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CHAPTER ONE

 

Treehugger ran for her life. She couldn’t see where she was going; the eldritch dimension that she’d ended up inside didn’t have much light and she had lost her flashlight at some point, though she didn’t know when. Not that it would have helped her. She had caught a glimpse of the thing in the tree trunk—a brief glimpse of dead red eyes, undulating tentacles, a smoke-like substance rising from what may or may not have been its nostrils—and she had known, deep in her heart, that she needed to run and never, ever look back.

The problem, of course, was that Treehugger had no idea where she was going, but that didn’t matter to her. She just ran and ran as fast as she could. She was a pretty fast runner; not as fast as Bolt or White, of course, due to her lack of super speed, but she had run track when she had been in school and so she was in pretty good shape. Even so, Treehugger had the feeling that the thing was right behind her the whole time, even though she couldn’t hear footsteps behind her. It was possible that the thing was not chasing her—it didn’t seem to have legs or anything else it could use to walk—but there were all kinds of strange things in this place, things that loved to feast on human blood and dreams, and so it was entirely possible that her earlier scream had drawn the attention of something even worse than that thing in the tree trunk. Or maybe the oppressive air of this dimension had finally caused Treehugger’s mind to snap.

Regardless, Treehugger just ran. She ran until her legs started screaming in protest, ran until her lungs nearly burst, and she would have kept running even if her legs fell off and her lungs exploded, but at that moment she tripped over something on the ground and fell flat on her face. The impact of the fall made her senses go crazy, but she sensed something evil nearby and she immediately jumped back to her feet. She was just about to continue running, but then she realized that the evil presence she sensed was nearly upon her.

That was when Treehugger noticed something nearby, an outline in the shadows that looked like a set of large boulders. There was a gap between them that she thought she could slip between; indeed, the boulders looked like a good place to hide. Because Treehugger didn’t think she could outrun the presence, she dashed over to the boulders and hid between them. She fell on her behind, her back against the boulder, and started breathing hard, but quietly, because she didn’t want the evil presence or the thing or whatever it was to find her. She pulled her legs up to her chest, her heart beating like crazy as she sat very, very still.

A second later, something like a powerful wind blew through. But it wasn’t a normal wind; it felt like an evil intelligence, like the sweeping sensors of a drone searching for its next target. Treehugger had never felt anything quite like it, but that described a lot of the things that Treehugger had encountered in this place. She nonetheless kept her head down and her body still, expecting any second now to be discovered by the intelligence and to suffer whatever gruesome fate it had planned for her.

A few tense seconds later, however, the intelligence passed her over and the wind went with it. But Treehugger still didn’t move for at least a minute; she wanted to make sure that the intelligence was not going to come back or trick her. But it soon became clear that the intelligence was gone, so Treehugger raised her head and leaned back against the boulder, breathing in and out rapidly.

Now that she had a few moments to sit there and think, the adrenaline that had been pumping through Treehugger’s veins was starting to recede. Tears of stress and pain began to appear at the corners of Treehugger’s eyes. She wiped them away, but they were leaking out anyway. Treehugger had always been one of the more sensitive members of the team, which made her wonder how she had managed to retain her composure so far. She supposed that she just hadn’t had any time to think about it since arriving in this hostile environment.

But I don’t think I will last much longer, Treehugger thought with a sniffle. I’m all alone in this wretched dimension. All of my friends are a universe away. I would be happy to see even White Lightning now.

Treehugger glanced at her suit-up watch. As always, it showed a ‘NO SIGNAL’ message. That was not surprising. The suit-up watch was a marvelous invention, but as far as Treehugger knew, its inventor, the deceased superhero Genius, had never managed to build a device capable of inter-dimensional communication. That meant that she couldn’t call for help, nor could the others track her via suit-up watch or earcom.

I’m going to be stuck here forever, Treehugger thought. I’ll probably die here, too. Even if the monsters in this dimension don’t kill me, I’ll probably die of starvation or thirst eventually. I haven’t found any food or water in this place, and I don’t think such concepts even exist in this dimension. Why, oh why, did I go to the opening of the school? I should have just stayed home on Hero Island. At least then I would have avoided all of this madness.

Treehugger suddenly felt exhausted. She yawned and closed her eyes. She knew it was dangerous to sleep here, but she was so tired from the events of the past day or so that she needed to sleep more than anything. Besides, the boulders would keep her hidden for a while. She would just doze off for a little while and then resume her search for a way back home after she woke up again.

Instead of sleeping, however, Treehugger found herself instead starting to reflect on how she got to this point. It had only been hours ago that Treehugger had been on Earth with her friends … or maybe it had been years. Time didn’t seem to operate in this place the same way it did on Earth, no doubt due to the lack of a sun, although there was that blood red moon Treehugger had caught a momentary glimpse of earlier …

No. Treehugger couldn’t think of that moon. Otherwise she might lose what little hold on her sanity that she had left.

Maybe the way back home will be revealed to me if I reflect on how I got here, Treehugger thought. Even if it doesn’t, it might help me go to sleep faster and get a little rest.

So Treehugger returned to her memories, back to a nice, sunny day, a day that started out like any other, but would end very differently indeed …

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Several hours ago …

 

“Treehugger, wake up. We’re almost above the school. Don’t you want to see it?”

Treehugger’s eyes flickered open. She yawned and looked at Shell, who had been the one trying to wake her up. He sat next to her in the Neocopter, the sound of the Neocopter’s whirring blades whupping loudly above them, making Treehugger wonder how she had managed to hear her friend. She nonetheless sat upright in her seat and stretched her arms, saying, “What did you say?”

“I said, we’re almost at the school,” said Shell. He gestured at the window that stood between them on the wall. “You should look; I would, but I hate heights, although I did take a brief glance outside. It looks amazing.”

“You mean we’re almost there?” said Treehugger. She sighed in relief. “Finally. I never thought we’d get there.”

Treehugger turned in her seat and stared out the window. Below, she saw a fairly large campus spread out over the countryside like a blanket. It was difficult to tell what all of the buildings were for, but Treehugger could make out a stadium or coliseum of some sort, a large auditorium that had loads of cars parked in front of it, and several buildings that were either dorms for the students or buildings for the school’s administration. She also spotted an airfield not far from the school itself, where a large plane and big, black helicopter that appeared to belong to the government were landed. She didn’t see too many people out and about, but she figured most of the people here were in the auditorium, where the opening ceremony would begin.

“Wow, that is big,” said Treehugger. “It’s even bigger than I imagined.”

“I know,” said Shell. “I think there are only supposed to be two hundred students attending, though. All of this extra room seems kind of unnecessary to me.”

“Well, considering how all of these students are teenagers with superpowers, they probably just want to make sure that everyone has plenty of room to use their powers,” said Treehugger.

She looked over her shoulder at the rest of the team. Stinger, who sat on the opposite side of the Neocopter, had his face glued to the window, while Talon and Blizzard were also looking down at the school with interest. Blizzard seemed more interested than Talon, but that made sense, because she was most likely looking for Bolt, who had gone ahead of the team about a week ago to help put the finishing touches on the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans. White had also gone with him, which was fine by Treehugger; she still didn’t entirely trust White or feel very comfortable around him.

The school was supposed to open much sooner than it ended up doing, but there had apparently been a lot of delays and funding issues as the leaders of the Neohero Alliance and the Independent Neoheroes for Justice debated exactly who was paying for what. Treehugger didn’t know much about these funding issues, but she was glad they had managed to come to some sort of agreement. The school was going to be jointly owned and operated by the two major superhero organizations, with members from both organizations working as faculty and staff in order to teach young superhumans how to use their powers responsibly.

Because today was the opening day of the Academy, Treehugger knew that there were going to be a lot of guests visiting. There was the families of the students, of course, and reporters from the various major news outlets covering the event, but if Treehugger’s observation of that helicopter was correct, then the government was also here, or at least a few government officials. To the best of Treehugger’s knowledge, the G-Men had nothing to do with the creation of the school, so she wondered why they were here. She made a mental note to ask Bolt about that when they landed.

Sitting back down in her chair, Treehugger said, “I wonder if we’ll get to go on a tour of the campus before the school officially opens. I’d love to see it all, wouldn’t you, Shell?”

Shell nodded, though he didn’t seem to be paying much attention to her at the moment. “Yeah, that would be cool. I think I remember Bolt mentioning that he was going to take us on a tour of the place before he and White left, but I don’t know for sure.”

Treehugger wondered what had Shell so distracted. He had been like this ever since he and Blizzard clashed with that Venetian back in Phoenix over a month ago now. She had initially assumed that it was his new powers that had him distracted, as he was still trying to master them, even though he seemed to have an unusually good control over them already. But now Treehugger wondered if Shell had another reason for his distraction, as he had plenty of time to practice and master his new powers. She considered asking him, but at the moment she was more interested in seeing the campus grounds than in asking him. Besides, Shell had a way of avoiding answering questions he didn’t want to answer and Treehugger was just not in the mood to get non-answers from him.

So Treehugger looked out the window again. This time, she could see where they were going to land. She had originally thought they were going to land in the nearby airfield, but instead they were landing on top of one of the buildings. This building appeared to be a three story dorm of sorts, painted in a bright shade of red, with a wide helicopter landing space painted on its roof. She also spotted two identical figures standing on the roof, one in red and black, the other in blue and white: Bolt and White Lightning, who were watching the Neocopter as it drew closer and closer to the roof below. As the Neocopter descended, Treehugger could even see the brothers’ hair as it was whipped about by the wind from the chopper’s blades. Bolt was merely waving up at them, while White was hopping up and down like he was trying to make sure everyone saw him. It was kind of endearing, but Treehugger still felt a little nervous watching him even from a distance.

The Neocopter landed on the helicopter space so smoothly that Treehugger didn’t even feel it touch the roof. She and the rest of the team quickly undid their seatbelts and jumped out of the Neocopter just as Bolt and White walked up to them.

“Bolt!” said Blizzard. She ran over and practically tackled Bolt, hugging him so tightly that it looked like she was squeezing the air out of him. “Oh, Bolt, I missed you so much!”

“Thanks, Blizzard,” said Bolt in a slightly choked voice. “I missed you, too, but you’re acting like I’d gone to war or something.”

“I know you were safe, but I still missed you,” said Blizzard, pulling away from him slightly. “Is that such a bad thing?”

“Of course not,” said Bolt. He hugged her back. “I just don’t like hearing about how worried you were, that’s all.”

Treehugger always thought that Bolt and Blizzard’s relationship was rather cute, but before she could comment on it, White suddenly said, “Em, did you miss me, too?”

“Uh, sure, White,” said Blizzard in a very unconvincing voice. “But I knew that Bolt was taking good care of you, since he’s such a good brother.”

White beamed at Blizzard before looking at the others and saying, “Hi, everyone. Was copter ride fun?”

“About as fun as usual,” said Stinger with a shrug. “Anyway, when do we get to go on the tour of the school facility?”

“After the opening ceremony,” Bolt replied, putting an arm around Blizzard’s shoulders. “The opening ceremony is about to start soon. Mecha Knight told me and White to be here to get you guys, so now that we’re all here, let’s head over to the auditorium. That’s where the opening ceremony is going to begin.”

Bolt turned and walked off toward what looked like an elevator, with Blizzard at his side and White not far behind. The rest of the team followed as well, but Treehugger kept toward the back of the group, trying to put as much distance between herself and White as possible. She supposed that she shouldn’t feel so unsafe around White—after all, he was just as much a member of the team as anyone else—but she remembered too well how he used to be before he turned good and how unstable he still sometimes acted. The entire team still had problems with White, but Treehugger had more problems with him than most, mostly because of her own fear of electricity and White’s strength. Part of her feared that White could accidentally harm her, so she usually avoided being alone with him, especially in enclosed spaces.

It was probably not an entirely rational fear; after all, Bolt had the same powers as White, if not stronger, and yet she didn’t feel afraid or timid around him at all. Then again, Bolt had not been tortured and experimented upon by the government in complete isolation from the rest of society for his whole life. White had much better control over his powers, perhaps, than he did when he first joined the team, but Treehugger still felt unsafe around him just the same.

That’s why she found herself feeling anxious when she realized that they were going to go into that elevator. Bolt pressed the down arrow on the elevator, causing Treehugger to glance at White, who was standing with his arms across his chest, although he seemed to be distracted by a fly buzzing around his head.

“How has the school been?” said Stinger as they waited for the elevator. “Did you and White do a lot?”

“We just helped put the finishing touches on a few points that the workers couldn’t easily reach,” said Bolt with a shrug. “A little painting here and there, cleaning up the work sites, and so on.”

“Yeah,” White chimed in. “Brooms and mops and brushes. Lots of fun.”

That didn’t exactly sound ‘fun’ to Treehugger, but Bolt kept speaking, saying, “But the real reason they want me here is so I can deliver the commencement speech in the opening ceremony.”

“You’re going to do public speaking?” said Stinger. “And you aren’t even shaking nervously. Is that another one of your powers? The ability to speak in public without getting afraid?”

“Funny,” said Bolt, rolling his eyes. “But I actually am nervous. I got the speech prepared and I’ve been practicing it all week, but I have to admit that I still feel a little nervous.”

“Why do they want you to speak?” said Shell curiously. “Not that I think you’d do a bad job, but I’m just curious why you and not someone else.”

“It’s because I’m one of the more famous young superhumans,” said Bolt as the elevator dinged and the doors opened. “Lots of the students in the audience already know me. Mecha Knight told me it was because I would be easier to relate to than some older superhuman, but the Headmaster is still going to deliver a speech as well.”

“Interesting,” said Shell as the team entered the elevator. “What are you going to talk about?”

“Just about how I became a superhero and stuff,” said Bolt as he pressed the button labeled ‘1’ as soon as everyone was inside the elevator, causing the doors to close and the elevator itself to descend. “It’s supposed to be inspirational, but I’ve never delivered an inspirational speech before, so I don’t know if it will have that effect or not.”

Treehugger would have given Bolt words of encouragement, but she had ended up standing next to White in the elevator and she found it hard to speak. White, again, was not paying much attention to her, nor did he seem to be in danger of losing control of his powers, but Talon still felt rather weak and scrawny and helpless next to him. She just kept her mouth shut, looking at the display above the elevator doors as they descended to the ground floor.

“I’m sure you’ll do a great job, Bolt,” said Blizzard, squeezing him.

“And if you don’t, we can give you constructive criticism and stuff,” said Stinger. “Granted, I don’t know anything about giving good speeches, but that’s never stopped me from having an opinion about stuff before, has it?”

“Gee, thanks,” said Bolt, rolling his eyes.

“By the way, Bolt, who else is here?” said Shell. “I know the Leadership Council is present, as are the leaders of the INJ, but we saw a government helicopter on our way here.”

“Oh, right,” said Bolt. He sighed. “The government sent a delegation of three people to be present at the opening of the Academy.”

“The G-Men?” said Talon, tilting her head to the side.

“Sort of,” said Bolt. “Two of them are the G-Men agents Mr. Apollo and Blood Boil, who I’ve met before, but the other one is Vice President Montgomery Porter.”

“The Vice President is here?” said Shell in surprise. “Really?”

“Really,” Bolt said. “This is the first time I’ve met him. He’s a bit different from Plutarch. Much quieter, less prone to bragging and talking.”

“Montgomery Porter,” Talon repeated, as if she was trying to remember him. “I don’t remember much about him. Wasn’t he the governor of some state or another before Plutarch picked him as his VP?”

“He was the governor of Indiana,” said Treehugger without thinking. “I’m from there. I remember my grandparents being pretty proud that our governor ended up becoming the Vice President.”

“Really?” said Talon. “What was he like as a governor?”

Treehugger shrugged. “I didn’t pay much attention to politics, but I do remember that he had a reputation as being hard on crime. I know he had the nickname the Enforcer, but I don’t know how he got it.”

“Well, I would never have guessed it, given how nice he seemed when I met him,” said Bolt as the elevator dinged and came to a stop, the doors opening in front of the group. “I wonder how he earned that nickname.”

“Probably just a marketing gimmick,” said Stinger as the team left the elevator. “Everything is so commercialized these days, even politics. Probably just made up that nickname to make him sound tougher than he really is.”

The team exited the elevator and emerged outside onto the actual campus grounds. Treehugger looked around as they walked, staring at all of the different buildings, but she was also looking at the trees and flowers planted along the main paths that provided a little shade from the sun. She didn’t see anyone else out on the campus grounds at the moment, but that was obviously because everyone was in the auditorium, which the team was now walking toward. They were taking a path that appeared to lead to the back entrance, which may have also explained why they did not see anyone else.

“Who else is here?” said Shell as they walked. “Anyone we might know?”

Bolt almost shook his head, but then snapped his fingers and said, “Oh, yeah! The New Heroes are here, too, and Strike is giving a speech as well.”

Treehugger couldn’t help but let out a small squeak. “Strike is here? Strike is here?” She looked around wildly, but again, did not see anyone other than her team. “Where is he?”

“Inside the auditorium, probably,” said Bolt, who seemed completely oblivious to Treehugger’s terror. “Why? Did you want to see him again?”

Treehugger put her hands over her mouth. “S-See him again? Could we really … uh … I don’t know?”

“I don’t think it would be wise to let Treehugger see Strike again,” said Stinger. “Otherwise, she might die of a heart attack, which would really put a damper on both of you guys’ speeches.”

Treehugger ignored Stinger’s joke. He didn’t understand. Treehugger had had a crush on Strike—the handsome leader of the New Heroes, which was the INJ’s young superhero team—for a long time, but she’d rarely actually spoken to or interacted with Strike in any way. The thought that he was here, somewhere on the Academy grounds, made Treehugger forget about nearly everything else, including her own fear of White, who was looking at her with some confusion, as if she was acting crazier than him now.

“How does my hair look?” said Treehugger, grabbing her braids and feeling them. “Does it look good?”

“I think it looks nice,” said White.

Treehugger jumped when White spoke, almost falling off the path into a patch of roses. But she managed to catch herself and resume following the others just in time, although she still felt a little embarrassed about her overreacting. Still, she couldn’t help but start playing with her braids, because even though Strike was nowhere to be seen, she still didn’t want to look bad if he was somewhere nearby. She ignored how both Stinger and Talon were clearly chuckling at her own antics; they just didn’t understand how intimidating Strike’s good looks were. She hoped that she would not see Strike anytime soon; she didn’t think that she would be able to control herself if she did.

The team entered the auditorium through a back entrance which Bolt showed them. The back entrance led them up a staircase, which Bolt said would take them up to the upper level of the auditorium where the boxes for special guests were. Evidently, Treehugger and the other Young Neos counted as special guests, but Treehugger paid no attention to that. She just kept her eyes open for any sign of Strike, but they did not run into him on their way up to their box, nor did they run into anyone else. That made Treehugger feel relieved; on the other hand, she also felt a little disappointed, if only because she still wanted to see Strike, however intimidating his good looks might have been.

“All right, guys, here is our box,” said Bolt, stopping in front of the third door down the hall. “Well, your box, I should say, since I need to get backstage to prepare for my speech.”

“Good luck, boss,” said Stinger, giving Bolt the thumbs up. “Remember, if you feel nervous, just imagine everyone in the audience in their underwear.”

Bolt just rolled his eyes again before walking down the hallway rather quickly, while White opened the door to the box and stepped aside to let the rest of the team enter.

The box was rather small, but with enough room for all six of them to enter without any trouble. It had two rows of ten comfortable, cushy seats and everyone soon took a seat. Treehugger sat in one of the front row seats, while Blizzard sat to her right and White, to her discomfort, to her left. She tried not to look afraid of White sitting so close to her, however. She just looked out over the auditorium below.

The auditorium was enormous. From Treehugger’s vantage point in the box, she could see that the seats below were full of students and their parents, school faculty, news reporters, and various NHA and INJ members, all chatting and talking among each other as they waited for the ceremony to start. A huge stage stood at the end of the auditorium, though it was currently empty aside from a wooden podium with a message written on it that Treehugger could not read from a distance, with only a huge, thick red curtain blocking off the backstage. The spotlights were focused on the stage, leaving the rest of the auditorium fairly dark. There were also cameras hanging from the ceiling, focusing on the stage; perhaps they were livestreaming the ceremony for those who couldn’t make it or maybe they were security cameras.

Treehugger noticed men who looked like security guards standing at attention along the edges of the auditorium. Due to how dark the seats below were, she could not tell if they were armed, but she figured they probably were. She didn’t understand why there were guards here, though; after all, the NHA and INJ were both present. They should be more than enough to deal with any possible dangers or attacks from whoever might want to disrupt the event.

Speaking of the NHA and INJ, Treehugger noticed that they were not the only ones with their own box. To their right was a box with the Leadership Council of the NHA, including Mecha Knight, their team’s supervisor, who was currently talking with High Fly, although due to the sounds of so many people speaking below, she could not hear what Mecha Knight was saying. Based on High Fly’s serious expression, it was probably nothing good.

To the right of that box was a box containing the leaders of the Independent Neoheroes for Justice; Treehugger knew that because she instantly recognized the Midnight Menace, the leader of the INJ, a tall, shadowy figure who, despite sitting with five other people, seemed to be alone. She also spotted the New Heroes sitting with the INJ’s leaders, excluding Strike, of course, who was probably backstage with Bolt preparing for the opening ceremony.

And to the left of the Young Neos’ box was a box containing three men Treehugger did not immediately recognize until she noticed the G-Men patches on the shoulders of two of them. That was how Treehugger realized that they were the government representatives that Bolt had mentioned earlier. She recognized Mr. Apollo, an elderly man with a cane who nonetheless was not someone Treehugger was interested in messing with, and figured that the red-haired young man sitting next to him had to be Blood Boil, who Treehugger had never seen before, but who she had heard about from Bolt once.

Sitting in between the two G-Men agents was a middle-aged man with short, snow-white hair, a fine suit, and a face that reminded Treehugger of one of her friend’s stepfather from before she became a superhero. He was slightly taller than either Mr. Apollo or Blood Boil and was looking down at the audience with the same kind of intense focus as the Midnight Menace. Although Treehugger had never seen him in real life before, she realized that that man was none other than the Vice-President himself, Montgomery Porter.

I didn’t know he was going to be so close to us, Treehugger thought, looking at the Vice-President in surprise. He looks even more intimidating in real life than he does in all of the pictures I’ve seen of him. He looks like he doesn’t even need Mr. Apollo and Blood Boil for protection, though as far as I know, he’s not a superhuman.

Treehugger didn’t quite know how to put it, but Porter seemed to be expecting something bad to happen. Of course, it was probably just his expression, which was serious and reserved. He always looked like that, at least in all of the pictures Treehugger had ever seen of him, even when he was governor and not Vice-President. Still, Treehugger wondered if someone had made threats to the school. Bolt wasn’t here to answer her questions; however, White had been here just as long as Bolt and might know something about why both Porter and the Midnight Menace looked so serious.

But that would require talking to White, who was currently playing some kind of app game on his suit-up watch, and she didn’t want to ask him any potentially upsetting questions. She was probably just letting her worry get the best of her; she would just sit back and enjoy the opening ceremony, which would undoubtedly go off without a hitch.

It was only a few minutes later that the lights dimmed even further, causing the assembled crowd below to go silent as someone walked out onto the stage. The person who walked out onto the stage was neither Bolt nor Strike; instead, it was a middle-aged man with silver blonde hair. He wore a very fancy suit, with a green tie hanging from his neck and an even fancier wristwatch on his right wrist. The man stopped in front of the podium and then smiled at the audience, looking rather fatherly, though Treehugger had no idea who he was.

“Welcome, parents, students, and superhumans alike,” said the man in a thick Swedish accent that was nonetheless understandable to Treehugger. “My name is Arnold Johanson, the Headmaster of the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans, as well as a retired member of the Neohero Alliance. I am pleased to see all of the eager students and interested parents, as well as the news reporters who are letting the world know about the opening of this great school. This will truly be a day to go down in superhuman history.”

Treehugger glanced at Blizzard. “Ever heard of him?”

“Yes,” said White, causing Treehugger and Blizzard to look at him, Treehugger reluctantly so. “Was called Timestopper. Can stop time for five seconds.”

Treehugger was about to say that that sounded like a useful power, but Arnold was still speaking and she didn’t want to miss any of his speech, so she looked down at the stage again and listened as closely as she could.

“As you all know, the Academy is not the first school for young superhumans that we have opened before,” Arnold continued. “The first school, known as the Neohero Academy, was founded in nineteen ninety-six. It had a distinguished twenty-year run before having to be closed when it was discovered that the school had been heavily infiltrated by the cult known as Vision. This time, however, I can assure all of you that the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans is not in any danger of falling prey to Vision or any other supervillains or supervillain groups. We have taken special precautions to vet the identities and backgrounds of every teacher and faculty member, as well as thoroughly reviewing the curriculum to ensure that it has no subversive messages within it.”

Treehugger knew what Arnold was talking about, even though all of that hadl happened before she joined the Young Neos. The last iteration of the Young Neos had been so thoroughly taken over by Vision that it was completely disbanded and Treehugger had been one of the new members chosen after the last team was disbanded.

“Furthermore, this school is more than just a place of learning and education for young superhumans,” Arnold said. He held up a hand and balled it into a fist. “It is a symbol of the unity in the superhuman community, for it is a joint effort between the two largest superhero organizations in the country, the Neohero Alliance and the Independent Neoheroes for Justice, and its faculty is made up of members from both groups. This school will strengthen relations between the two organizations, thus making both stronger and better able to defend America and the superhuman community from threats both within and without.”

Treehugger heard a snort behind her. She glanced over her shoulder and noticed that Shell looked rather unmoved by Arnold’s speech. Treehugger would have asked him what he found so funny about it, but because Arnold was still speaking, she turned her attention back to the stage below.

“And to further emphasize this unity, I would like to introduce everyone to two very fine young superhumans who have a bright future ahead of them,” said Arnold. “Although I’m sure most people here know who these two are, I would still like to introduce Bolt, the leader of the Young Neos, and Strike, the leader of the New Heroes.”

Treehugger sat rigid as a tree when Arnold mentioned Strike. She became even more rigid when Bolt and Strike walked out onto the stage. Even from a distance, Strike was insanely handsome; his short, brown hair and shining black eyes were to die for. He was easily as muscular as Bolt, despite lacking super strength, and his muscles were pleasantly visible through his blue and yellow suit. Even his cape looked hot and Treehugger normally didn’t care much for capes.

Both Bolt and Strike smiled and waved at the audience, many of whom started clapping when the two young heroes stepped out onto the stage. More than a few people in the audience even started chanting Strike’s name over and over again, like he was a rock star. Treehugger herself almost joined in, but she realized that the rest of her teammates would never let her live it down if she started chanting Strike’s name like some fan girl, so she just settled for staring intently at Strike as he shook hands with Arnold and exchanged a few words with him that she couldn’t hear.

Evidently, Strike must have been scheduled to deliver his speech first, because he stepped up to the podium without hesitation and gave the crowd a huge, bright white smile that made Treehugger practically melt in her seat. “Hello and welcome, everyone! As you might have guessed, my name is Strike and I’m the leader of the New Heroes. I’ve seen and done a lot of exciting things in my relatively short superhero career, but I can’t think of anything more exciting than opening a place of learning for young superhumans who are largely on their own.”

It was a cheesy thing to say, sure, but Treehugger didn’t mind a little cheese on her hunk of meat. She heard Shell and Stinger snicker at Strike’s cheesiness, but she ignored them.

“I know a lot of the people who are going to be teaching here at the Academy,” Strike continued. “Many of them mentored me and my own teammates when we first joined the New Heroes, so I am confident that the students who will be attending here will be in good—”

Treehugger blinked. Strike was still speaking, but she heard no words coming from his mouth. She looked at Blizzard and said, “Blizzard, do you see that?”

But then Treehugger realized that, although she made the words with her mouth, she couldn’t hear her own voice. Based on the confused and frightened expressions that the rest of her team wore, it was obvious that they, too, noticed the deafening silence that had fallen upon the entire auditorium, including their own voices.

Treehugger looked out over the crowd below. She saw afraid and confused faces, but she didn’t hear anything. It was the most eerie thing she’d ever seen in her life. It was like watching a movie with the sound muted, except it was real life. She didn’t hear voices, the sounds of people shifting in their seats or getting up and walking around, cell phone ring tones, or any of the various and sundry other noises that you could usually expect to hear in a large crowd of people gathered together like this.

Panic was starting to set in, but Treehugger did her best to ignore it. She looked back at the stage and saw that Strike finally realized that his words were inaudible, because he had stopped speaking and was instead just looking out over the crowd with confusion, as if hoping that someone might explain what was going on. Despite the fear and uncertainty, Treehugger couldn’t help but find Strike extremely cute even when he looked lost and confused.

That was when Treehugger noticed Bolt walking up to Strike. There was something strange about the way he walked, though; he didn’t move very naturally. He looked almost like a human robot attempting to mimic human behavior, failing only because of some missing component that was hard to describe.

He must be going to help Strike, Treehugger thought, relaxing a little bit. Yeah, that’s it. He and Strike are friends and he’s probably just going to keep him calm until we figure out what’s going on.

But then Bolt stopped behind Strike, who must have somehow sensed Bolt approach him, because he turned around to look at him. Based on the hand gestures Strike made, it was obvious that he was trying to ask Bolt what had happened.

Then Bolt’s eyes opened. For a split second, Treehugger thought she saw that they were purple, rather than their normal blue.

Then Bolt slammed a hand on Strike’s chest and sent a powerful burst of electricity through his arm directly into Strike’s heart.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Even without sound, the scene of Strike being electrocuted was terrible to behold. No screams issued from his mouth; well, at least none that Treehugger could hear. She couldn’t tear her eyes off the horrid sight of Bolt silently electrocuting Strike to death. She wondered if this was just some kind of strange, horrific nightmare she was experiencing, but when she pinched herself and felt a small prick of pain, she realized that this was entirely—horrifically—real.

A second later, however, the scene had changed. Bolt now lay on the floor, apparently unconscious, while Strike, whose costume and hair were now smoking, was in the arms of Arnold Johanson, who gently lowered him onto the floor in a comfortable position. It took Treehugger a second to realize that Arnold had used his time powers to save Strike; at least, she hoped he did, because Strike now looked too still for comfort.

In the next instant, sound suddenly returned like a swelling wave. Every sound assaulted Treehugger’s ears at once. Screams of terror and confusion from the crowd below rushed up toward the ceiling like a bomb going off; the sounds of people trying to escape the auditorium before they ended up the next victims of Bolt was like a roaring waterfall crashing into sharp ocean rocks. Even the sounds of swinging jewelry and coins clinking against smartphones inside peoples’ pockets was deafening.

The result of so much sound hitting Treehugger’s ears at once was equivalent to being punched in the face by a bodybuilder. She fell out of her chair and onto the floor of the box, covering both of her now-aching ears with her hands, although how much help that would be in keeping her hearing, she had no idea. She looked up and noticed that Blizzard and White were also covering their ears; unlike her, they had not fallen out of their chairs, but they still looked like they were in great pain nonetheless. Beyond them, Stinger had slumped backwards in his chair, clearly knocked unconscious from the sudden return of the sound, while Talon was rubbing her head like she was suffering from a huge headache. Shell’s glasses were even cracked, although given how he was doubled over in his chair with both of his hands on his head, that was clearly the least of his problems.

Despite the fact that her ears were ringing like doorbells, Treehugger pulled herself up onto her knees and looked over the edge of the box to the other boxes. She was startled to see that nearly the entire leadership of both the NHA and INJ were either knocked out cold or doubled over in pain like Shell, though the Midnight Menace was curiously missing from the INJ box. Strike’s New Heroes were in even worse shape than the Young Neos; it looked like they were all knocked out cold, though none of them were dead as far as she could tell.

Treehugger looked over to the government’s box. To her surprise, Porter and the G-Men were gone. She had no idea where they could have gone; maybe the G-Men had evacuated Porter just in case Bolt tried to attack him next.

In any case, pandemonium rained in the audience below. People were screaming and shouting, the security guards were vainly attempting to enforce some semblance of order onto the crowd, and all of the noise made it nearly impossible to think clearly or figure out what to do next. She could see Arnold shouting for order and for people to calm down, but it was obvious by now that the flight or fight response had kicked in for most of the people and the vast majority of them were trying to fly.

Abruptly, Vice-President Porter walked out onto the stage, with Mr. Apollo and Blood Boil following not too far behind. Porter looked as grim and serious as before; indeed, he didn’t look even remotely affected by the atmosphere of fear and panic that gripped the entire auditorium. He walked past the startled Arnold and stood in front of the main podium. He stood there for a second, looking over the rioting crowd with a look of sheer calmness, before leaning in to the microphone and saying, in a deep, authoritative voice, “Everyone, calm down. Now.”

It was like someone had flipped a switch. Porter’s deep voice boomed from the speakers, causing it to reverberate throughout the whole auditorium. Before Treehugger’s startled eyes, people started calming down. It was still a few more minutes before the people stopped screaming and rampaging, but it was not very long before the chaos and fear of the auditorium was replaced instead by a lingering uncertainty. Everyone looked at Porter, whose steely expression made even Treehugger feel calmer, despite her ringing ears.

“Thank you,” said Porter. He nodded at Arnold. “You may speak to them now.”

Porter stepped aside. Arnold—who looked less mystified by Porter’s apparent ability to calm everyone down with four words than everyone else—stood up and walked up to the microphone. He said, in a slightly ragged voice, “Please forgive us for this interruption. While we attempt to find out what just happened, I must ask that every member of the audience who is not associated with the NHA, INJ, or G-Men please leave the auditorium and return to your rooms in the dormitories until we determine it is safe for you to leave. Please leave the auditorium in an orderly line and listen to any orders that the security guards may give you. Thank you.”

To Treehugger’s surprise, the audience did exactly that. They turned and began walking out of the auditorium as though they practiced this kind of emergency escape every day. The security guards—who, even from a distance, looked relieved at how Porter and Arnold had calmed the crowd—immediately began organizing lines to the exits, guiding frightened and confused audience members out the doors as quickly and orderly as they could.

Treehugger looked over her shoulder at her friends. “What was that?”

Blizzard, who was clutching her head with both hands, shook her head. “Do you mean the sound, Bolt nearly killing Strike, or Porter?”

“All three,” said White in a slightly exhausted voice. He was not clutching his head, but he was slumped in his chair, looking like he had just run a marathon. “Confused.”

“I need to go down there,” said Treehugger, slowly rising to her feet. “Need to see Bolt. And Strike. And find out what happened.”

“We’ll go with you,” said Blizzard. She tried to stand up, but winced and sat back down, clutching her head again. “Ouch.”

“No, you guys stay here,” said Treehugger, gesturing at her teammates. “You all seem to have taken the brunt of the sound blast—or whatever it was—worse than me. Just stay here and try to rest. I’ll see if I can get some medical help. Try to wake Stinger while I’m gone and make sure he’s okay.”

Treehugger made her way to the back of the box and opened the door. She stepped out into the hallway, but before she could go anywhere, she heard clanking footsteps and looked to her left to see Mecha Knight walking toward her. He looked no worse the wear despite the sound explosion; he wasn’t even limping.

“Ah, Treehugger, there you are,” said Mecha Knight in his usual monotone voice, which seemed awfully loud to Treehugger’s ringing ears, even though he wasn’t screaming. “I was going to check on you and the other Young Neos.”

“We’re fine,” said Treehugger. She rubbed her ears. “I mean, none of us are dead, but I think we’re all going to have hearing problems for the rest of our lives. What about you? Can you still hear?”

“Yes,” said Mecha Knight, nodding. “My auditory sens—er, I mean, my ears, were mostly protected from the sound blast thanks to my helmet’s protective features. The other Leadership Council members, unfortunately, were not so lucky, although I think they will all regain their ability to hear soon enough.”

“Good to know,” said Treehugger. “I was thinking of some kind of herb that might be able to help ringing ears and—wait, what am I saying? I need to go down to the stage and check on Bolt.”

“I believe you should stay here, Treehugger,” Mecha Knight said. “While it looks like Bolt is no longer a threat, I would rather not put you or any of the other Young Neos in needless danger, especially since we still don’t know for sure what happened.”

“But Bolt is my friend,” said Treehugger. “And I also want to check on Strike. I might be able to heal him with my … uh, herbs.”

That wasn’t exactly why she wanted to see Strike, of course, but she didn’t want to let Mecha Knight know about her crush. He probably wouldn’t consider it a very good reason to put herself in such a dangerous situation.

Thankfully, Mecha Knight seemed to buy it, because he nodded and said, “All right. We’ll go down together. I need to speak with Arnold and Porter about what happened.”

Mecha Knight walked past Treehugger and Treehugger immediately joined him. Mecha Knight was about a foot taller than her and his strides were longer, but Treehugger managed to keep up with him anyway, although she kept rubbing her aching ears as she followed him.

“Do you have any theories about what happened?” said Treehugger, looking up at Mecha Knight as they made their way down the stairs that seemed to lead from the boxes to the stage. “You don’t seem very surprised by what happened.”

“I am surprised,” said Mecha Knight, although his voice had no indication of his surprise, of course. “But at the same time, I was aware something like this might happen. And I think I may know who is behind it, but I don’t want to say just yet until we learn the facts.”

“Why?” said Treehugger in surprise. “And who do you think is behind this?”

“Because bad things always happen whenever the NHA and INJ get together to do something,” said Mecha Knight, his metal boots clanking against the stone steps of the stairs. “During the Summit earlier this year, we were nearly tricked into fighting a war against each other by Maria Candle; and then later on, when we unveiled the Justice Statue at Hero Island only for us to be attacked by the Pokacu. I would have been surprised if the opening ceremony didn’t get derailed by some freak event that no one could have seen coming.”

“But you think you know who did this,” said Treehugger.

“As I said, I don’t want to say who I suspect just yet until we get more facts,” said Mecha Knight. “Arnold and Vice-President Porter will be able to supply us with more information, especially since I already shared my security concerns with both of them prior to the opening of the event.”

“Is that why Porter was here?” said Treehugger. “Did you think you’d need his help if something like this happened?”

“Both the Neohero Alliance and the Independent Neoheroes for Justice are completely capable of handling this sort of problem without government aid or oversight,” said Mecha Knight. “Still, I must admit that I did appreciate Porter’s presence. Unlike most politicians, Porter doesn’t freeze up when he finds himself in dangerous situations. That probably came from his time in the military; regardless, Porter is the one politician I trust, even though I voted third party in the last election.”

“How did he do that?” said Treehugger as they turned a corner down more steps. She had stopped rubbing her ears by now, since they had stopped ringing a few seconds ago. “He just … walked up to the microphone and told everyone to calm down and everyone listened to him. Is he a superhuman? Does he have the power to make everyone calm down just by listening to his voice?”

Mecha Knight actually chuckled at that, which kind of scared Treehugger, because she had never heard Mecha Knight chuckle at anything before. “No, Porter is just a normal human. Well, as normal as someone with his skills can be, anyway. He has the brain of an ordinary human, at least, though I still would not want to fight him.”

Treehugger would have thought that Mecha Knight was joking if she hadn’t known him as well as she did. The idea that Mecha Knight, who wore a suit of powered armor that could shoot lasers and had a sword, didn’t want to fight an ordinary human man who had no special powers of his own seemed ludicrous. It made her rethink her earlier dismissal of the dream hypothesis; sure, when she pinched herself she felt pain, but what if her dream was just extremely realistic?

By the time Treehugger and Mecha Knight reached the stage, nearly the entire audience was gone. Most of the security guards had moved onto the stage now, standing around Bolt’s unconscious body, cuffing his arms and legs together to keep him from running when he awoke. A couple of the security guards were moving Strike off the stage on a stretcher. Treehugger couldn’t see Strike’s face due to the fact that he was lying in such an awkward position, but it was painful to see him looking almost dead.

Arnold and Porter were off to one side, both quietly speaking to one another. Mr. Apollo and Blood Boil were nowhere to be seen, but Treehugger figured they were likely searching the auditorium for any other possible dangers to the Vice-President’s life.

“Greetings, Arnold, Vice-President,” said Mecha Knight as he and Treehugger approached. “I am glad to see that you are both safe.”

“Oh, hello, Jack,” said Arnold, smiling at Mecha Knight, although he looked rather tired as if he had not gotten much sleep last night. “I didn’t know if you were one of the people who got knocked out by that sonic blast or not.”

“My helmet protected my hearing,” Mecha Knight replied. “We’re lucky that you stepped in and stopped Bolt before he could kill Strike or do anything else.”

“Yes, but it was not as easy as it looks,” said Arnold, scratching the back of his neck. “My powers require a lot more energy than most and my body isn’t quite as young as it used to be. I don’t think I will be able to use it again for at least a day.”

“You deserve to rest, given how hard you have been working at getting the school up and running,” said Mecha Knight.

“Yes, but all of that work may be for naught now,” said Arnold. He looked out over the empty auditorium with a grim expression. “I can’t imagine that many of the parents will want their kids to come here after that disaster.”

“But why did it happen?” said Treehugger. She knew that she should have waited her turn to speak, but she was so scared and confused that she didn’t want to wait. “Why did Bolt try to kill Strike? They’re friends. It doesn’t make sense.”

Arnold looked at Treehugger quizzically before looking at Mecha Knight. “Who is this?”

“Treehugger,” said Mecha Knight. “One of the Young Neos. She joined after your retirement.”

“Treehugger?” Arnold repeated. He looked at Treehugger with realization dawning on his features. “I think I’ve heard about you before. Bolt mentioned you and the others when he and his brother were helping put the finishing touches on the school. He said you could control plants.”

“Yeah, I can,” said Treehugger. “That’s why I’m called—”

“Arnold, Jack,” said Porter. His tone was not angry; however, Treehugger could sense that he was losing his patience with what he obviously thought was a pointless tangent, so Treehugger shut her mouth. “I noticed something about Bolt before he attacked Strike.”

“Really?” said Mecha Knight. “What was it?”

“The young man was acting very strangely before he attacked Strike,” said Porter. “I saw him look around when everything went silent. At first, I thought it was because he was confused like the rest of us, but I think it was more likely that he was starting to fall under the effects of whatever caused him to attack Strike.”

“Did you see anyone near him?” Mecha Knight questioned.

“No,” Porter replied. “But Mr. Apollo and Blood Boil are currently searching the backstage for any hints of who might have done that to him.”

“You mean he didn’t do it of his own free will?” said Treehugger hopefully. “Someone forced him to do it?”

“Obviously,” said Porter. “I don’t know Bolt very well, but I do know, based on what President Plutarch has told me about him, that he is not the kind of person to suddenly snap and try to kill a friend like that, at least not of his own free will. The only question is, who could have done it to him?”

Treehugger bit her lower lip and looked at Bolt. He was still unconscious on the floor, but upon looking at him, Treehugger suddenly remembered something important.

She looked up at Mecha Knight. “Sir, I remember seeing something strange about Bolt as well. His eyes were a weird, purplish color, which I thought was just some trick of the lights at first, but now I think it might have been a sign that he wasn’t under control of his own body.”

Mecha Knight, Arnold, and Porter all exchanged significant looks when Treehugger mentioned that. That meant that the clue she had noticed must have been extremely important, although a part of her was apprehensive, because none of them looked very happy about it.

“Yes, that is an important clue,” said Mecha Knight at last. “I will make sure to share it with the rest of the Leadership Council once they have all recovered from the sonic blast.”

“I will let Mr. Apollo and Blood Boil know about it as well,” said Porter. “Thank you for sharing, young lady.”

Treehugger nodded, but now she was trying to remember where she had seen those purple eyes before. They seemed so familiar to her, as if she had seen them under different circumstances before, but her head hurt so much that she didn’t spend much time thinking about it. She decided that she would ask one of the others about it later when they left the auditorium, because she vaguely recalled that she was not the only member of the team to have seen those strange purple eyes before, although she hoped that the other teammates would remember better than he.

“Anyway, the security guards will transport Bolt to a safe location,” said Arnold as he rose to his feet, dusting off his pants as he did so. “He will be bound in chains and kept separate from the rest of the school, just in case he’s still under the control of whoever possessed him. As for Strike, he should be at the school’s medical station by now, though I suspect he will need more serious treatment than what the school nurse will be able to offer him.”

“Healing Touch is on the campus somewhere,” said Mecha Knight, looking around. “I’ll ask him to stop by the school’s medical station to heal Strike later.”

“What are we going to do for now?” said Treehugger. “Are we going to find the person who did this?”

“There is no need for that, young lady,” came a soft, but menacing, voice from the shadows. “For I have already found and apprehended one of the person’s helpers.”

From out of the shadows of a nearby corner of the stage came a tall, caped being in pitch-black armor, two red eyes glaring out from his demonic helmet. The figure towered over Treehugger, Mecha Knight, Arnold, and Porter, looking more like a living shadow than a human being, although if the rumors about him were true, then that might very well be what he was.

“The Midnight Menace,” said Mecha Knight, no fear or hesitation in his voice. “I was wondering where you were. When I passed the INJ’s box, I noticed you were missing.”

The Midnight Menace merely grunted. “As soon as I heard the sound blast go off, I vanished into the shadows to find the person responsible for it. And I am pleased to announce that I found someone who may know a thing or two about what happened.”

“Where is he?” said Mecha Knight. “I do not see him.”

The Midnight Menace chuckled. He reached into the shadows behind himself and pulled someone out. He tossed the person onto the ground between him and Treehugger and the others as effortlessly as if he was throwing a sack of potatoes. The man lying on the stage in a quivering ball wore a simple gray janitor’s uniform, with a cap under which stray hairs poked out. The man was quivering on the stage as if he had just been through a traumatizing experience. Given how he had apparently been captured by the Midnight Menace, Treehugger couldn’t blame him for his trauma.

“This is one of the janitors of the auditorium,” said the Midnight Menace. “His name tag says that his name is Joe. I found him trying to sneak out the back entrance. Luckily, he was not very difficult to apprehend.”

“What makes you think that Joe has anything to do with what happened to Bolt?” Mecha Knight questioned. “Perhaps he was trying to escape from the auditorium because he did not want to get attacked by Bolt.”

“Because I also saw him talking to someone on his phone,” said the Midnight Menace. “Here.”

The Midnight Menace drew from his cape a small smartphone, which he threw at Mecha Knight. Mecha Knight easily caught the phone and looked at it. “Who was he talking to?”

“I don’t know,” said the Midnight Menace. “I didn’t ask, nor did I bother to check the phone. I just attacked him as soon as he let his guard down, because I didn’t want to give him even one moment to escape justice.”

“I will study its contents later,” said Mecha Knight as he put the phone into a compartment in his chest armor. “Right now, let’s talk to Joe.”

Joe the janitor still hadn’t looked up or done anything except quiver and shake. Treehugger guessed that he was a grown man in his thirties, though he looked rather weak and pathetic despite that, although given how terrifying the Midnight Menace was, she really couldn’t judge him for his own obvious fear.

Mecha Knight walked over to Joe and, kneeling over him, said, “Joe, I am Mecha Knight, one of the members of the NHA Leadership Council. Can you hear me?”

But Joe still didn’t respond. He looked totally traumatized, even though he had likely only been in the Midnight Menace’s shadows for a few minutes at best. It was like he hadn’t even heard Mecha Knight speak.

Mecha Knight looked up at the Midnight Menace. “What did you do to him?”

The Midnight Menace shrugged. “Nothing … well, nothing I don’t do to most criminals and supervillains, anyway. Normal humans like him typically can’t handle my powers very long without losing their minds. I believe he is still sane, but probably won’t be very talkative for the next several hours. He will also have a fear of the dark for the rest of his life, too.”

Treehugger remembered the rumors about the Midnight Menace being a creature of shadow made by dark magic, rather than an ordinary superhuman like everyone else. She never really gave them much credence in the past, but given what the Midnight Menace just said, she was starting to wonder if there was more truth to those rumors than she initially thought.

“We don’t have ‘several hours’ to wait,” said Porter in annoyance. “By then, the person behind this attack might be long gone, if they haven’t already destroyed this man’s memories to make it impossible for him to tell us who he really works for.”

“You sound frightened, Porter,” said the Midnight Menace in an amused voice. “Guess you’re getting scared in your old age, huh?”

Porter stepped forward, as if he actually intended to fight the Midnight Menace here and now, but Arnold stepped in between them and held up his hands. “Hold on, you two. Arguing won’t get us to the bottom of this mystery any sooner. We must not let our tempers get the best of us.”

Based on the way the Midnight Menace and Porter glared at each other, Treehugger wondered if they had some sort of history together. But she shook her head and stepped toward Mecha Knight and said, “Mecha Knight, sir? Can I try to get the man to talk?”

Mecha Knight looked over his shoulder at her. “What makes you think you can snap him out of his trauma?”

“I don’t know if I can,” said Treehugger. “But I do have experience with calming down people who freak out. Had a lot of experience of it while growing up. I might be able to calm Joe down long enough to make him tell us what we need to know.”

“I see no harm in letting the young lady do that, Mecha Knight,” said Arnold in a friendly voice. “She seems well-intentioned; besides, I doubt Joe could hurt her with all of us around. It couldn’t hurt to let her try.”

Mecha Knight stood up and stepped aside. “All right, Treehugger, you can try. But try to be quick about it, because the more time we waste here, the less time we will have to find the person who he is working with.”

Treehugger nodded and walked over to Joe. She got down on her knees and looked over the quivering man, who still seemed entirely unaware of his surroundings. She felt pity for him more than anything, despite the fact that he was a grown man and she was a teenage girl.

“Hey, there,” said Treehugger in her most soothing voice. “Joe? Can you hear me? It’s all right. You don’t need to be so scared.”

To her surprise, Joe seemed to hear her, because he stopped quivering. He didn’t look at her, though; he kept his head down and his knees against his chest. Still, at least he wasn’t shaking anymore, which Treehugger considered a victory.

“Now, Joe, can you tell me about who you are working for?” said Treehugger. “Or, at least, who you were calling on your phone?”

Joe didn’t react at first. Slowly, however, he looked up at Treehugger. He had large brown eyes, which made him look scared and confused. But he didn’t seem nearly as traumatized as before, though that was probably because he was hiding his fear more than anything.

“I was just calling my girlfriend,” said Joe. His voice was slightly shaky, but at the same time, he was at least speaking, so Treehugger didn’t mind his shakiness. “T-That’s all.”

A deep shadow suddenly appeared over Joe and Treehugger, causing Treehugger to look up and see the Midnight Menace standing over them. The Midnight Menace looked even more intimidating up close; indeed, he seem more like a living pillar of shadow than a human being. Joe also looked up at him and froze in pure terror, as if he was unsure whether to get up and run or curl back into a ball.

“Liar,” said the Midnight Menace. His voice, as soft as always, was threatening even to Treehugger. “I overheard you on your phone. You weren’t speaking to your girlfriend. You were speaking to someone about the ‘success’ of the ‘mission.’ Tell one more lie and I’ll make sure you go to Ultimate Max without your legs.”

Treehugger found the Midnight Menace’s threats rather gruesome. But she was too scared to confront the Midnight Menace herself or contradict his threats, so she looked at Joe to see what his reaction would be.

Joe was still frozen solid. It looked like he had had a heart attack and died on the spot, but he immediately shoved his hand into one of his pockets and produced what looked like some kind of gray pill which Treehugger got only a glimpse of before he stuffed it into his mouth and swallowed in one gulp before anyone could react.

A second later, foam began appearing in Joe’s mouth and he began choking and flailing on the stage. Treehugger immediately backed away, wondering what had happened to him and also trying to make sure that she didn’t get hit by his flailing limbs.

But Joe didn’t flail very long. A few seconds later, Joe lay extremely still on the stage, his eyes glassy and lifeless. A quick glance at the disgusted expressions Porter and Arnold’s faces told Treehugger that Joe was dead and that he had killed himself, likely to make sure that he didn’t reveal any secrets to them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

About an hour later, Treehugger and the other Young Neos stood outside of the cell in which Bolt was being kept. It might have been strange for an ordinary school to have cells for prisoners, but Treehugger had been informed that the ‘cells’ were merely rooms for keeping potential supervillain or criminal threats to the Academy in the event that the school was attacked. They were to be kept inside the cells until they could be transported to Ultimate Max for proper containment.

The cells were located on the eastern side of the Academy, just outside of the campus’ limits. They were deep underground, accessible only by elevator, which was only accessible to school faculty. As Treehugger and the Young Neos were part of the NHA, they had been given the password, although Mecha Knight had said that the password would be changed on a weekly basis in order to make the prison cells harder for people to get into.

The cell in which Bolt sat was but one of a dozen identical jail cells lined up next to each other in a short hallway. They looked like typical prison cells: Small, cramped, with a simple cot for sleeping and a toilet and sink in one corner. The biggest difference, as far as Treehugger could tell, was the pipes poking out of the corners of the ceiling, from which powerless gas could be poured to quickly de-power a captured supervillain. The metal bars of the cells were also made of Indestructonium, the super hard metal created by government scientists that even a superhuman as strong as Bolt couldn’t break. That was to ensure that prisoners held within such cells would be unable to escape if for some reason the pipes were unable to negate their powers with powerless gas. And the whole place smelled like metal and dirt, hardly an appealing smell to Treehugger, who liked the smell of roses and buttercups better.

As for Bolt himself, he looked worse than he usually did. He sat on the cot, his hands tied behind his back and his head down and didn’t seem to have noticed Treehugger or the others yet. He seemed to be normal, though; at least his eyes weren’t purple anymore. But he suddenly looked up at them, although he didn’t smile.

“Hey, Bolt,” said Blizzard, wrapping her hands around the bars. “How are you doing? Are you, uh—”

“Normal?” Bolt finished for her. “Yeah. I’m not about to get up and try to kill you guys or anything like that. Not that I could even if I wanted; I think these chains are also made of Indestructonium. Anyway, I heard a janitor killed himself or something?”

Treehugger grimaced. She couldn’t get the images of Joe the janitor killing himself via cyanide pill out of her head; it was just too much for her to handle. She hadn’t broken down crying when it happened, but she had been so stunned by the sight that Mecha Knight had had to take her back to the Young Neos box himself and she’d needed help from her friends to get to the jail where Bolt was being kept.

“Yeah,” said Stinger, nodding. “Treehugger said that the Midnight Menace caught a janitor who was trying to run away, but the janitor killed himself before they could make him talk. Mecha Knight is analyzing the contents of the janitor’s phone, but he didn’t sound very confident that he would find any useful clues.”

“There’s no need for that,” said Bolt. “I already know who made me try to kill Strike.”

“You do?” said Treehugger, temporarily forgetting about Joe’s suicide. “How? Do you remember who took control of you?”

“No, but based on what I was told by Mecha Knight, I know exactly who is behind this,” said Bolt. “The purple eyes, in particular, confirmed it for me, though the fact that I don’t remember anything after sitting down in my chair on the stage is evidence enough, in my opinion.”

“Tell us,” said White impatiently. “We want to catch the person who made you do that.”

“All right, then,” said Bolt. He grimaced. “It was Volto, the leader of the Venetians.”

Treehugger covered her mouth. Suddenly, she remembered where she had seen those purple eyes before. They had been on that garbage creature in the Genesis Institute, the creature that Volto had possessed in order to destroy the Young Neos. Treehugger had never seen Volto himself before, of course, but she would never forget that creature’s purple eyes or its strange voice and way of speaking.

“Are you sure?” said Stinger. He looked around, like he expected Volto to jump out of the darkness and attack. “Because if you’re right, doesn’t that mean that Volto is somewhere close by? Possibly even on the actual campus?”

“Maybe,” said Bolt. “I don’t know the range that his soul projecting powers have. I doubt he’s actually on campus, though. That would be too dangerous, what with all of the NHA and INJ members walking around, not to mention the presence of the G-Men and the Vice-President.”

“Now that you mention it, it does make sense,” said Blizzard. “You did look like you were possessed by Volto.” She suddenly looked over her shoulder at White. “White, weren’t you briefly controlled by Volto back in the Genesis Institute?”

White shuddered, but nodded. “Yes. Bad times. Don’t like to remember.”

“It’s pretty obvious what Volto was trying to do,” said Bolt. “He wanted to frame me for murdering Strike, most likely to either provoke some kind of conflict between the NHA and INJ or scare the parents of the students to keep the students from coming here.”

“Why would he do that?” said Treehugger. “Granted, he probably does hate you, since you and White beat him that one time, but I don’t see how the Venetians or John Mann benefit from either of those things.”

“I do,” said Shell, who was leaning against the back wall of the hallway with his arms across his chest. “If the NHA and INJ are at each other’s throats, it would make it much easier for the Venetians to do whatever it is they’re trying to do. It might also ruin Bolt’s reputation, which would also help them.”

“Okay, but why would John Mann want the Academy closed?” said Treehugger. “The Academy doesn’t hurt him, does it?”

“Maybe not, but there’s still a lot we don’t know about Mann and his plans,” Stinger pointed out. “It’s possible that the existence of the school might somehow get in the way of his plans. Heck, maybe he’s planning to open his own super school and he just wants to get rid of potential competition. Greed is a pretty common problem among those really rich supervillain types like him.”

“If Mann was planning to open his own super school, I think we’d know of it by now,” said Talon. “By the way, Bolt, have you shared this suspicion of yours with Mecha Knight?”

“Yeah, I did,” Bolt said, nodding. “When Mecha Knight came down here to talk with me earlier, I told him about Volto. He didn’t seem surprised.”

“He never is,” said Stinger. “For that matter, I don’t think he ever feels any other kind of emotion, either.”

“This time was different, though,” said Bolt. “He told me that he had been expecting the Venetians to attack the school and that he would inform the NHA, INJ, and even the G-Men about my suspicions.”

“Really?” said Treehugger. “Why did he expect the Venetians to attack the Academy?”

“He didn’t exactly say, but I’m under the impression that he learned something from the G-Men that made him think that,” said Bolt. “My theory is that the G-Men found out something about the Venetians’ plans from the ruins of the Genesis Institute. Remember how they took control of the place after it collapsed?”

Treehugger nodded. “Yeah, I remember that. Are you thinking that the G-Men found out what the Venetians are planning and perhaps shared this information with both the NHA and the INJ to help them prepare a defense for the Academy?”

“Probably not the Venetians’ full plan, but yeah, I think something like that is going on here,” said Bolt. “I mean, why else would the Vice-President himself be here? I know the Academy is a one-of-a-kind institution, but it seems to me that they could have sent Cadmus Smith instead and achieved more or less the same effect.”

“But if the NHA and the INJ are working with the G-Men, why haven’t they told us?” said Blizzard. “Do they not trust us with this information or something?”

“Don’t know,” said Bolt. “I can only imagine that it must be top secret. Maybe the full implications of the Venetians’ plans are too risky to detail or maybe they just don’t want this information widely known. Knowledge is power, after all, and sometimes it makes more sense to keep certain facts to yourself than spread them around.”

“Well, whatever is going on, I hope they figure it out quickly,” said Treehugger. “It would be a shame if this event caused the parents of the students to pull out their kids before the Academy even got started. Does anyone know what the parents think of this?”

“Last I heard, a lot of parents are scared and few have already threatened to remove their kids, but no one has actually done it yet,” said Stinger. “But it’s still pretty early, you know. Plenty of time for parents to think about how someone nearly got murdered on stage before the first day even began.”

“Why hasn’t anyone told the parents about Volto yet?” said Treehugger. “Surely if they knew about him, they would understand just how unusual that event was.”

“Good idea,” said Stinger. “Bolt can tell them that he was possessed by a Cuban guy wearing a Venetian mask who can shoot his soul out of his body. People will definitely believe that, no questions asked.”

“It’s not any harder to believe than anything else we’ve been through,” said Treehugger. “I mean, if your kid can breathe fire or shoot lasers from his eyes, I don’t see why a guy who can release his soul from his body is so unbelievable.”

“No proof, for one,” Shell said. “Without proof that Volto really did possess Bolt, a lot of parents are just going to remain skeptical of any excuse we come up with. It’s frustrating, sure, but understandable.”

“Then the obvious answer is that we need to find Volto and drag him kicking and screaming onto the auditorium stage before the parents of the kids,” said Talon. She held up her hands and her claws popped out of her wrists. “And if that means Volto will be missing a couple of limbs here and there, I would consider that an acceptable sacrifice to make to keep the school running.”

“Guys, I don’t want any of you hunting down Volto while I’m down here,” said Bolt. “Volto is dangerous and cunning. He nearly killed me and Triplet when we first met him. Even if he is on campus, I want you guys to stay put and let the NHA, INJ, and G-Men search for him.”

“But wouldn’t having more people searching for Volto make it easier to find him?” said Talon. “Besides, we’ve also fought Volto, or at least that disgusting garbage creature he possessed. What could he possess that could possibly be worse than that?”

“I don’t know, but I still don’t want you guys putting yourselves in danger,” said Bolt. “At least wait until I’m out of here. I don’t know when I’ll be released, but I probably won’t spend the rest of my life down here. Might be a couple of days before they let me out, though.”

“Brother is right,” said White, nodding solemnly. “Volto is bad man. Fighting him would be dangerous.”

Talon lowered her claws and pouted. “All right. I won’t prowl the campus grounds for any clues of his location, but if I do see Volto anytime soon, I’ll make sure to give him an autograph.”

“Even if Volto is behind this, that doesn’t explain the sudden silence and then the sound blast,” said Treehugger, brushing aside her braided hair. “Does Volto also have sound powers or something?”

“I don’t think so,” said Bolt. “Maybe it’s another Venetian, though I can’t think of any Venetian who has control over sound.”

“Do we know who all of the Venetians are, though?” said Stinger. “Maybe there’s still a few more we don’t know about. It’s not like we have an exhaustive list of every member of the team, after all. We’ve just been putting them into the NHA’s supervillain database as we encounter them.”

“So there might be two Venetians on campus, then,” said Treehugger with a shudder. “Wonderful. Just our luck.”

“If there really are two Venetians on campus, then that means that John Mann is serious about destroying the Academy,” said Shell. “We’ll all have to be very careful over the next few days. If they’re willing to use Bolt to try to cause trouble, I bet they won’t hesitate to attack the rest of us if they think it will help their plans, whatever those may be.”

Treehugger gulped. She didn’t look around, but she now wondered if Volto or one of the other Venetians was watching them even as they spoke. The only cameras in the hallway were the security cameras in the corners of the ceiling, but Treehugger still didn’t feel safe. She just hoped that Volto was by himself, because if he had the help of another, unknown Venetian, then that was going to make it very difficult, if not impossible, for them to stay safe. She also thought about Strike and the New Heroes; what if the Venetians attacked them, too?

“What are we supposed to do until they let you out?” said Blizzard.

“The plan was for you guys to stay on campus for the next couple of days in special guest quarters,” said Bolt. “White knows where they are, so he can show them to you. I want you guys to stay there and not do any Venetian hunting until I’m released.”

“What about the tour of the campus grounds?” asked Talon. “Will you still take us on that?”

“Not myself, unfortunately, but White could do it,” said Bolt. “He knows the campus grounds nearly as well as me. Right, White?”

“Right, brother,” said White, giving Bolt the thumbs up. “I can show them the pool and gym and stuff. Garden.”

“See?” said Bolt. “White will be able to show you around. You shouldn’t be sitting around waiting for me anyway. Go have fun. I’ve already seen enough of the campus grounds myself over the last week to last a lifetime.”

“All right,” said Blizzard. “We’ll do that. But I’ll be back later on to see how you’re doing, okay? And if you ever need anything, just call for me, okay?”

“Sure thing, Blizz,” said Bolt. He yawned. “Also, you might want to check up on Strike. I know he survived, but I don’t know how well he’s doing and I want to make sure he will be okay.”

“I’ll do it,” said Treehugger, holding up a hand. “I’ll, uh, check on him.”

Treehugger felt slightly embarrassed to volunteer so quickly, but thankfully none of the others seemed to notice or understand why she was volunteering to check up on Strike, because none of them said anything or asked her about it.

“Okay,” said Bolt. “White can show you to the school’s medical building. That should be where Strike is being kept, if I’m not mistaken. Now, I think it’s time for you guys to go. If you see or hear anything about Volto, however, please let me know as soon as you can.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

The Academy medical building was located near the center of the campus, near the auditorium and dorms, situated in such a way that it was easy to see and reach no matter what part of the campus from which you approached it. It was a tall, square white building with a sign with the words ‘ACADEMY CLINIC’ written on it hanging above the sliding door entrance. It looked kind of like a small town health clinic, although Treehugger guessed that it was probably designed to be able to withstand all kinds of problems that normal health clinics couldn’t, given how many young superhumans were going to school here.

Treehugger stood in front of the clinic by herself, bracing herself to enter and ask to see Strike. The rest of the team had gone back to the guest quarters that Bolt had mentioned; White had given Treehugger a map of the place she could use to find her way back there herself once she was done checking on Strike. Because checking on Strike wasn’t a very difficult task, there was no reason for more than one person to go check on him. Treehugger did feel rather vulnerable, though, especially after remembering what she and the others had discussed with Bolt earlier about the possibility of two revenge-driven Venetians hiding somewhere on the campus grounds no doubt looking for the right opportunity to kill Treehugger or the others.

But that wasn’t why Treehugger was having such a hard time screwing up the strength to go in and ask to see Strike. It was just her nerves getting the best of her. The idea of actually going to Strike’s room and seeing him, all by herself, was as daunting as being asked to climb Mount Everest with a broken leg. She hadn’t spoken or interacted with Strike very much. He was a nice guy, she knew, but at the same time, she was so frightened by the idea of actually talking to him that she almost considered turning around and leaving. She could lie to the others and tell them that the doctor had told her that Strike wasn’t in any condition to see guests at the moment and that they could come by later when he was feeling better to find out how he was doing.

No, Treehugger, you should not lie to your friends, not even if you have a really good reason to do it, Treehugger told herself. Just go in, check on Strike, and get out. It isn’t hard.

Despite telling herself that, Treehugger didn’t really believe it. She was just about to turn around and leave before she heard a familiar voice behind her say, “Hey!”

Treehugger whipped her head over her shoulder to see a teenage girl of about her age walking up to her. The girl wore a pink and white suit, similar to Strike’s, and also a strange helmet on her head that hid her face. The girl walked with a spring in her step, far more confidently than Treehugger would ever dare to walk herself.

“Dizzy?” said Treehugger, turning to face her. “What are you doing here?”

Dizzy—a member of the New Heroes—stopped in front of Treehugger and put a hand on her hips. “Going to see Strike, of course! He’s my leader and boyfriend. Why wouldn’t I go see him?”

Treehugger felt her heart sink like a rock. Dizzy is Strike’s girlfriend? Oh, come on.

Aloud, however, she said, in her politest voice, “Oh, of course. Sorry for asking such a rude question.”

“No, it’s all right,” said Dizzy, waving a hand before Treehugger like she should forget it. “You’re Treehugger, right? One of the Young Neos? Why are you here?”

“I just, uh, came to check on Strike,” said Treehugger. She found a growing disgust toward Dizzy rising within her, even though she knew that she had no chance with Strike. “Bolt told me to.”

“Bolt?” Dizzy repeated. Her voice became cold. “You mean the guy who nearly murdered Strike.”

“It wasn’t on purpose,” said Treehugger. “He was possessed by a supervillain.”

“Yeah, I heard that from the Midnight Menace,” said Dizzy, her voice heavy with skepticism. “I suppose it’s probably true, you know. I’ve read about those Venetians, so I know what they can do. Haven’t actually seen any on campus, of course, but I guess they wouldn’t be the feared supervillains they are if they let themselves get caught so easily, huh?”

Treehugger bit her lower lip. “Yeah, I guess so. But they’re still dangerous and we should keep our eyes open for any clues as to their location.”

“Sure, whatever,” said Dizzy. “So, does Strike know that the teammate of the guy who tried to kill him is coming to visit him or was this visit just supposed to be a surprise?”

Treehugger had to restrain her tongue, because she had been about to say something that would undoubtedly make Dizzy punch her. She didn’t like that Dizzy was apparently convinced that Bolt’s story about Volto was a lie. It made her dislike her even more; it even made her feel satisfied in her dislike, because it gave her a much better reason to dislike Dizzy than the fact that she had the audacity to be Strike’s boyfriend. That’s what Treehugger told herself, anyway.

As diplomatically as she could, Treehugger said, “He doesn’t know. I just came because I wanted to make sure that he was doing okay and that he was going to recover. That’s all.”

“I doubt Strike wants to see anyone from the Young Neos right now,” said Dizzy. “It would remind him a bit too much about Bolt, I think.”

“Well, it’s too late now,” said Treehugger, barely hiding the annoyance in her voice. “I’m here, so we might as well go in and see him together.”

Dizzy must have sensed the annoyance in Treehugger’s voice, because she just shrugged and said, “Whatever. I guess you have a point. But if Strike asks you to leave or if he doesn’t want to see you, then leave. Okay?”

“Okay,” said Treehugger, this time not hiding the annoyance in her voice.

The two girls glared at each other for a second before they looked away from each other. Dizzy entered the clinic first, with Treehugger following closely behind, though Treehugger kept her distance because she didn’t want to be too close to Dizzy. She knew that Dizzy had the ability to make a person lose their balance and, given how the two of them were already off to a bad start, she didn’t want to let her guard down in case Dizzy tried to use her powers on her. She wondered if Dizzy was making similar precautions in regards to her own powers.

The Academy Clinic’s waiting room was slightly larger than the average clinic waiting room, with a few dozen chairs situated in the middle of the room and along the walls, plus a large wide screen TV in the upper left corner that appeared to have one of the big major cable news networks on and a desk with a stack of magazines below the TV. Along the walls of the clinic waiting area were various posters depicting a man in a doctor’s coat wearing a red and yellow mask, each poster depicting the man (the apparently fictional superhero doctor ‘Med Man,’ who Treehugger thought was fictional because she had never heard of him before) giving basic medical advice, though some of it was slightly altered to fit the needs of superhumans. One such poster, for example, showed the proper way to remove parts of a superhero’s costume in the event that they started bleeding in order to properly apply a tourniquet, a method that Treehugger had never learned before but which she thought would have been helpful to know anyway.

Treehugger and Dizzy walked up to the front desk, where a pretty young black-haired woman whose name plate read ‘IRMA’ sat. Dizzy quickly explained who they were and what they were doing there and Irma, recognizing both of them, told them they could go on and see Strike, since he was apparently already feeling good enough to see visitors. That surprised Treehugger, because she remembered how terrible Strike had looked just over an hour ago and wondered how someone could recover from that so quickly.

A few seconds later, Treehugger got her answer when they stepped into the room where Strike was resting. Strike was sitting upright on a bed with clean white sheets. He was not wearing his costume; it must have been removed at some point to make it easier to heal him. This was the first time Treehugger had ever seen Strike’s unmasked face and it was even handsomer than she had ever imagined. His black eyes and brown hair, along with his square chin, were so handsome that Treehugger nearly melted on the spot. Even with the hospital gown he wore, he still looked hot; in particular, his muscular arms caught Treehugger’s eyes, nearly distracting her from the other person in the room aside from herself and Blizzard.

A man sat on a stool next to Strike’s bed, one hand on Strike’s arm. He was a middle-aged man wearing an all-white superhero suit, save for the blue stylized hand design on his chest. In contrast to Strike, this man was very thin, almost like a stick, but he wasn’t unhealthily thin. The man opened his eyes and took his hand off of Strike’s arm when Treehugger and Dizzy entered the room, turning to face them both with a warm smile.

“Ah, Treehugger, Dizzy, so good to see you,” said the man in a kind voice. “I didn’t expect both of you to visit Strike at the same time. I just finished healing Strike’s skin.”

Treehugger would have responded, but she felt so timid in the presence of Strike that she didn’t utter a word. She did, however, know who the man was: Healing Touch, the resident healer of the Neohero Alliance. He wasn’t the NHA’s only healer, but he was its first and oldest healer and the most experienced, in addition to having the widest range of healing abilities among all of the healers. He spent most of his time on Hero Island, where he acted as the NHA’s head doctor, healing NHA members who came back from missions and providing NHA members with all of their medical needs. Treehugger had known that Healing Touch was here, but she hadn’t expected to see him healing Strike himself.

“Thank you, Healing Touch,” said Dizzy. “I really appreciate all of the work you’ve done for Strike so far. Strike, how do you feel?”

“Much better, thanks,” said Strike. His voice was slightly weaker than normal, but even just hearing him speak was enough to send tingles running down Treehugger’s spine. He rubbed the back of his head. “I’ll still need to rest for the next few days, though. Healing Touch has healed the worst of it, but I’m still absolutely exhausted.”

“Yes, rest is very important,” said Healing Touch. “I may be able to remove sickness and heal injuries with a touch, but you must still take care of your own health. That way, I won’t have to heal you myself all the time.”

“Sure thing, doc,” said Strike. “And Dizzy, Healing Touch is just awesome. He’s even better than the INJ’s doctors, honestly.”

“It’s nothing,” said Healing Touch. “I’m just doing my job.”

“I know, but still,” said Strike, “I honestly thought I was going to die back there. Now I feel better than ever.”

“Good to hear,” said Dizzy. “But don’t say that around Medico. I don’t think he’d be pleased to hear you singing the praises of the NHA’s healer.”

“Medico is a good sport,” said Healing Touch. “But I should be going now. I have to report to the NHA and INJ leaders about your status. I’ll leave the three of you alone now, but if you need anything, don’t be afraid to call me.”

Healing Touch stood up and left the room, passing by Treehugger, who stepped out of the way to let him leave. She would have said something to Healing Touch, but she was still so tongue-tied in the presence of Strike that she was barely aware of anything else. She couldn’t take her eyes off his arms … they were so big and muscular … and he had such a great smile …

“Dizzy, what’s she doing here?” said Strike, suddenly snapping Treehugger out of her reverie. “What’s her name, Treehugger, I think?”

Treehugger nearly gasped. He knows my name, he knows my name, he knows my name! Act cool, Treehugger. Don’t let him know that you’re freaked out.

“H-Hi, Strike,” said Treehugger. “Um, how are you?”

Treehugger bit her lower lip. Damn it. At least you didn’t shriek or faint.

Apparently, neither Strike nor Dizzy heard her, because Dizzy said, “Oh, she’s just here to check on you. Apparently, Bolt wants to know if he killed you or not.”

“Oh, okay,” said Strike. He looked directly at Treehugger and gave her the thumbs up. “You can tell Bolt that I’ll be okay. He doesn’t need to worry about me holding this against him or anything.”

Treehugger looked at Strike in surprise. “You mean you aren’t angry that he nearly killed you on a stage in front of hundreds of people?”

“Nah,” said Strike, shaking his head. “Why would I be? I heard from Healing Touch that Bolt was controlled by some sort of supervillain. I kind of suspected it, because Bolt didn’t look very normal when he tried to kill me.”

Oh. My. God, Treehugger thought. Not only is he hot, but he’s also incredibly kind and gracious. He’s too pure for this sinful Earth.

“Besides, I’ve been through worse,” said Strike. “Like when I fought Tsunami and nearly drowned. Remember that, Dizzy?”

Dizzy nodded. “Yeah. He nearly sank the entire city of San Francisco under the sea, too.”

“Uh, okay,” said Treehugger. She took a step backwards. “Well, I guess if you are okay and aren’t angry with Bolt, then I’ll just leave and—”

“Wait,” said Strike, holding up a hand. “Don’t leave just yet. I have something I need to tell you.”

For a moment, Treehugger had a vision of Strike rising from his bed. He walked over to her, took her in his large arms, and declared his undying love for her while Dizzy sat there, looking both stunned and betrayed, but eventually smiling as she realized that she cared more about the happiness of the man she loved than her own. Treehugger imagined looking deeply into Strike’s sensitive brown eyes as his lips came closer and closer to hers …

But then Treehugger shook her her head and said, “Yes, Strike? What is it?”

“It’s a message for Bolt,” said Strike. He leaned forward, looking quite serious. “I need you to deliver this to him as promptly as possible. And don’t tell anyone else about it, okay? Not even Mecha Knight or any of the other NHA leaders.”

Treehugger tilted her head to the side, debating whether she should agree to such conditions. After all, she was not supposed to keep secrets from Mecha Knight or any of the other NHA leaders, especially in important matters relating to superheroes. She had no idea what Strike’s message for Bolt might be, of course, but given the context of her visit to Strike, she doubted it was anything minor or insignificant.

On the other hand, Treehugger also didn’t think Strike was up to anything bad. After all, he wasn’t just another pretty face. He was also a good person who would never lie or do anything morally questionable. Of course, Treehugger didn’t know Strike as well as Bolt, but she still felt that was a reasonable assumption to make about him. Besides, she doubted that Strike would ask her to tell Bolt anything wrong or bad, and anyway it might just be a personal message, not anything relating to the Venetians or anything like that.

“Okay, Strike,” said Treehugger with a smile. “What’s your message?”

“I need you to tell Bolt that the plan was a success,” said Strike. “Don’t worry. He’ll know what that means.”

But I won’t, Treehugger thought, though aloud, she said, “Okay, sure. I’ll let him know as soon as possible.”

Strike suddenly smiled at her, showing off his bright, pearly white teeth. “Awesome! Glad to hear it. Also, tell Bolt to come by whenever they decide it’s safe to let him out. I want to talk to him about some other stuff, too.”

Treehugger nearly fainted on the spot from Strike’s smile, but she nodded and then turned around and left without another word. As she walked down the clinic’s main hallway, Treehugger couldn’t help but feel like she had been blessed by the gods.

Strike actually smiled at me because of something I did, Treehugger thought, her head almost spinning from happiness. He smiled at me. That has to be considered some kind of divine blessing, maybe a sign from heaven that I’m doing something right.

At the same time, however, Treehugger also found herself wondering what Strike meant about the ‘plan’ he told her about. Treehugger hadn’t known that Bolt and Strike were working on a plan of some sort. She hadn’t even heard about it before. She wondered if it had anything to do with the Venetians or if it was related to something else.

It’s probably not anything bad, I’m sure, Treehugger thought as she passed through the clinic’s lobby and out the front doors. And probably doesn’t have anything to do with me, so I don’t see any reason to worry about it.

Putting that thought in the back of her mind, Treehugger allowed her mind to start to wander off into visions of romantic fantasies with Strike before a bag suddenly came down on her head and everything went dark.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Treehugger’s head felt as swollen as balloon. She rubbed her head, though she found that movement difficult because of what felt like some chains tied around her wrists. With her eyes closed, she did not know where she was; however, she could feel the cold metal underneath her and what sounded like the muted roaring of an engine somewhere in the distance. She also seemed to be wearing her green suit and her braids were still okay, but when she ran a hand over her wrists, she discovered that her suit-up watch was gone. She quickly tapped her earcom, only to discover that the earcom was missing, too.

What happened to my earcom? Treehugger thought. Where am I? Did someone kidnap me? Am I even still on the school grounds anymore?

Panic starting to creep up her spine, Treehugger opened her eyes and sat up. She looked around at her surroundings and was astonished by what she saw.

She was sitting in a metal cell, but it looked nothing like the jail cells back at the Academy. The walls, floor, and ceiling were covered with some kind of strange silver-gray metal. Not being an expert in metals, Treehugger didn’t know exactly what kind of metal they were made out of, but somehow she could tell that this was not a type of metal that could be found on Earth. She was sitting in the middle of the cell, with two thick chains tied around her wrists, connected securely to the floor. Though the chains were loose enough that she could move her arms freely, she did discover that if she stretched her arms out too far, that the chains would become taut and her arms would be pulled back to her sides; clearly, these chains were either intelligent or were part of some complex computer system that she knew nothing about.

The cell, at least, was well-lit, with pure white lights pouring down over her like the rays of the sun. Beyond the bars of her cage, she could see a hallway plated with similar metal, but she saw no one out there. She sat very still, listening as closely as possible, but she did not hear the sounds of any living creatures nearby, whether human or otherwise. She did, however, hear that muted engine, which seemed to be coming from somewhere behind her, although it must have been separated by several layers of thick metal based on how loud it was. She also heard air coming from the vents; evidently, there was some kind of circulation system at work in this place, wherever she was.

This looks nothing like the Academy, Treehugger thought. This doesn’t even look like Earth. Where the heck am I?

Treehugger tried to remember the last thing that happened to her. She remembered walking out of the Academy clinic, a spring in her step, imagining Strike taking her into his arms and away from the Academy to live happily ever after, but after that she couldn’t remember a thing. She vaguely recalled a bag being thrown over her head, kind of like how kidnappers sometimes kidnapped their victims, but she didn’t understand why she immediately lost consciousness when that happened.

Doesn’t matter, Treehugger thought. Someone has kidnapped me. Who, why, and what they plan to do with me, I don’t know. All I know is that I need to get out of here and find my way home or at least find a way to contact the others so they can save me.

Unfortunately, Treehugger had no idea how she was going to escape this place. She had the ability to control plant life, but metal surrounded her on every side, with not even one blade of grass in sight. And given how she heard an engine sound, she guessed that she was either on a boat or some kind of airplane, which meant that she would not be able to escape very easily even if she did somehow break the chains currently holding her down. She still needed to escape, but exactly how she would go about doing that, she did not know.

She tugged at the chains to test their strength, but found that they were too strong for her to break. If she had super strength like Bolt or White, she would be able to snap them easily; as it was, all she could do was uselessly tug at them.

Must not let my fear get the best of me, Treehugger thought as she lowered her arms to her sides. Maybe this situation isn’t so bad. Maybe you weren’t really kidnapped or maybe they just want to hold you for ransom and won’t kill you. Don’t let your imagination get the best of you.

Suddenly, Treehugger heard the sounds of footsteps outside the hallway. It sounded like someone was walking down the hallway, possibly to her cell. Given how those footsteps were the very first sounds of life she had heard aboard this ship—if that’s where she was—aside from her own breathing, Treehugger felt both dread and anticipation. She lay very still, watching the outside of her cell until a figure stepped into view.

The figure was humanoid and probably about half a foot taller than her. It wore a strange-looking space suit that reminded her of the environ suits that she and her friends had worn during the second Pokacu invasion of Earth earlier that year, except more futuristic, with what looked like touch screens embedded in the arms where buttons should have been. The figure’s face was obscured by a shiny helmet and visor, so Treehugger could not tell if the figure was a man or a woman or if it was even human. Its suit also hid any tertiary sexual characteristics, though Treehugger thought it was a man based on its size.

Treehugger immediately noticed a weapon at the man’s hip. It looked like some kind of gun, except instead of bullets, it shot … well, she wasn’t sure what it shot, given how it had no barrel, just a pointed end kind of like the head of a flathead screwdriver. It might not have even been a gun at all, but rather some kind of strange tool or medical device, but it was so different from anything that Treehugger had seen on Earth that she just didn’t know for sure.

Not that that was the worst of her problems. The figure stood in front of her cell rather still. He might have been looking at her, but it was impossible to tell thanks to the darkness of his helmet’s visor. Perhaps he was observing her to see what she would do or he had heard her moving earlier and came to check on her. In any case, Treehugger did not move; she was worried that if she made any sudden movements, he might draw that weapon from his side and shoot her with it.

Then the figure raised his right hand and knocked twice on the bars, like a kid knocking on the glass wall of a zoo exhibit. It was a small gesture, but the situation was so tense that Treehugger practically jumped out of her suit when she heard the sound of his hand hitting the metal. She pushed herself as far away from the figure as she could, at least until the chains went taut again and pulled her back toward the center.

“Whoa, there,” said the figure in unmistakable English, although his voice was muffled by the visor of his helmet. “No need to be scared. I was just seeing if you were awake. You’re in good hands, don’t worry.”

Treehugger gulped. She couldn’t speak, because she was so shocked to hear clear English coming from that unearthly figure that she was wondering if this was all just part of some weird, wacky dream she was having. Or perhaps it was a nightmare instead; that would certainly explain why she had no method of escape.

The figure lowered his hands and muttered in a voice that Treehugger could nonetheless hear, “Almost forgot that not all supers can speak English,” before looking up at her again and saying, in a slower voice, “Hi. No be afraid. Me friend. You safe. Okay?”

The silliness of the figure’s way of speaking caused Treehugger to snap out of her fear and say, “Hey, I’m not an idiot, you know. I can speak and understand English perfectly well, thank you very much. No need for this ‘me am friend’ nonsense.”

The figure stepped backwards like he had just received an electrical shock. “Whoa! So you can speak English after all. I gotta tell the Captain about this.”

“Captain?” Treehugger repeated; the figure no longer seemed quite as scary as before, so she felt less afraid of asking him questions. “Am I on a ship?”

“Sure are,” said the figure, nodding. “The Adventure. Best starship in the multiverse.”

“Starship?” Treehugger repeated again, this time with more fear. “Am I in space?”

“Technically, it’s really a ship with dimension-hopping abilities,” the figure said with a shrug. “It can fly in space, but it also flies through the void between universes. It takes a lot of energy to do that, though; as a matter of fact, it will be a while before we can dimension hop again.”

This had to be a really weird dream. Starships? Dimension-hopping? The void between universes? This was the stuff of science fiction, and not the kind of science fiction Treehugger enjoyed, either. The suited figure had to be lying. They were somewhere else, still somewhere on Earth, and the figure was just telling her about all of this stuff just to mess with her. That’s what Treehugger told herself, anyway, because she just wasn’t yet ready to embrace the alternative.

“You look pretty freaked out,” the figure said. “Are you hungry or something? We’ve got a lot of food on board and I could get you a great meal pretty quickly.”

“I’m not hungry,” said Treehugger. She pointed at the figure accusingly. “You’re just lying. You kidnapped me from the Academy and now you’re playing mind games with me by claiming we’re on a dimension-hopping starship. You’re probably one of the Venetians or someone working with them, though I don’t know why you’d go to all of this trouble to mess with me when you could have just shot me instead.”

“What are you talking about?” said the figure. “We didn’t kidnap you. We rescued you.”

Treehugger paused. “Rescued … me? What are you talking about? I don’t need to be rescued from anything.”

“Oh, I see,” said the figure. “You really don’t know, huh? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. We didn’t know, either, until they came to our world and destroyed it. Guess that means I’m gonna have to explain it.” He sighed. “I hate giving exposition.”

“Who are ‘they’ and what do you mean that your world is ‘destroyed’?” said Treehugger. “This is just more of the mind games you’re playing with me, isn’t it? Just make vague, ominous-sounding references to things that happened in the past just to make this entire situation seem more real.”

“Actually, I just haven’t gotten around to explaining any of it yet,” said the man. “But I think my suit is freaking you out. Let me take off my helmet to show you my face. Maybe that will make you trust me more.”

The man unclasped the clasps around the neck of his suit and slowly lifted the helmet off his head. Soon, Treehugger could see his face. He was a young, black man, probably in his early twenties or so, although Treehugger didn’t know for sure, as he had a certain timelessness about him that made Treehugger think that the laws of time didn’t apply to him for some reason. He had short, curly hair and pearly white teeth, making him look less like an astronaut and more like a model.

“There,” said the man. Without the helmet covering his face, his voice sounded higher-pitched. “Better?”

Treehugger put her hands together. “Sort of. You look more human, anyway.”

The man chuckled. “More human is good. Anyway, allow me to introduce myself.” He pointed a thumb at himself. “My name is Jason Space and I am the lieutenant of the dimension-hopping starship Adventure, under the command of Captain Helena Galaxy, Captain of this ship. And your world is going to be destroyed very soon unless we save it quickly.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

“What do you mean, my world is going to be destroyed?” Treehugger asked. She sat up and leaned toward Jason, her eyes narrowing. “And are you a superhuman of some sort? I’ve never heard of you before.”

“Yes. I mean no. I mean …” Jason shrugged. “It’s complicated.”

“Uh huh,” said Treehugger, who still didn’t know whether to believe this Jason guy or not. “So, Jason—”

“Call me Space,” Jason interrupted. “Mr. Space. I prefer to be called that.”

“Okay,” said Treehugger, who now secretly decided that Jason was probably more arrogant than evil. “So, Mr. Space, where did you come from? Are you from Earth?”

Mr. Space scratched the back of his head. “Yes, but—”

“It’s complicated,” Treehugger finished for him. “Right?”

“Actually, it’s surprisingly simple,” said Mr. Space. “See, I’m from Earth, but not from your Earth.”

“That’s not simple,” said Treehugger. “That’s just confusing.”

Mr. Space sighed. “Listen, does your Earth have the concept of alternate universes? I ask this because I’ve been to some universes where the people just think you’re babbling if you start talking about alternate universes and I don’t want to waste time explaining stuff to you that you won’t understand at all.”

“Where I’m from, people do think you’re just babbling if you say you’re from an alternate universe,” said Treehugger. “But yes, I know what alternate universes are. I’ve never been to one myself, but my friend, Bolt, has. He didn’t like it.”

“Okay, good,” said Mr. Space. “That saves us a lot of time. So the simple explanation is that Galaxy and I are from an alternate universe, one similar to yours, but different in a variety of ways.”

“I see,” said Treehugger, although she still wasn’t sure if she should believe him or not; she decided she would just keep listening, as it couldn’t hurt to do so. “Exactly how is it different?”

“Well, it doesn’t exist any longer, for one,” said Mr. Space. “Actually, the planet itself still exists, but it doesn’t have any human life on it anymore, super or otherwise. Only a few of us managed to survive, and that was because we got lucky more than anything.”

“How was all human life wiped out on your Earth?” said Treehugger. “Was it a zombie apocalypse? World War Three? Maybe a continent-sized meteor crashed into the planet’s surface? Or maybe it was just a bad epidemic that scientists and doctors couldn’t cure in time?”

“All of that would have been much better than what really happened,” said Mr. Space. “No, the truth of the matter is that we found intelligent life … or rather, intelligent life found us.”

Treehugger frowned. “Are you referring to the Pokacu? Because the Pokacu attacked Earth in my universe—twice—but were defeated each time. In fact, in my universe, the Pokacu don’t even exist anymore since their planet was destroyed, except for a handful of them somewhere out in the rest of the universe.”

“These guys make the Pokacu look like primitive apes who just discovered fire,” said Mr. Space. He shuddered. “We were actually attacked by the Starborn. Ever heard of them?”

Treehugger thought about that for a moment. She slowly nodded and said, “The name sounds familiar. I think my friend Shell might have mentioned the name to me, but he said he doesn’t know what it means or what the Starborn are.”

Mr. Space muttered something under his breath that sounded like a curse, although Treehugger didn’t recognize the language he spoke. “Great. So you guys don’t even know what the Starborn are. Yeah, your universe is screwed.”

“Maybe if you explained what they are, I might be able to help my universe,” Treehugger said. She normally wasn’t this short with people, but being kidnapped from her own universe and held hostage aboard a strange starship had worn out her patience.

“Okay, okay,” said Mr. Space. He began tapping his chin. “The Starborn are hard to explain because they’re not quite like most life in the universe. They’re older, more ancient, with an understanding of the universe that makes our quantum physics look like child’s play. They’re almost, but not quite, gods, because unlike gods, they can die … I think. Possibly. Maybe.”

“That still doesn’t make things anymore clearer,” Treehugger pointed out. “What are the Starborn?”

“Okay,” said Mr. Space. He spread his free hand. “The Starborn can be best thought of as the oldest known race of intelligent life in the multiverse. The evidence we’ve collected suggests that the Starborn developed space travel early on in the history of the universe and then went around the universe from planet to planet studying other life forms, building cities and monuments to their own greatness, and leaving behind various odds and ends that make no sense whatsoever to our greatest minds. One of the last planets they visited was Earth, which was very early on Earth’s history, well before humans started writing stuff down or even knew how to write at all.”

“What did they do while on Earth?” said Treehugger. “Enslave humans or something?”

“No, the Starborn apparently weren’t much into slavery,” said Mr. Space. “Genocide, on the other hand, they were pretty into that. Not that they killed off the early humans, though, because the Starborn were a pretty curious bunch. They decided to experiment upon our ancestors instead.”

“Were a curious bunch?” Treehugger repeated. “What does that mean?”

“I’ll get to that, don’t worry,” said Mr. Space, waving off her question like it was irrelevant. “Anyway, as I said, the Starborn experimented upon our ancestors. They genetically-modified some of our ancestors so that they could have super powers, as well as give birth to children who had the potential to develop super powers, too, although the genes remained more or less dormant until the late twentieth century when the Apocalypse Switch was pressed, of course.”

Treehugger gasped. She had known that early humans had been experimented upon by a race of aliens that crashed on Earth thousands of years ago, which had resulted in the creation of superhumans, but she had not known that these aliens were the Starborn. “No way. You mean to say that the Starborn are the creators of superhumans?”

“Pretty much,” said Mr. Space. “They altered other alien species, too, but as far as we can tell, humans were the only ones who survived. Seems like every species they modified eventually rose up in rebellion against them, which always ended in the aforementioned genocide. Like I said, the Starborn were pretty into genocide, at least whenever they felt threatened by what they considered ‘lesser’ species.”

Treehugger shuddered. “How can you speak so easily about the slaughter of entire species? I can’t even imagine what it would take for a species to deliberately and knowingly annihilate multiple other species for no reason other than they rebelled against them.”

“Hey, us humans have a history of killing each other off for no good reason, so let’s not be too harsh on them,” said Mr. Space. “As for how I deal with it, you kind of have to develop a sense of humor to deal with the things I see and experience every day. Jokes about genocide don’t seem so bad when you realize they help you cope.”

Treehugger still couldn’t wrap her mind around that idea, but she said, “Okay, but what happened to the Starborn? Why didn’t they stay on Earth?”

“Because they ascended to a higher plane of existence,” Mr. Space replied. “As I said, the Starborn were very curious. They eventually figured out how to dimension hop and have been doing that for the past several thousand years or so. They have not been back to Earth or even the same universe as Earth for a long time, though they did leave behind a lot of their artifacts for us to find and puzzle over.”

“Are they gone forever, then?” said Treehugger.

“No, and that’s the problem,” said Mr. Space. He waved his free arm up and down. “That’s why your world is in danger. The Starborn are coming back, but once they do, no one on Earth will survive, especially superhumans like you.”

“They’re coming back?” said Treehugger. “When? Where? How can we stop them?”

“Not sure when or where, but sometime soon and most likely in a place where lots of people can see them,” said Mr. Space. “Because they’re planning to wipe out all of humanity and they want to do it as efficiently as possible.”

“Why?” said Treehugger in surprise. “Why would they want to destroy us? What have we done to them that warrants our deaths?”

“Even we don’t know why,” said Mr. Space. “In my universe, the Starborn appeared one day and just started killing everyone. They didn’t bother to explain why, but based on the evidence of their genocides of other races in the universe, it may be that they think we might rebel against them and use our super powers to overthrow them or something like that.”

“How can we overthrow a species we don’t even know exists?” said Treehugger. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“It’s just a theory,” said Mr. Space with a shrug. “Like I said, we don’t know why. We only know that that is what they’re trying to do.”

“Who is this ‘we’ you keep talking about?” said Treehugger. “Is it just you and that Galaxy girl you mentioned or what?”

“No, but we’re the two in charge of defending your Earth,” said Mr. Space. He put a hand over his right breast. “See, we’re not just freelance space explorers. We’re also agents of the Interdimensional Elite Agency, a group of dimension-hopping people whose job is to protect and defend the multiverse as best as we can.”

“I have never heard of the Interdimensional Elite Agency,” said Treehugger. She squinted her eyes suspiciously. “How do I know you aren’t just making them up?”

“Let me show you my IEA membership holo card, then, to prove my identity,” said Mr. Space.

Mr. Space tapped the screen on his right arm a few times before a hologram rose out of the screen. It showed a square card not much bigger than a driver’s license, with Mr. Space’s smiling face looking directly at the camera, although his hair looked longer in the picture than it did in real life. The card also had a lot of numbers and letters on it, but they were in a language that Treehugger couldn’t read, although she could tell that it was not a language from Earth.

“See?” said Mr. Space. “You probably can’t read it, but it confirms my identity and the existence of the IEA. Trust me, non-members have no access to these cards.”

“Okay, I can see that,” said Treehugger. She looked down at the chains around her wrists. “Then why did you kidnap me? And why am I being held prisoner on your ship? What did I do wrong?”

“Nothing,” said Mr. Space as he tapped the screen on his arm, causing the holo card to vanish back into his arm. “We technically aren’t holding you prisoner. We’re just trying to keep you safe from the eventual destruction of your universe.”

“Safe?” Treehugger repeated. “Well, that’s not a bad thing to do, but why did you have to kidnap me? Why not just talk to me like a normal person? Why didn’t you contact the Neohero Alliance or the Independent Neoheroes for Justice or even the G-Men? I mean, if the Starborn are such a huge threat to Earth, then why not tell the whole world about them so we can prepare to stop them?”

Mr. Space scratched the back of his neck sheepishly. “Well, there’s the rub. While we’re supposed to defend your Earth, the IEA also has a policy of forbidding direct contact with the inhabitants of whichever universe we’re defending. Technically speaking, we shouldn’t even be having this conversation right now.”

“You mean you aren’t allowed to talk to anyone on Earth at all?” said Treehugger. “Not even just to warn us about the Starborn? Why?”

“Because you aren’t ready for it yet,” said Mr. Space. “That is, you guys aren’t ready for contact from other universes. That’s the IEA’s reasoning, anyway.”

“Not ready for it?” said Treehugger. “What are you talking about? It’s not like we’ve never had contact with people from other universes before. Mastermind was from another universe.”

“Yes, but Mastermind also tried to take over your world,” Mr. Space noted. “The IEA doesn’t want our members to be shot on sight because we happen to be from other universes, to put it one way. We’ll only begin actively contacting you guys once you achieve dimensional travel on your own.”

“Oh,” said Treehugger. She tugged at the chains. “I still don’t see the point of the chains or the cell, though. It’s not like I’m going to try to kill you or anything.”

“We didn’t know how you’d react when you woke up,” said Mr. Space. “We thought you might not be very pleased about waking up on this strange ship and didn’t want you to get violent, especially since you’re a superhuman, though your powers are not entirely useful on our ship given the lack of plants.”

“Well, I’m not in any danger of killing anyone at the moment,” said Treehugger. She raised her chained arms. “Can you let me go? Please? These chains are starting to get uncomfortable.”

“I’ll have to get permission from Captain Galaxy first,” said Mr. Space. He tapped the screen on his arm a few times before a small beep emitted from the screen, which Treehugger figured was the notification for a message he received. He frowned, however, and looked up at Treehugger. “Sorry, but Galaxy says you have to stay put.”

“What? Why?” said Treehugger. “I don’t want to hurt you or her. What’s the danger in letting me go?”

“Captain Galaxy wants to keep you safe,” said Mr. Space. “Says you’re safer in your cell than out in the rest of the ship. Not that the rest of the Adventure is necessarily dangerous or anything, but she just doesn’t want you wandering around on a place you don’t know much about.”

Treehugger pouted. “Come on. I’m not like some little kid who will put her hand on a burning stove because she’s curious. And why did you kidnap me, specifically, anyway? What makes me so important?”

Mr. Space rubbed the back of his head. “You mean you haven’t figured it out? The reason we saved—not kidnapped—you is because you are the key to stopping the Starborn from destroying your Earth.”

“I am?” said Treehugger, tilting her head to the side. “What does that mean?”

Mr. Space opened his mouth, perhaps to elaborate, but all of a sudden, the ship shook like it had hit an iceberg. Treehugger was thrown down to the floor, while Mr. Space staggered against the back wall of the hall. He leaned against the wall and looked around suddenly, a look of fear and confusion on his face as he whipped his head this way and that.

“What was that?” said Treehugger. She hadn’t gotten back up from the floor, mostly because she was afraid that she would just get knocked down again if she did. “Did we hit an iceberg or something?”

“I—” said Mr. Space, but then he immediately put a hand to his ear, which was when Treehugger noticed what looked like an earcom in his ear. He was silent for a moment before a grim expression appeared on his face and he shook his head and said, “Okay, Captain. Got it. I’ll be up there as soon as possible. What about the girl?” He went silent once more, clearly listening to whatever Galaxy was telling him, and then said again, “All right. See you soon.”

“What did Galaxy say?” said Treehugger as Mr. Space lowered his hand. “What’s going on?”

“We’re under attack,” Mr. Space replied. “And if we don’t act fast, you will never see Earth again.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Treehugger followed Mr. Space through the hallways of the Adventure. The ship’s layout was different from most ships or airplanes that Treehugger had been on back on Earth. While the hallways were wide enough for her and Mr. Space to walk together without difficulty, there were no stairs; instead, there were mostly ramps with treadmill-like treads that would take them up to the next deck quickly. The lights in the ceiling seemed different, too, because it seemed like they coming not from light bulbs, but from some strange kind of rope, though they were in such a hurry that Treehugger did not get to spend much time studying them. There weren’t any windows, either, though not that Treehugger was complaining; given how the ship shook every now and then from the outside assaults, she was glad she wasn’t near any windows that could be broken and possibly suck her into the void between dimensions.

On the second deck, Mr. Space abruptly led Treehugger into an elevator that she hadn’t even known was an elevator if he hadn’t pointed it out to her. Indeed, when she stepped inside and looked around at her surroundings, she almost doubted that it was an elevator. There was no elevator car; instead, they stood on some kind of metal disk with holographic buttons that apparently represented the decks of the Adventure. Mr. Space quickly pressed a button and they soon began to ascend, far more smoothly than a normal elevator car even when the ship shook from attacks. Treehugger did not know how it was ascending, however, because it did not seem to have any cables; she assumed it was floating, but there was no way to know that for sure.

It wasn’t long before the elevator came to a stop and Mr. Space exited before the doors were fully opened. Treehugger followed as quickly as she could and soon found herself standing on the bridge of the Adventure.

She didn’t know what she had expected to see, but whatever it was, it was not what she was actually seeing. All of the walls were covered with huge screens that showed a variety of different images and videos. Some of the screens showed security footage of the Adventure’s halls and rooms, while others showed fuel gages, air supplies, gravity levels, and other statistics related to the ship. And still others showed what appeared to be footage of the ship’s exterior, although they didn’t show much other than a few minor parts, which made it impossible for Treehugger to tell what the exterior of the ship looked like. Based on what she could see in the footage, however, the Adventure had to be absolutely enormous, and yet she had not seen any other people on the ship so far except for Mr. Space.

That changed when Treehugger saw a woman in the center of the room. The woman was sitting on a floating command chair, the back of her head to them. She had long black hair, but that was all Treehugger could see of her at the moment. She was busily tapping at a floating touch screen/computer monitor in front of her, like she was playing some kind of app game, although based on the frantic way she tapped the screen, it was pretty clear that she was doing something far more important than playing a simple app game.

“Captain Galaxy!” Mr. Space said as he and Treehugger walked up to the woman in the floating chair. “What’s the current status of the ship?”

“Better than it should be,” said Captain Galaxy without looking over her shoulder at Mr. Space. “I managed to get the double shields up before the Servants could hit anything vital, but they managed to get a good shot in on Engine A’s hyper drive, meaning we can’t just run away. Sparky is currently repairing the damage, but he says it will be hours before it’s done.”

“Sparky?” Treehugger repeated. “Who’s that?”

“Our robotic assistant,” Mr. Space explained. “He does most of the upkeep around the ship. Pretty handy guy to have around.”

“Wait, who asked that question?” said Captain Galaxy. She glanced over her shoulder before turning the chair around completely to face Treehugger. “What are you doing here?”

Treehugger did not answer right away, because she was too busy staring at Captain Helena Galaxy. Galaxy looked to be a woman in her late twenties or early thirties, wearing glasses that reminded Treehugger of her first grade English teacher, even though her teacher had been a much older woman. Galaxy wore a blue jumpsuit with a badge on her right breast that resembled a hammer crossed with a lightning bolt, a symbol Treehugger had seen on Space’s identity holo card earlier. She had no idea what that symbol meant; maybe it was the symbol of the IEA.

“I brought her up here because I thought she might be helpful against the Servants,” said Mr. Space, drawing Galaxy’s attention to him. “She’s a superhuman, after all, and you know what that—”

“Space, she is supposed to stay down there in her cell,” said Captain Galaxy. “I don’t care if you think she could help. By bringing her up here, you could end up jeopardizing our entire mission, regardless of how powerful she is.”

“I know, but I also know that the Servants don’t like superhumans,” said Mr. Space. “If they find out what she is, they might just run away.”

“That’s a dumb idea and you know it,” said Captain Galaxy in a sharp voice. “The Servants have never hesitated to kill superhumans before.”

“Who are the Servants?” said Treehugger in confusion. “Who do they work for? And why are they attacking this ship?”

Captain Galaxy opened her mouth, most likely to answer, but she was interrupted by a loud alarm coming from the huge screen on the opposite side of the room. A message appeared on the screen, in that same weird language that Treehugger couldn’t read, but based on how terrified Space and Galaxy looked, it was pretty obvious that the two of them could read it. She figured it had to be some kind of warning, but that was all she could figure before the message was replaced by the image of the creepiest creature Treehugger had ever seen.

The creature had a vaguely squid-like head, with tiny little tentacles hanging off its chin, but its red eyes were disturbingly human and intelligent. The screen only showed the creature’s head, but in the background, Treehugger could see other creatures like it sitting at what appeared to be computers (though they looked nothing like any human computer she had ever seen) typing or tapping away. Treehugger stepped backwards from the creature on the screen, despite the fact that it was not actually here in the flesh.

“Greetings, Mr. Space and Captain Galaxy,” said the creature. It spoke surprisingly good English, although it had a weird accent that Treehugger had never heard before. “We meet again, but for the last time.”

“I don’t recognize you,” said Captain Galaxy. “State your name, monster.”

The creature made a sound that might have been laughter. “My name? You know it already. Or at least Mr. Space does. Right, Jason Space?”

Mr. Space’s hands balled into fists. “I do, but I hoped I would forget it, Omanx.”

“Please, you know that’s not my full name,” said the creature. “Allow me to formally introduce myself: I am Takerious Ninda Omanx, the Captain of the Incinerator, leader of the Servants of the Starborn, and I am here to ensure the destruction of the Starborn’s enemies.” He leaned closer to the camera, allowing Treehugger to see his oily skin in greater detail. “Namely, you.”

Captain Galaxy gasped, while Mr. Space just looked grimmer than usual. Treehugger, however, didn’t really understand the significance of most of what Omanx said, so she said, “Um, what are the Servants of the Starborn? I’ve never heard of them.”

“We are the Starborn’s heralds,” said Omanx in a triumphant voice. “We go ahead of them to the worlds they will visit. We bring messages of peace, of destruction, of experimentation, wherever we go. We ensure that the worlds they visit are suitable for their arrival. We ensure that the Starborn are met with only the best of whatever world they are traveling to.”

“They’re monsters, more like it,” said Mr. Space with a snarl. “Murderers and thieves, nothing more than the invading army of the Starborn. There’s nothing noble or majestic about them.”

“You only say that because your family perished when the Starborn invaded your world,” said Omanx. “The only reason you survived, after all, was due to the blind forces of luck and destiny whisking you away from my grasp before I could finish you. But today, luck and destiny are on my side, for the Starborn have foretold the destruction of all who oppose them, including—and especially—you three.”

“But I haven’t fought the Starborn before,” said Treehugger. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You are in the presence of the Starborn’s enemies,” said Omanx. “That makes you as good as one in their eyes.”

Treehugger didn’t think that was very fair at all, but she didn’t get to say that, because Captain Galaxy said, “What do you want, Omanx? If you just wanted to destroy us, you wouldn’t have bothered with contacting us like this.”

“You are much more intelligent than you look, Captain Galaxy,” said Omanx. “But yes, before I utterly destroy you, there is something you have that the Starborn desire.” He leaned even closer to the camera, the irises of his red eyes burning dangerously. “Our sensors indicate that you have a superhuman on board. As per the orders of the Starborn, we are to take all superhumans to them.”

“You mean me?” said Treehugger without thinking.

Treehugger realized the error of what she said when both Galaxy and Space looked at her in exasperation, while Omanx focused on her again and said, “Are you the superhuman our ship’s sensors picked up?”

Treehugger opened her mouth to answer, but Space jumped forward and waved his arms up and down. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! She’s most definitely not the superhuman you’re looking for. She’s just an ordinary human who—”

“I see through your lies, Space,” said Omanx with a snarl. “It’s good to see the superhuman is indeed on your ship. Now you have two choices: Either hand her over to use or feel the full wrath of the Servants of the Starborn upon your pathetic ship.”

“Even if that means killing the superhuman, too?” said Captain Galaxy.

Omanx’s face contorted in a way that might have been a smile. “Yes. We Servants of the Starborn are, of course, always supposed to bring all superhumans to the Starborn alive, but they will understand if we can’t get this one. It isn’t like she is the only superhuman in the multiverse, after all.”

Treehugger gulped. She looked at Space and Galaxy, but the two of them looked just as at a loss for what to do as she did. She had no idea if Omanx’s bragging about the power of the Servants of the Starborn was true or not, although given how terrified both Space and Galaxy looked, she guessed that there was some truth to his threats.

Yet Treehugger did not want to be given up to Omanx. She didn’t trust his tentacled face or his obvious fanaticism toward the Starborn. Nor did she trust him to spare Space and Galaxy if they gave her over to him; Treehugger may not have known them very well, but given how they were the only humans she had met since leaving her universe, she didn’t want them to be hurt or killed.

But if they don’t give me up, we’ll all be destroyed anyway, Treehugger thought. I sure hope that Space and Galaxy have a plan for getting out of this situation alive, because I sure don’t.

“Well?” said Omanx. “What is your answer? Don’t take too much longer, because while the Starborn may have infinite patience, we do not.”

Again, Treehugger looked at Space and Galaxy. She didn’t know what she expected to see, but she was still surprised when Space stepped forward and said, in a firm voice, “No. We will not give you Treehugger. Ever.”

Treehugger was surprised at how firm Space sounded. He hadn’t struck her as a very tough guy, yet he sounded every bit as tough as Bolt or any other powerful superhuman Treehugger had known back home. And based on the way Galaxy folded her arms across her chest, Treehugger guessed that she agreed with Space’s statement.

Omanx, however, didn’t look surprised at all. He just nodded once. “As expected. You IEA agents are never wise. At least others will be able to speak about how you bravely defied the evil Servants of the Starborn … or they would, if you were going to survive the next ten minutes, that is.”

The screen suddenly went blank, but as soon as it was off, Galaxy’s chair turned around so she could see Space. Treehugger expected her to start shouting at Space for being an idiot, but instead Galaxy said, “We need to get Treehugger out of here now.”

“Yeah, I know,” said Space, nodding. “An escape pod, perhaps?”

“Wait, what?” said Treehugger, looking from Space to Galaxy and back again. “What do you mean, you need to get me out of here? Is the Adventure going to be destroyed?”

“Not if I can help it,” said Galaxy. “But at the same time, there’s no way we can beat Omanx and his fleet all on our own. As long as you are on the ship, they will keep coming at us.”

“Can’t you contact your IEA friends and ask for backup or something?” said Treehugger. “Granted, I don’t know much about interdimensional communication tech, but—”

“It would take them too long to get here,” said Galaxy. “And by the time they did, we’d probably all be dead. We’re just going to get you off the ship, but without Omanx noticing. We’ll lead him on a chase until he realizes you’re no longer—”

Galaxy suddenly slapped her hand against her ear, like she had just swatted an annoying bug. But she seemed to be listening to something, because she was looking grimmer and grimmer every second.

“Okay, I see,” said Galaxy to no one in particular; Treehugger wondered if Galaxy had an earcom or something. “Thanks, Sparky.”

Galaxy lowered her hand and said to Treehugger and Space, “Sparky says that about six Servants of the Starborn have boarded the Adventure.”

“Wait, already?” said Space in shock. “But the shields—”

“Somehow, they got past them,” said Galaxy. She shook her head. “Sparky says they teleported in using some devices he didn’t recognize. He thinks the Starborn might have given them new technology or something. Not that it matters, because Sparky is currently holding them off on his own and isn’t sure he will be able to hold them off for much longer.”

“Then we need to go and help him,” said Space. “Provide him with backup.”

“And risk Treehugger getting killed or captured?” said Galaxy. “No way. That would be suicide. You should get Treehugger to the nearest escape pod, while I’ll activate the ship’s automated interior defenses. That should provide Sparky with more than enough help to keep the Servants from progressing any higher into the Adventure than they already have.”

“All right, Captain,” said Space, although he sounded very reluctant. “I’ll see to it that Treehugger gets to safety.” He looked at Treehugger. “Let’s go quickly, because we probably don’t have much time before the Servants make it up here.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Once again, Treehugger found herself following Space through the halls of the Adventure, though this time they took a different path than before. Rather than going back into the elevator, Space led her to an exit that took them down a long hallway, except instead of a normal floor, it had more of those weird treadmill-like treads. As a result, they didn’t have to walk, but just stand as the treads took them through the halls and to the upper decks of the ship. The ship shook every now and then, most likely due to attacks from the Servants, but the material that the treads were made out of allowed Treehugger and Space to stand up without fear of being knocked over. Space also gave Treehugger her suit-up watch back; because she was not a threat, he said that he saw no reason for her not to have it, especially because it gave him one less thing to carry.

“Where are we going?” Treehugger asked after a particularly large shake. “Galaxy mentioned something about escape pods.”

“Yes,” said Space, without looking over his shoulder at her; he had drawn his gun-like weapon and was holding it before him as if he expected to have to shoot someone. “The Adventure is equipped with one hundred escape pods, with twenty on each of the five main decks that make up the ship. We’re on Deck One, so I’m taking you to the set on this deck.”

“One hundred escape pods?” said Treehugger. “Do you have one hundred people on this ship? I didn’t see anyone on our way up to the bridge.”

Space shook his head. “Nah, the crew is just me, Galaxy, and Sparky. It’s all we need. The other features of the ship are automated and controlled by our ship’s AI program, James. Don’t try talking to him, though, because James doesn’t really have sapience.”

“Is this pretty normal for IEA ships or is yours special?” Treehugger asked.

“Most IEA ships have small crews, since the IEA isn’t a very big organization,” said Space. “Now are you going to keep asking questions or are you just going to shut up?”

“I’m sorry, but when I get nervous I tend to ask a lot of questions,” said Treehugger, folding her hands behind her back. She glanced at the ceiling. “What will you guys do? Will you be safe from the Servants?”

“I don’t know,” said Space, shaking his head. “Galaxy’s gotten us out of worse situations than this before, but I gotta admit that the Servants are tough cookies. The IEA’s usual policy for dealing with Servants of the Starborn is ‘don’t.’”

“But you met that Omanx guy before, right?” said Treehugger as their treads took them around a corner.

“Yeah, but that was before I joined the IEA,” said Space. “Omanx was part of the Starborn fleet that attacked and destroyed my Earth. He killed my family in front of my eyes and would have gotten me, too, but then Galaxy showed up and saved me in the nick of time. I joined the IEA after that in order to get my revenge, but so far I really haven’t gotten the chance to pay Omanx back for what he did to my family.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Treehugger. She glanced over her shoulder. “Is that why you wanted to stay and fight back there? So you could avenge your family once and for all?”

Space’s hands tightened around his gun-like weapon. “That’s part of it, but I also just can’t stand the idea that those beasts are on our ship or that Sparky might be struggling against them alone. Sparky might just be a robot, but he’s every bit as part of the team as Galaxy or I and I hate leaving him to fend for himself even if he does have the ship’s automated defenses to help him.”

“I’m sure he will be okay,” said Treehugger, putting a hand on Space’s shoulder. “Galaxy probably will be, too. I don’t know her very well, but she strikes me as a pretty smart lady.”

“She is,” said Space, though he sounded somewhat distracted. “Still, I don’t like leaving them behind like that, even if it is for the greater good.”

“I understand,” said Treehugger as the treads turned another corner. “I don’t like abandoning my friends, either. I wish they were here right now, though, because I’m sure they’d know what to do.”

“There’s not much to do, really, other than get you to safety and escape the Servants,” said Space. “Just keep your wits about you. Even though the Servants are on Deck Five, you never know what will happen when dealing with these freaks.”

Just as Space said that, a portal suddenly opened at the other end of the hallway. From within the portal came four of the strangest creatures Treehugger had ever seen. They were armored humanoids with squid-like faces, wearing odd clear domed helmets and carrying huge rifle-like weapons in their hands. The creatures looked like Omanx, which meant they were probably Servants of the Starborn, though Treehugger was too shocked by their sudden appearance to give it much more thought than that.

“Uh oh, Servants!” said Space. “James! Redirect the treads and put us on a different path!”

Just as the Servants aimed their guns at Treehugger and Space, their own portion of the treads were jerked off to a side corridor, causing the Servants to quickly vanish from view into another hallway. At the same time, the treads upon which Treehugger and Space stood also jerked off down another hall and also seemed to pick up speed, although Treehugger wasn’t sure if they were really going faster or if the stress of the situation was just making time go by faster for her.

“What was that?” said Treehugger, looking back over her shoulder as the previous hall vanished from view.

“It’s how the Adventure works,” said Space. He gestured at the treads. “We can redirect the treads in almost any direction we want. It’s pretty useful because it lets us use shortcuts between decks or between hallways on decks.”

“No, I wasn’t talking about that,” said Treehugger. “I was talking about the Servants. Why are there now more on the ship?”

“They must be using dimension-hopping tech to jump from the Incinerator onto the Adventure,” said Space, stroking his chin. “Got to admit, it’s a clever move. Dimension-hopping is easy to do between universes, but when you use it to jump from one ship to another in the void between universes, well, that’s a whole ‘nother level of difficulty.” His face suddenly became long. “Then that means that the Servants’ tech is getting better than ours at a faster rate.”

“Shouldn’t we go back to help Galaxy?” said Treehugger. “I don’t know where James shunted those Servants off to, but they’re still on Deck One, right?”

“Galaxy will be fine,” said Space. “She most likely has the ship’s automated defenses activated around the bridge. The bridge has some of the best defenses on the entire ship; they could send an entire battalion to lay siege to it and they would be forced to go home before anyone would have to leave the bridge.”

“Okay, but—”

“And anyway, Galaxy wouldn’t want us to come back and help her,” said Space, shaking his head. “She gave me orders to get you to safety and she expects me to follow those orders, even if that means leaving her alone to deal with the Servants herself.”

“All right,” said Treehugger. “But if the Servants can just teleport directly in like that, what’s to stop them from—”

Once again, Treehugger was interrupted, this time by another portal opening just a few feet away from them. One of the Servants emerged from it, but before it could do anything, Space raised his weapon at it and fired. A bright light flashed from the tip of Space’s weapon, followed by a boom that caused the Servant to stumble backwards into the portal that it had just emerged from moments ago, which disappeared every bit as quickly as it appeared. Before it vanished back into the portal, however, Treehugger thought she caught a glimpse of its bloody chest.

“Whew,” said Space, lowering the weapon and wiping the sweat off his forehead. “That was a close one! Nasty freak nearly got us when we weren’t paying attention.”

“What does your weapon do, anyway?” said Treehugger, glancing at Space’s gun uneasily. “I saw a flash, but not much else.”

“Concentrated sound blast,” said Space, hefting the weapon. “The flash just blinds the target. It’s as effective as the old guns of Earth that used bullets, except it’s more like shooting ten bullets all smashed together to make one big bullet that can kill a human instantly. Very deadly weapon. Definitely don’t want to be on the business end of it, that’s for sure.”

Treehugger felt kind of queasy when she thought about the glimpse of the most likely dead Servant she’d caught before it vanished into a portal, but then yet another portal appeared dozens of yards down and two Servants emerged from within it. Like the four that had appeared before, these Servants carried huge rifle-like guns in their hands, which they immediately pointed at Treehugger and Space with practiced ease.

“Duck!” Space shouted.

Treehugger and Space both fell to the floor as the Servants fired their weapons. Something hot and burning exploded from the tips of the Servants’ weapons and flew over Treehugger and Space’s heads. The burning substance just barely missed them and slammed into the wall on the far side behind them, leaving a smoking, blackened hole where it had crashed.

“What was that?” said Treehugger, looking at Space in alarm.

“Plasma,” Space replied. “The Servants are known for their use of plasma weapons, but it doesn’t matter because those bastards are getting ready to shoot again.”

Space was right. The Servants were busily flipping switches and pressing buttons on their weapons; perhaps their plasma rifles required some kind of reset after every blast. That did not seem like a terribly practical weapon to Treehugger, especially if it had been designed by the Starborn, but she supposed that they really only needed to shoot it once in order to take down a target.

Space immediately jumped to his feet and fired two sound blasts at the Servants. One of the Servants managed to jump out of the way, but his friend was less fortunate, taking a brunt of the blast to the face and falling flat on his back onto the tread, looking quite dead. The surviving Servant, meanwhile, drew some kind of disk out of a pouch hanging from its neck and hurled it at Treehugger and Space. The disk flew through the air too fast for Treehugger to dodge, but Space shoved her to the ground at the last second, allowing the disk to fly over her head, and crashed into the floor behind her. When it hit the floor, the disk exploded into a bunch of bolts of electricity, though it was a brief burst that didn’t last long.

“Electro disks,” Space said briefly without looking at Treehugger. “One hit and you would be down for good. Annoying little things.”

Before Treehugger could say anything, Space aimed his gun and fired at the Servant. The Servant, however, rolled out of the way of the sound blast and then jumped onto the walls. Somehow, the bottom of the Servant’s feet clung to the wall, allowing it to run across the wall toward them without needing to run against the moving treads.

Once more, Space aimed his gun at the Servant, but the Servant was upon them faster than he could shoot. It jumped off the wall and kicked Space in the chest, knocking him down to the floor with a stunned look on his face. The Servant stopped above Space and raised the butt of its plasma rifle above his head, most likely about to crush his head with it.

Desperate, Treehugger got back to her feet and tackled the Servant from behind. Unfortunately for her, however, she was not nearly heavy enough to knock the Servant back; however, the Servant did look over its shoulder at her. Then it slapped her across the face with the back of its hand so fast that Treehugger didn’t even see it coming. She hit the floor, the impact of the Servant’s hand on her face making her dizzy, but she could see well enough to see Space jerk the sound gun up at the Servant and pull the trigger.

The next scene was so awful that Treehugger wanted to look away. The Servant’s head exploded, causing its body to crumple onto the treads of the hallway, while Space got back to his feet and wiped off his suit. Treehugger, on the other hand, couldn’t take her eyes off the now-headless corpse of the Servant; it was the most disgusting thing she had ever seen in her life.

“Treehugger, are you okay?” said Space. “Treehugger?”

“Huh?” said Treehugger, looking up at Space. “What?”

Space ran over to her and hauled her to her feet with one hand. “Come on! We don’t have time to stare at the corpses of our enemies. More Servants could appear any second now. Follow me!”

Space ran down the rapidly moving treads, pulling Treehugger behind him, who struggled to keep up with him. The image of the headless Servant was still burned in her brain, making it hard to focus on much else. But she was in such a hurry to get out of here that she didn’t let herself think too deeply about it. She just followed Space, hoping against hope that they would reach the escape pods before more Servants showed up.

Miraculously, they reached the room where the escape pods were kept without any further Servant incidents. Ten identical escape pods lined the wall of the room, each one big enough for three full-grown adults. The pods were all silver-gray and looked somewhat like the escape pods that Treehugger had once seen on a crashed Pokacu starship on Hero Island not long ago. The only differences between these ones and the Pokacu ones was that they were larger and thicker than their Pokacu counterparts, though Treehugger assumed that their interiors were probably different, too.

“All right,” said Space, looking this way and that as if searching for any Servants. “This is the escape pod room. It’s easier to open them, so let’s get you inside before more Servants show up and start attacking.”

“Okay,” said Treehugger. “But where are you going to send me? Back to Earth?”

Space shook his head as he pressed a button on the nearest pod, causing its lid to flip open. “Nah. I’ll program the pod to take you to the IEA’s headquarters. When you show up, they’ll know who you are. It’s the safest place for you at the moment.”

“What do you mean, ‘they’ll know who you are’?” Treehugger said. “Aren’t you coming with me?”

Space glanced over his shoulder at her. “Nope. I’m staying behind to help Galaxy and Sparky fight off the Servants. This is my ship, after all, and I have no intention of seeing the Servants destroy it.”

“But—” Treehugger was interrupted by the sound of a portal opening. She looked over her shoulder just in time to see two Servants pop out of a portal just outside the escape pod room. The two Servants immediately aimed their plasma rifles at Treehugger and Space.

But before they could pull the triggers, Space shouted, “James, shut the door!”

Immediately, the door to the hallway slammed shut just as the Servants fired their rifles. Hot plasma slammed into the door, making the metal twist and hiss, but it managed to stand its ground, although how long it would last once the Servants started firing at it again, Treehugger did not know.

“All right,” said Space, turning to face Treehugger. He gestured at the opened pod. “Step in and get yourself seated. We don’t have much time before those two Servants break down the door.”

“Okay,” said Treehugger, but she hesitated. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with me? Those Servants—”

“I can handle them,” Space interrupted her. “Don’t worry about me or Galaxy. Just get in there and I’ll send you on your way.”

Treehugger didn’t much like the idea of abandoning Space, even though she didn’t know him well. Still, she decided that she did not want to get melted into slag by the Servants’ plasma rifles, so she climbed into the pod and sat down in the padded seats. As soon as she sat down, thick leather straps automatically covered her waist and shoulders, keeping her securely strapped into the pod, although it did feel a little too tight for her tastes.

“Are you strapped in?” said Space. “How do you feel?”

“It’s pretty tight, so I’ll be safe if I crash,” said Treehugger, “but—”

“Good,” Space said. “This is good bye, I guess, but don’t worry. We’ll see each other again soon, I’m sure. You can count on it.”

Just as Space pressed a button on the outside of the pod, the door to the room suddenly burst inward. At the same time, the pod’s lid fell shut on Treehugger, although it was clear enough for her to see the two Servants enter the escape pod room with their plasma rifles in hand. She could also see Space turning around to fire his sound blaster at them, but that was the last thing she saw before she felt movement under her and the escape pod shot off into space, out of the ship and into the great unknown.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Treehugger had no idea what she saw through the clear lid of the escape pod. It wasn’t the darkness of outer space; rather, it was the strange colors and textures of the space between dimensions, a world that looked nothing like anything she’d seen. The colors and textures of the void were bright and indescribable. It looked kind of like a mixture of all of the colors of the rainbow, plus ones that she was pretty sure did not exist on Earth. The void itself looked less like darkness and more like murky water, if that made sense, which she was pretty sure it didn’t, but given all of the strange things she had seen already, Treehugger supposed that that wasn’t very surprising.

But Treehugger didn’t think about that. She was too busy thinking about everything that she had learned about the Starborn, as well as wondering if she would ever go back to Earth ever again. She didn’t think that Space and Galaxy intended to keep her away from Earth forever, but she still didn’t know why they had saved her and her alone, instead of one of the other Young Neos or some other superhuman far stronger than her. She had been utterly useless against the Servants; without any plant life to manipulate, Treehugger wasn’t very useful in a fight, despite having received the same combat training as the rest of her teammates.

At least I’m going somewhere safe, Treehugger thought, leaning back in her seat. Better than being killed by those weird Servants, anyway.

Just as Treehugger thought that, however, a bright light flashed outside the pod and something slammed into the pod hard enough to send it spiraling out of control. Treehugger screamed as her whole world flipped over and over again, the pod now clearly spiraling out of control, but she had no idea where it was going, nor could she calm down long enough to think about it. She could only scream as the pod spiraled away from existence until she smashed her head against the headrest hard enough to knock her out.

-

How long Treehugger was knocked out, she couldn’t say. She only knew that she woke up sometime later, her head spinning and her waist and shoulders hurting from being strapped in so securely, her mouth dry due to a lack of water. She blinked several times, at first unsure where she was or what she was doing. She only knew that she was strapped into something and that the thing into which she was strapped was holding her sideways. It was also very dark, except for a couple of lights above her that lit up the interior of the pod well, but outside of it, she could only see darkness.

What happened? Treehugger thought, rubbing the back of her head. Feel like I fell from a cliff.

That was when Treehugger suddenly remembered everything. She had been inside the escape pod, shooting through the endless void between dimensions, only for her pod to get hit by something and go spiraling off course. She was still inside the pod, but she realized that she must have crashed somewhere at some point. She could not feel the pod moving, though where she had crashed, she had no idea. A part of her hoped that she had crashed somewhere on Earth, but deep down, she knew she was probably not that lucky.

Only way to find out where I am is to get out of here and look around, Treehugger thought. And if that means having to wander around in the darkness for a while, so be it.

Bracing herself, Treehugger began to undo the straps holding her against the seat. It was tricky at first, because the straps were extremely tight and difficult to undo, but eventually she managed to remove them. She carefully lowered herself down onto the side of the pod, though her landing was not exactly perfect and she nearly fell on her head. Standing upright as much as she could, Treehugger pushed against the lid, thinking it would require a lot of effort to open, but to her surprise, the lid popped open as easily as a soda can. She pushed the lid open, although it was only when the lid was halfway opened that she realized that the environment outside might be hostile to her body and that there might not even be air out there to breathe.

As it turned out, however, when Treehugger fully opened the lid, there was no sudden lack of air, nor was the air in her pod sucked into some great void. Although the air was very cool, it was not unbreathable. That made Treehugger think that she must have somehow ended up back on Earth; after all, there were no other planets with air as breathable as Earth’s. She eagerly climbed out of her pod, but as soon as she did, she realized that she was still nowhere near Earth.

A heavy, oppressive darkness covered the entire area; it was even darker than midnight, so dark that it was completely black. Even though the area appeared to be open, it felt more like walking into a cave than entering a wide-open place. The only lights were the exterior lights of the pod, but even those lights were not as comforting as they could be, because they revealed a horrifying sight that would never leave Treehugger’s memory as long as she lived.

The red exterior lights of the escape pod revealed a large, scary-looking statue of some kind of beast looming over her. The beast looked kind of like a rhinoceros, except with wings like a bat and teeth like a lion. She could not see all of the statue due to the shadows—the escape pod’s exterior lights were not strong enough to show her everything—but what she did see caused her to fall back into the escape pod and pull her legs against her chest. She knew it was just a statue and that it couldn’t hurt her, but the sudden appearance of something so scary-looking and so alien from anything she had known on Earth made her want to curl up into a ball and hide. Besides, if a statue like that existed, then it had to have been made by someone and she doubted that it was human, especially if she was not on Earth, as she suspected.

Calm down, Treehugger, Treehugger told herself. Don’t get too excited. Take a deep breath, like Mecha Knight told you, and think everything through carefully before you do anything.

Even so, Treehugger decided not to leave the escape pod just yet. She would take a moment to rest, reflect, and gather her courage before leaving again. She would also check the escape pod to see if it had any communications technology or devices in it that she could use to contact Space and Galaxy and let them know where she was.

Assuming they’re even still alive, that is, Treehugger thought.

That thought more than any other filled her with anxiety. Treehugger still did not think of Space and Galaxy as friends, exactly, but given how they were the only people who knew that she was not on Earth anymore, she could not count on her fellow Young Neos to save her. Nor could she count on the NHA, INJ, G-Men, or any other major superhero organization on Earth to come looking for her, for that matter. Unless she got help soon, she had a strong feeling that she was never going to see Earth again.

I wish the others were here, Treehugger thought, lowering her head and sighing. I know that Bolt would know what to do. So would everyone else, for that matter.

There was also the thought, of course, that Space and Galaxy had been destroyed by the Servants of the Starborn. Part of her doubted that they were gone, because she figured that the Servants would have found her by now if that was the case, but given how Treehugger was quite clearly no longer in the void between dimensions anymore, she had no way of knowing the outcome of that battle. For all she knew, both Space and Galaxy and the Servants might have wiped each other out, meaning that Treehugger would never be able to return to Earth or leave this dimension ever again.

“No,” Treehugger muttered aloud, even though there was no one around to hear her but herself. “Can’t let myself dwell on my negative thoughts. Must stay positive.”

Treehugger raised her head, listening for any sounds, but she heard nothing. As carefully as she could, Treehugger rose from her pod and peered over the side of the pod. She looked up at the statue again; it was as still as ever, but for some reason it looked almost alive. Whoever had built it, Treehugger decided, had to be a great artist and sculptor if they could make it look so real. Not that that meant that Treehugger wanted to be anywhere near it, however. She carefully climbed out of the pod and looked around at her surroundings.

The intense darkness all around her made it almost impossible for her to see where she was. And because the darkness was so complete, she did not want to go any deeper into it without knowing what, if anything, lay around her. She climbed back into the pod quickly, found what appeared to be a flashlight, as well as a pack of what looked like food and water, plus a small gun that shot lasers. All of it looked as futuristic as you’d expect, but Treehugger figured each pod had to be equipped with this kind of equipment in order to give the rider a chance of survival in case they ended up in a dangerous situation like Treehugger had. There was even a utility belt for storing the equipment so she wouldn’t have to carry it around with her.

Once more standing outside the pod, Treehugger clicked on the flashlight and waved it this way and that. Despite the unusual thickness of the shadows, the flashlight managed to cut through the darkness as easily as the darkness back on Earth, which told her that this darkness was perhaps less unusual than it seemed. Even so, Treehugger sensed that she was not alone, and she was not thinking of the statue, either. It seemed to her that someone—or something—was watching her from the shadows, but her flashlight revealed no other living beings in the immediate area aside from herself.

But her flashlight did reveal more statues like the rhinoceros one, except depicting creatures even more fantastic and unnatural than that one. Due to the small size of her flashlight, Treehugger only ever got a couple of glimpses of parts of these statues, but what she saw was more than enough to make her thankful that she could not see more. Otherwise, she was sure that she would have gone insane.

One thing it did confirm to her was that these statues had not been built by humans. The few glimpses of the statues that she caught had shown shapes and geometry that no human hand could ever hope to carve, even using modern technology or superpowers. That meant that she was definitely not on Earth; however, that didn’t really help her figure out where she was, exactly.

As best as Treehugger could figure, she was standing in the courtyard of a temple of some sort. The ground was solid stone under her feet and rays from her flashlights showed that there were elaborate patterns painted on the surface of the stone, patterns depicting more freakish beasts that looked like nothing you could find on Earth. There were even some steps nearby leading upward, most likely to the entrance of the temple, but Treehugger was not in any mood to go inside any building in this strange dimension when she sensed a vaguely hostile force somewhere in the darkness.

She smelled something like old rock and dust, but it also smelled vaguely like strawberries, oddly enough. Whatever it was and wherever she was, Treehugger didn’t know, but she did know that she would not be safe until she left this courtyard. How she knew that, she wasn’t sure, but the truth of that thought propelled her feet forward, although she moved forward carefully, because she could not be sure what lay ahead.

What Treehugger did discover, as she slowly moved forward, was that the pathway, though largely cleared of debris, also had steep drops on either side. Due to the darkness, it was impossible to tell what lay within the drops; indeed, she suspected that the drops didn’t have bottoms at all, because she accidentally kicked a stone into one of them but never heard it hit the bottom. The thought of the bottomless pits filled her with dread, but Treehugger never stopped moving, because she instinctively knew that stopping would be even worse than advancing, even though she did not hear anything follow her.

Indeed, it wasn’t until Treehugger passed through some type of gateway out of the courtyard and into the rest of the world that she heard a crunching sound from somewhere within the courtyard behind her, a sound like metal being crunched. The sound was so sudden and abrupt that Treehugger nearly screamed, but she put a hand over her mouth as she realized that it was the sound of something eating her escape pod. She didn’t even bother to shine a light on it, however, because she was worried that the thing eating her pod would come after her next if it saw her light.

Instead, Treehugger made her way downhill—because it turned out that the temple was on top of a hill—until she reached the foot of the hill and rested under the shade of a huge tree of some sort. Despite the freakish nature of the tree (her flashlight revealed that the leaves were purple and the branches were made out of a kind of wood that looked more like flesh than wood), Treehugger decided to sit down and rest here for a moment. Even though she had only been walking for about thirty minutes, Treehugger still felt very tired. There was something about the atmosphere of the darkness that made Treehugger feel sluggish, and it wasn’t normal exhaustion, either. It was like there was some kind of poison in the air slowly whittling down her health, making her weaker and weaker every second, although it could have easily just been her own imagination at work.

Treehugger glanced at her suit-up watch, but there was no way that she could contact anyone with it. It read ‘NO SIGNAL,’ a pretty good sign that she was no longer on Earth. She was still tempted to scroll through it anyway due to her boredom, but she was just too tired to care. She placed her flashlight on the ground beside her, rested her chin in her hands, and sighed.

I still haven’t seen anything yet, Treehugger thought. There was that thing back in the temple that ate my escape pod, sure, but since I technically didn’t see it, my point still stands. I wonder how long I’m going to be in here. If I have to spend the rest of my life in this place …

A loud, slimy-sounding slap came from behind her. Treehugger immediately jumped to her feet, but did not look over her shoulder. Instead, she just stood very still, hoping against hope that she had not actually heard anything, but only a few seconds later did Treehugger hear another sticky, slimy slap. It did not sound any farther from her than the first one, but neither did it sound any closer, either. It sounded like it was coming from the tree behind her.

With dread rising in her body, Treehugger turned around to face the tree. It did not look very different from before; the leaves were as purple as ever, while the bark looked more like stone than wood. It occurred to Treehugger that she might be able to control the tree, seeing as it was a plant and she could control plants. She didn’t try to control it, however, because she didn’t know what would happen to her if she tried to control a plant that was clearly not from Earth. She wasn’t even sure that it was a tree; given how alien and strange this world seemed, it could just as easily have been something else, perhaps even something that was living, more like a human being or a dog than a tree.

There was that slap again. This time, Treehugger realized it was coming from a hollow near the tree’s trunk. She had not noticed the hollow before; given how dark everything was, however, Treehugger was not very surprised. She considered walking away, but at the same time, she picked up her flashlight as curiosity drove her to draw closer to the hollow in the trunk. She did not know what to expect, exactly, but she hoped to find life that might be able to tell her where she was and, perhaps, how to get back home.

But as soon as Treehugger shone her light down the hollow—as soon as she saw the dead red eyes, the undulating tentacles, the smoke rising from what may or may not have been nostrils—she dropped her flashlight and ran without another thought.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Present time …

 

Treehugger shuddered. Thinking about how she had gotten to this point hadn’t helped her at all, although she did feel drowsier than she had just a few moments ago. Her eyelids felt heavier, but at the same time, she found it hard to sleep, because that evil intelligence was still out there somewhere, even though she could no longer hear or feel it nearby. It had likely already passed her and would hopefully not come back this way in search of her, but something told Treehugger that she should stay here just a little while longer, because if she moved, she might attract the intelligence’s attention. Or the attention of something worse.

Once again, Treehugger looked at her suit-up watch. It still said ‘NO SIGNAL,’ making her feel depressed just by looking at it. She was so frustrated by the fact that she couldn’t contact anyone else due to the fact that she was not on Earth anymore. She had wanted her suit-up watch back so badly, but now that she actually had it, it was utterly useless. Not that she would get rid of it, of course, because it was still useful for telling the time and the like, but she wished that it could open dimensional holes now, instead of merely acting as a device for contacting people or as a way for her to conveniently summon her suit.

It’s hopeless, Treehugger thought, lowering her head onto her chest again. Darkness everywhere, strange creatures that have no right to exist out to get me, and I’m all alone, too. I might as well give up here. Not like I can save myself.

But Treehugger shook her head. She couldn’t allow herself to dwell on such negative thoughts. She remembered what Bolt had always taught her, about keeping a positive attitude even in the face of hopeless odds. She would just find a way home herself, she decided, no matter how long it took. Still, she didn’t think that thought with any real confidence; it was more like a resigned attitude, a little timid, because she was not certain that she would ever get home.

First, however, Treehugger ate some of the food pellets that she had found in her escape pod. They didn’t taste very good, but when she swallowed, she suddenly felt as full as if she had eaten a full meal. How that worked, she had no idea, but she was not one to question the advanced technology of the IEA. She just rose to her feet and peered out from between the boulders, looking this way and that, but not seeing any danger. Of course, the heavy darkness made it very difficult to see much, but Treehugger didn’t sense anything evil, either, which meant that the evil intelligence that she had fled was indeed long gone. She wondered if the evil intelligence was in some way connected to that … that thing she had seen in the tree trunk, the thing she didn’t like to think about. It would explain why the evil intelligence pursued her, though she had no idea if the intelligence and the thing were one and the same or two separate creatures.

Regardless, Treehugger stepped out from between the boulders. She decided to go back to the temple where her escape pod had crashed; true, she had heard it being crunched to pieces by some kind of monster, but given how the escape pod was her only way to escape from this place, she decided that it would be worth trying to go back to see if there was anything left to salvage. Even if that meant coming face to face with whatever had destroyed her pod, Treehugger would do it, if only because the alternative was mindlessly wandering this strange, scary dimension with the risk of being killed at all times.

But … which way did I come from? Treehugger thought, looking this way and that with a frown on her face.

This was a problem. Treehugger had been so consumed with fear that she had just run off in a completely random direction without thinking about it or doing anything to give her a path back to the temple. She felt like she had come from a vaguely western direction, but her sense of direction was messed up in this place, because there was no sun for her to guide herself by and her suit-up watch’s GPS system didn’t work here for obvious reasons. So Treehugger just stood there, tapping her chin silently as she tried to remember which direction she had come from.

Before Treehugger could do much, however, she heard the sound of something huge rolling nearby, followed by the sound of claws scratching against rock. She looked over her shoulder just in time to see something falling toward her. The thing slammed into her, knocking Treehugger down onto the ground.

Treehugger slammed her head against the ground, causing her senses to spin. But even if her senses hadn’t been out of whack, that wouldn’t have meant much, because she felt some kind of claw tighten around her neck and pin her to the ground. Treehugger gasped for air, but the thing on her back had a grip like steel. It was too heavy for her to throw off and she couldn’t roll with it on her back, either. All she could hear was the sound of heavy breathing above her, like a dog after a long day of hunting. She doubted that the thing on her back was a dog; for one, she sensed the evil intelligence behind it, the same evil intelligence which she had fled, and which she now realized had finally gotten her.

“What do we have here?” said a voice above her, one which didn’t sound even remotely human despite it speaking perfect English. “You look like nothing I’ve seen before. Two arms, two legs, a head … very strange. Are you edible, I wonder?”

Treehugger felt another claw running down her back. She tried her very best not to scream, because she felt that this thing was going to kill her if she moved.

“Ah, I know what you are now,” said the voice. “Yes, you are a human. The shadows haven’t seen many of your kind for years. But we remember, yes we do. We remember that you humans are edible. That makes it so much easier to decide what to do with you, yes it does.”

Treehugger immediately gave a panicked yelp and started struggling, but it was no use. The thing that was going to eat her was strong, much stronger than her. And she could not rely on her plant powers, either, because she did not know if there were any plants nearby that she could control. She just felt the thing’s grip tighten on her neck, no doubt trying to kill her before eating her. She supposed that would be better than being eaten alive; given how strong this creature was, she was pretty sure that being eaten alive would be very painful.

At the last moment, Treehugger heard something rush through the shadows nearby. Then she heard what sounded like a sword being drawn out of its sheath, followed by that same sword being slashed through the air. She heard the sound of metal cutting flesh, followed by a gurgled yell from above and behind her, and then the creature’s grip on her neck vanished. Treehugger breathed in deeply, but stopped as soon as she heard the sickly sound of flesh falling against the earth.

For a long moment, Treehugger did not move. She lay there on the ground, panting and sweating, wondering what happened. Had the creature been killed? If so, by who? Or, more likely, by what? Had another monster killed the creature? Maybe it had overheard the creature mention how edible humans were and had decided to steal her from him. Yet she was still alive and she did not hear the sounds of any nearby creatures, which made her wonder, once again, if she was losing her mind in this cursed place.

But then Treehugger heard what sounded like a cape blowing softly in the wind. A second later, Treehugger sensed that someone stood next to her. It was still too dark for her to see, but she could feel the tip of its long cape with her fingers, which meant that she was probably dealing with a human, but who, exactly, she didn’t know. Of course, it was equally possible that she was dealing with some kind of extraterrestrial creature that for some reason wore a cape; if so, she had no reason to suspect that her savior was really her savior at all. Perhaps it just wanted to kill her for itself.

Taking a deep breath, Treehugger looked up at the creature. At first, it was too dark to see who or what was standing above her, but then she saw two red eyes looking down at her, two red eyes that were looking at her with recognition and surprise. The red eyes looked familiar to her, too, but she did not know where she had seen them before, though she did not have any bad memories or feelings associated with them.

Then a light shone somewhere near the head of the upright creature. It was a weak light, not very bright, but it was bright enough for Treehugger to see the demon-like helmet and the pitch-black armor of the Midnight Menace, the leader of the Independent Neoheroes for Justice.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Treehugger could not believe her eyes. Out of all of the people she had expected to see here, the Midnight Menace was the most surprising of them all (well, she supposed she would have been far more surprised to see someone like High Fly, but that was irrelevant). He stood tall above her, the light coming from a flashlight in his raised left hand, while his sword—long and bloody—was in his right. In the shadows of this strange dimension, the Midnight Menace looked even more terrifying and otherworldly than he usually did, even with his very human-looking surprised eyes.

“The Midnight Menace?” said Treehugger. She blinked. “Are you real or am I just going crazy?”

“I was about to ask you the same question, girl,” said the Midnight Menace. His deep voice was too real to be a hallucination, Treehugger decided. “But I think it’s safe to assume that we are both real. If you weren’t real, you would not have been screaming for your life when that Shadowlands beast nearly killed you.” He tilted his head to the side. “But how did you get here? You don’t have the powers necessary to travel to this place. Did someone bring you here?”

“I was going to ask you the same question,” said Treehugger as she pushed herself up into a sitting position and rubbed her neck. She was very careful not to look at the beheaded monster lying behind her, though she could smell its metallic blood in the air. “Of course, I don’t even know where I am. I know it’s not Earth, though that’s about all I know.”

“Brilliant deduction,” said the Midnight Menace with more than a hint of sarcasm. “What tipped you off? The eternal darkness, the eldritch abominations, or the growing sense of unease at the unnaturalness of this whole dimension? Perhaps it was the tugging at the edges of your sanity. Of course, you seem sane enough at the moment, but I’ve seen what happens to those who spend too much time here. Usually, they’re not much more different from the very beasts they flee from after a week or so.”

Treehugger gulped and put her hands on her head, even though she wasn’t sure that that would do much to protect her sanity from erosion. “I didn’t come here voluntarily. I crashed here in an escape pod from an interdimensional spaceship.”

The Midnight Menace tilted his head to the other side. “An interdimensional spaceship. I see.”

Based on the Midnight Menace’s tone, it was pretty obvious that he didn’t believe Treehugger’s story. Of course, Treehugger didn’t think it was any weirder than anything else she had experienced as a superhero, but she decided that it would not be wise to annoy the only person in this dimension who could potentially help her get home.

“It’s complicated,” said Treehugger. “I was kidnapped by these guys from another universe and—”

The Midnight Menace suddenly waved his hand, causing Treehugger to fall silent. “You can explain how you got here on our way to the Temple. It isn’t wise to spend too much time here in the open. There’s a reason most Shadowlands creatures hide wherever they can; it’s the best way to avoid being caught.”

“Being caught by what?” said Treehugger.

“Not ‘what,’” the Midnight Menace said. “But ‘who.’ And no, I won’t tell you ‘who,’ at least at the moment. For now, follow me. Tell me your story on our way to the Temple.”

The Midnight Menace turned and walked away. Treehugger quickly scrambled to her feet and followed after the Midnight Menace, keeping as closely by his side as possible. It was hard to keep up, however; the Midnight Menace’s strides—if he even had feet, given how Treehugger did not hear any footsteps from underneath his robes—were longer than hers, not helped by the fact that Treehugger was fairly small herself. She just did her best to keep up with him, helped by the knowledge that if she didn’t, she would end up wandering this strange place forever.

As they walked, Treehugger explained to the Midnight Menace everything that had happened since she was kidnapped from the Academy. He listened well, although Treehugger could tell that his attention was not entirely focused on her, because every now and then he would glance around as if making sure they were not being followed. The deep darkness on all sides made it impossible for Treehugger to see anything, but the Midnight Menace could see in the dark, so she trusted that he would let her know if he saw anything dangerous.

It took Treehugger a surprisingly short time to finish telling the Midnight Menace about everything that had happened to her. By the time she did, she felt a lot less stressed; she hadn’t realized just how much she had missed talking to another human being, especially one from the same universe as her. True, she didn’t know the Midnight Menace very well, but given how the NHA and INJ were allies, she felt safe talking to him and telling him everything she knew.

The Midnight Menace did not respond at first. He merely walked in silence for a few seconds, perhaps processing everything Treehugger had told him. Now that there was a break in the conversation, Treehugger felt a growing anxiety. She was not exactly a social butterfly, but given the circumstances, she didn’t like prolonged silence and was about to break it herself when the Midnight Menace suddenly spoke.

“I believe you,” said the Midnight Menace.

“You do?” said Treehugger. She sighed in relief. “Whew. I thought you were going to call me crazy.”

“No, you seem perfectly sane,” said the Midnight Menace. “Besides, it does not surprise me to learn that there is an agency dedicated to protecting alternate universes from extra-dimensional threats. I have never encountered it myself, but given the infinite nature of alternate universes, it’s only logical that such an agency would spring up in some universe somewhere. Besides, I’ve seen horrors that most humans can’t even comprehend, horrors that, were they to cross over into our universe, would alter the very fabric of reality itself. We are lucky that there are so many other universes which these horrors prefer to attack instead.”

Treehugger gulped. “Doesn’t sound like we’re going to be safe for long, though, if Space is right about the Starborn coming to Earth.”

“He is,” said the Midnight Menace abruptly. “They are coming. I’ve known that for a long time.”

“You have?” said Treehugger. “How do you even know about them? I thought no one on Earth knows about them.”

“Because I’ve encountered their Servants here in the Shadowlands before,” said the Midnight Menace, gesturing at the darkness all around them. “I have also encountered a few of them on Earth. For some reason, they have a tendency to appear in California, and every time they do, the INJ has to take them down.”

“You mean the Servants of the Starborn have already made it to Earth?” said Treehugger. “Several times, even? Why didn’t you tell the NHA?”

“Omega Man is not my boss,” said the Midnight Menace in an annoyed voice. “Neither is Mecha Knight or Black Blur or any of the other members of your Leadership Council. Despite our alliance, I am under no obligation to report to them every villain or eldritch monstrosity we defeat. Besides, we always manage to destroy the Servants before they get very far or cause too much damage; informing the NHA about them would be a waste of time.”

“Yeah, but this still seems important,” said Treehugger. “I was told that the Starborn want to destroy Earth, but if you’ve already faced their Servants before and won, then there might still be time for us to get Earth ready for their arrival. We might even be able to beat them off and save the planet.”

“Maybe,” said the Midnight Menace. “But I doubt it. Their Servants are absurdly powerful. Each time the INJ has faced one, I have always had to step in and help. Even then, it often requires that I use the fullest extent of my power to destroy them. I shudder to think how powerful an actual Starborn is.”

“Even so, if more people know about the Starborn, the more likely it is that someone somewhere will be able to develop a defense against them,” said Treehugger. “Right?”

“Right,” said the Midnight Menace. “Either way, this is most definitely information I will have to share with my fellow INJ leaders when I get back to Earth, as well as the Leadership Council of the NHA. I didn’t realize just how close the Starborn were. It sounds like we don’t have much time left.”

Treehugger nodded, relieved that the Midnight Menace was speaking reason, but then she glanced around the darkness and said, “What is this place, anyway? You called it the Shadowlands, I think?”

“Yes, that’s its name,” said the Midnight Menace, nodding as well. “It’s essentially a pocket dimension connected to our universe, one accessible to any superhuman who controls shadow like myself.”

Treehugger blinked. “I don’t understand. How does controlling shadow give you access to a pocket dimension?”

The Midnight Menace sighed as they walked, as if he was resigned to giving a complicated explanation that he really didn’t want to talk about. “Tell me, girl, do you remember the G-Man agent Shade? And how she uses her shadow powers to travel via shadow?”

“I remember her,” said Treehugger. “What about her?”

“Her ‘shadow travel’ abilities do not let her travel through actual shadow,” said the Midnight Menace. “It’s more like she takes a detour through the Shadowlands. I am much the same way, although unlike her, I am better at coming and staying here.”

“Really?” said Treehugger in surprise. “That’s, um, interesting. Why are you two capable of doing this, but not anyone else?”

“As far as I can figure, the Shadowlands are accessible only to those of us with shadow powers,” said the Midnight Menace. “I don’t know exactly how or why that works, but I suspect it is because we shadow superhumans gain at least part of our power from here. That is to say, when we control shadow, we’re really pulling out at least a portion of the Shadowlands and using it to reinforce shadows on Earth. It’s why our shadow often has physical properties, because it technically isn’t Earth darkness, however superficially similar it may seem.”

Treehugger rubbed the back of her head. “That seems a lot more complicated than just controlling shadow.”

“Maybe so, but it is the best explanation I can come up with for why Shade and I can access this place but no one else can,” said the Midnight Menace. “Not that I am complaining. It is nice to be able to withdraw from the world sometimes, even though the Shadowlands are much more dangerous than Earth.”

“Why do you come here?” said Treehugger, glancing around again. “It doesn’t seem like a very safe place to be.”

“Safety is not my ultimate concern,” said the Midnight Menace. “As I said, the Shadowlands are actually more dangerous than Earth. The reason I come here is because it is my duty to patrol these lands.”

Treehugger frowned. “Your duty? What do you mean?”

The Midnight Menace stroked his chin, as if trying to think about how he could explain it. “You must understand that I feel a strong connection to the Shadowlands. I was not born here, but because it is the source of my powers, I do feel a certain duty toward it. I am not the first human to come here or defend this place; indeed, I am merely the latest in a long line of people who have defended this realm from those who would seek to destroy it.”

“You are?” said Treehugger. “I didn’t know that. Does that mean you’re not really a superhuman?”

“I am just as much a superhuman as anyone else,” said the Midnight Menace, glancing at Treehugger in annoyance. “But I am different, it is true. My powers allow me to cross between Earth and the Shadowlands at will. I was chosen to defend the Shadowlands precisely because of my powers.”

“So the fact that you have shadow powers is unrelated to the fact that you defend the Shadowlands?” said Treehugger.

The Midnight Menace shook his head. “I don’t think so. Just because I was not granted my powers does not mean that I was not destined to use them to defend the Shadowlands. Fate is more complicated than that.”

Treehugger still found it hard to wrap her head around this revelation, but she said, “Does anyone else know about this? Like the rest of the INJ, for example?”

“The other INJ leaders know, as does Strike, but no one else does,” said the Midnight Menace. “It is part of my duty to defend the Shadowlands. The fewer people who know about the Shadowlands, the easier it is to protect.”

“Why do you have to defend it?” said Treehugger. She glanced around the area again, a feeling of unease rising in her stomach. “It seems to me that we are the ones who need protection from the Shadowlands, rather than the other way around.”

The Midnight Menace rolled his eyes. “A long time ago, the Shadowlands were once a prosperous land, full of light and people, until the Starborn came and destroyed everything.”

“You mean the Starborn are the reason the Shadowlands is such a dark and bleak place?” said Treehugger.

The Midnight Menace shook his head again. “No. The Shadowlands became such a dark place as a defense mechanism against the Starborn. It succeeded in driving off the Starborn, but it also made the Shadowlands uninhabitable, save for the twisted creatures that were once its inhabitants that roam its barren lands. You were attacked by one such creature.”

Treehugger looked over her shoulder, but as usual, she could not see anything beyond the shadows. “And you are defending it because … ?”

“Because one day, the light will return,” said the Midnight Menace. “That is what the prophecy uttered by the last king of the Shadowlands stated, that warriors of shadow would continue to defend the land until the light returned. When that will happen, I don’t know, but until it does, I will keep protecting this land and eventually pass on the mantle of protector of the Shadowlands to my successor, whoever that will be.”

“And what role does Shade play in all of this?” said Treehugger. “Is she also a warrior of the Shadowlands or not?”

“I don’t think so, because there can be only one at any one time,” said the Midnight Menace. “As I said, she probably doesn’t even realize this place exists. She travels through here via shadow travel, but never stays long enough to investigate it. To her, it is simply a place she passes through, and nothing more.”

“Okay, but how did I end up in here?” said Treehugger, gesturing at herself. “I don’t have shadow powers.”

“You ask a lot of questions,” said the Midnight Menace. “But to answer your question, I don’t know. Given how your escape pod has interdimensional travel tech, it is possible that your pod took you here. I didn’t think it was possible for beings without shadow powers to enter this dimension, but given how you are here, it is quite clear that I was wrong about that. The only question now, of course, is whether you can go back.”

Treehugger came to a halt. “What?”

The Midnight Menace also stopped, though a few feet from Treehugger since he had not stopped walking at the same time as her, and turned to face her. His demonic helmet did nothing to soothe any of Treehugger’s fears, especially the red eyes that stared out of the eye holes. “I said, the question now is—”

“No, I heard what you said,” Treehugger interrupted. “I mean, what do you mean by that?”

The Midnight Menace shrugged. “I mean that I don’t know if I can take you back to Earth; I might, but since I’ve never taken a person to or from this place before, it may not even be possible.”

“Shade could, though,” said Treehugger. “Her shadow travel powers took us in and out of the Shadowlands, if what you say is correct. I don’t see why you couldn’t do it, too.”

“As I said, her powers work differently from mine,” said the Midnight Menace. “Given how briefly her powers take her into and out of the Shadowlands, she doesn’t stay long enough to suffer any ill effects from this place. It may be that I cannot take you out of here; that is to say, you might be stuck here forever.”

Treehugger’s eyes widened. “Stuck here forever? Like, just wandering the shadows endlessly?”

“Yes,” said the Midnight Menace. “I cannot guarantee that I can take you out of here or that you will ever see your friends again.”

Treehugger put a hand on her forehead. All of her worst fears seemed to be coming true, but she didn’t want to face them. She remembered what the Midnight Menace said earlier, about how anyone who comes here becomes insane within a week. She had not been here for even a day (at least, as far as she, anyway), but already she could feel the darkness tugging at the edges of her sanity. If she stayed here forever, then she would surely lose her mind.

She must have been wearing a worried look on her face, because the Midnight Menace said, “But I would not worry about it yet if I were you. It’s possible I could be wrong. I might be able to take you back.”

“Why don’t we test it out right now?” said Treehugger. “Can’t you go from the Shadowlands to Earth and back again all on your own?”

“Not here I can’t,” said the Midnight Menace. “I need to be in a specific location to send you home, and the Temple is the nearest place that would allow me to do it. We’re not there yet, but let’s keep going. We’re close and I don’t want us to get distracted by anything else. Also, try not to ask any more questions; the Shadowlands are always listening and it is never wise to speak aloud here for long periods of time.”

The Midnight Menace turned and resumed walking. Once again, Treehugger followed, but she could not help but wonder if the Midnight Menace was right about her staying here forever. She found the thought terrifying, far more scary than anything else so far. She wondered how her friends were doing back in the Academy, as well as how their investigation into Bolt’s possession was going, but she decided that she would ask the Midnight Menace about it later when they reached the Temple. She didn’t know why, but she sensed that they were not alone and that something was listening to them, though what, she did not know.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

A short while later, they reached the Temple. Treehugger originally thought that the Midnight Menace was referring to the temple whose courtyard she had landed in, but when she mentioned that to him, the Midnight Menace shook his head and mentioned something about how he was not supposed to go there and that she was lucky that she didn’t get killed. Not that he would elaborate; every time Treehugger tried to get him to explain why he avoided that place, he would ignore her question. The only elaboration he gave was that that particular temple was a place of evil and death and that it always ‘consumed’ whoever visited it. He also would not tell her what the creature in the tree trunk was; he actually seemed frightened when she mentioned it and told her to forget all about it and never mention it to him or anyone else ever again. He was so serious when he said that that Treehugger decided to listen to him, if only because she would like to forget that creature as well.

The Temple was a large building, made out of some kind of stone, although it also had metal intertwined within it. It looked old, much older than even the oldest ruins on Earth, and it looked like no building Treehugger had ever seen. Large, round rooms stood on top of stone pillars around a large building shaped somewhat like an oval, which was painted black and gray. There were no living beings near the building, but Treehugger did see the shattered remains of stones and statues along the path. Yet there was also something familiar about the Temple, despite its alien look, though Treehugger had no idea where she might have seen such a strange building before.

“Here we are,” said the Midnight Menace, gesturing at the Temple as they approached it. “The Temple of the Shadowlands. It is the oldest and most important building in the Shadowlands.”

“What was it built for?” said Treehugger. Her voice was quieter for some reason, like she was entering a holy place. “Did they worship their gods here?”

“I don’t know,” said the Midnight Menace. “It is so old that I think it predates even the dead gods of the Shadowlands. Its original purpose has been lost to history, but it can still be used as a bridge between the Shadowlands and Earth.”

“How so?” said Treehugger.

“Let me show you,” said the Midnight Menace.

They climbed up the chipped stone steps to the front doors. Treehugger somehow managed to get ahead of the Midnight Menace and was just about to enter the building first before one of the Midnight Menace’s claws wrapped around her upper arm and yanked her back so hard that she almost fell backwards off the steps. She looked up at the Midnight Menace, who was glowering down at her like she had almost done something really stupid.

“What?” said Treehugger. She winced, because the Midnight Menace’s grip on her upper arm was as tight as iron. “Did you see something?”

“I forgot to tell you that you can’t just enter the Temple,” said the Midnight Menace. “First, you must show proper reverence. Allow me to demonstrate.”

The Midnight Menace let go of Treehugger’s arm and bowed before the Temple. Treehugger did not see anything change, but then she noticed that the doorway seemed to glow red for a moment, although she didn’t know what that meant. The Midnight Menace stood upright again and looked at Treehugger. “Now, do as I did. Then you will be able to enter without dying horribly.”

Treehugger, still not understanding what this was all about, nonetheless walked up to the entrance and bowed. She didn’t feel anything unusual at first, but the doorway glowed slightly for a moment and then she felt something like wind blowing past her, even though her hair did not move. The sensation of blowing air went away quickly, however, and Treehugger stood upright. She looked up at the Midnight Menace uncertainly. “Did I do well?”

“Yes,” said the Midnight Menace. “Your chances of dying horribly have fallen to approximately zero. Come.”

The Midnight Menace walked past her and, after a moment’s hesitation, Treehugger followed. Thankfully, neither Treehugger nor the Midnight Menace were harmed by whatever force kept people who didn’t show sufficient respect to the Temple from entering. Even so, Treehugger now wondered if the Temple itself was alive and judging every person who walked through its doors. The Midnight Menace didn’t seem very disturbed or bothered by that idea, but then, he had come here so many times already that he was probably used to it by now.

The interior of the Temple was as odd as the exterior. While it was as dark as the rest of the Temple, the light from the Midnight Menace’s flashlight showed more of those weird statues she had seen back in the courtyard of the other temple, except these ones were smaller and built into the walls. A set of rounded stairs—it was the best way Treehugger could think to describe them—went up to what appeared to be a second floor to the right, but the Midnight Menace didn’t lead her upwards. He took Treehugger across a wide-open central chamber with odd paintings and carvings on the floor to a door on the other side, which he opened and entered without another word. Treehugger followed, but only reluctantly, because she had an even worse feeling about this place than she did about the rest of the Temple.

She found herself walking down a winding staircase heading deeper and deeper beneath the Temple. The Midnight Menace was ahead of her the whole time, but occasionally Treehugger thought the Midnight Menace had vanished, only for him to reappear before her. It was probably just his cape and black armor making him blend in with the shadows of the staircase every now and then, which were even thicker than the shadows outside, or so it seemed, anyway.

To take her mind off such scary thoughts, Treehugger said, “What’s going on back in the Academy? Does anyone know I’m missing?”

“Yes,” said the Midnight Menace without looking over his shoulder. “Your teammates are searching the campus for you, as are several NHA members and some INJ members. Even Strike and the New Heroes are helping, though Strike has yet to fully recover from Bolt’s attack on him.”

Treehugger nearly squealed in excitement. The idea that Strike was searching for her, even if it was in a limited way due to his injuries, caused images of him holding her in his arms to appear in her mind again, but she had to force herself not to indulge in her own personal fantasies just yet. “So I haven’t been gone for very long?”

“It’s been about a day since you vanished,” said the Midnight Menace. “I would have stayed and helped search for you, but I sensed something wrong in the Shadowlands and so had to excuse myself.”

“Something wrong in the Shadowlands?” Treehugger repeated. “What is it? Is it me?”

“I thought so, because you are not supposed to be here, but despite finding you, I still sense something else wrong here,” said the Midnight Menace. “I don’t like it. The Shadowlands are normally empty, except for the creatures and monsters that prowl its shadows.”

“Servants of the Starborn, maybe?” said Treehugger. “I was told that the Starborn are after me. Could it be that they followed my escape pod here?”

The Midnight Menace finally looked over his shoulder at Treehugger, his red eyes looking confused. “Why would the Starborn be after you? You’re not special.”

Gee, thanks, Treehugger thought, but aloud she said, “I don’t know why. And it’s not because I’m ‘special’ or anything, either. The Servants are under orders to bring all superhumans to the Starborn. I think the Starborn want us for some reason.”

“That does explain a few things …” the Midnight Menace muttered, before saying aloud, “Well, I have not seen any of these Servants since coming here, so I doubt they’re the problem I sensed. It is probably something else, but I will find out later, after I get you back home. I don’t want to have to worry about protecting you from the various dangers of the Shadowlands. Once you get back home, tell your friends what happened and don’t think about this place ever again.”

“You don’t need to tell me that twice,” said Treehugger with a shudder. “I still don’t understand where we’re going, though.”

“As I said, we need to reach the correct location from which to teleport back to Earth,” said the Midnight Menace. “This particular location is located underneath the Temple’s foundations. I don’t know why it was put here by the original builders of the Temple, but it is and I can’t move it to somewhere more convenient.”

“Yeah, but it just feels so … scary down here,” said Treehugger. “Like we’re being watched.”

“We are,” said the Midnight Menace without a hint of worry. “The Temple watches everyone within its walls. That’s how it makes sure that no one harms it.”

“You mean this Temple is alive?” said Treehugger, looking this way and that, expecting to see eyes along the walls watching them, though the walls showed nothing out of the ordinary.

“Not in the way we think of life,” said the Midnight Menace. He tapped the wall with one of his gauntlets. “The laws of the Shadowlands are different than the laws of Earth. There are creatures here that could never exist on Earth; likewise, Earth has many creatures that could never survive in the Shadowlands. The fact that you have survived so far is interesting, because I didn’t know you would have the ability to handle the Shadowlands’ inherently destructive environment.”

Treehugger quickly looked down at her body, but she didn’t see anything missing, nor did anything feel out of the ordinary. “So it’s just luck that I’m not currently a shredded mass of flesh and cloth?”

“Maybe,” said the Midnight Menace. “There is still much I don’t know about the Shadowlands, despite having visited it many times during my life. Then again, most of the Shadowlands’ true destructive power is often concentrated on the mind. Your body may survive, but your sanity may not, at least if you stay here long enough.”

Treehugger gulped and put a hand on her head. “I don’t feel insane, but—”

The Midnight Menace suddenly stopped, causing Treehugger to almost walk into him. She managed to stop a few feet from him, but she had the distinct feeling that the Midnight Menace’s body was not really physical, as if she could just walk through him like normal shadow. She had no idea what that meant or whether it was true; perhaps the Midnight Menace’s body was literally made of shadow in this place or maybe her sanity was more damaged than she thought.

Regardless, Treehugger looked up at the Midnight Menace. “What’s the problem? Did you see something?”

“No,” said the Midnight Menace. “But I sensed something. We’re not alone in the Shadowlands.”

“Well, yeah, there are those weird monsters that tried to kill me,” said Treehugger. “That’s kind of obvious.”

“That’s not what I meant, girl,” said the Midnight Menace in annoyance. “I mean that we are not the only humans in the Shadowlands. I sense more people nearby.” He suddenly turned around, his tall body towering over Treehugger. “We must move and quickly, because these people are a threat to the Shadowlands.”

“But I thought you were going to take me back to Earth first,” said Treehugger in alarm. “Right?”

“Yes, but I’ve decided that it won’t hurt you to stay here for a little while longer,” said the Midnight Menace. “Besides, locating those who would wish to harm the Shadowlands is always the most difficult part of defending it. Now that I know where they are, I am going to crush them utterly before they can flee. It should not take longer than an hour, if that. But we must go quickly, before they realize that they have been discovered.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Rather than leaving through the normal exit, the Midnight Menace led Treehugger through another passage in the Temple off to the side. He explained to her that the Temple had dozens of such secret exits, though he didn’t explain who or what made them. Treehugger supposed they had been built by the same people who had built the Temple, though that wasn’t a very helpful thought, given how she didn’t know who built the Temple, either.

Regardless, Treehugger and the Midnight Menace were once again out in the Shadowlands, traveling west (well, Treehugger thought it was west, but without the sun in the sky, determining the direction of anything in this universe was a futile effort) rapidly. Although the Midnight Menace was faster than Treehugger—this time, she was sure that he wasn’t walking, because there was no way that he could traverse the uneven earth so quickly—Treehugger still managed to keep up, at least somewhat, because she didn’t want to be left behind in the shadows. The Midnight Menace was clearly slowing himself down for her benefit, but it was obvious that he felt she was just a drag on his weight. It made Treehugger feel a little ashamed, though in her defense, she had not eaten or slept for several hours and was already starting to feel exhausted. It didn’t help that the Shadowlands themselves were having a negative effect on her energy.

But it wasn’t long before they came upon a huge forest, though like the rest of the Shadowlands, there was something distinctly evil about this place. The trees were even taller than the Midnight Menace, with bark that looked more like flesh than wood and leaves as sharp as razor blades. Thankfully, most of the leaves were too high above their heads to be a problem, but it did make walking through the forest more nerve-wracking, especially after the Midnight Menace told Treehugger that she should duck for cover if any leaves fell, as they could cut through human flesh as easily as any razor. The Midnight Menace himself did not seem to be afraid of being cut, but given how he seemed to be made out of shadow, that didn’t really make Treehugger feel much better.

For most of the trip, however, the Midnight Menace was utterly silent, as if so intent on finding the people who threatened the Shadowlands that he had forgotten everything else. Treehugger tried to be silent, too, but she couldn’t help but be aware of her own footsteps and her own breathing. She hoped that it wouldn’t cause too much trouble for the Midnight Menace, although she had a feeling that the Midnight Menace was annoyed at having to bring her along. She wondered why he didn’t just leave her at the Temple, where she would likely be safe, but given how dark and scary the Temple was, she decided that she was safer with him.

Abruptly, the Midnight Menace came to a halt and held out an arm to stop Treehugger, who almost didn’t notice him stop until she walked into his outstretched arm. The Midnight Menace held a finger up to the mouth of his helmet and pointed forward, causing Treehugger to look to see what he had spotted.

At first, due to the thick darkness, Treehugger did not see anything, but eventually she saw a dim light not far off. It looked like it was coming from a clearing in the forest and she thought she saw movement among the trees, though it was hard to tell from a distance. Given how the Midnight Menace could see in the darkness better than her, though, it was pretty obvious that he had seen something.

“What do you see?” Treehugger asked, keeping her voice low just in case whoever they were watching was close enough to hear them.

“People,” the Midnight Menace said, his voice little more than a hiss. “Two people. And they are not the inhabitants of the Shadowlands, either. They’re from Earth.”

Treehugger bit her lower lip. “Do you recognize them?”

“No,” said the Midnight Menace, shaking his head. “One is a man, the other is a woman. Beyond that, I can’t tell much else about them, but they are probably superhumans.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Because they are not armed with any weapons. That means they are either stupid or they have other ways to defend themselves that don’t require bullets or blades. Not that that helps me know what powers they have, but attacking them outright now would be unwise until we learn more.”

Treehugger brushed aside her braided hair. “What are we going to do?”

“Learn more,” said the Midnight Menace. “And then we will attack. Or, rather, I will attack; you don’t need to do anything except stay out of the way, as I have a feeling these two are dangerous.”

The Midnight Menace moved, but Treehugger grabbed the back of his cape, causing him to stop and look at her. “What?”

“Can I come with you?” Treehugger said. “I don’t want to be alone here in the darkness, even if you’re not far away. I’m afraid I might get attacked.”

The Midnight Menace looked rather annoyed, but he nodded and said, “All right. But stay out of the battle and don’t make any noise. I don’t want to have to keep track of you and the intruders.”

Treehugger nodded and let go of the Midnight Menace’s cape. The Midnight Menace vanished into the shadows, while Treehugger slowly made her way toward the clearing. She tried to be as quiet as she could, which was easy, because she could now hear a man’s loud voice coming from the light. It was a rough tone, one that seemed familiar to her, though she didn’t know where she had heard it before. She reached some bushes and immediately crouched down, keeping out of sight of the light. She waved her hand at the bush, causing a portion of it to move out of her way just enough for her to see the clearing.

The first thing Treehugger noticed was the source of the light. It was a tall, lamppost-like pole, standing upright in the middle of the clearing, apparently unconnected to any power source that Treehugger could see. It must have had a battery or something; at least Treehugger could guarantee that it wasn’t solar-powered, because there was not nearly enough sunlight in the Shadowlands to power something like that.

The next thing she noticed was the two figures sitting around the light. One of them was a woman, who wore a strange mask that completely concealed her face, except for her blue eyes, which shone with a rather peppy light despite the grimness of the Shadowlands. She wore pure white robes, which also contrasted sharply with the darkness of the Shadowlands. It was hard to guess her age due to her mask and robes, but Treehugger estimated that she was about 30-years-old or so.

The other figure, a man, sat opposite the woman, and he was the one talking. He was bigger and bulkier than the woman, wearing dark brown robes and a mask that covered the upper half of his face while keeping the lower half exposed. He also had brass knuckles on his fists, which he swung this way and that with every gesture of his hands.

But Treehugger didn’t pay attention to that, because she recognized the man: He was Arlecchino, one of the Venetians. She did not recognize the woman sitting opposite him, but she guessed that the woman was also a Venetian based on her mask and robes.

What are the Venetians doing here? Treehugger thought, her heart rate increasing. How did they even get here? Can they dimension hop now or something?

Treehugger wanted to tell the Midnight Menace who these people were, but she didn’t know where he was. She hoped the Midnight Menace recognized them, although as far as she knew the INJ didn’t have much experience with the Venetians. She supposed she shouldn’t have been too worried, given how powerful the Midnight Menace was, but the mere fact that these two Venetians were here was enough to set off alarms in her head, because she knew they couldn’t be here for any good reason.

Arlecchino was talking, so Treehugger listened as hard as she could in order to find out what they were doing here.

“… So I said to Volto, ‘That’s not a sandwich, that’s a rock,’” Arlecchino said.

It must have been the punchline of a joke of some sort, because the woman put a hand up to the spot where her mouth should have been and made a motion like she was giggling. Oddly enough, however, she didn’t make any noise; she was totally silent.

Her reaction must have pleased Arlecchino, however, because he chuckled and said, “I knew you’d like that. I got way more jokes where that came from. Good way to pass the time, in my opinion.”

Treehugger frowned. The way Arlecchino spoke, it was almost like he and the female Venetian were on a date. The idea of supervillains dating each other struck Treehugger as so bizarre that she wondered for a moment if this was all part of some elaborate dream she was having, but she resumed listening in order to avoid missing anything important.

Arlecchino glanced over his shoulder and frowned. “Where is Pantalone? He’s been gone for hours. At least, it feels like he has. Time’s hard to keep track of in this godforsaken place.”

The female Venetian made some signs with her hands, which Arlecchino apparently could read, because he just nodded and said, “Yes, I know that the Shadowlands are dangerous, but Pantalone is always telling the rest of us off for being late for our missions. Bet he got spooked by something in the dark. Don’t tell him I said this, but he’s still afraid of the dark. Scares him big time.”

Again, the female Venetian made a motion like she was giggling, but like before, no sound escaped from her mouth. Treehugger was not sure what was more unnerving: The woman’s silence or the fact that Arlecchino was hitting on her.

Suddenly, a flapping of wings could be heard, which sounded unnaturally loud in the darkness, and then a figure in a black flight suit landed on the ground near the lamppost. When the figure stood upright, Treehugger recognized him as Pantalone, another Venetian, who could fly with his wings, in addition to being able to control crows and possibly other birds with his powers. Both Arlecchino and the woman looked at Pantalone as he walked up to them, though Pantalone walked like he was trying to get away from something.

“Hey, Pantalone, we were just talking about you,” said Arlecchino in a casual voice. “How’d it go? Did the darkness scare you?”

Pantalone stopped and glared at Arlecchino. “The darkness was thick, but I finally found it.”

“What? You did?” said Arlecchino. He jumped to his feet, as did the woman, and the two of them looked at Pantalone eagerly. “Where is it? Do you have it on you?”

“No, but it is nearby,” said Pantalone, gesturing behind himself. “I can show you both the way.”

“Good to hear,” said Arlecchino. “But, ah, you didn’t run into the Midnight Menace, did you?”

“No,” said Pantalone, shaking his head. “I didn’t run into anyone. I don’t think the Midnight Menace is in the area. We’re safe.”

Arlecchino sighed in relief. “Good to hear. Last thing we need is someone like that guy getting in the way of our plans.”

The woman nodded, but then made several hand gestures, which Pantalone apparently understood, because he said, “Don’t worry, Moretta. We won’t be here much longer. As soon we destroy what Mann sent us to destroy, we will be able to go back home.”

The woman—apparently named Moretta—clearly sighed in relief, though again, she made no noise. Treehugger was finding the woman’s silence stranger than ever, especially since neither Pantalone nor Arlecchino appeared to find it odd. She wondered if Moretta was mute, but then she realized that Moretta didn’t make any noises when she moved, either. Moretta was clearly a superhuman of some sort, but what her exact powers were, Treehugger did not know. She just hoped that the Midnight Menace would appear soon, because whatever the Venetians were doing here, it was probably not any good.

All of a sudden, the lamppost grew darker. Moretta must have noticed, because she pointed at the lamppost, prompting Pantalone to say, “Moretta, what is it?”

“The lamppost,” said Arlecchino, taking a step backwards in shock. “It’s going out.”

He was right. Thick darkness converged on the lamppost until it was completely covered, casting the whole clearing into shadow. Treehugger wanted to run, but she was too scared of being heard by the Venetians to move. She just knelt in the bushes, shaking slightly, listening as the three Venetians stumbled around in the shadows in an obvious attempt to find out what happened.

“What happened?” said Arlecchino’s voice from within the shadows; it sounded slightly closer than before. “I can’t see a damn thing.”

“The light,” said Pantalone’s voice, which also sounded closer than before. “It’s off.”

“Whose bright idea was that?” said Arlecchino in annoyance. “Hold on, let me turn it back on … wait a minute, the switch is still flipped on, but how come I can’t see anything?”

“Because I don’t want you to,” came the soft voice of the Midnight Menace, seemingly from everywhere at once.

A second later, Treehugger heard a swooping of a cape, followed by cries of anger and pain. She heard punches being thrown, fists crashing into bones and faces, as well as grunts and kicks. She even thought she heard wood being split over someone’s head, followed by someone falling onto the ground unconscious. It all sounded so close, perhaps not more than a few feet away from Treehugger, but she didn’t move. She didn’t want to get in the middle of what was obviously an intense battle between the Midnight Menace and the Venetians. She would just get in the way, given how she couldn’t see in the dark, so she just sat there waiting for the fight to end, confident that the Midnight Menace would defeat the Venetians.

That was when Treehugger heard a small click behind her. She would have turned her head to see where the sound had come from, but then she felt the cold barrel of a gun placed against the back of her head and she froze. She wanted to ask who was behind her, but she realized that it had to be one of the Venetians. Who, exactly, she didn’t know, but then she felt the gun pushed against the back of her neck, a clear sign that she needed to stand up if she didn’t want her head to be blasted apart.

Reluctantly, Treehugger rose to her feet. She suddenly realized that she couldn’t hear a thing; it was like all of the sound in the area had been turned off. That was when she felt another hand grab her arm and suddenly twist it in an extremely painful way, causing Treehugger to yelp in pain. Even her own yelp startled her, because she had not realized that she could hear sounds again

Suddenly, the sounds of fighting stopped and the darkness in the clearing instantly vanished, allowing the light from the lamp to shine again. The Midnight Menace stood in the clearing, as tall and dangerous-looking as ever. He stood with one foot on Pantalone, who lay on the ground like he had been punched in the face, while Arlecchino was being held by his collar in his right hand, a dazed look on the Venetian’s face. The only Venetian missing was Moretta, though it was possible that Treehugger was overlooking her due to her fear of being shot.

“Girl?” said the Midnight Menace, looking at Treehugger in surprise. “What happened to you? Who—?” The Midnight Menace’s eyes narrowed. “Ah. I see.”

Treehugger was about to ask the Midnight Menace what he meant, but then she felt the barrel of the gun press against the back of her neck again and she froze. If Moretta was missing, then didn’t that mean that …

It did. Moretta had sneaked up on Treehugger and was holding her hostage. And, if the Midnight Menace didn’t meet her demands, Treehugger would die.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

“Put the gun down, woman,” said the Midnight Menace. He hefted the nearly-unconscious Arlecchino in his other hand. “Or I will make your friends suffer like they’ve never suffered before.”

There was no response. Treehugger tried not to let her fear get the best of her, but it was hard because the gun’s barrel was right up against her head. Her costume may have been bulletproof, but the impact of the bullet against the back of her head would still hurt like hell, possibly even put her into a coma. Treehugger didn’t know exactly what would happen, which made her wish that she had asked more about this when she first got her suit over a year ago.

“The silent treatment, eh?” said the Midnight Menace. “Unusual, given how most supervillains love to talk.”

“She’s mute, you idiot,” said Arlecchino. Despite having been beaten nearly to a pulp, Arlecchino still managed to speak, though since he was missing a tooth, his words sounded slightly strange. “She can’t talk, not even one word.”

“She is?” said the Midnight Menace. “That explains her silence.”

“Ha, you thought she was just trying to be intimidating,” said Arlecchino with a chuckle. “For being the leader of the second largest superhero organization in America, you sure aren’t very bright.”

The Midnight Menace glared at Arlecchino, but then the gun barrel dug deeper into the back of Treehugger’s head, causing her to say, “No, wait, Menace, don’t hurt him. Moretta is going to shoot me if you hurt Arlecchino or Pantalone.”

“How do you know?” said the Midnight Menace, looking at Treehugger. “Perhaps she doesn’t like her teammates very much.”

“Actually, she does,” said Arlecchino. “And the girl’s right. I don’t know what is going through Moretta’s mind at the moment, but I can guarantee you that she is more than willing to put a bullet through that girl’s brain if you hurt us.”

“You mean she would murder a teenage girl just to complete your mission?” said the Midnight Menace, disgust clear in his voice. “You Venetians—no, you animals, are even worse than I thought.”

“That girl ain’t as innocent as she seems,” said Arlecchino, glancing at Treehugger. “She’s one of the Young Neos. Those brats keep getting in our way. I’m surprised that Moretta hasn’t shot yet, though, given how much of a pain in the ass those Young Neos have been to us.”

Treehugger bit her lower lip. She didn’t say anything because she didn’t want to get shot. Of course, it was clear enough now that Moretta was just holding her hostage in order to make sure that the Midnight Menace did not defeat her and her teammates, which made it unlikely that Moretta would shoot Treehugger. Still, Treehugger didn’t know much about Moretta and didn’t want to make any big risks.

“And I wouldn’t recommend attacking her, either,” said Arlecchino. “I know what you’re thinking, dark knight, and there’s no way you can outspeed Moretta. She’s got a trigger finger like lightning.”

“How do you know I couldn’t disarm her before she kills Treehugger?” said the Midnight Menace. “I am a rather quick superhero myself.”

“Go ahead and try it, my man,” said Arlecchino with a chuckle. “Personally, I didn’t think that self-proclaimed superheroes like you would be willing to put the lives of kids at risk, but it’s your funeral. Or really, the girl’s, since she’s the one who is definitely going to die before this is all over.”

Despite her fear, Treehugger could not help but feel annoyed at how everyone was calling her a kid. She was sixteen-years-old; she wasn’t a little kid anymore. Maybe she wasn’t as old as Bolt or Blizzard, but that didn’t mean that she was just a little kid. She didn’t say that aloud, however, again because she didn’t want to give Moretta an excuse to shoot her.

The Midnight Menace appeared to be considering his options. He didn’t let Arlecchino down, but neither did Arlecchino try to free himself. Treehugger could still feel the gun barrel against the back of her head. She wished that she could at least see Moretta, because not being able to see her just made the situation much worse.

I wish there was a way I could help the Midnight Menace, Treehugger thought. But as long as I am Moretta’s prisoner, I’m practically useless to him. All I can really do is stand here and hope he will find a way to save me.

Treehugger felt a slight pain on her left shoulder. It was hard to tell, but she realized that a leaf from above had fallen on her shoulder and cut partially through her suit’s surface and her skin underneath. She had forgotten about the razor sharp leaves of the trees. She wondered if she could control them like normal leaves; after all, they were plants and plant control was her specialty. Yet Treehugger had never tried to control the plants of the Shadowlands, and if she tried and failed … well, it was her only option and she was willing to take the consequences. All she really needed to do was distract Moretta long enough for the Midnight Menace to take her out.

“You’ve gone pretty quiet yourself, darky,” said Arlecchino. “Are you going to give up and let us do what we want or are you going to play the hero and get that girl killed? Moretta’s trigger finger is looking pretty tired right now.”

“Shut up,” said the Midnight Menace. “Your opinion is irrelevant, unwanted, and annoying. I am still thinking.”

“Don’t think for too long, now,” said Arlecchino with a chuckle. “We’re all busy people here and we don’t have all the time in the world to waste waiting for super zeroes like you to figure out what you want to do. Also, think of Moretta’s poor trigger finger and how tired it must be from having to hold that same position for so long. It might just slip … accidentally, of course.”

The Midnight Menace looked just about ready to kill Arlecchino in cold blood, but he restrained himself, no doubt because any attempt to harm Arlecchino would just give Moretta an excuse to shoot Treehugger. Not that Treehugger was paying too much attention to their conversations; she was instead focused on the leaf by her left foot, the one that had cut her shoulder. She was trying to move it, desperately focusing her power on the leaf. She didn’t know how much time she had before Moretta decided to shoot, so she tried as much as she could to gain control over the leaf.

At first, Treehugger felt no connection to the leaf. But gradually, bit by bit, she felt a connection begin to grow between her and the leaf. It was different from how she felt when she connected with Earth plants, though. The leaf felt rougher and more alien; indeed, it almost felt like it wasn’t a leaf at all. It was an odd sensation, just like all of the other sensations that she had experienced in the Shadowlands, but eventually, when she felt the connection was secure enough, Treehugger mentally commanded the leaf to move.

Out of the corner of her eye, Treehugger saw the leaf twitch ever so slightly, subtly enough that no one other than herself noticed. And she knew it wasn’t because of the wind, because there was no breeze blowing through the Shadowlands at the moment (in fact, it seemed like there was no wind in the Shadowlands, period, but that was another oddity she would ask the Midnight Menace about later). Now if she could gain control of one leaf …

Treehugger’s thoughts were interrupted by the sensation of the barrel of the gun being pushed deeper into the back of her head, almost to the point of knocking Treehugger over.

“Uh oh,” said Arlecchino with a wicked grin on his face. “Looks like Moretta is losing her patience. Make your choice, Menace, or Moretta will make it for you.”

The Midnight Menace’s hand shook, but he dropped Arlecchino like a rock and stepped off of the unconscious Pantalone. “Very well. I will spare your allies, Moretta. Now spare the girl’s life. That was the deal, wasn’t it?”

Suddenly, Arlecchino—who was rubbing his back that he had fallen on—suddenly smirked. “Yeah, right.”

At that exact moment, Treehugger sensed that Moretta was about to pull the trigger. With a yell, Treehugger sent the leaf on the ground flying toward Moretta’s gun hand. Treehugger heard the leaf slicing through skin, someone stumbling behind her, and a gun being dropped, as well as a shocked shout coming from Arlecchino, but Treehugger didn’t wait. She whirled around and saw Moretta staggering backwards into the forest, clutching her bleeding hand where the leaf had cut it. In the dim light, it was difficult to see the damage, but it looked like the leaf must have left a deep cut that probably wouldn’t be healing up anytime soon.

Treehugger thrust her arms forward. Two nearby tree branches suddenly reached out and grabbed Moretta by both arms, pulling her arms apart until Moretta looked like she was screaming in pain. The tree branches lifted Moretta dozens of feet off the ground and her feet kicked futilely at the air, too short to reach the branches that held her prisoner and lacking any sort of power that she could use to free herself.

Panting, Treehugger suddenly heard several punches behind herself and turned around again. This time, she saw that the Midnight Menace stood over both Arlecchino and Pantalone, both of whom looked like they had taken a serious beating. Arlecchino, in particular, looked like he was missing a couple of teeth, his mask barely hanging onto his face.

The Midnight Menace, on the other hand, looked completely unharmed. That amazed Treehugger, because the Venetians had always given her and the other Young Neos a difficult time in battle. That the Midnight Menace could beat these two so easily was amazing in and of itself, especially since these two Venetians in particular had once taken the entire team to fight.

Of course, the Midnight Menace acted like he did this sort of thing every day. He stepped toward Treehugger, his red eyes focused solely on her. “That was a reckless move, girl. Even I didn’t see it coming. You could have been killed.”

Treehugger rubbed her arm self-consciously. “I know. It was risky, but it was also the only way to beat them. Otherwise, well, I would be dead.”

“Yes, I agree,” said the Midnight Menace. “Just because I said it was reckless doesn’t mean I think it was dumb. More importantly, however, is that I didn’t know that you could control the plant life of the Shadowlands. I thought it was impossible.”

“I didn’t know that, either,” said Treehugger with a shrug. “It was a complete gamble, though one that worked out in the end.”

“Yes, it did,” said the Midnight Menace. He looked up at the trees surrounding them. “Perhaps the Shadowlands’ connection to Earth is deeper than I thought. There must be a connection between the plants of the Shadowlands and the plants of Earth. If I had the time or interest, I’d probably investigate it; as it is, I’m more interested in taking care of these Venetians at the moment than in pondering questions like that.”

Treehugger looked at Arlecchino and Pantalone uncertainly. “What are you going to do to them? Are you going to kill them?”

“No,” said the Midnight Menace, shaking his head. “First, I am going to make them tell me what they are doing here in the Shadowlands and how they even got here in the first place. Then I will take them back to Earth and hand them over to the government to be jailed like the criminals they are. If necessary, I will also destroy the method which they used to enter this place; no one has any right to be here, at least not without my permission or being called by the Shadowlands themselves.”

Treehugger nodded. “Okay, that makes sense. Will you send me back to Earth soon, too?”

“Of course,” said the Midnight Menace. “It may be a little while longer, however, because dragging these three back to the Temple will take some—”

The Midnight Menace suddenly stopped talking. His mouth kept moving, but no sound came from his lips. For that matter, everything else had gone silent as well; when Treehugger tried to talk, no sound came out of her lips, either.

Realizing what happened, Treehugger whirled around to see that Moretta was awake again. Only now, Moretta was looking at Treehugger with an evil triumph in her eyes, like she was about to deliver the finishing blow.

And before either Treehugger or the Midnight Menace could react, Moretta tilted her head to the side.

A huge sound blast—just like the one back in the Academy—suddenly blew through the air. It was incredibly loud in the stillness of the Shadowlands and hit Treehugger like a brick, knocking her flat onto the ground where she fell into unconscious as soon as she cracked her head against an exposed tree root.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Treehugger’s head hurt, hurt so much that it made her want to fall unconscious again. Unfortunately, she couldn’t go back to sleep, no matter how much she wanted, although she kept her eyes closed just the same in the vain hope that maybe she would naturally fall asleep again if she kept them shut.

Ugh, what happened? Treehugger thought, her head throbbing. Feels like I got hit by a sledgehammer. Twice.

It took Treehugger a moment to remember what happened. The battle in the forest … the clash with the Venetians … Moretta creating a sound blast … Treehugger herself falling to the ground … that was where the memories ended. She had no idea what happened after any of that; indeed, most of it felt unreal, like how you feel when you have a particularly realistic dream and wake up the next morning unsure about which parts were real and which parts were fake.

But Treehugger opened her eyes anyway, despite her aching head, because she wanted to see where she was. She also hoped that all of that stuff really had been just a dream, because she didn’t want it to be real.

At first, Treehugger saw nothing except endless darkness, but quickly she realized that she was slung over someone’s shoulder. She found that her arms and legs were bound by thick ropes, tied expertly by someone who clearly knew their way around ropes. The ropes were so tight that she couldn’t even move her limbs even half an inch. Her head, however, did have some movement, allowing her to see the large back of whoever was carrying her. Based on the brown robes, she realized that she was being carried by Arlecchino.

Dread filled Treehugger’s soul as soon as she realized that. She knew that she had been captured by the Venetians. And they were probably going to kill her soon.

That filled her mind with a ton of questions, such as how long she had been knocked out, what happened to the Midnight Menace, why the Venetians had merely captured her and not killed her already, and much more. Of course, Treehugger had no way to find out the answers to any of these questions, so she instead tried to focus on her environment and find out where she was. She tried to do it in such a way as to make sure that the Venetians did not notice she was awake; she had a feeling that if they knew she was awake, they would try to kill her.

The darkness of the Shadowlands made it difficult to see much, but the Venetians must have had a light, because a glow from up ahead allowed her to see some of their environment. They were still in the forest; she could see the razor leaves and flesh-like bark of the trees everywhere. It seemed like Arlecchino was in the back of the group; at least, Treehugger could not see Moretta or Pantalone. She didn’t know how deeply into the forest they had gone or whether they were close to or far from the clearing in which they had spent so much time, but regardless, Treehugger was pretty sure that things were not going to go well for her unless she got her freedom.

I’m lucky that they didn’t just kill me outright, Treehugger thought. I hope that they also spared the Midnight Menace. Unfortunately, given how much stronger he is than me, I doubt they let him survive.

Treehugger once more found herself wishing that she was not alone. She wanted to be back with her friends and teammates, but at this point, that was little more than a pipe dream. She could only hope that the Venetians would at least take her back to Earth. It would be better to be a prisoner of the Venetians than to be dead.

But perhaps the choice wasn’t so stark. Treehugger realized that the Venetians did not know that she had regained consciousness yet. As far as she could tell, her powers were still active, which meant that she could potentially save herself. She decided that this time, she would do whatever she needed in order to regain her freedom, because the Venetians were simply too dangerous to go easy on. Even if that meant killing them.

Suddenly, the Venetians stopped. Not expecting this, Treehugger couldn’t help but stop and wait to see what would happen. She didn’t move; she just listened, waiting to see why the Venetians had stopped.

“Here it is,” said Pantalone’s voice from the front of the group. “Exactly where I said it would be.”

“Guess you’re not getting senile after all, old man,” said Arlecchino; his voice was too close to Treehugger for her comfort. “Let’s enter. But first …”

All of a sudden, Treehugger was swung over Arlecchino’s shoulder and slammed onto the ground. She gasped in pain and her whole world spun for a few seconds before her senses corrected themselves, allowing her to see three familiar masks looking down at her: Arlecchino, Pantalone, and Moretta. The three Venetians looked ghastly in the dim light of their portable lamp, which Moretta was holding as silently as a ghost bearing a candle. Treehugger wanted to scream, but she was too terrified by the masks looking down at her to even squeak.

“Well, well, well,” said Arlecchino, his smile revealing his canine-like teeth. “Looks like the girl has awakened after all. I bet you were planning to use your powers to cut us up with these sharp leaves, weren’t you, girl?”

“T-Treehugger,” said Treehugger, though she wasn’t sure why. “The name is Treehugger.”

“Yeah, we know,” said Arlecchino with a chuckle. “But to us, you’re nothing more than a scared little girl. Right, Pantalone? Moretta?”

Moretta nodded, while Pantalone said, “Indeed, Arlecchino. The girl isn’t nearly as tough as Bolt or White Lightning. She seems out of place on the Young Neos, given how weak she is.”

“Weak?” Treehugger repeated. “I’m not—”

“Yeah, but she’ll do for our purposes,” said Arlecchino, as if Treehugger had not spoken at all. “I just wanted to make sure she hadn’t died of fright. It wouldn’t be very convenient for us if she died before the sacrifice, would it?”

“No, it would not,” Pantalone agreed.

“Sacrifice?” Treehugger said. “What sacrifice? And what happened to the Midnight Menace? What did you do to him?”

“The Midnight Menace?” said Arlecchino. He rubbed his cheek, as if he had been punched there. “Yeah, he’s dead. Sorry.”

Treehugger felt her heart stop beating. “What?”

“The sound blast,” said Pantalone. “Apparently, when it knocked you out, he got blown backwards and hit a tree. That caused most of the leaves to fall down and slice him up. He looked quite dead when we left him in the clearing.”

Treehugger’s lower lip quivered. She had never known the Midnight Menace very well—didn’t even like him all that much due to his creepy nature—but he had been her only ally and friend in the Shadowlands. Now she was alone, stuck with three psychopaths who were talking about sacrificing her for some unknown reason. And with no way to get back to Earth, that meant she was stuck here forever even if she did somehow manage to escape from the clutches of the Venetians. Treehugger had been struggling with the despair of being stuck in a world that was not her own, but now she was just about ready to give in to depression for good. If the Midnight Menace was dead, as they said, then there was no point in fighting anymore or trying to save herself.

“Pantalone, I think you scared her,” said Arlecchino in a mocking voice. He patted Treehugger on the cheek like she was a little girl. “Don’t worry, girlie. Soon, you’ll see him again, though not in this life, of course.”

Treehugger shook her head to clear her mind. “What are you talking about? You mentioned a sacrifice before. What are you going to sacrifice me to?”

“I suppose it’s safe to let you know, because there’s nothing you can do to stop it,” said Pantalone. He leaned down closer and a feather from his wings fell onto Treehugger’s face, though it did not obscure her view of his mask. “You will be sacrificed to the Shadowlands themselves. But fear not, young girl, because your sacrifice will save the world itself.”

Treehugger blinked several times. “I don’t understand. How will my sacrifice save the world? From what? And how will sacrificing me in the Shadowlands achieve that?”

“Your sacrifice will save the world from the Starborn,” said Pantalone. “You know what they are, don’t you?”

Treehugger nodded. “Yes, but how will my sacrifice save the world from the Starborn? I thought that John Mann was planning to take over the world.”

“Only our master understands how it all works,” said Pantalone. “But we do know that the Shadowlands is not merely a pocket dimension attached to the main universe, as some may think. It is also a barrier that keeps the universe safe from certain threats. Our master believes that by sacrificing you here, it will cause a chain reaction in Earth that will eliminate the whole reason the Starborn are coming to Earth in the first place.”

“And what is that reason?” said Treehugger. “Why are the Starborn coming back to Earth? Why do they want to destroy it?”

Arlecchino smiled. He gestured at himself and his fellow Venetians before pointing at Treehugger. “They want to destroy it because they’re afraid of us, afraid of superhumans. Afraid that we might one day become strong enough to take them down. Us, their own creations, who only have our powers because of them.”

“Indeed,” said Pantalone. “You see, girl, this is where you and your friends are mistaken. We are not the villains. We are the good guys, because we want to stop the Starborn from destroying all of Earth. John Mann has told us as much.”

“You mean they’re afraid of superhumans,” said Treehugger. “And you think that if you can sacrifice a superhuman here in the Shadowlands, that that will somehow stop them from destroying Earth.”

“As we said, that is what John Mann told us,” said Pantalone. “And it is the truth. Once you are sacrificed, Earth will be safe from the Starborn menace.”

“I still don’t understand how that is supposed to work, though,” said Treehugger. “How will sacrificing me save Earth from the Starborn?”

“Your sacrifice will set off a chain reaction which will de-power all superhumans on Earth,” said Pantalone. “And we know that it will work. We trust John Mann. He is a good man who has the best intentions of the planet at heart.”

Though Pantalone said that, Treehugger couldn’t help but doubt it. Everything she had seen from John Mann indicated that he was not a good man, whatever his intentions or plans were. She supposed it was possible that he wanted to save Earth—after all, if Earth was destroyed, he would die with it, along with all of his wealth and money—but something about Pantalone’s explanation didn’t make any sense to her. Perhaps it was just because she didn’t think that de-powering all superhumans on Earth would make the Starborn leave the planet alone. Even if they were coming to eliminate all superhumans, it was possible that the Starborn might still destroy Earth anyway just to be sure that superhumans would not somehow rise again.

Because of this doubt, Treehugger did not want to die. She knew that superheroes were always supposed to be willing to sacrifice themselves for the greater good or to save innocent lives, but Treehugger knew this was not that kind of situation. There was more to John Mann’s plan than met the eye and she was not going to let herself be sacrificed if she could help it.

To buy herself a little more time to figure out an escape plan, Treehugger looked up at Moretta and said, “Did you make the sound blast in the Academy auditorium?”

“She did,” said Arlecchino, nodding. “The point of that particular blast was to knock out as many people as possible in order to keep them from preventing Volto from murdering Strike. Obviously, it failed, but at least we scared a lot of people and probably did irreparable damage to Bolt’s reputation in the process, eh, Moretta?”

Moretta nodded. Although Moretta’s mask hid her mouth, Treehugger could just imagine the Venetian smiling underneath her mask. It made Treehugger feel disgusted, but there was nothing much she could do about it right now. All she could do was try to think of a way to escape. She’d rather wander the wastes of the Shadowlands forever than let these monsters sacrifice her for their own dubious plans.

“Where are we?” said Treehugger. “Are we still in the forest?”

“Indeed,” said Pantalone. “We are not far from the clearing where we kidnapped you. Look and see where we are.”

Treehugger tried to look, but with the way she lay on her back, it was almost impossible to see where she was, at least until Arlecchino dragged her to her feet and propped her upright. One of Arlecchino’s hands suddenly grabbed her neck, making it very clear what he would do to her if she tried to do anything to save herself.

By the light of Moretta’s portable lamp, Treehugger saw the entrance to what appeared to be an ancient underground tunnel. The entrance was made of old stone and looked even older than the various buildings and ruins that Treehugger had already seen in the Shadowlands. There were carvings and scratches on the jambs, but it was too dark for Treehugger to make out what they showed; besides, she suspected that most of them were worn away from years of exposure to the elements and thus probably meant nothing.

A deep sense of dread filled Treehugger when she looked at that entrance. It was like there was something hiding just beyond her sight, some kind of monster that would devour not just her body, but her soul as well. Like the rest of the Shadowlands, the ancient stone entrance gave off an aura of evil, the kind of evil you rarely encountered on Earth. Thus, the idea of heading down there for any reason whatsoever filled Treehugger with unspeakable feelings of pure terror, but with the ropes around her body, she was unable to run like she wanted.

Instead, all Treehugger could say was, “What is that?”

“The place where you will be sacrificed,” Pantalone said. “According to legends from certain occult sects on Earth, this was once a site of great religious importance to the people of the Shadowlands. More importantly, however, is the fact that the Starborn visited this place once and put some of their technology in here, technology that will de-power all superhumans and thus save Earth itself.”

“How do you know that?” said Treehugger. “Do you really believe every silly rumor and legend you hear?”

“Mr. Mann spent decades studying this stuff, girl,” said Arlecchino. “He’s the one who put together all of the various bits and pieces from the various mythologies and forbidden books of Earth into a coherent whole. It’s kind of wild, true, but the fact that the Shadowlands exist at all is proof of what he says. It wasn’t until recently that I started to believe him, if only because I’ve seen a lot of weird things since I started working for Mann that can’t be easily explained by normal logic and reason.”

“Besides, it isn’t like we won’t soon find out the truth for ourselves,” said Pantalone. “Of course, you won’t live long enough to see for yourself, but I’m sure that you superheroes are used to making sacrifices for the greater good that you may never live to see, right?”

Treehugger didn’t respond to that, if only because she knew that anything she said would not help her. Instead, she tried to focus on the leaves and branches around them, hoping to use the trees to distract the Venetians, if not defeat them outright. She would then run, working under the assumption that the Venetians would not be able to find her in the total darkness of the Shadowlands. Of course, that would mean she would risk running into whatever inhuman creatures lurked among the trees, but that would still be preferable to being sacrificed like a goat.

But before Treehugger could gain control of the plants, something slammed into the back of her head, shattering her concentration and nearly knocking her over before someone caught her (Arlecchino, most likely, based on how his hands felt) and pulled her upright.

“Arlecchino, you do remember that the sacrifice needs to be alive before we can kill her, right?” said Pantalone. “Punching her in the back of the head, while satisfying, could kill her or make her otherwise unsuitable to be sacrificed.”

“I know,” said Arlecchino. “But I could tell that she was trying to control the plants, like how she did back there against Moretta. I don’t want to give her a chance to escape, however slight it may be.”

“I see,” said Pantalone. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s get her down to the chamber. She can’t control plants if she’s underground, after all.”

Suddenly, Arlecchino hauled Treehugger over his shoulder again. Despite her aching head, Treehugger tried to make him put her down, but with the ropes still firmly tied around her body, she was unable to do much more than wriggle awkwardly, which didn’t help her escape Arlecchino. She could only stare into the forest as the Venetians entered the tunnel one by one, hoping and praying that someone would save her, because she couldn’t save herself.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

The difference between the tunnel and the forest was obvious as soon as they crossed through the threshold. Whereas the forest area was at least partially open, with enough room for the four of them to stand without feeling cramped, the tunnel was too small and cramped, to the point where the Venetians had to walk single file. Treehugger and Arlecchino were in the middle, while Pantalone was in the front and Moretta in the back. Moretta had given her lamp to Pantalone, which made it easier to see what the tunnel looked like and to see where they were going. Even so, the darkness of the tunnel seemed somehow even thicker than the darkness of the forest, with the light from the lamp just barely managing to dispel the shadows, like an old dam holding back a flood.

Treehugger almost wished that she couldn’t see the walls, however, because the images carved on their surface were every bit as ghastly as the worst horror movies. Scenes of creatures that looked vaguely human sacrificing their fellow creatures on burning pyres were depicted in gross, vivid detail, preserved by the lack of visitors to the tunnel. Other scenes showed battles between large armies of these creatures, while other scenes showed strange clouds with hands reaching toward the ground, snatching unsuspecting humanoids off the ground and carrying them away to who knows where. Those latter carvings, in particular, sent a sense of dread up Treehugger’s spine that she could not explain, as if she was looking at something that was truly evil and unnatural, something that should not exist but did.

If any of the Venetians felt the same way as Treehugger, they didn’t show it. However, Treehugger did notice that the three Venetians kept their gazes away from the walls; it was like they didn’t want to linger on them too long. Only Moretta showed any interest in the carvings, but even she didn’t focus on any one carving for more than a couple of seconds. There was a general sense of unease in this place, as if they had stepped foot into a place where they were not welcomed or even allowed, although they faced no obstacles as they descended deeper and deeper into the tunnel.

And descended they did, though the effect was only slight at first, barely noticeable unless you were paying attention, which Treehugger was, because she had nothing better to do. It eventually became clear to Treehugger that the tunnel had transformed into some kind of spiral stairs, forcing them to go even more slowly to avoid tripping or running into anything that was waiting just around the corner. The Venetians seemed more tense than usual, perhaps because the narrow, winding staircase meant that if there was anything awaiting them around one of the corners, they would have to be prepared for it, although Treehugger wasn’t very optimistic about their odds of success against whatever they found down here, given the situation they were in.

To keep her mind off such thoughts, Treehugger tried to focus on any plants that she could possibly use to help her escape. Even a dead dried vine or root would be better than nothing, but to her disappointment, it appeared that none of the forest’s trees reached down here. Or maybe the evil nature of the tunnel caused the trees to avoid it; it was a silly thought, given how trees weren’t sentient, but Treehugger still thought it anyway, if only because she would also not be here if she had the chance.

It wasn’t long before they finally emerged from the staircase into a chamber deep beneath the earth. The chamber was not very large, perhaps big enough for six or seven people, if that. Like the rest of the tunnel, it felt mostly abandoned, as if no one—not even mice—had been down here in centuries. Unlike the rest of the tunnel, however, this chamber appeared to have more effort put into its appearance. The walls, floor, and ceiling were smooth and flat, covered in paintings that Treehugger had a hard time making out at first. She realized that the floor was covered with concentric circles, with the largest on the room’s perimeter and the smallest in the exact center of the room.

As for the paintings on the walls, Treehugger didn’t understand any of them, except that they seemed to be instructions for sacrificing people here. At least, that was what she assumed, because some of the paintings showed several of those strange Shadowlands creatures sacrificing one of their own in a chamber that looked remarkably like this one. The air down here was also a lot dustier and heavier than the air back in the forest, which made it hard for Treehugger to breathe.

“Here we are,” said Pantalone, glancing left and right as if to make sure that the chamber was empty. “This is the place, just like what Mr. Mann told us.”

“Not very impressive, if you ask me,” said Arlecchino in a somewhat bored voice. “I was expecting something bigger, like a full-on temple or something. But it’s just an underground room.”

Moretta, on the other hand, was looking around the room with deeply curious eyes. She walked up to one of the paintings and pressed her hand against it, causing that painting—which depicted something that looked like a coffin—to be pressed inwards like a button.

A second later, the ground in the center of the room parted and a coffin-like box rose from the floor. The coffin, like the rest of the chamber, was made out of thick, smooth stone, though it did have a few carvings on it, carvings which depicted more brutal Shadowlands rituals that Treehugger didn’t want to think about or even describe. There was also something horrific about the coffin itself, too, like it was an unnatural abomination in its own right.

“How did you know that would happen?” said Arlecchino, looking at Moretta in surprise. “You’ve never been here before, right?”

Moretta made several signs with her hands that Treehugger couldn’t understand. Arlecchino, on the other hand, just nodded and said, “Oh, right. I forgot that Mann told you about the legends surrounding this place. Guess those old stories are more accurate than we thought, eh?”

“Indeed,” said Pantalone. “And if the legends are correct about the coffin, then they must also be correct about the purpose of this room.”

“What was this place used for originally?” Treehugger said. She hoped that by having Pantalone answer some of her questions, she might be able to buy some time to think of a way to escape, however unlikely that was.

“The oldest legends say that this chamber was once a place where the original inhabitants of the Shadowlands sacrificed their own people to the gods they worshiped,” said Pantalone. He gestured at the gruesome paintings on the walls. “As you can see, those legends were obviously correct. But what the legends don’t record is that the Starborn also used this place, combining it with their own technology in order to achieve as yet unknown ends.”

“Mann told us that if we sacrifice a superhuman here, then it will create a chain reaction back on Earth that will de-power all superhumans on the planet, thus giving the Starborn no reason to come back here,” said Arlecchino. “No one will know we saved the world, but that’s the price you got to pay to be a real hero sometimes, eh?”

“Did you always intend to do this?” said Treehugger with a shudder. “I mean, before you found me. Were you going to sacrifice one of your own to do this or what?”

“Originally, we were supposed to sacrifice the Ciphers,” said Pantalone. “You remember, don’t you, how we tried to steal the Ciphers from your two friends some time ago?”

Treehugger nodded. “So you were going to sacrifice the Ciphers instead of me?”

“Yes, because the Ciphers are creations of the Starborn, too,” said Pantalone. “Of course, as you know, that didn’t work out. Therefore, we have decided to sacrifice a superhuman like you instead.”

“Don’t think you’re anything special, girlie,” said Arlecchino. “We only chose you because you were on hand.”

“Although technically, we were only supposed to scout out the Shadowlands, rather than go ahead with the sacrifice,” said Pantalone with a shrug. “That is what Mann told us to do.”

“You mean you’re going against the orders of your own boss?” said Treehugger doubtfully. “I can’t see Mann being very happy about that.”

“Mann will be happy to learn that we saved the world,” Pantalone insisted. “He will understand. Mann knows that sometimes you have to go against orders for the greater good. When we report back to him on the success of our mission, he will be happy, no matter what.”

“And if he does get angry, at least we kept the world from getting destroyed,” said Arlecchino. “That’s got to count for something, right?”

Treehugger would have answered, but Pantalone quickly said, “Enough talking. Arlecchino, let’s put the girl into the coffin. That will make it a lot easier to kill her.”

“Okay,” said Arlecchino. “Come on, girlie. Time to meet your maker. Not like you have much of a choice.”

Arlecchino walked over to the coffin, while Treehugger desperately looked around the chamber for anything, anything at all, that could help her escape. But it was no use and soon Arlecchino opened the coffin and dropped Treehugger into it. Due to the fact that the coffin was made out of stone, being dropped into it was like being dropped onto the floor, albeit since the coffin was above the floor it meant the fall wasn’t as hard as it could have been. It was still uncomfortable, though, and Treehugger found it hard to find a comfortable position to lie in, not helped by the fact that her arms and legs were still bound to her body by the ropes.

Once more, the masks of the three Venetians appeared over her, their masks making them look less like people and more like ghoulish devils in the light from the lamp. Pantalone, in particular, looked quite devilish, his eyes partially hidden under the shadows cast by the lamp.

“The deed is nearly done,” said Pantalone. “But first, we must prepare the chamber in accordance with the legends. Arlecchino, Moretta, you know what to do.”

Both Arlecchino and Moretta nodded before pulling away. Treehugger could not see them due to the fact that she was lying in the coffin, but she could hear the two Venetians moving about, though what they were doing, she could not tell. She could only see Pantalone’s mask, who was still looking down at her as if to make sure that she did not escape.

“What is this coffin?” said Treehugger. “Was it built by the Starborn?”

Pantalone nodded. “Yes. Once we kill you, your blood will flow through the drains connected to the coffin, which will set off the chain reaction we mentioned before. And once that chain reaction is started, Earth will be safe once more.”

“How do you know that?” said Treehugger. “What if John Mann was lying to you about how it will de-power all superhumans?”

“Mann never lies,” said Pantalone. “And anyway, what matters is saving the world. I thought you would understand that, given that you are a superhero, but evidently you missed out on that concept in hero school. Or perhaps you’re just a hypocrite, as most superheroes are.”

Treehugger was going to say that this really didn’t count as saving the world, but suddenly, the lines in the ceiling began to glow teal, casting a strange glow on everything. Pantalone looked up, as if surprised, while Arlecchino and Moretta both reappeared around the coffin, though Moretta must have put down her lamp somewhere because she was not holding it anymore.

“Got it ready,” said Arlecchino, gesturing at the glowing teal lines. “Did exactly as the old legends said. That was pretty easy, if you ask me. Much easier than you’d think, given the age of this place.”

“Good job,” said Pantalone. He looked down at Treehugger. “The time has now come to sacrifice you. Moretta, do you have the knife?”

Moretta immediately held out a long dagger to Pantalone, who took it by the handle and then looked it over for a moment before holding it above his head. Treehugger started struggling to free herself again, but Arlecchino immediately grabbed her shoulders and held her down so tightly that she could not move.

“Now, now, girl, there’s no need to get yourself so worked up,” said Arlecchino. “I know Pantalone pretty well. When he kills, he’s usually pretty quick and clean about it. You’ll be dead before you know it.”

Treehugger didn’t find that even remotely reassuring, but it was now obvious to her that there was nothing she could do to save herself. All she could do was look up at Pantalone’s knife, expecting to feel the blade stab into her chest and take her life.

But before Pantalone could bring the knife down on her chest, a sound blast came out of nowhere and struck Pantalone’s hand. Pantalone cried out in pain as the knife went flying somewhere into the darkness, while Arlecchino and Moretta both looked over in the direction from which the sound blast had come in shock.

“Who did that?” said Arlecchino, holding up his fists. “Show yourself!”

Treehugger, getting over her shock quickly, managed to raise her head just enough so she could see over the side of the coffin. She didn’t see anyone else in the chamber at first, but then she heard movement from the exit and two people—a man and a woman—stepped into the chamber, two people who Treehugger had never thought she would ever see again, but who she was thrilled to see just the same.

“Who the heck are you two?” said Arlecchino, staring at the man and the woman in confusion. “Are you with the INJ or the NHA?”

The man smirked and held up his sound blaster. “Neither. You can call me Mr. Space and my friend here Captain Galaxy. We’re with the IEA and we’re going to save that girl you got there, if you don’t mind. Or even if you do mind, we’re going to save her, because that’s the right thing to do.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

“The IEA?” Arlecchino repeated. “Who the hell are they?”

“The people who are going to kick your ass, that’s who,” said Space. “Now let Treehugger go or we’ll do a lot more than just shoot knives out of your hands.”

Treehugger couldn’t believe it. She had thought that Space and Galaxy had been killed by the Servants; at the very least, she figured they would be too busy fighting the Servants of the Starborn to come save her. Yet here they were, weapons out and aimed at the Venetians, showing no fear in face of these three powerful supervillains. It almost brought tears of joy to Treehugger’s eyes, because it meant she was going to survive after all.

Pantalone, however, stepped forward, his claws balled into fists. “I don’t know who or what you are, but if you think we are going to let you interfere with our plans, then you are sadly mistaken. The girl must die in order for the world to live.”

“Yeah, I’m sure she does,” said Galaxy, rolling her eyes. “We don’t know much about what is going on here, but it is plainly obvious that you three masked goons are up to no good. If you don’t let Treehugger go, we’ll kick your ass six ways from Sunday.”

“Such confident words coming from two humans who don’t even have powers,” said Pantalone. “But if you wish to die, then I cannot argue with that. No matter what happens today, the girl will die and we will save the world. Moretta.”

Moretta raised her hands, but before she could do anything, Space fired his sound blaster at her. The sound blast struck Moretta and knocked her down, causing Pantalone and Arlecchino to scatter to avoid being hit. Treehugger pulled her head back down into the coffin so as to avoid getting caught in the crossfire, but she heard Space and Galaxy firing their sound blasters at the Venetians. The blasts were incredibly loud, almost drowning out Treehugger’s own thoughts. She wished she could get up and help fight the Venetians, but with the ropes still tied around her body, all she could do was lie there helplessly and wait for someone to rescue her. She hoped the battle would be over quickly and Space and Galaxy would be able to rescue her without further delay.

Suddenly, Space appeared above Treehugger, his sound blaster in one hand. He looked down at Treehugger and said, “Treehugger, are you okay? Did the Venetians hurt you?” He had to speak loudly to be heard above the sounds of Galaxy fighting Pantalone and Arlecchino, but Treehugger could hear him well enough.

“Yes, but I’ll be fine if you can cut these ropes,” said Treehugger, nodding at the ropes tied around her body. “I can’t move.”

Space nodded and pulled out what looked like a knife handle before he pressed a button on its side, causing an energy blade to shoot out of it. In one smooth motion, Space cut through the ropes binding Treehugger’s limbs together as easily as butter. Throwing the ropes off herself, Treehugger sat up and hugged Space, saying, “Oh, thank you! I thought I was a goner there!”

“Uh, it’s okay,” said Space, awkwardly patting her on the back before he pushed her away. “But the battle is still not over yet. The bad guys—”

Although Space’s lips moved, no words came out of his mouth. Treehugger, however, immediately realized what the problem was and turned around just in time to see Moretta stabbing the fallen knife at her face. Instinctively, Treehugger dodged the knife and grabbed Moretta’s arm. She twisted Moretta’s arm, causing the Venetian to drop the knife into the coffin on Treehugger’s lap. Moretta immediately tried to punch Treehugger with her other arm, but Treehugger let go of Moretta’s arm and ducked, easily avoiding the other fist as she grabbed the knife and slashed at Moretta wildly.

Moretta tried to block the knife with her arm, but the knife cut through the sleeve of Moretta’s white robe and even bit into her skin, causing Moretta to stagger backwards, clutching her now bleeding hand. Under the teal lighting, the blood stains on her sleeve looked purple, though regardless of color, it was pretty obvious that Treehugger had cut her badly.

“Whoa,” said Space, causing Treehugger to nearly start, as she hadn’t realized that sound had returned. “That was a close one. What happened to the sound?”

“That woman can take away sound,” Treehugger said, gesturing at Moretta, who seemed too distracted by her bleeding arm to pay attention to much else. “She may be mute, but she’s more dangerous than she looks.”

“I’ll say,” said Space with a shudder. “I’ll—”

“Space, help me!” Galaxy cried out from the other side of the chamber. “Getting a little overwhelmed here!”

Treehugger and Space looked over in that direction. Galaxy was fighting both Pantalone and Arlecchino and managing to hold her own, but it was clear to Treehugger that the two Venetians would overwhelm her eventually unless she got help.

“I’ll go help Galaxy,” said Space. “You can deal with Moretta.”

Treehugger nodded as Space ran over to the scene of the fight between Galaxy and Pantalone and Arlecchino. She hoped they would be able to take on the Venetians, but for some reason she did not have a very good feeling about this fight.

Regardless of how she felt, Treehugger turned around to face Moretta. The female Venetian still clutched her bleeding arm, which meant she was too distracted by the pain and blood to defend herself. Clutching the knife in her hand, Treehugger jumped over the side of the coffin and ran over to Moretta. She swung her knife at Moretta’s mask, but Moretta dodged it at the last second, causing Treehugger to stagger forward from the momentum before a kick from Moretta struck her in the abdomen and knocked her flat onto the ground.

The impact of the fall briefly dazed Treehugger, but she rolled out of the way just in time to avoid getting a boot stomped on her face. Rising back to her feet, Treehugger held out the knife before her, attempting to keep Moretta at a distance, because she didn’t want this fight to get too up close and personal. She was also trying to see if she could find any plants in the chamber that she might be able to control; unfortunately, she didn’t see anything useful, which meant that she would have to beat Moretta another way.

As for Moretta, she glared at Treehugger from behind her mask, but didn’t approach her, no doubt because she didn’t want to get cut by Treehugger’s knife. Not that Treehugger felt entirely safe at the moment; just because Moretta could not get up close and personal did not mean that she was not a threat. All it meant was that Treehugger had bought herself a little time to think of a way to beat Moretta and possibly the other Venetians, too.

“Afraid of getting cut?” said Treehugger, doing her best to seem as confident as possible in order to make Moretta afraid. “I understand. I don’t like sharp things very much, either, especially when they’re pointed at me.”

Moretta, of course, did not respond, at least verbally. She just kept glaring at Treehugger, as if she was trying to kill her through looking alone. Treehugger kept a careful look out for an opening to take advantage of, but she knew that Moretta was more capable than she looked. Just because Moretta’s arm was bleeding did not mean that she was defenseless.

All of a sudden, Moretta raised her good arm and snapped her fingers. Everything went silent once again and Treehugger, realizing what Moretta was trying to do this time, immediately ran toward the Venetian, but she was too slow, because Moretta snapped her fingers again and another sound bomb went off. The impact of the blast knocked Treehugger onto the floor, where she cracked her skull against the stone. The impact of the fall left her dizzy, but then she heard Moretta running toward her and she yanked the knife upwards.

Moretta jumped backwards to avoid getting stabbed, giving Treehugger enough time to rise back to her feet and start slashing at the Venetian. But Moretta grabbed her wrist and the two of them started struggling over control of the knife. Treehugger was surprised at how strong Moretta was; even with only one good arm, Moretta was able to give Treehugger a hard time. But Treehugger didn’t let her surprise throw her off. She just kept struggling, using both hands to hold onto the knife as firmly as she could, knowing that if she lost control of the knife, then this fight would be her last.

Abruptly, Moretta punched Treehugger with her bleeding arm. The blow came out of nowhere and caused Treehugger’s grip on the knife to loosen enough that Moretta was able to yank it out of her grasp and slash at her with it.

The knife cut through Treehugger’s outstretched hands, causing Treehugger to yell in pain and stagger backwards, holding her hands close to her chest. Her hands were now bleeding, though the cuts were not very deep. Even so, Treehugger knew that she couldn’t fight well with wounded hands, but she had no time to heal them, because Moretta was advancing on her again, knife held out threateningly.

Desperate, Treehugger once again looked around the chamber for anything, anything at all, that she could control with her powers. Once again, however, she didn’t see anything, but then she noticed that when Moretta took a step closer to her that something small fell off the sole of her boot. Another glance told Treehugger that the small thing was one of the leaves from the forest; it must have somehow stuck to the bottom of Moretta’s boot when she and the other Venetians were walking through the forest earlier. Even better, Moretta was so caught up in trying to kill Treehugger that she didn’t even seem to notice it.

So Treehugger thrust her right hand forward. Moretta briefly stopped, a confused look visible in her eyes before the leaf flew off the ground and cut straight through her knife hand. Moretta dropped the knife and clutched her hand, but Treehugger wasn’t done yet. She slashed across Moretta’s chest with the razor leaf and then slashed her again, causing Moretta to stagger backwards, her robes now stained with her own blood. Seeing her opportunity, Treehugger ran forward and, with a yell, kicked Moretta in the head with a high kick.

Moretta immediately collapsed onto the floor, where she lay so still that she looked like a corpse. But Treehugger knew that she wasn’t dead; merely unconscious, the kick having knocked her out completely. Hopefully, Moretta would not rise again anytime soon.

Sighing, Treehugger winced when she felt her bloody hands. She looked down at her wounded hands and grimaced at how bloody they were. They looked a lot worse than they were, but Treehugger knew from study that even the smallest wounds could become big problems if the infection was not dealt with in a timely manner. That meant she’d need to find medical attention quickly.

Space and Galaxy might be able to help me, Treehugger thought, looking toward the other side of the chamber where the two IEA agents had been battling Arlecchino and Pantalone.

Unfortunately, it looked like their fight with Arlecchino and Pantalone was not going very well. Galaxy lay on the floor, apparently unconscious, while the two Venetians had managed to back Space into a corner. Space no longer had his sound blaster, which he must have dropped at some point; instead, he was slashing at them with his energy knife whenever either of them got too close, but it was pretty clear that they would get him sooner or later, and probably sooner unless Treehugger intervened.

Taking control of the leaf once again, Treehugger sent it flying toward Arlecchino, the one closest to her. Right before it hit him, however, Arlecchino jumped out of the way, causing the leaf to fly harmlessly past him. Arlecchino whirled around, shouted, “Moretta!” and then ran toward Treehugger with surprising speed.

Alarmed, Treehugger tried to regain control over the leaf, but it was no use. Arlecchino slammed into her like a pile driver and Treehugger was on the floor again. Then Arlecchino was straddling her, his large hands wrapped firmly around her throat, murder shining in his eyes as he panted and growled like a monster.

“You stupid little girl,” Arlecchino hissed. “I don’t know if you killed Moretta or if you just knocked her out, but either way I am getting sick of the antics of you and your little friends. I don’t even care about the mission at this point. All I care about is squeezing the life out of your small, tiny little body and then dumping it on the shore of Hero Island so your friends will know what happens to those who cross our path.”

Treehugger literally couldn’t breathe. Because she couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t focus on regaining control of the leaf. The knife was not close enough for her to grab and she was not strong enough to throw Arlecchino off herself. She realized that she was going to die, with this huge man choking the life out of her. She beat her hands against his arms, but her blows were so weak that Arlecchino did not even seem to notice.

Darkness appeared in the corners of her eyes, causing her vision to go in and out. Slowly but surely, her consciousness was fading away … and there was nothing she could do about it.

Finally, the darkness came over her, but oddly, Treehugger could still feel herself being choked to death. Actually, the choking had lessened, making it easier for her to breathe, and she heard Arlecchino say, “What the hell happened? Where did all of this darkness come—”

A howling of steel and wind—a sound unlike any that Treehugger had heard before—filled the room. The howling was loud enough to drown out the swearing of Pantalone and Arlecchino, but more than that, it was utterly terrifying. It sounded nothing like the voice of a living creature and more like the sounds of some primordial beast, older than the Earth itself, having risen from its slumber to destroy those who had disturbed its rest. The sound was so awful that Treehugger was sure that she was going to die with Arlecchino, that this vile avenger was going to slaughter every single person in the room without discrimination.

Suddenly, Arlecchino’s grip on her throat vanished, allowing her to breathe air again. She heard Arlecchino fall to the floor nearby, followed by the clear sound of metal stabbing into flesh and Arlecchino’s own screams abruptly ending. Then she heard the flapping of wings—perhaps Pantalone taking flight—only for that to end nearly as abruptly, although she did not hear Pantalone fall to the floor or get stabbed like Arlecchino.

All the while, Treehugger just lay there, breathing in and out hard, her throat aching from Arlecchino’s iron grip. She had no idea what was attacking the Venetians, but she believed that if she played dead, then maybe the thing would ignore her. It seemed like a foolish hope, given how obviously bestial the creature was, but it was the only hope that Treehugger had at the moment.

And then, without warning, the darkness went away, allowing Treehugger to see the teal lights running along the ceiling, floor, and walls. She blinked several times, her vision obscured by the shadows, before a familiar shadow fell over her and she looked up.

The Midnight Menace stood over her, a bloody sword in his grasp. He looked none the worse for having been cut up by the razor leaves of the forest, the only clues of his fate being that his cape was more tattered than usual and his armor and helmet were heavily scratched. Aside from that, he appeared to be as alive and well as always, which made Treehugger wonder if she was hallucinating his presence here.

“The Midnight Menace?” said Treehugger. She blinked several more times, but his shadowy form did not disappear. “Is that really you?”

“It is I,” said the Midnight Menace in his usual soft but threatening voice. “You seem surprised to see me.”

Treehugger sat upright, but winced, because her hands were still wounded. But she didn’t pay attention to that right now, because she was more interested in what the Midnight Menace was doing here than anything else. “But the Venetians said you were dead.”

“I was,” said the Midnight Menace. “But the Shadowlands revived me, as they do to all of their warriors who fall in battle protecting them. My job here is not yet done and the Shadowlands will not release me until it is finished.”

Treehugger blinked. “Really? It’s that simple?”

“It isn’t that simple, no,” said the Midnight Menace, shaking his head. “But if I explained to you the true process of resurrection … well, it would be a waste of time for all of us, I think.”

Treehugger didn’t think that learning the secret of resurrection would be a waste of time at all, even if she couldn’t use it herself, but before she could say that, she heard a painful groan and looked to her left. She nearly jumped when she saw what lay near her.

Arlecchino lay on the floor, but he looked virtually unrecognizable. His stomach had been cut clean open and his robes were splattered with his own blood. His mask had been knocked off, revealing his hideous, smashed-in face. He was clutching his cut open stomach and breathing in and out hard, but it was obvious that he didn’t have much time left before he died. The stench of fresh blood came over his body, causing Treehugger to cover her mouth and nose with her hands to avoid smelling it.

“He’s not dead yet,” said the Midnight Menace, showing virtually no concern for the dying supervillain near her. “But he will be. Even if we got him to a doctor, there’s no way that he will survive. I made sure of that.”

“What about Pantalone?” said Treehugger, looking up at the Midnight Menace again. “Is he—”

The Midnight Menace stepped aside, allowing Treehugger to see Pantalone. The Venetian lay against the far wall, panting hard, and the reason for that was obvious: His left wing had been pinned to the wall by another sword, making it impossible for him to get up. Space, meanwhile, was kneeling on the floor next to the unconscious Galaxy, trying to wake her up, though every now and then he would glance at the Midnight Menace with both fear and awe, as if he wasn’t sure if the Midnight Menace would come after him next.

“He will probably survive,” said the Midnight Menace. “I intend to take him back to Earth and let the NHA and INJ have him. We will interrogate him to find out just what his master is planning to do. Of that, I can assure you.”

Treehugger should have been happy to hear that, and she was, but at the same time, she found the brutality which the Midnight Menace displayed toward Pantalone and Arlecchino unnerving. It made her glad that the Midnight Menace was on the side of good. If he was on the other side … well, Treehugger didn’t want to think about it.

“So it’s over?” said Treehugger. “They’re defeated?”

“Yes,” said the Midnight Menace. “And before they could do whatever it was they were planning to do.” He held out a hand. “It’s time we get you back home, Treehugger. Your friends no doubt miss you.”

Treehugger couldn’t help but smile, because despite how much her hands hurt, this was exactly what she had been waiting to hear for what seemed like an eternity. She reached out, but before she could grab the Midnight Menace’s hand, the sound of flesh tearing against metal, plus a cry of pain, caused Treehugger to pause and look back toward Pantalone. She wished that she hadn’t.

Pantalone had torn his wing off the sword that had pinned it to the wall. What remained of his wing was a bloody, disgusting mess of feathers and flesh which made Treehugger’s stomach churn just by looking at it. Space stood up again and aimed his sound blaster at Pantalone, while the Midnight Menace turned to face the Venetian, holding up his bloody sword with both hands.

“I thought you pinned him to the wall!” Space said to the Midnight Menace, his voice high with fear. “How did he do that?”

“It’s just … pain …” said Pantalone. His voice was heavy and ragged and it sounded like he was struggling to speak every word. “It … doesn’t … matter …”

“I agree,” said the Midnight Menace. “You couldn’t beat me when you had both wings. I doubt that you will be any luckier with just one.”

Pantalone smiled, despite the severe pain that he had to be experiencing. “When … when did I say that I was going to beat you?”

All of a sudden, Moretta dashed past the Midnight Menace. She ran over to Pantalone and, putting one hand on his shoulder, pressed a button on what looked like a smartphone in her hands.

Immediately, a dimensional portal opened behind the two Venetians. Moretta quickly entered the portal, dragging the half-dead Pantalone with her, who smirked at the Midnight Menace all the while. The Midnight Menace rushed toward them, but he was too late. Once Moretta and Pantalone passed through the portal, it closed shut, leaving nothing behind but empty space and disturbed dust.

The Midnight Menace came to a halt in front of the spot where their portal had just closed. He slammed his fist against the wall, though it seemed to be more out of anger than anything.

“Huh,” said Space, lowering his sound blaster. “That’s, um, weird. I honestly didn’t see that coming.”

“Neither did I,” said the Midnight Menace, though without turning around.

A dark, weakened chuckle broke the silence suddenly, causing Treehugger to look at Arlecchino. Though obviously still in great pain, the Venetian was smiling as if he had just heard the greatest joke in the world. It was a very creepy smile, one which made Treehugger instinctively inch away from him.

“Ha, ha,” said Arlecchino, his voice lower than normal. “You thought you were so close to capturing one of us, to getting the truth, but you failed. Always knew that Pantalone was a smug bastard. Expected nothing less of the guy, or of Moretta for that matter, even though they abandoned me like a dog.”

The Midnight Menace moved swiftly across the floor and was upon Arlecchino in seconds. He pressed the tip of his sword against Arlecchino’s neck and whispered, “Where did they go? Tell me or else.”

“Or else what?” said Arlecchino. He wheezed. “I’m dying anyway. There’s nothing you can do to scare me into ratting out my own teammates.”

The Midnight Menace removed his sword from Arlecchino’s throat. “Perhaps I can’t. But the Shadowlands can.”

Abruptly, shadowy tendrils rose from the floor underneath Arlecchino. The Venetian looked about wildly as the tendrils wrapped around his arms and legs and began pulling him into a puddle of shadow that had appeared under him. Arlecchino struggled to break free, but the injuries he had sustained from the Midnight Menace left him unable to put up much of a resistance. Treehugger also had the feeling that he wouldn’t have been able to break free even if he hadn’t been as badly injured as he was.

In seconds, Arlecchino vanished beneath the pool of shadows, which then vanished itself.

“Where … where did he go?” said Treehugger with a gulp.

“You’ll find out eventually,” said the Midnight Menace. “For now, let me take you home, as well as help your allies. You need medical attention and you need it right away before those wounds on your hands become infected.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Three days later …

 

Treehugger sat on a bench on the Academy grounds, watching as students made their way to and from classes. She sat by herself underneath a particularly nice oak tree that she had discovered not long after returning from the Shadowlands, which provided her with nice shade from the sun. A couple of birds in the branches above sang pretty songs which helped her to relax.

But the presence of the tree did remind Treehugger of the trees of the Shadowlands, even though this tree did not have razor sharp leaves or skin-like bark. And thinking about the Shadowlands made Treehugger think about the events of the last few days, in particular, what happened after the Midnight Menace took her back to Earth. She didn’t like to think about those memories due to how stressful they were, but she found herself thinking about them anyway.

When Treehugger returned to Earth, she had emerged in the Academy grounds, near the auditorium. Coincidentally, Treehugger had run into Bolt there, who had quickly called together the whole team to come and see her. The Midnight Menace had stayed with Treehugger long enough for the rest of the Young Neos to arrive, but he didn’t stay after that. He vanished back into the shadows, most likely to return to the Shadowlands to get Arlecchino. She had not heard from him since, although she sometimes wondered whether he had managed to get Arlecchino to tell him anything about John Mann’s real plans. In the end, though, she didn’t mind not hearing from him, because the Midnight Menace reminded her far too much of the Shadowlands, a place that she was quite happy to never return to if she could help it.

But the Midnight Menace was not the only person she had not seen since returning to Earth. She had not seen Space and Galaxy since her return, either. The last time she had seen them was back in the Shadowlands, shortly before she and the Midnight Menace went back to Earth. Space had explained to her that he and Galaxy had managed to escape the Servants of the Starborn and use the Adventure’s tracking system to locate the escape pod she had used, which was how they found her. They had also used their tech to locate her specifically via her suit-up watch; apparently, they had bugged her watch with a tracking signal to let them find her easier. That probably would have weirded out Treehugger under normal circumstances, but given how it had led to her life being saved, she didn’t mind it too much and hadn’t yet had the tracker removed, because she had been too busy over the last few days to think about that.

Space had also mentioned to her that the Servants had refused to follow Space and Galaxy to the Shadowlands. Why that was, exactly, he did not know, but Space speculated that something about the Shadowlands was repellent to the Servants. In any case, Space told Treehugger that the Servants were probably not going to come to Earth anytime soon, but he and Galaxy would, along with the IEA, do their best to keep an eye on them and thwart their plans to harm Earth.

Treehugger had asked Space if the Starborn were still coming to Earth. He confirmed that they were, but he still didn’t know when they would arrive. He said it would probably be sometime soon, although he didn’t know how soon. He also said that Space and Galaxy were technically still under the IEA’s oath of refusing to intervene in other universes, which was why they did not come to Earth with her to meet her other friends and why they probably would not appear on Earth anytime soon unless circumstances forced them to come.

That was why, when Treehugger got back to Earth, she told the NHA and INJ leaders about what she had learned in the void between dimensions. She also told her teammates about the Starborn and what their plans for Earth were. She remembered how serious Mecha Knight and the other leaders had looked when she told them what she had learned about the Starborn, but they had not told her what they were going to do about it. She hoped that they would be able to come up with some defense against the Starborn, but given how powerful and ancient the Starborn were, Treehugger didn’t know how they were going to do that.

It was not just the NHA and INJ who knew of the coming threat, however. The G-Men knew as well, because Vice-President Porter—who had apparently returned to the White House shortly after Treehugger’s kidnapping—had been present at the meeting via online streaming. Porter did not say much during the meeting, nor did he say what he would do with the information, but Treehugger figured he would share it with the G-Men or at least Cadmus Smith, the leader of the G-Men, if nothing else. And what they would do with it … well, Treehugger didn’t know.

As for her teammates, they had all believed her story without any problem, mostly because the Midnight Menace confirmed it all for them. Bolt, in particular, had seemed disturbed by what Treehugger had seen and heard. Of course, the entire team had been disturbed by the story, but Bolt had seemed more disturbed than the rest of them, despite the brave face he put on. Treehugger did not know why he seemed to take special interest in it; maybe it was due to his connection to the Starborn via the Cipher. She would have asked him about it, but she had been so tired at the time that she just let it go.

One thing Bolt did say, however, was that he promised to protect Treehugger, as well as any of the other Young Neos who might be a target of the Servants of the Starborn or the Venetians. It seemed unlikely that the Servants or the Venetians would try to get Treehugger again, but given how the Starborn were getting closer and closer to Earth each day, it seemed reasonable to expect them to try to do something like this again, and relatively soon as well.

The news that the Venetians somehow had access to the Shadowlands had also interested everyone from the Leadership Council to the Young Neos. Everyone was disappointed to hear that Moretta and Pantalone got away, but the fact that the Midnight Menace managed to capture Arlecchino seemed to make up for the escape of the other two, even though Arlecchino still had yet to be interrogated. Well, as far as Treehugger knew, anyway; she bet that the Midnight Menace was already interrogating him and she hoped that he found out some important information from him that could help them stop the Venetians.

Maybe he will even get the proof we need to arrest John Mann, Treehugger thought, leaning back on the bench, feeling the cool fall breeze blow through her hair. Then we could stop the Venetians for good. At the very least, maybe we’ll find out the secret identities of the other Venetians. If we can’t get Mann, then maybe we can get his servants and cripple or slow down his operations.

Regardless of what the Venetians were up to, the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans had still opened while Treehugger was gone. The first day, from what she heard, had gone well, and students and faculty alike were ready to go for the whole year. Unfortunately, Treehugger would not get to see the school in its first year, because she and the other Young Neos were supposed to head back to Hero Island tomorrow to resume their regular duties. Treehugger wished she didn’t have to go just yet, because she really wanted to see where this school would go. She had the feeling that it would end up being hugely successful at some point in the future and hoped that it would help young superhumans all across the country learn how to use their powers in a constructive way.

I’ll try to visit as often as I can, Treehugger thought. Especially to visit the greenhouse they want to build. It sounds like it is going to be great.

Treehugger’s thoughts were interrupted, however, when someone behind her shouted, “Hey, Treehugger!” causing her to look over her shoulder to see who had said that. Her heart nearly failed her when she saw who it was.

It was Strike, walking across the green grass of the Academy campus grounds as if he had not been nearly electrocuted to death by Bolt less than five days ago. At his side was Dizzy, who kept glancing at him like she was worried that he might suddenly trip and fall on his face, but Strike didn’t seem in danger of falling or tripping at all. If anything, he looked as confident and balanced as he always did, which made Treehugger wonder how he could bounce back from such serious injuries so fast. It seemed like a miracle to her, but she supposed that that was just another example of the strength of Healing Touch’s power.

Treehugger rose to her feet. She tried not to look too hasty, but unfortunately she still nearly fell over in her eagerness to stand up. Thankfully, neither Strike nor Dizzy seemed to notice as they approached her where she stood.

“Hi, Strike, and, uh, Dizzy,” said Treehugger, waving at them as they approached, though she stopped when she realized how awkward she looked. “I thought you guys had left for California already.”

“We’re leaving later today,” said Strike as he and Dizzy stopped in front of Treehugger. “But we wanted to come and see you before we left, since we already said good bye to the rest of your team.”

Treehugger felt her heart skip a beat. “You mean … you wanted to say good bye to me personally?” She tried to keep her voice from cracking.

Strike, thankfully, didn’t seem to notice, because he said, “Yeah. Since we’re all friends, we thought we should say good bye to each other. Doesn’t that make sense?”

He actually considers me a friend? Treehugger thought. I think I might die.

Aloud, however, Treehugger said, “Yeah, yes, of course that makes perfect sense. Well, um, good bye, I guess.”

“But that isn’t all we wanted to talk about,” Strike continued, as if Treehugger had not said anything. “We also wanted to make sure you were okay after your time in the Shadowlands.”

“I suggested it,” Dizzy said, causing Treehugger to look at her in surprise. She slipped her hand into Strike’s. “We know how badly the Shadowlands can affect someone who spends even a few hours inside it and we wanted to see if you were still suffering from any ill effects from your time in it.”

Treehugger felt a little disappointed that Strike had apparently not been the one to think of talking to her, though she supposed she liked nice Dizzy over possessive Dizzy. “No, I’m fine. I wasn’t in there very long anyway, but the way you guys talk about it, it’s like you’ve been there before.”

“Dizzy hasn’t,” said Strike. He thrust a thumb at his chest. “I, on the other hand, have.”

“Really?” said Treehugger. “But you don’t have shadow powers.”

“The Midnight Menace took me there once,” said Strike. He looked out over the campus grounds, like he was reliving that day. “It was a while ago and, like you, I wasn’t in there long. But I’ll never forget it, even if I live to be one hundred years old. The things I saw in there, the secrets I learned … well, I can’t tell you about all of it, but it was definitely a paradigm-shifting experience, for sure.”

Treehugger rubbed her hands together anxiously. She couldn’t believe it. She and Strike had something in common that he and Dizzy apparently didn’t. Objectively-speaking, of course, that didn’t mean anything, since Strike and Dizzy were obviously still in a relationship together, but Treehugger couldn’t help but feel better about her time in the Shadowlands anyway.

“Yeah, it was … really creepy, I guess is the best way to put it,” said Treehugger. She shivered. “It’s completely unlike Earth. I don’t know how the Midnight Menace tolerates it.”

“Agreed,” said Strike. “But then, the Midnight Menace doesn’t seem entirely human, now does he?”

“He’s not?” said Treehugger. “But I thought—”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Strike, waving off her question like it was irrelevant. “What matters is that you’re okay, but I just wanted to make sure that you knew that you should keep an eye on your health. When normal people go through the Shadowlands, they sometimes have to deal with unexpected aftereffects weeks later. These aftereffects often come out of nowhere, so I’d suggest taking it easy for a while so you don’t get caught off guard by them.”

“Okay,” said Treehugger, nodding. “I’ll take good care of myself for sure.”

“Good to hear,” said Strike, flashing her another one of his brilliant smiles. “Well, Dizzy and I need to leave, so see you later. Hope you have a safe trip back to Hero Island.”

Strike and Dizzy turned to leave, but Treehugger suddenly remembered something and said, “Strike? Can I ask you something?”

Strike stopped and looked over his shoulder at Treehugger with a puzzled expression. “Sure, Treehugger, what is it?”

Treehugger rubbed her hands together again, but she said, “Do you remember what you asked me to tell Bolt? You asked me to tell him that the plan was a ‘success.’ What did you mean by that?”

Strike froze, as if Treehugger had just asked a question he hadn’t expected her to ask. Dizzy also froze, which told Treehugger that Dizzy must have known about this ‘plan’ just like Strike.

“It was about the Venetians,” said Strike finally. “Prior to the opening of the school, Bolt and I had made a plan to protect the Academy from the Venetians, as we suspected they would attack this place when it opened. By preparing for the possibility of the Venetians attacking, we were able to put certain measures into place that kept the situation from becoming worse than it did.”

“Ah, I see,” said Treehugger. “I thought it was something more serious.”

Strike shrugged. “That’s about a serious as it gets, in my experience. Anyway, Dizzy and I really got to go, so talk to you later. Bye.”

Strike immediately resumed walking away, practically dragging Dizzy along behind him before she could react. Treehugger watched them go, feeling both happy and confused. Happy that Strike had come to check on her and say good bye; confused, because she didn’t understand why Bolt and Strike had kept that plan a secret from everyone else.

But she would worry about that later. For now, she would go back to the quarters where the rest of her team was and pack her bags for tomorrow, though not before she spent just a few more minutes enjoying the nice weather.

-

Concluded in Heroes, now available for purchase here.
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Glossary

 

Kevin Jason (Bolt). Young superhero and leader of the Young Neos, the son of the famous superhero Genius and twin brother of White Lightning. He was the protagonist of the previous series, The Superhero’s Son. Powers: Flight, super strength, super speed, and electricity. First appearance: The Superhero’s Test.

Ronald Jason (White Lightning). Young superhero and member of the Young Neos, the son of the famous superhero Genius and twin brother of Bolt. Was kidnapped by the government as a baby and experimented upon for years until he was freed by Mastermind (see Genius). Powers: Flight, super strength, super speed, electricity, and minor healing factor. First appearance: The Superhero’s Prison.

Emily Ricker (Blizzard). Young superhero and member of the Young Neos. She is Bolt’s girlfriend and essentially plays the role of Team Mom on the Young Neos. Powers: Can control ice and all things cold. First appearance: The Superhero’s Summit.

Lawrence Homer (Shell). Young superhero and member of the Young Neos. He is the youngest member of the team. Powers: Has a thick, impenetrable shell-like growth on his back, although since he is young, it remains to be seen whether he will develop other powers. First appearance: The Superhero’s Summit.

Christopher Greggs (Stinger). Young superhero and member of the Young Neos. Often acts as Bolt’s deputy on the team. Powers: Has insect-like wings that allow him to fly and stingers on his wrists that can inject a paralyzing venom into his targets. First appearance: The Superhero’s Summit.

Jennifer McCullough (Talon). Young superhero and member of the Young Neos. The most beautiful member of the team and the one with the most fan boys. Powers: Has a minor healing factor and can create sharp claws that sprout from her wrists. First appearance: The Superhero’s Summit.

Alicia Simpson (Treehugger). Young superhero and member of the Young Neos. Loves plants. Powers: Can control plant life. First appearance: The Superhero’s Summit.

The Young Neos. The oldest and most well-known young superhero team in the United States. Its lineup changes frequently due to members growing up or resigning. It is under the supervision of the Neohero Alliance and, more specifically, Mecha Knight, a member of the NHA Leadership Council. Current lineup is Bolt, White Lightning, Blizzard, Shell, Stinger, Talon, and Treehugger.

Theodore Ronald Jason (Genius). A legendary and famous superhero, one of the founders of the Neohero Alliance and also the father of Bolt and White Lightning. Originally retiring from superheroism in order to raise Kevin with his wife, Genius nonetheless acted as Kevin’s mentor early on in his superhero career, teaching him how to use his powers and how to fight. Was killed by Robert Candle. Powers: Had super intelligence and could build almost any device imaginable, even one beyond current technological limits. First appearance: The Superhero’s Test.

Mastermind. An evil alternate universe counterpart of Genius and tyrant of the Earth from his universe. In his universe, his wife and Bolt were killed by Master Chaos, causing him to lose his mind and take over the world, killing off the vast majority of superhumans in his universe in order to ensure that no one would ever have to suffer what he did. He came to this universe in order to conquer it, but was ultimately defeated by Bolt and then killed himself in order to avoid justice. Powers: See Genius. First appearance: The Superhero’s Prison.

The Venetians. A mysterious supervillain team financed by the Italian-American billionaire John Mann. Their known members are Volto, Della, Arlecchino, Pantalone, 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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