but he was pretty incoherent and unclear.”

“Maybe he’s being mind-controlled by some supervillain to try to assassinate you,” Stinger suggested. “Granted, I don’t know of any mind-controlling supervillains who might want to kill you, but it’s the best explanation I can come up with.”

“Nah, I don’t think he’s being mind-controlled by anyone,” said Bolt, shaking his head. “Anyway, Talon, Black Blur is interrogating him, but no luck in making him talk so far.”

“He looks as impassive as an iceberg,” said Talon with a sigh. “Was anyone hurt?”

“Everyone took a few hits, but no one got killed,” said Stinger. He gestured at his right wing. “My wing got frozen, but it’s all thawed out now and works just fine.”

“Yeah,” said Bolt. “We were just talking about how crazy it was for Rime to attack Hero Island like that. We can’t remember the last time Hero Island was attacked by a supervillain, not counting the recent Pokacu invasion, that is.”

“Oh, I remember the last time a supervillain attacked Hero Island,” said Talon.

“You do?” said Stinger. “I didn’t know you paid attention to that stuff. Never seemed like a history girl to me.”

“I don’t care much for history,” said Talon, folding her arms in front of her chest. “The only reason I know of this attack is because it directly affected me. It happened ten years ago, almost to the date.”

Ten years ago? Stinger thought. He gulped. Uh oh. I hope we’re not thinking of the same attack here.

“Who attacked Hero Island ten years ago?” said Bolt. “A supervillain we might know?”

“Maybe,” said Talon. “Her name was Electrica. Ever heard of her?”

Bolt shook his head, while Stinger tried to look as casual as he could. He knew that name, all right, but he had also avoided ever mentioning that name aloud in public. Indeed, he could have lived his whole life without hearing that name again, but he didn’t say that. He didn’t want either Bolt or Talon to know how he knew that name or why he disliked it as much as he did.

“No, I haven’t,” said Bolt. “Who was she?”

“A very powerful supervillain,” said Talon. “She was powerful because she could control electricity, sort of like you, Bolt, but much stronger. She was—and probably still is, though I haven’t heard much about her recently—a thorn in the side of the Neohero Alliance for five years, mostly because she was very clever. The NHA had never been able to capture her due to her cleverness and strength and even the G-Men couldn’t stop her. She specialized in theft and loved trying to steal from bigger and more secure places.”

“Did she try to steal from Hero Island?” said Bolt.

“Yes,” said Talon. “Even back then, Hero Island had a reputation as a well-fortified island that your average supervillain or criminal couldn’t hope to break into. Electrica, however, managed to pull off the most successful heist of her career. There was a documentary about it released about a year ago, I think, but I can’t remember what it was called.”

“Super Heist,” Stinger said without thinking. “Directed by Evan Scott, the guy who did that documentary on Omega Man that came out five years ago.”

“Yes, that’s it,” said Talon. She looked at Stinger curiously. “How did you know it? You never struck me as the kind of person to like documentaries.”

“Eh, I just have a good memory,” Stinger said. “Read a review of it on Neo Ranks. It wasn’t very good, at least according to Neo Ranks’ movie reviewer, anyway.”

That was a lie, but Stinger didn’t want to risk the others finding out about how he was related to Electrica. The real reason he knew about the documentary was because of his connection to Electrica, but if he admitted that, he would have to tell Bolt and Talon everything. And, while he trusted Bolt and Talon, there were still some things that he didn’t want even his closest friends to know about him yet.

“Right,” said Talon. “Anyway, it was all over the news, because it was the first successful attack on Hero Island in years. Only one NHA member was killed during it, a man named Silver Wind, who Electrica killed when he cornered her.” Talon sounded very sad when she said that, like Silver Wind had just been murdered yesterday. “Silver Wind was my father, by the way.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” said Bolt. “I had no idea that your father had been a superhero or that he had died defending Hero Island.”

Stinger’s eyes widened, but thankfully his goggles kept his eyes hidden from Talon and Bolt. Even so, he couldn’t help but feel shocked. He had known that Electrica had killed Silver Wind, but he hadn’t known that Silver Wind had been Talon’s dad. Granted, he had never asked her who her dad was, but he still couldn’t believe it.

That’s yet another reason to keep your mouth shut, Stinger, Stinger thought. Don’t say anything that might make Talon suspicious of you. Getting mauled to death by one of your friends would be a pretty bad way to die.

“Uh, what Bolt said,” said Stinger. “Sorry.”

Talon, thankfully, did not seem to notice Stinger’s weak response, because she said, “You don’t need to apologize. It was a decade ago. I’m over his death now. We should just be glad that no one got killed this time.”

Despite Talon’s words, she sounded somewhat distracted. Maybe telling the story of her dad’s death had stirred up some dormant emotions in her. Regardless of why she sounded that way, Stinger was just glad that neither she nor Bolt were paying him special attention. The less they knew about his own parents, the better.

At that moment, the door to Rime’s cell opened and Black Blur stepped out. He slammed the door shut behind him and cursed under his breath so fast that Stinger didn’t understand what he said, but he caught the gist of it easily enough.

“Black Blur, sir,” said Bolt, pushing himself off the wall and standing at attention. “Any luck in getting him to talk?”

“No,” said Black Blur, the frustration in his voice evident. “I shouted at him, threatened him, even slapped him a couple of times, but he is as stubborn as a glacier. He didn’t tell me anything.”

“Nothing at all?” said Talon. “I find that hard to believe. Surely he told you something, didn’t he?”

“He said that he wanted to speak to Bolt,” said Black Blur. “That’s all he said. Every time I asked him a question, that is how he would answer. He doesn’t want to speak to anyone other than Bolt.”

“Then let me talk to him,” said Bolt. “I know him. I can talk to him.”

“And put yourself in danger?” said Black Blur. He shook his head. “No, I cannot allow you to speak to him. He obviously just wants to get you alone so he can kill you.”

“He’s chained up in a chair and totally powerless,” Bolt pointed out. “Just how much of a threat can he really be?”

“Plenty of superhumans are dangerous even without their powers,” said Black Blur. “Have you never heard of powerless training? I know that the Independent Neoheroes for Justice teach it to their members and Rime was once an INJ member. It’s too risky.”

“Don’t know what powerless training is, but I think I can handle him,” said Bolt. “I’ll just stay out of his reach.”

Black Blur pursed his lips in disapproval, but Stinger stepped forward and said, “Let Talon and I go in with him. That way, if Bolt ends up getting himself in trouble, we can bail him out. You can even stay out here and watch from the one-way mirror just in case.”

Black Blur looked like he didn’t approve of that idea, but he reluctantly said, “Fine. The important thing is finding out why he attacked us. If you can make him talk, do so. But don’t waste any time; the Leadership Council is awaiting my report on Rime’s motivations to decide if he should be shipped off to Ultimate Max again or not.”

Black Blur spoke in a rather condescending tone, the same tone he always used whenever he addressed the Young Neos. It annoyed Stinger, but he didn’t say that aloud. He and Talon just followed Bolt into the other room, which was slightly colder than the last room. Stinger closed the door behind them before running over to catch up with Bolt and Talon, who had stopped several feet away from the chained up Rime.

Rime had had his head on his chest when they entered, but now he had raised his head and was looking directly at them with anger and hate on his features. Although the chains kept him securely tied down to his chair, Rime looked like he was trying to make them explode just by staring at them hard enough. In particular, he focused on Bolt as if Bolt had killed his puppy.

“Hi, Rime,” said Bolt, waving at Rime somewhat awkwardly. “How do you feel?”

“Uncomfortable,” said Rime. “Th-these chains aren’t exactly soft.”

“Yeah, but you need to keep them on so you don’t kill us,” Stinger pointed out. “Speaking of killing, we came in here to find out why you’re trying to kill Bolt.”

Rime looked away, a pained expression on his face. “What’s the point? It’s probably too l-late by now. And if it isn’t, it soon w-will be. I failed in my mission and now my family is going to s-suffer because of it.”

“Maybe they won’t have to suffer, Rime, if you’d just let us know what is going on here,” said Bolt. He stepped forward carefully. “The last time I saw you, you said you were going back to your wife and daughter, right? The wife and daughter that you hadn’t seen since you went to jail over a decade ago?”

“Y-Yeah, that’s right,” said Rime, still without looking at them. “Still doesn’t matter. They’re p-probably dead now, all because of my failure to kill you.”

“How do you know?” said Bolt. “Maybe they aren’t dead yet. Maybe there’s still time to save them if you would just tell us how you got into this situation in the first place.”

Rime did not look at Bolt, Stinger, or Talon for a couple of seconds, but slowly, he turned his head toward them, though he was still frowning. “When President Plutarch pardoned me several m-months ago, I tracked down my wife and daughter f-first thing. I found t-them in F-Florida and they were h-happy to see me, even t-though I had been in prison for so long. I-It was almost like we had never been apart at all, though th-there was a lot of catching up to do after a decade apart, obviously.”

“What happened after that?” said Bolt.

Rime’s frown grew even more pronounced. “F-For months, life was peaceful and even seemed to b-be going back to normal, the w-way it was before I went to prison … until she came.”

“She?” Stinger repeated. “Who is ‘she’?”

“I d-don’t know her real name,” said Rime. “B-But she called herself Colombina. She wore a strange mask and a red dress. V-Very tall, b-but quite thin, though that didn’t mean she wasn’t a threat.”

“Colombina,” Bolt repeated under his breath. “Where have I heard that name before?”

“What did this Colombina lady do?” said Stinger.

“S-She kidnapped my family,” said Rime. “T-That was a month ago. I returned home one night to find my wife and daughter m-missing. T-There was a video left, however, b-by Colombina, outlining w-what I n-needed to do in order to see my wife and daughter alive again. S-She said that if I d-didn’t kill Bolt, I would never see my family again.”

“And you believed her?” said Talon. “You didn’t even try to find out if she was lying?”

“W-What choice did I have?” said Rime. “I knew she had m-my family because she showed them on the v-video. I even know where s-she is keeping them, but I didn’t go there because I d-didn’t want her to kill them.”

“Did this Colombina lady say who she was?” said Stinger. “Or why she wants Bolt dead?”

“N-Nope,” said Rime, shaking his head. “I didn’t t-try to find out, because I didn’t want to waste time.” His head fell on his chest again. “B-But I failed. And now m-my family is going to die.”

Stinger felt sorry for Rime, even though Rime had just tried to kill him a couple of hours ago. He had no idea who this Colombina lady was or what her plan was, but Stinger wanted to help Rime, even though he didn’t know how.

Suddenly, Bolt looked up, as if a realization had just dawned on him. “Now that we know what you’ve gone through, we’ll help you save your wife and daughter.”

Rime also looked up, a look of disbelief on his face. “R-Really? Why? I w-was just trying to kill you. W-Why would you help me?”

“Because you helped me break out of Ultimate Max and defeat Mastermind,” said Bolt. “And now that I understand that you were forced to try to kill me, I am not going to hold it against you. I see this as paying you back for helping me even when you didn’t have to.”

“T-Thank you for the offer, Bolt, but it’s pointless,” said Rime. “Unless you’re willing to let me kill you, t-there’s nothing y-you can do to help me.”

“There’s got to be something I can do to help,” said Bolt. “I don’t want to get murdered, but I don’t want your family to die, either. There’s got to be a way we can save your family and take down Colombina.”

“I-If there is, I don’t see it,” said Rime. “B-But you shouldn’t b-be worrying about me. My f-family is my responsibility, not yours.”

“Yeah, but you’re one of my friends and I always help my friends,” said Bolt. “I have to admit, though, that this is a tricky situation. If we do one wrong thing, your family will definitely get killed.”

Stinger thought about this. Like Bolt, he wanted to help Rime, if only because saving Rime’s family would keep Rime from trying to kill them. His mind kept drawing a blank, however, because he had never rescued a kidnapped family before, much less from a female supervillain. He had no idea what kind of defenses Colombina’s base had, but if this woman was smart, then she had probably set up all kinds of defenses in order to keep people from breaking in.

And that’s if we can even find out where she is hiding, Stinger thought. Guess it’s one of those situations we’ve just never had to deal with before.

All of a sudden, a possible solution to the problem appeared in Stinger’s mind. It seemed like a very simple solution, but at the same time, Stinger was loathe to bring it up, especially in light of Talon’s story about the death of her father. Yet it seemed like the best solution to their current problem at the moment; the woman he was thinking of contacting, after all, had experience breaking into and out of places, including places as heavily guarded as Hero Island. There was always the possibility that she might reject their pleas for help, but given Stinger’s connection to her, he figured that increased their chances of getting her help.

“Hey, uh, guys,” said Stinger, drawing the attention of Bolt, Talon, and Rime to him, “I think I know someone who could help us save Rime’s family.”

“Really?” said Talon, leaning in a little too close to him for comfort. “Who would that be? Someone in the NHA, perhaps?”

“Actually, she isn’t an NHA member,” said Stinger, carefully avoiding meeting Talon’s gaze.

“An independent superhero, then,” said Talon. “Like that Triplet fellow, right?”

“She’s independent, yeah, but not a, uh, superhero,” said Stinger.

“So she’s just a normal superhuman who maybe has the powers and experience necessary to help us save Rime’s family?” said Talon.

Stinger rubbed the back of his neck, now starting to wish he’d kept his mouth shut, but he kept talking. “Her powers and experience would certainly help, but she’s … well, not just a normal superhuman.”

Talon frowned in annoyance. “Well, then what is she? You’re not being very clear or helpful, you know.”

Stinger took a deep breath, prayed to God to protect him from Talon’s inevitable rage, and said, “She’s my mother. And she’s the supervillain Electrica.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

“Your mother … is a supervillain?” said Talon. “Did I hear you right?”

Stinger nodded reluctantly. “Yes.”

“And she’s Electrica,” said Talon. “The woman who killed my father, Silver Wind.”

Once again, Stinger nodded in a deeply reluctant fashion. He also looked like he wanted to run away, but to his credit, he stayed put. “Yes. There aren’t too many other female supervillains with lightning powers who call themselves Electrica, after all.”

Talon stepped away from Stinger and Bolt. She still hoped that Stinger was joking, but he looked completely serious, if a bit hesitant. She didn’t want to believe that one of her friends was the son of a supervillain. She looked at Bolt, hoping that this might be some elaborate practical joke that Stinger was playing on her, but Bolt looked every bit as surprised as Talon. Rime looked surprised, too, though less surprised than them for some reason, probably because he did not know Stinger as well as them and therefore did not have any reason to be as shocked as them.

“But you guys don’t need to worry,” said Stinger hastily. “My mom may be a supervillain, but I’m still a hero through and through. I’ve totally rejected her ways and have no intention whatsoever of joining or helping her at all.”

“Why didn’t you tell us this before?” said Bolt. He sounded slightly dazed, as if his mind was still trying to process what Stinger said. “Now that I think about it, I don’t think you’ve ever told us who your parents are.”

“I just didn’t see any reason to,” said Stinger with a shrug. “I mean, if your mom was an infamous supervillain, would you want to tell everyone that fact? I don’t think so.”

“Does Mecha Knight know?” said Talon. She glanced over her shoulder at the one-way mirror; she couldn’t see him, but she knew that Black Blur stood on the other side of the glass, watching them intently, although he obviously couldn’t hear them. “And the rest of the Leadership Council, too?”

“Yes,” said Stinger, nodding. “Everyone in the Leadership Council knows who my mom is.”

“Yet they still allowed you to join the Young Neos?” said Talon. Her fear was starting to be replaced with anger. “Even knowing who your mother is?”

“Because I wasn’t raised by my mother,” said Stinger in an impatient voice. “My grandfather—who isn’t a supervillain, by the way—raised me because my mother abandoned me when I was young.”

“And what about your father?” said Bolt. “Is he a supervillain, too?”

Stinger shook his head. “No, he was a normal human, a police officer who married Electrica but divorced her when he learned who she really was. He died when I was just a few years old, got himself killed by a criminal he was chasing. And Electrica was never a really good mother, so she dumped me with her father, that is, my grandfather.”

Talon rubbed the side of her face, unsure of what to say or how to react. She had worked with Stinger for nearly a year now, having teamed up with him to complete many missions and fight many villains as a team, but he had been the son of her own dad’s murderer the whole time and he had never thought to mention it to her even once. It left a bad taste in her mouth and made her wonder what else Stinger was hiding from her and the other Young Neos. “Your mother was the villain who killed my father, but you never saw the need to tell me?”

“Hey, I didn’t know Silver Wind was your father,” said Stinger in a defensive voice. “And, like I said, I am not walking in her steps, I—”

“D-Does any of this r-really matter?” Rime interrupted, his voice cold and harsh. “I-I want to k-know what you mean when you said that your m-mother could help us.”

“And why would she help us in the first place?” said Bolt. “We’re superheroes, she’s a supervillain. Superheroes and supervillains don’t work together. Usually we’re trying to kill each other.”

“Because I’m her son,” said Stinger. “She was never a really great mother, but if we went to her for help, she might be willing to help us, especially if I ask. And she has experience breaking into nigh impenetrable locations without getting caught. Like the time she broke into Hero Island, for example, and stole something from the Neohero Alliance Museum. She could help us rescue Rime’s family.”

“I can’t believe this,” said Talon. She folded her arms across her chest. “You’re suggesting we work with my dad’s murderer like it’s a good idea. Do you even hear yourself talking right now?”

“Hey, I wouldn’t be suggesting this if I didn’t think we had any other choice,” said Stinger. “I know we can’t trust my mom completely, but she is the best person for the job, at least in my opinion.”

“Can’t we get help from the NHA?” said Talon. “Surely there are many members of the Neohero Alliance who can do what your mother can do, but better, and without being a supervillain, aren’t there?”

“Talon has a point,” said Bolt. “I doubt the Leadership Council would be okay with us working with a supervillain even to help other people. I can already imagine Mecha Knight’s emotionless response as I try to explain this idea to him.”

“Mecha Knight always looks emotionless, though,” said Stinger.

“The point is that we are not going to be working with any supervillains,” said Talon. “At least, I certainly won’t, especially ones who killed my father.”

“And that’s assuming that Mecha Knight will even allow us to help Rime,” Bolt said. “I mean, I think he will, since Mecha Knight is pretty understanding of these sorts of things and we don’t have anything else to do at the moment, but—”

“I can give you permission to help him,” said a voice behind them, causing Talon, Bolt, and Stinger to look over their shoulders at whoever had spoken.

It was Black Blur. He stood in front of the room’s exit, his arms hanging at his sides. Talon had not heard him enter, which made her wonder just how long he had been standing there listening to them. For some reason, that made her feel creeped out, even though Black Blur was a member of the Leadership Council and therefore on their side.

“Really?” said Bolt in surprise. “You mean you don’t think it’s a waste of time?”

Black Blur huffed. “Saving the lives of innocent people is never a waste of time. Besides, now that we know that Rime was not attacking Hero Island as part of some nefarious supervillain plot, I see no reason to keep him locked up here any longer than we have to. If you three wish to go with him to save his family, then you have my approval.”

“What about Stinger’s mother, Electrica?” said Talon. “Do you think we should work with her?”

“Of course not,” said Black Blur. He looked at Stinger with a sharp glare. “Members of the Neohero Alliance and the Young Neos are not allowed to work with supervillains except under exceptional circumstances. That includes supervillain family members; besides, I doubt you will need a supervillain’s help in rescuing Rime’s family.”

Stinger looked rather ashamed of suggesting that they team up with his mother. Talon, however, felt good about it, because she thought that he should feel ashamed for making such a stupid suggestion. She was determined not to work with the woman who had killed her father; indeed, she’d prefer to kill that woman herself if possible.

“Don’t I need to get Mecha Knight’s approval before we do anything, though?” said Bolt, scratching his right ear. “He’s the team supervisor, so—”

“Mecha Knight may be your team’s supervisor, but he’s not the only member of the Leadership Council with any authority over the Young Neos,” said Black Blur. “According to the NHA Constitution, any Leadership Council member can grant permission to the Young Neos to perform any mission they request. We can do it without having to run it by the team supervisor first, who, in this case, happens to be Mecha Knight. And if Mecha Knight has any problems with that, he can come and talk to me about it as co-equal members of the Council.”

Talon had not known that, and based on the surprised expressions that Bolt and Stinger wore, neither had they. Then again, Talon had not read the entirety of the Constitution that governed the inner-workings of the Neohero Alliance; she had only read the parts pertaining directly to the Young Neos, and that had been nearly a year ago when she first joined the team. Talon was not much of a bookworm, like Shell was, but she decided to take some time to read through the Constitution herself at some point in order to see if she could find out anything else in it that she didn’t already know. That would be later, though, after they helped Rime and Talon figured out whether she was going to become the CEO of a major multinational corporation at the young age of seventeen.

“Thanks, uh, I guess,” said Bolt. “That’s awfully generous of you to do.”

“It’s not a problem,” Black Blur said, waving off Bolt’s gratitude like it was nothing. “As I said, saving innocent lives is never a waste of time. As superheroes, it is our duty to save the weak from those who would prey upon them. I don’t want the blood of innocent lives on our hands simply due to a legal technicality.”

Though Black Blur sounded sincere, Talon thought this all seemed a little too convenient. Black Blur was notorious for his dislike and distrust of Bolt in particular and the Young Neos in general. Getting his approval to help Rime save his family seemed almost too easy, but Talon supposed that she was being too harsh. After all, if Black Blur was a member of the Leadership Council, he could not be an untrustworthy man.

“Great,” said Bolt. “We’ll talk to Rime some more, figure out where his family is being held hostage, and then leave as soon as we can.”

“Good to hear,” said Black Blur. “Since you kids have this all figured out, I am going to return to the Tower and inform the rest of the Leadership Council about what you will do. You don’t need to report in to Mecha Knight or anything; I’ll handle that.”

With that, Black Blur turned and left the room. Talon thought, however, that she caught a smirk on his lips before he turned around, but it was probably just her mind playing tricks on her.

“All right,” said Bolt. He looked at Rime. “Tell us everything you know about Colombina and where she is keeping your family. Don’t leave out any details, because if we’re going to save your family from this foe we’ve never faced before, we’ll need to go in with as much information as possible.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Stinger knew that telling Talon and Bolt about his mother was a bad idea. Even before he knew that Silver Wind was Talon’s dad, Stinger knew that suggesting that they team up with a known supervillain—the only supervillain, in fact, who had ever successfully attacked Hero Island—was not going to go down well with them anyway. And that was not even taking into account the reaction of the Leadership Council, who would undoubtedly have rejected the idea outright if it was presented to them.

Perhaps that was why Stinger found himself sitting in a chair outside of Mecha Knight’s office about half an hour later, after Black Blur approved of their mission to save Rime’s family. Stinger had received a message from Mecha Knight summoning him to his office to discuss something. That was in itself unusual, because Stinger rarely got to speak with Mecha Knight alone like this. Most of the time, Bolt was the one who went to Mecha Knight’s office to discuss important issues, because as the leader of the team, Bolt needed to be aware of what Mecha Knight and the Leadership Council wanted the Young Neos to do. Stinger had visited Mecha Knight’s office in the Tower of Heroes only a couple of times since joining the Young Neos, so he didn’t know what Mecha Knight wanted to talk with him about. He hoped that it wouldn’t be anything bad, at least.

As for the others, Bolt and Talon were still talking with Rime about finding his family. Bolt told Stinger that he would tell the whole team about what Rime told them once they finished speaking with him, but that just made Stinger more anxious to find out where they were going to go. He hoped that it would not be long before he got to speak with Mecha Knight or that their conversation wouldn’t take too long.

At that moment, Stinger heard a beep from his suit-up watch and he looked down and saw that he received a message from Mecha Knight, which read, ‘PLEASE ENTER.’

Rising to his feet, Stinger opened the office door and entered. As soon as he closed the door behind him, Stinger looked around and spotted Mecha Knight standing in front of the windows overlooking Hero Island. Mecha Knight’s back was to him, the superhero’s arms folded behind his back, as if he was deep in thought. Mecha Knight did not move when Stinger entered, which made Stinger wonder if Mecha Knight had even heard him.

“Um, hello?” said Stinger. “Mecha Knight, sir? It’s me, Stinger.”

Mecha Knight slowly turned around until he faced Stinger. His cold blue eyes glowed from within the helmet of his armor, showing as little emotion as always. “My apologies, Stinger. I was simply lost in thought for a moment there, thinking of times long past.”

“Okay,” said Stinger. “So are we going to sit down and talk or—?”

“Take a seat,” said Mecha Knight, gesturing at the chair on the other side of his desk. “I’ll remain standing for now, however, as I have been sitting all day and need to walk around for a bit to loosen my old joints.”

Stinger took a seat without another word, though he had to spread his wings a few inches in order to sit on it comfortably. “So, Mecha Knight, what did you want to talk with me about? Is it something important?”

“I wanted to ask you about Rime,” said Mecha Knight. “More specifically, Rime’s attack on Hero Island and his justification for doing so.”

“Not to sound disrespectful, Mecha Knight, but didn’t you already receive a report from Black Blur about this?” said Stinger. “Black Blur told us that he was going to send a report to the Leadership Council about Rime.”

“Yes, I received and read the report fairly quickly,” said Mecha Knight. “It is quite thorough, as Black Blur’s work usually is. Anyone who read that report will be just as knowledgeable about the attack as anyone who had actually experienced it.”

“Well, if you’ve read the report and you feel like you know the attack as well as I do, why am I here?” said Stinger, spreading his arms. “And why me and not, say, Bolt? You usually talk to Bolt about important stuff like this.”

“Because I don’t want Bolt to know about this,” said Mecha Knight. “I don’t trust him to do what I need him to do. You, on the other hand, have a higher chance of doing what I need you to do without balking.”

“And what, exactly, do you need me to do?” said Stinger. “Does it involve helping Rime?”

“Not helping him, no,” said Mecha Knight. “Let me start at the beginning. You are aware of Rime’s history, correct? Such as why he was originally arrested and sent to Ultimate Max?”

Stinger nodded. “Yeah. He killed a superhuman rights activist who criticized him.”

“And, of course, you know how he helped Bolt escape Ultimate Max and defeat Mastermind,” Mecha Knight continued. “And how, after he helped save the country, President Plutarch pardoned him for his crimes, correct?”

“Yeah,” said Stinger. “This is all basic stuff, though. I don’t see where you’re going with this.”

Mecha Knight began pacing back and forth in front of the windows, the rays of the sun glinting off his clean armor. “Do you know what happened to Rime after he was pardoned?”

“He went to reunite with his family,” said Stinger. “Right? That’s what Bolt told me.”

“That is what he claims, yes,” said Mecha Knight, still pacing back and forth. “But I am not so sure that is true, because I started tracking Rime after he went back to his family, only for him to fall completely off the face of the earth a week later.”

“Why were you tracking him in the first place?” said Stinger. “Did you expect him to do something bad?”

“He’s a powerful superhuman who has already shown a propensity toward violence and murder,” said Mecha Knight. “Besides, I was thinking of inviting him into the NHA after a while, depending on how he conducted himself outside of prison. Yet I completely lost track of him after a while; it was as though he had completely left the planet.”

“Maybe he knew you were tracking him and he went into hiding to avoid being found by you,” Stinger suggested.

“I consider that unlikely, because I have the best tracking technology available and even had a few people following him just in case,” said Mecha Knight. “So when he vanished so completely that even the people I hired to track him couldn’t find him … well, that was how I knew something was up. My suspicions became even worse when he attacked Hero Island today, completely out of the blue.”

“What are you saying?” said Stinger. “Are you saying that there’s more to this situation than meets the eye?”

Mecha Knight stopped and looked at Stinger, his arms still folded behind his back. “Yes. It is a little too coincidental that someone like Rime would vanish so quickly and so thoroughly after being pardoned by the President, only to show up in the most bombastic, dramatic way possible. Something happened to Rime between the time he vanished and the time he reappeared, but what, I don’t know.”

“Do you think he’s evil again?” said Stinger. “Or maybe he’s working for someone like John Mann?”

“I don’t know,” said Mecha Knight. “There’s no telling what may have happened to Rime or why he really came here. It may all be for nothing, but I did research his family after I read the report in order to find out if they really did go missing.”

“Did they?” said Stinger. “I haven’t had time to check.”

“They did,” Mecha Knight confirmed. “I found an article on the website of a Florida newspaper describing their disappearance around the same time that Rime said they were kidnapped. Oddly enough, however, the article doesn’t mention Rime himself.”

“Maybe Rime didn’t want to be mentioned,” Stinger said. “Or maybe the reporter just couldn’t find him.”

“That would be odd, though, wouldn’t it, that the father and husband of the missing woman and her daughter was unavailable for comment to the local newspaper?” said Mecha Knight. “No, I think there is more going on here than meets the eye. I don’t know if Rime is working for someone else, working for himself, or what he’s trying to achieve, but I do know that he is not being entirely honest with us and that he has a history of going crazy.”

“What are we going to do about it?” said Stinger. “Do you not want us to go with him or—”

“No, you should still go with him to Florida,” said Mecha Knight. He pointed a finger at Stinger. “But I want you to spy on Rime for me. Keep an eye on him, take notes of any suspicious behaviors or words from him, and send me reports when you can. If he is up to no good, then I will know.”

“You want me to spy on him?” said Stinger in surprise. “Why me? Why not Bolt?”

“Because, as I said, Bolt is too close to him,” said Mecha Knight. “Bolt looks at Rime as a friend and he would not be able to tolerate spying on his friends. You, on the other hand, barely know Rime and see him as an acquaintance at best. Thus, you have less reason to object to spying on him for me.”

Stinger had to admit that Mecha Knight’s logic was sound; however, he said, “Can I tell the others about the fact that I’m spying on him or not?”

“If by ‘others’ you mean the other Young Neos, no, you may not,” said Mecha Knight. “I don’t want any of them to suspect that you are spying on Rime, especially Bolt, who would no doubt object to it if he knew what we were doing.”

“That means I would have to keep secrets from my teammates, though,” said Stinger. “And I hate keeping secrets from my friends.”

“Sometimes, you have to keep secrets even from the people you trust the most,” said Mecha Knight. “Think of it this way; in the long run, if Rime turns out to be genuine, then you will not have caused us any harm by watching him carefully. And if he does turn out to be trying to trick or manipulate us for unknown reasons, then letting us know about that will also benefit us.”

“Good point,” said Stinger. He scratched his chin. “Still, I am surprised you are asking me to do this. Doesn’t seem like your normal MO.”

“It isn’t, but then, a superhuman attacking Hero Island is hardly what I’d call ‘normal,’ either,” said Mecha Knight. “Will you accept the job or not?”

Stinger thought about it for a moment. He disliked the idea of keeping secrets from his friends, but on the other hand, Mecha Knight’s concerns about Rime’s real motivations seemed legitimate to him, too legitimate to simply brush aside or ignore. Wasn’t it better to be safe than sorry anyway? If spying on Rime would keep the rest of the team safe, then Stinger had no real reason to say no.

Still, Stinger had seen just how angry Rime could get when he wanted to kill someone. If Rime found out that Stinger was spying on him for Mecha Knight … well, Stinger wasn’t sure he would be able to fly fast enough to avoid a repeat of his battle with Rime on South Beach, except perhaps with Rime coming out on top this time. And if his friends felt betrayed enough by his keeping secrets from them, then Stinger might not be able to count on any of them defending him, either.

In the end, however, Stinger decided that he would rather be safe than sorry, so he said, “All right, Mecha Knight, I’ll do it. Tell me what I need to do to get started.”

“Good to hear,” said Mecha Knight. “Listen carefully to what I am about to tell you, because you will need to understand it well in order to do it effectively.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Talon walked through the halls of the House, her boots clicking against the metal plated floor. She was on her way to the Training Room, mostly because it had been a while since she had last done any training, but also because she wanted something to take her mind off things for a while. Specifically, she wanted to take her mind off of Mom’s demand that she succeed her as the CEO of McCullough Fashion. Talon didn’t enjoy training that much—she usually got too hot and sweaty, which often messed up her hair—but given how training almost always required her total attention so she wouldn’t accidentally harm herself, she thought it would be a good way to take her mind off things for a while.

She still hadn’t told Bolt or anyone else on the team about what Mom wanted her to do. Talon knew that she should, but she hesitated because she still hadn’t decided whether to agree to Mom’s demands or not. She could just imagine that the rest of the team would be shocked to lose her and Talon couldn’t stand that; however much her teammates may have annoyed her with their lack of fashion sense, they were still her friends and she didn’t want to abandon them, especially with this mission to save Rime’s family coming up. If she accepted Mom’s job offer, then she wouldn’t be able to see her friends nearly as often as she’d like; she’d probably grow distant from them, a sobering thought.

On the other hand, Talon felt a strong sense of obligation to Mom. Ever since Dad’s death, Talon and Mom had been inseparable. Talon often thought that the only reason she managed to handle Dad’s death as well as she did was thanks to Mom’s support and love, and she suspected that Mom felt the same way about her. It wouldn’t be right to turn her back on Mom right when she needed her the most. She supposed that if she rejected Mom’s offer, Mom might just sell the company to someone else, but that thought made Talon feel ill, because the company had been founded by Mom and was supposed to stay within the family.

I wish Dad was still alive, Talon thought. He’d be able to help me make this decision, I know he would.

Thinking of Dad inevitably made Talon think of Stinger and his mother. She frowned as she turned a corner in the hall and her pace picked up a little. Talon didn’t hate Stinger, but she couldn’t believe that he was the son of the supervillain who killed her father. And she couldn’t believe that he just dropped it like that in the middle of that conversation without warning or that he had kept that particular secret from the rest of the team for so long.

He’s always been kind of a socially awkward guy, but he made Shell look like the pinnacle of social grace back there, Talon thought. I suppose if I had a supervillain mom, I wouldn’t be so quick to go around boasting about that, but there’s a big difference between keeping secrets from your friends and not airing out your dirty laundry for everyone to see, and Stinger just confused it.

That revelation alone had almost made Talon call Mom and tell her that she wanted the job. After all, if Stinger was Electrica’s son, then that meant that Talon had been living and working with the son of her dad’s murderer for nearly a year. If she had known about Stinger’s real mother before she joined the Young Neos, she doubted that she would have joined the team at all out of a fear that Stinger might end up just like his mother.

But that was also why Talon did not call Mom. The logical side of her—the side she didn’t like to listen to when she was upset, but which often asserted itself anyway just to ruin her righteous anger—told her that if Stinger had had any intention of hurting her, he would have done it by now. As it was, Stinger had just made a really dumb social faux pas, certainly nothing worth leaving the team or ending her friendship with Stinger over. People were not always the same as their parents, after all.

Still, I wonder what other secrets Stinger is hiding, Talon thought, shaking her head. Maybe his dad is secretly President Plutarch. Wouldn’t surprise me at this point.

Realizing that she had reached the Training Room, Talon tried to enter, but the doors would not automatically open, like they usually did.

“Hey,” said Talon, knocking on the doors in annoyance. “What’s wrong with the doors? I want to go in and train.”

“Sorry, Miss Talon, but the Training Room is currently occupied,” said the chipper voice of Carl, one of the House’s AI systems. “You will have to wait a few minutes while its current occupant is done beating up the training bots.”

“Who is using it?” said Talon, putting her hands on her hips and looking up at the ceiling, although she really couldn’t see Carl so she didn’t know where to look exactly. “Tell me it isn’t Stinger. I don’t want to see him right now.”

“Actually, it’s White Lightning,” said Carl. “Do you want me to let him know that you’re here?”

“White Lightning?” Talon repeated in a worried voice. “Here?”

“Yes,” said Carl. “I’ll just let him know that you’re here, since I know that you two are really good friends.”

Dread rose up Talon’s spine. “No, Carl, that’s quite all right. I’ll just go to the Hero Island Gym and do some training there. I know it’s on the other side of the island, but I could really use the exercise, since I haven’t done my cardio—”

Talon was interrupted by the doors to the Training Room sliding open. Actually, when they were about halfway open, White’s hands appeared and forced them open all the way, revealing White Lightning standing in the doorway directly in front of her. He looked much the same as he always did, though behind him, Talon could see the automated mechanical hands of the Training Room dragging away the smoking remains of the training robots he had been training against. White also smelled faintly of smoke and ozone, which was hardly an appealing combination to Talon.

“Talon,” said White with a huge, goofy grin. “Hi.”

“Um, hi,” said Talon.

Talon and White just stared at each other for a few moments. It was extremely awkward, but Talon, for all her social grace, didn’t know what to say. She knew that White had taken a liking to her since he joined the team two months ago, but Talon had never returned the favor. It wasn’t that White was a bad person; knowing what he had been through, Talon couldn’t blame him for being a little mentally unhinged. Nor was he necessarily ugly; being Bolt’s twin meant he had the same good looks as his brother, if slightly more immature-looking for some reason.

No, Talon just found him creepy. Yes, she knew that this was mostly due to living most of his life as a government guinea pig, but that didn’t change her feelings toward him one bit. She preferred her men mentally stable and socially graceful, two traits that White distinctly lacked. She was okay working with him on the team, even thought of him as something of a friend, but she had no deeper interest in him than that.

White, on the other hand, either did not notice her apathy toward him or he didn’t care, because he kept trying to win her heart, albeit extremely awkwardly. Sometimes, it was cute, like the time he had gotten her a chrysanthemum flower after she had been wounded in a fight, but most of the time it was just awkward, like the time he had tried to cook her dinner only to nearly set the entire House on fire.

This was one of those awkward times and Talon didn’t want it to drag on. So she stepped to the side and said, “Well, White, since it looks like you’re done here with the Training Room, I think I will just get out of your way and let you go back to your room. You probably need to rest or take a shower or something, right?”

White nodded. “Yes. Tired from training. But we can train to … together if you want.”

Talon gave him a polite smile, but secretly she shuddered at the idea of training with him. “Oh, no, it’s fine. You’re clearly very tired from your training session and I don’t want to wear you out. I’ll be fine on my own anyway; I have some new moves I want to practice and they would be best done alone.”

“You sure?” said White. “I can wait out here and wait for you to be done. Then we can go and shower together.”

“What?” said Talon in an angry tone, before she remembered who she was talking to and said, in a much calmer voice, “No, no, sorry, but that won’t be necessary. Just go and shower by yourself. It will be, uh, easier.”

White nodded, apparently not noticing the awkwardness of his previous comment. “Good point. Two people can’t fit in one shower very well anyway. Well, have fun.”

White walked past her down the hall. Talon didn’t watch him go; she just made her way into the Training Room, but just as she stepped over the threshold, she heard White say, “Talon?”

Talon came to a halt and looked over her shoulder at White. He had stopped in the middle of the hall, a curious expression on his face.

“Yes?” said Talon, trying to hide the impatience in her voice. “Is there something you wanted to ask me?”

“Yes,” said White. He scratched the back of his head briefly before saying, “Did your visit with your, uh, mother go well?”

Talon blinked, surprised by the question. “Yes, actually, it did.”

“I don’t think so,” said White. “Noticed that you seemed distracted by something. Something your mother said?”

Talon was again surprised, because she had not mentioned anything about her mother to White. “How do you know I’m not thinking about Rime’s attack on Hero Island or something like that?”

“Because you don’t worry about that stuff,” said White. “You care more about other things. Just what I’ve noticed.”

Talon couldn’t believe that White was so perceptive. She would have to rethink just how simple-minded he was; clearly, he was more aware than he let on. “All right, yes, my mom and I had a rather, well, not heated conversation, but she did ask me to do something that I am not sure I want to do.”

“What would that be?” said White. “Something bad?”

“Not … something bad, no, but something personal,” said Talon. She had no idea why she was telling White this; maybe she just needed someone to vent to. “Something that could change my life forever, depending on what decisions I make.”

“Change in a good way or change in a bad way?” said White.

Talon paused, thinking of an answer to that question. “I don’t know. Change in a different way, I guess. It could be good or bad. That’s why I’m so conflicted about it. I want to do the right thing, but I just don’t know what the right thing is in this situation.”

White nodded. “I see. Don’t know what you are worried about, but I think you will make the right choice.”

“Thank you, White,” said Talon. “I appreciate that.”

“You are a member of the team,” White told her. “As long as you stay part of the team, you can talk with me or the others about it.”

Talon nodded, but at the same time, she couldn’t help but feel a little guilty when White said that. “Right. Well, I need to get to training, so see you later.”

“Okay,” said White in a bright voice. “Good luck!”

With that, White turned and resumed walking down the hallway. There appeared to be a spring in his step, but Talon didn’t watch him go. She closed the doors to the Training Room, but instead of starting her training right away, she leaned against the doors and sighed. She would never admit it, but White’s comments and cheery attitude just made her decision far more complicated than it had any right to be. She could just imagine him being crushed to learn that she was going to leave the team to become the CEO of her mother’s company, and, despite herself, she didn’t think she’d be able to stand it.

Stop worrying about a guy you don’t even like, Talon told herself. Distract yourself with robots and lasers. That always works.

“Carl!” Talon shouted, pushing herself off the doors. “Set difficulty level to Extreme. I feel like being challenged today.”

“Sure thing, Miss Talon,” said Carl. “By the way, does that include the exploding drones?”

“Of course,” said Talon. “As I said, I want to be challenged and the exploding drones are always challenging.”

“Right on, Miss Talon,” said Carl. “Setting difficulty level to Extreme now.”

As the walls at the other end of the room slid aside, revealing a set of four tall, armored robots armed with lasers and swords, Talon’s claws popped out of her wrists and she ran toward them, hoping that by the time she was done here, she would be too tired to think about what Mom wanted her to do.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

A sudden honk caused Stinger to start and sit up, looking around wildly for the source of the honk, thinking for a moment that he was about to be hit by a huge truck.

But then Stinger saw Bolt’s amused smirk in the rear view mirror of the car and he scowled. “What was that for? You could have just shouted, you know.”

“I know,” said Bolt. He was wearing sunglasses, which made him look sort of like Radicles, except younger and without any facial hair. It helped that he wasn’t wearing his superhero costume; instead, he wore a simple black-and-red t-shirt and jeans. “But I thought things were getting a bit boring in here and I wanted to have a laugh.”

Beside Bolt, in the passenger’s seat, sat Rime, who was stoically staring out the window of the car. He didn’t seem to have noticed Bolt’s joke or the honking of the car horn. Instead, he looked like he was wondering how he got stuck babysitting three teenagers or perhaps trying to think of what he would tell the police if they pulled them over.

Rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, Stinger looked out the window of the car. He saw palm trees and sand, along with a few other vehicles. “Are we there yet? When did I fall asleep?”

“Three hours ago,” Bolt replied. “And no, we aren’t there yet, but we should be soon. Right, Rime?”

Rime nodded. “Y-Yes. My h-home is not far from here. Just t-turn right up at that stop sign and go down that road for a couple of miles. C-Can’t miss it.”

Stinger pressed his face against the glass, but he couldn’t see Rime’s house yet. He did, however, see the Atlantic Ocean, stretching out for as far as the eye could see. He spotted a few ships out there, but they were too far away for him to make out in any great detail. “I didn’t know you lived by the beach, Rime. Kind of ironic, isn’t it, since you’re an ice guy and everything?”

“I u-used to live in North Dakota,” said Rime, without looking at Stinger. “B-But my w-wife moved down here to Florida after I was arrested. N-Not exactly my idea of p-paradise.”

“Hey, I take offense to that,” said Stinger. “As a proud Floridian, I think—”

“I d-don’t care what y-you think,” Rime said without missing a beat. “F-Florida is too hot. And full of o-old people.”

“Can’t argue with that,” said Stinger with a shrug. He looked at Talon, who sat next to him. “Isn’t this great, Tal? Maybe we could go down to the beach before we leave. I didn’t bring my swimsuit, but I can improvise.”

Talon, however, didn’t appear to hear Stinger. She was staring out her window, the light from the bright Florida sun reflecting off her blonde hair, making it look almost golden. Like Bolt, Talon was not in her costume; instead, she wore a sleeveless blue shirt and tan shorts that made her look like a normal teenage girl. The only hint to her real identity was the suit-up watch on her right wrist, though she obviously was not going to use it anytime soon.

Stinger was also wearing normal street clothes today. His getup was a simple green t-shirt and baggy cargo shorts. His wings were folded behind his back so well that they barely stood out against the back of his shirt, but it had taken Stinger lots of practice to be able to fold his wings like that. He also had his suit-up watch on his right wrist; a quick glance at its display showed him that he had indeed been asleep for three hours. Stinger hadn’t realized how tired he must have been when they first arrived in Florida.

Then again, I was up pretty late last night making sure that Rime wasn’t up to no good, Stinger thought. Just goes to show you the importance of sleeping well.

Earlier that day, Bolt, Stinger, Talon, and Rime had arrived in Florida via Bolt’s Teleportation Buckle and then rented a car—a large suburban with plenty of room for everyone—to take to Rime’s house. They could have teleported straight to Rime’s house, but since they didn’t quite know where Rime’s family was, they thought it made more sense to teleport to the nearest city (in this case, Miami), rent a car, and then drive to Rime’s house from there. The car would be useful for getting around the state; besides, when they teleported into Miami, Rime spent the first five minutes upon their arrival puking inside a trash can, so they didn’t want him to get sick again, especially if they had to teleport several times.

It may have seemed odd for only half the team to accompany Rime, but Black Blur had insisted that there was no reason to send the entirety of the Young Neos to help Rime. He had said that half of the team needed to stay behind at Hero Island in case something came up that required their attention. Bolt had argued with Black Blur about it, but since Black Blur was a member of the Leadership Council and Bolt was not, the order had stood. Even so, Stinger could tell that Bolt, despite his earlier joke, didn’t feel comfortable going out with only half the team, even though both Stinger and Talon were good fighters who could take care of themselves.

Stinger didn’t blame him. This situation had the potential to be quite serious, depending on how dangerous this Colombina lady was. That she held hostages made her doubly dangerous. Rime was convinced that his family was already being killed due to his failure to kill Bolt, but Stinger wasn’t convinced of that. The way he saw it, unless Colombina was actually watching Rime, she had no way of knowing if he was holding up his end of the deal or not. As long as Colombina didn’t know what Rime was doing, his family was probably safe.

Of course, that was assuming that Rime was telling the truth. Stinger remembered what Mecha Knight had told him yesterday, about spying on Rime and reporting back anything suspicious he found to him. It was entirely possible that Rime was leading them into a trap. Bolt didn’t appear to suspect Rime of anything, but then, that was because Bolt still saw Rime as a friend and wanted to help him. Stinger did, too, but only if it turned out that Rime was telling the truth about the kidnapping of his family.

The current plan was to go to Rime’s house and search for clues that would help them find his family. It was the best place to start, though whether they would find any clues was another thing entirely. Rime said he hadn’t found any clues to the location of his family, but Bolt seemed convinced that Rime either hadn’t looked hard enough or had overlooked some real clues that the Young Neos would recognize due to their experience fighting supervillains. Besides, it wasn’t like they knew of a better place to start.

But Stinger had to admit, it was kind of awkward sitting next to Talon. She had not spoken with him at all since she learned who his mother was. She avoided him at the House before they left and she didn’t talk to him much on the car trip. Of course, Stinger had fallen asleep, but that was primarily because Talon didn’t talk to him.

She’s upset with me, Stinger thought, glancing at Talon uneasily. I don’t see why. Not like I killed her father or anything. Is she mad that I didn’t tell her who my mother is earlier or something?

Stinger shook his head. He always found girls difficult to understand, even his own teammates. Having grown up without any sisters, Stinger found girls even more difficult to understand than most guys. The only major female figure in his life he’d ever known was his mother, but even then, he only barely knew her due to her having abandoned him when he was so young. He wondered if Mom would have been able to help him understand Talon better if she had been a good mother and actually raised him herself.

Not that it matters either way, Stinger thought, leaning against his seat as the car stopped at a stop sign. I just wish that Talon would be a little less frosty toward me, that’s all.

The rest of the car trip went by fairly quickly. It wasn’t long before a large house standing on the beach appeared down the road. The house was two-stories and rather narrow, looking like it had been constructed out of scrap wood, based on its mixed up colors, but that added to its charm, in his opinion. The house was connected to a pier that extended out toward the sea, while palm trees stood in front of the house like knights protecting the entrance to a castle. A blue four door sedan that looked like it was from the nineties was in the driveway, but the house looked abandoned, as if no one had lived in it for ages.

“Is that your home?” said Bolt, glancing at Rime.

Rime nodded. “Y-Yeah, that’s it.”

“It’s a rather old-looking house,” said Talon. “The colors clash rather terribly.”

“I d-didn’t buy it,” said Rime. “M-My wife did, so you can t-tell her that after we s-save her.”

“This is where your family was kidnapped, right?” said Stinger as Bolt parked the suburban behind the sedan. “Right out from under your nose?”

“Not out f-from under my nose, but y-yes, Dana and M-Martha were here,” said Rime as he unbuckled his seatbelt. “A-And they were kidnapped when I went t-to town to do some g-grocery shopping.” He looked out at the house with a distant expression, as if the house brought back too many bad memories.

“Well, hopefully your family is okay and we will find them quickly,” said Bolt. “Let’s get out and investigate.”

The four of them jumped out of the car and made their way to the front door of Rime’s house, with Rime leading the way. Despite the heat of the sun, Rime did not seem bothered by it. He just climbed the front steps of the house, opened the door, and entered without another word, while Stinger, Bolt, and Talon followed him inside.

“This is the l-living room,” said Rime when everyone was inside the house. “Check it out.”

Stinger looked around at the living room. It was a medium-sized room; not nearly as big as the House’s Meeting Room, but a decent size nonetheless for a family of three. A small flat-screen TV stood against one wall, while an old couch stood opposite it. A couple of shelves built into the walls had a few books and DVDs on them, while the coffee table had a plate with bread crumbs on it but nothing else, and near the coffee table was an open notebook next to a history textbook that appeared to have been scribbled in. A shoe rack stood directly to their right, which had several pairs of shoes on it, including a particularly old pair that looked like they were about to fall apart any second. The room smelled of some kind of scented candle, which seemed to be coming from the candles on the shelves, though the candles appeared to have been out for a while.

“Was this where your family was when you left?” said Bolt, looking at it with interest.

“Y-Yes,” said Rime, nodding. “D-Dana was sitting on the couch, while M-Martha was sitting on the floor doing her homework. B-But when I got back, t-they were both g-gone.”

“And you are absolutely sure they’re gone?” said Bolt. “That they were kidnapped? I seem to remember you said that Colombina left a video telling you to kill me if you wanted to see your family again. Do you still have it?”

Stinger tried not to look too interested, because if Rime had the video, that would help immensely in determining if he was really a spy or not.

Rime, to Stinger’s satisfaction, nodded. “Y-Yeah. I d-didn’t b-bring it with me to Hero Island b-because I was in a h-hurry to leave. It should s-still be in the DVD player.”

Rime walked over to the DVD player and turned it on, while Bolt, Stinger, and Talon all stood around the TV to get a good look at it. Once Rime turned it on, he stepped back to let them see the TV better.

At first, the TV showed nothing but blackness. Then the screen turned to static for a second and in the next second, the static was replaced by the image of a woman wearing a mask sitting on what looked like a wooden chair in dark room. She was tall and wore a flowing red dress which made her look less like a supervillain and more like a fancy lady, but it was her mask that really drew Stinger’s attention. The mask was rather small, covering only her eyes, but it stood out to Stinger because he thought he had seen that style of mask before. A quick glance at Bolt and Talon told him that they recognized it as well.

“Hello, Joseph Fraser or, as you are somewhat more infamously known, Rime,” said the woman on the TV. Her voice was silky and seductive, but also dangerous. “If you’re watching this, you are probably alone and confused and wondering who I am. You don’t need to know everything about me, but you can know my name: Colombina.”

Stinger couldn’t help but find her voice hot, even though he knew she was a dangerous supervillain. He also noticed that she had a pretty great body under that dress of hers, but he tried to focus on what she was saying instead of her body.

“You are probably wondering where your wife and daughter are,” said Colombina. “I imagine that you’ve already torn apart the whole house by now, unless you’re smarter than you look, in which case you probably popped this DVD into the player as soon as you noticed it. Like the good family man you are, you are probably terrified for the safety of your family and even angry—murderously so, in fact—at whoever had the audacity to kidnap your family. Yes, Rime, your family was kidnapped, and they are safe, though they won’t be for much longer.”

Stinger noticed Rime’s hands curled into tight fists. He looked like he wanted to punch the TV in, but he restrained himself, probably because Colombina was not actually there.

“Your family was kidnapped by me,” said Colombina. “It wasn’t very hard, didn’t take me long at all. Of course, I did spend a lot of time watching you and your family beforehand, learning your schedules, finding out the best time to strike. It helps, also, that I have access to more resources than your average kidnapper, which made it even easier for me.”

“What a bitch,” Talon muttered under her breath so quietly that Stinger almost didn’t catch her comment.

“As I said, your family is currently safe, though I won’t tell you where they are,” said Colombina. “At least, not until you do what I ask. I don’t want to kill your family, but neither will I give them up to you so easily. I will give you your family, safe, sound, and whole, on one condition and one condition alone: Murder the superhero Bolt, leader of the Young Neos.”

Bolt grimaced when Colombina said that. He also glanced furtively at Rime, like he thought Rime might still try to kill him, but Rime didn’t do anything except continue to stare at the video with an increasingly angrier expression on his face.

“You remember Bolt, don’t you?” said Colombina. “You helped him escape Ultimate Max prison not long ago. You might even consider him a friend; I don’t know. I don’t care, either. If you value your family’s life over your friend’s life, then you will kill him and you will do it in a timely manner. Once you kill him, come back to your house and wait for a message from me. You will see your family again soon enough.” She leaned forward, her blue eyes glaring out from behind her mask. “I will be waiting. And watching.”

With that, the video ended and the screen went blank.

Stinger, however, could not help but gulp. He looked at Bolt and Talon again and noticed that the two of them looked worried. Bolt, in particular, had his arms crossed over his chest and his head lowered as if he was lost in thought.

“That’s it,” said Rime. He looked from Bolt to Talon and back again. “W-What do you guys think?”

“We’ve never seen that woman before,” said Bolt. “But I think we’ve fought her teammates, assuming she’s part of the team I think she’s part of.”

“H-Her teammates?” Rime repeated. “W-What do you mean?”

“There’s this team of supervillains who we’ve clashed with a couple of times over the last month or so,” said Stinger. “They’re called the Venetians. They work for this billionaire called John Mann. We’re not quite sure what they or Mann are trying to do, but they’ve caused us a lot of trouble and definitely are no friends of ours.”

“They’ve tried to kill me in the past,” said Bolt. He rubbed his back. “Even tried to steal my powers once. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that they tried to get you to kill me.”

“It’s probably part of whatever their greater plan is,” said Talon. “Still, this complicates the situation quite a bit, I would say. If the Venetians are involved, then clearly there is something more to this than some supervillain kidnapping Rime’s family.”

“I-I don’t c-care,” said Rime. “I w-want to find out w-where my family is. D-Did that video help?”

“Not really,” said Bolt. “The room it was filmed in was too dark and indistinct for me to make out any potential clues to its location. We’ll have to search the—”

Bolt was interrupted by the sound of glass shattering somewhere above them, followed by the sound of something heavy thumping against the floor. All four of them looked up at the ceiling, but they didn’t hear anything else.

“What was that?” said Talon, her claws popping out of her wrists. “You wouldn’t happen to have a cat, would you, Rime?”

“N-No,” said Rime, shaking his head. “I h-hate cats.”

“Did someone break in?” said Stinger, though his voice was lower because he didn’t want anyone on the next floor to hear them.

“Possibly,” said Bolt. “Remember, Colombina’s video said that Rime should come back here after he kills me. Maybe Colombina sent one of her servants to see if Rime finished the job.”

“T-Then I’ll go up there and meet the person m-myself,” said Rime. He balled his hands into fists. “A-And if t-they’re really just a normal thief, I-I’ll make them regret breaking into my h-house.”

Rime took a step forward, but Bolt stepped into his way and said, “Wait a minute, Rime. I don’t think it would be wise for you to go up there by yourself. Let Stinger and me check.”

Rime scowled. “W-Why? I can take c-care of myself.”

“He’s right, Bolt,” said Stinger. He rested a hand on Rime’s cold shoulder. “But he still shouldn’t go up there alone. I volunteer to go with him. You and Talon can stay down here in case it turns out to be a trap.”

Stinger volunteered to go up for a couple of reasons. First, he wanted to keep an eye on Rime; although it seemed incredibly unlikely that Rime was a spy, he didn’t want to let Rime out of his sight, at least not as long as he was spying on Rime. Second, he didn’t want to be stuck down here with Talon alone; it would just be too awkward, especially since she was probably still mad at him about his mother.

Thankfully, Bolt nodded and said, “All right. But be careful. You have no idea who might be up there or what they’re capable of, especially if they turn out to be a Venetian.”

“Don’t worry about us,” said Stinger. “We’re perfectly capable of taking care of ourselves. Right, Rime, old buddy, old pal?”

Rime just threw an annoyed glare at Stinger, who quickly removed his hand from Rime’s shoulder. Rime then grunted and made his way to the stairs, forcing Stinger to follow quickly, his stingers popping out of his wrists so he would be ready for the fight that inevitably awaited them on the second floor. He also activated his suit-up watch, which slapped his costume onto his body, just to be safe.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Once Stinger and Rime disappeared up the stairs, Talon looked around the living room. Having lived in a large mansion for most of her life, Talon found this place not only underwhelming, but unfashionable as well. The bookshelves appeared to have been made out of spare wood, with the result that they varied in color and shape and not in a good way. The TV looked out of place as well, quite modern in comparison to the rest of the room. And the smell of sea salt made her feel a little sick, even though she normally enjoyed the smell of the sea.

At least Stinger isn’t here, Talon thought. Quite glad that he went up there with Rime. I don’t really want to have to look at him at the moment.

“What did you think of the video?” said Bolt, causing Talon to look at him suddenly.

“The video?” Talon repeated. “You mean the one we just watched?”

Bolt nodded. “Yeah. What did you think about it?”

“An obvious attempt to manipulate Rime into doing the Venetians’ dirty work,” said Talon. “It’s rather cowardly, if you ask me. Instead of trying to murder you themselves, they kidnap a man’s family and try to force him to kill one of his friends to save them. It has lowered my opinion of John Mann considerably. Granted, it was never very high in the first place, but this is still unforgivable.”

Bolt nodded again. “True. Mann seems like a real bastard. I just wonder what he’s trying to do.”

“Probably take over the world,” said Talon. “Isn’t that what all billionaires want anyway, whether they’re funding supervillains or not?”

“Wouldn’t surprise me in the least if that’s true,” said Bolt. “But I think he’s trying something more subtle.” Bolt began counting his fingers. “First, the Venetians kidnap White and use him as bait to try to drain me of my Cipher; then they try to buy something called the Call from that Eli guy, and now they are manipulating Rime to kill me. If Mann’s goal is world domination, he’s taking a really weird path to get there.”

“What else could he possibly want?” said Talon. “It isn’t like he could want anything else.”

“I wouldn’t be so dismissive if I were you,” said Bolt. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned since becoming a superhero, it’s that things are rarely as they seem.”

“Perhaps,” said Talon. She looked at the ceiling and frowned. “What is taking Rime and Stinger so long? Surely it doesn’t take that long to find out who broke into the house.”

“They’ll be back when they’re back,” said Bolt. He folded his arms over his chest and looked at Talon. “I noticed that you’ve been treating Stinger kind of coldly since he told us who his mother is.”

Talon looked at Bolt quickly. “What do you mean?”

“You ignored him for practically the entire car trip,” Bolt pointed out. “Granted, he was asleep for most of it, but you still ignored him more than you normally would. And I think it’s because his mom killed your dad.”

“So what if it is?” said Talon. “Is that really any of your business?”

“Actually, it is,” said Bolt, “since I’m the team leader, that means I need to be aware of how the team works together. I don’t want anything to get in the way of the team’s effectiveness, especially since I’m not going to be on the team forever.”

“Are you going to quit?” said Talon in surprise.

“Not exactly,” said Bolt. “Remember how I submitted my application to become a full member of the Neohero Alliance a while back? The Leadership Council still hasn’t voted on that, but they will, and Mecha Knight told me that they will probably vote to accept my application. I will probably be voted in by the end of the year.”

“Oh, right,” said Talon, brushing aside some of her hair. “I forgot about that.”

“So I’ve been thinking about who I want to succeed me,” Bolt continued. “And I think it will have to be Stinger, even in light of knowing his mother’s identity. He’s already my deputy, so I think he will be a good successor.” He looked at Talon with a firmer look. “That’s why it’s important to me that you and he get along. If Stinger is going to be your new leader, then you will need to learn to respect him and his authority. No petty drama or whatever.”

Talon didn’t like what Bolt told her, but she had to admit he had a point. It had never occurred to her that her current problems with Stinger might affect how Stinger would eventually lead the team. Granted, she had completely forgotten about the fact that Bolt was going to be leaving the team sometime soon, but that didn’t change the fact that Stinger was likely going to be the next leader, which meant that Talon would be obeying his orders at some point.

Unless I leave the team and become the CEO of Mom’s company, that is, Talon thought. That option is always available.

“Talon, are you listening to me?” said Bolt. “You heard what I said about Stinger, right?”

“I did, I did, no need to repeat yourself,” said Talon, trying to hide the annoyance in her voice. “If Stinger becomes the leader of the team, of course I will listen to him like how I listen to you. But that’s just dependent on whether I’m still on the team by that time or not.”

Bolt frowned. “What, are you thinking of quitting or something?”

“Not quitting, exactly, but resigning,” said Talon. She didn’t really want to discuss this with Bolt yet, but the conversation was heading that way whether she wanted it to or not. “Do you remember how I went to visit my mother yesterday?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Well, my mother is about to retire from her company and she wants me to be her successor,” said Talon.

Bolt looked at Talon in surprise. “Isn’t your mother’s company like, a huge, multinational fashion corporation or something?”

“It is,” said Talon, nodding. “And the original intention was always for me to succeed her at some point. I thought it might have changed after I became a superhero, but Mom told me it hadn’t. She wants me to make a choice soon, but I told her I wanted to think about it.”

“Wow,” said Bolt. “I didn’t know that. What are you going to do?”

Talon shrugged. “I don’t know. I want to stay on the Young Neos, but at the same time, I also want to help my mother. After Dad’s death ten years ago, Mom and I have only had each other. I don’t want the company sold off to someone outside of the family, but at the same time, I don’t feel qualified to run it yet even with Mom’s guidance.”

“Huh, that is a big decision you need to make,” said Bolt. He shook his head. “Personally, I think you should stay on the team. You’re a valued member of the team, just like everyone else, and I think you’d do best with us. But I understand your familial obligations.”

“How so?” said Talon.

“White,” said Bolt simply. “Part of the reason I have him on the team is because as his brother, I feel an obligation to protect and help him. It can be pretty inconvenient at times, but that doesn’t change the fact that I’m one of the only people in this world that he’s got. Well, he’s got our mom, too, but she’s in Texas and so can’t always be there for him, not like me, anyway.”

“Ah, yes, I almost forgot,” said Talon. “Still, your situation is different. You managed to figure out how to balance your familial obligations with your superhero career. I don’t think I will be that lucky. Either I quit my superhero career and become a CEO or I stay a superhero and let Mom sell off the company. I can’t do both.”

“Reminds me of what my dad did,” said Bolt. “When I was born, my dad had to decide between remaining a superhero or retiring so he could focus on his family. He chose to retire, obviously, though he occasionally donned his old costume every now and then.”

“He had an easy choice,” said Talon. “Easier than mine, anyway. If I had kids, I would probably choose to retire, but I don’t, so it’s harder for me.”

“I don’t know about that,” said Bolt. “From what Dad told me, he did have difficulty with it, but he never regretted the decision he ultimately made. Don’t know if that helps you, though.”

“It does, a little,” said Talon. She sighed. “Sometimes, I wish my own father was still alive. He would have been able to help me for sure.”

Bolt opened his mouth, but whatever he was going to say, he didn’t get a chance to, because all of a sudden, someone smashed through the ceiling above. Talon was too surprised to respond, but Bolt must have had faster reflexes than her, because he grabbed her and then zoomed both of them out of the way as the person slammed into the floor amid a pile of wood and sheet rock, the air full of dust, the coffee table now smashed underneath the man.

At first, due to the dust, Talon had a hard time seeing who it was, but when she saw the ice blue skin and dark jumpsuit, she realized who it was. “Rime?”

It was indeed Rime. He lay on his stomach very still, almost like a corpse, although the sound of breathing coming from his mouth showed that he was still alive. Still, he didn’t look like he was going to get back up anytime soon.

“Rime, what happened to you?” said Bolt in shock. “Rime, can you hear us?”

All of a sudden, someone else fell out of the hole in the ceiling, landing on their feet on the floor next to Rime. Talon had never seen this man before. He looked to be a teenager, probably close to Bolt in age, but the black body suit he wore hid his features, making it impossible to tell how old he was exactly. White lines zigzagged across his costume, while his green eyes glowed from behind the goggles he wore over them. He was also quite muscular and had some kind of glowing purple rock embedded in the chest of his suit.

Whoever he was, he was clearly not a friend. Talon’s claws popped out of her wrists, while Bolt held up his fists and said, “Who the hell are you?”

The man smiled, as if amused by Talon and Bolt’s fighting stances. “The name is Bait. You’re Bolt and Talon, right?”

“How do you know our names?” said Talon. “And where is Stinger? Did you kill him?”

“You mean Bug Boy?” said Bait. He snickered. “My sister, Switch, is keeping him busy, but not in the fun way, of course.” He punched his fist into his hand. “Came down here to finish off Frosty here, but if you two want to take a crack at me, bring it on. I’m sure I’ll have lots of fun beating you two into pulp, even though I probably shouldn’t. Let’s rumble.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Five minutes previously …

 

Stinger followed Rime up the stairs. The stairway was fairly narrow, requiring Stinger and Rime to walk single file; that meant that if someone were to appear at the top of the stairs and try to shoot them, that neither Stinger nor Rime would have any place to hide. Rime had formed an ice shield in front of him just in case that happened, but Stinger had to admit that he wasn’t sure how well an ice shield would hold up against bullets. Not that he would say that aloud, however, because he figured Rime wouldn’t listen to him.

The stairway did, however, have family photos along the walls; at least, Stinger assumed they were family photos. One of them showed a young, smiling couple standing in front of a house that appeared to be in a suburb somewhere, holding a small baby girl in their arms, while another picture showed a close up of a man who looked just like Rime, minus the blue skin, which meant that it was a picture of Rime probably from before Rime’s powers manifested. There was also a close up of a pretty brown-haired woman who was probably Rime’s wife. Stinger would have asked about the pictures, but since they were trying to sneak up the stairs without being heard by whoever was on the second floor, Stinger kept his mouth shut. Perhaps he would ask Rime about it later, after they rescued his family.

Upon reaching the second floor, Rime stopped, as did Stinger. The two listened, but there was no sound at all, although Stinger did hear Bolt and Talon’s voices below as they talked, even though the wooden floor was thick enough that he could not make out what they were saying exactly. Looking over Rime’s shoulder, Stinger saw that they had emerged into another hallway, with three doors on each side. The hallway appeared empty, except for the pictures on the walls and a shelf built into the wall. Like the rest of the house, it smelled vaguely of the sea, which was not a bad smell by any means.

“Don’t see anyone,” Stinger muttered. “Maybe a bird smashed through one of the windows or something.”

Rime threw an annoyed look over his shoulder at Stinger. “T-They are p-probably in one of the rooms. L-Let’s check, b-but be careful. W-We have no idea who is u-up here.”

Stinger nodded and the two advanced down the hall. They walked side by side, each taking one side of the hall, Rime on the left, Stinger on the right. Stinger opened the first door he came across, but at first could not see anything in the room until he flipped the light switch. A light on the ceiling turned on, revealing the room itself, although Stinger had to take a moment to allow his eyes to adjust to the sudden change in lighting.

The room had a bed with pink sheets to Stinger’s right, with a young adult romance novel lying on it. Above the bed was a shelf with a few of those young adult romance novels that Treehugger liked to read but which Stinger never cared much for, which told Stinger that this was probably the room of Rime’s daughter, Martha. That was confirmed when he saw a short blue dress hanging inside the partially opened closet to his right, but what got Stinger’s attention the most was the window directly opposite him. It had been smashed in, the floor covered in glass shards, but Stinger did not see who had broken in.

Still, Stinger knew that this was the place, so he looked over his shoulder and said, “Rime! I found the—”

Unfortunately, before Stinger could finish his sentence, someone grabbed him by the collar and yanked him inside the room. Stinger stumbled and crashed onto the floor where he lay, briefly stunned, before he heard the door slam shut. He looked up just in time to see a foot coming toward his face. He instinctively caught the foot before it slammed into his face and shoved it backwards, but he didn’t stop to see who had tried to kick his face in. Instead, he rolled backwards into a crouch and then finally looked up to see who had attacked him.

Leaning against the door like she had caught herself before she could fall was a woman Stinger had never seen before. He thought she probably wasn’t much older than himself, though he didn’t know why, given how her full-body white costume hid her face. Her white suit had black markings on it, which stood out like spider webs against the rest of her suit. Her eyes glowed a golden color, while an orange stone glowed from her chest.

“Who are you?” said Stinger, panting. “Never seen you before.”

“Call me Switch,” said the girl. Her voice was rather high-pitched, making her sound much younger than she was. “And I’m here to take you down.”

Stinger smirked. “Guess you don’t know about Rime, do you?”

“Oh, I know all about him,” said Switch with a smirk of her own. “My brother should be dealing with him right about now.”

As if on cue, Stinger heard the sound of something smashing through wood on the other side of the door, followed by shouts of surprise that sounded like Bolt and Talon. He also heard something else large fall through the floor, too, but he had no idea what that meant.

“Ah, there you go,” said Switch, glancing over her shoulder. “Sounds like Bait—that’s my brother’s name—is already dealing with Rime, and probably with the rest of your little friends, too.” She looked at Stinger again. “That means I have you all to myself.”

Stinger gulped, but he didn’t show any fear. “Normally, I’d be thrilled to be alone with a girl as pretty as you, but since you’re obviously a supervillain of some sort, I’m afraid it just won’t work out between us.”

“Don’t break my heart now,” said Switch. “Let me break yours.”

Switch suddenly raised her hands and fired several projectiles at Stinger. Stinger jumped to the side, narrowly avoiding the projectiles, which hit the floor where he had been standing mere moments ago. Taking a moment to stop, Stinger looked down at the projectiles and was surprised to see that they were metallic fingernails.

Stinger looked at Switch again in confusion. “Projectile fingernails? That’s new.”

“Oh, I have far more tricks up my sleeves than projectile fingernails,” said Switch. “Wanna see?”

Switch scooped up one of the young adult novels on the bed and then hurled it at Stinger with devastating speed. The thick book slammed him in the chest so hard that Stinger was sent flying. He smashed through what was left of the window and landed on the lower roof of the house, crunching several tiles upon impact, which sent a sharp spasm of pain up his spine. He groaned, but then Switch appeared in the window and aimed her fingers at him.

Stinger rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding another volley of metallic fingernails that tore through the roof. Rising back to his feet, Stinger shot into the air, his wings buzzing furiously as he tried to put some distance between him and Switch. But then he heard projectile fingernails whistling through the air behind him and he banked sharply to the right, once again avoiding about a dozen metallic fingernails that would have torn him to shreds if he’d allowed them to hit him.

Turning around in midair, Stinger saw Switch climb out of the window onto the roof, but it was pretty clear that she couldn’t reach him even if she jumped. Given the distance he’d created between them, he doubted she would even be able to hit him with her projectile fingernails, though he kept a careful eye on her hands as she looked at him.

“Aw, come on, Bug Boy, why don’t you come a little closer?” said Switch. “Afraid I have cooties?”

Stinger was about to come up with a witty retort, but before he could say anything, he heard a crashing sound below and looked down to see a man in a black costume—possibly Bait, Switch’s brother—fly out of the house and crash into one of the palm trees out front, nearly knocking the tree over. A second later, Bolt stepped into view, clad in his black and red costume, his eyes blazing with red electricity.

“Bolt!” Stinger shouted, causing Bolt to look up at him. “You okay?”

Bolt gave Stinger the thumbs up. “Yeah, but Rime is in pretty bad shape. Let’s kick these two guys’ asses and then get Rime to the hospital.”

Stinger nodded. “Sure thing, bro!”

Switch was already starting to aim at him again, but Stinger shot forward. Knowing that Switch was a long range fighter, Stinger expertly dodged the metallic fingernails she shot at him. Switch desperately aimed at him again, but Stinger dove down toward her. He landed in front of her, but when she tried to shoot him, he grabbed her wrists and forced her hands up, sending the fingernails flying pointlessly into the sky.

“Got you,” said Stinger, tightening his grip on her wrists, smirking at her useless attempts to break free of his grip. “And Bolt’s nearly got your brother. Then we’ll have a little chat and figure out exactly who you’re working for, though I can already guess the identity of your employer.”

Switch desperately tried to free herself from Stinger’s grasp, but she was much weaker than him and was unable to break his grip. But then she suddenly stopped resisting and shouted, “Bait, let’s trade!”

Before Stinger could wonder about that, the gemstone in Switch’s chest glowed. An orange light flew out of it over Stinger’s head, causing him to look over his shoulder to see a similar purple light flying from Bait’s gemstone. The two lights passed each other halfway and the orange light went into Bait, while the purple light went into Switch. Before Stinger’s surprised eyes, Switch’s gemstone changed from orange to purple.

Even so, Stinger didn’t understand what the change in color meant until he looked into Switch’s eyes and noticed that she no longer looked afraid. Actually, she was smiling like a hungry tiger about to tear apart its prey.

“It’s not nice to hit a girl, you know,” said Switch, “but no one ever said a girl couldn’t hit a boy!”

Without warning, Switch tore her wrists out of Stinger’s grasp. Stinger staggered forward, but then Switch followed it up with a punch to the gut. But it wasn’t an ordinary punch; it felt like getting punched by one hundred fists at once. Pain flared in Stinger’s gut like nothing he had ever felt before and he thought he heard one of his ribs crack, but he was in too much pain to verify that.

Then Switch grabbed him by the shoulders and threw him down to the cars below. Stinger landed with a crash on top of the four door sedan sitting in the driveway, the impact knocking him silly, but he shook his head and recovered in time to see Switch falling toward him with a mad smile on her lips.

Stinger rolled to the side, falling off the car’s roof somewhat clumsily, but it was the right move, because a second later, Switch slammed into the sedan, completely crushing the roof under her strength. Stinger managed to push himself up into a sitting position just as Switch stood up and looked down at him, her psychotic smirk still on her face.

“What … how did you do that?” said Stinger, panting hard. His stomach still ached. “What was with the lights?”

All of a sudden, Stinger heard the sound of projectile fingernails and looked over his shoulder. Bait was standing up now, but he was pointing his fingers at Bolt and had just fired several projectile fingernails at the team leader. Bolt, who appeared to have been taken by surprise by Bait’s new power, tried to move out of the way, but several of the metallic fingernails struck his left leg, causing him to stumble and fall onto his side in surprise.

“Bolt!” Stinger shouted. He looked back at Switch. “How can your brother do what you did?”

“Just another one of our fantastic powers,” said Switch in a falsely sweet voice. “We’re fraternal twins, which gives us a unique bond that even extends to our powers.”

“So you can trade powers on the fly, huh?” said Stinger. “Okay, now that’s just plain unfair.”

“Quit your whining,” said Switch. “Though once I’m done with you, you won’t be able to whine at all anymore.”

Switch jumped off the car. Stinger rolled out of the way just as Switch landed beside him. He tried to stab her with his stinger, but she just grabbed his outstretched arm and threw him over her shoulder. Stinger flew uncontrollably through the air before he hit the pavement and went rolling several feet before coming to a stop, his head spinning and his whole body aching with pain. He thought he had broken three different bones in three different parts of his body, but he hurt so much that he didn’t know which ones were broken and which ones just hurt really, really bad. He thought his wings were broken, too, until he moved them a little and realized they weren’t.

Shaking his head, Stinger pushed himself up and looked at Switch, who was running toward him. Stinger, knowing that he couldn’t beat her in a straight up fight, jumped to his feet and tried to fly into the air, but when his wings started buzzing, pain shot through his back, forcing him to double over. But then Switch’s fist came flying toward his face, forcing Stinger to roll to the side to avoid a super-powered punch to the face. When he was back on his feet, he tried to stab her with his stingers, but she easily jumped out of his reach, landing several yards away from him.

“I don’t know what those stingers of yours do, but something tells me that it probably isn’t good,” said Switch.

Stinger panted, taking a step back from Switch. Stinger usually tried to end his fights with supervillains quickly; unlike Bolt or White, Stinger lacked the endurance to take multiple hard blows, especially from someone with super strength like Switch. Yet Switch was clearly smart enough to stay outside the reach of his stingers, which didn’t even count the fact that she could trade powers with her twin brother for extra reach. Stinger estimated that Switch needed to get in only a couple more solid blows before he went down for the count, if not for good, which meant that he needed to figure out how to end this fight fast.

Unfortunately, Stinger had no more time to think about this, because Switch leaped through the air toward him. She flew through the air with frightening speed, but Stinger rolled underneath her and, getting back to his feet, shot into the air as quickly as he could. He ignored the pain in his back and wings as he flew, because he needed to put some distance between himself and Switch if he was going to figure out how to beat her. He flew back over to the house and landed on the roof, where he leaned against the side of the chimney, panting and sweating hard.

He looked down at the front yard of the house. Bolt was still battling with Bait, but due to the fingernails in his leg, he had been forced to take cover behind an overturned picnic table, which was somehow managing to hold its own against a barrage of metallic fingernail projectiles from Bait. As for Switch, she was looking about wildly for Stinger, but Stinger knew that it was only a matter of time before she found him. Given how far she could jump, she’d probably be able to jump onto the roof to attack him again.

Can’t believe I’m running from a girl, Stinger thought with a scowl. Then again, she is a girl who can crunch a car with her bare fists, so it’s not like I don’t have a good excuse.

Like lightning, an idea suddenly struck Stinger. At the same time, Switch finally noticed him and shouted, “I see you!” before leaping through the air toward him.

Stinger, however, pushed himself off the side of the chimney and flew toward Bait. He barely avoided Switch’s reaching arms as she flew past him and shouted, “Hey, Bait!”

Bait, thankfully, seemed to notice him, because he immediately turned his fingers toward Stinger and began firing at him. Stinger, on the other hand, expertly dodged each projectile that came his way, zipping this way and that, making it hard for Bait to get a lock on him. Every zip through the air made Stinger’s wings scream with pain, but he ignored the pain because he couldn’t afford to be distracted if his plan was going to work.

Avoiding another barrage of fingernails, Stinger glanced over his shoulder. Switch was getting ready to jump toward him again, which meant he had only a few seconds at most before he could get into place. Stinger zipped closer to Bait, but still twisted and turned in midair to avoid every barrage fired by Bait. Out of the corner of his eye, Stinger noticed Bolt was still hiding behind the picnic table, which was good because that was where he had to be.

As for Bait, he was so focused on shooting Stinger out of the sky that he did not appear to notice how close Stinger was getting to him. He just kept firing fingernails after fingernails as Stinger got closer inch by inch, but then Stinger heard a yell and glanced over his shoulder one last time to see Switch soaring through the air toward him, the trajectory of her jump timed well enough to the point where she would undoubtedly collide with him.

If Stinger stayed in the air, that is.

At the last second, Stinger stopped buzzing his wings and plummeted like a rock through the air. He hit the ground at a roll, like he had practiced in the Training Room, and managed to look up in time to see Switch collide into Bait. The twins went rolling across the ground in a tangled mess of limbs until they crashed into another palm tree, but they still had some trouble actually untangling from each other, perhaps dazed by the impact.

Seeing his chance, Stinger rose to his feet and zipped through the air toward the twin supervillains. His stingers popped out of his wrists and he knew that he had only seconds before the two recovered in time to dodge his attacks. His wings beat furiously across his back as he hurtled through the air toward them, the pain in his wings so acute that it was almost unbearable.

Finally, Stinger landed in between the now-separated siblings (who had been arguing with each other about who was responsible for the crash) and slammed the tips of his stingers into their chests. Both Bait and Switch screamed in pain, but their screams abruptly cut off as Stinger’s paralyzing venom entered their systems and they both fell over like cardboard cutouts. Their eyes were still open and showed anger and hatred toward Stinger, but the venom in their bodies meant that they couldn’t act on that anger and hatred no matter how much they wanted to.

Stinger sighed, his arms flopping to his sides. His back and wings ached so badly that all he wanted to do was sit down and rest, but then he heard movement behind him and looked over his shoulder to see Bolt standing up. Bolt’s leg still had the metallic fingernails in it, but somehow he stood up anyway, leaning on the overturned picnic table for support.

“Bolt, your leg—” said Stinger, but Bolt cut him off.

“Don’t worry,” said Bolt. He grunted. “The fingernails didn’t get very deep into my leg. Think I’ll be okay with a few bandages. What about the twins?”

“They’re down for the count,” Stinger confirmed. “The venom will wear off after a few hours, but that will be plenty of time for us to interrogate them.”

Bolt opened his mouth to say something, but then there was a sudden rumbling sound, which Stinger at first thought was coming from Bait and Switch, but when he looked over his shoulder at them, the twins were still lying on the ground as paralyzed as ever.

That was when Stinger realized the rumbling sound came from the sky, but before he could do anything, a lightning bolt fell from the sky and slammed into the ground between him and Bolt with a huge boom, like a bomb going off.

The sudden lightning strike sent off a blast that knocked both Stinger and Bolt down. It was like getting hit by an avalanche, the impact of the blast wave sending Stinger’s head spinning. There was also a huge flash of light that temporarily blinded Stinger, and the thunder filled his ears, making it impossible for him to hear anything else. All of that faded in an instant, however, allowing Stinger to raise his head just enough to see what had happened.

In the spot where the lightning had struck was a barren, blackened patch of dirt, and standing in the center of the smoking patch of dirt was a woman. She looked to be in her early forties, wearing a yellow spandex suit that left little to the imagination. She had long, dark hair and appeared to be in good shape for a lady her age. She wore a mask with lightning bolts on either side of her head, making her look like a superhero, but Stinger knew she was anything but.

“Mom?” said Stinger, his voice hoarse from the explosion. “Is that you?”

Electrica—Stinger’s supervillain mom—waved at him with a smile. “Hello, Christopher. You don’t seem very excited to see your own mother, do you? Then again, most teenagers do find their parents embarrassing, after all.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Talon had watched the battle between Bolt and Stinger and Bait and Switch from the safety of Rime’s house. She would have joined the battle herself to at least provide back up for Bolt and Stinger, but when Bolt punched Bait through the front of the house, Bolt had told her to stay put and protect Rime. Bolt mentioned something about not being sure if the twins were alone or not, so he wanted Talon to stay behind and keep Rime safe in case the twins had any other allies lurking somewhere in or near the house. That didn’t bother Talon nearly as much as it should have, perhaps because she had not relished fighting the twins.

In any case, Talon took advantage of the moment to see if she could wake Rime, but the fall must have knocked him out pretty hard, because no matter how hard she shook him, he didn’t even stir. She did, however, succeed in rolling him onto his back, which let her see that his face was scratched and bleeding from the impact of the crash. Unfortunately, Talon had not thought to bring in the car’s first aid kit with her, so she had had to run into the house’s kitchen, where she dug through the drawers and cupboards for bandages, which she managed to find quickly enough. She had applied the bandages to Rime’s wounds as best as she could, remembering what Healing Touch had taught her once a few months back in the first aid class the Young Neos had taken, but she knew that Rime would need to see an actual doctor at some point to make sure that his wounds healed correctly.

Still, Talon thought that everything was going better than expected, especially when Stinger managed to take down Bait and Switch with his stingers. It had been an impressive move, making her rethink her opinion of Stinger, who, despite being a skinny nerd, was clearly much smarter and faster than he let on.

Then the lightning bolt dropped from the sky and left behind the last woman Talon had wanted to see: Electrica, the woman who killed her father. Electrica’s back was to her, as the supervillain was focused on Stinger, but Talon had seen enough pictures of Electrica to know who that woman was. She didn’t look like she had aged much since the day she killed Father ten years ago, but Talon didn’t really care.

Seeing Electrica set off Talon’s protective instinct. She abandoned Rime, leaving him lying unconscious with his head on one of the couch’s pillows, and ran out into the front yard with her claws popping out of her wrists. She didn’t think. She didn’t even realize what she was doing until she was nearly upon Electrica. She did hear Bolt shouting at her to stop, but Talon ignored his commands. Electrica didn’t seem to notice Talon running up on her, which was fine by Talon, because that would make it easier to kill her.

But just as Talon slashed at Electrica, the supervillain dodged both blows without even looking. She then whirled around and kicked Talon in the face, the blow sending Talon crashing to the ground. Talon immediately pushed herself up onto her hands and knees, but paused when Electrica pointed a glowing, crackling finger at her face. The bright finger would have blinded Talon if she looked directly into it; instead, she glared up at Electrica, who was looking down at her with an incredibly smug grin on her face.

“Look what we have here,” said Electrica. Her voice was rather young, making her sound more like a twenty-year-old than a forty-year-old woman. “A little kitten tried to scratch me. A pretty little kitten, I will admit, but a kitten nonetheless.”

Talon growled. “This kitten can rip your eyes out.”

“Oh, the kitten is trying to act like a lion,” said Electrica with a giggle. “Even cuter. I’ll give the kitten some credit for trying to take me down while I was distracted, but kittens that play with electricity suffer the same fate that all creatures who play with electricity do.”

Electrica’s finger grew even brighter. Talon realized that Electrica was probably going to blow her head off, but Talon couldn’t do a thing about it except glare up defiantly at Father’s murderer.

But then Stinger appeared out of nowhere and pulled Electrica’s arm away from Talon’s face. “Mom! What the hell are you doing? She’s one of my friends.”

“This kitten is your friend?” said Electrica, looking at Stinger in surprise. “Your girlfriend?”

Stinger was clearly about to deny that, but Talon took advantage of this moment to lunge up at Electrica, her claws aimed for Electrica’s throat. But Electrica’s form suddenly turned into electricity and zapped backwards, causing Talon’s sharp claws to cut empty air. Regaining her balance, Talon looked around until she spotted Electrica standing between the two stunned twins, her arms crossed in front of her chest.

“This kitten is rather vicious,” Electrica observed. “Not a very well-trained kitten, I must say. Very feral.”

Talon stepped forward, but Stinger suddenly appeared between her and Electrica, holding his arms out to keep Talon from going around him.

“Talon, stop,” said Stinger. “I know how you feel about Electrica, but you can’t just murder her in cold blood. She’s my mom.”

“Yes, kitten, listen to your boyfriend,” Electrica said. “Unless you want to find out personally what happens to kittens who play with live wires, that is.”

“You, shut up,” Stinger snapped, looking at his mom over his shoulder. “Don’t act like you’re innocent, either.”

Electrica shrugged. “All I did was show up to see my one and only son. I have done nothing worthy of being murdered in cold blood by a kitten.”

“Nothing?” Talon repeated. “How rich. I think murdering the father of a young girl warrants the death penalty, in my opinion.”

Electrica frowned and scratched the side of her head. “Be more specific, kitten. I’ve killed a lot of fathers of young girls.”

“Ten years ago,” Talon snapped. “Hero Island. Silver Wind. Ring any bells?”

Electrica suddenly smiled, like she was reliving a good memory. “Ah, yes. Hero Island was one of my favorite heists, but … wait, are you telling me that you are Silver Wind’s daughter?”

Talon nodded sharply. “Yes. And you are his murderer.”

“Oh, I didn’t know he had a daughter,” said Electrica. She looked at Stinger expectantly. “Stinger, when were you going to introduce me to your girlfriend? Before or after you told her that I killed her father?”

“She’s not my girlfriend,” said Stinger. “She’s just a friend. God, Mom, stop being so embarrassing.”

“I wish she was ‘just’ embarrassing,” said Talon, “because then my father would still be alive today.” She stepped closer to Stinger. “Stinger, get out of my way. Now.”

“No,” said Stinger, defiantly meeting Talon’s gaze with his own. “Again, I know you’re angry, but you don’t know how powerful my mom is. She’ll chew you up and spit you out like gum.”

Talon considered her options. Physically, Stinger was probably stronger than her, but Stinger had just gotten through a pretty rough fight in which he had taken some pretty hard blows. It wouldn’t take much for Talon to knock him down or push him out of the way. She would apologize to him later once there was one less supervillain in the world.

But before Talon could act, a strong hand fell on her shoulder and squeezed. Talon looked over her shoulder, ready to shout at whoever had grabbed her, but she caught her tongue when she saw that it was Bolt. He looked pretty beat and wounded; in particular, his left leg was still bleeding and had some weird metal things stuck in it, but he didn’t seem to notice the pain. He was looking at Talon with a strong gaze that made her feel like a weak kitten.

“Stinger’s right,” said Bolt. “Now is not the time to pick a fight with this woman. You’ll just get yourself killed if you try to fight her.”

Even though Bolt appeared even more wounded than Stinger, Talon didn’t think it would be wise to oppose him. Maybe it was his muscles or maybe it was the knowledge that he could lift the entire house off its foundations if he wanted. Or maybe it was just his powerful grip, which limited her arm’s movement and made her feel like she had stuck her foot into a bear trap.

Whatever the case, Talon lowered her claws. “Okay, fine. But I still don’t like her.”

“Don’t worry, kitten, I’m not your biggest fan, either,” said Electrica. She glanced at Bait and Switch. “And I’m not much of a fan of whoever took out these two, either.”

“These two?” said Stinger, turning to face his mother. “Do those two work for you?”

“Of course,” said Electrica. “They don’t just work for me; they’re your siblings!”

“What?” said Stinger in genuine shock, while Talon and Bolt just exchanged surprised looks. “But you never—”

“Half-siblings,” Electrica corrected suddenly, as if she just remembered it. “Born a year after you. Their father was different from your father, but they’re still your siblings.”

Stinger looked like he was at a genuine loss for words at this revelation. Talon, meanwhile, wondered if she could take advantage of this moment to try to attack Electrica again, but then she heard footsteps behind her and looked over her shoulder to see Rime approaching. Rime’s suit was dusty and dirty, with a small piece of sheet rock on his shoulder. He also limped slightly, but he looked ready to fight anyway.

“Rime?” said Bolt. “I thought you were unconscious.”

“J-Just woke up,” said Rime. He wasn’t looking at Bolt; instead, he was looking at Electrica, as if he knew who she was. “A-And not a m-moment too soon, I think.”

Electrica put her hands on her hips and looked down at Bait and Switch again. “You mean to tell me that you two failed to kill the target? You disappoint me.”

Neither Bait nor Switch spoke, probably because Stinger’s venom kept their mouths from moving. But Talon thought they somehow managed to look annoyed anyway, as if trying to explain how it wasn’t their fault that they failed to kill Rime.

“Wait, so you mean that these two don’t work for the Venetians?” said Bolt, looking at Electrica again.

“The who?” said Electrica, blinking in confusion. “We’re not Italian, if that’s what you mean.”

“No, Mom, he means—” Stinger shook his head. “Never mind. What are you doing here? And how come you never told me that I have siblings?”

“Half-siblings,” Electrica corrected.

“Half-siblings, whatever,” said Stinger. “Seems like something I would have liked to know.”

“You and I haven’t talked in years,” said Electrica. “I would like to know why you didn’t tell me you are friends with Rime.”

“Stop changing the subject,” said Stinger. “Why did your send Bait and Switch to kill Rime, if you’re not related to the Venetians?”

“Didn’t Rime tell you?” said Electrica. She looked over Stinger’s shoulder at Rime. “Haven’t you told these kids about our past?”

“N-No, I haven’t,” said Rime. He frowned. “I-I didn’t th-think I’d see you again.”

“Your past?” said Talon, looking from Electrica to Rime and back again. “What past?”

“We were archenemies before Rime went to prison,” Electrica said. “He always used to thwart my plans. That’s why I was so happy when he ended up in Ultimate Max, though I will admit I was concerned that he might decide to settle his score with me when I heard he broke out.”

“I w-would have been happy to have d-died without ever seeing you again,” Rime said. “S-Sending your own kids to kill y-your archenemy i-is a vile thing to do.”

“So what?” said Electrica with a shrug. “I’m just disappointed that they ended up getting defeated, though granted, it was to my son. It would have been more disappointing, I think, if they got defeated by someone outside the family, you understand.”

“Stinger,” said Talon, speaking into Stinger’s ear. “Let’s take your mother down. We don’t need to kill her, but she is still a supervillain, which means that she needs to go to Ultimate Max. If all four of us took her on—”

“That would be hilarious,” said Electrica, who must have somehow heard Talon’s whispers even from a distance. “Painful for you, perhaps, but hilarious for me.”

“Mom’s got a point,” said Stinger. He rubbed his back. “None of us are in much shape to take her down. We’ll just get flattened.”

“Stinger is right,” said Bolt. “As much as I’d like to take a supervillain like her in, I don’t think we can beat her, especially if she’s as powerful as she seems.”

“What, should we just let her get away, then?” said Talon. “Just going to let an infamous supervillain get away right from under our noses?”

“I don’t need to leave right away,” said Electrica. “It’s been a long time since I last saw my first son, after all. A little family reunion wouldn’t hurt.”

“We d-don’t have t-time for this,” said Rime. He pointed a finger at Electrica. “Y-You, leave, and t-take the two brats with you. W-We have n-no time for you or your kids.”

“But I wanted to know what you four are doing here,” said Electrica. “Chris mentioned something about the Venetians. Who are they and why did you think that Bait and Switch were working for them?”

“We don’t need to tell you jack about what we’re doing,” said Talon with as much venom as she could muster. “You can just go back to your evil lair and not bother us or anyone else ever again.”

“Kitten has a tongue that’s sharper than her claws,” said Electrica in an amused voice. “How cute.”

Talon wanted to just run up to Electrica and stab her, but Stinger held an arm up in front of Talon and gave her a warning look. Talon didn’t move, but she still glared at Electrica anyway, which Electrica appeared to pay no attention to now.

“Ordinarily, I would agree with Talon that you should leave,” said Stinger. “But I think you know more than you’re letting on. You know who the Venetians are, don’t you?”

Electrica shrugged again. “Yes, but I don’t know much about them. I still like to commit crimes, but ever since I’ve gotten older, I’ve spent less time paying attention to the supervillain scene than I used to.”

“You should still l-leave,” said Rime. “I-If you aren’t with the V-Venetians, then y-you should go. I have a f-family to find and—”

“You’re looking for your family?” Electrica interrupted. She smiled. “I can help with that.”

“You can?” said Stinger. “How?”

“I know how to find them,” said Electrica.

Rime suddenly shoved Talon, Bolt, and Stinger aside, which Talon found rather rude, but Rime didn’t even apologize. He stopped where Stinger had been standing, which put a good distance between him and Electrica, who was still smiling.

“Y-You know where m-my f-family is?” said Rime, his voice shaking more than usual. But then he stepped backwards, as if he was unsure whether to run or not. “H-How do I k-know you aren’t lying?”

“Because you’re not the only one who has had a run in with the Venetians,” said Electrica. “You see, they crossed my paths recently as well and I have been trying to find them for the last few months. It’s only been recently that I’ve finally tracked them down them. And if they have your family, then that means we can kill two birds with one stone.”

“Mom, what, exactly, do you mean that they ‘crossed your path’ recently?” said Stinger. “Did they steal something from you, too?”

“In a way, yes,” said Electrica, nodding. “Though not in the way you think.”

“W-Who cares if they stole from you?” said Rime. “T-Tell me where m-my family is or else.”

“No,” said Electrica.

“No?” said Rime. His hands balled into fists. “Why? J-Just to spite me?”

“Spiting enemies is fun, but the real reason is because I want a guarantee that you four won’t arrest me and my children if we work together,” said Electrica. “I mean, normally, I would never even think of helping superheroes, but since you are Chris’s friends and we have the same objectives, I think working together would be in both of our interests.”

“I don’t,” said Talon. “We can find Rime’s family on our own, thank you very much.”

“In that case,” said Electrica with a sigh, “I might as well take Bait and Switch and leave, since it is pretty clear that you don’t want my—”

“Wait,” said Stinger, interrupting Electrica. “Can you give us a minute to talk this over? Not just shoot your offer down without discussing it among ourselves first.”

Stinger threw an annoyed glance at Talon when he said that. Talon returned the glare, because she didn’t think that she said anything wrong.

“Fine, then,” said Electrica. “But please don’t take forever. I’m a very busy woman and I don’t have all day to wait for you to come to a decision.”

Stinger nodded in affirmation and then gathered Bolt, Talon, and Rime around him in a rough circle with their backs to Electrica.

“Why are we discussing this?” said Talon in a low voice; she didn’t want Electrica to overhear their private conversation. “Electrica is a murderer and her kids just tried to kill all of us. Besides, the NHA specifically forbids its members, including the Young Neos, from working with supervillains at all.”

“I know, Talon, but I also know that Electrica knows where Rime’s family is,” said Stinger. “I know my mom. She’s not a very good mom, or even a very good person, but she’s good at tracking down people who piss her off. That’s why I think she’s telling the truth about knowing where the Venetians are.”

“Even if she is, what if she’s lying about why she wants to find them?” said Bolt. “She doesn’t exactly seem like an honest person to me.”

“W-Who cares?” said Rime. “I d-don’t care what h-her true motives are. I d-don’t trust her, b-but if she knows where my f-family is, I don’t care what her real motives are.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” said Stinger. “My mom is a selfish bitch who doesn’t care about anyone other than herself, but the fact is that we have no real leads to the location of Rime’s family. If we’re going to find Rime’s family, then accepting my mom’s help is our best shot.”

“Yes, but she’s still a supervillain,” said Talon. “And she’s demanding that we don’t try to put her in jail. Isn’t that insane? If the NHA finds out that we worked out a deal like this with a supervillain like her—”

“I st-still don’t care,” said Rime. “I want my f-family back.”

“Yes, but that’s because you are not a member of the Young Neos, like us,” said Talon. “You won’t suffer any punishments from the Leadership Council because you worked with a supervillain. Me, Stinger, and Bolt, though, we have a lot to lose by doing this.”

“Talon’s right,” said Bolt. “Working with supervillains is not looked upon very kindly by the Leadership Council. I’m pretty sure it goes against the NHA Constitution, though I think it is allowable under certain circumstances. Not sure that this is one of those circumstances, though.”

“Then y-you three can just go back to New York,” said Rime. “I-I don’t n-need your help any further. I can j-just go with Electrica myself.”

“And let the Venetians get away with this?” said Bolt. “No, that’s not right. We’re tired of the Venetians getting away. No way we’re going to pass up this opportunity to catch one of those bastards red-handed.”

“That’s nice and all, Bolt, but you were just saying that working with supervillains goes against the NHA Constitution,” Talon pointed out. “Won’t this hurt you especially bad, given how the Leadership Council is about to vote for your membership?”

“I can talk to them about this later,” said Bolt. He patted Rime on the back. “Rime is a friend and I want to help him. I’m sure that Mecha Knight and the others will understand after I explain the situation to them later, when Rime’s family is safe and sound and Colombina is behind bars.”

“And if Electrica’s lying?” said Talon. “If she’s leading us into a trap?”

“Then we’ll deal with that,” said Bolt. “We’re strong. We can handle her, I’m sure.”

Talon bit her lower lip in frustration. She was tempted to ignore Bolt’s decision, but at the same time, she realized that Bolt, even in his wounded state, would be able to stop her quite easily. Not to mention that both Stinger and Rime appeared to agree with Bolt’s decision, which meant that Talon was outvoted three to one. She tried to think of a good counterargument, but unfortunately the only counterargument that sprang to mind was ‘She killed my father,’ which didn’t sound very convincing even to herself.

“All right, we’ve made our decision,” said Bolt. “Let’s let her know.”

The circle broke apart and turned to face Electrica, who hadn’t moved from her spot between Bait and Switch.

“Well?” said Electrica. “What are you going to do?”

Bolt stepped forward and gestured at the others. “We accept your offer. This doesn’t mean we like you or anything; it’s just a temporary alliance until we rescue Rime’s family.”

“Of course,” said Electrica. “Now, why don’t we get started? I’d rather not waste anymore time than I already have.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

According to Electrica—Stinger never really thought of her as ‘Mom,’ mostly due to the fact that she had abandoned him when he was so little—Rime’s family was being held hostage in a location far to the north of Rime’s house. In fact, she even claimed that she didn’t quite know exactly where the family was, but that they could find the family by going back to her base and using Electrica’s tools to locate them. Electrica said that she had a machine back in her base that could scan the DVD of Colombina and tell them where it was recorded.

The idea of going to Electrica’s base was rather controversial, but at the same time, Stinger and the others didn’t have much of a choice. Rime, in particular, was adamant in going wherever they needed to go to save his family, even if that meant going to the lair of a supervillain that he once clashed with. Electrica claimed that they would not stay there very long—just long enough to locate Rime’s family—but Stinger didn’t like it anyway. Still, Bolt agreed to go with her, perhaps because he believed that they could handle themselves if it turned out that Electrica was luring them into a trap.

To get to Electrica’s base, they used Bolt’s Teleportation Buckle. Electrica was reluctant about giving her base’s coordinates to Bolt, because that would mean giving them to a superhero who could use them against her at some point in the future, but when Bolt pointed out that it would be incredibly impractical to transport them all to her base by car, since it wasn’t very close, Electrica finally relented, but not before demanding that Stinger remove the paralysis from Bait and Switch. Stinger disliked the idea of letting those two go, but he ultimately complied, using his stingers to inject an antidote into his half-siblings that worked like magic, allowing Bait and Switch to jump back to their feet like they hadn’t been paralyzed at all, though they kept their distance from Stinger like they were afraid of being paralyzed again.

Stinger still couldn’t believe that Bait and Switch were his siblings. As Bolt input the coordinates of Electrica’s base into his Buckle, Stinger glanced at Electrica and his half-siblings. Electrica was worrying over them, trying to make sure they were okay, and both of them looked rather embarrassed by Electrica’s  incessant questions about their health. Stinger couldn’t help but feel a slight tinge of jealousy; he was just as much her son as they were, after all, but she didn’t seem to pay attention to his injuries or wounds.

Wonder if she’s got any other hidden kids that she hasn’t even told them about, Stinger thought. For that matter, who is their father? He’s obviously not the same man as mine. Probably just some random douche bag she met at a club or something, I’m sure.

Stinger shook his head. He shouldn’t have been surprised. Electrica wasn’t exactly the mother of the year, after all. He was surprised, though, that she hadn’t abandoned these two like she did to him. He didn’t know what that meant, but regardless of Electrica’s reasons for doing so, he didn’t like it.

He looked at Talon. Talon still hadn’t spoken to him, but she was looking at Electrica as well. Unlike Stinger, Talon appeared to be analyzing Electrica for a weakness she could exploit. No doubt Talon intended to kill Electrica as soon as she got an opportunity to. Stinger hoped she would at least wait until they rescued Rime’s family, because at the moment, the last thing they needed was to fight among each other when their real enemy was still out there somewhere.

I wonder if she will forgive me for being Electrica’ s son yet, Stinger thought. Doesn’t look like it so far.

Finally, Bolt finished inputting the coordinates and called for everyone to gather around and hold hands so he could teleport them to Electrica’s base. This included Electrica, Bait, and Switch; Talon deliberately put herself between Stinger and Rime so she wouldn’t have to hold hands with Electrica or her kids. Again, though, Talon didn’t actually acknowledge Stinger despite holding his hand, which made Stinger somewhat annoyed, but before he could say anything about that, Bolt twisted the Buckle and suddenly their environment vanished and was quickly replaced by a new place that Stinger had never seen before.

Instead of standing under the warm Florida sun, the seven superhumans now stood in what appeared to be a large cave, though it was thankfully lit by a series of lights hanging from the stalactites above. The air was fresh and cool in the cave, while the stone floor was as shiny and smooth as tile, like it had been waxed recently.

They stood on top of a raised platform above the rest of the cave, which allowed Stinger to see a startling amount of things, including what looked like a supercomputer, a tennis court, and a small kitchen area, among others. A few entrances along the walls were closed, making it impossible for Stinger to tell if they led to other parts of the cave or if they led to the outside. A quick look around the cave showed no obvious exits, although there was a gigantic vault door not far from the platform, though what could be inside it, Stinger didn’t know.

“Here we are!” said Electrica, stepping forward and spreading her arms wide. “The Electric Cave! My pride and joy.”

“Y-You have a c-cave base?” said Rime. “I d-didn’t know that.”

“Oh, I’ve only had it for the last five years or so,” said Electrica, turning around to face them again. “You four are incredibly lucky, you know. Very, very few people have ever been inside the Electric Cave, especially superheroes like yourselves. Even the G-Men don’t know where this is.”

“I don’t suppose you will tell us the Cave’s location?” said Bolt.

“Of course not,” said Electrica. “We may be working together, but that doesn’t mean I have to reveal all of my secrets to you. I don’t want such important information to end up in the hands of the Neohero Alliance or any other group that might threaten my freedom. Besides, I already gave you the coordinates for your belt; you can figure out its location from there, if you want.”

“You’ve certainly put that freedom of yours to good use, haven’t you?” said Talon, the sarcasm dripping from her voice. “Wherever would society be without a woman like you?”

“Much worse than it is now,” said Electrica without missing a beat. She held up the DVD. “Anyway, let me go pop this into the main computer. It shouldn’t take long for it to give us a definite location to check out. You four should follow me, but Bait and Switch, I want you two to go to your rooms and get some rest, okay?”

“Okay, Mom,” said Bait, rubbing the back of his neck. “But once you find out where Rime’s family is being kept, let us know so we can help.”

“Of course,” said Electrica.

Bait and Switch then turned and walked away, down a staircase that led to another portion of the cave where the living quarters appeared to be. Not that Stinger had much of a chance to look at it, because Electrica immediately made her way down the bridge connecting the main platform to the rest of the cave, forcing Stinger, Bolt, Talon, and Rime to follow as closely as they could in order to keep up with her. Stinger was closest to Electrica, as his longer legs made it easier for him to keep up with her, but he still kept a short distance from her just in case she tried to attack him.

Still, Stinger couldn’t help but ask, “Where did you get the money for this cave? It must be expensive to run.”

Electrica flashed a smile over her shoulder at him. “I’m a successful thief. I’ve stolen and sold quite a few things in my time, such as valuable jewels and metals. It’s a great way to make a living, so long as you don’t mind being on the wanted list of every law enforcement organization on the planet, anyway.”

“Is that what the vault is for?” said Stinger, glancing at the huge vault he’d noticed earlier. “For keeping your stolen goods safe while you find a buyer for them?”

“Yes, but it has other uses as well,” said Electrica. “And anyway, that’s why I’m helping you. John Mann owes me money.”

“He does?” said Stinger. He glanced over his shoulder at the others, particularly Bolt and Talon, who both looked just as surprised as Stinger. “What do you mean?”

“Recently, Mann hired me to steal an object he called the Five Fingers from a museum in Brussels,” said Electrica. “I went ahead and did it, but Mann didn’t pay me even after I gave him the Five Fingers. And it was a rather difficult job, too; not the most difficult job I’ve ever done, true, but I’m not a charity. Mann has tried to pretend that I don’t even exist, but I know that he knows that he owes me money and I won’t stop until I get it.”

“Uh huh,” said Stinger. “What, exactly, is the Five Fingers and why did Mann want it?”

“I don’t know, nor do I care to know,” said Electrica as they passed a table covered with weapons that didn’t look quite legal. “It was an ancient gauntlet of some sorts, supposedly from some unknown civilization that scientists and nerds like to argue about. I think Mann wanted it because he’s a collector, but it doesn’t matter to me why he wants it. I just care about the fact that he didn’t pay me what he agreed to pay me, which is unforgivable.”

Stinger heard Talon snort behind him, and he understood why, given how Electrica had done plenty of ‘unforgivable’ things herself. But Stinger wasn’t thinking much about that. He was wondering instead why Mann wanted that gauntlet. Perhaps Mann was just trying to sate his desire to collect things, but it seemed strange to Stinger that Mann would hire a known supervillain to steal such an artifact for him. Maybe it was part of Mann’s bigger plan, a plan that Stinger and the other Young Neos still didn’t entirely understand, though it could have just as easily had nothing to do with whatever Mann was doing. In any case, Stinger made a mental note to mention this to Mecha Knight when they returned to Hero Island after this mission; perhaps Mecha Knight would be able to make sense of it.

“If this Colombina woman works for Mann, as you say, then I plan to kidnap her and hold her hostage until Mann gives me the money he owes me,” said Electrica.

“That seems kind of harsh,” said Bolt.

“The other option is that I kill Colombina and drop her corpse off in front of the Mann Corporation headquarters,” said Electrica. “I might still do that anyway, but only after I get paid.”

Stinger would have felt disgusted by how casually his mom talked about kidnapping and murdering a woman, but Stinger knew Electrica well enough to know that that was just how she talked. Besides, Stinger didn’t really care if Electrica killed Colombina or not; after all, Colombina was one of the Venetians and had probably done a bunch of bad stuff already, not even counting how she had kidnapped Rime’s family and was using them to manipulate Rime into obeying her. Supervillains were usually pretty cruel toward each other anyway; that’s why it was so rare for supervillain teams to last long or even exist. All Stinger cared about at this point was making sure that Electrica didn’t try to double cross them at the last minute.

A few seconds later, they stopped in front of the huge supercomputer that Stinger had noticed before. Electrica popped the DVD into the supercomputer’s hard drive, tapped a few keys, and then stood back, crossing her arms in front of her chest, watching as the computer’s monitor displayed a loading screen as the computer scanned the DVD.

“How long are we going to have to wait before it finds Colombina?” asked Bolt.

“Just a minute or two,” said Electrica. “So it shouldn’t be long before it has a location for us.”

“How does that even work?” said Talon. “I’m not much of a tech person, but I don’t think that you can find out a person’s location by scanning a DVD they made.”

“It’s something I bought from a friend of mine, a very smart, techie guy,” said Electrica. “He explained how it worked, but I didn’t really understand his explanation. All I know is that it does work; I’ve used it before to successfully locate a certain person who owed me money.”

“That seems awfully convenient,” said Talon. “Especially for our situation.”

“It is rather convenient,” said Electrica as she leaned against the computer console. “But if I were you, I wouldn’t question your luck, because I’ve found that can be a good way to lose it.”

All of a sudden, the supercomputer made a small beeping noise, prompting Electrica to say, in a cheerful voice, “That means it’s done! Let’s see what it has found.”

Stinger and the others looked at the computer’s monitor. It displayed a bewildering amount of numbers and letters that seemed totally indecipherable to Stinger; based on the confused looks on the faces of his friends, they were just as bewildered by the numbers and letters as he was.

Electrica, on the other hand, showed no confusion or puzzlement toward the letters and numbers at all. She just tapped the keys a couple of times, saying, “Oh, it looks like the system ran into a couple of problems. Let me just re-scramble the message and—”

All of a sudden, the screen went blank, and based on Electrica’s surprised face, she clearly had not been expecting that to happen.

“What’s wrong?” said Talon. “Did you turn it off?”

Electrica furrowed her brow and tapped a couple more keys, but the screen remained blank. “No. I was just trying to fix the message. I didn’t hit the power button or anything like that.”

“Then why did it turn off?” said Stinger.

“T-Turn it back on,” Rime said in a commanding voice. “I w-want t-to know where my family is and I w-want to k-know now.”

“All right, all right, don’t worry, I’m working on it,” said Electrica. She was now tapping the keys with fingers from both hands, but still apparently not seeing any luck. “Ugh, I am not good with computers, let me tell you. Bait and Switch are so much better than me, but—”

Abruptly, the screen turned back on, except this time it didn’t show the mess of letters and numbers from before. Instead, it showed Colombina again, as if it was playing the video, but Stinger could tell that this wasn’t the video that they’d seen back at the house, but rather a completely different video, based on the fact that the background was different; Stinger could see a few bookshelves behind the seated Venetian now.

“Hello, Rime,” said Colombina, her voice as sleek and sexy as ever. “Or whoever happens to be watching this video, though it is probably you, given how you are the only one with access to this DVD in the first place.”

Stinger looked at Rime. “Rime, have you seen this video before?”

Rime shook his head, his eyes on the screen. “N-No, I h-haven’t.”

“If you are watching this video, it is because you found some way to access it, most likely from some type of specialized computer system,” said Colombina. “Don’t worry. I’m not surprised. I even expected you to do this, because you would be so desperate to save your family that you would even hack this DVD to find out more information.” She smiled. “I admire men who sacrifice everything to save their families, to tell you the truth. It’s a reminder of a simpler, better time, but that’s irrelevant.”

Colombina leaned forward, her eyes piercing through the eye holes of her mask. “If you are watching this hidden video, then you’ve proved that you can’t follow simple instructions. Which means that the deal is off and I can’t guarantee the safety of your family anymore. Bye.”

The video abruptly ended there, prompting Rime to shout, “No, wait! Electrica, is that w-where the video e-ends? Is there m-more? Please t-tell me that t-there’s more.”

Electrica was typing on the computer’s keyboard again, but the frown on her face wasn’t encouraging. “I don’t know. It looks like this is it.”

“C-Can you a-at least use your computer to find my f-family’s location anyway?” said Rime. “P-Please?”

“I’m trying,” said Electrica. “Trying … here!”

All of a sudden, an address appeared on the screen, displaying an address somewhere in Miami, Florida. Stinger did not recognize the address. Nor did his friends, who were all looking at it in confusion.

“W-Whose a-address is that?” said Rime. “I d-don’t recognize it.”

Electrica, on the other hand, was staring at the address with a rather grim expression, as if she knew exactly where that address was but did not like it. “Oh, no.”

“’Oh no’?” Talon repeated. “That doesn’t sound good.”

“That’s because it isn’t,” said Electrica. “I’ve been to that address before, but I wish I hadn’t. This makes things much more complicated.”

“Tell us where it is,” said Bolt. “If we hurry, we might still be able to save Rime’s family.”

Electrica looked at the others, resignation on her features. “That is the address of the Mann Building. In other words, the very heart of John Mann’s corporate empire and one of the hardest places in the world to break into.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Rime immediately turned away and began walking back the way they came, brushing past Bolt as he ran, causing Bolt to say, “Whoa, Rime, where are you going?”

“T-To the Mann B-Building,” said Rime without looking over his shoulder. “I-If that is w-where my f-family is, then I n-need to head there right a-away.”

Stinger, however, flew over Rime’s head and landed in his path, causing Rime to come to a stop. “Hold on, man, I don’t think it would be wise to go there right away.”

Rime glowered down at Stinger; it was then that Stinger realized just how much taller and stronger Rime was than him. “W-Why? I can defend myself.”

“Because the Mann Building is extremely well-protected,” said Electrica. “As I said, I’ve been there before, though not as a thief. I went there once when Mann hired me to steal the Five Fingers for him. I noticed at least five different automatic security systems installed, as well as several guards, some obvious, not so obvious.”

“That really isn’t surprising, once you think about it,” said Talon. “John Mann is a billionaire, after all. It makes sense that he would have the best security money could buy.”

“So w-what?” said Rime, turning around to face the others again. “S-Should we j-just leave my f-family in their hands? You s-saw the video. T-There’s no telling what that b-bitch is doing to them even as we speak.”

“I’m not saying we shouldn’t go there, but we need to be smart about it,” said Bolt. “Besides, think about how it will look to the outside world. Very few people actually know that John Mann is financing the Venetians. If we just busted down the front doors and started tearing the place apart, Mann could call in the police and have us arrested and it would put us all in a really messy situation, in addition to making it impossible to save your family.”

“Bolt’s got a point,” Electrica pointed out. “I’ve been in this business long enough to know that the direct approach is rarely the best approach.”

“T-Then what should we d-do?” said Rime. “I w-want to save my family.”

“I know,” said Bolt, “but as I said, we need to be smart. We need to think of a plan to break in there and save your family, but without getting us in trouble at the same time.”

Stinger looked at Electrica. “Electrica, do you have a plan that could help us break into the Mann Building? You have experience doing this sort of thing, right?”

“I do,” said Electrica, nodding. “And I probably could whip up a plan to break in, but I am not sure I want to.”

“Why n-not?” said Rime in annoyance. “My family—”

“Because, as I said before, it is not an easy building to break into,” said Electrica. “I haven’t studied its security systems in too much detail, but based on what I saw when I went there the first time, I am glad I was invited, rather than breaking in. And that was when I was alone; if I brought you four with me, that would increase the complexity of the mission exponentially.”

“T-Then I’ll just go by myself,” said Rime, folding his arms in front of his chest. “I-If that means risking arrest, s-so be it. I care about my family f-first and foremost. I w-would gladly sacrifice my own freedom f-for them.”

“Nice sentiment, but still stupid,” said Electrica. “You’ll just get caught and then end up back in Ultimate Max. Not that I would complain about that, mind you, but just warning you.”

Bolt put a hand on Rime’s shoulder. “Rime, I know how much you care about your family, but getting yourself thrown back into jail for them isn’t the smartest move in the world. Let’s think of a plan first before we rush into anything. That way, you and your family will both be free again. That would be much better than you ending up in Ultimate Max again, right?”

Rime was still frowning, but he nodded. “Y-Yes. But l-let’s do it quickly, because I w-want to make sure that my f-family is safe.”

Everyone went quiet as they all thought about this new revelation. Talon was leaning against a nearby desk, her hands on the desk and her chin down as she looked at the floor. She wanted to help Rime, but at the same time, she had a hard time thinking of a plan to get into the Mann Building. If what Electrica said was true—and Talon was generally inclined to take that murderer’s words with a grain of salt—the security in that building was tight, much tighter than most places. And that was just taking into account the security that they knew; it was equally possible that there were other security measures that they knew nothing about.

The best plan would involve just a handful of people going in there, Talon thought. Ideally, they would be disguised, but they can’t be too famous. If Rime just waltzed in, even in disguise, he would probably be accosted by the security guards immediately, because his blue skin would give away his true identity. His temperament is another negative, because if he got too angry he might end up blowing his cover.

Talon looked up at the others. Bolt, she decided, probably wouldn’t make a good infiltrator; while he looked pretty plain and unassuming outside of his costume, the fact was that he was very famous, with or without his costume on, which meant that there was a good chance that he might be recognized even if he wore a disguise.

That left her, Stinger, and Electrica. She counted out Stinger because of his wings; while he could hide them under civilian clothes, the fact was that they could still get in the way and might prove a liability if his clothes were to rip or if his wings were to somehow become exposed.

And it can’t be Bait or Switch, either, Talon thought. They strike me as not being very intelligent or capable; at least, they don’t have the experience necessary to get themselves out of a bad situation if it went south.

That left … no, Talon didn’t want to think about it. She didn’t want to think about it at all, even though it was the only logical conclusion. She tried to tell herself that she had messed up somewhere along the way, but the conclusion was so plain and obvious that she couldn’t deny it even if she wanted.

Against her will, Talon looked at Electrica. To her horror, Electrica also looked at her, but she seemed to be smiling in amusement, as if she was reading Talon’s thoughts and taking great pleasure in Talon’s horror.

“I think I know what to do,” said Electrica, causing Bolt, Stinger, and Rime to look at her.

“R-Really?” said Rime hopefully. “What’s y-your plan?”

Electrica put her hands together. “The way I see it, this plan will only work if we send in as few people as possible. Two is the ideal number; it’s not a large enough number to draw unwanted attention, but it also gives us some security in case everything goes to hell. Two people can look out for each other and sneak in and out of a building much easier than seven.”

“F-Fine,” said Rime. “B-Bolt and I will do it.”

But Electrica shook her head. “No, no, that won’t do at all. For one, your blue skin makes you stand out like a sore thumb, while Bolt is too famous to sneak into anywhere. And for two, neither of you have the experience necessary to pull off an operation like this.”

Talon was horrified to notice how similar Electrica’s own thought process was to hers so far. It made her wonder just how similar they were. She hoped it was just a nasty coincidence.

“B-But this is my family we’re t-talking about,” said Rime. “I-I want to save them.”

“If you really want your family to be safe and sound, you should trust my judgment,” said Electrica. “And my judgment is that you don’t have the experience necessary to pull off this kind of mission.”

Rime scowled. “O-Okay. T-Then who will be p-part of the team?”

“Me, obviously,” said Electrica. She started tapping her chin. “As for the other person, I think that kitten over here would be a good second.”

Talon had been expecting Electrica to say that, even though deep down she had been hoping that she wouldn’t. Bile rose in Talon’s throat at the thought of working with this wretched woman, but she managed to say, “Why me? Why not one of your children? I think Stinger would work with you better than me.”

“Stinger’s wings would get in the way and make him too easy to identify,” said Electrica, “while Bait and Switch are still too injured from their fight with you and your friends to be very helpful. You, on the other hand, are in decent shape and can hide your claws pretty easily, meaning you can pass for a normal teenage girl rather easily.”

Talon looked at her wrists, mostly because she didn’t want to keep looking at Electrica. “But I don’t have any experience in sneaking around like this.”

“You don’t need that experience when you have me around,” said Electrica. Her eyes narrowed suddenly. “Don’t get the impression that I like this idea, kitten. I’m only suggesting it because it is the plan with the highest odds of success. If I could think of a better plan that didn’t involve you and me working together, trust me, I would have mentioned it.”

Talon looked at Bolt desperately. “Bolt, you’re my leader. You’re going to tell her that I can’t work a supervillain like her, right?”

Bolt scratched the back of his head. “Well, we’re technically already working with her, so having you go on a mission with her wouldn’t be any worse than what we’re currently doing.”

Talon then looked to Stinger, putting her hands together like she was praying for divine intervention. “Stinger, she’s your mother. Can you talk some sense into her? Volunteer to help me, perhaps, since you and I are such good friends and teammates?”

Stinger just shrugged. “Sorry, Talon, but I think my mom’s logic is pretty airtight. Besides, I don’t like sneaking around anyway. Not my style.”

Talon bit her lower lip. She looked back at Electrica, hoping that maybe Electrica had come up with a different plan sometime within the last five seconds, but Electrica showed no signs of having changed her mind at all.

“Well, kitten?” said Electrica. “What do you say? Want to help me save your friend’s family?”

Talon was tempted to say no, but instead, she said, in a resigned voice, “All right. I’ll go with you and do whatever you need me to do. But I won’t like it.”

“I never said you did,” said Electrica. “As long as you listen to my orders and do what I tell you to do, we should be just fine. Now, everyone, gather around closer and listen, because I want us to get this plan off the ground pronto. Let’s not waste even one more moment than we have to.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Stinger sat in the driver’s seat of the rental car, pulling into the huge parking garage that stood next to the Mann Building. It didn’t take him long to find a good parking spot located near the entrance to the Mann Building. He looked over his shoulder at the passengers and said, “All right, we’re here. Ready?”

Stinger’s passengers were Talon and Electrica; however, they were both wearing their normal street clothes, rather than their costumes. Electrica wore a pink sleeveless shirt along with cream-colored pants, which had the effect of making her look younger than she was; given her obsession with looking young, Stinger wasn’t surprised that she would be worrying about her appearance even under circumstances like this. Talon wore the same clothes that she had worn during their trip to Rime’s house, though with her arms folded in front of her chest and her head averted from Electrica, it was pretty clear that she didn’t want to be anywhere near Electrica.

“I think we are,” said Electrica. She looked at Talon. “What do you say, kitten? Ready to go?”

Talon glared at Electrica. “Yes, but I would prefer it if you’d stop calling me kitten. If we’re going to work together, the least we can do is stop insulting each other.”

“You think I’m insulting you?” said Electrica. She chuckled. “Kids these days just have no sense of humor, I tell you. But never mind. Do you have your suit ready, just in case?”

Talon held up her suit-up watch on her wrist. “Of course.”

“Excellent,” said Electrica. She looked at Stinger. “Chris, stay put in the car while we’re gone. If we run into any issues, we’ll send you a message on your watch.”

“Right,” said Stinger. “How long will you guys be in there?”

“Not sure at this point,” said Electrica. “We’ll try to be in and out in under an hour, but no guarantees. It all depends on what kind of tricks and traps Mann has waiting for us. But I have a reputation for being fast, so we won’t keep you waiting.”

Stinger nodded. “Okay. Good luck, then.”

Electrica and Talon both climbed out of the vehicle. Stinger watched them walk away from the car toward the elevators that would take them to the lobby of the Building. They disappeared inside the elevators and were soon gone from his sight, leaving Stinger sitting all alone in the car and, as far as he could tell, in the parking garage itself.

Stinger sat back in his seat. He glanced at his suit-up watch’s screen, but there was no messages from anybody yet. That made sense, of course. Talon and Electrica had just entered the Building, after all, and probably hadn’t even gotten to the lobby yet. Still, Stinger knew it would be a while before anything happened, so he decided to review the plan in his mind to pass the time.

A couple of hours ago, Electrica had shared her plan with Stinger and the others. The basic idea was that Talon and Electrica, dressed in their normal street clothes, would enter the Mann Building, pretending to be visitors or perhaps tourists coming to see one of Miami’s famous locations. Electrica was supposed to provide a distraction, which Talon would use to sneak deeper into the Building in search of Rime’s family. Electrica claimed that the Mann Building had a secret basement area below the main lobby, which she had visited once before when Mann hired her, and that that was as likely a location where Rime’s family was being kept as any.

So Stinger had driven Electrica and Talon to the Building, though only after Bolt had used his Teleportation Buckle to move the rental car to the outskirts of Miami in order to make the drive significantly shorter. As for Bolt and Rime, they were also in Miami, seated outside a local cafe close by the Building where they could intervene if things went south. Stinger didn’t think they’d need Bolt or Rime’s help, but at the same time, plans always had a tendency to go wrong at the worst moment and it never hurt to have some extra help around.

Stinger’s job in the plan was pretty simple. Once Talon and Electrica rescued Rime’s family, he would drive them away from the Mann Building to a secure location just outside of Miami. If worse came to worse, then they would find Bolt and would teleport back to Rime’s house or some other safe location. They would hopefully not need to do that, because Bolt said that teleporting the car put a large strain on the Buckle’s capabilities, but it was still an option they had anyway just to be safe.

Driving the getaway vehicle isn’t terribly exciting, unless maybe the Venetians give us a car chase or something, Stinger thought. He rested his elbow on the car door and his chin on his hand. Wonder if I should take a nap or something.

Instead, Stinger decided to play a game on his suit-up watch. He lifted up the watch close to his face, but just as he swiped across its surface, he heard footsteps outside the car. He raised his head, but did not see anyone in the parking garage aside from himself. He looked over his shoulder through the car’s windows, but again, saw no one. Yet he still heard the footsteps, slow, measured, and calculated. He figured that they must have been the echoes of someone else’s footsteps, but somehow he doubted that.

All of a sudden, Stinger saw someone run between two cars toward the end of the parking lot. They were too fast and far away for him to make our any details, but he was sure he saw someone. And the footsteps could still be heard, except now they sounded closer than ever, yet he still couldn’t see who was making them.

Stinger debated within himself whether to step out of the car and check out who was out there or not. On one hand, Stinger was supposed to stay inside the car at all times unless Talon or Electrica summoned him; on the other hand, if the person outside of the car was a threat or an enemy, then Stinger was a sitting duck as long as he remained inside the car. The constant sound of footsteps also made him feel nervous, especially the fact that he couldn’t see who was making them.

It won’t hurt me to step outside for a second and look around, Stinger thought. And if it’s just one person, maybe one of the employees working in the Mann Corporation Building, I can make up an excuse for what I’m doing here. I won’t go far; just to the other end of the garage and back.

Stinger hopped out of the car, locked its doors, and stepped out into the area between the parked vehicles. The sound of footsteps was louder than ever outside of the car, but when he looked up and down the rows of expensive-looking cars, he saw no one else besides himself. He was now starting to wonder if the footsteps were being broadcast from someone’s phone or recording device of some sort; it was the only explanation he could give for why he couldn’t see anyone.

Doing his best to ignore his fears, Stinger made his way down the rows toward the spot where he had seen a person running. He only got a few feet, however, before someone behind him said, “Young man, where are you going?”

Stinger nearly jumped at the voice, but he managed to retain his cool and turned around to see who had spoken to him.

Standing at the other end of the parking garage was a man in a gray business suit, a black tie around his neck. At first, Stinger thought he was looking at the President who preceded Plutarch, because the man’s face looked nearly identical to that of the last President, but then Stinger noticed that this man’s eyes were green, rather than brown, and he looked slightly chubbier, too. Not that the rest of his body reflected the baby fat on his face; as far as Stinger could tell, this man was well-built and in shape. His sharp green eyes made him look dangerous, despite being unarmed.

The man was probably one of the workers in the Mann Corporation, but his sudden appearance caused Stinger to say, “Uh, um, I thought I heard something.”

The man raised an eyebrow. “Indeed? What might that be?”

Stinger suddenly realized that the sound of footsteps was gone, but he was too busy focusing on the man before him to notice. “Just … footsteps.”

“Footsteps,” the man repeated. “Likely you heard someone’s echo. This parking garage has a tendency to amplify sounds made within it. It is confusing when you first start working here, but you get used to it.” The man eyed Stinger carefully. “But you’re not one of the people who work here, are you?”

Stinger gulped. “Uh, no. Just, um, the Uber driver for the two ladies who wanted to visit. Tourists, you know.”

Stinger knew that lie was not at all convincing and he could tell that the man hadn’t bought it, but the man still said, “Uber. Hmm. I’ve never used the service before, though I know it’s not as lucrative as my current job.”

“And what is your current job?” said Stinger, hoping to keep the focus of the conversation on the man instead of himself. “You look pretty important.”

“I am,” said the man. “My name is Henry Winter and I am the assistant to John Mann himself.”

“Oh, wow,” said Stinger. He found it hard to look away from Henry, like the man was radiating an aura that demanded that everyone look at him. “That is an important job. I bet he pays you pretty well.”

“Quite,” said Henry. “I’ve been his loyal assistant for ten years and he’s given me a pay raise every year for excellent service. I make more than most CEOs do on a yearly basis.”

“Really?” said Stinger. “I knew Mann was a rich guy and all, but I didn’t know he paid his employees that well.”

“Only me,” said Henry, “since I do such important work for him. Mr. Mann believes in paying his employees competitive wages, especially if they do as good a job as me.”

“Uh huh,” said Stinger. He took a step back. “Uh, I just realized that I need to use the bathroom, so I think I’ll be leaving now, but it was nice talking to you.”

Stinger turned around, but stopped dead as soon as he did, because Henry was suddenly standing at the other end of the parking garage. Stinger whipped his head over his shoulder, only to see that Henry was gone. He looked back toward the other end of the parking garage, where Henry stood looking as if he had always been standing there. Only now, Henry’s green eyes were glinting in a dangerous way.

“How did you do that?” said Stinger. He put a hand on his head. “I’m not losing my mind or something, am I?”

Henry’s grim expression did not change. “No, you’re perfectly sane, young man. Or I should say, Christopher Greggs, son of Ariana Greggs, also known as Stinger.”

Stinger’s eyes widened. “How did you—I mean, that’s not who I am.”

“Please, Stinger, don’t play dumb with me,” said Henry. “I know who you are. Mr. Mann also knows who you are. Your posturing doesn’t fool anyone, least of all me. You only succeed in making yourself look like an idiot; not that that is terribly difficult, but it’s never wise to deny the obvious when everyone knows it.”

Stinger bit his lower lip, but said, “All right, you got me. I’m Stinger, one of the Young Neos. I’m guessing that you aren’t just another hard-working employee of the Mann Corporation, eh?”

“You guess correctly,” said Henry. “Allow me to take a more appropriate form for this confrontation.”

Henry’s body started to shift and shimmer, like a desert mirage, until soon the well-dressed personal assistant to one of the richest men in the world was gone. Standing in his place was a masked man with a similar build and height. The man wore a strange mask that covered the entirety of his face save for his green eyes, while he wore a tabarro cape that was partially opened before the chest. And, although still unarmed, the man appeared even more dangerous than before.

“You may call me Bauta,” said the man in Henry’s voice, which came from behind the mask as clear as day. “And I am one of the Venetians, the most loyal of them all to John Mann.”

Uh oh, Stinger thought, but aloud he said, “I see. What are your powers? Teleportation?”

“Illusions,” said Bauta. “I can make deeply realistic illusions. The footsteps you heard, for example, were an illusion.”

“Interesting power you got there,” said Stinger, although he was now wondering if he could get back into the car before Bauta stopped him. “Must make you fun at parties, I imagine. Do you do magician work on the side or something?”

“Enough joking,” said Bauta. “I can tell you’re rattled to learn my identity. And you should be, given how you and your friends thought you would be able to sneak into my master’s headquarters without being seen.”

“You mean you know about Talon and Electrica?” said Stinger in horror.

“Indeed,” said Bauta. “Colombina will deal with them, however. I, on the other hand, have been given the simple task of eliminating you.”

Stinger’s first instinct was to try to contact Talon and warn her, but he realized that it was probably too late by now to abort the mission. Instead, keeping his cool, he said, “Good luck with that. Bolt and Rime are pretty close by. I just need to send them a quick message and they’ll be here to back me up in an instant.”

Stinger raised his watch closer to his face, but froze when he saw that his watch’s display showed a ‘NO SIGNAL’ message.

“We anticipated you’d try something like that,” said Bauta. “Therefore, I brought along a signal jamming device with me. It blocks all incoming and outgoing communications from within the parking garage, which means that it is going to be just you and me today.”

Stinger gulped, but he didn’t waste a second. He pressed a button on the side of his watch and in an instant he was dressed in his green flight suit. He took a fighting stance, holding up his fists before him like how he had been trained back on Hero Island. “All right, then. I’ll just take you down and then go and help Talon and Electrica.”

“You sound more confident than you should be,” Bauta observed. “Then again, I guess you haven’t really seen the fullest extent of my power yet. Allow me to correct your misunderstandings.”

In an instant, Stinger found himself surrounded by dozens and dozens of Bautas. Some of them stood in between cars, others crouched on the roofs of other vehicles, and still others stood at the entrances at either end. They blocked off every potential exit, meaning Stinger was completely trapped.

“Your paralyzing venom only works when on physical beings,” said Bauta, whose voice seemed to be coming from every illusion at once. “Can you figure out which one is the real me before I kill you? You have five minutes to find and paralyze the real me before I finish you off for good. Good luck.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Talon couldn’t help but feel amazed when she and Electrica entered the lobby of the Mann Corporation Building. She didn’t know what she’d been expecting, but whatever it was, she was blown away by what she saw.

It was a large, wide-open room, with polished marble flooring and soaring columns that supported the high ceiling above. Dozens of men and women moved to and fro across the lobby, some going to the elevators, some heading up the stairs, and still more making their way in and out of the lobby on their way to complete errands. In one corner was a small rest area, where four couches were seated around a large flat-screen TV displaying one of the big cable news channels, where a couple of serious-looking businessmen were rapidly discussing some kind of business deal. Three desks, each one manned with a secretary who were far prettier than they had any right to be, stood at the other end opposite Talon and Electrica, while a small waterfall over to the left sparkled under the lights. The lobby also smelled surprisingly good, somewhat like peach, which made Talon sigh with relief upon smelling it.

“All right,” said Electrica as she and Talon stood somewhat off to the side, watching as the various employees and workers of the Mann Corporation went around doing their work, “we’re in. The next step of the plan is to create a distraction so one of us can sneak into the lower levels, where Rime’s family likely is.”

Talon snapped out of her reverie and looked at Electrica with a little worry. “What about the building’s security systems? There are a few cameras in the upper corners of the lobby recording our every move.”

Talon was correct. Two security cameras hung discreetly from the ceiling in the northern corners of the room, watching the move of every person in the lobby. The cameras, of course, were not focused on Talon and Electrica specifically, but Talon knew that their every movement was being recorded just as the movements of everyone else were. She doubted that the security guards watching the cameras from the other side were paying any special or extra attention to her and Electrica yet, but that would change quickly once they put their plan into action.

“Don’t worry, I know how to short-circuit security systems,” said Electrica. “You just worry about heading down to the lower levels once I create the distraction.”

“Okay,” said Talon in a doubtful voice. “I guess you know what you’re doing, so it shouldn’t be too difficult, right?”

“Things are always more difficult than they first appear,” said Electrica. She winked at Talon. “But don’t worry too much, kitten. As long as you do what I say, we should pull off this plan without a hitch.” Electrica pointed at the elevators. “Go stand next to one of the elevators. Try to look as inconspicuous as possible. As soon as I set off the distraction, head into the elevator.”

“All right,” said Talon. “But how do I make the elevator go into the lower levels? I doubt they’re accessible to the general public.”

Electrica pulled something out of her purse and handed it to Talon. “Insert this device into the elevator’s emergency shut off keyhole. It will override the elevator’s main systems and let you access levels that only employees of the Mann Building are normally allowed to access.”

Talon looked at the device in her hands. It was a plastic black button with a key-shaped tip. Talon quickly put it inside her pocket, however, just in case anyone was looking at them. All of the people in the lobby seemed too caught up in their own affairs to pay attention to Talon or Electrica, but Talon still didn’t want anyone seeing it anyway.

“Now we know what to do, let’s put the plan into action,” said Electrica.

“But how will I get out?” said Talon before Electrica did anything. “And assuming I succeed in finding Rime’s family, how am I going to get them out of there without being seen?”

Electrica smiled. “Don’t you worry about that. The distraction I have in mind is going to take up so much attention from everyone that Omega Man himself could walk around the lobby stark naked and no one would pay him even the slightest bit of attention. Just make sure to bring Rime’s family to the elevator and you’ll know what to do next.”

Talon nodded, although she was still doubtful that Electrica’s plan could work. Nonetheless, she made her way over to the nearest elevator and then stood beside it, leaning against the wall. She pulled her phone out of her pocket, pretending to be looking at it so that none of the various people coming and going would see her as anything other than a normal phone-obsessed teenager. She didn’t even glance up at Electrica; she didn’t want anyone to become suspicious of her for any reason. With luck, she’d be able to sneak into the elevator without anyone noticing.

All of a sudden, a huge smoke bomb went off, creating a gigantic smoke cloud that covered nearly the entire lobby. Loud shouts and screams, punctuated by heavy coughing, could be heard from within the cloud, while Talon quickly covered her mouth with her handkerchief, but her eyes still watered. She heard people running around, trying to find out what was going on, but Talon didn’t pay them attention. She just slammed the down button on the elevator and, to her relief, the elevator doors opened. She quickly stepped in and the doors closed behind her, but Talon didn’t press any buttons. Instead, she drew the key-shaped device from her pocket and inserted it into the elevator’s emergency keyhole panel and turned.

Immediately, a portion of the paneling above the buttons slid aside, revealing a new set of buttons that certainly weren’t part of the elevator’s normal buttons. They were labeled ‘1A,’ ‘1B,’ and ‘1C,’ which didn’t help Talon much, because she had no idea what level Rime’s family was being held on. She had no idea what was on the various levels, nor how long it would take her to search each level. And that was assuming she didn’t run into any security measures that might alert the building’s security to her presence.

Too late to go back now, Talon thought. Let’s see, if I was a crazy billionaire who had his masked minions kidnap an innocent family, I would probably not want them to be able to escape easily. So I would put them on the absolute lowest floor, which would be the hardest to escape from.

Talon pressed the button labeled ‘1C,’ causing the elevator to begin descending immediately. She stepped backwards and then pressed the button on her suit-up watch, causing her costume to pop out and cover her body, as she had a feeling that she was going to have to do some fighting soon. She looked up at the display above the door, which showed her going lower and lower until it showed ‘1C,’ at which point the elevator came to an abrupt halt. A second later, the elevator doors opened and Talon stepped out without hesitation, looking around at the area into which she had emerged. She was surprised by what she saw.

Talon couldn’t say what she had been expecting to see; maybe a lobby similar to the one she had just been in or some type of office floor plan. She had not been expecting to see what appeared to be the interior of an ancient stone temple, like something from the prehistoric era. Huge, ancient-looking stone pillars supported an equally large stone ceiling, both of which were covered with engravings depicting strange pictographs, much like the Egyptian hieroglyphs Talon had seen when she and Mom visited Egypt once when she was ten. Even the torches on the walls, although clearly electric, were designed to mimic ancient flaming torches, casting enough light for Talon to see by. The room smelled of old stone and dirt, a pungent smell, not helped by the lack of any visible ventilation system.

At the other end of the room was what looked like some kind of strange portal; it reminded Talon of that weird science fiction show Stinger and Shell liked, Star Gateway or whatever they called it, the one where US soldiers went to alien worlds through a gateway-like portal. It was set upon a platform and lying on the platform were two women Talon had not seen before, but who she recognized from the pictures she’d seen in Rime’s house as Rime’s wife, Dana, and daughter, Martha. The two women lay on slabs of stone in front of the portal, apparently unconscious, although they were so still that they could have easily been dead. Given how they were both strapped to the slabs with thick metal braces, however, Talon figured they were both most likely still alive.

Aside from Rime’s family and herself, there was no one else in here. That seemed almost too good to be true to Talon; indeed, she suspected this was a huge trap. On the other hand, she saw no security cameras down here; if the Venetians or John Mann were expecting her to come down here, they would have no way to know unless they came down here themselves.

Maybe I got lucky and got here when the Venetians were on lunch, Talon thought. Regardless, I’d better check on them quickly and try to free them. My claws ought to be able to cut those braces easily.

Talon ran across the room toward the unconscious women, but she only got a few feet before the wall to her right slid open and something huge flew out toward her. Talon noticed it out of the corner of her eye and just barely had enough time to drop to the floor, allowing the huge thing to skirt the back of her neck, leaving a cold sensation, and crash into the opposite wall. Talon looked toward the wall and saw that the thing which had nearly hit her was a huge chunk of ice.

“What?” said Talon. “Where did that come from?”

“From a friend,” came a familiar seductive voice from within the darkness of the new doorway. “Or an ally, I suppose is what he technically is.”

Two red eyes appeared in the shadows, followed slowly by a familiar blue-skinned head and dark jumpsuit-wearing form. Talon’s jaw dropped when she saw who it was.

“Rime?” said Talon, gaping at the ice man. “Is that you?”

It was indeed Rime. He stood in the doorway, cold air radiating from his hands and head, but there was something different about him. His eyes were deep red, rather than green, and he wore a distant, vacant expression like he was unconscious. He didn’t even seem to be looking at Talon; for that matter, he didn’t seem to notice his own family, lying unconscious on the slabs perhaps only a couple of yards away from him.

“Rime?” said Talon again, except this time in a lower, more hesitant voice than before. “Can you hear me?”

“He can, but he can’t respond,” said that same seductive voice again. “Not unless I give him permission to, of course.”

From out of the shadows came a masked woman in a red dress. She stood beside Rime and rested a hand on his shoulder in a way that made Talon’s skin crawl. The woman was absolutely gorgeous, her dress accentuating her amazing body, but Talon knew that this woman’s looks were incredibly deceiving.

“Colombina,” said Talon, slowly rising to her feet. Her claws popped out of her wrists. “I know you from the DVD.”

Colombina showed no fear toward Talon; if anything, she looked a bit bored. “Oh, so you recognize me. That means we can skip the introductions.”

“What did you do to Rime?” said Talon. “Why are his eyes red?”

Colombina rested her head on Rime’s shoulder, wrapping her arms around him as if he was her personal toy. “This? He fell under my power. I can control a person’s mind and make them behave however I want. So useful for getting what you want … especially if ‘what you want’ is a man who doesn’t want you.”

Talon found the implications behind Colombina’s words disturbing, to say the least. “But Rime was with Bolt out in a cafe near here. What did you do with Bolt?”

“He’s fine,” said Colombina. “Rime told Bolt he was going to use the bathroom. I ambushed him before he could return and brought him here to deal with you.” She ran a finger down the back of Rime’s neck. “Then he’ll kill his family; after all, he failed to kill Bolt, which was part of the agreement. Now his family will die and then he will kill Bolt, too. After that, this poor man will have to go back to Ultimate Max, a tragic story of the misguided idea that a murderer like him could ever be redeemed.” Colombina sighed. “Neo Ranks already has this story ready to go, by the way. They’re quite good in that regard.”

Talon couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You … you monster. Framing Rime for the murder of his own family … that’s stone cold.”

Colombina shrugged. “What do I care? Rime will probably try to tell everyone that I made him do it, but no one will ever believe him, even though he can remember everything that is going on even as we speak.”

“You mean he’s still conscious?” said Talon, looking at Rime in surprise.

“Yes,” said Colombina, nodding. “He will remember everything you and I are saying, as well as everything I will have him do. He won’t have any proof that any of it happened, of course. Everyone will think he is either trying to avoid taking responsibility for his own actions or that he simply lost his frozen little mind. They might even think he has some kind of prejudice against Italian people if he starts ranting about Venetians.”

Talon bit her lower lip. “That’s insane. And evil.”

“But practical, too,” said Colombina. “Just how Mr. Mann likes to conduct his business. He’ll discard anything impractical, anything that gets in the way of his goals. It’s what I like about him.”

“You knew that my friends and I were going to try this,” said Talon. “Why didn’t you kill Rime’s family as soon as you knew that he had failed to kill Bolt?”

“Where’s the fun in that?” said Colombina. “Besides, Rime has anger issues. I liked giving him just a little bit of hope, enough to make him think he could save his family, just so I could rip it out from under his feet right before he succeeds. I can’t wait to hear about him killing himself in prison after everyone in the world has turned against him.”

Talon’s fists shook. She didn’t think of Rime as a particularly close friend, but hearing Colombina talk in such gleeful tones about how she was going to ruin Rime’s life was simply too much. “And what is the point of this chamber? Why does it look like some kind of ancient temple? What is up with that weird stone gateway?”

“Do you really think I’d reveal something as important as that to you?” said Colombina. “All you need to know is that a great storm is about to come upon our world, but Mann will save us. He’s the true hero here, not you or any of your friends.”

“Heroes don’t kidnap innocent families and manipulate good men to do their dirty work,” said Talon.

Colombina shrugged. “Mann is above our ordinary ideas of good and evil, but it doesn’t matter. You won’t live long enough to see the purge; in that respect, you’re quite lucky.”

“Not unless I stop you first,” said Talon. She held up her claws. “I imagine that if I take you out, Rime will be freed from your influence and control.”

“Key word: ‘If,’” said Colombina. “By that, I mean ‘if’ you can survive against Rime.”

Colombina stepped away from Rime and slapped him on the back. Rime held up his hands and two thick, sharp ice swords suddenly appeared in his hands. Then he stepped forward, holding the swords before him with clear intent to kill.

“Don’t worry too much,” said Colombina to Talon. “Rime will dispatch you effectively and then you will be joined by your friends soon enough. Unfortunately, I can’t guarantee that your death won’t be painful.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Stinger whipped his head this way and that, trying to determine which one of the illusions was the real Bauta. But they all looked incredibly realistic; even their tabarros would blow in the wind occasionally. Either Bauta’s illusions were more realistic than illusions normally were or Bauta was just really good at simulating environmental effects on his illusions.

Not that it mattered either way to Stinger. Time was ticking and if he didn’t find the real Bauta quickly, he would not have any time to find out the truth.

“Confused, Stinger?” said one of the Bautas, this one to his left, leaning against an expensive-looking black sedan. “If I may offer a clue, the real me is closer than you think.”

Stinger didn’t respond. He just flew over to that Bauta and slammed one of his stingers against that one’s chest. Unfortunately, his stinger just passed through Bauta’s chest and slammed into the car’s hood, causing Stinger’s hand to burn in pain. He yanked his hand back and cursed, while all of the Bautas chuckled collectively, a disturbing sound amplified by the acoustics of the parking garage and mixed with the car’s alarm going off.

“That clue was a lie, by the way,” said another Bauta, this one sitting in the back of a white pick up truck. “What, did you think I would help you find the real me? Where would be the fun in that?”

Stinger looked around at the Bauta illusions. He was starting to realize that he had no way of knowing which one was the real Bauta. They all looked so alike; the only way to know for sure which one was real was to touch them, but Stinger didn’t have time to hit each one individually. Even if he did, it seemed like more just kept appearing; perhaps Stinger was simply bad at counting, but he was pretty sure that there were a few more Bautas present than there had been a few seconds ago.

Don’t panic, Stinger, Stinger told himself. Think calmly and logically about this. Panicking will only make things worse.

But that still didn’t help him figure out which one was the real one. Add to the knowledge that time was slipping away every second he spent standing there agonizing over what to do and he was starting to wonder if it just made more sense to run than to mess with Bauta.

“You look awfully confused, Stinger,” said one of the Bautas, this one sitting on the trunk of a sedan. “Want another hint?”

“No, thanks,” said Stinger, shaking his head. “I can live without your ‘hints,’ thanks.”

“But you won’t be able to live when I put a bullet through your head in three minutes or so,” said another Bauta, this one leaning against one of the concrete pillars holding up the garage’s roof. “Unless you’ve got a super secret healing factor that you have been hiding from me, that is.”

Stinger’s hands balled into fists. What he wouldn’t give to punch Bauta’s dumb little masked face, but getting angry wasn’t helpful. He flew into the air, or as high as he could given the ceiling of the parking garage, and hovered in the air for a moment, looking down at all of the Bautas, who were in turn looking up at him, though it was less out of fear and more out of amusement. Stinger went back and forth, trying to determine which one was the real Bauta, but flying around didn’t help him much at all. In fact, he started to feel even more confused than before, causing him to land on the ground and look around again.

Come on, Stinger thought. There’s got to be some way I can quickly identify the real Bauta.

It was becoming clear that there was no way that Stinger would be able to identify the real Bauta; indeed, he was starting to suspect that the real Bauta wasn’t here at all, but probably watching from a safe room inside the Mann Building somewhere via a secret camera. That’s what Stinger would do if he had Bauta’s powers, anyway.

If he’s not here, then I don’t need to be here, either, Stinger thought.

Once again, Stinger flew into the air, but this time, he ignored all of the Bautas, who were now watching him in confusion. He zipped through the air back to the rental car, landing expertly beside the car and hopping in before any of the Bautas could stop him. Firing up the engine, Stinger pulled the car out of its parking spot, the roar of the engine drowning out the shouts from the Bautas, and drove it toward the exit. He knew that Talon and Electrica were still inside the Mann Building, but he decided he would come back for them later. Right now, he had to escape Bauta; and if he couldn’t come back later, well, he figured Electrica most likely had an escape plan figured out anyway.

One of the Bautas was unfortunate enough to be standing in the way of the car and Stinger ran over it. The fake Bauta vanished into nothingness as the car passed through it, while Stinger didn’t slow down at all. He was determined not to slow down even if all of the Bautas got in the path of his car; if none of them were real, then he could run over all of them if he wanted and not feel bad about it or ruin the car. And if the real Bauta also put himself in harm’s way and got hit, well, that would solve a lot of Stinger’s problems.

All of a sudden, however, Bauta appeared in the passenger seat. Bauta’s sudden appearance—though he was probably just another illusion—caused Stinger to start. Stinger lost control of the vehicle, which went skirting across the concrete floor of the parking garage uncontrollably for several seconds before Stinger managed to slam his foot on the brake and make it come to a stop before it crashed into one of the other parked cars. Panting, Stinger looked over at the passenger’s seat, but the fake Bauta was gone now.

Of course he’s gone, Stinger thought with a scowl. Well, at least I’m not hurt. Time to—

The sound of a bullet piercing glass caused Stinger to duck. He looked up and saw that a bullet had pierced the windshield, although he realized that the bullet had actually come from the back of the car. He looked past the back seats and saw an identical hole in the back window from which the bullet had entered. Not that he had much time to look, however, because he heard another gun shot and ducked even lower than before as another bullet shot past him.

“Time is up, Stinger,” came Bauta’s voice, which seemed to be coming from everywhere at once. “I must admit that your idea to use your car to escape took me by surprise, but I am good at improvising when the need arises. Now you can either come out and let me shoot you or I will keep firing bullets until I force you out or get lucky and hit you. And I have a lot of bullets, so don’t think you can just wait until I run out.”

Grimly, Stinger took satisfaction in the knowledge that the real Bauta was here after all. Of course, that didn’t help him find the real Bauta, but at least he knew that Bauta was somewhere close by.

He’s got me trapped like a rat, though, Stinger thought, wincing at another bullet, which passed through the head of his seat and sent fluff flying from his seat’s headrest and onto his back. If I leave the car, he’ll shoot me, but if I stay, he’ll still shoot me. It’s a Catch-22.

Biting his lower lip, an idea suddenly came to Stinger’s mind. He risked a glance at the rear view mirror long enough to see at least a dozen Bautas, each one aiming a gun at his car, standing behind the car. He only saw them for a brief moment before lowering his head again, just in time to avoid another bullet. He still didn’t know for sure which one was the real Bauta, but the way he saw it, it had to be one of those dozen, because they were all standing behind the car and the bullets entered the car from the back.

Still keeping his head low, Stinger put both hands firmly on the wheel, changed the car’s drive to reverse, and then slammed his foot on the accelerator. The car immediately zoomed backwards, straight toward the crowd of Bautas who were still aiming their guns at the car. Stinger looked out the rear view mirror, watching as he drew closer and closer to the Bautas, but none of them moved until he was about a yard away from them; then one of the Bautas split off from the rest of the group and ran toward the cars.

Bingo, Stinger thought.

Stinger kicked open the door to the car and jumped out. The car—still speeding backwards at a ridiculous speed—went through the Bautas like they weren’t there and back-ended into another parked car, creating a loud crunch that Stinger totally ignored. He zoomed through the air toward the fleeing Bauta, who was apparently trying to find a hiding spot among the cars.

All of a sudden, however, Bauta whirled around and fired several bullets at Stinger. Stinger dropped out of the air, dodging the bullets easily, landed in the back of a truck and rolled against the tailgate. A bullet struck through the tailgate just then, barely missing his head, but Stinger jumped up and out of the car. He landed on the concrete floor just as Bauta—who now stood between two expensive-looking black cars—aimed his gun at Stinger and tried to fire, but his gun clicked uselessly, as if he was out of bullets.

Knowing that he didn’t have much time left before Bauta put in a new clip, Stinger prepared to fly again, but just before he could take off, he was suddenly surrounded on all sides by dozens, perhaps even hundreds, of Bautas. There were so many that they even clipped through the cars; everywhere he looked, he saw Bauta’s masked face looking at him. Stinger realized that Bauta had created hundreds of identical illusions of himself in order to give himself enough time to refill his gun’s ammunition; a clever move, but one that Stinger was not going to let distract him.

Stinger zipped through the air, going in the general direction in which he had seen Bauta standing moments before. He passed through illusion after illusion, not even wincing as he went through them, because passing through an illusion felt like passing through nothing at all. He soon spotted the real Bauta, who was still clumsily trying to reload his gun, this time with his back to Stinger. Stinger landed behind Bauta and thrust both of his stingers at Bauta’s back.

But at the last second, Bauta whirled around and pointed his now reloaded gun straight at Stinger’s chest. It was too late for Stinger to dodge or move out of the way. Bauta pulled the trigger and a bullet slammed into Stinger’s chest. It was like getting punched by Bolt; although Stinger’s bulletproof suit kept the bullet from piercing his skin, the impact of the bullet still knocked Stinger flat on his back. He gasped, because he had never been shot before, even in the Training Room, and so hadn’t really known what to expect.

Before Stinger could recover, Bauta appeared above him and pointed the gun at his face. “I’m done playing. Rest eternally.”

Bauta pulled the trigger, but Stinger instinctively turned his head to the side. The bullet smashed into the concrete just inches from his face, the sound of lead striking concrete ringing in Stinger’s ears, but he didn’t let that stop him. With a roar, he slammed his right stinger into Bauta’s left leg. Though Stinger wasn’t very strong, the impact of his stinger against Bauta’s left leg nonetheless caused Bauta to stumble to the side and lean against a car for support.

“Ugh,” said Bauta, shaking his head. “You have quick reflexes, I will admit, but it will take more than that to stop me.”

Stinger sat up, rubbing the back of his head. “Nah, I don’t think so.”

Confusion appeared in Bauta’s eyes before realization replaced it. Bauta hastily aimed his gun at Stinger again, but his trigger finger froze. Bauta cursed, but that was the last thing he said before his whole body froze in place. Bauta still held the gun in his hand, but with his whole body frozen, he couldn’t even pull the trigger.

Gasping in pain, feeling hot and sweaty, Stinger rose to his feet, albeit slowly and carefully. His adrenaline was already wearing off; his chest felt like it had been cracked in several different places thanks to the bullet he’d been shot with. Stinger would need to see a doctor at some point; for now, however, he just removed the gun from Bauta’s hands and carefully placed it on the ground. The venom shouldn’t wear off for hours, but Stinger didn’t want to take any chances.

Rubbing his chest, Stinger leaned against another car. He rested for a few seconds, his chest feeling tighter and tighter, but eventually the pain started to subside, allowing him to think more clearly than before.

He looked at Bauta and smirked. “What’s the matter, Bauta? Cat … cat got your tongue?”

Bauta, of course, did not respond, but Stinger thought he saw the deepest loathing and hatred in Bauta’s eyes. Not that Stinger was afraid; after all, Bauta was totally powerless now and couldn’t harm Stinger even if he wanted to.

I should contact Talon and Electrica and see how they’re doing, Stinger thought. Might be worth giving Bolt a call, too, and letting him know that I caught one of the Venetians.

Stinger raised his suit-up watch close to his face, but before he could call anyone, he heard the sound of several sets of footsteps rushing through the parking garage. Wondering who it could be, Stinger looked around just in time to see half a dozen armed security guards rushing down the main pathway between the parked cars. The guards were running like they were desperately trying to get to the scene of a terrible crime before it was committed, but Stinger decided that he would get their attention and let them know that he had apprehended a supervillain.

“Guards!” Stinger shouted, stepping out from between the two cars where he and Bauta had fought, waving both of his arms in order to maximize his visibility. “So glad to see you! I just got finished fighting a really bad supervillain here and—”

“Get down on the ground!” one of the security guards shouted, interrupting Stinger as if he hadn’t been talking at all. “Put your hands behind your head and get down on the ground now!”

Startled, Stinger nonetheless complied with the officer’s orders, remembering what Mecha Knight had taught him and the other Young Neos about obeying security guard orders in these kinds of situations. He placed his hands on the back of his head and got onto his knees on the harsh concrete floor, figuring that once the guards saw Bauta, they would ask him what happened and Stinger would be able to explain just what happened, hopefully without having to go to prison.

But the guards didn’t seem to pay any attention to Bauta whatsoever. They swarmed around Stinger and one of the guards even shoved Stinger to the floor. Shocked by this behavior, Stinger was unable to resist or fight back. He just said, “Hey, what’s the meaning of this? I’m a superhero. I’m with the NHA. I have my Young Neos member card in my pocket.”

“We don’t care,” said the guard who had cuffed him. “And I suggest you keep your mouth shut unless you want a headache.”

“At least tell me why you’re manhandling me,” said Stinger. “I at least have the right to know that, don’t I?”

“You are under arrest for the attempted assassination of John Mann,” said the guard. “Don’t move, don’t resist; not unless you want to spend the car trip to prison unconscious, that is.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Rime slid across the stone floor toward Talon, his ice swords flashing before him. Talon just barely managed to raise her claws up in time to block Rime’s incoming blades; however, the swords hit her claws so hard that Talon was sent staggering backwards. She realized, belatedly, that Rime was much taller and stronger than her, a thought she quickly dispelled as his swords came flying toward her neck.

Talon ducked, narrowly avoiding getting her head cut off, and then slashed at Rime’s wrists, hoping to disarm him. But Rime slid backwards out of her reach, causing Talon’s claws to strike empty air. Over Rime’s shoulder, Talon saw Colombina still standing in the shadows of the nearby hidden entrance, her arms over her chest, her smirk visible even though half-draped in darkness. The sight of that evil woman made Talon want to tear out her throat, but Rime suddenly threw one of his ice swords at Talon.

Talon dropped to the floor, causing the sword to fly over her head and shatter against the stone wall behind her. She rolled to the side and back to her feet, but Rime stomped his foot on the floor and a wave of ice suddenly appeared on the floor. Taken by surprise, Talon nearly lost her balance; she had to lean against one of the support beams of the underground chamber, as the floor was now very slippery. The presence of the frozen floor had also made the temperature in the room drop a temperature or two, causing Talon to shiver.

“Cold, Talon?” said Colombina in a mocking voice. “Perhaps you need a hug from a strong man, like Rime. Hugging is a great way to share heat between bodies; then again, Rime isn’t a very warm person, if you know what I mean.”

Talon smirked. “You think this inconveniences me? You do remember that one of my teammates and training partners is another superhuman with ice powers, right?”

Talon immediately pushed herself off the pillar and skated toward Rime. Rime looked genuinely taken aback by this development, at least until Colombina snapped, “Don’t just stand there and look like an idiot! Kill her!”

Rime immediately swung his sword at Talon, but Talon expertly dodged it. She slashed at Rime’s hand; she didn’t quite take it off, but her claws did tear through his skin, causing him to cry out in pain and drop his sword onto the ground. Talon skated past him, but turned around and came to a stop a dozen feet away from Rime, who was now clutching his bleeding hand like he was trying to stop the bleeding.

Talon was just about to go in for another strike, but then Rime looked at her and his eyes looked almost normal; they were a hazy mix of green and red, as if Colombina’s grip over him was wavering somewhat.

“T-Talon?” said Rime. “Is that you?”

“Rime?” said Talon in surprise. “Are you fighting Colombina’s influence?”

“Colombina?” said Rime. “What do you—argh!”

Rime suddenly grabbed his head, causing Talon to whip her head in Colombina’s direction. The Venetian had raised a hand toward Rime, scowling deeply as if Rime was a naughty dog who had managed to escape its leash.

Pain must be able to break Colombina’s hold over a person, Talon thought. So if I hurt Rime enough—

Her thoughts were interrupted when she noticed Rime had stopped groaning. He stood upright again, his eyes a deep, dark red. Ice appeared around his wounded hand; before Talon’s eyes, Rime’s bloody, wounded hand became cleaner and cleaner until soon it looked completely normal. She looked at Rime again, unable to comprehend what she just saw.

“I … huh?” said Talon. “I didn’t know you had a healing factor.”

“Weren’t you just telling me that you trained with another superhuman with ice powers?” said Colombina. “You made it sound like that you were an expert on ice powers. Perhaps you just have a big mouth for being such a little girl.”

Talon would have responded to that, but Rime chose that moment to rush toward her like a quarterback. Talon just barely managed to spin out of the way of Rime’s rushing body, feeling the cold wind trailing behind him as he rushed past her. She skated to a stop on the other side of the room, watching as Rime also came to a stop and turned around to face her.

Talon prepared herself for another charge from him, but instead, Rime raised his hands and balled them into fists. Without warning, the whole room was suddenly covered in a huge snowstorm; at least, the part of the room in which Talon stood was. The sudden appearance of so much snow made Talon stumble and fall onto her behind onto the hard ice. The wind blew her hair around, while the snow pelted her from every angle. She tried to get back up on her feet, but the constant wind and snow kept knocking her down, not helped by the fact that the floor was as icy as ever.

But then a large form burst out of the snow—Rime—and, grabbing her by the neck, slammed Talon against the wall. The snowstorm abruptly ended, leaving piles of snow everywhere, but it didn’t matter because Talon was now pinned to the wall by a very angry, murderous-looking Rime. Talon tried to raise her claws, but Rime just waved his hand and her hands were bound to the walls by thick bands of ice that she couldn’t break. And with Rime’s cold hand on her neck, Talon also couldn’t breathe, especially when he tightened his grip around her windpipes.

“Yes, Rime, kill the little girl,” said Colombina from somewhere behind Rime. “Show no mercy to the enemies of humanity’s savior.”

Talon tried to speak to Rime, but his grip on her neck was so tight that she couldn’t even grunt. She just stared into his red eyes, hoping that the real Rime might be able to retake control, but she didn’t see anything except Colombina’s evil, corrupting influence over his mind. That was how Talon knew that she was going to die here, and she would die, she realized, without getting to say goodbye to her mom. She wondered, as darkness began tugging at the edges of her vision, what would become of McCullough Fashion and how Mom would react when she found out about her death.

I hope that she doesn’t die on the spot herself, Talon thought, finding it harder and harder to maintain consciousness. Once I’m dead, she won’t have anyone else in the world but herself. She will be … will be totally … alone …

And then, just as Talon resigned to her fate, she smelled ozone in the air a split second before a huge boom rang throughout the room. The boom came with a huge white flash of lightning, briefly blinding Talon and, based on the shocked cry from Colombina, the Venetian as well. Even Rime must have been affected, because she felt his grip tear away from her throat, allowing her to breathe again.

A second later, the flash went away, allowing Talon to see that the room had changed a lot in that split second she had been blinded.

For one, much of the ice was either cracked or melted entirely, leaving wet spots on the floor where thick ice had once been. For another, the temperature in the room had gone back up a few degrees; it wasn’t as warm as it had been before, but it was much warmer than it had been just seconds ago. Rime lay on the floor in front of her, apparently unconscious, while Colombina had covered her eyes and was rubbing them as if they were really itchy.

And there was also someone else in the room, someone who Talon had not expected to see so soon: Electrica, standing in the center of the room underneath some of the lights, in full yellow body suit, her arms crossed in front of her chest, a smile on her face. Electricity sparked off Electrica’s clothes every now and then, but Electrica herself didn’t seem to notice or care.

“Electrica?” said Talon, her voice weaker than normal due to the pressure that Rime had been putting on her throat. “Is that you?”

Electrica looked over at Talon, her eyes sparkling. “You don’t sound very grateful to see me again, kitten. But you shouldn’t be so surprised; after all, I did say I was going to join you again, didn’t I?”

Talon blinked rapidly, unable to believe her luck. “The lobby. What—”

“Had to run as soon as the guards showed up,” said Electrica with a sigh. “I could take them, but I hate fighting security guards, because ever since the last Pokacu invasion, you never know if they’re carrying powerless pellets or normal bullets. Decided to go through the building’s wiring to get down here and see how you were coming along.” She glanced at the unconscious Rime on the floor. “I see it isn’t going exactly according to plan.”

“Rime’s innocent,” Talon quickly said. “He was being mind-controlled by that woman there.”

Electrica frowned and looked over at Colombina, who was still rubbing her eyes. “I see. You’re one of Mann’s lackeys, aren’t you?”

Colombina stopped rubbing her eyes and looked up at Electrica with a mixture of hate and fear. “You. I knew you were here, too, but I didn’t expect you to come to this girl’s help.”

“I may be a supervillain, but that doesn’t mean I just abandon my allies when things get tricky,” said Electrica. She held out a hand. “Now, you probably know why I’m here. I want to speak to John Mann about getting the payment for the Five Fingers that I didn’t get last month.”

Colombina scowled. “Sorry, but Mann doesn’t do business with people who break into his headquarters and set off smoke bombs in his lobby. Even if he did business with you in the past, there’s no way he would pay you now.”

“If that’s true, then Mann isn’t nearly a good a businessman as I thought,” said Electrica. “But if he really won’t pay … well, I’ll just make it more expensive for him not to pay me.”

Electrica raised her hand and sent a small bolt of lightning through the air toward Rime. The bolt struck Rime, but instead of killing him, his eyes flew open and he gasped in pain. He immediately sat up and looked around, saying, “W-Who hit me? Wh-What was t-that for?”

“Good morning to you, too, Rime,” said Electrica. She gestured toward Colombina. “There’s the woman who kidnapped your family and tried to have you murder one of your friends. I recall you mentioning something about how you wanted to tear apart the people who harmed your family or something like that?”

The parts of Colombina’s face that were visible went deathly pale. She raised a hand, clearly attempting to retake control of Rime’s mind, but Electrica shot a small burst of electricity at her, causing Colombina to jerk her now-smoking hand back to her chest. She slumped against the wall, clutching her wrist while groaning in pain.

As for Rime, he had risen back to his feet now. He wasn’t speaking; however, the hatred in his eyes burned as hot as fire. He pointed a finger at Colombina and narrowed his eyes.

Immediately, Colombina began to gasp for air. She clutched her throat, but whatever Rime was doing to her, it was pretty clear that she couldn’t do anything about it. She kept gasping for air, but her skin started to look oddly icy and her movement became slower and awkward until soon she stopped moving entirely. From behind her mask, her eyes looked at Rime with pleading, but Rime showed no mercy toward her whatsoever. Her blue eyes became bluer and bluer, until they were soon covered in ice.

Then Rime lowered his hand, a look of pure disgust on his face.

“Um …” Talon wasn’t sure what to say. “What did you do to her?”

“F-Froze her blood,” said Rime, without looking at Talon. “A p-painful way to die, but she d-deserved it for everything she’s done t-to my family.”

Talon bit her lower lip. She probably should have stopped Rime from killing Colombina, but given how angry Rime clearly was, she decided that she would worry about that later. Besides, if anyone asked, she could always say that he had killed Colombina in self-defense; it technically wasn’t wrong, after all.

But it was yet another reminder of how powerful Rime was. Talon had always thought of Blizzard as one of the most powerful members of the team, but she had never seen Blizzard use her ice powers to freeze someone’s blood inside their body. She wasn’t even sure that Blizzard could do that. She wondered if Blizzard could learn it through trial and effort or if it was an ability exclusive to Rime.

“I’ve never seen someone killed via freezing their blood inside their veins before,” said Electrica. She sounded less disgusted or horrified and more intrigued. “Very unique way to go, I will admit. I just wish that she had not told me that her boss wouldn’t pay me, but at least I now know who to put on my ‘don’t work for again’ list.”

“Yes, that’s nice and all, but can someone let me down?” said Talon. She struggled against the ice clamps on her arms. “Still stuck here.”

Rime waved a hand toward Talon and the ice clamps fell off her arms. Talon quickly raised her arms up and started rubbing her forearms, saying, “Thanks!”

But Rime didn’t seem to be paying her much attention. He was already walking over to the platform upon which his family still lay. He stopped over them, a look of parental worry on his face. “D-Dana? M-Maria? Is that you?”

“It’s them,” said Talon, nodding. “Colombina told me as much, but they’re unconscious.”

Relief flooded over Rime’s face, but he didn’t respond to her. He just summoned a sharp ice saw in his hands and began cutting away at the metal clamps holding down his wife and daughter, moving as quickly as he could with his frozen weapon.

As for Talon, she couldn’t help but glance at Colombina’s corpse. She wasn’t exactly sad about Colombina’s death—after all, that woman had been intending to kill not just her, but her friends, too, and frame Rime for it at the same time—but seeing Colombina’s corpse sitting there like some grotesque puppet did make her stomach crawl. She wondered how Colombina’s frozen blood would affect her body once it started to decompose; would her frozen blood preserve her body like some kind of freaky mummy?

Talon’s morbid thoughts were interrupted when Electrica stepped next to her and said, “This is a weird place. I’ve always known that Mann had … eccentric tastes, but this is just strange.”

Shaking her head, Talon looked around the room as well. “Yes, it is weird. It looks like some kind of ancient temple, but I’m not well versed enough in ancient history to be able to identify it. Shell probably could, or maybe Treehugger. They’re both pretty nerdy like that.”

“Some of it looks familiar, though,” said Electrica, folding her arms across her chest. “I feel like I’ve seen it somewhere before … almost like a distant memory in the back of my head or maybe genetic memory of something that happened a long time ago.”

Talon looked at Electrica skeptically. “Genetic memory? Are you serious?”

“Just a thought, kitten,” said Electrica. She scratched the back of her head. “Still, it feels very familiar, like I’m finally where I am supposed to be. Don’t you feel the same?”

Talon was about to say no, she didn’t, but when she looked at the strange carvings and hieroglyphs on the walls, she suddenly understood what Electrica was talking about. Even though Talon was certain that she had never entered such a place in her whole life, it did feel familiar, but in a very primal way. It was just like Electrica said; she felt like she had finally come home, as if she had been on a long journey that had finally come to its welcomed end.

Must just be my nerves, Talon thought. The stress from nearly being murdered by Rime is going away and I’m probably just starting to calm down. That makes sense.

But, of course, Talon knew that that explanation was unsatisfactory. Whatever Mann had built here, it resonated with her in a way that no other place had. She wondered if this was how some people felt in church, as if they were in a holy place where they could finally find the peace and fulfillment that their souls struggled for so deeply.

I hate thinking about this stuff, Talon thought, shaking her head. It’s so silly. I’ll let Shell and Treehugger think about it.

“Anyway,” said Talon, causing Electrica to look at her, “after Rime frees his wife and daughter, I think we should leave. Can we go through the lobby?”

Electrica laughed. “Of course not. The place is crawling with guards by now. Besides, I don’t want all of us to get caught on camera by Mann’s security. That would be a tad awkward, wouldn’t you say?”

“By ‘awkward,’ you mean we’d probably all get arrested, right?” said Talon. “And possibly even go to jail.”

“That, but ‘awkward’ is still my preferred term,” said Electrica.

“Then how are we going to get out of here?” said Talon. “If we can’t leave through the main lobby and get to the parking garage where Stinger is, how can we get out of here?”

“Easy,” said Electrica. She gestured at the open doorway in which Colombina’s corpse lay. “If Colombina and Rime came from that direction, then that is probably a secret underground tunnel that will lead us back into the city. Once we get out of here, we can call Chris and have him meet us in the car wherever we end up.”

“That makes sense,” said Talon, nodding. “I do wonder where this tunnel will lead us, though. It’s so dark that I can’t even see down it.”

“It is probably safe,” said Electrica. “I doubt Mann would build an unsafe secret tunnel in his own headquarters, after all. That would be rather counterproductive.”

Talon nodded again, but now she was thinking about Stinger. “I wonder how Stinger is doing back in the parking garage. You don’t think he’s in danger or anything, do you?”

“He shouldn’t be,” said Electrica. “Remember, he’s supposed to stay in the car until we get back.”

“Yes, but things don’t always work according to plan,” said Talon. She glanced at her suit-up watch, which had ‘NO SIGNAL’ displayed on its screen, and sighed. “I can’t even call him from down here. Must be some sort of signal jamming device in here or something.”

“No doubt,” said Electrica. “But don’t worry, kitten. I imagine it won’t be much longer before we’re out of here. And by the time Mann finds out that we killed one of his Venetians and messed up his plans, all of us will be long gone.”

“Yes, I suppose you have a point,” said Talon, cringing slightly at the sound of Rime’s saw tearing apart the clamps on his wife’s body before Rime moved on to the clamps on his daughter. “But I doubt Mann will leave us alone after this. He’ll probably try to strike back at us harder than ever.”

“He won’t be able to find me and my kids,” said Electrica. “My base is quite well hidden. I’m not afraid of his retaliation; besides, I’ve pissed off far worse men than him before and survived. Angering one more selfish billionaire won’t hurt me.”

Talon thought that Electrica seemed too confident, given just how powerful Mann was, but she supposed that Electrica had the experience necessary to have earned such confidence. Talon, however, had not, at least not yet, though she thought that the NHA would protect her from anything Mann might try to do to her.

Finally, Rime snapped the clamps off his daughter. He immediately went back over to his wife and started shaking her, saying, “Dana, w-wake up. Dana, can y-you hear me?”

At first, it looked like Dana was not going to wake up at all, as if she had fallen into a deep coma from which she would never recover. But she stirred slightly and then, a second later, her eyes flickered open. She moaned and rubbed her forehead before she looked at Rime with confusion. “Peter, is that you?”

His real name is Peter? Talon thought. Huh. Now that I think about it, he never did tell us what his real name was.

Rime, on the other hand, had broken into a smile as soon as Dana had spoken. He grabbed her hand and held it tightly. “Y-Yes, my love, it’s me. Are y-you hurt? C-Can you walk?”

Dana nodded slightly before clutching her forehead again. “Yes, aside from my head. I have a huge headache, but I think it will go away eventually.” She looked around in confusion at the strange room in which they all stood. “What is this place? Where am I?” She suddenly looked at Rime again. “Martha—”

“She’s s-safe,” said Rime, stepping aside briefly to let Dana see the teenage girl lying on the opposite table. “I think she’s in the same c-condition as you.”

Dana sighed in relief. “Oh, good. I was worried for a second there that she might be in danger.”

“We’ll all be in danger soon enough if we don’t get out of here quickly,” said Electrica.

Dana raised her head just enough to see Talon and Electrica. “Peter, who are those two? I don’t recognize them.”

“A-Allies,” said Rime. “They h-helped me save you and Martha. You can t-trust them.”

“But what about that other woman?” said Dana. She shuddered. “The masked one, the one who kidnapped us.”

“She’s d-dead,” said Rime. “You don’t have to w-worry about her anymore. She won’t c-come after you or Martha ever a-again.” Rime tightened his grip on her hand. “N-Now, let’s get you and Martha out of here. Colombina m-may be dead, but this place is still unsafe for us to b-be.”

Martha nodded. Rime helped her sit up, while Talon began making her way toward the secret entrance that Colombina had revealed. She was going to scout ahead, just to make sure there weren’t any secret traps in there that might cause them trouble.

But before Talon could enter, the secret exit suddenly slammed shut, nearly catching her foot in the door if she had not pulled it out of the way in time. Talon jumped backwards, her claws popping out of her wrists instinctively, while Electrica said, “What happened? Did you do that?”

Talon shook her head. “No. I was just going to go scout ahead to make sure the path was safe, but then the door just closed all on its own.”

“Uh oh,” said Electrica. She looked up at the ceiling. “Mann must know we’re here. And he doesn’t want us to escape.”

“What’s he going to do to us?” said Talon, turning around to face Electrica. “Send some men down here to kill us? Or maybe just leave us trapped down here without air forever?”

“I don’t know,” said Electrica, “but whatever it is, it won’t be any—”

Electrica was interrupted by a low whirring sound, like a computer turning on, but Talon couldn’t see any computers in the room. She, Talon, Rime, and Dana looked around in alarm, trying to locate the source of the sound, but it took Talon a moment to realize that it was coming from the portal that Dana and Martha had been placed in front of.

Before Talon’s startled eyes, a small, pinkish blue circle appeared in the center of the portal. The circle grew larger and larger, the whirring sound increasing as the circle increased in size and width. The portal began to crackle with electricity, even sending out tiny sparks and bolts from within, but by this time, Rime had moved both Dana and Martha off the platform and toward the center of the room, where Talon and Electrica still stood. Talon and Electrica just stood there, staring at the crackling portal with deep unease, while Rime put Dana and Martha behind them and told them to stay put while he joined Talon and Electrica.

“What is that portal?” said Talon. She glanced at Electrica. “Ever seen anything like it?”

“No, but I have a feeling that whatever is going to come out of that portal is not going to be friendly,” said Electrica.

Then something began to stir within the portal. It was difficult to make out its form at first, but gradually, a form and a shape began to appear from within the portal.

And when Talon finally saw what it was, she couldn’t help but scream.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Stinger sat on the concrete floor of the parking garage, his arms cuffed together behind his back. Unlike Bolt or White, Stinger lacked the super strength necessary to break his handcuffs, so all he could do was sit there, the back of his head aching from where one of the guards had hit it, hoping against hope that Talon and Electrica were on their way and would be able to save him, because right now, he couldn’t save himself.

But Stinger hadn’t heard from either Talon or Electrica since they went into the Mann Building, and he was starting to fear that they must have run into their own issues that were preventing them from escaping. Maybe they had been caught like him; or worse, murdered in cold blood by one of Mann’s agents, perhaps even by one of the Venetians. He would have tried to call them, but with his hands cuffed together in such a way that he couldn’t reach his suit-up watch or earcom, he couldn’t contact anyone, much less Talon or Electrica.

For that matter, Stinger would have been happy to see anyone at this point. After being arrested by the guards, the guards sat him up against one of the nearby cars, a red pickup truck that looked more expensive than Stinger’s costume. One of the guards—a muscular, intimidating-looking black man who seemed to be itching to shoot Stinger—stood guard over Stinger, while the other guards were helping Bauta. Stinger didn’t understand that at all; he had tried to explain to them that Bauta was a supervillain, but the guard nearest him had slapped him in the face and told him to shut up. Given how the guard had slapped Stinger in the face with a gun which, based on its weight, was clearly loaded, Stinger decided to keep his mouth shut.

So Stinger watched as the other guards went to work trying to help Bauta, who was still paralyzed by Stinger’s venom. The guards kept referring to him as ‘Mr. Winter’ and none of them even mentioned Bauta’s weird mask or tabarro. It was almost as if they couldn’t see it, which puzzled Stinger until he remembered that his paralyzing venom only paralyzed a person’s ability to move. It did not, however, negate a superhuman’s powers; usually, it didn’t need to, because most superhumans found it impractical to use their powers when they were lying on the ground as stiff as a board.

Thus, Stinger concluded that Bauta was probably using his illusion powers to make himself look like his real identity, Henry Winter, which was why none of the guards noticed anything out of the ordinary in his appearance. And, although Bauta still couldn’t talk, Stinger could guess that once he was able to speak, Bauta would spin some kind of tale about how he was just on his way to work when Stinger attacked him unprovoked and attempted to rob him. He’d probably even come up with some way to explain the damaged rental car; Bauta seemed like the kind of guy who could lie quite well if necessary.

The guards are probably already starting to come to that conclusion on their own, Stinger thought, scowling as he tugged fruitlessly at his cuffs. Once Bauta is able to tell them about it, it will be all over for me.

Stinger still didn’t know who called the guards, but he figured that it must have been John Mann; perhaps Mann was watching the fight from a secret camera and had called the guards as soon as he realized Bauta would lose.

No doubt the guards will hand me over to the police, Stinger thought. Mecha Knight is going to be so pissed when he finds out that I got arrested. Wonder if the NHA will bail me out.

Stinger shook his head. He couldn’t afford to think about such things right now. On the other hand, if he tried to escape, the guards would use even worse force to keep him down, perhaps even shoot him. It was a pretty sorry situation to be in, all things considered, one that Stinger didn’t see any easy way out of.

Suddenly, one of the guards broke away from the others (who were still tending to Bauta as if he was a poor little victim) and walked over to Stinger and his guard. The first guard stopped by the second guard and spoke to him briefly in a tone that was too low for Stinger to catch. The second guard nodded once and walked a little further away, while the first guard walked up to Stinger and then stopped in front of him. This guard was a white guy who, while thinner than the guard, looked every bit as intimidating and dangerous as his larger fellow officer. His eyes, in particular, were an intense shade of brown and there was a certain way he held himself, as if he believed that he was better than Stinger.

“So,” said the guard, his hands on his belt buckle, “you are one of the Young Neos, right? Stinger, I think your name is?”

Stinger blinked in surprise. “Yeah, how did you know? I haven’t told you my name.”

“Got a kid who is a big fan of you and your friends,” said the guard. “Eight-years-old, says he wants to be a superhero when he grows up. Unfortunately, he doesn’t have a superpower, so I told him he could be a police officer instead. Told him it was kind of like being a superhero, except you don’t wear a mask. He thought it sounded boring.”

Stinger eyed the officer warily. The guard seemed like an ordinary father, but it felt like a front, as if the guard was acting friendly for a ulterior motive. “Well, there’s still time for him to develop powers of his own. Don’t know what they might be, but—”

“Nah, I doubt it,” said the guard. “I don’t have any superhumans in my family. The chances of him becoming a superhuman are nil. Trust me, I know.”

Stinger nodded. “All right, but why did you arrest me? I haven’t tried to kill anyone, much less John Mann. I mean, if you know who I am, then you know that I’m a superhero. Superheroes don’t assassinate billionaire businessmen; well, unless those businessmen are really evil, but even then—”

“You talk a lot, you know that?” the guard interrupted. He leaned over slightly, his expression becoming far more hostile. “Listen, kid, my friends and I are just security for the Mann Building and we do whatever our boss, Mann, tells us to do.”

Stinger gritted his teeth. “Yeah, I guessed, based on your uniforms.”

“And we haven’t told anyone we caught you,” said the guard. He got down on one knee so that his eyes were level with Stinger’s. “See, the Mann Building’s security system informed us that of a battle between you and Mr. Winter here in the parking garage. Since Mr. Mann is trying to keep the link between him and the Venetians a secret, he sent us to back up Mr. Winter and help him kill you if necessary.”

Stinger gulped. “You aren’t going to hand me over to the police, then?”

“Oh, we’ll make sure the police find you, all right, but it will just be your costume and maybe parts of your body,” said the guard. He grinned. “There will be an investigation, but no one will be able to prove that Mann had anything to do with it. Your death will simply be a tragic end for such a promising young man … and an implicit warning, of course, to any other super idiots who might try to get in the way of Mann’s plans.”

“What are Mann’s plans?” said Stinger. “Can you at least tell me that?”

“Sorry, I can’t,” said the guard, shaking his head. “Literally can’t, because I don’t know what they are myself. All I know is that it is my job to make sure that people like you don’t interfere with them. Mr. Mann has made it very clear what he wants done to people like you.”

“Then why haven’t you killed me yet?” said Stinger. He looked to the left and to the right and then back at the guard. “No one’s around except your friends and they definitely won’t rat you out.”

“Because, kid, this is the worst place to kill you,” said the guard, gesturing around at the garage around them. “Your blood would get everywhere, which would be hard to clean, and then we’d also have to drag your body out of here. You don’t look like you weigh a whole lot, but I imagine you’re heavier than you look. We’ll take you to a special place underneath the Mann Building where we will be able to kill you without interruptions or worry about leaving clues.”

“What about Bauta?” said Stinger. “What are you going to do with him?”

“Move him to a place he can be safe until that venom you injected into his body wears off,” said the guard. He shook his head. “Pretty disappointing that he lost to a kid like you, but I’m sure that Mr. Winter will do better next time. Well, I guess there won’t technically be a next time, seeing as you’ll be dead, but it’s the thought that counts, right?”

“The NHA will—”

“Look for you, sure, but won’t find you,” said the guard. “And, of course, they can’t just go around accusing Mr. Mann of killing you, not unless they want to explain why you and your friends were working with a supervillain to break into the Mann Building and create a smoke bomb that scared a lot of people. Sure would be … inconvenient for the NHA if that news were to leak out to the media, eh?”

Stinger bit his lower lip, but he had no response to what the guard said. It wasn’t that he agreed with it; it was just that he realized that Mann, once again, had him and the others in his grasp. It was a helpful reminder to Stinger about just how devious Mann was. If Stinger somehow survived all of this, he was going to make sure not to underestimate Mann again.

“Now, then,” said the guard as he stood up again. “I’m done talking with you. Me and the boys will drag you down into the secret room, where we’ll make you tell us anything important you might know and then kill you.”

“What about Talon and Electrica?” said Stinger. “Where are they?”

The guard smirked. “Don’t know, but based on what I heard from Mann, I doubt they’re in any better shape than you. Might be even worse, considering who they’re going up against, but either way, this little mission to save that guy’s family can be officially considered a fail—”

The guard was cut off by a red and black blur shooting across the parking garage toward him. The guard had just enough time to look in the direction from which the blur came before it knocked him flat onto the ground. The other guards immediately drew their guns, but they didn’t even get a chance to aim and fire their weapons before the red and black blur took them down one by one until, in less than a minute, all six guards lay unconscious on the floor of the parking garage, while Bauta’s paralyzed form was still leaning helplessly against a blue suburban.

Stinger didn’t know what had happened at first until the red and black blur stopped in front of him, causing Stinger to say, “Bolt? Is that really you?”

It was. Bolt stood before him with his hands on his hips, but he looked extremely worried. “Yeah, it’s me. Looks like I got here just in the nick of time. These guys don’t look like your average security guards.”

“They were planning to kill me so I wouldn’t call for help,” said Stinger. “But what are you doing here? I thought you and Rime were waiting in that cafe out in the street in case we needed backup.”

“Yeah, about that …” Bolt scratched the back of his neck. “Rime is missing. He went to the bathroom, but when he didn’t return, I went to check on him, but couldn’t find him anywhere.”

“He disappeared?” said Stinger. “That’s weird. Do you think he got captured by the Venetians?”

“Seems unlikely, but I don’t know,” said Bolt with a shrug. “I tried contacting Talon, but for some reason my watch told me that it couldn’t connect. So I tried to contact you, but same message. I think there’s a signal jamming device inside this place.”

“Yes, there is,” said Stinger. “Is that why you came here? To see if we were okay?”

Bolt nodded. “Yeah. I thought it was suspicious that my watch couldn’t connect with yours, so I came here just to make sure you guys were okay. By the way, how is Talon and Electrica’s mission going?”

“I have no idea,” said Stinger, shaking his head. He gestured at the unconscious guard lying before him. “This guy said they were probably going to be in even worse condition than me, but I don’t know what that means or where they are. They might still be alive, but they might also be dead. Just don’t know.”

“That’s not good,” said Bolt. He looked over his shoulder at Bauta. “At least you got one of the Venetians. Which one is this, by the way? I’ve never seen him before.”

“He calls himself Bauta, but his real name is Henry Winter and he can make illusions,” said Stinger. “Anyway, could you break these cuffs? They’re really uncomfortable and make it difficult for me to get up and move.”

Bolt reached down around Stinger and tore the cuffs off his wrists. Stinger immediately stood up, rubbing his wrists and stretching his arms and wings. “Thanks.”

“No problem,” said Bolt. “Now, I think we should try to find Talon and Electrica. With Rime’s disappearance, I—”

A shout interrupted Bolt, causing Stinger and him to look down the parking garage in time to see yet another set of guards—each one armed with deadly-looking guns—running toward Stinger and Bolt with their guns before them. There were seven guards in all, but the way they ran so closely together made their group look much bigger than it actually was.

“Uh oh,” said Stinger with a gulp. “Looks like backup.”

“Who cares?” said Bolt, getting into a running position. “I can take them all out easy.”

Before Bolt could take them out, however, one of the guards fired at them. Instead of firing a bullet, however, his gun shot what looked like a mini canister, though it flew so fast that Stinger couldn’t tell for sure what it was. He and Bolt just ducked, causing the projectile to fly harmlessly over their heads and explode against the floor behind them, unleashing a small cloud of yellow gas that Stinger recognized.

“Uh oh,” said Stinger. He looked at Bolt. “Powerless gas.”

“Damn it,” said Bolt. “Okay, we’re running. No way am I risking a fight against anyone who uses powerless gas. Not worth it.”

“What about Talon and Electrica, though?” said Stinger, glancing toward the parking garage’s exit. “Shouldn’t we try to find them?”

Bolt shook his head. “Not if that means dealing with these guards. We’ll just have to trust that they’ll be able to get out of here on their own, hopefully with Rime’s family in tow. Now, come on. Those guards will be here in seconds.”

Before Stinger could object, Bolt grabbed him and zoomed back toward the parking garage’s exit. Stinger heard the guards shouting and shooting behind them, but they were going too fast for him to look back. He felt relieved that they were leaving this place, but at the same time, he also felt extremely guilty, because he felt like they were abandoning Talon and Electrica to whatever traps that Mann may have laid for them.

I just hope that Bolt is right and they’ll be able to save themselves, Stinger thought as he and Bolt rushed out of the parking garage and made their way back into the city itself. Otherwise, I have a feeling that this mission is not going to end well at all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

The thing which emerged from the portal looked like no creature from Earth. It was vaguely humanoid, but it looked like no human that Talon had ever seen. Bony, insect-like wings rose from its back, while jagged teeth as sharp as daggers were exposed between its flabby lips. It had tufts of greasy hair on its chest, while its face was like a squid’s, except with two black eyes that looked disturbingly intelligent. It had long, thin claws on its fingers and it was quite tall, tall enough to brush the top of its head against the ceiling of the room. It wore no clothing, but somehow Talon could tell that it was not just some dumb beast. It looked especially menacing with the portal crackling behind it, making its brownish skin look like a living creature independent of the monster itself.

“What is that thing?” said Talon. She put a hand over her mouth. “Where did it even come from?”

“No idea,” said Electrica. She didn’t sound nearly as afraid as Talon, although Talon noticed Electrica’s hands shaking anyway. “It looks like one of the carvings on the pillars, though.”

Talon looked at one of the pillars nearby and saw that Electrica was correct. One of the carvings depicted a creature that looked almost exactly like the one standing before them. It also depicted some humans throwing what appeared to be spears at it, but Talon didn’t spend too much time looking at the carving, because the creature was most likely going to attack them any second now. Right now, it appeared to be scanning the room, as if trying to gain its bearings, but Talon had no doubt that once it figured out where it was, it would attack them and maybe make its way to the surface to harm more people.

“I-I’ll kill it,” said Rime, holding up his hands, which had icy gas rising from his palms. “F-Freeze it solid before i-it can harm us.”

Rime stretched his arms out toward the creature before either Talon or Electrica could stop him. Ice began to appear on the creature’s body, starting from the chest and extending across the rest of its body. The creature looked down at the ice spreading over its body, but it didn’t look particularly afraid or even angry. It seemed more curious, as if it had never seen ice before in its life and was trying to figure out what it was. Indeed, despite the creature’s frightening appearance, it looked almost docile, more like a cow or an elephant than a bear in its temperament.

But then the creature let out an inhumanly low growl and suddenly roared. Its roar was as loud as a bomb’s explosion; inside the enclosed room, it was even louder than it normally was. The ice spreading around its body shattered like glass, while Talon and the others were all knocked down onto the floor from the impact of the roar. Talon bumped her head against the floor, making her head spin before she shook her head and looked up at the creature again. It still stood in front of the portal, but now it was looking at her and the others as if it had finally realized how much of a threat they were to it. It didn’t move, but Talon had no doubt that that was only because the creature was not used to moving on Earth.

“What was that?” said Electrica, sitting up and rubbing her ears. “I’ve never heard anything scream that loudly before.”

“T-That w-wasn’t a normal scream,” said Rime, who was propping himself up on his elbows. “I n-need to get my f-family out of here before it kills us.”

“How?” said Dana. She and Martha were lying on the floor, too, but they were already recovering from the creature’s scream like Talon, Electrica, and Rime. “The secret entrance is closed and going up the elevator would just take us to the lobby where the police are.”

“Well, you t-two can’t protect y-yourselves,” said Rime. “It would be b-better to get you two out of h-here than to stay here and protect both of y-you while fighting this m-monster at the same time.”

“Rime, take your family to the back of the room,” said Talon as she rose to her feet. “Electrica and I will distract the monster. Perhaps you can try to force the secret exit open while we distract the beast.”

“Good plan,” said Electrica, who was also getting back to her feet, though more slowly than Talon, probably because she was older than her and didn’t take those kinds of attacks as well as she used to. “But I’m not sure how long kitten and I will be able to distract this monster. One more roar like that and I think I’ll be down for the count.”

“That’s why we shouldn’t waste any time in killing the bastard,” said Talon. “Whatever it is, it has no right being here, so we have every right to take it out, especially if it tries to harm us again.”

“Okay,” said Rime. “Y-You two do that, b-but I’ll come back and h-help if necessary.”

“All right,” said Talon. “Let’s do this!”

Talon and Electrica ran toward the creature, while Rime and his family went over to the secret entrance in an attempt to open it. The creature apparently decided to move as well, because it began walking toward Talon and Electrica, albeit slowly, like it was moving underwater. That made Talon wonder briefly if the creature was from some world where the physics worked differently than they did here, but she ignored such speculations for now in order to focus on taking down the creature.

As Talon was quicker than Electrica, she reached the creature first. She slashed at its shins with her claws, but to her surprise, her claws just bounced off the creature’s skin like steel. The creature responded by kicking her in the side, the blow knocking her down flat on the ground. The creature, despite its thinness, had hit surprisingly hard, leaving a huge bruise on her stomach that made it hard for her to think or focus on anything else. She wasn’t dead, nor unconscious, but she was now starting to think that a different set of tactics was in order.

But then Talon’s thoughts were interrupted by a loud thunder sound behind her and a lightning bolt—courtesy of Electrica—struck the creature in the chest with a loud boom. The creature staggered backwards, its chest burning and smoking, but the creature didn’t die or fall down; however, it did look down at the smoking black spot on its chest where it had been hit and gingerly touched it as if to inspect the damage.

Talon looked over her shoulder to see Electrica standing not far away, her hands crackling with electricity. Sensing that Electrica was going to fire another lightning bolt, Talon rolled to the side and onto her feet. She backed away, putting as much distance between her and the creature as possible just as Electrica fired another lightning bolt at the creature.

This time, however, the creature opened it mouth and swallowed the lightning bolt whole. The creature quickly closed its mouth and, for a moment, its whole body and skin shone with yellow light before the glow faded away, leaving the creature to look pretty much exactly the same way it had before it had swallowed the lightning bolt. Yet there was something about the way in which the creature stood that made Talon feel uneasy; the creature’s eyes were wider and it looked like it was more awake, as if the lightning bolt had given it an extra bit of energy, like a cup of coffee in the morning.

Electrica, on the other hand, didn’t miss a beat. She just hurled another lightning bolt at the creature, but then the creature vanished, causing the lightning bolt to disappear into the portal behind it. Talon looked around, trying to see if she could spot the creature, which she at first thought was invisible until she heard a whistling sound and realized that the creature was just moving extremely fast.

Before Talon could share that realization with Electrica, however, the creature appeared behind her and slashed at Electrica’s back. Electrica managed to jump forward, but the claws still slashed through her suit, causing her to cry out in pain as she fell to the floor, her back now horribly bloodied and cut up. Electrica herself was still alive, still breathing, but it was pretty clear that she was in too much pain to get up or defend herself.

The creature, on the other hand, remained standing above her. It raised its claws, no doubt to deal the killing blow, but Talon rushed over. She jumped over the fallen Electrica and raised her claws just as the creature brought its own claws down on her.

The creature’s claws landed on Talon’s like a boulder. Talon almost fell to her knees, but she managed to gather enough strength to hold back the creature’s claws. Up close, the creature’s face was even more disgusting than ever; its greasy hair was dripping some foul-looking liquid, while its eyes stared down at Talon with what might have been surprise. Perhaps it was surprised that such a small human was able to hold back against it; not that that would last very long, though, because Talon could already feel her arms starting to weaken. She would have to let go eventually, and once she did, both she and Electrica would be cut to ribbons by this creature’s blade-like claws.

Must … push … back, Talon thought. Must … not … let … it … win!

But just before Talon’s claws let out, the creature suddenly vanished again with a whirl of wind. Talon accidentally staggered forward, but quickly regained her balance and looked around the chamber for the creature. She saw Rime and his family still trying to open the secret entrance (and not having much luck, by the look of it), but the creature itself was nowhere to be seen until another burst of wind went by her, sending her ponytail fluttering, and she whirled around just in time to see another claw coming her way.

Talon immediately ducked. The claw only managed to cut off a bit of her hair that went up when she went down, but otherwise she managed to avoid getting hurt by it. She looked up at the creature, which was now clearly glaring down at her like it was getting tired of trying to kill her. She understood, given how she was getting tired of almost being killed by it, but she had no idea how to beat it until she glanced at the still-open portal between its legs and an idea came to her. She ran between the creature’s legs, just barely avoiding its swinging claws, forcing the creature to turn around and run after her, but Talon managed to stay ahead of it. It seemed like the creature was not using its super speed, but that was fine by Talon, because she couldn’t let the creature capture her before it was too late.

Talon mounted the steps onto the platform two at a time and had to jump to reach the platform upon which the glowing portal stood. She glanced over her shoulder just in time to see the creature right behind her, but she didn’t stand around waiting for it. She ran toward the portal, but stopped mere inches away from its surface and turned around to face the creature.

The creature towered over her, its claws flashing before it. It didn’t seem to understand what she was trying to do, but Talon knew it would only be a matter of time before the creature realized what her plan was. The creature did not seem very smart, but it was hard to guess its intelligence level, given how it couldn’t talk. It eyed her carefully, however, as if it was trying to decide how it was going to hit her without also falling into the portal.

“Come on, you dumb beast,” said Talon, waving her claws at the creature in as threatening a manner as possible. “What are you waiting for? Afraid of a little girl? For such a big, bad monster, you sure do seem easily skittish.”

The creature raised its claws, but Talon immediately shouted, “Rime! Do it!”

Rime, much to her relief, seemed to understand what she meant. He stopped trying to open the door and waved his hands at the creature. The floor under the creature suddenly became covered in ice just as the creature slashed at Talon. Talon leaped out of the way to the side, however, causing the creature’s claws to miss her. The momentum of the creature’s claws caused the creature to stagger forward suddenly and go sliding across the icy floor to the very portal from which it had emerged.

The creature let out a growl of surprise, but it was unable to stop itself from vanishing into the portal. It was an instant transition; one moment the creature was in their world, the next it was back where it had come from, although the portal itself still remained active. Talon had no idea how to shut off the portal, but she decided that it didn’t matter, because she needed to check on Electrica, who was still lying on the floor looking almost dead.

Sighing in relief, Talon turned to look at Rime and shouted, “Good job, Rime! Now let’s get out of here before that creature gets back!

Rime nodded and gave her the thumbs up, but then his eyes widened in horror and he shouted, “B-Behind you!”

Talon whirled around just in time to see the creature’s claws emerge from the portal and clasp on either side of the portal’s gateway. The creature’s head emerged from the portal, looking down at her with its black eyes. Talon met the creature’s gaze and froze. She didn’t know why she didn’t run or flee; she just couldn’t help but stare up at the creature. She felt like she was looking into the gaze of a being far more intelligent than she first thought. It was like the creature was trying to communicate with her, but she didn’t understand what that—

Instantly, Talon felt something hit her mind like a boulder. She cried out in pain and stumbled onto her behind, grasping her now-aching head with both hands. Images flashed through her mind of things she didn’t understand—an ancient underground city, strange beings in cloaks seated at the controls of what looked like spaceships, bizarre spaceships traveling through the deep void of space—and she wanted to cry out, but she couldn’t utter a word. She did manage to look up at the creature again, which was now raising it claws again like it was going to finish her off.

At the last second, a lightning bolt—this one stronger than any before—came out of nowhere and slammed directly into the creature’s face. The creature actually roared in pain and lost its grip on the gateway, causing it to vanish back into the portal once more. At the same time, thick ice began to form on the surface of the gateway, until soon the gateway was covered in thick sheets of ice.

A second later, the ice tightened and the gateway completely shattered. The portal abruptly shut off as chunks of ice and stone fell to the floor. A few fell near Talon, but she was far enough away to avoid getting hit by the worst of the debris. Still, Talon stared up at the spot where the gateway had once stood, her chest heaving up and down as she realized just how close she had come to dying.

Then Talon heard movement behind her and looked over her shoulder. Electrica was standing up again, one hand out, but she looked awful. Her back was still bloody from where the creature had slashed her and she looked very pale, as if she was about to fall unconscious any second now. Rime still stood near his family, his hands out, but he lowered his hands and went back to work on opening the secret passageway out of here.

“Electrica?” said Talon in surprise. “I thought you were dead.”

“Going to take more than that to kill … to kill me,” said Electrica, her voice somewhat breathless. She put her hands on her knees and shuddered. “Good riddance, I say.”

Electrica suddenly stumbled forward, but Talon jumped back to her feet and reached Electrica just in time to catch her before she could fall face first onto the floor. “Hold on. This isn’t the place to fall unconscious. We need to get you out of here before Mann sends anyone else down here to check on us.”

Electrica nodded, but she looked a little surprised nonetheless. “Not going to abandon me, kitten? Guess you’ve taken a liking to me, eh?”

Talon scowled. “The only reason I’m saving you is because you are my friend’s mom, so don’t push your luck.”

Electrica looked like she was going to say something else about that, but a sudden shout of triumph from Rime caused both Talon and Electrica to look over at Rime. He had somehow manage to form a thin sheet of ice between the secret door and the wall and he was expanding it, forcing the door open inch by inch while his family stood by watching him do it anxiously. It wasn’t long before he had forced the door open wide enough for all of them to enter, but as soon as the door was open entirely, Talon saw a disturbing sight: The corpse of Colombina was gone.

“Where did her body go?” said Martha, rubbing her hands together anxiously. “Wasn’t it left in there when the door closed the first time? It didn’t just get up and leave on its own, did it?”

“I d-don’t know,” said Rime. “B-But we h-have no choice but to go through here if we w-want to get out with our fr-freedom intact. I’ll l-lead the way. Come on.”

Rime entered the dark entrance, with Martha and Dana following closely behind. Talon, with Electrica leaning on her for support, also followed, despite her own reservations about it. The irrational part of Talon was worried that Colombina had somehow become a zombie and was waiting for them somewhere within the secret tunnel that would take them back to the city, but Talon ignored that thought. She needed to focus on getting out of here and also finding medical aid for Electrica. She would worry about what happened to Colombina’s body later, after she was safe and sound on Hero Island with everyone else.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Two days later …

 

Stinger sat in the hallway outside of Mecha Knight’s office, his arms hanging by his sides. He was tired, as it was pretty early in the morning, but he had received a message from Mecha Knight summoning him to his office as soon as possible. Stinger was also hungry, too; he had grabbed a banana on his way out of the House, but it had only sated his hunger for a little while and now he was hungrier than ever. Bolt had told him that they would save some of the bacon and eggs for him when he got back, but Stinger wished that he could have eaten before he left. But Mecha Knight’s message had seemed urgent and he didn’t want to delay, especially since he had the feeling that Mecha Knight had something important to tell him, though what, he didn’t know.

He probably wants me to give him an update on Rime, Stinger thought. He did have me spy on him, after all, to make sure that he wasn’t tricking us.

Thinking of Rime, Stinger could not help but also think about the events of the last two days. After he and Bolt escaped Mann’s guards, the two of them had returned to the cafe where Bolt and Rime had been before Stinger had received a message from Talon telling him that she, Rime, and Electrica were inside a building on the next block. When Bolt and Stinger arrived, they discovered that Electrica had a bloody, wounded back, while both Talon and Rime looked like they had been in the fight of their lives. There had also been two women with them that Stinger did not recognize, but Rime had introduced them as his wife and daughter and, unlike the others, they appeared to be okay, albeit shaken and clearly frightened by whatever had happened back in the Mann Building.

But instead of explaining to them what had happened, Talon had said they needed to get Electrica to a doctor right away. Even now, two days later, Stinger still remembered how his mom’s bloody back had shone in the weak lights of the abandoned building in which she lay. She had looked almost dead, but she had been conscious enough to tell them to teleport back to the Electric Cave, as she didn’t want to see a normal doctor who might tell the police about her. Bolt almost objected, as he thought this would be a good moment to arrest her, but then Talon explained that Miami was not safe for them right now and that the Electric Cave was probably the safest place in Florida at the moment due to the fact that Mann did not know where it was.

When they returned to the Electric Cave, Bait and Switch quickly took Electrica over to a corner of the Cave that was apparently the Cave’s medical station. Even stranger, Bait and Switch proved themselves excellent surgeons; at least, Switch did, which she claimed was because Electrica had taught her and Bait how to perform various medical procedures for just these occasions when Electrica was badly wounded. Bait, on the other hand, merely stayed out of her way and listened to Talon’s story about what happened inside the Mann Building.

It was one of the wildest stories Stinger had ever heard, yet Rime and his family confirmed nearly every detail, so neither Stinger nor Bolt had any reason to disagree with it or to be skeptical. Not that Talon was a liar or anything, but the story of some kind of weird temple-like room underneath a modern twenty-first century skyscraper stretched credibility, especially when Talon mentioned the tentacle-faced monster which emerged from a portal leading to what might have been an alternate universe. Talon only hesitated once, toward the end of the tale, as if she was not sure whether to share certain information with Bolt and Stinger or not, but Stinger just assumed that that was due to her nerves, since Talon had seemed really shaken by the experience.

About the only good part of the story was hearing that one of the Venetians was dead. Well, that was what Talon said, but she sounded uncertain, which Rime explained by telling them that Colombina’s body was missing. Whether that meant that Colombina wasn’t really dead or that someone had taken her body, neither Talon nor Rime seemed to know. It just added another layer of strangeness to their story, but again, it seemed to be true so Stinger did not question it.

Then Stinger shared his story about his fight with Bauta. In comparison to what Talon went through, Stinger’s fight with Bauta didn’t seem nearly as interesting or mysterious. Nor did it seem nearly as triumphant as Talon’s; while there was always the possibility that Colombina was indeed dead, Bauta was obviously still alive and would undoubtedly try to get back at them at some point in the future.

After Stinger’s story, Bolt decided that it was time for them to go back to Hero Island. Bolt reasoned that the Leadership Council needed to know about what Talon and Stinger had seen, as well as tell them about the two new Venetians they fought. In particular, Bolt seemed to find the story of the strange temple-like chamber underneath the Mann Building to be especially important, although whether that was because Bolt knew something they didn’t, Stinger didn’t know.

As for Rime and his family, they also came with Stinger and the others to Hero Island, mostly because their house was still wrecked and was an unsafe place for them to be, given how the Venetians knew where it was. As a matter of fact, Rime and his family were still here, staying in the guest’s quarters in the Tower of Heroes, although Stinger had heard that Rime was making arrangements to leave the Island, though where he and his family would go that would keep them safe from the wrath of John Mann and the Venetians, Stinger had no idea.

In any case, Stinger was aware that Bolt and Talon had both spoken to the Leadership Council about the events that happened two days ago. Stinger had yet to be summoned before them, but that was probably because his side of the story wasn’t nearly as interesting as what Talon had experienced. He wondered if that was why Mecha Knight wanted to talk to him; he may not have had any information that the Council needed to know, but maybe he had information that Mecha Knight wanted to know.

Stinger did not know why Mecha Knight had not immediately answered the door when he knocked. He did know, however, that he had received another message on his watch informing him that Mecha Knight needed a few more minutes in which to prepare for Stinger’s arrival. That annoyed Stinger, because he had been under the impression that he needed to get there as soon as possible. His stomach growled when he thought that, making him wish more than ever that he had eaten something more substantive than a banana for breakfast.

A small ding on his watch caused Stinger to look down at it and see a message from Mecha Knight summoning him into the office. Rising from the chair in the hall, Stinger opened the office door and entered.

He wasn’t surprised to see Mecha Knight seated behind his desk, sitting as still and stiffly as ever, but he was surprised to see Black Blur also sitting there, albeit on the other side of the desk. Black Blur turned his head to look at Stinger; he didn’t look exactly pleased to see Stinger, which made Stinger wonder if he had gotten into trouble.

“There you are, Stinger,” said Mecha Knight. “Please sit down in the open chair so we can talk.”

“Uh, yes, sir,” said Stinger. He walked over to the chair and sat down in it. He didn’t look at Black Blur, but he could feel the speedster staring at him. “Um—”

“My apologies,” said Mecha Knight. He gestured at Black Blur. “Black Blur will be joining us this morning for our little talk. The Leadership Council has deemed your knowledge of the situation at the Mann Building to be less urgent to know than Bolt and Talon’s, but we still wish to know it. Therefore, Black Blur will be acting as the Council’s representative for this conversation, while I am acting as the Young Neos’ supervisor. Basic NHA formalities, you understand.”

Stinger nodded. He relaxed a little upon hearing that explanation, because he now knew that it had nothing to do with him getting into trouble, but he still didn’t exactly feel comfortable about Black Blur. It was probably due to Black Blur’s negative opinion of Bolt, which Stinger sometimes thought extended to the rest of the Young Neos as well.

“All right, then,” said Stinger. “What do you want to know?”

“First, we need an update on Rime,” said Mecha Knight. “While it is now abundantly clear that he is not a spy and that the kidnapping of his family was genuine, I still wish to know if you noticed anything suspicious or out of the ordinary with him during your time with him.”

Stinger shook his head. “No, nothing. He’s just a man who loves his family and wants what’s best for them. I heard he is thinking of leaving Hero Island sometime, but he didn’t say when.”

“According to my sources, Rime is thinking of moving his family to Russia,” said Mecha Knight. “He appears to think that the Venetians won’t be able to find him there. I don’t know why he thinks that, though he did mention something about having friends there who would be willing to protect him and his family.”

“Russia is awfully far away,” said Stinger. “But I guess it makes sense. I doubt the Venetians would be willing to chase him all the way there, though I guess you never know with them, huh?”

“Indeed,” said Mecha Knight. “We have offered to help Rime with the relocation efforts, so he and his family should have no trouble moving out once they find a place in Russia in which to stay. I imagined that one of the reasons he chose Russia was because of its cold environment, which would no doubt help his powers.”

“That sounds good,” said Stinger. “Is that all you wanted to discuss? Or is there more?”

“There’s more,” said Mecha Knight. He glanced at Black Blur—which Stinger didn’t take as a good sign—and then said to Stinger, “We would like to discuss your mother, Electrica, and her children. Or your half-siblings, as you might think of them, Bait and Switch.”

“More like criminals in training,” said Black Blur in a disgusted voice.

Stinger didn’t look at Black Blur. Instead, he kept his eyes on Mecha Knight and said, “Uh, am I in trouble? Because if so—”

“No, you’re not in trouble,” said Mecha Knight, shaking his head. “Bolt and Talon both explained why it was necessary for you to team up with her. And based on what Talon told us, it was thanks to Electrica’s efforts that Colombina and that monster did not kill all of you. Thus, we will not hold you accountable for working with her to save Rime’s family, even though working with supervillains is usually against the rules.”

Stinger sighed in relief. “Whew. I thought I might get kicked off the Young Neos or something like that.”

“However, we are still searching for your mother and half-siblings,” Mecha Knight continued. “However helpful they may have been in saving Rime’s family, they are still supervillains wanted for crimes.”

“We forced Bolt to give us the coordinates of their base,” said Black Blur, causing Stinger to look at him for the first time since sitting down. He scowled. “Unfortunately, when we sent a team to the Cave, we found that it was empty.”

“Empty?” said Stinger in surprise. “You mean Electrica and her kids weren’t there?”

“By ‘empty,’ I mean that the entire Cave was cleaned out,” said Black Blur. “We found none of the computers, medical equipment, or other things that Bolt and Talon described to us. We thought that Bolt might have given us the wrong coordinates at first, but when we checked them again we realized they were right.”

“Meaning that your mother and half-siblings are still out there somewhere,” said Mecha Knight. He shrugged. “I can’t say that I am very surprised, given how Electrica has eluded capture from the NHA, INJ, and G-Men for over a decade, but it’s still not a good thing.”

“How did she clean out an entire cave in less than two days?” said Stinger. “It was a pretty big cave with lots of stuff.”

“We have no idea, but it doesn’t matter,” said Black Blur. “We want to know if you have been in contact with Electrica or Bait and Switch since you returned to Hero Island two days ago. Have you heard from any of them at all?”

Stinger shook his head rapidly. “No. I haven’t heard from them at all. I have even less idea of where they are than you guys do. Just because Electrica is my mom doesn’t mean I always know what she’s doing or where she is.”

“That’s not terribly surprising,” said Mecha Knight. “A bit disappointing, however, as we had been hoping that you might have a clue about where they went. Still, thank you for letting us know. And if you do hear from her, please let us know immediately.”

“Of course,” said Stinger. “Is that all?”

“For now, yes,” said Mecha Knight. “You may return to the House now. You look hungry and I don’t want to keep you from getting your breakfast.”

“All right,” said Stinger, feeling relieved that this meeting was so short. “See you guys later, then.”

Stinger rose from his chair, but before he could leave, Black Blur held up a hand and said, “Stinger? I need to tell you something before you leave.”

An ominous feeling washed over Stinger when he heard Black Blur say that, but he managed to look at Black Blur and say, “Yes, sir? What is it?”

Black Blur leaned toward Stinger, his brown eyes staring straight into Stinger’s own green eyes. “We are letting you off the hook for working with a known supervillain due to the fact that you are not the team leader. Bolt, on the other hand, is.”

Stinger scratched the back of his head nervously. “What does that mean? Are you going to punish Bolt?”

“No,” said Mecha Knight.

“Perhaps,” said Black Blur at the same time as Mecha Knight.

The two superheroes looked at each other. Based on their expressions, it was pretty clear that this was the end point of a much deeper conversation or conflict between them, one that Stinger didn’t know much about and wasn’t sure that he wanted to know about anyway.

“The matter is … complicated,” said Black Blur, looking at Stinger again. “All you need to know is that, if you end up succeeding Bolt as leader of the Young Neos, that we don’t want you making the same decisions as him. Don’t mention this to Bolt, though. It’s not for him to know.”

Unsure of what to say, Stinger just nodded. “Um, okay. Can I leave now or—”

“You may leave,” said Mecha Knight. “Black Blur and I still have much to discuss, but you don’t need to stand around and hear it. Go get breakfast.”

Again feeling relieved, Stinger turned and walked out of the room. Closing the door behind him, Stinger made his way down the hall, hoping that White hadn’t eaten all of the bacon yet, but his thoughts weren’t entirely on food. He also thought about what Black Blur said to him about Bolt. He didn’t know what to make of it. He supposed that he shouldn’t have been surprised that Bolt was going to be held accountable for working with a supervillain, but he didn’t know what that meant or what would happen to Bolt. He hoped that it wouldn’t jeopardize Bolt’s admission into the Neohero Alliance, although he had a feeling that it would. Stinger would feel awful if it turned out that that was the case.

I shouldn’t worry about it, Stinger thought, shaking his head. What happens happens and all we can do is just wait and see. I’m sure Mecha Knight will look out for Bolt regardless of what Black Blur has planned for him.

Even so, Stinger couldn’t shake the feeling that this was going to have deeper ramifications than it first appeared, although he couldn’t explain why he felt that way.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Talon stepped out of the elevator into Mom’s office. She immediately noticed a large difference in the office from the last time she had been in it only a few days ago.

It was incredibly clean. The piles of clothing were gone, leaving open spaces on the floor and desks. The mannequins were dressed in matching styles that actually looked good, while the papers and designs for future clothes were no longer on the floor, leaving the floor uncovered. The donuts and cups of coffee were gone as well, along with their old odor, replaced by a lilac scent that was more appropriate for the office of the CEO of a major fashion corporation. Indeed, it was all so clean that Talon almost thought that she was not in Mom’s office at all, which made her wonder if she had just walked back in time to before Mom got overwhelmed by the stress of managing such a large company.

But then Talon heard Mom say, “Jennifer!” and looked at the couch where she and Mom had spoken a few days ago.

Mom sat on the couch, but she looked completely different from the mess that she had looked like not long ago. Her hair was straight and clean, with not a hair out of place, while her blue eyes were as bright and energetic as they used to be, without any sign of bags. Her clothing, too, was more stylish; a black blouse and gray sweater, along with her wedding ring on her left hand. She sat with a cup of tea in her hands and gestured for Talon to come over and join her.

“Mom?” said Talon, walking over to the couch. “You look—”

“Clean? Stylish? Like my old self again?” said Mom. She laughed. “Yes, I look better, but I also feel much better. I feel young again.”

“What happened?” said Talon as she took a seat on the comfy chair opposite the couch. “When I got your email yesterday, I thought that something else had come up. But you look fantastic.”

“As it turned out, talking to you was a great stress reliever,” said Mom. She sipped her tea. “It helped me to figure out what was stressing me out so much. I spent the last few days cleaning out my office. I did a lot of the work myself, although Alice helped a little bit every now and then. It was good to do it myself, even though I normally have a janitor to clean up my office. It was a lot less stressful than you might think.”

Talon couldn’t help but shake her head. “And here I thought that you were going to ask me to take over the company again. I guess not.”

That was a relief to Talon. After the events of the last week, Talon didn’t want to have to think about as important a decision as whether to take over Mom’s company or not. She had only come because of the email she had received from Mom asking her to visit if she wasn’t too busy, but it seemed like Talon’s visit might have been unnecessary, if Mom was in such a good mood.

Unfortunately, however, Mom lowered her teacup and said, “Actually, I was going to ask you about that. I hadn’t heard from you in a week, so I wanted to know if you were still thinking about it or not. But first, how are you? You look like how I looked before I got refreshed.”

Talon blinked. She glanced at a nearby mirror and saw that Mom’s comments were not far off the mark. There were heavy bags under her eyes and she still had a few bruises on her face from her fight with the monster under the Mann Building. She rubbed her eyes, but did not look at Mom again. She wasn’t sure if she should tell Mom that she had been working with Dad’s murderer; it just seemed like too touchy a subject, especially since Talon had failed to actually capture Electrica. On the other hand, she couldn’t keep it a secret forever and she didn’t feel right about keeping secrets from Mom anyway.

So Talon said, “Just the mission my friends and I were on recently. It was rather stressful.”

“I can imagine,” said Mom. “Your father suffered from a lot of stress when he was still alive. Considering everything you superheroes do, I’m surprised more of you don’t have nervous breakdowns and have to end up in mental institutions because of it.”

“It was rough for more than just the usual reasons,” said Talon. “You see, Mom, I ended up working with … with the supervillain who murdered Dad ten years ago.”

Mom, thankfully, did not drop her teacup; however, her face did seem to become slightly paler. “Do you mean Electrica?”

Talon nodded. “Yes, but it was because I had to. I didn’t want to. I didn’t like her. I still don’t like her. But if I hadn’t worked with her, the mission would have failed and innocent people would have died. And I didn’t capture her, either. She’s still free, still out there somewhere, but only because I wasn’t in a position to capture her, not because I want her to be free or anything like that.”

Mom was silent for a few seconds, but the time seemed to stretch on for longer than that. For the first time in her life, Talon did not know what Mom was going to say. She expected Mom to start shouting and screaming at her or maybe even order her to leave the room and never return. She would have understood. She had had the chance to arrest her dad’s killer and bring her to justice and she had failed.

Mom sipped from her tea briefly before lowering it again and saying, in a softer voice than usual, “I see.”

“’I see’?” Talon repeated despite herself. “Is that all you are going to say to me? You aren’t going to scream and shout at me or disown me or anything like that?”

“Why would I do that?” said Mom. “You are still my daughter. Why would I disown my only family?”

“But …” Talon tried to organize her thoughts into a coherent form. “But I let Dad’s killer get away. She’s still out there somewhere. She might kill again.”

“I know,” said Mom. “But I also know that you would never have worked with her if circumstances hadn’t forced you to do it. I know you didn’t work with her because you liked or trusted her. And I also know that you would never let her get away unless you could stop her, either.”

Talon felt tears starting to form at the corners of her eyes, but she blinked them back. “You mean you aren’t angry at all?”

“Not at all,” said Mom. “I would love to see that … that woman arrested and thrown behind bars for the rest of her sorry life, but what’s important is that you are still here and are still safe. That’s what matters to me in the end. Besides, I’m sure someone will catch her eventually, whether you or another superhero.”

Talon sniffled despite herself. She felt so relieved by Mom’s reaction that she almost forgot why she was here in the first place. “Thanks, Mom. I really appreciate it.”

“No problem,” said Mom. “Now, let’s move onto the real meat of the matter: Your decision to take over the company or not.”

Talon rubbed the back of her neck. She really didn’t want to answer that question right now; indeed, she had dreaded answering that question almost as much as she had dreaded telling Mom about her uneasy alliance with Electrica. Still, she had known that she was going to have to answer it eventually. Better to do it now than never, she supposed.

“I’ve given the matter a lot of thought,” said Talon in a careful voice. “It wasn’t an easy choice to make.”

“I know,” said Mom. “So what is your answer?”

Talon took a deep breath, looked Mom straight in the eyes, and said, “I must decline your offer. At this point in time, I want to stay on the Young Neos. I don’t want to start running the family business just yet.”

Mom looked briefly disappointed, but then nodded and said, “I expected you to say that, but I am still a little disappointed. Are you sure you don’t want to take over from me?”

“I am,” said Talon, nodding. “I love the company as much as you do, Mom, but I don’t feel like I am ready to take over yet. Are you still going to sell it?”

Mom shook her head. “No. Now that I’ve had time to recover, I’m still going to stay as the CEO; however, I am planning a vacation for next month. I think it will help with my stress levels if I can get away from the hustle and bustle of the city. I was thinking of going to the beach, somewhere nice and warm and not as cold and dreary as New York.”

“All right,” said Talon. “Someday, I will be ready to succeed you, but not now, not yet.”

“I understand,” said Mom. “Your father would likely agree with your decision, but I still wish you would change your mind.”

“Well, someone has to get Electrica,” said Talon. “Maybe it should be me.”

“I guess so,” said Mom. “But are you sure you can find her? She’s never been captured by any superhero before.”

Talon smiled. “Oh, don’t worry about that, Mom. Electrica may think she can hide forever, but I’ll find her sooner or later. You can count on it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

The Venetian known as Volto stood in the underground room beneath the Mann Building, looking at the frozen remains of the Gateway at his feet. He had picked up a piece of the Gateway and was turning it over in his hands, a displeased smile running across his lips. Beside him, Bauta leaned against the wall, his arms across over his chest, his blue eyes glinting from behind his mask.

“Well?” said Bauta. “What do you think? Can it be repaired?”

Volto glanced at Bauta before tossing the frozen chunk onto the floor, where it split into several pieces upon contact. “No. Rime was thorough in his destruction of the Gateway. Rebuilding would take months, assuming we could even get the right materials in a timely manner.”

“The master is not going to be happy about that,” said Bauta with a shudder. “When I told him about the destruction of the Gateway, he became angrier than I’d ever seen him. He didn’t attack me—didn’t even shout—but I now worry that if I tell him what you told me, he might just execute me on the spot.”

“Don’t worry, Bauta,” said a familiar voice behind them, causing both Volto and Bauta to look over their shoulders to see who had spoken. “I am not a cruel master. I know better than to shoot the messenger.”

John Mann was walking toward them, having apparently stepped out of the elevator without either Volto or Bauta hearing him. It was rare to see Mann down here; indeed, the last time Mann was down here to Volto’s knowledge was when the room was initially built five years ago. Despite that, Mann had always treated the room as the most important room in the Mann Building, keeping even his most loyal servants ignorant of its existence. Volto understood that. He was the only Venetian who really understood its purpose; even Bauta, as loyal as he was to Mann, didn’t know what the room’s real purpose was for.

“Master, I did not hear you enter,” said Bauta in surprise. He pushed himself off the wall and quickly knelt, as did Volto, before the two of them rose again. “We didn’t think you were going to show up here in person.”

“I would have come much sooner,” said Mann as he climbed the steps, though he had to do so carefully and slowly due to his age. “But I had some business to attend to that I could not ignore. I came down here to see the remains of the Gateway for myself.”

“If you want my opinion, master, the Gateway is unrepairable,” said Volto, stepping aside to let Mann see the entirety of the Gateway’s fragments. “And with Colombina’s death, we Venetians are one less strong.”

“Yes, Colombina’s death was certainly tragic,” said Mann with a sigh. “But she was always my least favorite Venetian, to be frank. Far too ambitious, if you ask me. She would have been a problem sooner or later, so her death is not as big a loss as it could be.” He leaned on his cane and looked down at the Gateway fragments. “Besides, she can be replaced, especially since her body was recovered, correct?”

Volto nodded. “Yes, sir. Colombina’s body is currently on the floor above us. The ice in her blood has helped preserve it.”

“Excellent,” said Mann. “Preserve as much of her body as you possibly can. We won’t resurrect her, but we may be able to retrieve her powers depending on the condition of her brain.”

“Early brain scans indicate that her brain is still in decent condition,” said Volto. “Our surgeons may be able to remove it from her skull and the powers contained with it.”

“Good to hear,” said Mann. He looked at Bauta. “And what about the boy you fought? Stinger, I think his name was?”

“He got away,” said Bauta. He shuddered and rubbed his arms. “His paralyzing venom is no joke. Had security not showed up, I certainly would have ended up being captured like Zanni. Only, unlike Zanni, I don’t think I would have been able to escape.”

“Quite true,” said Mann. He looked down at the Gateway fragments again, a strange expression on his face that Volto did not understand. “And Bolt, of course, is still alive. Rime did not kill him, as Colombina tried to get him to do.”

“Should we hunt down Rime and kill him?” said Bauta. “Right now, of course, we can’t get him since he’s on Hero Island, but—”

“Waste of time and resources,” said Mann. “Rime is not a threat to my plans. The Young Neos—particularly Bolt and his brother—are. The point of this plan was to take out their leader and leave them broken, but evidently it did not work, thanks in no small part to the intervention of that female supervillain.”

“Not only did it not work, sir, but it also led to the destruction of the Gateway,” said Volto. “In my honest opinion, I fail to see how this plan was not an abject failure. It may have even struck a fatal blow to our overall plans.”

Mann, however, shook his head. “Don’t be so negative, Volto. The plan is still going ahead. The destruction of the Gateway is unfortunate, to be sure, but the important thing is that neither the Young Neos nor their allies seem to understand what the Gateway was for or what this room is supposed to be. As long as they remain ignorant of that, we will be fine.”

“But the Gateway—” said Volto, before Mann cut him off again.

“Another one has been discovered in Egypt,” said Mann, without looking at Volto. “It was discovered by a team of archaeologists just this past week, actually, and it is already on its way here. Based on the pictures of it I’ve seen, it should work just as well as this one, if not even better, since it is in better condition than this one was when we first discovered it ten years ago.”

“I didn’t know there were two Gateways,” said Volto, tilting his head to the side. “I thought there was only one.”

“Ah, the Starborn had many ways of arriving and departing from Earth, Volto,” said Mann. “Most of their Gateways are gone, but a few still survive. And anyway, even with the destruction of this Gateway, it is still encouraging to see that it worked.”

“Yes, I saw the security footage,” said Volto. He shuddered. “But what was that … that thing that attacked the Young Neos and their allies? One of the Starborn?”

“No, the Starborn are nobler than that thing,” said Mann. “But it came from the same place the Starborn will come from. It may even be one of their creations, although the legends I’ve read don’t agree on whether the Starborn made creations in other universes in addition to their creations in this one. It could just as easily be a natural creature from some universe where the laws of nature as we know them don’t apply.”

“What will be done with the new Gateway?” said Volto. “When will it get here?”

“It should get here by next week,” said Mann. “It will be installed in here, in the same place as the previous Gateway. Once it is installed, I will send drones beyond it to give us an idea of how close the Starborn are to arriving.”

“You mean you don’t know when the Starborn will arrive?” said Bauta in surprise. “Forgive me, sir, but I seem to recall you telling us that you have a special connection to the Starborn, don’t you?”

Mann frowned and put a hand on his forehead. “I do, but it has grown steadily weaker over the years. Besides, I dislike relying solely on intuition when it comes to matters as important as saving the world. The only way we will be able to survive the coming purge is to know in advance as much about the Starborn as we possibly can and that includes going beyond the Gateway.”

“Do you know what lies beyond the Gateway, sir?” said Volto. “Besides the Starborn, that is?”

Mann was quiet for a few seconds. Volto had seen him this way before. He usually went quiet when he was contemplating an old memory, one he had not thought of in a long time. Volto would have demanded he hurry up, but he knew from experience that Mann did not take kindly to being hurried for any reason.

Finally, Mann said, “Yes, I do. I saw it once, in a dream … and it will kill us all if we don’t kill it first.”

-

Stinger and Talon will return in Friends, coming June 2017.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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, Zanni, Bauta, and Colombina. 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.

Zanni. A member of the Venetians. Powers: Minor reality-warping and teleportation. First appearance: Powers.

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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