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CHAPTER ONE

 

When Kevin Jason—also known as the superhero Bolt and leader of the Young Neos—received the message from Mecha Knight summoning him to the Tower of Heroes, he immediately knew that he was in trouble. And based on Mecha Knight’s message, he was in deep trouble, certainly the kind of trouble that he couldn’t solve with his fists.

Most importantly, however, Kevin was in trouble with the Leadership Council of the Neohero Alliance itself. The Leadership Council was the ruling body of the NHA, made up of seven (formerly eight) members elected by the rest of the organization to make important decisions and to lead the organization wisely. Kevin’s supervisor, Mecha Knight, was a member of the Leadership Council, but Kevin doubted that Mecha Knight was going to be able to help him today.

Kevin knew he was in trouble because he knew what the Leadership Council was supposed to do today. In addition to their usual daily duties, today was the day that the Leadership Council would finally vote on whether to induct Kevin into the Neohero Alliance as a full-time member. The vote had been put off several times already, once because of the opening of the new school, but Mecha Knight had assured Kevin that the vote would indeed happen today regardless of whatever else happened. Kevin was glad to hear that, because he’d grown very impatient waiting for the Council to vote on his membership application and he had been anxious to get it over with.

But the message that Kevin received was not a congratulations for being voted into the NHA, nor was it an apologetic confirmation that they had voted against him. The message from Mecha Knight read thusly:

BOLT—please come to the Tower of Heroes, to the Council Chamber, top of the Tower where the Council meets. The Council wishes to discuss something with you. Please come as soon as possible. Thanks.

The message was vague, but it was that exact vagueness which troubled Kevin. Something came up that must have interrupted the vote but for some reason required Kevin’s presence at the Tower. He had visited the Tower several times in the past, but it was unusual for him or anyone else in the Young Neos to be summoned there on such short notice like this. Since Kevin had taken the day off from his usual superhero duties anyway, he had no trouble leaving the House and flying across Hero Island to the Tower of Heroes in the center of the Island, though he did tell the rest of his teammates where he was going so they would not be concerned about his disappearance. Except, of course, for Shell, who was in New York City today visiting his cousin, but Kevin figured he would just tell Shell about what happened when he got back.

The Tower of Heroes was a tall building standing on top of the main headquarters, a massive, sprawling compound where the majority of the NHA’s members stayed in between missions. The compound was also home to a variety of training rooms, meal halls, medical stations, and other places, though the headquarters was open only to members of the NHA and not to any of the tourists or guests who visited Hero Island on vacation.

But Kevin didn’t pay much attention to that. He just flew up to the roof of the Tower of Heroes and entered through the open ceiling, though as he descended into the chamber within the ceiling closed above him. That meant that the Leadership Council didn’t want to risk someone listening in on this conversation. Under ordinary circumstances, that would not startle Kevin, but given the circumstances, it made Kevin nervous.

He became even more nervous when he landed on the floor and looked up at the seven superheroes seated on the chairs—more like thrones due to their height—before him. It was the assembled Leadership Council: Omega Man, Lady Amazon, Mr. Miner, High Fly, Beyond Man, Mecha Knight, and Black Blur. It was rare to see all seven of the Leadership Council members in one place like this, but Kevin did not dwell on that too much, because he sensed that he had just landed in the middle of what must have been a very serious argument between the Council members.

He thought that because the Leadership Council members wore disagreeable expressions. They kept exchanging annoyed glances with each other and with Kevin, even though Kevin had just arrived and he hadn’t even spoken to them yet. The only one who seemed normal was Mecha Knight, but even he looked uncomfortable in his throne, occasionally glancing at Kevin with apologetic eyes, though what he had to apologize to Kevin for, Kevin did not know.

“Bolt,” said Omega Man, who sat on the throne in the center of the thrones. He was a large and muscular man, even stronger than Kevin, wearing a blue and red suit with a stylized ‘O’ on his chest, in addition to a black cape hanging off his neck. “We are glad that you made it here so quickly. It speaks well of your character that you didn’t waste any time in answering our summons.”

Though Omega Man seemed affable enough, Kevin could tell that Omega Man was doing his best to remain civil. He had no idea why until he noticed the way Mr. Miner and Black Blur exchanged incredulous glances, which told Kevin that they clearly did not agree with what Omega Man said, though apparently they weren’t going to argue about that right now.

“Well, I wasn’t doing anything important, so I didn’t have any reason to delay coming here,” said Kevin, bowing before the seven Council members before standing upright again. “May I ask what I was summoned here for? Does it have something to do with my membership application? Because if so, I can explain why I put down my mom as a reference—”

“It does,” Omega Man interrupted, without showing any sort of enthusiasm. “And it does not.”

Kevin blinked. “That’s … not very clear, Omega Man.”

“Show some respect,” Lady Amazon said. She pointed a muscular hand at me as if accusing me of some horrible crime. “Just because you are the leader of the Young Neos doesn’t mean you have the right to disrespect Omega Man or any other member of the Leadership Council.”

“But what else should we expect from the son of Genius?” said Black Blur, leaning back in his chair with his fingers steepled together. “I don’t recall his father being a very respectful man. Like father, like son.”

Kevin scowled. He didn’t like it when anyone spoke badly of his father, but before he could respond, Omega Man raised a hand and said, “Enough. I need to explain to Bolt why we summoned him here and I can’t do that if the rest of you are mocking him.”

The other Council members went silent, although both Lady Amazon and Black Blur looked annoyed at not getting to make jabs at Kevin anymore. Kevin still didn’t know why they wanted to bully him, but he supposed he would find out soon enough.

“Now, then,” said Omega Man, lowering his hand. “Bolt, the matter which we summoned you over is related to your application. Well, I mean that technically the application itself is correct. You filled out all the boxes correctly and gave complete, thorough, and accurate information about yourself, your powers, and your history.”

“Thanks,” said Kevin. “It took me a long time to do, but I was very careful the whole time. I did have some help from my friends, but most of it was me.” He put his hands on his hips. “That means that it should be accepted, right?”

“Right,” said Omega Man slowly. “Under ordinary circumstances, we would have a perfunctory vote and you would be inducted into the Neohero Alliance as a full-time member. In the past, we have never had any trouble voting on inducting members of the Young Neos into the NHA; indeed, our records show that the Council has always voted unanimously in acceptance of the applications we receive from Young Neos members old enough to join the NHA. That is because the Young Neos have a reputation for producing excellent young superheroes who go on to do great things and most members who apply for membership are already well known to us anyway, so there usually isn’t a need to debate the merits of new applicants.”

“Like me,” said High Fly, gesturing at himself. “Went from Young Neos member to NHA member to Council member in a period of five years. I know I shouldn’t toot my own horn, but—”

“Then don’t,” Mr. Miner suggested.

High Fly glared at Mr. Miner, but Kevin took advantage of this moment to ask, “Well, then what is the problem? If I filled out the application correctly and you guys have never had any problems voting for members of the Young Neos, then I honestly don’t see what the issue is.”

“Your situation is … complex, to put it mildly,” said Mecha Knight in a carefully measured voice. “And a bit contested as well.”

“Oh,” said Kevin. He rubbed the back of his head. “Is it because my dad is Genius, one of the Four Founders of the NHA? I know he’s dead, but trust me when I say that I want to be an NHA member based on my own merits, not on the reputation of my father.”

“Your parentage isn’t the problem,” said Omega Man. “The problem is that your actions recently have been a bit … questionable, as well as possibly in violation of the Constitution of the NHA.”

“What do you mean?” said Kevin. “I’ve never done anything against the Constitution, at least not intentionally.”

“And your memory is poor, too,” said Black Blur. He folded his arms across his chest. “You don’t remember everything that you’ve done recently?”

“It would be helpful if you could be a bit more specific,” said Kevin, before adding, “Sir,” because he nearly forgot.

Not that it made Black Blur like him anymore. The speedster just jumped off his throne and began walking toward Bolt, his arms folded behind his back. “Where to start? First, there was the incident a month and a half ago when your twin brother, White Lightning, ended up in the hands of a dangerous supervillain team. This despite promising the Leadership Council that you would protect your brother and keep him safe from anyone who might wish to use his powers for evil. Such a stunning example of incompetence should have earned you a suspension right away, but certain figures within the Council managed to convince the rest of us to let this breathtaking example of incompetence slide.”

Kevin knew who these ‘certain figures’ were, largely because Black Blur very pointedly glanced at Mecha Knight when he said that. Mecha Knight, to his credit, did not respond or show any emotion, though he seemed to be watching Black Blur as carefully as the rest of the Council.

“Second, there was the alliance you made with the supervillain known as Electrica a month ago,” Black Blur continued as he walked around Kevin in a circle, making Kevin have to turn his head uncomfortably in order to keep an eye on him. “That goes against not merely the NHA Constitution, but against the code of superheroics itself: Namely, that you do not work with supervillains except under extraordinary circumstances or when given permission by the Leadership Council, permission you were explicitly denied.”

“But it was extraordinary circumstances,” said Kevin defensively. “If we hadn’t worked with her—”

“Silence,” Black Blur said, without stopping or looking at him. “I am still talking. If you interrupt me again, I will ensure that you never get voted into the Neohero Alliance for the rest of your life.”

Kevin shut his mouth immediately, but deep down, he was annoyed. He could explain everything that Black Blur had accused him of so far. He decided that he would explain it all as soon as Black Blur finished speaking, but that was hard to do, because the accusations were the most outrageous that Kevin had heard in a while, closer to what he experienced from Neo Ranks and its unfair reporting than what he expected of a member of the Leadership Council.

“And finally, there was the event at the Academy two weeks ago, in which your actions nearly created another rift between the NHA and the INJ,” Black Blur finished, stopping in front of Kevin and looking at him in the eyes. “Even though we know you were not yourself back then, it was still a huge embarrassment that hurt the reputation of the Neohero Alliance, in addition to creating further tension between the two organizations. Promoting you to full-time member status would cause undue controversy with the INJ.”

“This is ridiculous,” said Kevin. “I—”

“Bolt,” said Mecha Knight, interrupting Kevin before he could answer Black Blur’s accusations, “please calm down. Those of us who are for your induction into the NHA have already made all of the arguments you are going to make.”

“But—”

“Mecha Knight is right,” said Black Blur with a smirk. “We know what you’re going to say. And none of it changes the facts or the belief of several Council members that you are not ready to become an NHA member.”

Kevin’s hands balled into fists, which he did mostly to keep himself from doing anything he’d regret. He said, in a forced calm voice, “So you guys are divided on me, then.”

“Exactly,” said Black Blur, nodding. He gestured at himself. “I, Mr. Miner, and Lady Amazon voted against you, while Mecha Knight, High Fly, and Omega Man voted in favor of you. It is a tie.”

“What about Beyond Man?” said Kevin. “Did he—”

“I have abstained from voting this time,” said Beyond Man. He was a thin, pale-skinned man in white robes who looked like a ghost. “Simply put, I believe both sides are equal in terms of their reasoning and evidence for their decisions. As a result, I cannot decide if I support or oppose your membership into the organization.”

Kevin couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He hadn’t realized just how controversial some of his most recent actions over the last month and a half had been. He had been aware that not everyone on the Council liked him, but Mecha Knight had assured him that his vote would go through smoothly. Yet the Council was now divided straight down the middle, with half for him and half against, and with Beyond Man abstaining, it didn’t look like his membership application was going to be accepted anytime soon, if ever.

“As I said, these are unusual circumstances,” said Omega Man. “Never, in the history of the NHA, have we ever been divided on this issue. It is simply unheard of, which is why we summoned you here, as we felt you should know about it.”

“Blatantly ignoring the NHA Constitution is also unheard of among Young Neos members, but here Bolt is anyway,” said Black Blur.

Kevin stepped toward Black Blur, but when he blinked again, Black Blur was back on his throne safely out of Kevin’s reach. That was probably for the best, because Kevin doubted he would be able to get away with laying hands on a member of the Leadership Council, but he still glared at Black Blur anyway just to make it clear how he felt about him.

“He did not blatantly ignore the NHA Constitution, Blur,” said Mecha Knight in his usual monotone voice, although Kevin caught a hint of frustration in Mecha Knight’s tone. “If he had not worked with Electrica, innocent lives would have been lost.”

“Would they have been?” said Lady Amazon in a sharp voice. “Mecha Knight, I think your close relationship with Bolt is ruining your judgment. I know you well enough to know that you would be voting with me and the other two if this wasn’t Bolt we were talking about.”

“My judgment is just fine, Lady Amazon,” said Mecha Knight, his voice even sharper than his sword. “Unlike you, I can actually control my emotions.”

“What was that?” said Lady Amazon, rising from her throne like she was ready to fight. “Do you want to say that to my face, tin can?”

“Enough bickering!” said Omega Man, raising both of his hands. He looked at Kevin apologetically. “Do you see the problem? We cannot discuss this in a calm, rational way. We need to come to a decision and quickly, before this conflict weakens the unity of the Council.”

“There must be something I can do to make you guys vote for me,” said Kevin. He looked at Black Blur, Lady Amazon, and Mr. Miner. “I mean, I don’t agree with your accusations, but if there is anything I can do—anything at all—to convince you guys that you should vote for me, I’ll do it.”

“Being accepted into the Neohero Alliance is that important to you?” said Black Blur, tapping his chin in thought.

Kevin stepped forward again. “Yes. I’ve always wanted to be a member of the NHA ever since I was a young kid, even before I discovered my superpowers. It’s what I want more than anything else in the world, except for Blizzard.”

That was true. Kevin didn’t have anything else going for him if he was kicked out of the NHA. He knew that independent superheroes existed, of course, but he also knew that it was exceptionally harder to fight supervillains and criminals if you didn’t have a large organization like the NHA behind you. That wasn’t even getting into the fact that Kevin didn’t have any other way to support himself, because the NHA currently provided him and the other Young Neos with all of their needs and he would lose that if his application was rejected. Nor could he simply stay in the Young Neos; now that he was eighteen-years-old, he’d have to leave, as the Young Neos was a team designed specifically for superheroes who were not adults.

“There’s nothing you can do to make us change our votes,” said Lady Amazon, folding her arms across her chest. “You had a whole year to prove yourself, but you failed.”

“Speak for yourself, Lady,” said Black Blur. He stopped chatting his chin and looked down at Kevin. “You know, in order to get your application approved, you only need one of us to change our votes, right?”

Kevin nodded. “Yeah, I know that. Are you going to change your vote in favor of me?”

“Maybe,” said Black Blur. He tapped his fingers together. “On one condition.”

“What condition is that?” said Kevin. “I’ll do anything, anything at all. Just tell me and I’ll go do it right away.”

“All right,” said Black Blur. He leaned forward, a strange amused smile on his face. “I want you to track down and capture the supervillain Electrica in one week.”

“You want me to capture Electrica?” said Kevin in surprise. “Did I hear you right?”

Black Blur nodded. “Yes, you did.”

“But …” Kevin bit his lower lip. “I don’t know where she is. And no one has ever captured her before. She’s always escaped capture from every superhero who has ever cornered her. She even broke into Hero Island without getting caught, for Pete’s sake.”

“True, but capturing Electrica would be enough to convince me that you would be a good NHA member,” said Black Blur. He leaned back in his chair. “After all, my main objection was your working with Electrica. If you captured her and have her thrown into prison like any other supervillain, I could overlook your other mistakes. You don’t even have to capture her kids, though if you could, that would be great, too.”

“It’s not a bad idea,” said Mecha Knight. “Electrica has been a thorn in the side of the Neohero Alliance for over a decade, much worse than most supervillains. Capturing her would be a smart move and a great way for Bolt to prove that he has what it takes to take on real supervillains as a member of the Neohero Alliance.”

“But I’ve already saved the world several times,” said Kevin in annoyance. “It’s not like I’ve never fought ‘real’ supervillains before.”

“And it isn’t like you have much of a choice in the matter, either,” said Black Blur. “If you refuse to do this, I will not change my vote and you will never become a member of the NHA. Of course, it’s your choice, since you are an adult, but I would suggest you think it over before responding in a way you might regret.”

Kevin considered just telling Black Blur off and flying out of the Chamber. He didn’t know if Black Blur really believed that he could find Electrica or if he had just given Kevin this condition in order to give him false hope; given how Black Blur had never been one of Kevin’s biggest fans, Kevin figured that the latter was more likely. Yet Black Blur had made this offer in front of the other Council members; would he really risk ruining his reputation with his fellow Council members just to mess with Kevin?

And like he said, I don’t have much of a choice, Kevin thought. There’s no way I could convince Lady Amazon or Mr. Miner to change their minds, but if Black Blur is being even partially truthful about rethinking his vote, then I have to take this challenge, no matter how impossible it seems.

“All right,” said Kevin, nodding. “I will find and capture Electrica in a week. You can count on that.”

“As cocky as always,” said Black Blur, “but it’s good to hear that you’re up to the challenge. It starts … now.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Shell felt bad about lying to his friends about the real reason he went to New York City. He had told his friends that he was going to visit his cousin Joseph, who lived in Brooklyn where he worked as a waiter at a hole-in-the-wall restaurant, but that had been a lie. His cousin Joseph really did exist, but he lived in Colorado, not New York, and he was a ski instructor, not a waiter at a restaurant.

But my friends don’t know that, Shell thought as he walked through the crowded streets of NYC, doing his best not to draw attention to himself among the crowds of people on all sides. And with luck, they never will. Because if they knew the real reason I was here … well, it’s just better for all of us if they don’t.

Even so, Shell couldn’t stop feeling guilty. He had never lied to his friends before, at least not as much as he had recently and certainly not as intentionally as he had, but at the same time, none of his friends would understand his true motives. After all, none of them had had weak, pathetic powers until recently; none of them had had to deal with the most useless power ever; and none of them understood what it was like to be unwanted like Shell had been.

Of course, since Eli had given Shell that power boost, Shell had been more confident and more effective at fighting crime. He was even considering changing his superhero name, as ‘Shell’ didn’t fit as well anymore. He was thinking of changing it to ‘Barriers,’ to reflect his new and far more effective and helpful powers, though he had put off doing that because the process of changing his superhero name would require a lot of paperwork with the NHA that he didn’t want to do. Besides, it was very rare for superheroes to change their names; off the top of his head, Shell could only think of one or two superheroes from the last decade who had gone through the process and it usually just resulted in a lot of confusion, especially if the hero in question was well-known prior to their name change.

Even so, Shell’s powers did not come without a price. Only a few days after receiving his first power boost from Eli, Shell discovered that his powers were fading. When he contacted Eli about this, Eli had explained that the effects of his own powers was not permanent and that anyone who he used his powers on required frequent recharges in order to avoid losing their powers. As a result, Shell had to make frequent trips into New York City to Eli’s hideout, where he would get regular power boosts in exchange for giving Eli information about the Neohero Alliance and what it was doing.

Going into the city on a regular basis was tricky, because the Young Neos were expected to stay on Hero Island in between missions, but so far Shell had managed to come up with a convincing lie every time he requested time off. How long that would last, Shell did not know; frankly, he was surprised that he had been able to go as many times as he already had. He was sure that one of the other Young Neos or NHA members would discover his secret at some point, but so far he had not received any hints that anyone know what he was doing. Even Mecha Knight, who was usually very perceptive, did not treat Shell as if he was up to something questionable.

It’s not like I’m doing anything illegal or anything, Shell thought as he turned a street corner, walking past a hot dog vendor that smelled delicious, though he didn’t stop to grab a bite because he didn’t want to be late to his meeting with Eli. Well, okay, I am giving Eli secret NHA information, but in my defense, he hasn’t actually done anything with it yet.

That was true. Though Shell had given Eli a lot of information, Eli did not seem to have acted on any of it, despite what Eli had said earlier about the NHA being a ‘corrupt’ organization. Shell was not sure if Eli was waiting for the right opportunity to strike or if Shell had yet to give him any useful information. It didn’t help that Eli’s questions were often vague and he rarely gave Shell any hints as to what interested him and what didn’t. The only bits of information that ever elicited any sort of reaction from Eli tended to be ones about the Venetians or John Mann. Every time Shell told Eli about the Young Neos’ latest clash with the Venetians, Eli would focus completely on him and forget about everything else in the room; in particular, he had shown great interest when Shell told him about Treehugger’s adventures in the Shadowlands and what she learned about the Starborn there.

But none of that really mattered to Shell. He needed his next fix, which would last him anywhere from a few days to a week depending on how much he used his powers, and he didn’t care what Eli did or didn’t do with the information he gave him. All Shell wanted was his boost, because it didn’t just give him powers; it also made him feel stronger and faster than he usually did and whenever it went away, he always felt anxious and afraid even if he wasn’t in a dangerous situation.

Objectively, Shell could tell that he was suffering from some kind of addiction, but he didn’t really care. As he turned down the alleyway that would lead him to Eli’s hideout, all Shell could think about was getting his fix. Nothing else mattered to him at the moment; nothing at all, not even the fact that it was starting to rain and he had forgotten his umbrella. He pulled up his coat closer to his head, though not too much because it was only due to his baggy coat that normal people couldn’t see his shell and accidentally find out his real identity. He was dressed in street clothes for a reason, after all, and it would not make any sense to draw attention to his identity when that would just delay him from getting to where he wanted.

By the time Shell reached Eli’s hideout, it was absolutely pouring outside. He stepped on the front steps of the door at the back of what appeared to be an abandoned apartment building and knocked quickly on the door, trying to stay underneath the awning above the door in order to avoid getting wet. He didn’t have to wait long before a slit in the door opened and two small, beady black eyes peered out.

“What’s the password?” said a gruff voice.

“Chip, it’s me, Shell,” said Shell, patting his chest. “You know who I am.”

“I know, but I still have to ask for the password or Eli is going to be up my behind,” said Chip. “Again, what’s the password?”

Shell gritted his teeth, but he shouldn’t have been surprised. Due to the fact that Eli was on the run from the government and the Venetians, he had developed a variety of security measures in order to keep himself safe. He would apply these security measures even to people he already knew and trusted, like Shell, even if it was inconvenient. Shell understood, but at the same time he found it so annoying that he sometimes felt like Eli was just playing with him.

Regardless, Shell said, “Wanted.”

“Got it,” said Chip. “Hold on while I undo the locks.”

The slit closed and was followed by the sound of multiple locks being undone before the door cracked open just wide enough for Shell to enter. Shell did not hesitate to pass through the doorway, grateful that he was now in the dry hallway of Eli’s hideout, though he could still hear the pouring rain even when Chip closed the door behind him.

“Thanks,” said Shell as he removed his coat and hung it up on a nearby coat rack on the wall. “That rain is crazy.”

“Yeah, I know,” said Chip with a grimace. “Definitely not like Phoenix. Don’t understand how anyone can live here.”

“I know,” said Shell. He took his glasses off and wiped them dry quickly before putting them back on his eyes. “Anyway, is Eli available? I just want to make sure that the meeting is still on schedule.”

“Nah, he’s in his office,” said Chip, gesturing down the hallway. “He doesn’t have any other guests at the moment, so don’t worry about interrupting him.”

“Okay,” said Shell. “Thanks.”

Shell made his way down the hallway, moving as quickly but quietly as he could. He had learned, from previous visits to Eli’s hideout, that Eli and the other Unwanted who stayed here didn’t like unnecessary noise. It was an odd quirk of theirs, but one Shell respected, if only because he remembered well how Eli had shouted at him the last time he came here too loudly.

As he walked, he heard noises coming from the walls, voices and footsteps, most likely the other Unwanted. The walls were too thick for him to make out in detail what they were saying, but it sounded like there was a lot of nervousness and tension in the air. Shell had no idea why, though, because as far as he knew the hideout was a perfectly safe place to be. He looked over his shoulder to ask Chip, but then realized that Chip was not following him. In fact, he didn’t see Chip anywhere; perhaps Chip was using his powers or he had entered one of the rooms.

Regardless, the nervous and tense voices and footsteps made Shell feel nervous himself. That caused him to walk more quickly than ever, but when he passed by a cracked door, he heard someone saying, “…Don’t be so nervous. It will be fine.”

Shell stopped. He recognized the voice; it was the voice of Sarah, a fellow Unwanted, who had been the first member of the Unwanted to recruit him into the group. He didn’t know who she was talking to, but he did hear a reply from a nervous-sounding male voice.

“Eli knows what he’s doing,” said Sarah, sounding a little annoyed. “Just because we’ve never done an operation this big before does not mean that we’re destined to fail. Look, you should probably take a nap, because you were up all night and clearly did not get a good night’s sleep.”

Shell was tempted to stand there and continue to eavesdrop, but his desire for another power boost forced him to keep walking. He did wonder what ‘operation’ Sarah was talking about or who she was speaking to. Shell vaguely recalled hearing bits and pieces about some kind of ‘operation’ from the other Unwanted over the past few weeks, but he had never focused much on it, because none of the discussions he heard ever had anything to do with him. Besides, all he cared about was getting his power boost; who cared what else the Unwanted were doing as long as he got what he wanted and needed?

Arriving at Eli’s office door, Shell saw that it was already opened, so as he walked in, he knocked on the door and said, “Hi, Eli. I’m here for my weekly power boost.”

Eli’s office looked much the same as it always had. Dark red curtains hung over two tall windows on the back, while bookshelves full of books on a variety of interesting and obscure subjects lined the left wall, while a flat screen TV (which was currently off) hung on the right wall. A large desk sat near the back windows, where Eli himself sat, though he had apparently not noticed Shell enter, because he was focused on the small object on his desk.

The object was ancient, perhaps the oldest thing Shell had ever seen in his life. It was small, not much bigger than a smartphone. It was even shaped somewhat like a smartphone, though it lacked a touch screen. It did, however, have several buttons on its surface, a few which clearly did not work, but others appeared to be in working condition. The object did not appear to be made out of any earthly metal, which was not surprising, because the Call was a creation of the Starborn, which explained why it did not seem like any earthly metal. Of course, Shell did not know what the Call actually did, but given how everyone seemed to want it, he doubted it was anything good.

Eli’s focus on it was intense. He turned it over in his hands, his eyes focused on the Call as if it was the only thing in the whole universe. He even had bags under his eyes, which made Shell wonder how much sleep Eli had gotten recently.

Feeling awkward just standing there, Shell said, “Uh, Eli? Hello? I’m standing here.”

Suddenly, Eli looked up, as if he had awoken from a deep slumber. “What? Oh, hi, Shell. My apologies. I was just …” Eli shook his head and put the Call inside the top drawer of his desk. “Never mind. You know how intense my focus can get at times. I can get so focused on stuff that I even forget to eat sometimes.”

Shell knew, of course, but he also knew that the kind of focus that Eli showed toward the Call was not healthy. Shell suspected that there was something about the Call that was messing with Eli’s mind, although he had no proof of that theory yet.

Aloud, Shell said, “That’s fine, Eli. I can get that way myself sometimes, too. But you’re still ready for the meeting, right?”

“Right, of course,” said Eli. “Take a seat and let’s talk.”

Shell walked over to the chair on the other side of the desk and sat down. He immediately leaned forward, an eager look on his face. “First, my power boost.”

“You will get it after you tell me your information,” said Eli. “Remember? That’s the deal. First you talk and then I lay my hands on you.”

Shell scowled. He wanted his power boost more than anything, but Eli was right about their deal.

With a sigh, Shell sat back and folded his arms across his chest. “Okay. Not much has happened since the last meeting. Things have been pretty quiet. The only big news is that Bolt is going to be voted in as a member of the NHA, which means he’s going to leave the Young Neos pretty soon, probably starting at the beginning of the new year.”

Eli raised an eyebrow in interest. “But that would leave your team without a leader. Who is going to succeed him?”

“Still not sure at this point,” said Shell. “It will probably be Blizzard or Stinger, most likely Stinger, because he’s already the deputy leader anyway.”

“Why not you?” said Eli. “Don’t you think you’d make a good leader of the Young Neos?”

“I don’t want to be the leader, though,” said Shell. “I just want to live my life the way I see fit.”

“Very well,” said Eli with a shrug. “It was just an idea. If you don’t want to do it, you don’t have to. Besides, I doubt the NHA has much longer, so it would be a waste of time for you to focus on rising within its ranks.”

“What do you mean that the NHA doesn’t have much longer?” asked Shell. “The organization still seems to be going strong to me.”

Eli put his fingers together, like he was deep in thought. “For now, yes, but a new age is coming, one in which the Unwanted will rise to the top. And it is coming much sooner than anyone can imagine.”

“What do you mean?” said Shell. “Are you planning to do something?” Before Eli could respond, Shell quickly said, “When I got here, I overheard Sarah talking about some ‘operation.’ What does that mean? What are you guys planning?”

Eli rested his hands on the arms of his chair, a look on his face that told Shell that he was thinking of what to tell him. Finally, Eli said, “I suppose I should tell you what it is, because you are just as much a member of the Unwanted as the rest of us. But you must never tell anyone outside of the Unwanted about this, especially your fellow Young Neos. Can you promise me that?”

Shell hesitated for only a moment, but then he nodded once and said, “Yes. I’ve kept my membership in the Unwanted secret so far, haven’t I? Won’t be very difficult for me to keep whatever this operation is a secret, either.”

“I thought so, but I just wanted to make sure, as this operation is extremely important and we can’t afford any mistakes when we implement it,” said Eli. “The mission is called Operation Hammer.”

“Operation Hammer? That sounds kind of ominous.”

Eli smiled in a way that made Shell uncomfortable. “Only for our enemies, especially the NHA.”

“Well, tell me the details, then,” said Shell, sitting back in his chair. “I’m all ears.”

“Very well,” said Eli. He pulled out a folder from nowhere and slapped it down on the desk. The folder had the words ‘Operation Hammer’ written on it. “This is the file folder for Operation Hammer. You may glance through it if you wish.”

Shell pulled the folder toward himself and opened it. There were pictures of various places on Hero Island, such as the Tower of Heroes, the Neohero Alliance Museum, and even the House, along with documents that appeared to be reports from Unwanted spies on what they saw and found there. There were also documents regarding the various security measures of Hero Island, including a few that even Shell didn’t know about, such as one called the ‘Metal Giant,’ though Shell had no idea what that meant.

Looking up at Eli, Shell asked, “What’s with all of these pictures and documents of Hero Island? Have you guys been spying on it?”

Eli nodded. “Yes. We’ve sent several Unwanted members as tourists to visit the island and tell us everything they can find about it. This is in addition to the information you’ve shared with me at our meetings; as a result, we now have a very clear idea of Hero Island’s defense and security capabilities, more than even most of its inhabitants.”

“And why would you need to know all of that?” said Shell, glancing at the folder again.

“Because we’re going to break into Hero Island and steal the most valuable object that the NHA owns,” said Eli. “Tell me, Shell, have you heard of something called the Midas Hammer?”

Shell shook his head. “No, I haven’t. What is it?”

“It is an ancient weapon that was found in the early 1930s in a mysterious tomb in Egypt,” said Eli. “It was originally found by the famous English archaeologist Finn Johnson, who brought it back with him to England to put it on display in a museum there, even though his research indicated that the Hammer was not an Egyptian artifact at all, but belonged to some other, much older civilization that predated Ancient Egypt by ten thousand years at least. He named it the Midas Hammer because it was golden, as shiny as the day it had been forged even though it had been underground for countless centuries.”

“Whoa,” said Shell. “What happened to it after that?”

“It stayed in its museum for decades afterward, being mostly a curiosity for visitors, even though it sparked a lot of discussion among archaeologists at the time,” said Eli. “When it was first found, archaeologists argued fiercely about what civilization it belonged to, because its design was unlike anything found in Egypt and the writing on its handle was not hieroglyphic. But since the tomb in which it was found collapsed after the Hammer was taken away, there were no more clues about its past, so eventually nearly everyone forgot about it, even Finn. And thus it collected dust inside the museum for decades until the nineteen nineties when the Neohero Alliance purchased it from the museum for a considerable sum.”

“Why did the NHA buy it?” said Shell.

“I don’t know,” said Eli. “I contacted the museum, but they told me that the NHA wanted to display it in the Neohero Alliance Museum for their exhibit on British superheroes, since apparently some British NHA members defeated a supervillain who had attempted to steal the Hammer. But my research indicates that the Hammer was never put on display and that it has instead been kept underneath the NHA’s Museum away from the other exhibits.”

“That’s weird,” said Shell. “I’ve never heard of the Midas Hammer before.”

“That shows just how well they hid it,” said Eli. “As a matter of fact, most NHA members don’t know it exists. The Leadership Council does know, but they’re keeping quiet about it for some reason.”

“Why?” said Shell.

“That’s what I am trying to figure out,” said Eli. He pulled the folder back over to him and closed it. “But I suspect it is because the Council knows what the Midas Hammer really is: A Starborn weapon, one that, in the wrong hands, could lead to utter catastrophe, perhaps even destroy the whole world. At the very least, it isn’t the sort of weapon that you want to end up in the hands of a power-hungry supervillain like the deceased Master Chaos, for example.”

“Wow,” said Shell. “But how could the Council know what it is? They didn’t even know what the Starborn were until Treehugger came back from the Shadowlands.”

“It doesn’t take a genius to realize that a weapon like the Midas Hammer could be used for destructive purposes in the wrong hands,” Eli said. “I should have mentioned that the tomb in which it was found was full of human skeletons, as well as carvings that depicted its use in annihilating an entire tribe of early humans. And I know that it is a Starborn weapon because the pictures of the carvings of the tomb in which it was found resemble the carvings on the Call.”

“Okay,” said Shell. “So what are we going to do about it? Steal it?”

“Exactly,” said Eli. He patted the folder. “Our research indicates that the Midas Hammer is still hidden underneath the Museum. And it is well-protected. It has only been at risk of being stolen once, when Electrica broke into Hero Island, but even then it was not stolen.”

“How do you know the NHA hasn’t moved it?” said Shell. “Seems likely to me, if it was nearly stolen once.”

“Because, like I said, Electrica did not actually steal it,” said Eli. “The Museum is still the safest place in the world to keep such an important object, at least for the NHA. They could give it to the government, but I have a feeling that the NHA would never trust the government with a weapon as powerful as that.”

“Ah, I get it,” said Shell. “But why do you want it? What do you want to even do with it? You aren’t planning to destroy the world with it yourself, are you?”

Eli laughed. “No, of course not. I want it for my own protection.”

“What do you mean?”

“You remember how Zanni, one of the Venetians, nearly killed me about a month ago, back in Phoenix?”

Shell nodded. “Yeah, how could I forget? He also nearly killed me and Blizzard.”

“Well, I think he’s still after me,” said Eli. “So far, I have been able to avoid him, but I feel it is only a matter of time before Zanni finds me again, and when he does, I won’t be able to escape him as easily as before. Therefore, I want the Midas Hammer so I can defend not only myself, but my fellow Unwanted, because I believe that an organization as powerful as the NHA does not need a weapon like that in its possession.”

Shell tapped his chin. Eli seemed to be telling the truth, but at the same time, Shell sensed that Eli was not being entirely honest about his reasons for wanting the Hammer. What Eli’s true reasons were, Shell did not know, but at the same time, he did not particularly care. He just wanted his usual power boost; besides, what did he care if the Unwanted got the Midas Hammer? It wasn’t like the NHA would be helpless anyway.

“All right,” said Shell. “When will Operation Hammer start?”

“Very soon,” said Eli. “We’re finalizing plans for the mission today. If all goes well, we should have the Midas Hammer in our possession by the end of the week.”

“Okay,” said Shell. He held out his hands. “Can I get my power boost now? I told you everything I know. Remember our deal.”

Annoyingly enough, Eli did not appear to be paying attention to Shell anymore. He looked like a sudden thought had just occurred to him and Shell did not like the rather sinister-looking smile starting to spread across Eli’s features.

“Eli? Hello? Earth to Eli?” Shell said, waving his hands up and down. “Can you hear me?”

Eli shook his head, as if clearing his thoughts, and then said, “Sorry, Shell. But I don’t think I will be able to give you a power boost … at least, not unless you promise to do something else for me.”

Shell stood up immediately. He wasn’t very tall, nor was he was strong as Eli, but he still glared at the Unwanted leader with all of the anger he could muster. Eli, to his credit, showed no fear or worry whatsoever, instead merely looking at Shell with amusement.

“What are you talking about?” said Shell. He pointed an accusing finger at Eli. “I’ve already fulfilled my end of the bargain. I don’t need to do anything else.”

“You do realize that I am the one with the power in this arrangement, yes?” said Eli. “If I wanted, I could refuse to give you the boost you want and have you thrown out of here before you even realized what happened. It’s not like I even need you anymore, given how I only needed you in order to learn about the parts of the NHA that we couldn’t find out on our own.”

Shell considered just walking out right there and then and never looking back. He might even tell the NHA about Eli’s location and let them arrest him and the Unwanted. Given how Eli was a wanted criminal, that might be enough for the Council to forgive Shell for keeping the Unwanted a secret from them for so long.

But then if Shell did that, he would never get his power boosts ever again. His new powers would eventually fade away completely and he would be back to his normal, boring old weak self. And, sure, he might naturally develop his powers at some point in his life, but that would likely be years down the road, years of weakness and failure. His reputation might take a huge hit if this scandal came out, a hit it might never recover from, especially once his awesome powers went away.

That thought was pure torture to Shell, who slowly lowered his hand down to his side. “What do you want me to do?”

Eli folded his hands together, his sinister smile never leaving his lips. “I want you to steal the Midas Hammer for us. And here is how you will do it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Blizzard paced back and forth before the Meeting Room table, her arms folded behind her back and her mouth turned down in a worried frown that was starting to get more and more permanent. Every now and then she’d heard the doors to the Meeting Room open and she’d look up to see if Bolt was back, only to discover to her disappointment that it was someone else. There had been several fake outs like that since Bolt had been summoned to the Tower of Heroes and each time Blizzard’s blood pressure spiked, which wasn’t good for her, but until Bolt got back and let them know what the Leadership Council wanted, Blizzard would not be able to relax.

I hope, I hope, I hope that they voted for him, Blizzard thought, rubbing her forehead as she paced back and forth. Why hasn’t he contacted me? Maybe he wants to share the news with all of us at once. Or maybe something happened in the Council Chamber that’s keeping him from coming back here immediately. Ugh, the suspense is killing me.

Blizzard could not help but notice how relaxed Stinger and White Lightning were. The two of them sat on the couch in front of the entertainment center, playing some kind of war video game that Blizzard did not know the name of (she wasn’t much of a gamer), apparently not caring about the results of the vote of the Leadership Council. It was aggravating beyond belief, especially when she noticed that Talon was sitting on the nearby chair flicking her thumb across the screen of her phone, also apparently not caring about Bolt or the Leadership Council’s vote.

“Blizzard, you should really relax,” said Treehugger, who was sitting at the Meeting Table with a salad and glass of water before her. “I know Bolt is your boyfriend and all, but stressing out like this doesn’t help anyone. Everything will work out. It usually does for him.”

“I know,” said Blizzard, though she couldn’t hide the agitation in her voice, nor did she stop pacing. “But this is just so important to him. How can I just sit back and relax when Bolt can’t? It just doesn’t feel right.”

“If it helps, I don’t think Bolt would want you to be worrying about him like this,” said Treehugger. “He cares about your health, too, you know, and this kind of worrying can’t be good for your blood pressure.”

“It isn’t, but that doesn’t mean much because I can’t relax until Bolt gets here and tells us what the Council wants,” said Blizzard. “I can’t just sit there and lose myself in a dumb video game like Stinger and White—”

“Hey, War Zero is NOT a dumb video game!” Stinger shouted from the couch. “It requires a lot of tactical planning and strategic thinking!”

Blizzard, however, ignored him and continued speaking to Treehugger, “—Or eat a salad like you.”

Treehugger leaned protectively over her salad. “Hey, what’s wrong with salad? It’s good for you.”

“That’s not the point,” said Blizzard with a sigh. “The point is—oh, never mind. If you had a boyfriend, you’d understand.”

Treehugger just shrugged. “Well, at the very least, you should get something to eat. It would be more productive than just pacing back and forth like you’ve got ants in your pants.”

Blizzard stopped pacing and put a hand on her stomach. “I am hungry, that’s true, but I am so worried about Bolt that I don’t know what to eat.”

“Salad?” Treehugger suggested.

Before Blizzard could respond to that, the doors to the Meeting Room suddenly opened and Bolt entered. He looked unharmed, but at the same time, he wore a deep frown like he had just heard some very bad news.

“Bolt!” Blizzard ran over to him and hugged him as tightly as she could. “Oh, Bolt, I was so worried about you! How did the meeting with the Council go? Did they vote to make you a member of the NHA?”

Despite Blizzard hugging him, Bolt did not meet her eyes. “No, they didn’t.”

“What?” said Blizzard, her voice higher than usual as the rest of the team gathered around them. “What do you mean, they didn’t vote for you?”

“Vote for brother did not go right way?” said White. He punched his fist into his other hand. “Want me go and ‘convince’ Council?”

“No, there’s no need for that,” said Bolt, putting an arm around Blizzard. “The thing is, the Council is divided right down the middle about whether to vote me in or not. Half of them say yes, the other half say no, and Beyond Man is abstaining for reasons I don’t understand. But there’s still a chance I can flip Black Blur’s vote.”

“How?” said Stinger. “Does he want you to kiss his feet and call him master every time you talk to him?”

“No, don’t be ridiculous,” said Bolt, shaking his head. “He wants me to track down and capture your mother, Electrica. He says if I can do that, he’ll vote for me, which would give me enough votes to get into the Neohero Alliance.”

“My mom?” said Stinger. He gulped. “Bolt, I know you’ve faced a lot of supervillains before, but Electrica is different. She’s absolutely ruthless. I know you didn’t see much of her ruthlessness back in Florida, but—”

“I think that’s a fine idea, myself,” said Talon with a tiger-like smile. “Mind if I help? I wouldn’t mind putting that woman behind bars.”

“Yes, Black Blur said you guys could help, but we have to do it quickly,” said Bolt. “He wants me to capture her in a week. We can also capture Bait and Switch, but we don’t have to if we can’t. Electrica is the most important one.”

Talon clapped her hands together excitedly. “Then what are we waiting for? I’ll call up Willy and tell him to get the Neocopter’s engine running stat!”

“But Electrica has never been captured before,” said Treehugger, folding her arms in front of her chest. “She even broke into Hero Island one time without being caught. How does Black Blur expect you to capture him if no one else has been able to do that?”

“It sounds to me like Black Blur is setting you up for failure,” said Blizzard. “We all know he doesn’t like you that much. He probably just gave you that mission so you would fail.”

“Maybe, but it’s not like I have any choice in the matter,” said Bolt. “Because if I don’t get Electrica, then my application will never be accepted and I will never become a real NHA member. I can’t let that happen to me. I can’t.”

“What if he’s just pulling your leg?” said Stinger. “Or just having you do his dirty work. What if he changes his mind if you succeed?”

“I’ll let everyone know he’s a liar,” said Bolt, “and ruin his reputation at the same time. But still, even if he is lying, this is still my best chance at becoming a full-time NHA member. I can’t give up, even if the odds are against me.”

“He might as well have asked you to find the Lochness Monster for all the luck you’ll have finding Electrica,” said Stinger. “Only problem, of course, is that everyone knows where the Lochness Monster is, whereas no one knows where my mom is.”

“Oh, don’t be such a downer, Stinger,” said Talon. “I’m sure if we knock a few supervillain skulls around, we could find someone willing to tell us where she is. I’m sure there are more than a few supervillains who’ve worked with her who might be able to tell us where she is.”

“Do you know any supervillains who’ve worked with Electrica?” said Stinger. “Because I don’t. And I don’t think she’s ever been one to work with accomplices, anyway. She’s always worked solo, except for Bait and Switch, obviously.”

“We have to find her, though,” said Bolt. “At least, I do. If I don’t, I can kiss good bye my chances of becoming a real member of the NHA. Maybe the INJ will be willing to take me in.”

“Oh, Bolt, don’t say that,” said Blizzard, hugging him again. “I know you’ll figure this out. And we’ll help you. That’s what a team is for, after all, what friends are for. Right, guys?”

The others nodded, but no one offered any suggestions for how to find Electrica. Blizzard herself was at a loss for how to find the supervillain. Usually, the Young Neos never had to search for supervillains; most of the time, supervillains found them or else they were summoned to New York City to deal with a sudden supervillain attack. The idea of actively hunting down a known supervillain and bringing her to justice was completely outside of their collective experience. It occurred to Blizzard that Mecha Knight might have experience in this particular area, given how he was older and more experienced than they, but given how no one in the NHA had ever successfully managed to find Electrica, she decided that Mecha Knight probably wouldn’t be of much help here, either.

All of a sudden, Bolt stopped stroking his chin, a look of understanding on his face. “I think I know who might be able to help us.”

“Who?” said Stinger. “Someone in the NHA?”

“No, but someone who used to be a member in it,” said Bolt. “Someone who has a lot of experience tracking down people who don’t want to be found, a friend of mine who has helped me before.”

“Who is it?” said Blizzard. “Is it someone we know?”

“Yes,” said Bolt, nodding. “Come with me. We’re going to visit my good friend Triplet and see if he can help us find Electrica.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Talon had grown up in a rather well-to-do, upper-middle class lifestyle. She had lived in a fancy, clean apartment in New York City on the Upper East Side, and her mother even had a maid to keep the apartment clean and uncluttered. Talon had heard of apartments that weren’t quite as nice as the kind that she had lived in, but she had never lived in them herself, nor had she ever visited them. She had lived in her mother’s apartment until the day that Mecha Knight visited and recruited her into the NHA, at which point she moved to her slightly-less-fancy, but no less clean, room in the House on Hero Island.

Thus, when Talon, Bolt, and Stinger appeared in the hallway outside of Triplet’s apartment thanks to Bolt’s Teleportation Buckle, Talon experienced what could best be described as a culture shock. The floorboards creaked ominously under their weight, the sounds of mice scurrying about could be heard through the cracks in the ceiling, and ancient red wallpaper was peeling off the walls. A window at the end of the hall was cracked and a portion of it was covered with cardboard, of all things. A foul odor—somewhere between wet dog fur and moldy socks—seemed to radiate from the walls, floor, and ceiling.

“Oh my god,” said Talon, putting a hand over her mouth. “Bolt, are you sure this is the right place?”

“Yeah, I am,” said Bolt. He pointed at the door in front of them. “See? That’s Triplet’s door.”

Talon looked at the door in front of them closely. Like the rest of the building, the door looked old and beaten up. It looked like scrap wood had been nailed over holes, while the front window was cracked in the left corner. On the window were the words ‘TRIPLE EYE INVESTIGATIONS,’ though parts of the letters in the word ‘investigations’ hung rather loosely off to the side.

“I didn’t know Triplet was so … uh …” Stinger rubbed the back of his head as if attempting to think of an inoffensive way to phrase what he was about to say next. “Uh, bohemian?”

“Bohemian? More like dirt poor,” Talon said. “He must not get a lot of customers.”

“Actually, I live here on purpose,” said a gruff voice from down the hallway, causing Talon, Bolt, and Stinger to look down in the direction from which it had come.

A tall Japanese man wearing a long overcoat was walking toward them, a brown paper bag with a loaf of bread sticking out of it in his arms. He wasn’t smiling, especially when he looked at Talon, most likely for her comments about his business.

Bolt, on the other hand, waved at him and said, “Hi, Trip! Looks like we got here just in time. We didn’t know you were out grocery shopping; actually, we didn’t even know you went grocery shopping.”

“I gotta eat like everyone else,” Triplet replied as he stopped before them, though his frown never left his lips. “What brings you three here, anyway? Aside from the chance to make sarcastic comments about my living conditions and business, of course.”

Triplet was looking at Talon when he said that. She tried not to look too embarrassed, but it was pretty clear that Triplet was not going to let her comments go. She was under the impression that he had known girls like her before and didn’t care much for them.

“We’re looking for someone and we thought you could help us,” said Bolt.

“And who would that be?” said Triplet.

“A supervillain,” said Bolt. “You might have heard of her. Her name is Electrica.”

Triplet froze. He stared at Bolt with pure shock. “Electrica? You mean one of the most infamous supervillains of all time?”

“Yeah, that’s her,” said Bolt. “I take it you have heard of her.”

“I haven’t just heard of her,” said Triplet. “I fought her once.” He suddenly raised a hand to silence them. “Hold on. I don’t discuss business outside like this. Come into my apartment and we can continue talking in there.”

Just as Triplet said that, the door to his office opened widely. When Talon looked, she had to double take, because Triplet himself was standing in the doorway, albeit minus the grocery bag. Talon looked back over at the Triplet in the hallway, who was still standing there, before looking at the Triplet in the doorway again in confusion. “What …?”

“My power,” said the Triplet in the doorway. “I always leave one of my Thirds in the office whenever I go out. That way, if anyone tries to break into my office while I’m away, they’re in for a nasty surprise. It’s a very cheap security system and better than most of the ones you can buy on the market.”

“Oh,” said Talon, though she couldn’t help but shudder slightly. “Right. I forgot.”

Even though Triplet was a good guy, Talon could not help but find his powers creepy. Bolt didn’t look even remotely phased by Triplet’s Third, nor did Stinger, which made Talon feel a bit foolish for being taken by surprise like that. She especially did not like the way that the Third smirked upon seeing her confusion; no doubt Triplet saw that as payback for the comments she’d made about his business.

Regardless, Talon entered Triplet’s apartment with Bolt and Stinger. Triplet entered as well and, after merging back with his Third, locked the door and then walked into the kitchen off to the side, where he deposited his groceries before coming back into the living room and saying, “All right. Let’s sit down and talk. You all can sit on the couch.”

The couch looked lumpy and uncomfortable and smelled somewhat like stale coffee, but Talon, to be polite, sat down on it, along with Bolt and Stinger. It was a somewhat tight fit, as the couch was not very large, but they all managed to fit on it without trouble. Triplet pulled a wheeled chair out from behind his desk and set it in front of the couch, along with a pad of paper and a pen, no doubt for taking notes.

“All right,” said Triplet, putting the tip of his pen to the surface of the paper. “Let’s start from the beginning. Why are you searching for Electrica?”

Bolt quickly explained the situation to him. Triplet listened very well, but Talon did not pay too much attention because she already knew the reason they were here. Instead, she looked around at the apartment, noticing how it was in much better condition than the exterior hallway, although it was still a lot dirtier and unkempt than she would have tolerated herself. She had no idea how anyone could live in these conditions, much less willingly, but she kept such thoughts to herself, if only because she didn’t want to deal with more of Triplet’s snark or give him another excuse to use his Thirds to freak her out.

“And so, if I don’t capture Electrica in a week, my application will not be approved and I will not become a member of the Neohero Alliance,” Bolt finished. “That’s why we came to you. We know that you are good at locating people and things, so we wanted you to help us find her.”

Triplet patted his chin with the tip of his pen, a thoughtful look on his face. “Why am I surprised that Black Blur would set you up on a quest like this? The guy always does that to people he doesn’t like. I knew him back when I was in the NHA. Guy has an inferiority complex like you wouldn’t believe. He probably expects you to fail spectacularly in order to stroke his huge ego.”

“I know,” said Stinger in exasperation. “That’s what I told Bolt. This is just a bad deal all around.”

“But it is also the only deal that Bolt has,” said Triplet. “Normally, I would charge for this service, but Bolt has saved my life more than once in the past, so consider this returning the favor. I won’t charge you for this service.”

“Wow, thanks, Trip,” said Bolt. “That’s really nice of you.”

“Don’t mention it,” said Triplet. “Besides, I’d like to see that woman behind bars myself. She and I have clashed in the past.”

“Yes, you mentioned that you had fought her before,” said Talon. “Was that during your time as an NHA member?”

“After it, actually, when I quit the organization,” said Triplet. “I was investigating a murder for a client several years ago and managed to tie it back to Electrica. I tried to catch her, but she managed to beat me rather handily, which leaves her case one of the very few cases I’ve failed to complete. Anyone who wants to take her down has my support.”

“I see,” said Bolt. “Well, that gives us yet another reason to want to throw her behind bars. She’s killed a lot of people, hasn’t she?”

“Yeah, she has,” said Triplet. He scowled. “Not to mention that she killed Silver Wind, who was a friend of mine even after I left the NHA.”

“Wait, you mean you knew Silver Wind?” said Talon in surprise. “He was my father.”

“Really?” said Triplet. “Huh. Silver did tell me about his daughter once, but I didn’t realize you were his daughter. Then again, he never showed me any pictures of you, so I guess it isn’t surprising that I didn’t recognize you.”

“This is nice and all, but can we get on with finding Electrica now?” said Bolt. “We don’t have all the time in the world to just sit around and talk, you know. You two can catch up later.”

“Bolt’s got a point,” said Triplet. He took a few quick notes and then said, “As it so happens, I’ve actually been tracking Electrica already and have nearly found her.”

“What, really?” said Talon. “That’s a pretty huge coincidence.”

“It is, but it’s because I’ve figured out that she’s tied into another investigation I’m doing,” said Triplet. “Bolt, do you remember how I am investigating the Venetians?”

“Yeah, I do,” said Bolt, nodding. “How’s that investigation coming along, by the way? Found any proof to link Mann to them?”

“Not yet, but I have discovered some interesting facts about John Mann,” said Triplet. “For example, John Mann has recently purchased majority shares in a genetics company known as Gene Etix. I did a little digging and discovered that Gene Etix specializes in studying the genes of superhumans. It seems like Mann is trying to restart his own genetic engineering experiments, like what he was presumably doing in the Genesis Institute. I don’t, however, know what his final plans for the company are.”

“Nothing Mann does ever seems to make sense,” said Bolt, shaking his head. “But we’ll worry about that later. For now, tell us about Electrica.”

“Right,” said Triplet. He flipped through his notes before stopping on a page and reading it. “So I’ve discovered that the Venetians are also looking for Electrica for some reason.”

“It’s because she helped us,” said Talon. “A few weeks ago, we broke into the headquarters of John Mann’s business to rescue Rime’s family and Electrica helped. The Venetians probably want to kill her just as much as they want to kill us.”

“I didn’t know that,” said Triplet. “You will have to fill me in on the details about that sometime. Anyway, I have been trying to track her down because I wanted to know why the Venetians were so interested in her. It took me a while, but I’ve managed to pin down her likely location to one particular area.”

“And where is that?” asked Talon, leaning forward and looking at Triplet eagerly. “Is it close by?”

“It is,” said Triplet. “According to my contacts in the criminal underworld, Electrica is expected to appear in a warehouse on the Hudson River tonight at midnight. She is supposedly negotiating a deal there with a new client of hers, but the exact details are unknown. But my contacts are confident that Electrica is going to be there and that that will be the best chance to get her.”

“Lucky us,” said Bolt. “Maybe I can tell Black Blur that it won’t take me a week to get Electrica, but rather a day. I would love to see his face when I bring Electrica into Ultimate Max not even a day after accepting his challenge.”

“Don’t be so cocky,” Triplet warned. “Electrica has never been captured or defeated by any superhero before, and for good reason. She is both powerful and clever, always a dangerous combination. Still, Electrica likely does not know that we know about her trip to the warehouse, which means we might be able to get the drop on her if we’re careful.”

“Trip, we’re always careful,” said Bolt. “Anyway, is that all you need to tell us? Or is there anything else we need to know about Electrica before we leave?”

“No, that’s about it,” said Triplet. He glanced at his notes again and then looked up at Bolt once more. “Wait, I do have one last thing I think you should know. It’s about the Venetians.”

“What about them?” said Bolt. “Is it important?”

“I think so, even though I don’t understand it myself,” said Triplet. “See, I learned recently that John Mann had a grandson who was a superhuman, who he adopted as his son after his actual son’s death back in the nineties. But this grandson ran away when he was fairly young and was thought to be dead until recently, when I discovered some hints that he is still alive, although under an assumed name.”

“That’s … interesting,” said Talon, though she was more interested in leaving to get ready to go after Electrica than listening to Triplet. “But I don’t see how that is relevant to us.”

“I think that Mann’s grandson might be able to help us pin down Mann’s motives and plans,” said Triplet. “He might even have proof that could help link his grandfather to the Venetians. At the very least, this is a thread I intend to follow.”

“Oh, so you won’t be coming with us to capture Electrica?” said Bolt in a slightly disappointed voice.

“No, I won’t,” said Triplet, shaking his head. “I think Mann’s grandson is a more promising lead, but I can give you the address for the warehouse where Electrica is supposed to be. I can always talk to Electrica after you have put her in prison anyway, if she happens to know anything I need to know.”

“Well, I guess we probably won’t need your help defeating her anyway,” said Bolt. “I think the seven of us should be more than enough for her.”

“I hope so,” said Triplet. “Anyway, let me write down the address of the warehouse and the time she’s supposed to be there. And if anything comes up related to this case, let me know as soon as you can, okay?”

“Sure,” said Bolt, nodding. “Hopefully by tonight, a powerful supervillain will finally be behind bars for good.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Treehugger abruptly sat upright in her bed, gasping for breath and sweating profusely. At first, she thought she was back in the Shadowlands, but then she realized that the lights in her room were just off, so she clapped her hands and the lights came on again, showing the green walls of her room that held potted plants of a variety of species on shelves. Her computer was currently off, while the door to her personal bathroom was slightly ajar, though she remembered leaving it that way before she went to sleep earlier.

It was just a dream, Treehugger thought, wiping the sweat off her forehead. Just … a … dream.

Earlier, Bolt, Stinger, and Talon had gone to Triplet’s office in New York City to enlist his help in finding Electrica. Bolt had left behind White, Blizzard, and Treehugger, because he did not think that the entire team needed to go visit Triplet and he wanted them to stay behind in case Shell returned so they could tell Shell what they were doing. As far as Treehugger knew, though, Shell would not be back from the city for several hours, so Treehugger had decided to take a quick nap, leaving White and Blizzard in charge of the House.

But now Treehugger was starting to regret having napped, because she had had a terrible dream—a nightmare, really—that had seemed far too real. She had been asleep for less than twenty minutes according to the clock on her suit-up watch, but it had felt like much longer because of the nightmare. And what was worse was that this was not the first time that Treehugger had experienced this particular nightmare. She drew her legs up to her chest, but it was impossible for her to forget the nightmare, which began playing in her mind’s eye against her will.

In the nightmare, Treehugger would find herself stumbling through the dark forest of the Shadowlands, the same forest where she had been nearly sacrificed by the Venetians in order to stop the Starborn. She would hear chanting voices and rustling leaves on all sides, but would never see anyone other than herself, yet would always feel like she was being watched by a large group of people anyway. She would always try to talk, to ask who was watching her, but though her mouth would move, not a single sound would emerge from her lips. It reminded her of Moretta’s ability to silence people, even though Moretta was never seen in the dream.

Eventually, Treehugger would arrive at a new spot of the forest, a spot she had not visited during her first visit to the Shadowlands. It was a clearing, surrounded on all sides by a ring of stone with six entrances. The huge stone ring’s details were always blurry in the nightmare, but Treehugger somehow sensed that it had been built by the Starborn for an unknown purpose. The sensation of being watched would leave her when she entered, but she would still hear the chanting voices and feel like she was not alone.

Then Treehugger would see other people for the first time. Always, it was her teammates: Bolt, White Lightning, Blizzard, Stinger, Talon, and Shell. They would enter through the six entrances of the ring, but would never look quite right. They would look like puppets, like they were being moved against their will by some unseen intelligence. And then Treehugger would realize that she, too, was being controlled and that they were all being gathered together in this one spot for an unknown but most likely sinister purpose.

Every time Treehugger realized that, a light would shine down from above, but it would not be a kind light. It was a deadly red light, coming from some kind of strange alien spaceship that looked like no spaceship Treehugger had ever seen. Then Treehugger would see her friends fall to the ground and start writhing in pain, but none of them would scream because it seemed like none of them could scream, even though it was obvious they were all in great pain.

And then Treehugger would join them, writhing on the ground as the pain grew worse and worse and the light grew brighter and brighter as the spaceship descended closer and closer to the ground. Just as the nightmare came to a close, Treehugger would spot a humanoid face peering through a window on the bottom of the ship, a devilish face grinning like a wolf about to eat a lamb.

And always, Treehugger would reawaken, feeling like she had just dodged a bullet. She had had this same nightmare for the past two weeks, ever since she got back from the Shadowlands. She did not know where it had come from or why she kept experiencing it over and over again every time she went to sleep. It got to the point where she was afraid of going to sleep because she didn’t want to experience this terror again.

It must have been something in the Shadowlands, Treehugger thought, hugging her legs up against her chest. Something in the Shadowlands must have put this nightmare into my mind. But why? Is it really just a nightmare or is … is it …

Treehugger didn’t like thinking about the alternative; namely, that it wasn’t a nightmare at all, but rather a glimpse into the future. Because if it was a glimpse into the future, it was a grim one and made her worried not just for herself, but for her friends. She wished that she knew how to read dreams, but that was not an area she had a whole lot of experience in. It seemed too real to be a mere nightmare, but she couldn’t see how it could be real, either, because she didn’t think that she or her friends were ever going to go to the Shadowlands together.

Treehugger considered asking the Midnight Menace about this, but she didn’t have any way of contacting him, since he was the leader of the INJ and not the NHA. Besides, the Midnight Menace was most likely too busy to talk to her or answer any of her questions. She’d just have to learn to deal with it on her own.

Sighing, Treehugger swung her legs over the side of her bed. She was going to head out into the rest of the House to see if Shell or Bolt and the others were back yet. She couldn’t go back to sleep in her current condition; it was simply impossible.

But before Treehugger stood up, the air in the center of the room shimmered. It was a subtle movement, one that she might not have noticed under ordinary circumstances, but Treehugger was still on edge after her nightmare, so she noticed subtle movements more often than usual. That was how she noticed the shimmering air, which she did not understand until, without warning, a dimensional portal suddenly opened in the middle of her room. The portal was about the size of a normal-sized door and it showed an endless void of alien textures and colors spiraling into oblivion. The colors and movement of the texture made her feel sick, but it lasted only for a brief moment before someone stepped out of the portal, which closed shut behind him.

No, the thing that stepped out of the portal was definitely not a person. Though it was humanoid, it actually appeared to be a robot of some sort, though not a robot that Treehugger had ever seen. It was the size of a typical adult human, with intelligent blue eyes shining from its face. It had no mouth; instead, it had some kind of vent, which appeared to have lights behind it. Its colors were silver and black and it appeared to be wearing armor over its normal metallic skin. More alarmingly, however, was the weapon at its side, a familiar sound blaster which Treehugger had seen before.

The robot stood in the room as still as a statue. Treehugger wondered briefly if it was offline before the robot’s eyes suddenly flashed and the machine looked around as if confused.

“Where am I?” said the robot in understandable English. He suddenly looked at Treehugger and squinted his eyes. “You. Is this Earth?”

Treehugger, still too shocked by the robot’s appearance, said hastily, “Uh, yes. Do you want me to take you to my leaders? Because if so—”

“No, that will be unnecessary,” said the robot, waving off her question like it was irrelevant. “The point is that I managed to get here without trouble. Now that I think about it, you must be Treehugger, yes? I did not see you when you were last on the Adventure, but Space showed me a picture of you once.”

Snapping out of her dazed confusion, Treehugger said, “Wait, what? You know Space? Who are you?”

“Oh, forgive me for my rudeness,” said the robot. He put his hands on his chest. “My name is SP-28Y, but Space and Galaxy have always called me Sparky, which is a bit easier for your human tongues to pronounce.”

Treehugger blinked. “Sparky? I think I remember Space mentioning you, but I didn’t see you when I was on their ship.”

“Yes, that was because I was working on the Adventure’s engines in order to keep them from being destroyed,” said Sparky. “There was also the matter of dealing with the Servants of the Starborn who boarded the ship, though it wasn’t very difficult for me to deal with them, to tell you the truth.”

“Wait,” said Treehugger, eying Sparky suspiciously. “How do I know if you’re really Sparky and not some kind of fake? How do I know that the Servants of the Starborn didn’t send you to trick me into coming with you?”

“Allow me to show you my IEA identity card,” said Sparky. “That should answer your questions.”

Sparky held open his right hand and a hologram depicting a card with Sparky’s face on it appeared over his palm. Remembering Space’s card, Treehugger saw that Sparky’s looked pretty much exactly the same, aside from the picture and the text.

“Okay, so you really are Sparky,” said Treehugger. “But what are you doing here? And where are Space and Galaxy?”

The hologram zapped back into Sparky’s hand and he lowered his arm. “That’s exactly why I am here, I am afraid. Space and Galaxy were captured by the Servants of the Starborn … and I need your help to save them before they are killed.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

White Lightning narrowly dodged a laser fired from one of the Training Room’s drones and fired a blue lightning bolt at the drone in response. The lightning bolt struck the drone head on, causing it to explode, but White Lightning did not stop to stare, because he was already running toward the huge robot that was lumbering toward him. The robot was twice his size and three times as thick, with lasers mounted on its shoulders that could cut through steel, but White didn’t let his own fear for his safety get the best of him. Using his super speed, he sped toward the robot, expertly dodging each one of its lasers before dashing under its legs and jumping onto its back. He ripped off the two laser cannons and then slammed them into the robot’s head, crunching its skull under the impact and causing the robot collapse under his feet.

Even before the robot collapsed, White jumped off of its back and landed on the floor. As soon as he landed, however, he was surrounded by twin robots that were a lot smaller than the robot he just destroyed. Not that they were any less dangerous; though they were closer to him in size, they were also a lot faster and the pistons in their arms were tipped with heavy, thick boxing gloves that hurt if you got hit by them, as White had learned over the last few months.

The robots rushed toward White, their gloved fists flying toward him, but White immediately jumped backwards. The robot’s fists smashed into each other, sending both robots stumbling off balance, but White took advantage of this moment to blast them both into pieces with several powerful lightning blasts. The twins didn’t even stand a chance.

All of a sudden, White heard a ringing sound and realized that that was the alarm indicating that his training session was over. Lowering his hands, White watched as robotic arms came out of the ceiling and walls to drag off the remains of the robots and drones he’d destroyed during his training session today. According to the scoreboard above the doorway, White had destroyed eleven robots and six drones; not bad, but nowhere near as good as his record of twenty robots and ten drones from an earlier training session.

But I wasn’t really trying, White thought, walking over to the bench on the side of the Room where his thermos full of Gatorade was. Too busy thinking about stupid Council.

White didn’t understand why Bolt had not been voted into the NHA unanimously. Bolt had more than proved himself worthy of becoming a full-time NHA member, White knew. And White hated seeing his brother get defeated like that. There wasn’t anything he could do about it, but White sometimes thought about flying over to the Council Chamber anyway and forcing the entire Council to vote for Bolt.

And under other circumstances, White would have done that, but it was a testament to his training in personal restraint that White had decided to take out his rage on the training robots. He still felt a little angry, but he no longer felt nearly as angry as he had before. Now he just hoped that Bolt was able to find that Electrica lady and get her before the end of the week.

At the same time, though, White couldn’t help but feel a little happy at this turn of events. He had not shared this with Bolt or anyone else, but he dreaded the idea of Bolt leaving the Young Neos. While White’s relationships with the other members of the team had all improved significantly over the last month and a half or so, the fact was that White was not as close to any of the others as he was to Bolt. None of them understood him the same way that Bolt did. And while Bolt would still be on Hero Island, White was a little anxious that he might not see Bolt as often as he currently did. He worried that Bolt might be so busy doing whatever the NHA wanted him to do that he would have no time to come and hang out with White.

True, White was also old enough to qualify for NHA membership, because he was the same age as Bolt, but he and Bolt had already discussed this and decided that White would wait until next year to submit his application. This was because White, despite having made great progress on his journey to become a normal person, was still not yet ready to become a real superhero yet. That meant that White would have to wait at least a year before he could become a full-time NHA member, a thought which troubled him, because that would mean spending one more year apart from Bolt.

He’ll visit me often, though, White thought as he took a swig from his thermos. I know he will … I hope.

Lowering his thermos, White didn’t know what else to do. He almost considered trying to convince Bolt to stay in the Young Neos, but even he knew that that plan was destined to fail. Bolt wanted this too much, probably because it meant he would get to walk in Dad’s footsteps, seeing as Dad had been a member of the NHA before his death.

Thinking about Dad, White wish he had gotten to know him before his death. Unfortunately, because White had spent most of his life in a government laboratory, he had never gotten to know Dad very well. He had worked with Mastermind, an evil alternate universe version of Dad, but Mastermind had never really acted like a true father to him. White wondered what Dad would say if he was still alive today.

He’d support Bolt, White thought. That’s what he’d do. Even if he didn’t agree with Bolt.

Even so, the thought of being by himself on the Young Neos still terrified White. He probably should have discussed this with Bolt, but he didn’t want to ruin Bolt’s dream or make Bolt feel bad about moving on in life. Besides, White just told himself that Bolt technically wasn’t going anywhere. Sure, he was moving out of the House and would be living in the Tower of Heroes, and sure, it was unlikely that the Young Neos would work with him on many missions, but he would still be on Hero Island and White could still visit him and vice versa. It really wasn’t that big of a change, when you looked at it that way, but White couldn’t rid himself of the feeling of dread which came over him every time he thought about it anyway.

Deciding that he had had enough training for today, White walked out of the Training Room. Just as he walked out, however, he nearly walked into someone and was forced to step backwards at the last second to avoid falling over himself. Unfortunately, the person who had walked into him wasn’t nearly as lucky, because that person fell on his behind and groaned in pain.

“Sorry,” said White, looking down at the person he had walked into. “Did not see you coming.”

That was when White realized that the person he was apologizing to was Shell. He had not recognized him at first because Shell was not wearing his costume, but when he noticed Shell’s shell peeking out from underneath his overcoat, White instantly realized who he was.

Shell, for his part, was just sitting on the floor rubbing his behind. He looked up at White in annoyance. “You should really watch where you’re going, White. You know I’m not as tall as you.”

White cringed slightly. Even though he was a lot stronger than Shell, he didn’t usually have good comebacks for whenever Shell snapped at him like this. He just rubbed the back of his head and said, “I said sorry. Won’t do it again.”

“Whatever,” said Shell, who seemed to be in a worse mood than usual, as he stood up and dusted off his pants. “Where is everyone, anyway? I just got here and haven’t seen anyone else. The place feels abandoned.”

“Treehugger and Blizzard are still here,” said White. “Bolt, Sting, and Talon went to Triplet’s.”

Shell raised an eyebrow. “Triplet? Why did they visit him?”

White remembered that Shell had not been here when Bolt announced the news about his vote, so White quickly filled in Shell on what happened while he was away. Shell looked impatient, but he listened well, not interrupting White’s explanation at all. If anything, he seemed to be listening almost too well in White’s eyes and his expression became more and more excited, as if something he had been awaiting had finally come to pass.

“So Bolt has to capture Electrica in order to become a full-time member of the NHA?” said Shell when White finished.

“Yes,” said White, nodding. “And Trip might be able to help.”

“Huh,” said Shell, scratching his chin. “That’s kind of weird. I’ve never heard of a member of the Young Neos needing to capture a supervillain in order to get into the NHA.”

White shrugged. “Just way things are. But Bolt will do it. He’s smart. He will do it in a day.”

Shell looked at White skeptically. “Well, I’m sure Bolt will work hard, but I doubt he’ll do it in a day. He may be fast, but he’s not that fast.”

“Just believe,” said White. “Brother knows what he is doing.”

“Okay,” said Shell, readjusting his glasses. “If you say so. But personally, I think Black Blur just gave him this job in order to humiliate him. Given how no one has ever been able to capture Electrica before, it’s pretty obvious that he gave Bolt this task just to screw with him.”

“Bolt will still do it even if that’s true,” said White. He tilted his head to the side. “By the way, where were you? Out in city?”

“I was just visiting my cousin,” said Shell quickly. “My cousin, uh, Joe. He owns a hot dog stand.”

White leaned closer to Shell. “Your cousin sells hot dogs? Are they good?”

“Uh, yeah,” said Shell, leaning away from White with an odd expression on his face. “They’re, um, very good. Tasty. The best in New York, in fact.”

“I like hot dogs,” White said. “You should take me to cousin sometime. I want to try his hot dogs.”

“Oh, er, sure, White,” said Shell in an odd tone. “I’ll definitely take you and the rest of the team to him for sure. But maybe later, after this Electrica business is done. In fact, we could celebrate Bolt’s induction into the Neohero Alliance by taking the whole team there.”

White’s eyes widened. “Really? That sounds nice.”

“Really,” said Shell, although again his facial expression and tone were odd. “I’ll pay for the hot dogs myself, even.”

“Must tell Bolt about this,” said White, pulling away from Shell and standing upright. “He likes hot dogs, too. Be happy to hear this.”

“Uh, I hope he will be,” said Shell, without meeting White’s eyes. “I mean, he deserves it, given how hard he’s worked to be in the NHA. I definitely think he should get some free hot dogs for all of his work, don’t you?”

“Yes, yes,” said White. “Best hot dogs in New York, too.”

“The very best,” said Shell. His eyes darted to the left and to the right and then he said, “Well, uh, White, I think I’ll just head back to my room now. The flight back from New York was rather tiring and I want to get a nap in before Bolt and the others return.”

“Okay,” said White, giving Shell the thumbs up. “But don’t sleep too long. Bet everyone will be back soon.”

Shell nodded and then walked around White and down the hallway. Before he could get very far, however, a speaker hanging off the ceiling nearby suddenly crackled and Valerie’s voice came from it, saying, “Attention all Young Neos! Go to the Meeting Room immediately. Bolt and the others have returned with news of Electrica and there is a new visitor to the House who has an urgent message for all of you!”

Before White or Shell could say anything, the speaker shut off. White looked at Shell excitedly. “Did you hear that? Bolt is back!”

Shell nodded, albeit reluctantly; he looked like he was disappointed for some reason. “Yeah, I heard. Guess we’d better go to the Meeting Room together, huh?”

“Yes,” said White, nodding eagerly. “Let’s go!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

After everything Stinger had been through in his life, he was pretty sure that nothing could faze him now. Ever since joining the Young Neos, Stinger had seen alien invasions, fought supervillains wearing Venetian masks, nearly got frozen to death by an ice man, and also almost got killed by a garbage monster. You couldn’t be a superhero, after all, if you let your sense of normalcy get in the way of fighting crime and saving the world.

But Stinger had to admit that even he was shocked when he met the interdimensional robot who called himself Sparky. Sitting around the Meeting Room table, Stinger could not take his eyes off the strange robot, who despite being a purely artificial creation seemed more lifelike than any robot Stinger had ever seen before. Indeed, the only machines that displayed the kind of lifelikeness that Sparky displayed were the House AIs, Valerie and Carl, but even they did not show the kind of humanness that Sparky did. It was actually kind of creepy, even though Sparky had shown no desire to attack or harm any of the Young Neos.

Stinger was not the only person staring at Sparky. The rest of the team was gathered around the table of the Meeting Room with him and they were all looking at Sparky, too. Treehugger was the only one who sat near the robot, while Stinger sat between Talon and Shell. Sparky, to his credit, showed no discomfort at people staring at him; if anything, he seemed to be observing them with little interest, as if he had seen far more interesting things than a bunch of super-powered teenagers before (which, given his origins, seemed likely).

Stinger looked over at Bolt. Bolt had not said anything yet; he sat between Blizzard and White, staring somewhat awkwardly at Sparky. That even Bolt—who had probably seen and experienced more weird things than the rest of the team put together—couldn’t find words to talk to Sparky, either, was a testament to the strangeness of the situation.

Finally, Sparky rested his hands on the table and said, in a polite voice, “Well, now that we are all here, I think I should introduce myself. My name is Sparky and I am the robotic assistant of Mr. Jason Space and Captain Helena Galaxy, members of the Interdimensional Elite Agency. There is no need for you to introduce yourselves to me, however, because the IEA already has files on all of you, which I studied before coming here.”

“Wait,” said Stinger, scratching the back of his head. “You mean there’s a mysterious secret agency outside of this universe that has files—presumably with personal details—on all of us without our knowledge?”

“Certainly,” said Sparky without a hint of embarrassment or reluctance. “Technically, the files were collected by Mr. Space and Captain Galaxy, since they were tasked with protecting this universe. Part of protecting a given universe requires doing research on the universe and its inhabitants. That gives us a better idea of how to protect the universe, as well as the kind of threats that an IEA agent can expect to run into during missions in the universe itself.”

“Just how complete are these files?” Talon said. “I don’t remember giving these Space and Galaxy characters interviews about my personal life.”

“Well, I know that your middle name, Talon, is Jane and that you have a strict policy of not dating men who are not superhuman,” Sparky said. “In addition, your favorite flavor of ice cream is rocky road and you despise jazz music.”

Talon’s jaw fell open. Stinger understood, because even he hadn’t known all of that information about her. He wondered why she despised jazz, but quickly put that information out of his mind, as it wasn’t very relevant to the current situation.

“Anyway, that doesn’t matter,” said Sparky. “What’s important is that I need your help. Well, technically Mr. Space and Captain Galaxy need your help, not me personally, but—”

“Tell us what happened,” Bolt interrupted. He didn’t sound very patient, perhaps because he hadn’t been expecting Sparky to show up like this. “Start from the beginning and don’t ramble.”

“Of course,” said Sparky. “Let’s see, it all happened a week ago from your time perspective, though from our perspective it was more like two days. You are all aware of the Servants of the Starborn, yes?”

“Treehugger told us about them,” said Stinger, “though we haven’t really fought any ourselves.”

“Well, as long as you know what they are, then I won’t waste any time explaining them,” said Sparky. “Anyway, our ship, the Adventure, had intercepted a communication between two Servant ships. Our ship’s universal translator managed to decrypt the communication, which detailed the plan of attack that the Starborn intend to use when they arrive on Earth.”

Bolt leaned forward suddenly, a look of interest on his face. “What’s their plan? Going to share it with us?”

“I will, but after I finish my story,” said Sparky. “Now, we decided to come to Earth to share our discovery with you so you could prepare for the attack, but we were suddenly attacked ourselves by the Servants, who must have been using some kind of new cloaking technology to hide themselves from us, because they seemed to come out of nowhere. They boarded the Adventure and captured Space and Galaxy, but I was washing the escape pods at the time, so I took one of them and escaped.”

“You mean you didn’t try to save your friends?” said Stinger, folding his arms in front of his chest.

“I was outnumbered,” Sparky said. “And outgunned; this sonic blaster is the only weapon I managed to bring with me, since I always carry it on my person at all times. Had I tried to rescue Space and Galaxy myself, I likely would have been destroyed or at least captured along with them, which would have made it impossible for me to warn you of the coming threat.”

Bolt looked at Treehugger. “Treehugger, is he telling the truth?”

“I think so,” said Treehugger. “I mean, I can’t verify everything he said, obviously, but so far he hasn’t said anything that contradicts my own experiences in the void between universes. And, while I’ve never actually met Sparky before, I do know for a fact that Space and Galaxy had a robotic assistant with that same name, so I think he’s the real deal.”

“Indeed I am,” said Sparky. “I understand your skepticism, of course, given my abrupt appearance, but still, you must believe me, because if you don’t—”

“What is the current status of Space and Galaxy?” Bolt interrupted Sparky. “Are they still alive?”

“Most likely,” said Sparky, nodding. “Of course, it is also possible that they were executed, but before I escaped the Adventure I overheard a couple of Servants talking about the fact that they had to take Space and Galaxy alive per the orders of their Captain. Even if they are alive, however, that does not mean they are okay; it is probable that the Servants are torturing Space and Galaxy for information.”

“Information about what?” said Stinger.

“Of that, I have no idea,” said Sparky. “Regardless, Servant torture methods are famous for their cruelty. While both Space and Galaxy are strong, there is only so much time they can take before they break. Therefore, we don’t have a lot of time to waste if we wish to save them before they are tortured to death.”

“Uh huh,” said Bolt, who sounded skeptical for some reason. “And you want us to help you save them, right?”

“Right,” said Sparky. “I cannot do it on my own; at least, my chances of rescuing them on my own are extremely low.”

“Uh huh,” said Bolt again. “If you guys are part of this IEA group, why didn’t you send a message to your bosses and ask for backup?”

“Because there’s no time,” Sparky said. “The IEA is a massive organization that has a difficult time acting quickly, even in situations like this. By the time I could get them to help, Space and Galaxy would both likely be dead; besides, the IEA’s leaders don’t like us very much.”

“Why?” said Stinger. “Are you guys members of the IEA?”

“It’s a long story, one I don’t have any time to get into here,” said Sparky. “Suffice to say, you are the only people who could help me rescue Space and Galaxy in a timely manner. There is also the matter, of course, of the Starborns’ plan of attack, which I will share with you once I am assured of your assistance and once we save Space and Galaxy.”

“You mean you aren’t going to tell us unless we agree to help you,” said Bolt. “Even though that information could help us defend our own universe from the Starborn.”

Sparky shrugged. “I don’t hate your universe, nor do I wish to see it destroyed, but in negotiations, the one with leverage always wins. Therefore, I want to ensure I have the necessary leverage over you to make you do what I want. It’s nothing personal.”

While Stinger realized that Sparky was right about having leverage in negotiations, he still found it a rather cold way to approach them. Based on the looks that the rest of the team shared with each other, it was clear that the others were thinking the same thing as him. It made Stinger trust Sparky less than before, even though Sparky had yet to do anything wrong.

“I see,” said Bolt. He scratched his chin. “I’m not sure we will be able to help you, because we have other things we need to do. Tonight, for example, my team and I are going to attempt to capture the supervillain Electrica, a task that will require the help of everyone given how slippery she is.”

“But Bolt, Space and Galaxy are good people,” said Treehugger, who was tugging at her braids unconsciously. “They saved my life when I was in the Shadowlands. We can’t just abandon them.”

“Not only that, but knowing about the Starborns’ plan of attack would be useful, wouldn’t it?” said Talon. “It would make defending Earth a lot easier. As superheroes, don’t we have a duty to defend Earth?”

“Talon is right,” said Stinger. “We’re supposed to defend Earth from all threats and that includes the Starborn. Stopping the Starborn seems more important than capturing my mother.”

“Maybe, but …” Bolt looked troubled. “Look, Sparky, I know Space and Galaxy have helped us before, but—”

“You do realize you can do both, don’t you?” Sparky interrupted. “You have seven members on your team. Why not send three of them with me to rescue Space and Galaxy, while the other three go with you to capture this Electrica person? That way, you could do both things at once.”

“Yes, but I don’t like the idea of dividing the team for any reason,” said Bolt. “We’re much stronger when all seven of us are together. I’m skeptical of our chances of success if we split up.”

“Rescuing Space and Galaxy won’t take very long,” Sparky said. “I know where they are likely being kept and, with help from your teammates, we could rescue Space and Galaxy in just a few hours. Then I can bring your friends back to Earth in time to help you do whatever else you need to do.”

To Stinger, that sounded like a pretty reasonable idea. On the other hand, though, he still didn’t trust Sparky very much. He wasn’t sure why, but there was something distinctly dishonest and untrustworthy about Sparky, even though Sparky did not appear to be lying. He supposed it was just Sparky’s harsh negotiation tactics, but he sensed there was something more going on here than just Sparky’s ability to negotiate.

Bolt seemed to be thinking the same thing, based on his thoughtful expression, but he eventually nodded and said, “Okay. Since you guys saved one of our own, it’s only fair that we help you save your friends. I’ll send three with you, but make sure not to be gone for long, because I don’t want the team being separated for longer than is necessary.”

“Thank you, Bolt, for your cooperation,” said Sparky. “I can assure you that I will bring back all of your teammates in one piece. Let’s get started.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Later, at midnight …

 

Kevin crouched on the catwalk above the warehouse, his eyes fixed on the floor below. He was as still as he could possibly be, ready to fire a lightning bolt or use his super speed if necessary. He hoped that he would not, but given the strength and cunning of this woman he was waiting for, he bet he was going to have to use most of his powers just to keep up with her.

So far, though, Electrica was nowhere to be seen. At least, she was not inside the warehouse yet. He did not see her among the crates containing unknown objects, nor did he see her between the shelves or on the floor. Granted, there were only a few lights on in the warehouse—primarily in order to make sure that Kevin and the others remained hidden—but Kevin could tell that she was not slinking through the shadows, either.

Kevin carefully tapped his earcom and, accessing the Young Neos’ communication channel, whispered, “Any sightings of Electrica yet?”

“No,” came Talon’s tense voice. “East side of the warehouse is quiet.”

“Roof is empty,” came Stinger’s slightly tired-sounding voice; Stinger was usually an early sleeper, which explained why he sounded so tired. “Just a couple of bats, that’s all.”

“I see,” said Kevin. “White? What about your side? White?”

A crackling in Kevin’s ear nearly made him jump, followed by White’s loud voice, “South side clear! No electric lady in sight.”

Cringing slightly, Kevin said, “That’s nice, White, but can you please just try to whisper like the rest of us? Remember, we don’t want anyone noticing us.”

“Oh, okay, brother,” said White Lightning in a voice that was so low that Kevin almost didn’t hear it. “I will be as quiet as a mouse.”

Kevin bit his lower lip, but nodded and said, “Okay. Well, according to Triplet’s notes, Electrica and her client should be here soon. If you see any sign of Electrica, don’t engage with her just yet. Wait until I give the signal. We need to know who she’s working with before we try anything. And that means you, Talon.”

“I know that,” said Talon in an annoyed voice. “I’ve learned my lesson. Even though Electrica is a hateful, ugly, vain witch who murdered my father in cold blood, I know I am not supposed to attack her as soon as I lay eyes on her ugly face. No need to single me out.”

Kevin rolled his eyes, while Stinger said, “Sure thing, boss man. Will wait on your signal.”

“Wait on signal,” White repeated in an affirmative voice, though he was so quiet that Kevin nearly missed it.

“Okay,” said Kevin. “Let’s focus on the mission, because we don’t know when Electrica or her client will show up.”

Tapping his earcom again to turn it off, Kevin sighed. He knew that Talon, Stinger, and White were the best choices for this particular mission, but at the same time, their own quirks and eccentricities could easily end up causing them problems if they weren’t careful.

Kevin had chosen each member for a particular reason. Stinger was chosen due to his ability to inject people with paralyzing venom; if he could sting Electrica even just once, she would be rendered totally helpless, which would make it easier to drag her to Ultimate Max to be held prisoner. It would be difficult for Stinger to sting her, though, because Electrica could turn into electricity, but that was why Kevin had brought along White.

White had been chosen due to his power. Because Electrica was an electric being, it made sense to bring along someone who could use lightning powers and therefore had a degree of immunity to her attacks. Plus, White was incredibly strong, equal to Kevin in strength, and given how powerful Electrica was, Kevin felt that he and White should be able to take her in a fight if necessary.

And finally, he had chosen Talon for the simple reason that her hatred of Electrica meant that she would not be afraid to confront her. While Talon’s claws were, perhaps, not as useful as the abilities of the rest of the team, her quickness and willingness to attack Electrica no matter what meant that she could be a potential wild card if things went south. Granted, Talon’s obsessive hatred of Electrica could be her undoing, but if everything went right, then Kevin would never need to have Talon do anything except keep an eye out for Electrica on the east side of the warehouse.

But it’s like Mecha Knight always says, Kevin thought, looking down at the warehouse floor again, doing his best not to sneeze despite the heavy layers of dust everywhere. Everyone has a plan until they get punched. Hopefully, that same principle applies to whatever plans Electrica has for tonight.

Of course, that was why Kevin had deliberately made a simple ‘plan,’ if you could even call it that. While he did not know exactly how Electrica’s powers worked, he figured that they probably worked the same way that the powers of other elemental superhumans did; namely, that her own power could be used against her to keep her form physical long enough for Stinger to do his work. The way he saw it play out in his mind, he and White would distract Electrica with their lightning bolts. The electricity from their bolts would mess with her own electricity in such a way that it would make it difficult for her to change into living lightning, at which point Stinger could sneak up behind her and fill her with enough venom to take her out for several days.

But if that fails, it isn’t like we don’t have a backup plan, Kevin thought.

He fingered the object in his pocket: A small pellet of powerless gas. Kevin normally hated carrying the stuff around, because if the pellet broke, the gas would get all over his body and leave him powerless for a few hours, but given the uncertainty of their mission, Kevin wanted every conceivable advantage he could get. He had gotten this particular pellet from Mecha Knight, who had gotten it in turn from the NHA’s armory, where a large supply of powerless gas that had been salvaged from the Pokacu spaceships from the second Pokacu invasion was kept. The NHA normally did not give out this stuff to its members, but because Electrica was a wanted enemy, Mecha Knight had approved Kevin’s last minute request for a powerless pellet for this mission.

I hope I never have to use it, Kevin thought. There’s no guarantee that I will be able to hit Electrica with it or that it won’t somehow be used against me or one of the others. At the same time, though, I know from personal experience with this stuff that it really works. Hopefully Electrica won’t suspect that I have some on me until it’s too late.

Really, though, Kevin would not have needed to bring along the powerless pellet if he had the whole team with him. He figured that all seven of them working together ought to be able to take down Electrica, but because he felt an obligation to Space and Galaxy for when they helped Treehugger, he knew he could not have the whole team together tonight.

Assuming that everything had gone according to schedule, Blizzard, Shell, and Treehugger—led by Sparky—ought to be on a Servant of the Starborn ship at this very moment, rescuing Space and Galaxy. Sparky had assured Kevin countless times that he would keep those three safe, but Kevin still worried immensely about them, especially Blizzard, because they didn’t really know what they were up against. True, Sparky could help them fight the Servants, seeing as he had had plenty of experience fighting them in the past, but it was still a dangerous situation just the same.

They’ll be fine, Kevin told himself, though he wasn’t sure how much he believed that. All three of them are competent superheroes in their own right. They don’t need you worrying about them, especially since they have Sparky’s help.

What worried Kevin the most was the fact that they were no longer in this universe. That meant that Kevin could not rush to their aid if they found themselves in a tricky situation or if they were captured themselves. Kevin had no dimension-hopping technology of his own, though he wondered if his dad had built any dimension-hopping tech prior to his death or at least a blueprint that someone else could build their own from. Kevin made a mental note to ask Mom to check Dad’s possessions later for any blueprints or tech that could be used for dimension-hopping.

What surprised Kevin more than anything was Mecha Knight’s approval of the interdimensional rescue mission. He had been sure that Mecha Knight would be against it, but Mecha Knight had approved Kevin’s request without delay. Apparently, Mecha Knight agreed with Kevin that they owed Space and Galaxy a favor, but this mission was so ridiculously dangerous that Kevin could not help but feel like Mecha Knight shouldn’t have approved it so easily.

Then again, Mecha Knight probably just wants the Starborns’ attack plan, Kevin thought. Which I understand, because I don’t want Earth to get destroyed either, but at the same time, it’s usually not a good idea to be hasty, especially in such important matters.

Kevin’s thoughts, however, were interrupted by a crackle in his earcom, followed by Talon’s voice saying, “Bolt, a car just drove up in the parking lot. Two people are getting out of it.”

“Two people?” Kevin repeated, keeping his voice to a whisper. “Who are they? Electrica and one of her kids?”

“I don’t recognize them,” Talon replied. “One of them looks like a middle-aged man, while the other guy is young enough to be that guy’s son, probably in his thirties or so.”

“Can you tell if they’re superhumans or not?” said Kevin.

“Again, I don’t know,” said Talon. “They look pretty normal, but at the same time, they could just be hiding their powers. I think they’re Electrica’s clients, because they just entered the warehouse.”

“If they’re here already, then doesn’t that mean that Electrica is here, too?” said Stinger’s voice. “Has anyone seen her yet?”

“No,” came White’s quiet voice. “Seen no lightning lady yet.”

“But she will be here soon, I bet,” said Kevin. “In any case, keep your eyes open, everyone, and don’t reveal yourselves just yet or engage with the newcomers. At this point, we can’t afford to make any mistakes, because if Electrica knows we’re setting a trap for her, she might run away and we’ll be right back to where we are.”

“Roger that,” said Stinger. “I’ll keep an eye out for her on the roof as always.”

“Same here,” said Talon. “No one will get by me on the east side.”

“South side safe,” came White’s nearly silent voice again.

“Okay, good to know,” said Kevin. “And, uh, White, you can talk a little louder if you want; I can barely hear you now.”

Kevin tapped his earcom again, shutting off the communications channel. A second later, Kevin heard two sets of footsteps echoing through the warehouse. He tensed, keeping as silent as possible, waiting for the owners of the footsteps to show themselves. A moment later, two men appeared from between two crates, two men who resembled the descriptions that Talon had given Kevin mere seconds ago.

One of the man was short and stout, clearly middle-aged based on his graying hair. He looked quite strong; not as strong as Kevin, of course, but definitely strong for a normal human. He also had beady eyes and a denim jacket that just barely fit on his large arms.

The other man was clearly much younger than his middle-aged friend and looked a good deal more intelligent, too. He was completely bald, but had a jet-black goatee and wore a simple white button down shirt. He looked almost like a college student, even though he was probably in his early thirties at most.

It was impossible to tell for certain if these two men were superhumans or not. But there was something in the way that the younger man walked—a kind of confidence and ease—that made Kevin think that that guy, at least, had a power of some sort, though what his power was, Kevin didn’t know. But given how confident, even arrogant, the man looked, Kevin figured it had to be an incredibly strong power.

“Chip, are you sure this is the right place?” said the younger man, stopping directly underneath the catwalk, his dark eyes darting back and forth. “I don’t see Electrica.”

“This is the address she gave me,” said the older man, apparently named Chip. He pulled a piece of folded paper from his back pocket and scanned it briefly. “Yep. This is the place.”

“I hope she didn’t bail out on us at the last minute,” said the younger man with a sigh. “I hate dealing with supervillains. They are always so unpredictable and unreliable.”

“You say that like it is a bad thing,” came a familiar feminine voice that Kevin instantly recognized as Electrica’s, though he wasn’t sure where it was coming from. “Personally, I think I’m more ‘fun’ than ‘unreliable.’”

Kevin heard a crackling sound under his feet and looked down at the light bulb hanging from the catwalk. It was glowing and crackling with electricity, nearly blinding in its intensity before a loud boom shook the whole warehouse, even nearly knocking Kevin off his feet. He managed to retain his balance, though, and looked down again to see the source of the explosion.

Underneath the catwalk was a woman in her forties who wore a yellow spandex costume and a mask with stylized lightning bolts on either side of her head. Her dark hair was draped over her right shoulder and amusement glittered in her eyes, though even from up here, Kevin could tell that this woman was dangerous.

“Ah,” said the younger man, staring at the woman in annoyance. “You must be Electrica.”

“In the flesh,” Electrica replied. “And you are Eli Corey, right?”

Eli Corey? Kevin thought. Where have I heard that name before?

The young man scowled. “Yes. And this is my partner and bodyguard, Chip McCoy. We’re from the Unwanted.”

Now Kevin knew where he had heard that name before. Blizzard had told it to him once, back in Phoenix, shortly after her and Shell’s battle with the Venetian known as Zanni. From what Kevin could recall, Eli Corey was the leader of a movement known as the Unwanted, though he had vanished after the battle of Phoenix. What Eli was doing here and why he was meeting with Electrica, Kevin did not know, nor did he really care. He just got himself ready to attack Electrica; right now, she did not seem to notice him, which meant that the element of surprise was on his side.

“Well, well,” said Electrica, putting her hands on her hips. “Now that we are all acquainted with each other, why don’t we get down to business? Specifically, the job you hired me for. You didn’t give me very many details about it ahead of time, except that it would be exceptionally dangerous and it would pay well.”

“It will pay well, assuming you can do it,” said Eli. “We have enough cash to make you rich several times over.”

“Oh, I’m already rich several times over,” said Electrica, “but I’m still interested in hearing your offer anyway. You don’t look like a very wealthy man to me.”

“I may dress simply, but that’s because I know that extravagance is often a waste,” said Eli. “Anyway, I’ll cut to the chase: I want you to assassinate John Mann, owner and CEO of the Mann Corporation, for me. And I will pay you handsomely to do it.”

Kevin’s eyes widened. He heard a few small gasps in his earcom, probably the rest of his teammates listening in, but he didn’t pay attention to that. He had not expected Eli to say this. He vaguely recalled reading an article about Eli once, in which Eli was depicted as a hero of superhuman civil rights, yet here he was, hiring a supervillain to kill one of the richest men in the world like he did this sort of thing every day. What kind of man was Eli?

Electrica, on the other hand, merely raised an interested eyebrow. “You want me to kill one of the richest, most powerful and well-protected men in the entire world?”

“Yes,” said Eli, nodding eagerly. “I’ve heard of your skills and know that you are a powerful superhuman in your own right. I feel confident that you can do it.”

Electrica began playing with strands of her hair, a thoughtful look on her face. “Normally, I don’t do assassinations. I specialize in thievery; however, the fact that you claim you can pay me well has piqued my interest. Yet even if you did not have the money, I would still be interested, because I have my own vendetta against Mann that has nothing to do with your own motives for wanting him dead.”

“Excellent,” said Eli with a smile. “But, if I may ask, what did he do to you?”

“That is none of your business,” said Electrica. “Unless, of course, you’re willing to tell me why a so-called ‘activist’ like you wants a man as rich and powerful as Mann dead. Is it because he’s a bigot or something like that? I can see Mann mistreating superhumans due to his huge ego, but—”

“It’s personal,” Eli interrupted her. “That’s all I will say on the matter. You don’t need to know my reasons for wanting him dead in order to do the job, anyway. You just need to use your powers to kill him dead.”

“You have a point,” said Electrica. “Normally, I don’t ask for my clients’ motives anyway. I just thought I’d do it this time because of how unusual this situation is.”

“I understand,” said Eli. “But I need to know if you will accept the job or not.”

“Of course I will accept it,” said Electrica. “And it isn’t even because of the money, either. Mann needs to be held as an example of what happens to former clients who don’t treat me right.”

The meeting is almost over, Kevin thought. Time to strike.

Kevin raised his hand to fire a lightning bolt at Electrica, aiming carefully, because he did not want to hit Eli or Chip in the process.

But then Electrica suddenly jerked a hand upward and a huge lightning bolt—much bigger than anything Kevin was capable of generating—shot out of her hand and tore through the catwalk as cleanly as a knife through butter. The catwalk’s two halves fell inward and Kevin fell off of the catwalk onto the floor below, landing on his back hard enough to make him gasp.

A second later, a glowing finger appeared in front of his face, causing Kevin to look up and see Electrica standing over him. She wore a satisfied smirk on her face, a smirk Kevin would have wiped off himself if he could, but her glowing finger was too close for him to risk doing anything.

“Electrica, what was that all about?” said Eli; he and Chip had retreated several feet away from the center of the room, most likely to avoid getting hit by the falling catwalk. “And who is this?”

“A spy, obviously,” said Electrica. “Not just any spy, however, but the superhero Bolt.” Her smirk grew even wider. “Don’t look so surprised, kid. I knew you were up there the entire time. I was just waiting for the right opportunity to take you down.”

Kevin gritted his teeth. He would have responded to her, but he was so angry at being caught like this that he said nothing. He did, however, hear Eli mutter his name in surprise, though he paid little attention to Eli at the moment since Electrica was the bigger threat.

“I don’t know why you’re spying on this meeting, nor how you found out about it,” said Electrica. “But given how you were clearly planning some sort of sneak attack, I can easily guess that you were planning to capture me and take me to Ultimate Max. And, even though I know you’re a friend of my son, our little alliance ended a long time ago, so I have no reason to spare your pathetic life anymore. Good bye; I’ll try to make your death quick.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Shell had never dimension-hopped before. He had always been interested in trying it out sometime, though, because his nerdy side thought it would be as awesome as all of the TV shows and movies he watched always depicted it as. He had even considered trying to build his own dimension-hopping tech, though given how complex such technology was like, that idea never got off the ground.

As a result, Shell was excited when Bolt assigned him to Sparky’s team. And when Sparky—apparently using some kind of dimension-hopping tech built into his mechanical body—opened a portal, Shell followed right behind him, eager to experience dimension-hopping for himself.

It was an incredibly weird experience. In some respects, it was like walking through a door into another room; in other respects, though, it was completely different from anything Shell had experienced in his life. He felt like he was soaring through space, through the endless void between dimensions, and it seemed to happen in both an instant and in an eternity, if that made sense.

And when Shell finally emerged onto the other side of the portal, his knees were jelly and he felt sick to his stomach. He managed to move out of the way to allow Blizzard and Treehugger to follow, but he still lay on the ground clutching his stomach anyway. It didn’t help that the environment into which they had emerged had air that smelled awful, like smog almost, although Shell felt his body adjusting to the new air even as he lay there moaning in pain.

Sparky stood above Shell, looking down at him with curious mechanical eyes. “What is the problem, Shell? You seem ill.”

“That’s because I am,” said Shell, his voice weak due to his sickness. “Not used to dimension-hopping.”

“Ah, yes, I see,” said Sparky. “A common reaction for first time dimension-hoppers. Your body should adjust pretty quickly, however, so I would not worry about it if I were you.”

Easy for you to say, Shell wanted to say, but he was still too ill to speak.

At that moment, Blizzard stepped out of the portal. She clutched her stomach, but did not fall over like Shell, although she did lean against a nearby wall with a rather sick look on her face. Treehugger also stepped out of the portal, but in contrast to Shell and Blizzard, she looked perfectly normal as the portal closed shut behind her. Of course, this was not her first dimension-hopping trip, which meant that her body had probably already adjusted to the stresses of dimension-hopping. Shell couldn’t help but feel a little jealous of her because of that.

“Where are we?” said Treehugger, looking around with an inquiring look on her face. “I’ve never seen this place before.”

Shell—whose stomach was starting to settle down—had not had a chance to look at their surroundings when he first emerged from the portal. Slowly sitting upright, Shell looked around at their environment and suddenly wished that he hadn’t.

They were in the middle of some kind of canyon of red rock. It vaguely reminded Shell of Antelope Canyon back in Arizona, which he had visited once with Father when he had been younger, although there was something distinctly alien about the formation of the rocks and the carvings on the towering walls. The canyon was very quiet, though there was a distinct humming sound coming from somewhere nearby, like that of a running car engine. The ground was also very dusty; to his displeasure, Shell discovered that he had gotten a lot of the red dust on his green suit and in his hair already. He saw no animals or people, but he did spot something that looked like a scorpion with wings crawl into a nearby hole. A sun shone in the sky, but somehow it seemed weaker than the Earth’s sun.

“This is another pocket dimension, similar to the Shadowlands, although it is also quite different,” said Sparky. “It is known as the Crimson Canyon.”

“What does that mean?” said Blizzard, wiping away some sweat that had started to accumulate on her forehead. “Is it just a giant canyon or—?”

“Much of this dimension is canyon, although there are a few plateaus and table lands scattered here and there,” said Sparky. “The origin of this particular universe is not known, though the IEA’s researchers have determined that there was once a thriving civilization here which destroyed itself eons ago. Nowadays, however, it is used by the Servants of the Starborn as their main base of operations.”

“I don’t see any Servant bases,” said Treehugger, looking around the empty canyon with a skeptical look.

“I took us to a part that is uninhabited by the Servants,” said Sparky. He pointed toward the wall from which the humming sound came. “Just over that wall should be the prison where Space and Galaxy are being kept hostage.”

“That’s convenient,” said Shell. He took his glasses off his face and wiped the red dust off of them before putting them back on again. “Will the Servants realize we’re here? Or are we safe from being detected?”

“We’re safe,” Sparky confirmed. “I have a built-in cloaking device that allows me to hide myself from all but the most advanced forms of detection. This cloaking device can be extended to people around me, so let me activate it now so our enemies don’t notice us.”

Sparky tapped a button on his chest and the air around the four of them shimmered. Shell looked down at his hands, but was disappointed that he could still see them.

“Not much of a cloaking device if we can all still see each other,” said Shell, looking up at Sparky.

“The cloaking device only hides us from people who are not protected by it,” Sparky replied. “As all four of us are under the device’s range, we can still see each other just as easily as if the device wasn’t activated at all. But be careful; others can still hear us, and if we make too much noise, the Servants will be able to find us, thus rendering the cloaking device useless.”

“Gotta be quiet,” said Shell, nodding. “Gotcha.”

“Good,” said Sparky. “Now, follow me up the canyon walls. It should not take us long to reach the prison, but again, be careful and be quiet.”

Sparky began walking toward the canyon walls, with Shell, Treehugger, and Blizzard following closely behind him. Even though the canyon appeared to be entirely empty, Shell still couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched. He didn’t think it was because of the winged scorpion he had noticed earlier, but something else. Maybe it was just the very alien atmosphere of the canyon, which, despite its resemblance to some canyons on Earth, gave off a very unearthly vibe and made Shell wish he was back home.

There were other reasons that Shell wished he was back home besides just the general dislike of the alien atmosphere of the Crimson Canyon. He also still needed to steal the Midas Hammer for Eli. He had intended to do that as soon as he got back to Hero Island, but the sudden arrival of Sparky had changed all of his plans. And Shell did not try to stay home because he knew it would look rather suspicious to the rest of his teammates if he refused to help Sparky for no good reason. The last thing Shell needed was his teammates suspecting him of being up to no good. Besides, Sparky had insisted that the mission would not take very long to complete, so Shell figured he would still have plenty of time to steal the Midas Hammer when he and the others returned to Earth after rescuing Space and Galaxy from the Servants.

Eli will understand, Shell thought. He’s patient, so I’m sure he won’t mind my being a bit late.

Even so, Shell wondered if it was still possible to come up with a legitimate excuse to go back to Earth, because now would be the best time to do it before they got very far. Then again, he doubted that Sparky would be willing to take him all the way back to Earth even if he asked, because that would just be very inconvenient for everyone at the moment. Shell told himself that he would be able to get back to Earth soon enough, and once he was, he would try to get the Midas Hammer for Eli.

A few minutes of walking later, they reached the top of the canyon and Sparky gestured for them to double over so as to not be seen by the Servants. The four of them made their way across the dusty ground until they reached a group of boulders at the top of a cliff. The boulders had a gap between them, allowing Shell and the others to see the prison in which Space and Galaxy were being kept.

It was a huge building, much bigger than Shell expected it to be. It looked almost like a castle, with rising towers at each corner of its massive walls and an empty, open dusty area in the center. It was impossible to tell what kind of materials it was made out of, because Shell did not recognize the metal used, although given Shell’s lack of knowledge about metal in general, he supposed that that wasn’t surprising. The prison, like the rest of the Crimson Canyon, gave off an extremely alien vibe, making Shell feel more than ever like he was no longer on Earth.

Along the walls walked strange humanoid creatures which Shell had never seen before. Despite their humanoid appearance, the creatures were quite clearly not human. They had heads like squids and wore clear domed helmets which looked kind of like fish bowls. Their armor was spiky and thick and the rifle-like guns they carried in their hands would put any Earth gun to shame in both size and appearance. There were only a handful of them, but Shell figured that there were far more inside the prison itself.

“That’s it,” said Sparky, pointing at the prison. “The name of the prison is unpronounceable in English, but a rough translation would be Doom.”

“What an inviting name for a prison,” said Shell in a sarcastic voice. “Sounds exactly like the kind of place I’d like to visit.”

“It is by no means a nice place,” said Sparky, evidently not noticing Shell’s sarcasm. “This prison is well-known for being where Servants of the Starborn keep the enemies of the Starborn. Torture is common here, as the Servants take sadistic glee in torturing the enemies of the Starborn.”

Treehugger gulped. “How do we get in there, then?”

“Easy,” said Blizzard. She raised a hand. “I can create ice steps we can use to walk over the walls. Heck, I could probably make an  ice bridge from here to the prison walls, which would allow us to walk over there quickly and efficiently.”

“It won’t be that easy,” said Sparky. He gestured at the guards on the walls. “For one, the guards would notice and either destroy the bridge or shoot at us. For another, Doom has far more defenses than what is visible to the naked eye. Allow me to demonstrate.”

Sparky picked up a rock from the ground and tossed it toward the prison. When the rock was halfway to the prison, it suddenly struck some kind of invisible barrier which flashed red for a second and the rock was instantly turned into dust.

“See?” said Sparky. “Doom is protected by an energy barrier which instantly incinerates anything that touches it. That includes humans such as you and robots like me.”

“How do we get past the barrier, then?” said Shell.

“That is what I am trying to figure out,” said Sparky. “The barrier does have an entrance that allows Servants to enter, but it is unlikely that we will be able to convince the Servants to open it for us.”

Shell tapped his chin and looked at the barrier thoughtfully. “So the barrier instantly incinerates anything that touches it, right?”

“Right,” said Sparky, nodding. “Human flesh, metal, stone, wood, ice … absolutely nothing can pass through the barrier without getting incinerated.”

“Maybe I could create an opening for us with my ice powers,” said Blizzard, raising a hand. “I could create an ice barrier around us, which we could use to pass through the barrier. The ice would get destroyed, but—”

“No, that won’t work,” said Sparky, shaking his head. “The barrier’s incineration capabilities are incredibly fast. Your ice would not last long enough to protect us from the barrier itself.”

Blizzard frowned and muttered something about Sparky being a downer, but Shell suddenly got an idea. He wasn’t sure if it would work, but he decided that it wouldn’t hurt to pass the idea by Sparky.

“Hey, Sparky,” said Shell. “You said that the barrier incinerates all materials, right? Flesh, metal, stone, and so on?”

“That is correct,” said Sparky. “It is an incredibly effective defense mechanism, certainly better than anything you humans have back on Earth.”

“It does sound advanced, but what if we used an immaterial substance to protect us?” said Shell. “Like, say, a shield made of pure energy?”

“That might work,” said Sparky, though he sounded doubtful. “But where would we get a shield made of pure energy? I know that the Adventure’s shields work that way, but to the best of my knowledge, no one has ever built a machine capable of creating a shield or barrier made of pure energy for individual usage. Unless you happen to have such a machine on your person?”

“Nope, but I do have the ability to generate energy barriers from my body,” said Shell. “Allow me to demonstrate.”

Shell stepped backwards away from the rock and focused on his body. Immediately, a red bubble extended from his body, completely encasing his whole form from head to foot. The barrier extended around him on all sides by about three feet and its reddish tint also made Sparky, Blizzard, and Treehugger—who were on the other side of the barrier—look reddish.

“Interesting,” said Sparky, reaching out and pressing a finger against the soft barrier. “Mr. Space once told me that the superhumans of Earth are capable of amazing feats like this, but I didn’t quite believe him.” Sparky looked at Shell. “Could you extend this shield to cover all four of us?”

“I think so,” said Shell. “I’ve never done it before, but given how Doom’s barrier isn’t very thick, I don’t need to hold it for very long. Just long enough to help us get through the barrier.”

“Well, it is the best idea that I’ve heard today,” said Sparky. He looked at Blizzard and Treehugger. “Unless one of you happens to have a better idea?”

“No, we don’t,” said Blizzard. “Let’s go with Shell’s idea.”

“Yeah,” Treehugger said. “It’s really creative and I think it should work.”

Shell tried not to feel too satisfied with himself because of the praise from Treehugger. After all, he didn’t care for her opinion more than he did for the opinions of Blizzard or any of the other Young Neos, right? That’s what he told himself, anyway.

“Then it is settled,” said Sparky. “But we must still make a plan of action before we charge into any situation. The Servants of the Starborn are much smarter and cleverer than they look and it would be foolish of us to rush into Doom without a plan.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Upon reaching the bottom of the Crimson Canyon, Blizzard started to have second thoughts about the practicality of their plan. At the moment, she and the others were hidden from view from the Doom guards because the path they had taken to get down here was hidden by several large, red boulders, but the space between the boulders and the prison was a wide-open expanse of red sand and dust. Anyone crossing the expanse would be immediately noticed by any guards on the prison walls, who would have more than enough time to shoot at any potential intruders. And with that barrier in the way, it would be even more difficult for an intruder to break into the prison even if you avoided getting shot by the guards.

Despite that, Blizzard tried not to let her nerves get the best of her. As she stood there, watching Sparky fumble with the distraction he would use to make it easier for them to reach the prison unnoticed, Blizzard thought about the plan they had worked out with him. It hadn’t taken them very long to hammer out the plan—probably less than ten minutes altogether—but Blizzard was eager to get this done and over with, if only because the heat of the Crimson Canyon was starting to get uncomfortable.

The plan went something like this: Sparky would create a distraction, which would draw the attention of most of the prison guards toward the prison’s main entrance. While the guards were distracted, Blizzard and the others would pass through the barrier with Shell’s own barrier powers protecting them from the worst of its effects, scale the prison walls themselves, and finally enter the prison. Then they would locate Space and Galaxy and break them out. All in all, the plan should take less than an hour to execute, based on Sparky’s own estimations.

As simple as the plan was, Blizzard could already see several areas where it might fall apart. The distraction might not work or would only draw the attention of a few guards, Shell’s energy bubble might not be strong enough to protect them from the barrier, maybe there were more guards than they thought, they might get spied on by the prison’s security cameras …

No, Blizzard, stop worrying so much, Blizzard told herself sternly. If Bolt was in this situation, do you think he would waste his time second guessing himself? No. He’d just act and figure out the rest along the way and he’d expect you to do the same.

Thinking of Bolt made Blizzard wonder how his mission to save Electrica was going. She didn’t really fear for his safety, because he was a competent superhero with plenty of backup from the other Young Neos. Despite that, Blizzard still missed him, though that was a pretty normal way for her to feel whenever she was away from Bolt for more than a few hours. She decided to put Bolt out of her mind for now so she could focus on the plan.

“All right,” said Sparky, standing upright and holding something in his hands. “The distraction is ready.”

Blizzard looked at the device in Sparky’s hands. It resembled a bee-shaped drone and was about the size of a small tablet computer. Blizzard was pretty sure that nothing like it existed on Earth, so she looked at Sparky and asked, “What is it?”

“It’s my personal drone,” said Sparky. He tapped his chest. “Normally, I keep it inside my chest, but I can also launch it from my chest if I want.”

“So how does it work, exactly?” said Shell. “Does it have an AI that controls it or is it remote controlled?”

“It has two modes,” said Sparky. “Automatic and remote. Automatic mode allows its AI to control it; however, the AI is very simple, unlike my own, and leaves the drone very vulnerable due to its simplicity. Remote mode, on the other hand, is when I take control of it directly, allowing me to control its exact movements from a distance.”

“Cool,” said Shell. “So it will be the distraction?”

“Yes,” said Sparky. “I have it set to automatically fly to the front gates of the prison, where it will cause an explosion that will draw the attention of the guards.”

“An explosion?” Treehugger repeated. “Is the drone itself going to explode?”

“Yes, sadly enough,” said Sparky. “But it is for the greater good and it can be replaced, so it’s not a big issue.”

“Aw,” said Treehugger, looking at the drone in disappointment. “It’s such a cute little drone. Are you sure you want to blow it up?”

“It is either that or we let the Servants continue to hold Space and Galaxy prisoner,” said Sparky. “Besides, as I said, it can be replaced, so it isn’t a huge loss for me.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” said Blizzard. “Send it out. Let’s get this mission done and over with.”

Sparky nodded once and threw the drone into the air. Green lights on the drone’s eyes immediately flashed and the drone’s wings began buzzing like a bee, allowing the drone to fly toward the imposing walls of Doom not far from their current position. The drone was fast; in seconds, it was out of sight.

“Okay,” said Sparky. “The drone should explode very soon. Shell, get the shield ready.”

Shell raised his hands and a large red bubble suddenly expanded from his body and covered all four of them in seconds. To her surprise, Blizzard did not feel anything when the bubble covered her, though the temperature suddenly dropped a degree or two, making her feel a lot better than she did before. She looked at her body and realized that it looked red in the light of the bubble, as did the skin of everyone else.

“Shell, how long do you think you will be able to maintain this barrier?” Sparky questioned.

“I’d say …” Shell wiped sweat off his head. “Ten minutes, maybe fifteen. It’s taking a lot more effort to maintain than I thought.”

“Understood,” said Sparky. “Now, any minute now, we should hear—”

Sparky was interrupted by a surprisingly loud explosion coming from somewhere near the prison. Blizzard peered around the boulder and saw huge flames rising from near the prison gates, along with prison guards rushing across the walls to investigate the source of the explosion. It looked like the southern wall was left completely unprotected and, because it was the nearest wall, it was the most logical place to assault.

“All right, everyone, let’s move!” Sparky said. “Now, before they realize it is a distraction.”

The four of them ran toward Doom, although Blizzard was forced to slow down because of Shell’s own slowness, because if she ran too fast she risked running through the barrier. She kept glancing toward the explosion, expecting the guards to figure out it was a trick eventually, but thankfully, she did not see any guards running toward them. It seemed like they were going to make it to the prison unhindered after all.

That was when they finally reached the barrier. When Shell’s bubble came into contact with the barrier, a loud hissing sound emitted from the collision, along with what appeared to be steam rising from the bubble itself. Shell himself almost came to a stop; he clutched his head and groaned, but Sparky grabbed him and yanked him along.

For a brief moment, it seemed like the bubble was about to be incinerated and they would all die. A second later, they emerged onto the other side of the barrier and Shell dropped the bubble. The heat of the Crimson Canyon hit Blizzard again, but she ignored it as the four of them reached the walls and stopped, panting and sweating, except for Sparky, who was now looking up at the walls as if they had not just passed through a death trap.

“Oh … my … god,” Shell gasped, his hands on his knees. “I didn’t … ugh …”

“Shell, are you okay?” asked Blizzard, looking at Shell in alarm. “You look like you’re about to throw up.”

“No, I’m fine,” said Shell, though his voice shook. He glanced over his shoulder. “I just didn’t realize how powerful that barrier actually is. Felt like I was running through an inferno without any clothes on. My shield would have collapsed if I had stayed there a second longer.”

“The important part is that you managed to get us through it unharmed,” said Sparky. “Our next step is scaling the prison itself. Blizzard, you know what to do.”

Blizzard gave Sparky the thumbs up and thrust her hands toward the ground. A wide, thick ice pillar rose out of the ground underneath them, raising all four of them up to the top of the wall. Sparky was the first to jump off, followed by Treehugger and Shell, and then Blizzard, who used her powers to make the ice pillar vanish back into the earth, because she did not want it to be found or seen by the prison guards. Lowering her hands, Blizzard turned around to see what the interior of the prison itself looked like.

The prison yard was as desolate and red as the rest of the Canyon. Chains—some wrapped around skeletons of creatures that were clearly not from Earth—hung along the walls, while a large guillotine stood ominously in the center. A set of double doors was in the ground, locked with a thick chain around the handles, while the doors to the other towers were open. Oddly enough, however, Blizzard did not see any other guards in the area; indeed, if Blizzard hadn’t known better, she would have thought that the entire prison had been abandoned for decades, perhaps even centuries.

“This place looks … old,” said Treehugger, looking around at the old stone walls upon which they stood. “Not nearly as technological as I thought it would be.”

“That’s because Doom was built not by the Servants of the Starborn, but by the civilization that once lived in the Crimson Canyon before dying off ages ago,” said Sparky. “The prison was discovered and taken over by the Servants, but that is irrelevant. What matters is saving Space and Galaxy, who are most likely underneath those doors.”

Sparky pointed at the double doors in the center of the prison. “The most secure cells are located underneath the prison, because they have no windows or other holes that a prisoner could use to escape. The only way in or out is through those doors, and they are very heavy, let me assure you.”

“You act like you’ve been here before,” said Blizzard.

“No, I’ve simply done my research on this particular place,” said Sparky. “Research is something I am very good at. It’s how I knew where to find you and your friends. Now, come with me. We don’t have much time before the guards realize they were tricked and decide to come after us.”

“I was going to ask about the guards, actually,” said Treehugger, looking around again. “I was expecting there to be hundreds of guards, but there’s barely anyone here.”

“The Servants don’t need hundreds of guards for two prisoners,” Sparky replied. “And consider, also, that the Crimson Canyon acts as a very good prison all by itself, given how you can’t escape it without dimension-hopping tech of some sort. Still, the Servants are big believers in quality over quantity, which means that the guards here are likely of a higher grade than your average Servant, which would make fighting them an ill advisable idea.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” said Shell. “Let’s get down there before these higher quality guards figure out we tricked them and come back here to stop us.”

Blizzard nodded and created an ice slide leading down from the walls to the double doors in the ground that Sparky had drawn their attention to before. All four of them quickly slid down the slide, reaching the prison yard with ease. Sparky, being the first down the slide, immediately began working at the chains, cutting away at them with blades that popped out of his wrists, while Blizzard, Shell, and Treehugger took up positions around the doors to defend Sparky just in case the guards came back. Yet as far as Blizzard could tell, the guards were not coming back anytime soon. Indeed, it seemed as though the guards had instead chosen to flee the prison, though she instantly dismissed that as wishful thinking, because there was no way that the guards would ever abandon their posts.

It must just be the bee drone, Blizzard thought. Must be a better distraction than I thought.

“Sparky, are you finished yet?” asked Shell, looking over at him in annoyance. “We don’t have all the time in the world, you know.”

“I am quite aware of that, Shell,” said Sparky. “It is just that these chains are far thicker than I first thought, but I should have them broken in just a few—”

All of a sudden, the sound of grunts, clinking armor, and stomping boots could be heard coming from the nearby towers. And then dozens of prison guards—each one armed with huge rifle-like guns in their hands—burst out of each open tower, yelling unintelligible battle cries and waving their guns through the air wildly. Several of the guards began firing at Blizzard and the others, but Shell threw up a large shield around them, causing the plasma blasts to dissipate harmlessly upon hitting the shield.

“Sparky, you’d better hurry up!” Shell said. He looked like he was straining. “Can’t hold up this barrier forever!”

“I know, I know,” said Sparky, now hurriedly cutting through the chains as fast as he could. “I’m almost finished … just a few more seconds …”

“We don’t have a few more seconds,” said Treehugger, looking through the shield at the rampaging hordes of Servants rushing toward them. “Once they hit Shell’s shield, it’ll pop and we’ll all die!”

“Not unless I have anything to say about it,” said Blizzard. “Treehugger, Shell, stand back. I’ll keep them busy.”

Thankfully, neither Treehugger nor Shell questioned what she meant. They just moved back closer to the doors where Sparky was still cutting through the chains as fast as he could. They weren’t as far away as Blizzard would have liked, but it would have to do.

She raised her hands above her head and then, with a yell, slammed her hands down onto the ground. Ice instantly shot out from her fists in every direction, quickly covering the ground of the prison yard, though she managed to make the ice go around the double doors, thus keeping Sparky, Treehugger, and Shell from being frozen.

The Servants, however, were not so lucky. Every Servant who stepped on the incoming ice wave ended up tripping and falling onto the ground, often knocking over several of their fellow guards in the process. Those who had already fallen were struggling to find their footing, but the ice that Blizzard had summoned was too slick for any of them to stand upon. The ice was also starting to cover their bodies, armor, and weapons, making it hard for any of the Servants to stay still long enough to aim and fire their weapons.

“Whoa,” said Shell, causing Blizzard to look over her shoulder to see that Shell and Treehugger were staring at her dumbfounded. “That was—”

“Amazing,” Treehugger finished for him. “I didn’t know you could do that, Blizzard.”

“It’s nothing, really,” said Blizzard, waving off their praise. “It’s really just a little trick. It won’t keep them down forever.”

Before Shell or Treehugger could say anything to that, a sudden snapping sound followed by a triumphant, “I did it!” caused all three of them to look at Sparky. A bundle of snapped chains lay in a pile near the doors, while Sparky was busily trying to lift up the doors. Blizzard, Shell, and Treehugger ran over and helped Sparky open the two doors, revealing a set of stone steps leading down to a pitch black dungeon which reminded Blizzard far too much of the cavern of some dark creature, like a dragon or something.

“Quickly, let’s get down there before the Servants recover,” said Sparky. He stepped aside and gestured urgently down the steps. “Go, go, go!”

Blizzard, Shell, and Treehugger rushed down the steps and Sparky followed, closing the heavy wood doors behind them. As soon as the doors slammed shut behind them, they were plunged into darkness, although only for a few seconds before Sparky’s fingers lit up like a flashlight, giving them some illumination in the darkness. The light from Sparky’s fingers allowed Blizzard to see more of those strange carvings along the walls, though she also noticed what may or may not have been a dried blood stain on the floor.

“Gosh, it’s dark down here,” said Treehugger, looking around the dungeon uncertainly. “Feels like the bottom of a well.”

“Indeed, but it is far less scary than it looks,” said Sparky. “Space and Galaxy are somewhere down here, so we should find them quickly if we do not delay.”

“What about the doors?” asked Shell, looking up at the thick doors above them. “Shouldn’t we find a way to block them off in case the Servants try to follow us?”

“Good idea, Shell,” said Blizzard. She pointed a hand at the doors. “I’ll just freeze them shut. It probably won’t hold forever, but it should—”

All of a sudden, Sparky’s hand wrapped around her wrist. She looked at Sparky in shock, because she had not heard him come up to her like that.

“I would not advise that you do that, Blizzard,” said Sparky in a low voice. “Remember, we do not need to escape through the doors. We can simply use my dimension-hopping tech to leave the prison immediately. It works underground, so we do not need to be on the surface. In addition, it will take a long time for the Servants to cross the ice, giving us plenty of time to escape before they ever make it down here.”

Sparky’s grip on her wrist was uncomfortably tight, causing Blizzard to nod and say, “O-Okay. Can you let go of my wrist now, please? It hurts.”

Sparky immediately let go of her wrist. “I apologize for holding you so tightly, but I had to in order to get your attention. For now, we must find Space and Galaxy, and quickly, because I bet that the Servants are already recovering from your surprise attack.”

With that, Sparky turned and ran down the darkened dungeon. Though Blizzard, Shell, and Treehugger followed him as always, Blizzard could not help but find Sparky’s apology lacking. He did not seem genuinely sorry for hurting her like that, but Blizzard supposed that, being a robot, Sparky didn’t really have actual emotions. And anyway, the mission was nearly over and soon Blizzard would be back with Bolt on Earth, rather than this strange pocket dimension that creeped her out, so she did not worry about it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

“Bolt?” said Talon, putting her hand on her left ear, where her own earcom was. “Bolt, are you there? Hello?”

Talon stood in the shadows between two crates on the east side of the warehouse, where the warehouse’s parking lot was. At the moment, the parking lot only had one car in it: A sporty red Dodge Neon, in which the two men had arrived. But Talon was not paying attention to that car. She was listening to her earcom, trying to get Bolt to answer, but all she heard was static.

A few minutes ago, Talon had heard an explosion come from the inside of the warehouse. Because she had not yet received the signal to enter the warehouse from Bolt, Talon had decided to communicate with him via earcom instead. She wanted to know if Bolt had already engaged Electrica in battle yet or if that explosion was something else that she did not need to worry about.

But the longer Talon went without hearing Bolt’s voice in her ear, the more concerned she became. She tapped her earcom again and said, “Stinger, White, did either of you hear that explosion?”

“Yes,” said Stinger. “Can’t get a hold of Bolt, though.”

“Brother not answering earcom,” said White. “No luck.”

“Yes, same here,” said Talon. “Something happened in there, but I don’t know what.”

“Don’t worry,” said Stinger. “You guys stay put. I’ll head in there and check on Bolt. Just—what? Who are you?”

All of a sudden, static began screeching in Talon’s earcom, causing her to shout, “Stinger! Hello? Are you still there?”

Unfortunately, Stinger did not answer. She just heard even more static than before, though she thought she had caught the cocking of a gun right before Stinger’s voice went to static.

“White, are you still there?” said Talon, looking at the roof of the warehouse in worry.

“Yes, still here,” said White. “Can’t hear Stinger anymore, though.”

“I can’t, either,” said Talon. “Something must have happened to him. It sounded like someone attacked him.”

“I’m scared,” said White. “Brother and Stinger both silent.”

“It’s going to be all right, White,” said Talon, rubbing the back of her neck. “We just need to be careful and not panic. Whatever is going on, we can handle it.”

“Yes, we can,” White agreed. “I go to roof to check on—What that sound?”

Abruptly, White’s channel became static, causing Talon to say, “White? White, are you there? Hello?”

But just like Bolt and Stinger, White did not answer. Panic began to fill Talon, but she ignored it. She lowered her hand to her side, thinking about what she needed to do.

What is going on here? Talon thought. Did Electrica bring along her kids? But it didn’t sound like them. Then who could have attacked—

A flapping of wings above caused Talon to look up just in time to see a crow flying toward her, its claws out. The crow tried pecking at her, but Talon waved her arms at it, causing the crow to fly away. But it didn’t leave. It just flew over onto the lamppost which illuminated the parking lot, but it watched Talon as if challenging her to come after it.

Frowning, Talon tilted her head to the side. “A crow? I didn’t think crows came out at night.”

“He’s not just a crow,” said a deep, older voice from the shadows above. “His name is Charlie.”

This time, Talon heard a much louder flapping of wings and she looked up in time to see what appeared to be a giant, humanoid crow flying toward her at startling speeds. The huge crow clamped its claws around her shoulders and lifted her into the air, but Talon’s claws popped out of her wrists and she slashed at the giant crow. Her claws cut through one of its legs, causing the crow to let out a strangely human grunt of pain and drop her onto the parking lot below. Talon hit the ground at a roll and rolled back up to her feet, though her shoulders still ached from where the giant crow’s claws had sank into her flesh.

Before Talon could catch her breath, the giant crow swooped down onto the nearby car, nearly crushing its roof in. The giant crow rose to its full height as the smaller crow landed on its shoulder, which helped Treehugger realize that it was not a huge crow at all, but rather a man with crow wings and a flight suit.

“Pantalone,” said Talon, raising her claws defensively. “That’s your name, right?”

“Yes,” Pantalone said, nodding. He suddenly cringed and patted his leg. “And now I know why you are called Talon. Those claws of yours are nearly as sharp as mine.”

“Nearly?” Talon said. “Please. My claws can cut through metal. Yours are just glorified bird talons.”

“Perhaps, but I can still use them to rip you to shreds,” said Pantalone. “Or pluck out your pretty little eyes.”

Talon bit her lower lip, determined not to show any weakness to this man. “What are you even doing here? Did you come just to attack little old me?”

“Please, girl, you are not important enough for me to take time out of my day specifically to kill you,” said Pantalone. “I am here on my master’s orders; namely, to ensure the death of a certain individual in the warehouse.”

“And who would that be?” said Talon. “Bolt?”

“Not him, no, though he will undoubtedly die if he gets in the way,” said Pantalone. “The young man, Eli Corey, he is the one we are here to kill.”

Talon raised an eyebrow. “’We’? Do you mean you and your pet?”

“Actually, he’s talking about me,” said a deep Cuban voice from somewhere within the shadows just outside the parking lot.

From out of the shadows walked a man in a Venetian mask and a tricorn, a black cape flowing behind him. His brown eyes shone from the eye holes in his mask, making him look more like a soulless machine than a human.

“Volto,” said Pantalone in an annoyed voice. “You’re late.”

Volto shrugged. “Unlike you, I can’t fly, so I’m naturally slower than you.”

Talon’s eyes widened. Two Venetians? Uh oh.

Aloud, however, Talon said, “So you two are here to kill Eli. I don’t know Eli very well, but because I am opposed to murder, I am going to keep you two from getting into the warehouse.”

“How cute,” said Pantalone with a chuckle. “The girl thinks that we are planning to kill Eli personally. Perhaps I didn’t make it clear earlier: We’re the distraction.”

“Distraction?” Talon repeated. “What do you mean?”

“Another one of us has entered the warehouse while you weren’t paying attention,” said Volto, gesturing at the warehouse. “Our job is to ensure that he is not prevented from killing Eli by you or your fellow Young Neos.”

Talon gulped. “Do you mean that White and Stinger—”

“Are currently being distracted by our fellow Venetians, yes,” Pantalone said. “So don’t expect either of them to come to your rescue. You’re on your own.”

Talon tried not to look afraid, but deep down, she was terrified. Both Pantalone and Volto were powerful supervillains in their own right; indeed, Volto could probably beat her by himself with his powers. And if Pantalone was telling the truth, then Bolt was in danger, not only of being killed by Electrica, but of also being killed by the Venetian who had already sneaked into the warehouse. Talon needed to get back into the warehouse and save Bolt; at the very least, she needed to let him know about the intruder.

But Talon also knew that if she tried to run, Pantalone and Volto would chase her. She might possibly be able to outrun Volto, but Pantalone was too fast for her to escape. He could swoop down and grab her with his claws before she even realized it. Her shoulders ached just from the thought of being picked up by Pantalone’s claws again.

Then I’ll have to end this quickly, Talon thought. Take them both out as fast as I can and then get into the warehouse before their friend kills Bolt.

“Well, girl?” said Pantalone. “What are you going to do? Just make faces at us until we get scared and run away?”

“No,” said Talon, shaking her head. “I am going to rip those stupid masks off your faces and make you eat them.”

“Oh, this one is feisty,” Volto said. “It will be quite pleasurable to kill her.”

Talon growled and took a step toward Volto, but the Venetian pulled a gun out of his cape and fired at her. Talon just barely managed to jump to the side at the last moment, hiding behind a large crate as the bullet whistled by.

Getting onto her hands and knees, Talon shouted, “Hey, I didn’t know you had a gun! That’s unfair!”

“Who cares?” came Volto’s reply. “But keep talking. It will make it easier for me to find you.”

Talon immediately shut her mouth. She got up and began walking doubled over to the other end of the crate. She may have been outnumbered, but she realized that neither Volto nor Pantalone had night vision. As long as she stuck to the shadows, Talon could potentially use the darkness to her advantage. She would just have to hope that the two Venetians were too afraid of the dark to follow her.

The sound of flapping wings above her made Talon look up in alarm. Pantalone was swooping down toward her, his claws wide open, causing Talon to dive to the ground to avoid getting her slashed. She rolled out from behind the crate and got back to her feet, but realized almost too late that she was standing out in the open again. Volto aimed his gun at her again, so Talon dashed forward to avoid him.

Unfortunately, Volto’s trigger finger was faster than her legs. She heard a gun shot go off and something slammed into her right calf. It didn’t pierce her costume—which, like the costumes of her fellow Young Neos, was bulletproof—but it did hurt. She gasped and fell to the ground, almost cracking her skull against the floor, but she scrambled back to her feet just as she heard flapping wings behind her.

Talon turned around just in time to see Pantalone’s claws reaching toward her face. She raised her own claws just in the nick of time, blocking Pantalone’s talons, but Pantalone must have been stronger than he looked, because he forced her backwards and she found it hard to stay put. She realized that Pantalone was simply much heavier than her, which was how he was able to push her around like that.

A loud cawing sound above her was immediately followed by a flurry of wings and feathers that got in her face. Beak and claws pecked and scratched at her, the beak and claws of Charlie the crow. Instinctively, Talon raised her claws above her head, but then Pantalone slashed across her chest with his claws.

Pantalone’s claws tore through the chest of her suit, even cutting into her flesh. Talon cried out in pain and fell onto the ground, her head spinning and her senses confused. She could feel her bloody chest and realized that Pantalone had just barely missed her breasts, though she was in so much pain that she paid no attention to that.

Suddenly, Pantalone stood above her. He slammed a foot down on her chest wound, causing Talon to scream in pain.

“Mr. Mann did not give us orders to murder you, specifically,” said Pantalone. “But I am sure he won’t mind if we do. He will understand.”

Talon, however, was not about to let herself get killed. The pain from her chest wound was intense; however, she summoned enough strength to raise her right claw and stab it into Pantalone’s right ankle, the one which he was standing on her wound with.

Pantalone howled in pain and stepped off of Talon, jerking his leg out of her claw. Pantalone staggered backwards, clutching his bleeding leg, while Talon rolled over onto her belly and, getting to her feet, ran behind a large metal storage container. She didn’t stop, however, but kept running until she spotted two metal barrels that she could hide behind. She hid behind the barrels and sank to the ground, panting and grimacing from the pain in her chest, but she did not hear either Pantalone or Volto following her.

They won’t let me get away for long, though, Talon thought. Sooner or later, they’ll come looking for me. I need to keep running.

Talon tried to stand up, but the pain in her wounded chest was too much. She looked down at her wound, but it was impossible to see much of it in the darkness. She felt it and cringed at the soft, bloody tissue that Pantalone’s claws had created. The wound didn’t feel very deep, but it could still get infected, assuming Talon lived long enough for it to get infected, of course.

I need to end this battle quickly, Talon thought. I can’t expect White or Stinger to save me, assuming what Pantalone said was true. I have to deal with this problem on my own.

But Talon did not want to get up. She was too tired and in too much pain to get up. She hoped that she was hidden well enough that the Venetians would not be able to find her for hours, if ever.

That was when Talon’s world abruptly went dark. She felt something moving inside her; not quite an organic thing, but alive nonetheless. It felt like a powerful gust of wind, but at the same time, far more intelligent than mere wind. It felt like it had taken control of her body, leaving her feeling incredibly disconnected from her own body for a moment.

Another moment, however, and Talon realized she was back in her body. She didn’t understand what that meant at first until it suddenly hit her: Volto had briefly taken control of her body with his soul, much like how he did with that garbage monster in the Genesis Institute. She wondered at first why he had not simply taken control of her body and forced her out of hiding, until she realized that he wasn’t looking to control her, but find her.

Panic rising within her, Talon rose to her feet, but then she heard flapping wings and realized that Pantalone was nearby. She didn’t understand how he could still be coming after her even after she stabbed his leg, but that was irrelevant to her at the moment. She just ran out from her hiding place, seeking to go even further into the shipping containers scattered around the warehouse, but something huge and feathery landed in her path, forcing Talon to come to a halt.

Pantalone was in her path now, and, in the darkness of the night, he looked angrier than ever. He didn’t stand quite right; most of his weight appeared to be on his good left leg. Still, Talon had no doubt that Pantalone could still kill her, injured leg or no.

“There … you … are,” said Pantalone, his voice heavy with pain and anger. “You can’t get away from us this time.”

Talon stepped backwards, but heard footsteps and looked over her shoulder just in time to see Volto—still carrying his gun—appear in the only exit she could have used to escape. Volto pointed the gun at her, but he did not fire, most likely because he didn’t want to accidentally shoot Pantalone in the process.

“All right, girl,” said Volto. “We have you cornered, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have a choice.”

“Choice? What … what do you mean?” said Talon, panting slightly.

“Your choice in how to die, of course,” said Volto. “Pantalone could tear you apart piece by piece with his claws … or I could possess your body and have you shoot yourself with this gun. It would probably be less painful that way.”

Talon looked from Volto to Pantalone and back again. She was totally trapped. Pantalone and Volto blocked off all possible escape routes. She could possibly try to force her way through them, but even disregarding her chest injury, she would still have to pick one to fight, which would mean leaving her back exposed to the other one. It was a hopeless situation.

“Awfully quiet now, girl,” said Pantalone. “No clever comebacks? Very well. First, I will start with your eyes. Then your heart.”

Pantalone took one step forward, but that was all he could do, because in the next instant, the windows of the warehouse above them exploded in a shower of glass and flames.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Treehugger hated being underground. She absolutely despised it. She preferred to be on the surface, where the sun was. She always felt better under the sun than in the darkness beneath the earth.

She especially didn’t like the tunnel that she, Sparky, Blizzard, and Shell were running in. Yes, they were safer down here than they were back up on the surface where the Servants of the Starborn were, but that did not mean that Treehugger liked this place very much. The carvings on the walls appeared to depict the Servants performing all sorts of gruesome tortures on prisoners from the past, including one that would probably be stuck in Treehugger’s nightmares forever. It was also cold down here, much colder than the surface, and there were strange tree roots running along the roof; at least, Treehugger assumed they were tree roots, although they looked like no roots she had ever seen before. They were rocky and slightly metallic, reflecting the light from Sparky’s fingers, but because they were in such a hurry, Treehugger did not get to spend as much time on the roots as she wanted. The tunnel also smelled like death, which didn’t help Treehugger’s stomach very much.

“How much farther do we have to go, Sparky?” said Shell, who was in the front of the group, just barely behind Sparky.

“Not much farther now,” Sparky replied. Unlike Shell, his voice had no stress to it, but that was probably because he was a robot and therefore did not get tired like they did. “Space and Galaxy ought to be just around the corner up ahead. Just a little bit more and we’ll find them.”

Treehugger looked around at the walls as they ran. “What’s up with all of these freaky carvings? Is this what the Servants consider ‘art’?”

“Psychological tactic,” Sparky replied without looking over his shoulder. “The Servants are masters at using psychological warfare on their enemies. By depicting scenes of gruesome torture, it puts their prisoners into a frightened, easily spooked state of mind.”

“So these are just fictional, then?” said Treehugger hopefully.

“Most of them, probably,” said Sparky. “Possibly. It depends.”

Treehugger gulped, but she didn’t get to respond to that because they turned a corner and suddenly found themselves standing in front of a series of cells along the opposite wall. There were about six cells in all, locked with huge, thick locks that looked like stars. Treehugger did not see Space and Galaxy in any of the cells, but given how dark the dungeon was and how weak the lights from Sparky’s fingers were, she figured that that wasn’t very surprising.

“Here we are,” said Sparky, gesturing at the cells. “Space and Galaxy should be in one of those cells.”

Treehugger, eager to save them, ran over to the cells, as did Blizzard and Shell. The three of them made their way down the cells, peering into each dark cell with the hope of seeing Space or Galaxy. Treehugger, in particular, strained her eyes in an effort to spot Space and Galaxy through the darkness of the cells.

“Space? Galaxy? Hello?” said Treehugger. “Where are you guys? It’s me, Treehugger! I’m here to rescue you, along with Sparky and some of my friends.”

But despite the fact that Treehugger was speaking aloud, she did not receive any response from the cells. And based on what she could see through the darkness, they were all totally empty. She looked at Blizzard and Shell, who had been inspecting the cells down the row, and asked, “Guys, have you found Space or Galaxy yet?”

“Not yet,” Blizzard replied. “The cells I checked were empty.”

“Same here,” said Shell. “It doesn’t look like these cells have been used in years, based on how dusty they are.”

“What?” said Treehugger. “That can’t be right. Sparky said that Space and Galaxy were down here. Right, Sparky?”

Treehugger looked over at Sparky when she said that. Unlike Treehugger or the others, Sparky had not moved from his position near the entrance. He stood very still, the lights on his fingers casting eerie shadows across his robotic features. It made him look quite sinister.

“Sparky?” said Treehugger, slowly turning to face him. “Did you hear me? Hello?”

“Yes, Treehugger, I heard you,” said Sparky, though there was a definite edge to his voice now. “I heard how you and the others failed to find Space and Galaxy.”

“They must have been moved out of their cells before we got here,” said Blizzard, brushing back some of her white hair. “The Servants either knew we were coming here and so moved them out ahead of time or it was just a coincidence that they moved them out before we got here. Either way, it looks like we just wasted a lot of time and effort for nothing.”

“I would not say this was all wasted for nothing, Blizzard,” said Sparky. “After all, I have you three right where I want you now.”

All of a sudden, Sparky jerked his other hand toward them. Strange energy tentacles lashed out from his hands faster than Treehugger’s eyes could follow. The tendrils wrapped around her, Blizzard, and Shell, knocking all three of them to the ground. The tendrils tightened their hold around their bodies, making it impossible for any of them to escape. The tendrils felt as solid as chains and as tight as rope, but Treehugger fought against them as hard as she could anyway.

“Sparky, what’s the meaning of this?” said Treehugger, her voice strained from the effort of trying to free herself. “Why … why did you attack us like this?”

Before Sparky could say anything, the sound of heavy boots hitting the ground came from around the corner. The heavy footsteps were getting louder and louder, until soon a terrifyingly familiar figure stepped around the corner, a figure who Treehugger had hoped to never see again.

The figure was tall, much taller than Sparky, to the point where his head nearly brushed against the ceiling of the dungeon. The figure was a Servant of the Starborn, wearing the same domed helmet and spiky armor that all Servants wore, but it also wore a long, red cape that distinguished it from its fellow Servants immediately. The Servant was at least twice as thick as Treehugger, its eyes looking at her, Blizzard, and Shell with deep satisfaction.

“I see that the mission was successful,” said the Servant in perfect English. “Three superhumans. That’s quite an accomplishment.”

“It was nothing, sir,” said Sparky, his voice the same as ever. “They trusted me too easily. It was not difficult to convince them to come with me, though I was unable to get all seven of them.”

“That is fine,” said the Servant. “All that matters is that the Starborn receive the sacrifices they deserve.”

“Sacrifices?” Blizzard repeated. “Sparky, what is going on here? And just who does this guy think he is, calling us ‘sacrifices’ like we’re a bunch of goats?”

“Who am I?” said the Servant. He twisted his facial tentacles in a way that might have been his species’ poor attempts at a smile. “Why, I am Captain Takerious Ninda Omanx, Captain of the Incinerator and one of the top Servants of the Starborn.” He looked directly at Treehugger. “But, of course, this one already knows me, doesn’t she?”

“Yeah, I do,” said Treehugger. She shuddered. “I didn’t think I’d ever see your ugly mug again, though.”

“Fate—which is ultimately decreed by the Starborn—has brought us together again,” said Omanx with a chuckle. “Isn’t it glorious? Indeed, the ways of the Starborn are quite mysterious. Don’t you agree, robot?”

“Agreed, sir,” said Sparky. “But I do not consider myself qualified to discuss such issues. I seek only to please you and follow your orders.”

“Quite right,” said Omanx. “And you did a good job, tricking these three into following you here, right into our hands.”

“I don’t understand,” said Shell. His glasses had been knocked askew when he had fallen, though he seemed to be able to see just fine. “What about Space and Galaxy? Are they still here? What did you do with them?”

“Nothing,” Omanx said. He gestured at the ceiling. “Those two idiots are still somewhere out there in the multiverse, though they can’t stop the coming of the Starborn regardless of what they do. No one can, for the power of the Starborn is truly beyond comprehension.”

“But Sparky is here,” said Treehugger. “If you don’t have Space and Galaxy, then how did you get Sparky?”

Omanx rested a hand on Sparky’s shoulder. “We stole him, naturally enough. Shortly after those two idiots rescued you in the Shadowlands, we attacked their ship again. As before, they managed to beat us off; however, we managed to take Sparky with us. He jumped through one of the portals we opened onto the ship, thinking he could destroy the Incinerator from the inside, but he ended up being overwhelmed by my men and then reprogrammed to serve us.”

“What?” said Treehugger. She looked at Sparky. “Sparky, is that true?”

Sparky nodded. “It is. I can even recall it, though it evokes no emotion in me. My loyalty now, after all, is to the Starborn. I see no reason to be upset about that.”

“What a good little robot,” said Omanx. “He doesn’t have even one traitorous bone in his whole body. That’s more than I can say for a few of my other minions, that’s for sure.”

Treehugger couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She hoped this was all just some kind of horrible nightmare, but she knew that it was all too real.

“Then … we were tricked?” said Blizzard.

“Indeed,” said Omanx. “You see, our masters, the Starborn, desire to have a few superhumans brought directly to them. The loss of the tree girl over here made that difficult at first, but when we captured Sparky, I realized we could reprogram him and send him to Earth to ask you for ‘help.’ We reasoned that, since you were friends with Space and Galaxy, that you would do anything to help them, even trusting a robot you just met. It was a gamble, I admit, but a gamble that paid off in spades.”

“Space and Galaxy were never in any trouble at all,” Sparky said. “They are still out there in the multiverse, though that is irrelevant, because you will likely not live long enough to see either of them again.”

Treehugger didn’t know what to say. She stopped struggling against the tendrils, because it was pretty clear now that there was no way she would ever break free. She just lay there, feeling as stunned as if she had been slapped in the face.

Shell also looked rather stunned, but Blizzard, on the other hand, looked angry. She couldn’t sit up, but Blizzard managed to glare up at Sparky and Omanx anyway.

“You monsters,” said Blizzard. “I am going to turn both of you into icicles.”

Blizzard made a face like she was focusing on her powers, but all of a sudden, her energy tendril glowed red and constricted around her. Blizzard yelped in pain and the tendril immediately went back to its normal coloration and size, though Blizzard now looked very exhausted, as if the tendril had drained energy from her.

Omanx chuckled. “Foolish human, did you really think we would not have some way of negating your powers so you could not harm us or free yourself? Those tendrils were created by the Starborn specifically to capture superhumans such as you. They cannot be destroyed. You would have to have me or Sparky remove them, but the chances of us doing that are not very high, considering all of the trouble we went through to put these things on you in the first place.”

Treehugger did not bother to try out her own tendril, because she knew that Omanx told the truth. She could feel just how tightly the tendril held her and she could even sense that it would stop her if she tried to use her own powers to break free. Not that it would be very helpful, given how she didn’t have access to a lot of plants at the moment, but she still knew that she was not going to be getting out of this one.

“What are you going to do to us?” said Shell. “You mentioned something about the Starborn wanting us as sacrifices. Are you going to sacrifice us to the Starborn or something like that?”

“Not quite in the way you think,” said Omanx. “But you will all see soon enough. Soon, you will see the Starborn for yourself … you will see, and you will tremble.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

White threw a punch at the nearest masked Venetian. As soon as his fist collided with the Venetian’s mask, however, it passed through it as cleanly as air, causing White to stagger forward from the momentum of his punch before he regained his balance. He looked around in alarm, wondering where the Venetian had gone, before he heard movement above him and looked up.

At the top of a nearby shipping container the same Venetian—Bauta, he remembered the man introducing himself as—stood, his tabarro blowing in the wind behind him.

“What’s the matter, White?” said Bauta in a mocking voice. “Thought you got me that time? Well, perhaps this will be a lesson that you can’t always trust your lying eyes.”

White just growled. He fired a lightning bolt at Bauta, but the bolt merely passed through Bauta, who chuckled mockingly and then vanished into thin air. White flew up onto the shipping container and landed on its surface, but when he looked around, he did not see Bauta anywhere. Of course, it was also very dark out at the moment, but White still searched for Bauta anyway.

Where he go? White thought, whipping his head this way and that. Is he ghost or something?

White could feel his frustration rising. He had been fighting this Venetian for the past few minutes … well, for a certain definition of ‘fighting,’ anyway, because so far the ‘fight’ had consisted of White trying to punch Bauta, only for Bauta to disappear and then reappear just outside of his reach. White had never fought a villain like this before, so he was at a loss for how to actually deal with him except to try to keep up with him. But Bauta was as easy to catch as air and slipped through White’s fingers just as easily.

It didn’t help that White wanted to go and help Bolt instead of dealing with Bauta. But every time White attempted to leave, Bauta appeared in his path and forced him to keep fighting. White just wanted to end this fight here and now so he could go help his brother, but until he could actually lay a finger on Bauta, he would not get a chance to do that any time soon.

Another frustrating part was that White was trying to remember who this particular Venetian was. He seemed to recall Stinger telling him about a Venetian named Bauta once; unfortunately, White had not been paying attention to Stinger’s story at the time and so missed a lot of the details. Such as Bauta’s powers, for example. It seemed like some sort of teleportation, but it also seemed like Bauta could turn his body intangible. White vaguely recalled that it had something to do with the mind, but that was not very helpful because that could mean a lot of things.

Regardless, White was willing to tear apart the whole area if necessary to take down Bauta. He kept looking around, trying to spot Bauta, but unfortunately he still could not see any hint of Bauta anywhere. He almost thought that Bauta had gotten bored and left, but then he heard movement below and looked down just in time to see the edge of Bauta’s cape disappear around the corner of another shipping container about fifty feet away.

White immediately fired two bolts of lightning at that container. The bolts exploded against the container, sending it tumbling backwards, which should have crushed Bauta if he was behind there, but when the container tumbled, White did not see the flattened remains of Bauta anywhere.

“Argh!” White shouted as loudly as he could. “Show yourself or else!”

“Is someone getting upset?” said Bauta’s mocking voice, which now seemed to be coming from everywhere at once. “Perhaps a little frustrated and tired? Do you need to take a nap, perhaps?”

“No nap,” said White. “I want to bash your skull in.”

“That’s not very heroic,” said Bauta. “I must admit, though, that that would be a good way to take me out. Too bad I prefer my head the way it is.”

White’s hands balled into fists. The fact that Bauta’s voice was coming from everywhere at once made it impossible for him to tell where Bauta was actually hiding. And the more time White spent looking for Bauta, the less time he had to go and help his brother.

Need to end this quickly, White thought. But how?

All of a sudden, an idea occurred to White. It would be risky, but White didn’t think he had any other choice at the moment. He jumped down from the shipping container and landed on the concrete ground with ease.

“What’s this?” said Bauta. “Going to look for me on foot? That seems like a waste of time and effort.”

“No,” White said, shaking his head. “Have a better plan.”

White raised his hands above his head and immediately began charging electricity through them. His hands glowed and crackled like lightning, becoming bright enough that White was nearly blinded, but his eyes were used to the intense brightness of the lightning and he did not let himself fall down. He focused on charging more and more energy into his hands, the most he had ever charged without unleashing. And it was much harder than it seemed, because his hands felt like they were starting to burn, but White knew that he didn’t have enough energy charged yet.

“What are you doing?” said Bauta, his voice barely audible over the crackling electricity. “Just trying to brighten up the area to see me better? Won’t do you any good if I am hiding behind something.”

White smiled, despite the strain of charging so much electricity through his hands. “No. I am going to beat you.”

With a roar, White unleashed a shock wave of electricity through his hands in a huge explosion which went in every direction. The electric wave slammed into boxes, crates, and shipping containers, knocking them over or outright destroying them in the case of the wooden boxes. The sound made by the wave was like ten lightning bolts striking at once, temporarily deafening even White, who slapped his hands over his ears before jerking them off, as his hands were unusually warm from having unleashed so much power in one go.

Lowering his hands, White blinked several times, trying to clear his vision, though it took him a couple of minutes before his eyes finally adapted to the darkness.

It looked like a bomb had gone off in the area. Entire crates had been vaporized, their charred, blackened remains smoking slightly. Most of the shipping containers had been knocked over or twisted into unnatural shapes; a few had even been melted together by the heat of the electricity. A heavy stink of burning metal, wood, and concrete filled the air, making White gag, but he could not see Bauta anywhere. In fact, the area was now very quiet; White wondered if Bauta had also been vaporized by his blast or at least seriously wounded by it.

That was when White heard a groan coming from one of the knocked over shipping containers. He ran over to the container, ripped open the hot doors, and looked inside, as he had heard the groan come from inside the container. At first, he didn’t see anything, but then he saw movement in the shadows and what appeared to be a humanoid outline lying on the floor, from which groans of pain were coming. Though White had used up a lot of his power in that one blast, he still had some left, so he raised a hand and summoned the last of his energy, casting a soft blue light on the figure lying on the floor of the container. He almost wished he hadn’t.

It seemed like the container had taken the brunt of the blast, which was why Bauta was not a charred corpse, but the reason White wished he had not turned on his light was because of the bloody wound across Bauta’s stomach.

It was hard to tell what had happened, but it looked like a chunk of metal had been ripped off the container’s interior and cut across Bauta’s stomach like a knife. The blood was fresh and wet, its smell mingling with the stink of burning metal. The cut looked deep, to the point where White was amazed that Bauta had survived at all and had not simply immediately bled out upon getting cut.

Bauta’s green eyes flickered open in the light unexpectedly. He grunted and put his hands on his stomach, though he didn’t stop looking at White.

“Brilliant … brilliant move,” said Bauta, his breathing heavy. He coughed and hacked. “Couldn’t be sure if any of my illusions were real, so you decided to attack the entire area with one gigantic attack. I should have seen … should have seen that coming.”

White did not respond. He just glared down at Bauta, who now looked rather pathetic.

“So?” said Bauta. “Are you going to take me to Ultimate Max now? That’s … that’s what you heroes usually do, isn’t it?”

White nodded. “Yes, but maybe not this time.” He raised a hand, which began to crackle with electricity. “You won’t survive long enough to get there. Might as well kill you now.”

Bauta’s eyes widened with horror. He tried to sit up, but he immediately grabbed his bleeding stomach again. “Wait, what? You can’t … can’t kill me. That’s murder.”

“Don’t care,” said White. The electricity crackled louder around his hand. “You are monster. Monsters should be destroyed.”

White meant every word he said. He didn’t see any point in sparing Bauta, especially knowing that Bauta would likely just escape Ultimate Max anyway. He felt slightly disassociated from himself, like he usually did whenever he lost control of his powers, but at the moment that didn’t bother him. He took a step forward and aimed his hand at Bauta. He knew he wouldn’t miss now; even if Bauta tried to use his illusion powers, he still could not move out of the way of White’s attack.

Right before White unleashed his blast, however, there was another explosion outside of the container, an explosion so loud and so powerful that it shook the container itself. White staggered against the wall of the container, trying to maintain his balance, while Bauta curled into a ball like he was trying to hide from something bigger than him.

“What was … what was that?” said Bauta in a fearful voice. “Another explosion?”

But White was not paying attention to Bauta. He jumped out of the container and then flew on top of it, because he had heard the explosion come from the warehouse and he was worried that Bolt might have been caught in it.

That was when White saw that the warehouse was on fire.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Stinger carefully watched his opponent, a young woman wearing a Moretta mask and a long, flowing white dress. She had not uttered a word since unexpectedly sneaking up on Stinger without him even hearing her; she had even managed to get a good hit on his head, but Stinger had reacted quickly enough to force her to retreat. Of course, because they were on the roof of the warehouse, there wasn’t much room for her to retreat to, nor did she have a lot of room in which to hide, which meant that she had to face Stinger like this.

Stinger recognized the woman as Moretta, even though he had never seen this particular Venetian before. He recognized her based on the description that Treehugger had given to him once. Plus, Stinger had taken it upon himself to do a little research into the Carnival of Venice after their last run in with the Venetians, which was how he recognized Moretta’s mask. It was easily the creepiest mask, in his opinion, because unlike the other masks, it had no physical features at all, save for the eye holes, which showed Moretta’s blue eyes, but that made it hard to figure out what she was thinking. It didn’t help that she was mute, which meant that Stinger would have to pay careful attention to her body language if he was going to predict her attacks.

“Okay, girl, I’m going to assume that you aren’t alone,” said Stinger. “Because, you know, you Venetians tend to travel in twos and threes. I don’t see any of your friends around, but I’m sure they’re close enough to come to your rescue if you get into trouble.”

No response from Moretta. She merely stayed very still. A smart move on her part, because as long as she stayed still, Stinger would not be able to predict when or how she would attack.

“What, did I say something wrong?” said Stinger. “A simple nod or shake would work.”

Unless Stinger’s eyes were deceiving him, he thought he saw Moretta’s eyes shift like she was smiling. Perhaps she was amused by his joke, though she was clearly trying not to show it.

“Or maybe you could just write your response on a card or something,” Stinger continued. “That way I could, you know, read it.”

This time, there was no doubting it. Moretta was indeed smiling underneath her mask, clearly finding his humor amusing despite herself. That made Stinger smile, because he now saw an opening in which to strike.

“You seem like a nice girl,” said Stinger. “Aside from, you know, nearly sacrificing my friend to eldritch abominations from another universe, anyway. If you want to leave, I’ll let you. I don’t like hitting nice girls and all I really want to do is check on my friend, Bolt.”

Moretta shifted ever so slightly to the right, like she was trying to block off a potential escape route for Stinger. He hadn’t expected her to take his offer; he had simply been trying to get her to move in order to get an idea of how fluid she was. She seemed much more fluid than most, fluid enough to stop him if he should try to run around her. He hadn’t been lying about not wanting to hurt her; however, Stinger was growing impatient. He decided he would just fly over her. She may have been able to control sound, but she had no way of stopping him from flying over her head.

Stinger launched into the air, his wings buzzing furiously. Moretta watched him as he flew toward her, but Stinger made sure to fly high enough that she couldn’t jump up to stop him. The average man, Stinger knew, could only jump between 16 and 20 inches, while the average woman could only jump between 12 and 16 inches. Given how Stinger was flying at least three times that height, he doubted Moretta would be able to do anything except ineffectually shake her fist at him like a cheesy villain from a Saturday morning cartoon.

 But then Moretta pulled out a gun from her dress and aimed it at Stinger. He saw her pull the trigger, but he did not hear any sound come from the gun, which made him think it misfired or that it was empty before a bullet cut through one of his wings.

Crying out in pain, Stinger fell like a rock back onto the roof of the warehouse. He landed on his back, more specifically on his wings, and he groaned in pain. His left wing had been shot; it could still move, but flying with it was out of the question. Nonetheless, Stinger scrambled to his feet, but he started backing away, because Moretta was now advancing toward him, pointing her gun at him, her blue eyes as impossible to read as always, though Stinger thought he caught a glimmer of murderous hatred behind them.

“Okay, okay, so you’ve got a gun,” said Stinger. “Doesn’t mean we can’t still sit down and talk over our differences. Er, I mean, metaphorically, of course, since you are mute and—”

Stinger nearly fell off the edge of the roof, but caught himself at the last moment and looked over his shoulder in alarm. He had backed up to the edge of the warehouse roof, and the ground looked a long way down from here. That normally would not have bothered Stinger, because he could fly, but with that bullet hole in his left wing, he doubted he would be able to fly very well if at all. He might just drop all the way to the bottom and crack his head open like an egg.

Stinger looked back over at Moretta. The woman was still pointing her gun at him. Stinger wondered why she had not yet shot him; given how her gun was completely silent, she had a huge advantage, and she just needed to hit him once to send him falling over the edge to the ground below. Maybe she was waiting for the right moment to send him plunging to his doom.

Or maybe she’s afraid that I have something up my sleeve, Stinger thought. She’s afraid that shooting me might not take me down, so she’s waiting to see what I’m going to do first. There’s definitely a logic to letting your enemy attack first; however, it usually isn’t very good logic.

But then he saw her finger pulling down on the trigger, which meant that any moment now, a bullet would exit from the gun’s barrel and hit Stinger. His suit would keep it from entering his body, but the impact of the bullet would no doubt send him falling off the edge of the roof. At this close range, there was no way he could reasonably expect to dodge the bullet even if he could hear it.

At the very last second, however, there was a huge flash of light, followed by the sound of crackling lightning that sounded like it was coming from somewhere on the ground below. Stinger looked over his shoulder, but the blinding white light made it nearly impossible to see what was going on until he spotted a chunk of burning metal flying toward him. Stinger fell to the roof, causing the chunk to fly straight over his head and hit something in front of him. He looked over just in time to see Moretta drop her gun and clutch her hand, which seemed to have been hit by the metal, as it lay at her feet.

Sensing his chance, Stinger rushed toward Moretta. Moretta reached down for her gun, but Stinger reached it first and kicked it off the edge of the roof. Moretta desperately grabbed at the gun, but it went sliding out of her grasp and vanished over the edge of the roof quickly.

Moretta looked at Stinger again with hatred in her eyes, but Stinger slammed one of his stingers into her shoulder, causing Moretta to jerk violently for a moment before she suddenly went still and fell down at his feet. She was now as still as a rock, though based on her glare, it was pretty obvious that she was still angry.

Stinger just took a step away from her, panting and shaking his head. He wondered briefly what that explosion earlier was, but whoever had created it, it had saved his life. He decided not to question his good luck; if there was one lesson he remembered from his mother, it was that you should never question your own luck, as that was the best way to lose it.

Mother … Stinger suddenly remembered that Bolt and Electrica were still in the warehouse below and that they might be fighting even now. He couldn’t hear any sounds of battle, but that did not mean they were not fighting.

Yet he could not just leave Moretta here like this. She was a wanted criminal, and it was Stinger’s duty as a superhero to bring in criminals like her to justice. On the other hand, Stinger could not easily drag her with him; she may not have been very heavy, but it would still be awkward and cumbersome to carry her around with him, especially if he was going to help Bolt fight Electrica.

“Okay,” said Stinger. He leaned closer toward her to ensure that she could hear him. “Since you’re going to remain paralyzed for the next couple of hours, I’m just going to leave you here while I go check on Bolt and make sure he’s okay. I’ll be back as soon as I’m done helping him, though, so don’t you go anywhere, okay?”

Moretta just glared up at him with that same murderous rage from before, though now it looked less scary and more amusing.

Deciding that Moretta most likely had understood what he said, Stinger rose to his feet. He was just about to run over to the nearest door to the interior of the warehouse when the roof suddenly exploded underneath his feet.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Kevin found it hard to keep staring up at Electrica, because the glow from her finger nearly blinded him. But he did not get up or try to run, because he knew that Electrica had him where she wanted him. He just prayed that Talon, White, and Stinger would get inside the warehouse soon, but given how none of them had appeared yet, he wondered where the heck they were and what was taking them so long to come to his aid.

“Wait, isn’t this kid Bolt?” said Chip, who was somewhere behind Kevin. “The son of Genius?”

“Yes, it’s him,” said Electrica. “I’ve met him before, but I didn’t know he was going to be here tonight spying on my business dealings. Maybe he has a crush on me.”

Kevin grimaced. “Trust me, Electrica, the last thing I have on you is a crush.”

“But if Bolt is here, then doesn’t that mean that the Neohero Alliance knows about our meeting?” said Eli, the panic rising in his voice. “I am sorry, Electrica, but Chip and I must leave immediately. We cannot risk being captured by the—”

“Don’t get your underwear in a bunch, Eli,” said Electrica, cutting him off as smoothly as if he had not been speaking at all. “I don’t see Omega Man and the Leadership Council barging in to rescue the boy at the last minute, do you? No, I think the boy is alone. Right, boy?”

Kevin did not answer that question. He was not going to give Electrica any information that she could potentially use against him. If she thought he was alone, she might let down her guard enough for Kevin to take her down.

“But why would he be alone?” said Eli. “It doesn’t make sense. He’s the leader of the Young Neos. Shouldn’t he have the other Young Neos with him?”

“Apparently not,” said Electrica. “You know, Bolt, you remind me of your father, who I clashed with a few times before his untimely death. Even though he had teammates, he usually preferred to work alone. Alas, I was never able to convince him to join me in breaking the law; his sense of ‘justice’ always kept him from listening to my arguments.”

“Wait, you mean you tried to seduce my dad?” said Kevin. He shuddered. “Ew.”

“That’s not a very polite thing to say to a lady like me,” said Electrica. “Regardless, I must admit that I am surprised that you didn’t bring kitten with you. She was just a kitten, true, but she had the heart of a lioness trying to avenge her fallen pride. She would have been helpful in fighting me, that’s for sure.”

“Even if Bolt is alone, his mere presence here is a threat to our operations,” said Eli. “You should just knock him out and we can tie him up somewhere. If we kill him, someone will notice and eventually link his death back to us, which would get the government on our backs.”

“The government is already after both of us,” Electrica pointed out. “What’s one more murder to add to my long list of crimes?”

“Because we have never murdered anyone before,” Eli snapped. “Unlike you, Chip and I are not psychopaths who lack a conscience.”

“Consciences are overrated,” said Electrica. “But you do have a point. Murdering Bolt in cold blood would certainly make the government come after us even harder than before. We probably wouldn’t get a moment of peace.”

“Exactly,” said Eli, who sounded relieved that Electrica was agreeing with him. “That is why we should spare him.”

“But the idea of the government coming after me is … thrilling, to put it mildly,” said Electrica, her voice full of a perverse pleasure. She licked her lips. “I live for intensity and thrills. And what would be more intense or thrilling than the entirety of the G-Men coming after me for murdering a famous young up-and-comer? It might even cause the NHA and the INJ to come after me, too, which would be a bonus.”

“Hold on, Electrica,” said Kevin quickly. “We, uh, worked together, remember? The Mann Corporation Building? Ring any bells?”

“Oh, I remember, but since that alliance was only temporary, it is irrelevant to our current situation,” said Electrica. “But don’t worry your silly little head. I’ll make your death as quick and painless as possible.”

Electrica’s finger began crackling with energy. Kevin was not sure if a blast of electricity to the face would kill him or not, given his super endurance, but he supposed that he was about to find out.

But when Kevin blinked, he suddenly realized that there was a huge crate directly over their heads. Electrica must have noticed it, too, because she looked up at it just in time and said, “What the hell? Where did that come from?”

As if its string was cut, the crate fell straight down toward Electrica and Kevin. Electrica was too surprised to act, but Kevin flew up toward the crate and caught it in midair. It was heavier than expected; however, Kevin managed to keep it from falling down and crushing Electrica. He slowly but surely flew over to a spot away from Electrica, Eli, and Chip, and safely deposited the huge crate onto the concrete floor.

“Where did that come from?” said Electrica, who sounded slightly dazed. She looked at Eli suddenly. “Was that your doing? You wouldn’t happen to have some powers you’ve conveniently neglected to mention to me, would you?”

“Me?” said Eli, putting his hands on his chest. “Hey, lady, I’m just as surprised as you are. I don’t know where this crate came from. It just … appeared in the air there, like someone had teleported it.”

A dark chuckling sound came from somewhere within the warehouse. It started off small, barely noticeable, but as time went on, the chuckle turned into full-on laughter. It was a chilling sound, like the laughter of a demon from hell, and it sent shivers down Kevin’s spine.

Yet that was nothing compared to what the laughter did to Eli. Eli broke into a cold sweat and looked around the warehouse wildly for the source of the laughter. Chip was looking around, too, but unlike Eli, he did not look nearly as frightened, though he still looked quite scared nonetheless.

“Who’s there?” said Electrica, looking this way and that for the source of the sound. “What is so funny? Why are you laughing?”

“That laughter …” Eli’s face was a pale as the moon now. “He’s here.”

“He?” said Kevin. “He who?”

“Me,” came a voice tinged with laughter somewhere above them. “That’s who!”

Kevin looked up at the ceiling. He was surprised to see a man standing on the ceiling. Literally standing; the man was looking down at them in the same way that they were looking up at him. He looked almost like a clown, with a long, humorous nose, a funny hat with a red feather sticking out of it, and over-sized shoes on his feet. Yet it was his mask that gave away his identity, proving that he was no clown, but a Venetian, though Kevin could not recall off the top of his head just which one this was.

“It’s him,” said Eli, whose voice was strangely small now. “Zanni.”

“Thank you for introducing me, Eli,” said Zanni with a chuckle. “It saves us quite a bit of time, doesn’t it? Especially since I already know who all of you are.”

Electrica raised an eyebrow. “Zanni? Are you one of those Venetians who I’ve heard so much about?”

“Indeed I am,” said Zanni. He took off his hat and bowed, though it looked weird since he was standing on the roof. “But I am not just any Venetian, I am the most powerful of them all, though still under the authority of our master like the rest.”

Kevin now remembered where he had heard of Zanni before. Blizzard and Shell had clashed with Zanni back in Phoenix. He remembered Blizzard telling him how difficult to beat Zanni had been and Kevin now wished that he had brought Shell along with him, rather than Stinger or White.

Zanni’s mad blue eyes shifted toward Kevin and widened with interest. “Ah, you must be Bolt, the leader of the Young Neos, if I am not mistaken. This is the first time we’ve met in person, but I did fight with a couple of your little friends back in Phoenix. They gave me a hard time, I will admit, but you don’t have their help at the moment, nor can you expect the help of your other friends, the one you brought with you to the warehouse.”

“What did you do to Talon, Stinger, and White?” said Kevin in a hard voice. “If you killed them—”

“Killed them? No,” said Zanni, shaking his head as he replaced his hat onto his head. “My own teammates are distracting them at the moment, though I can’t guarantee that that ‘distracting’ won’t involve murder. After all, I would be pretty distracted myself if I was murdered in cold blood.”

Kevin’s hands balled into fists. He didn’t know if Zanni was telling the truth or not, but he didn’t care. “Come down here and fight me like a man, then. I know what you Venetians think of me and what your boss, John Mann, thinks of me, too. Why don’t we get this done and over with if it’s a fight you want so much?”

“Because I don’t want to kill you, silly,” said Zanni. He pointed down suddenly, though not at Kevin. “I was given orders to kill him.”

Confused, Kevin followed Zanni’s finger and realized that he was pointing at Eli. Eli had grown even paler since Kevin had last looked at him; now he looked like a walking corpse, because his skin was extremely pale and he was sweating heavily now.

“Why do you want to kill him?” said Kevin, looking up at Zanni again. “What did Eli ever do to you?”

“It isn’t what he did to me that makes me want to kill him,” said Zanni. “It’s what he did to his dear old grandfather, though I think you might know him better as my master, John Mann.”

Kevin looked at Eli again. “Wait, your grandfather is John Mann?”

“That is interesting,” said Electrica, before Eli could respond. “I didn’t see it at first, but when I look a little closer, I do see that same face that has cheated me out of the millions of dollars I was owed, except about fifty years younger.”

“I …” Eli shook his head. “Okay, John Mann is my grandfather, but that doesn’t matter. I am not my grandfather and he is not me.”

“Oh, I would say it matters a great deal, Eli, because your grandfather so dearly wants you dead,” said Zanni. “He hasn’t forgiven you for stealing from him. And since your grandfather is a man of high ideals, he has ordered me to have you killed and for me to retrieve the Call from you.”

Eli chuckled bitterly. “Grandpa is a shrewd, calculating businessman. Whatever he told you about his ‘higher ideals,’ let me reassure you that the only ideal he lives by is whether he will benefit from it.”

“Family drama is so boring,” said Zanni. “In a way, though, I wish I had it, but I never got to know my parents before they died. Just one of those things I will never experience myself. Such is my tragic life.”

Kevin had no idea what was going on or why John Mann wanted Eli dead, but he asked Zanni, “So you aren’t going to kill me at all?’

“Not unless you get in the way,” said Zanni. “While Mann still hates you and wants you dead, he didn’t give me orders to hunt you down just yet. In fact, we didn’t even expect you to be here tonight at all, but perhaps once I erase Eli from existence, you can join him. Mann will no doubt reward me handsomely if I killed both of you tonight.”

“Not unless I beat you first,” said Kevin.

With that, Kevin launched into the air toward Zanni, zooming as fast as he could toward the Venetian. With his super speed and flight, he was as fast as a bullet, but right before he could punch in Zanni’s stupid mask, Zanni vanished into thin air. Kevin came to a halt before he could crash into the ceiling and looked around, trying to find Zanni, but it seemed like Zanni was nowhere to be seen.

“Where did you go?” Kevin said, his head whipping this way and that as he searched for the missing Venetian. “Show yourself, coward.”

“It’s not cowardice, but tactics, that inform my decisions,” came Zanni’s voice, which seemed to come from everywhere at once.

Abruptly, several large crates suddenly flew through the air toward Kevin. Kevin immediately fired several lightning blasts at the incoming crates, blowing a few of them up, but most of them had survived. The remaining ones crashed into Kevin, sending him falling to the floor. He crashed into the floor hard enough to create a deep crater, but before he could get up, tons of crates fell on top of him. They fell hard and fast, quickly burying his entire body under their weight. And, while it was not the heaviest weight that Kevin had ever been buried underneath, the impact of his fall had stunned him, leaving him unable to dig himself out of the crates.

As a result, Kevin soon found himself buried underneath tons and tons of broken crates, in addition to their contents, which appeared to be some kind of sharp metal, although it was so dark that Kevin could not tell what had been inside the crates. He thought he could hear the sounds of battle outside of the pile of crates covering him, but he wasn’t sure, because the sound was too muffled for him to tell.

What’s to stop Zanni from going after my friends? Kevin thought. I need to save them, before he decides to kill them in addition to Eli.

Grunting, Kevin summoned his super strength and burst through the crates. He soared into the air, stopping only a few feet before the ceiling, and then looked around once more.

This time, Kevin found what he was looking for: Eli and Chip, backing away from Zanni, who was walking toward them with a rather menacing gait. Chip had drawn a gun and was firing bullet after bullet at Zanni, but the Venetian vanished each bullet with a wave of his hand. At least, that was what it looked like to Kevin, because every time Chip fired a shot, the bullet would just disappear about halfway to Zanni. He did not see Electrica anywhere, which figured, because she was not the kind of person to risk her own safety for the lives of complete strangers.

Kevin flew toward Zanni. He pulled back both of his fists, intending to use the full strength of his power to take out Zanni.

At the last second, however, Zanni waved a hand at Kevin without even looking at him. Then Kevin smashed into something, an invisible wall of some sort, hard enough that he fell to the floor and lay there, his head spinning. He shook his head, however, and jumped to his feet just in time to see Zanni nearly upon Eli and Chip.

To his credit, Chip kept firing until he ran out of bullets and then he threw the gun itself at Zanni, but Zanni simply made that vanish as well. Knowing that there wasn’t much time before Zanni killed Eli and Chip, Kevin jumped to his feet and fired yet another lightning blast at him. But Zanni whirled around and made the lightning blast vanish with one wave of his hand.

“Persistent little one, aren’t you?” said Zanni in annoyance. “I heard from Pantalone how difficult you are to keep down, but I didn’t realize how literal he was being when he told me that you would just keep getting up.”

“What can I say?” said Kevin with a shrug. “I’ve taken worse hits before than having a couple of boxes thrown on top of me. You’re going to have to up your game if you want to beat me.”

Zanni’s mouth twisted into a scowl. “I have no time for you. I came here to kill Eli, not you, but since you’re a bigger problem at the moment than Eli, I’ll take a few seconds out of my day to take you out first.”

Zanni held out a hand and squeezed it into a fist before Kevin could do anything.

Immediately, Kevin went flying upwards uncontrollably. He slammed into the ceiling of the warehouse hard enough to shake it, but not hard enough to fly through it. But before he could react, he found himself falling back to the floor even faster than before, and smashed into the floor so hard that he actually smashed through it, crashing into the warehouse’s foundation.

Pain exploded all across Kevin’s body and every bone in his body felt like it had shattered like glass. He breathed in dirt and concrete and who-knows-what else, trying to summon the strength necessary to stand up, but every bone in his body screamed in pain. Dimly, he was aware that none of his bones had actually broken, but that didn’t change the pain flowing through him like water.

Still, Kevin couldn’t just lie there. With a grunt of pain, Kevin grabbed the edge of the hole and pulled himself up. Every bone in his body rebelled and his muscles felt like they were about to snap, but Kevin didn’t care. He just hauled himself up, panting and breathing hard, but then a shadow fell over him and he looked up.

Zanni stood over him, his blue eyes burning with hate. He no longer looked like a mere clown, but more like a demon spawn from hell.

Kevin raised a hand to shoot him, but Zanni kicked him in the face, nearly knocking Kevin back into the hole. But Kevin managed to hang on, even though his face hurt so much that he just wanted to let go and fall.

“I can’t believe that you survived that,” said Zanni. “What are you kids made of? If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were made of Indestructonium. I’ll just banish you; that should do the trick.”

Zanni pointed a finger at Kevin, but before he could do anything, thunder boomed and a huge electrical blast—much stronger than anything Kevin had yet used—struck the side of Zanni and sent him flying. Zanni screamed as he flew through the air until he crash landed behind several nearby crates, but Kevin did not hear him rise again. He did hear Zanni groan from underneath the crates, though he saw no movement.

A hand suddenly appeared in front of his face. He looked up and saw that Electrica stood over him, but unlike Zanni, she was holding out her hand as an obvious offer to help him up, rather than attack him.

“Electrica?” said Kevin, staring up at her dumbfounded. “I thought you’d run away.”

“Ordinarily, I would, because I don’t usually feel the need to sacrifice myself to save others,” said Electrica. She shrugged. “But I still remember how Mann went back on our deal. Getting to beat up one of his servants is simple payback, in my view. Plus, you’re my son’s friend; why shouldn’t I help you?”

Kevin blinked, but he did not take Electrica’s hand. “You do realize that I’m here to capture you, right? If you help me beat Zanni—”

“Don’t worry,” said Electrica. “I know exactly why you’re here, but at the moment, I would say Zanni is a far larger threat than you are. Not that I am particularly thrilled about working with a superhero like you, but at the moment you and I have a common foe. Why not work together long enough to take him down?”

“Because the only reason I’m even here is because of what happened the last time we did this,” said Kevin. “Besides, I’m sure that my friends will be here any moment now to help me.”

“I doubt it,” said Electrica. “I checked on them outside. They’re all in the middle of fighting other Venetians. And, since you clearly cannot beat Zanni on your own, you would be wise to accept my help.”

Kevin was about to tell Electrica that she would be ‘wise’ to leave him alone, but that was when he heard a roar of anger, followed by the sound of crates flying. Kevin whipped his head over his shoulder to see what happened.

Zanni stood upright now, his clown outfit slightly smoking from Electrica’s blast. His mask was slightly askew, but he didn’t seem to notice, because dozens of huge crates were swirling above his head, like fish caught in a whirlpool. Zanni himself was not a very physically impressive man, but with the death glare peering out through his mask’s eye holes and the huge crates swirling above him madly, he looked like a true threat.

Kevin looked back up at Electrica. “You know what? We can work together, but just this one time, okay?”

“Fine,” said Electrica. “Now, are you going to take my hand or not?”

Kevin took Electrica’s hand and she pulled him out of the hole. Though Kevin’s body still ached from the crash, he nonetheless managed to stand upright and turned around to face Zanni, who was literally fuming as he glared at Electrica and Kevin.

“I know who you are, woman,” said Zanni, looking at Electrica angrily. “You murdered Colombina.”

“Actually, that was Rime,” said Electrica. “I will admit, however, that I did help.”

“I don’t care who actually did it,” said Zanni. “All I care about is avenging the death of one of my own comrades. By the time I am done with both of you, no one will even remember that you existed.”

Zanni suddenly hurled half a dozen huge crates at Kevin and Electrica. Kevin immediately flew into the air, while Electrica turned into a lightning bolt and flashed to the other side of the clearing. As a result, the crates merely smashed harmless against the floor, while Zanni looked to the left and the right as he tried to keep an eye on both Kevin and Electrica at the same time.

Kevin fired two red lightning bolts at Zanni, but the Venetian easily vanished them, although Electrica chose that moment to fire her own lightning blasts at him. Zanni managed to dodge one, but the second one hit him in the chest. Instead of frying him, however, the blast merely made Zanni stagger backwards, leaving a smoking hole in his costume. He immediately launched another crate at Electrica, who exploded it with her own lightning blasts.

Activating his super speed, Kevin zipped through the air toward Zanni and swung a fist at him. But his fist merely hit air, because Zanni teleported at the last second, causing Kevin’s attack to miss. Kevin landed on the floor and looked around for Zanni, but once again, Zanni was missing.

“Running and hiding again?” said Kevin. “You sure are a lot more cowardly than all of the other Venetians I’ve ever fought.”

“Bravery has nothing to do with it,” said Zanni’s voice, which seemed to be coming from directly behind Kevin. “Expedience, on the other hand, does.”

Kevin whirled around just in time to see Zanni standing before him. Kevin immediately raised a fist, but Zanni held out a hand toward Kevin. A force like a bullet struck Kevin in the chest and sent him flying. He hit the floor and rolled several times before being stopped by the remains of several crates which Zanni had thrown at him earlier, his head spinning. This time, Kevin found it very difficult to recover; he had taken so many hard hits that he wasn’t sure how many more he could take before he was knocked out for good, or even outright killed.

Yet Kevin did not have the luxury to lie on the floor like this, so he pushed himself up and shook his head, trying to clear his senses. He got to his feet, using the nearest crate for support, but immediately looked up when he heard a scream of anguish.

Electrica was lying on the floor, a thick chunk of wood stuck straight through her abdomen. Zanni stood over her, holding out a hand, which he was twisting around and around, driving the wood deeper into Electrica’s side. Kevin wondered briefly why Electrica did not simply turn into electricity and make the wood fall through her, but he pushed that thought out of his mind for now, because he had to act and act quickly if he was going to save Electrica.

But Kevin did not move, because he realized that Zanni would just stop him if he attacked him. Therefore, Kevin needed to set up a distraction.

He grabbed a huge chunk of wood from a smashed crate off the floor and hurled it at Zanni. It worked, because Zanni immediately looked over in that direction and raised his hand to destroy the wood, but Kevin activated his super speed and zipped around the perimeter of the area until he got behind Zanni. With all of his attention on the box, Zanni would never hear Kevin coming up behind him until it was too late.

Just as Kevin threw a punch at Zanni’s head, however, Zanni whirled around and thrust his arm toward Kevin. The box which Kevin had thrown toward Zanni as a distraction flew over Zanni’s head and nearly hit Kevin, who was forced to dodge and retreat at the last second. Kevin flew into the air well away from Zanni, who glared up at him with annoyance.

“Nice trick there, Bolt,” said Zanni. “It would have worked, perhaps, if I had been blind and deaf like you clearly thought I was. As it was, it was such an obvious move that I saw it coming from a mile away.”

Kevin stopped near the ceiling of the warehouse and looked down at Zanni. Kevin was panting and sweating, but he wasn’t about to give up yet. He just held up a hand and said, “Yeah, yeah, I know. You bad guys always say things like that. Try sounding less like a generic bad guy from a comic book for once.”

“Call me whatever you like, it doesn’t matter,” said Zanni, spreading his arms. “With my powers, I could destroy this whole warehouse if I so desired. And I might just do that, given how annoying you’ve been.”

Kevin opened his mouth to say something witty, but then he noticed Electrica—still impaled by the wooden stake—slowly crawling toward Zanni, who apparently did not even hear her approaching him. Kevin briefly met Electrica’s eyes and a plan passed between the two of them without either having to utter even one word to the other.

Turning his attention back to Zanni, Kevin spread his arms and said, “Yeah, and I’m the Queen of England. I doubt you could even destroy a dog house with your powers.”

“I can do whatever I want, boy,” said Zanni. “Your friends found that out the hard way when they fought me back in Phoenix.” He held out a hand. “Perhaps it is time that you found out the same thing.”

Kevin smiled. “It might be quite shocking to find out just what the limits of your powers are, but sadly I don’t think I’m going to get to learn that today.”

Zanni frowned. “What are you talking about?”

Kevin folded his arms across his chest. “Behind you.”

Just as Kevin said that, Electrica pressed one of her fingers against the back of Zanni’s left shoe. Kevin expected to see Electrica merely shock Zanni into unconsciousness or at least give him a painful jolt.

Instead, however, a huge flash of lightning traveled from Electrica’s finger in to Zanni’s body. Zanni went stock still; although his mouth was wide open, he did not utter one word. His whole body began glowing and crackling with charged electricity, becoming brighter and brighter, the light nearly blinding Kevin, who had to cover his eyes with his hands to keep from going blind.

And then, quite abruptly, Zanni exploded like a bomb.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Shell walked in a circle in his small prison cell. The small cot, the toilet, the tray of untouched food on the floor … all of it passed Shell as he walked. He also got a glimpse of the hallway outside through the strange energy bars that kept him from escaping, although all it did was remind him of his predicament.

Predicament is a rather understated way to put it, Shell thought, wincing when the ship shuddered under his foot. More like death sentence. And all because of that stupid robot who we should never have trusted in the first place.

About an hour ago, Shell, Blizzard, and Treehugger had been marched out of the dungeons of Doom and onto a strange interdimensional spaceship that Omanx called the ‘Incinerator,’ which certainly did not sound like the name of a fancy cruise ship. The Incinerator was a massive ship, much bigger than any Earth space shuttle. It was shaped like a fly, though when Shell pointed this out to Omanx, he had simply received a quizzical look as if Omanx did not know what a fly was.

In any case, Shell had not gotten much of a chance to look at its exterior, because he, Blizzard, and Treehugger had been dragged down to the prison cells inside the ship. The cells were big enough for one adult human being, perhaps, but were sparsely decorated. The ‘cot,’ for example, was more like a piece of metal drilled into the wall and then covered with the thinnest ‘mattress’ Shell had ever seen, while the ‘toilet’ looked more like a strange bucket set on the floor. As for the food, Shell was convinced that it was actually some kind of poison, because it smelled like decaying flesh and looked even less appealing. Though Shell’s stomach grumbled from the lack of food, he was not hungry enough to try to eat food prepared by creatures that were clearly nothing like any earthly creature.

The only good thing about this imprisonment was that Shell, Blizzard, and Treehugger were all jailed closely together, in cells adjacent to one another. Not that that was very helpful, though, because their powers were being suppressed by these strange metal collars which the Servants had put around their necks. The collars were thick and impossible to remove; well, Shell supposed that someone like Bolt or White could have ripped them off with their super strength, but as it was, all Shell could do was ineffectually tug at his collar every now and then.

The Servants had also allowed Shell, Blizzard, and Treehugger to keep their suit-up watches, but that was a pointless gesture, because the suit-up watches were incapable of interdimensional communication, which meant that they couldn’t call for help from home.

Not sure how Bolt or the others could help us anyway, given how they don’t have dimension-hopping tech that they could use to help us, Shell thought with a scowl. That means we will either need to save ourselves or hope for a miracle. And I don’t believe in miracles.

As for where they were now going, Omanx would not say, except that he was bringing them to the Starborn, but where they were, exactly, Shell did not know. The best he could figure was that the Starborn were in another universe somewhere far away from theirs, although Omanx had reassured Shell that they would be there before you know it. Not that Shell was looking forward to meeting the Starborn, because that would mean getting killed and Shell was far too young to die yet.

Sitting down on his cot, Shell sank his chin into his hands and sighed. He still couldn’t believe that Sparky had betrayed them. He had been very angry initially, but once the reality of the situation sunk in, Shell had decided to figure out how to save himself, Blizzard, and Treehugger. It wouldn’t be easy, but it would be more productive than being angry at Sparky, anyway.

More than anything, though, Shell was frustrated by the fact that he was not going to be able to get the Midas Hammer for Eli. He hoped that Eli would not be too angry, assuming he managed to escape this ship and return to Earth, an idea that seemed more and more unlikely with each passing minute.

“Shell?” came Treehugger’s voice, which came from the wall behind him. “Are you awake?” She sounded afraid.

“Yeah, I am,” said Shell, sitting up and looking over his shoulder at the wall, even though he couldn’t see Treehugger through it. “How are you holding up?”

“As well as I can,” said Treehugger. “I’ve been trying to come up with a way to escape, but all of the escape plans I’ve thought of require plants in order to work and I don’t have access to any plants on this ship. Not to mention this dumb collar makes it impossible for me to use my powers.”

“Same here,” said Shell. “I feel pretty useless without my powers, too.”

“I’m stuck as well,” said Blizzard’s voice, which came from the wall opposite Shell. “But I did come up with the idea of trying to overpower one of the guards when they come to check up on us. I could use my training and fighting skills to take him down before he realizes it and then free us.”

“Those Servants are built like quarterbacks, though,” said Shell. “And, no offense, Blizzard, but you’re pretty skinny. Then again, none of us are really very big or strong.”

“What else should we do, then?” said Blizzard. “We can’t stay here forever. I certainly don’t want to be sacrificed to the Starborn, do you?”

“Of course not, but right now I don’t think we even can save ourselves,” said Shell, rubbing his forehead in frustration. “The Servants have us under lock and key pretty tightly. They took away our powers, weakened us, and threw us in here without any way out. That’s not even getting into the various security systems that this ship undoubtedly has.”

“This is all Sparky’s fault,” said Treehugger. “I knew there was something fishy about him as soon as I saw him, but I didn’t listen to my instincts. I’m sorry for getting you guys into this situation.”

“Don’t beat yourself up, Treehugger,” said Blizzard. “We’re all in this together. We just need to focus on getting out.”

“We still don’t know how to do that, though,” said Shell, folding his arms across his chest. “The Servants took away everything from us. Anything we could have used to escape, they stole from us. Unless a miracle happens, I think we’re screwed.”

“They didn’t take everything away from us,” said Treehugger. “They left our suit-up watches.”

Shell rolled his eyes. “Because they’re useless interdimensional traveling, duh. All they can do is take off our costumes and—”

Abruptly, an idea hit Shell like lightning, causing him to close his mouth. He looked at his suit-up watch with newfound interest, but at the same time, with more than a hint of worry, because he had no idea if his idea would work once implemented.

“Shell, what’s the matter?” said Blizzard, who sounded a bit worried now. “You went silent all of a sudden.”

“Because I just came up with a foolproof escape plan,” said Shell. “At least, it should be foolproof, if it works.”

“Really?” said Treehugger eagerly. “That’s awesome! What is it?”

“Guys, do you know how our suit-up watches work?” said Shell as he took his watch off his wrist and started turning it over his hands.

“Like, what, how they turn on and off?” said Treehugger. “That’s too technical for us.”

“No, I mean how they store our suits,” said Shell. He began clawing at the back of his watch. “Remember, our suit-up watches are connected to a pocket dimension. That’s how our full-body suits can fit in there, because our watches are actually sending them to and from another universe entirely.”

“Uh, okay,” said Blizzard. “I don’t see how that will help us, though.”

“It’s a long shot, but what if we hack our watches and turn them into portable dimensional portals?” said Shell. “I’m good with tech. I might be able to turn my watch into a portal which could take me home or at least to another dimension where I might be able to find another portal home.”

“Can you really do that?” said Treehugger. “Is that even possible?”

“I don’t know,” said Shell. “But it seems reasonable to me, because that’s how Mastermind built his own interdimensional portal, by simply reverse-engineering the suit-up watches. Granted, I’m not as smart as Mastermind, nor do I have access to all of his resources, but I’m sure I could jury-rig something that might do the same thing, if less elegantly or efficiently than what Mastermind made.”

“Shell, if you can do that, I’d kiss you,” said Treehugger. “Seriously, that would be great.”

“I’d kiss you, too, but I don’t want to make Bolt jealous,” said Blizzard. “Just as long as you can make that thing work, I’ll be happy.”

“Uh, yeah, I should be able to do it,” said Shell, momentarily distracted by the thought of getting kissed by both Treehugger and Blizzard. “I will definitely be able to do it, actually. When I first got my suit-up watch, I took it apart and put it back together again and learned the names of each individual part. Here we go.”

Shell had finally managed to pry off the back of the watch. He held up the watch to his face as he said, “I just need to find the right part and we should be all right.”

“What part are you looking for, exactly?” said Treehugger. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

“It’s called the Dimension Engine,” said Shell. “It was designed by Genius twenty years ago when he developed the first suit-up watches. It can open access to the pocket dimension where our suits are stored when we’re not wearing them. Assuming I can access the Engine, I should be able to use it to take me home.”

“Uh huh,” said Treehugger. “But what if it just takes you to the pocket dimension where our costumes are usually kept? How would you get back to Earth from there?”

“I’ll figure it out,” said Shell. “Ah, here we go. Found the Engine. Unfortunately, I need a tool—a screwdriver or something—to mess with it.”

“But the Servants did not give us any tools,” said Blizzard in a disappointed voice. “And I sincerely doubt they’ll give us any, even if we ask nicely.”

Shell lowered his watch and looked around his tiny cell, hoping against hope to find something he could use as a makeshift tool. Blizzard was right about the fact that the Servants had not given them any tools, nor were they likely to, but that did not mean that things were entirely hopeless for them. He just needed to be creative.

Then Shell noticed the plate of disgusting food on the floor near the entrance of his cell. He jumped off his bed and ran over to the plate, where he grabbed the fork and knife resting on the food and looked at them closely. The fork—at least, he assumed it was a fork, though it didn’t look like any earthly fork he’d ever seen—was shaped somewhat like a Phillips screwdriver head. The knife, on the other hand, looked like a normal Earth knife, which meant it would be useful for the work Shell needed to do.

“Looks like our situation isn’t entirely hopeless yet,” said Shell as he walked back over to his cot and sat down on it. “I’m using the fork and knife for my food to work on it.”

“Will that even work?” said Treehugger. “I’m not much of a techie, but even I know that cutlery isn’t the right tool for this kind of job.”

“I’ll make it work, don’t worry,” said Shell. “It would be even better if I had a microscope or something to help me see it better, but my hands are pretty small and I’ve got good eyesight—”

“You’ve got glasses, though,” said Blizzard.

Shell ignored her as he continued speaking. “—So I should be able to work on the Engine and reprogram it to take me where I need to go.”

“Well, I hope it works out the way you say it will,” said Treehugger. “And I hope it happens before any of the Servants come to check on us. If they saw what you’re doing, I bet they’d take away our watches, too.”

“You heard that Omanx guy,” said Shell, looking closely at the watch for the Dimension Engine. “He said they weren’t going to come and visit us until they reached the Starborn, so I’m going to be able to work without interruption for a few hours at least. Now, let’s see what I can do.”

The Dimension Engine was a small computer chip, set next to the watch’s battery. If Shell had not taken his watch apart before, he probably would have overlooked it, because despite its fantastic properties, the Engine looked no different from the various other parts of the watch.

Unlike other parts of the watch, however, the Engine had a few small switches on it. It would take a little skill, but Shell could already see how he could reprogram the watch to allow for interdimensional travel. As carefully as he could, Shell started flipping the switches on it. He had to be careful, because the watch’s switches were very fragile and he did not want to break them accidentally.

A few seconds of tinkering later, Shell finished messing with the watch and replaced its back cover. Placing his fork on the cot next to him, Shell put his watch back on his wrist and said, “Okay, guys, I did it.”

“You did?” said Treehugger excitedly. “Does it work?”

“I don’t know yet,” said Shell with a frown. “It should, but I’ve never reprogrammed a watch to do this sort of thing before, so who knows? I’m about to try it.”

“Wait, don’t leave just yet,” said Blizzard. “What about me and Treehugger? We still have our suit-up watches, too. Couldn’t you walk us through the process you used to make your watch into an escape device?”

“Possibly, but you two don’t know enough about tech for anything I say to make sense,” said Shell. “Besides, I can’t see what you’re doing, so I won’t know if you are actually following my guidance or not. It’s just quicker for me to go home by myself, but I’ll be back as soon as I can with help to rescue you two.”

“Okay,” said Blizzard, who sounded quite disappointed by his answer. “But don’t spend too much time away. We have no idea how much time we have before we reach the Starborn.”

“Right,” said Shell. “Anyway, time for me to test this out.”

Shell hopped off the cot. Having no idea how big the portal he might make would be, Shell walked backwards until his back was nearly against the bars of his cell in order to ensure that it would have enough room. He raised his right hand, aimed it straight ahead, and then, after a brief moment’s hesitation, tapped the button on the side that normally opened the watch to allow his suit to come out.

Shell’s watch suddenly heated up on his wrist, nearly burning his arm. He cried out in pain as the watch became hotter and hotter and felt something like burning liquid pass through his body and into his watch. Reality itself seemed to shake around him and for a moment he felt sick to his stomach.

In the next instant, however, a portal about his size exploded into existence before him. The portal was so loud that Shell was nearly knocked flat on his back, though since he stood against the wall he didn’t fall down. The portal showed a multitude of strange colors and textures swirling within itself, including several that Shell was pretty sure could not be found on Earth. The sight of the colors and textures made him feel ill, though his feeling of illness was rapidly overtaken by his feeling of excitement at the success of his plan.

“It worked!” Shell said, not even bothering to keep his voice quiet. “Guys, it worked!”

“Awesome!” Blizzard said. “I can hear it. Can you see Earth on the other side?”

“No,” said Shell, shaking his head. “To tell you the truth, I don’t even know if it will take me back to Earth. But it’s not like I have any other choice. Whatever is on the other side of this portal has to be better than this place.”

“I hope you’re right,” came Treehugger’s voice. “But please be safe anyway. Because if you don’t make it back to Earth, then Blizzard and I will … well, you know what will happen to us.”

“Right,” said Shell. He grimaced at his burning wrist. “I don’t know how much longer I can keep this portal open, so I’m going to enter right now before it closes. But don’t worry; I’ll be back as soon as I can with Bolt and the others!”

Shell dashed through the portal without another word … and found himself falling off a tall cliff in the middle of nowhere.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Blizzard heard Shell pass through the portal in his cell and then heard the portal close with a soft pop. She listened more closely than before, hoping against hope to hear Shell return already, even though she knew that it would likely take Shell some time to get the others ready for a rescue mission to save her and Treehugger.

“Is he gone?” said Treehugger; her voice was slightly muffled thanks to Shell’s now-empty cell, which was between hers and Treehugger’s. “I heard a pop.”

“Yeah, he’s gone,” said Blizzard. She sat against the wall of her cell, her ear against the wall in order to make it easier to hear Treehugger. “Hopefully to Earth.”

“I hope he comes back soon,” said Treehugger. “If Omanx is right, it shouldn’t be long before we reach the Starborn, and then we’ll be sacrificed.”

“I’m sure Shell will be back soon enough,” said Blizzard. She looked down at her own suit-up watch. “I do wish that he had stayed just a bit longer, though, to help us hack our own watches to do what he did. Maybe we’re not techies like him, but I’m sure we could have followed his instructions to the—”

The sound of stomping footsteps outside of Blizzard’s cell interrupted her. The footsteps were coming from the hallway outside her cell and it sounded like they were getting closer and closer every second. Blizzard sat upright, doing her best to look as innocent as she could as two Servants of the Starborn suddenly walked past her cell without looking at her. She heard them open Shell’s cell and enter it; based on the sounds of stomping feet and angry growls, it was obvious that the Servants were looking for Shell. She did not know how they had learned about Shell’s escape, but perhaps they had secret cameras in the cells recording the every move of the prisoners.

Regardless, it wasn’t long before the Servants reappeared outside of Blizzard’s cell. They opened her cell and entered without saying a word, while Blizzard just looked at them as innocently as she could. She had no idea what they would do, but she hoped that if she played dumb, they might just leave her alone.

But the Servants didn’t even ask her anything. They just grabbed her roughly by her arms and began dragging her out of the cell, grunting and making weird noises all the while in what may have been their native language, though Blizzard didn’t know. She just tried to resist, because she could sense that they were not taking her some place nice, but one of the Servants immediately slapped her upside the head hard enough to make lights flash in her eyes. Thus, she stopped resisting and allowed the two Servants to drag her down the hallway.

“Blizzard!” Treehugger cried as they dragged Blizzard past Treehugger’s cell. “Blizzard, are you okay? Where are they taking you?”

“I—” said Blizzard, but she got hit in the head again by the same Servant, which once again made lights flash in her eyes.

That was the last Blizzard saw of Treehugger, because one of the Servants stabbed her in the neck with some kind of needle. A hot, burning fluid entered Blizzard’s veins, causing Blizzard to scream in pain before she suddenly blacked out.

 

-

 

Blizzard’s body was as stiff as a board. That was the first thing she noticed when consciousness returned to her. It was like she had been frozen in a block of ice for months, although she could already feel movement starting to return to her body. Even so, Blizzard still felt sluggish.

It didn’t help that she had a splitting headache or that her eyes were closed. Blizzard tried to open them, only to be blinded by a bright light directly above her face, causing her to close her eyes again. She felt soft padding underneath her, which made her think that she must have been thrown back into her cell, but at the same time, she could sense that the room in which she was kept was larger than her cell. In addition, thick chains were bound around her wrists and ankles; at least, that’s what it felt like.

What happened? Blizzard thought. Where am I? Am I still in the Incinerator?

Deciding that she wanted to find out where she was, Blizzard opened her eyes. Again, she was blinded by the bright light, but her eyes quickly adjusted to the bright light when she turned her head to the side. In seconds, she was able to see clearly again, only now she wished she hadn’t.

The good news was that Blizzard was not in her cell anymore. The bad news was that she was surrounded on all sides by some of the most disgusting, gruesome, and bizarre monsters she had ever seen in her life. One monster looked like a jellyfish with the head of a wolf and the eyes of a snake; another monster had organic tread-like feet and claws like a lion. Yet another monster had two heads, a fish head and a bee head, in addition to a muscular humanoid body; on second thought, that creature might have actually been two creatures, because Blizzard noticed what appeared to be a second, much smaller body clinging to its back.

The appearance of so many nightmarish creatures in one place would have made Blizzard scream if she hadn’t realized, somewhat belatedly, that she actually wasn’t in danger of being killed by these creatures, because they were all in full-sized tubes preserved by some kind of strange green liquid which made them look even worse than they already did. Raising her head, Blizzard noticed about a dozen similar tubes, each one containing a monstrosity even worse than the last, but none of the monsters seemed conscious. Though their eyes were open, none of the creatures appeared even remotely aware of their own condition.

Such a thought would have comforted Blizzard normally, because it meant she was safe, but it also amplified the horror of the situation. All of these creatures looked far more powerful than her, yet they were all equally stuck inside their tubes like some kind of twisted scientific experiment. She wondered what kind of being could imprison these obviously powerful creatures and how long they had been imprisoned like this.

Then Blizzard looked down at her own body and saw that, while she was not preserved in a tube like the creatures, she was not free by any means. She was lying on a padded table of sorts, with thick, heavy chains holding her arms and legs down. She still wore the power-inhibiting collar from before, though, which explained why she could not use her powers. Her suit-up watch was missing; no doubt the Servants had removed it from her wrist so she couldn’t use it to escape like Shell.

“You are awake,” came a voice from the shadows at the other end of the room. “You must have a rather hardy frame, because the sleeping injection usually takes a lot longer to wear off than half an hour or so.”

Blizzard did not recognize the voice, but it sent chills down her spine. It was slightly raspy, with a small buzz to it, like what an insect might sound like if it could talk. Blizzard didn’t want to see its owner, but unfortunately, something stepped out of the shadows and into the light and it was by far worse than all of the creatures in the tubes put together … and unlike the imprisoned creatures, this one was free to move as it saw fit.

It looked nothing like the Servants of the Starborn that Blizzard had seen so far. It was vaguely slug-like in appearance, a stinky green liquid constantly sweating down its disgusting skin. Instead of a shell, it wore a large metal covering over its bulging back; it looked kind of like Shell, if Shell was a disgusting alien beast from another dimension and not a teenage boy. Its three eyes were supported by bendable stalks, while its mouth looked unfinished, as if it had been born without a mouth and had had to cut out a mouth with a knife. She also saw what might have been stubby teeth, but given how alien this creature’s biology was, she couldn’t be sure that this thing even had teeth.

In place of arms, the creature had strange biomechanical limbs sprouting from its sides, two on each side, and instead of legs, it had some kind of strange hover device that seemed to allow it to move easily. What was even stranger about its arms was that Blizzard couldn’t tell if they were organic arms enhanced with machinery or mechanical arms enhanced with organic tissue and flesh. Regardless, the sight of the creature made Blizzard feel much the same way she felt whenever she saw a snake.

“What … what are you?” said Blizzard. She bit her lower lip. “A Starborn?”

“A Starborn?” said the creature. It sighed. “No. I am not worthy of such a title. Indeed, the Starborn are my creators and therefore are greater than me.”

“So you’re another Servant of the Starborn, then,” said Blizzard. “Just like Omanx.”

The creature snorted. “Don’t compare me to that barbarian. He knows only about war and battle. I, on the other hand, am more in tune with the deeper physical and scientific realities which form the foundation of all of reality, including the multiverse itself. Whereas I spend my days studying the deepest secrets of the multiverse, Omanx spends his days sparring with beings even less intelligent than him, getting bigger muscles but becoming no wiser or more knowledgeable. Indeed, sometimes I wonder how he and I can share the same creators given our drastically different personalities and talents.”

Blizzard blinked. “So you’re a nerd?”

“I do not know what a ‘nerd’ is, but based on your tone, I can guess that it isn’t meant as a Earthly compliment,” said the creature. “No, I am what you humans would call a scientist. Under the dictates of the Starborn, I study the deepest mysteries of the multiverse and of reality itself, all in order to facilitate and add to their own vast library of knowledge. I also use my discoveries to make the Servants stronger, though it always seems like such a pedestrian use of such secrets as I have discovered.”

“You don’t look like a scientist to me,” said Blizzard. “You look like a slug.”

“That’s because you humans have no idea what science truly is,” said the creature with a huff. “It is not merely formulating hypothesizes and testing them against reality, adjusting as you receive new facts and findings. Such ‘science’ is child’s play, limited strictly by the limits of whatever universe you are in. The science I do, on the other hand, has no limits save those that the multiverse itself imposes on it … and so far, the multiverse has been rather lenient.”

“If you’re a scientist, does that mean you’re responsible for these … these things?” said Blizzard, gesturing at the monsters in the tubes all around her. “Did you put them in these tubes?”

“They are experiments,” said the creature. “Some of them were once free beings who I kidnapped from their home universes. Others I created in my laboratory. Each one has taught me something new about reality, in addition to helping me figure out other ways to biologically enhance the Servants.”

“They aren’t dead, are they?” said Blizzard with a gulp.

“It depends on what you mean by ‘dead,’” said the creature. “In some universes, they would be considered dead; in others, they would be considered alive. And in still others, concepts like ‘life’ and ‘death’ mean as much to the inhabitants of those universes as the scent of blue does to you. They are all in a state of suspended animation, at the very least.”

“And what is your name?” said Blizzard. “You haven’t told me.”

“I am Mig-Noggorth,” said the creature. “In your language, the closest translation of my name would be something like ‘He Who Uncovers Knowledge.’ It describes me very well, I think, though I find your human tongue to be extremely clumsy and incapable of expressing certain subtleties that the language of the Starborn can.”

“Mig-Noggorth,” Blizzard repeated. “Right. Well, where am I? And what are you going to do to me?”

“You are still on the Incinerator,” said Mig-Noggorth, gesturing at the room all around them. “You are in my personal laboratory, which is aboard the ship. A couple of Servants dragged you here after one of your friends escaped through a clever usage of that funny toy you humans wear on your wrists. I must admit, I have never seen Omanx get that angry before; I thought for sure that he was going to execute you and your other friend for this, plus the two guards who discovered it.”

“So you aren’t going to kill me and Treehugger?” said Blizzard hopefully.

“Of course,” said Mig-Noggorth. “The Starborn gave us specific orders to bring back any superhumans we capture alive. If we killed you two, the Starborn would be very displeased. I had to remind Omanx of that, as he was just about ready to order you and your friend thrown out the airlock, which would have defeated the purpose of capturing you three in the first place.”

Blizzard shuddered at the thought of being thrown out into the void between dimensions like that. “So, uh, why am I here? I don’t know where Shell went, if that’s what you are going to ask me. He was trying to get back to Earth, but I don’t know if his portal actually sent him back there or not.”

“Oh, I was not going to ask you where the shelled one went,” said Mig-Noggorth, shaking his head. “He is likely lost somewhere in the multiverse and it would be a complete waste of time to go looking for him when we have two perfectly good superhumans right here. The only thing we’re changing is that we have taken away your wrist toys—”

“You mean our suit-up watches?”

“—whatever you humans call them,” said Mig-Noggorth dismissively. “We did not know that they could be altered to work as makeshift dimension-hopping machines. I am going to study them myself in order to understand how they work, because our data originally suggested that you humans have yet to master dimension-hopping tech and this anomaly has forced us to reevaluate your threat level.”

“Threat level? Threat to who?”

“The Starborn, naturally. They already considered your species a threat due to the speed at which the neogene is spreading, but the fact that you have rudimentary dimension-hopping tech has pushed you to a new threat level: ‘Immediate Extinction.’ Before, you were merely at ‘Urgent Extinction,’ which is just below ‘Immediate Extinction,’ but not as important.”

Good going, Shell, Blizzard thought. You just made things even worse for us. Ah, well. At least he got away. Maybe he’ll be able to salvage the situation by bringing back help.

Mig-Noggorth floated over to her, his three eyes looking down at her with a rather disturbing look on his face. “You needn’t worry about the difference in threat levels, however, because in practice they mean the same thing: The utter annihilation of your species at the glorious hands of the Starborn.”

“This is insane,” said Blizzard. She struggled to sit up, but the chains on her wrists and ankles were too heavy. “Humans are not a threat to anyone. The Starborn don’t have the right to destroy us.”

Mig-Noggorth tilted his head to the side. “Oh? I seem to recall that it was humans who eliminated the Pokacu species relatively recently. Superhumans, to be more specific, and that doesn’t even count the other species your kind has wiped out over your time on your planet. I can’t say that the human race has a reputation for peacefulness and wisdom when they gain new power.”

Blizzard bit her lower lip. She didn’t want to admit that Mig-Noggorth had a point, so she said instead, “You still haven’t said what you’re going to do to me. If you’re not going to kill me, what are you going to do instead? Torture me?”

Mig-Noggorth’s mouth twisted into the most hideous smile Blizzard had ever seen in her life. “What a simple-minded creature you humans are. Unlike Omanx, I take no pleasure in mindlessly torturing my enemies. Everything I do is for the advancement of science and knowledge. Torture usually doesn’t help advance either cause, however fun it might sometimes be.”

One of Mig-Noggorth’s hands grabbed something out of a compartment in his metal shell and held it up. It looked like some kind of needle/headphone jack hybrid, a piece of equipment which Blizzard had never seen before but which immediately made her feel afraid for her life, whatever Mig-Noggorth might have said about the orders from the Starborn.

“Instead, I am going to experiment upon you,” said Mig-Noggorth. “You will be the very first superhuman I have ever had the pleasure of experimenting upon. I will be able to learn all sorts of things about you and your kind, knowledge that will undoubtedly be of great aid to the Starborn in the coming years.”

“Whoa, hey now,” said Blizzard, looking at the strange needle worryingly. “There’s no need to do that. I mean, the Starborn created superhumans, right? If you’re so curious about us, why not just ask them about how our bodies work?”

“Because creations of the Starborn always change even when the Starborn leave them alone,” Mig-Noggorth replied. “The environmental pressures of your planet Earth have undoubtedly caused some interesting changes in your biology. It will be interesting to find out just how much your bodies have changed in response to your planet’s environment since the Starborn altered your earliest ancestors, though I can’t guarantee that it will not be painful.”

“What is that needle thing in your hand?” said Blizzard. “Is it a weapon?”

“This?” said Mig-Noggorth. He waved the object over Blizzard’s face. “This is a DNA reader. By sticking it into your brain, I should be able to gain a complete copy of your entire DNA structure, which I will then be able to feed into my computer, which will analyze the data and compare it with the information I already have on your kind.”

“You said it would hurt,” said Blizzard. “But it won’t kill me, right?”

“Right,” said Mig-Noggorth. “But just because it won’t kill you doesn’t mean it won’t cause you other problems. It might leave you with permanent brain damage, for example; it shouldn’t, given how I have worked hard at perfecting this technology, but sometimes even the best equipment backfires. This is just what you humans would call a ‘heads up,’ I believe.”

Blizzard didn’t know what she found more horrifying: The idea of having alien technology stuck into her brain or Mig-Noggorth using Earth slang. She decided that the latter, while creepy, was a lot less disturbing than the former, though she still hoped that Mig-Noggorth would stop using Earth slang from now on, if only because it was kind of weird.

“Anyway, I believe I’ve spoken enough,” said Mig-Noggorth. He raised the DNA reader above his eyes. “One quick jab into your forehead and I will soon have all of your DNA on my computer. It shouldn’t take longer than five minutes, if even that much, though it will probably be painful for the entirety of that time period.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

The sudden explosion of fire and glass above startled Pantalone and Volto, causing the Venetians to look up at it in surprise. But Talon, seeing her chance, rushed toward Pantalone and slashed at him with her claws. Because Pantalone was distracted by the explosion, he didn’t have time to defend himself and Talon’s claws ripped through his chest. Pantalone fell over with a cry, but Talon did not stop; she just ran over him, her hands over her head now as she fled. She fully expected Volto to start shooting at her, but when she looked over her shoulder, she saw that Volto was kneeling over Pantalone, apparently checking to make sure that he was okay.

This would have been the perfect opportunity for Talon to take down Volto, too, but she was still too injured to risk a direct confrontation with Volto. Besides, Volto still had his gun, with which he could shoot her. What Talon needed more than anything at the moment was to find a place safe to hide. Actually, she really needed to find one of the others; she’d even have been happy to see White at this point, because there was no way she could keep running forever.

Talon looked up at the burning warehouse. Massive flames ate through the metal roof, shooting out of the windows like lightning bolts. Talon wondered where the explosion had come from. Did Bolt cause it? Or was it Electrica’s fault? Or maybe neither were responsible. Perhaps it was a gas leak or something like that.

Just as Talon thought that, however, she heard a loud scream above her, getting closer and closer every second. She looked up, but at first did not see anything in the dark sky or amid the smoke rising ever higher from the burning warehouse. But then she saw something—no, someone—falling toward her, though she had difficulty identifying them at first due to the low light conditions.

But then, from the light of the flames, Talon saw a flash of green and immediately knew that it was Stinger. Why he was falling, she did not know; he must have been blown off the roof when the warehouse exploded. Regardless, he was coming straight toward her, but there was no way that she would be able to catch him, yet if he hit the concrete, he would get splattered against the pavement. She wondered why he wasn’t using his wings to stop or at least slow his descent, but she had no time to think about that, because Stinger was going to hit the ground any second now and he would die.

But then there was a flash of blue and white and Stinger was gone. Talon blinked several times, wondering where Stinger had gone, before she heard a familiar voice above her shout, “Talon!”

Looking up, Talon saw White Lightning floating down toward her. In his arms was a very shaken-looking Stinger, who was clinging to White as tightly as a baby clung to its mother. White, on the other hand, looked a lot less shaken than Stinger, though he did look rather disturbed when he glanced over his shoulder at the burning warehouse.

“White? Stinger? Are you two okay?” said Talon as White landed before her. “Were either of you hurt by the explosion?”

“I’m okay,” said White. He nodded at Stinger. “Not sure about him, though.”

Stinger looked terrible. Though his costume was still visibly green, it was also crisped black in some places, particularly around the waist and legs. His wings were also burning slightly, while his eyes were wide with fear. He still hadn’t let go of White, even though they were back on the ground now. He didn’t even seem to be aware that they had landed. He looked like he was going to hold onto White forever and ever.

“Um, Stinger?” said Talon, waving a hand in front of his face. “Hello? Can you hear me?”

Stinger suddenly shook his head and looked around in confusion. “Wait, what? Where am I? What happened? The explosion …”

“Big blast sent you flying,” said White. “Almost crashed into ground. Would have splattered like bug. I caught you, though.”

Stinger blinked several times at White’s explanation before apparently realizing that he was holding onto him, because Stinger immediately let go of White and jumped off of him. Unfortunately for Stinger, however, he stumbled and nearly fell over due to his injuries, forcing Talon to catch him and help him stand upright with her support.

“Now, now, Stinger, you clearly need to rest,” said Talon as she helped him get down on the ground. “You took the full brunt of the explosion. I’m surprised you’ve even still alive.”

Stinger grunted. “Eh, the roof took the brunt of it for me. I think Bolt must have gotten the worse of it, though, because he was still inside the warehouse when it blew up.”

“Brother,” said White with sudden realization. He turned around to face the burning warehouse. “Must save brother. Must make sure he is okay.”

But Talon reached out and put a hand on White’s shoulder. “Wait, White. I know you want to help Bolt, but Stinger and I both need medical attention, not to mention that the Venetians are still around. We need you to get us to the nearest hospital or back to Hero Island or whatever in order to get our wounds looked at.”

“But brother is in danger,” said White. “And no Venetians around. Don’t see any.”

Talon immediately looked back in the direction in which she had last seen Volto and Pantalone. To her surprise, the two Venetians were nowhere to be seen; it was like they had both vanished into thin air. She realized that they must have fled as soon as White showed up; it made sense, given how badly wounded Pantalone had been and how relatively useless Volto’s power would have been in a fight. She was relieved to see that they were gone, even though she knew that that meant they had not seen the last of them.

“That may be so, but—” Talon grimaced and put a hand on her chest. “We still need your help.”

White turned to face her, a serious look on his face. “I will be in and out before you know it. Don’t want brother to die.”

Though White spoke as simply as ever, Talon suddenly noticed a certain strength in his voice that she had never noticed before. He showed absolutely no hesitation in his voice or in his eyes. He also didn’t look like he wanted to argue with Talon. He simply met her gaze with his own and Talon realized, for the first time since knowing White, that there was no way that she would ever be able to convince him to stay with her and Stinger.

Normally, such a thought would have bothered her, because Talon didn’t like it when someone didn’t listen to her, but this time, she just accepted it. She took her hand off of White’s shoulder and said, “All right, White. You do what you need to do. But please be careful. Those flames could hurt you.”

White nodded and, without another word, flew into the burning warehouse. Talon watched him go, uncertain how she felt about him now. He still seemed a bit too strange for her tastes, but on the other hand, she had to admit that she admired men who were willing to do what they wanted even if that meant defying someone else. She now finally understood how White and Bolt were brothers; they both had a similar loyalty to each other that she had rarely seen elsewhere.

A groan from below snapped Talon out of her thoughts. She looked down at Stinger, who was lying on the ground with his hands on his head.

“Stinger, how do your wings feel?” asked Talon, bending over to look at him closer. “Can you still feel them?”

“Yes,” said Stinger with a groan. “And I wish I couldn’t. Do you think White and Bolt will be okay?”

“I don’t know,” said Talon. She looked up at the warehouse again. “I can only hope.”

The flames crackled and roared across the warehouse, while Talon and Stinger watched the flames grow larger and larger. Another portion of the roof caved in suddenly and there was a sound of popping metal. The stench of burning metal and black smoke filled Talon’s nostrils, but she barely paid attention to it, because she was so concerned about White and Bolt that she didn’t notice anything else. Even her own chest wound barely registered on her pain receptors; all she wanted was confirmation that White and Bolt would be okay.

Abruptly, something burst out through one of the broken windows, sending more glass and wood flying everywhere. At first, Talon thought it was just another fireball, but the flames around it quickly vanished, revealing that it was three people. To be more specific, it was White, flying as quickly as ever, with two people slung over his shoulder. It was hard to tell who they were, however, until White landed on the ground nearby and laid them both on the ground as gently as he could.

Now that White was close, Talon could tell that, while he had managed to avoid the worst of the flames, he had still not escaped entirely unscathed. His costume was slightly blackened around the edges, while a few stray hairs had been crisped. He also smelled like smoke and he coughed slightly like he had inhaled too much smoke.

But White looked almost perfect in comparison to the two people lying on the ground, who Talon identified as Bolt and Electrica. Bolt’s costume already was very black, but his costume was even more blackened than usual, not to mention how he was hacking and coughing like he had inhaled a ton of smoke.

Electrica looked even worse. In addition to her blackened costume, it looked like she had been stabbed in the gut by something sharp. Miraculously, she appeared to still be alive, if unconscious, because her chest rose and fell with every breath. Talon doubted, however, that Electrica would live much longer unless she got medical attention quickly.

“There,” said White, his voice slightly weak, probably due to the smoke. “Saved them. Brother is safe. So is lightning lady.”

“Great job, White,” said Stinger, giving him the thumbs up. “Can’t believe you did it.”

“Yes, that’s wonderful and all, but weren’t there more people in the warehouse?” said Talon, glancing back at the burning building uncertainly. “I seem to remember two men entering the place, but—”

“We’re still here,” said a voice from the shadows. “We managed to get out before the building exploded.”

From between two nearby shipping containers stepped the two men who Talon had seen enter the warehouse earlier. Both men looked fine, as if they had somehow managed to escape all of the fighting that had happened in the last ten minutes or so. They were both, however, sweating, no doubt due to the intense heat radiating from the warehouse.

Talon turned to face them. “You two. Who are you? And why are you here?”

The younger man, the one with the goatee, stepped forward, his expression grim. “My name is Eli Corey and I am the leader of the Unwanted. This is Chip, a fellow member of the Unwanted. We’re the reason your friends got hurt.”

“What do you mean?” said Talon. “Are you saying that you are working with the Venetians or something?”

Eli shook his head. “No. The Venetians are trying to kill me. That is why they were here tonight, because they wanted to kill me, and they would have gotten away with it, too, if you and your friends had not showed up.”

“Why do they want to kill you?” said Talon. “What have you done to them?”

Eli stroked his goatee. “Because I’m the only person who can stop them, that’s why.”

“What do you mean?” said Talon. “What are you talking about?”

Eli sighed. He looked at Bolt and Electrica and then back at Talon. “This is not the best place to explain. Let me come with you and your friends back to Hero Island. I know you Young Neos have been dealing with the Venetians for a while now, but you still don’t understand what, exactly, they’re trying to do. I thought I could stop them on my own, but it is obvious at this point that the only way we can stop the Venetians and save the planet is by working together. That’s what tonight has revealed to me.”

Talon eyed Eli suspiciously. “And just why should we trust you? How do we know you aren’t lying?”

“Because I can prove my every claim, that’s why,” said Eli. “And if you do find any lies in anything I’ve said, well, you can throw me in Ultimate Max with Electrica.”

Talon bit her lower lip. She knew nothing about this Eli Corey fellow; for all she knew, he might have just been making these claims in order to get onto Hero Island. On the other hand, she sensed that Eli was telling the truth. And if he really did know what was going on, if he really did know how to beat the Venetians, then it would be a foolish mistake to tell him to leave.

So Talon nodded and said, “All right, Eli. You and your friend Chip can come with us and explain everything to us that we need to know.”

Eli smiled, though it was a grim smile. “Good to hear, although I don’t know how much time we have left before the Venetians succeed.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Despite what Treehugger had told Shell before he left earlier, she wished that she had tried to reprogram her own suit-up watch before the Servants had taken it away from her. Treehugger may not have been much of a techie, but she would have been willing to play with her watch all day long if it meant getting out of this hell hole. Of course, Treehugger’s lack of technical ability meant that any attempts to reprogram her watch would have likely failed, but she still wished that she had her watch, if only because she felt even more defenseless without it.

And now Blizzard is gone, too, Treehugger thought, glancing at the empty hallway outside of her cell, where she had seen Blizzard being dragged through earlier. She’s probably dead by now, I bet, or maybe tortured to the point of insanity. I’m probably all on my own now.

Treehugger pulled her legs up to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs. Sighing, she rested her head on her knees, wondering if this was indeed the end for her. This was even worse than the time she ended up in the Shadowlands; at least in the Shadowlands, she had run into the Midnight Menace. Here, however, Treehugger was all on her own. The only other people aboard this ship were those vile Servants of the Starborn, but she didn’t expect any of them to let her out and she was not strong enough to overpower any of the guards or prisoners.

And that would be true even if I didn’t have this damn collar around my neck, Treehugger thought, rubbing the power-inhibiting collar around her neck. Sometimes, I hate my powers.

Sighing, Treehugger decided to take a nap, because she didn’t have anything better to do. Besides, taking a nap might give her ideas for an escape plan; at the very least, she would be able to escape her misery for a brief time, hopefully long enough for Shell to return with help. At this point, that was the only realistic solution that she could even consider hoping for, even though the odds of Shell returning in time to save her and Blizzard were nearly nonexistent.

Right before Treehugger shut her eyes, however, she heard footsteps outside of her cell. They didn’t sound like the heavy footsteps of the Servants, however. They were much lighter, more like human footsteps than Servant footsteps. Treehugger’s first thought was that it had to be Blizzard. Somehow, Blizzard had escaped her captors and returned to rescue Treehugger, but when Treehugger listened more closely, she realized that these footsteps were heavier than Blizzard’s, even if not as heavy as the footsteps of the Servants of the Starborn.

Who could it possibly be, then? Treehugger thought, raising her head to look toward the exit. A smaller Servant, maybe?

An instant later, Treehugger saw the owner of the footsteps, and her jaw dropped in shock. “Space? Is that you?”

Standing on the other side of the bars, wearing some kind of sleek, futuristic armor, was Jason Space himself. He carried a sound blaster and some kind of strange sword handle at his side; based on his grim expression, he didn’t look like he was in the mood to chat. He also had what appeared to be a small scar above his left eye, a scar which Treehugger did not remember seeing before.

“Hey, Treehugger!” said Space, waving at her. “Good to see you’re okay. How do you feel?”

“Uh, okay, I guess,” said Treehugger as she slung her legs over the side of the cot. “But what are you doing here? And how did you know I was here?”

“I’ll answer those questions on our way out,” said Space. “Right now, I need to free you. Stand back, because there’s going to be a big explosion and I don’t want you to get harmed by it.”

Treehugger hopped off her cot and retreated to the back wall of her room. She sat down on the floor and wrapped her arms around her legs again, while Space placed what looked like a small star on the floor at the base of the energy bars. Space tapped a button on the star and retreated back the way he had come.

A few seconds later, the tiny, star-shaped device suddenly sparked and the energy bars vanished. Treehugger, however, did not move, because she remembered what Space had said about an explosion. She didn’t know why the device had yet to explode; perhaps it was on a timed delay.

Space’s head appeared around the corner, however, with a large smile on his face.

Treehugger, on the other hand, just looked at him in confusion and said, “Uh, Space, why didn’t it explode?”

“Because it actually isn’t a bomb at all,” Space replied as he picked up the star and put it back into a compartment in his armor. “It just disables the energy bars used to keep you in your cell.”

“But you said it would explode …” said Treehugger in a confused voice.

Space laughed. “It was a joke. I didn’t know if you’d actually believe that I’d set off a bomb that would inevitably attract the attention of the Servants. Man, you should have seen the look on your face.”

Treehugger stood up and folded her arms across her chest. “Next time, just tell me when you’re going to pull a prank like that, okay?”

“Fine, fine, okay,” said Space. “Anyway, let’s get out of here. Galaxy is waiting for us in the Adventure. We don’t have much time.”

Space turned to leave, but Treehugger held out a hand and said, “Wait. We can’t leave just yet.”

Space looked over his shoulder at her in confusion. “What? Why not? The Servants don’t know I’m here yet. I managed to sneak on board their ship via an experimental teleportation device that Galaxy has been working on. The longer we wait, the more likely it becomes that they will find me. And that wouldn’t be fun at all, trust me.”

“I know,” said Treehugger, “but I wasn’t the only one captured. Two of my friends were also captured alongside me and held prisoner on this ship.”

“Really?” said Space. He rubbed his forehead. “But I didn’t see anyone in the other cells.”

“One of my friends managed to escape by jury-rigging his watch to open dimensional portals,” said Treehugger. “The other one was taken away to some other part of the ship. I don’t know where she is or if she’s even still alive, but we have to save her before they do unspeakable things to her.”

Space groaned. “Wonderful. Of course this mission couldn’t be as simple as break into the ship and rescue a girl. No, I’ve got to rescue two girls now and we don’t even know where the second girl is. Brilliant.”

“You still haven’t told me what you’re doing here,” said Treehugger. “I thought that you were somewhere else in the multiverse. How did you even know I was here?”

“Oh, that?” said Space. “To put it simply, we’ve been tracking the Incinerator ever since they stole Sparky from us.”

“You have?” said Treehugger. “How did you do that?”

Space flashed a mischievous smile. “Sparky himself, obviously. What Sparky didn’t know was that when Galaxy built him, she put a tracker in his body, which we can track from the deck of the Adventure. We’ve been tracking them all this time, waiting for the right moment to strike.”

“Strike?” said Treehugger. “You mean attack the ship?”

“Mostly, we wanted to retrieve Sparky,” said Space. “As disappointing as his betrayal was, the fact is that he’s just been reprogrammed by the enemy. If we can get him back, Galaxy can reprogram him back to his normal self and he’ll be back on our side.”

Treehugger brushed back her braids. “So you didn’t even know I was on this ship.”

“Yep,” said Space, nodding. “I was sneaking along the lower decks when I overheard a couple of Servants talk about you. I decided to save you while I was here, because it was pretty clear that you weren’t here on a cruise.”

“I see,” said Treehugger. “But we’re still going to try to get Sparky, right?”

“Right-o, tree girl,” said Space. “That was the original plan, though now that I have to save you and your friend, that is going to complicate things a bit. But hey, complications are what make life worth living, in my opinion, though I gotta admit, Galaxy is going to be annoyed when she finds out that I had to rescue more people than we originally believed. She’ll understand, though.”

“I hope so,” said Treehugger. “What are we going to do now?”

“Find Sparky,” Space said. “And your friend, too, but we don’t know where your friend is. Once we find Sparky, though, he might be able to tell us where your friend is.”

“Okay,” said Treehugger, nodding. “But … what if we have to fight the Servants? I don’t have any weapons and this collar on my neck inhibits my powers.”

“I’ll remove the collar,” said Space. “As for weapons, use these.”

Space pulled out a packet from a compartment in his armor and threw it at Treehugger. Treehugger caught the packet and looked at it curiously. She felt something sharp and crackling within it, though the blank surface of the packet’s packaging made it impossible to tell what was inside it.

“What’s this?” said Treehugger, looking at Space curiously.

“Remember those leaves from the Shadowlands?” said Space. “Well, that Midnight Menace guy let me and Galaxy grab a few bags of them before we left. We wanted them because we thought they might make useful weapons; Galaxy wanted to see if she could replicate them in the Adventure’s lab and possibly start manufacturing our own. But you can use that packet of ‘em for now, because you can control plants and should be able to use them effectively.”

Treehugger smiled. “Thanks. Can you remove the collar now, please?”

“Sure,” said Space. “Just stand still and I’ll cut it off with my laser knife. Then we can go and find Sparky and your friend, assuming we don’t run into any Servants on the way there.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

White Lightning sat at his seat around the Meeting Room table, feeling a little anxious, but managing to stay still regardless. He looked around the table at the other people, mostly as a way to avoid thinking about his anxiety.

Bolt sat next to him. While Bolt had taken some heavy hits from that explosion in the warehouse, Healing Touch had managed to heal most of his injuries quickly. Still, Bolt’s voice was a little more hoarse than usual due to the fact that he had inhaled a lot of smoke, though Healing Touch had assured them that Bolt’s voice would recover eventually.

Bolt himself sat with his arms crossed in front of his chest and his head down. He still smelled like smoke, though he had already replaced his costume with a cleaner copy from his room. Even though Bolt was feeling well enough to attend the meeting, White kept an eye on him just because he couldn’t forget how terrible Bolt had looked before.

Sitting across from White was Mecha Knight. When White and the others returned to Hero Island, Mecha Knight had been one of the first people to meet them and had chosen to attend this meeting in order to find out everything that had happened back in that warehouse tonight, as well as being the representative of the Leadership Council. Mecha Knight was sitting even stiller than White. White sometimes wondered how Mecha Knight could be so still, even in comparison to the other members of the Leadership Council. He decided that Mecha Knight just had a lot more self-control than most people.

And, of course, Eli sat at the other end of the table, where Bolt normally sat, but where he was sitting tonight in order so that everyone could see him better. Eli looked even more tired than Bolt, even though he had not actually fought in the earlier battle. Bags hung under his eyes, while his goatee was slightly gray with ash. Chip sat by his side, though he seemed rather protective of Eli, as if he was worried that one of the other meeting attendees might attack Eli suddenly.

“Is this everyone?” said Eli, looking around the table in confusion. “I thought there would be more.”

“Stinger and Talon are still recovering from their injuries,” said Mecha Knight. “The two of them suffered worse injuries than either Bolt or White, so they require more help from Healing Touch than these two. As for the rest of the Leadership Council, I will file a report with them about what I learn during this meeting.”

“Where did Electrica go?” Eli said. “Is she even still alive?”

“She is,” said Mecha Knight. “But she will be transported to Ultimate Max in the morning. Right now she is being held in the Hero Island jail cells beneath the Tower of Heroes, where she has been sprayed with powerless gas in order to prevent her from using her powers to escape.”

“Does that mean Black Blur is going to change his vote now?” said Bolt suddenly.

“Unless he was lying, yes,” said Mecha Knight. “But we will need to vote on it again, which we will likely do at our meeting next week. So you will need to wait just a little while longer before we vote you into the NHA.”

Bolt groaned. “Come on. I nearly get killed capturing one of the most infamous supervillains in the world and you guys aren’t just going to bump me up to full-time member automatically?”

“It’s just one more week,” said Mecha Knight. “Patience is a virtue, after all.”

“Mecha Knight is right,” said White, patting Bolt on the shoulder. “You have this in the bag, brother. Just wait.”

Bolt did not look very pleased at this, but he just said, “Okay, fine. I can wait, I guess. But what about the Venetians? Do we know if any of them got killed in the explosion?”

“Not yet,” said Mecha Knight. “While the New York City fire department is still putting out the flames, I last heard that they have not found any other bodies in the wreckage, though they did find the remains of a Zanni mask in the epicenter of the explosion.”

“I figured Zanni was dead,” said Bolt. “He was the one Electrica blew up. And good riddance, too, because he was creepy.”

“Still, that leaves the other four Venetians present tonight unaccounted for,” said Mecha Knight. “It sounds like they all suffered rather bad injuries from their battles with you and the others, yet neither the police nor the fire fighters have reported finding any masked figures nearby. Somehow they got away.”

“But not for long, if I know them well enough,” said Eli with a sigh. “My grandfather, John Mann, won’t give up that easily, though I don’t think he’ll be pleased to learn about the loss of one of his best men. Not that it will really matter in the long run, because my grandfather is probably already close to achieving his goals.”

“Yes, tell us more about those goals,” said Mecha Knight. “This is what this meeting is about, after all. You said that you would tell us everything you know about John Mann and the Venetians. Might as well get on with it.”

“Yes, I know,” said Eli. “I might as well start from the beginning, back when I was a kid.”

“We’re not going to get your whole life story, are we?” said Bolt.

“No,” said Eli. “Just enough to understand what I am about to tell you. Anyway, let me begin. Try not to interrupt me too much, because I don’t want my train of thought interrupted.”

“Very well,” said Mecha Knight. “Go on. We’re listening.”

Eli massaged his forehead, resting his elbows on the table. “As you all know by now, I am the grandson of John Mann. Eli is my real name, but I used to have his last name until I took on my mother’s maiden name so no one would ever know who I am related to. Even though Mann is my grandfather, I hate him and don’t want anything to do with him. He’s an evil man, cruel and sadistic, and we have to stop him before he succeeds.”

Eli’s voice slightly shook when he said that. He reminded White of himself, at least whenever White got too excited or worried.

“Treehugger told us that John Mann was trying to destroy all superhumans in order to keep the Starborn from coming to Earth,” said Mecha Knight. “Is that true?”

“I will get to that, don’t worry,” said Eli. “Sufficient to say, however, that there is often a big difference between what Mann says he wants to do and what he actually wants. He’s the kind of man who will tell you that he loves you while twisting a knife into your gut.”

Eli shook his head. “Anyway, my earliest memories of my grandfather are good. When I was very young, he would often take me to Italy on vacation, along with my mom and dad, because he was so rich he had his own private villa in Venice. We’d go every year to the Carnival of Venice, where we’d see all of the interesting and unique masks that the people of Venice displayed every year. I used to enjoy it and for a while there it was my favorite event of the year, the one time I looked forward to the most, because I thought that the Carnival was amazing.” He frowned. “But then … things changed when I was thirteen.”

“What happened when you were thirteen?” said Bolt.

“Mann killed my father,” said Eli. He looked down at the table. “Murdered him in cold blood before my eyes.”

“What?” said White in shock. “Why would he do that?”

Eli leaned back in his chair. He now looked much older than he actually was, as if he had just aged two decades in two minutes. “One thing you need to understand about my grandfather is that he is a collector. He has a huge collection of various rare and unusual artifacts from all around the world underneath his mansion in upstate New York. He would sometimes show me some of the things he owned and a lot of it was really interesting, especially for a young boy, but there was always one room he never allowed me to look into, a room separate from the rest of the collection.”

“What was in that room?” asked Mecha Knight. “Stolen goods? Gold, silver, or some kind of rare jewels?”

Eli laughed. “My grandfather wasn’t that kind of collector. He never cared much for gold, silver, or jewelry, because he was already obscenely wealthy. He was more interested in the true history of the world, in the objects that were said to have existed even before human civilization. He was always fascinated by that stuff, though he rarely spoke with me about it. I think it is because my father—his son, that is—didn’t like him filling my head with ideas about pre-human civilizations and the like, because my father never took any of it very seriously.”

“Pre-human civilization?” Bolt repeated. “You don’t mean, like, ancient aliens and stuff, right? That isn’t real.”

“Bolt, you and I both know that that is bull,” said Eli. “You and I both know that the Starborn came to Earth once before, eons before humanity even invented the concept of writing. And they left behind objects and artifacts, which have managed to survive to this day thanks to their unique properties, though a few have been protected by obscure cults which worship the Starborn in secret, passing down the artifacts from father to son for countless generations.”

“The Apocalypse Switch,” said Mecha Knight. “That was one of the artifacts that the Starborn left behind, yes?”

“Yes, but it wasn’t the only one by any means,” said Eli. “In fact, my great-grandfather was a high priest in one of those nameless cults I just mentioned. He handed down one such Starborn object—which we know as the Call—down to my grandfather, which was what started Mann’s obsession with the Starborn that has consumed nearly his entire life.”

“The Call,” White repeated. “Sounds familiar. Where heard it before?”

“Likely your friends, Blizzard and Shell, told you about it,” said Eli. “They saw it. Or, at least, Shell did, though he really only saw it while it was inside its box. I never told him what its true nature is, though, or what it can do. He didn’t need to know.”

“I see,” said Mecha Knight. “Are you going to tell us, then, what the Call does?”

“I would rather not, but given the current circumstances, I have no choice,” said Eli with another sigh. He pulled a small box out of his pocket and rested it on the table, which he then opened and pulled out a small device, which White leaned toward to look at better.

The device in Eli’s hands was ancient, almost indescribably so. It closely resembled a modern smartphone, but at the same time, it did not have a touch screen; instead, it had a bunch of strange buttons and switches. A few of the buttons and switches were missing, perhaps having been lost to the ages, but the device was in surprisingly good condition despite its obvious age, like it had been carefully preserved by someone for a long time. White was tempted to take it out of Eli’s hands and look at it, but knowing that it would be socially unacceptable to do so, he kept his hands to himself.

“Doesn’t look like much to me,” said Bolt.

“Don’t let its appearance fool you,” said Eli. “The Call is powerful, perhaps the most powerful Starborn artifact that we know of. I’d say it is second only to the Apocalypse Switch in terms of its power, if not even stronger. In the wrong hands, it can destroy an entire city.”

“A whole city, huh?” said Bolt. “That is powerful.”

“Yes,” said Eli. “As for what it does exactly, that’s simple: If you press this red button, it will summon the Starborn to wherever you are on Earth.”

Eli gestured at a small red button in the center, which White had failed to notice when Eli had showed the Call to them.

“Interesting,” said Mecha Knight. “And how do you know it can do that?”

“Because that is what the cults I have met with have told me,” said Eli. “I haven’t tested it myself, but that’s because I don’t want to summon the Starborn to Earth and have them kill everyone. Indeed, that’s why I stole it from the government in the first place.”

“Wait, didn’t you say that the Call was passed down from father to son in your family?” said Bolt. “How could you have stolen it from the government if it was passed down to you?”

Eli smiled. “When did I say that it was ever passed down to me? This is why my father was killed by my grandfather. He gave the Call to the government, because he did not trust such a dangerous object with my grandfather.”

“You said that your grandfather murdered your father,” said Mecha Knight. “Can you elaborate on that point?”

“Yes,” said Eli, nodding. “My father, Michael Mann, never shared my grandfather’s obsession with the Starborn. He thought that my grandfather’s obsession with the Starborn was having a negative effect on his sanity; indeed, that’s probably why my grandmother left my grandfather, because he became so obsessed with the Starborn that he started to neglect her. In any case, my father learned something about my grandfather’s real reason for being obsessed with the Starborn, so he stole the Call from him and gave it to the government for safekeeping.”

“Why did he trust the government more than his own father?” said Bolt. “I know the government and I would never trust them with something as important as the Call.”

“My father didn’t know about the government’s corruption,” said Eli with a shrug. “In any case, when my grandfather found out, he was absolutely furious. He came to our house one night and got into an argument with my father about it. My father ordered me to leave the room and go to bed, but I actually hid just outside in the hall and peeked through a crack in the door. That was when I saw my grandfather pull out a knife and stab my father to death.”

White gulped. “Not good.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” said Eli dryly. “My grandfather thought he did it with no witnesses, but I screamed when I saw him kill dad and he forced me not to tell anyone what I saw. When the police came over, my grandfather had already concocted an elaborate story about how his poor son had lost his mind and tried to kill him and me, forcing my grandfather to tragically murder his own son in order to save the life of an innocent thirteen-year-old boy. There was an investigation, but my grandfather was cleared of any responsibility for my father’s death, though I can tell you that that is because my grandfather paid off the police, the judge, the jury, and everyone else involved in the investigation. Justice was not actually carried out that day.”

“Why didn’t you tell anyone?” said Bolt. “Surely you could have put a stop to this by telling everyone what really happened, right?”

“I was a scared thirteen-year-old boy, Bolt,” said Eli, rolling his shoulders like they were getting too stiff. “No one would have believed me, anyway, because they would have assumed it was just the trauma talking. And I was scared that my grandfather might murder me, too, if I tried to tell anyone, so I kept it a secret even when the courts granted my grandfather custody of me. My mother tried to get custody of me, but she mysteriously ended up dying in a car wreck on the day she was supposed to appear in court and no other relatives came forward to claim me, so I ended up living with my grandfather until I graduated high school.”

“Was your mother a superhuman, per chance?” said Mecha Knight. “Or was your father the superhuman?”

“It was my mother,” said Eli. “There aren’t any superhumans in the Mann family line, to the best of my knowledge. I think that always bothered my grandfather, though, because he had always wanted a superhuman in the family, yet there were no neogenes to pass down. That is probably why he always treated me better than his actual son, because I actually have a power, whereas my father didn’t.”

“What’s your power, by the way?” said Bolt. “You haven’t told us.”

“I can make the powers of other superhumans stronger,” said Eli. “I can also unlock hidden or undeveloped powers inside others, but the boost lasts for only a limited time, anywhere from a few days to a week.”

“Interesting power,” said Mecha Knight. “And a very powerful one, at that.”

“Yes,” said Eli. “My grandfather was ecstatic when my powers first developed. He was worried that they might not develop at all, but when I first showed him my powers, he was so proud of me. Not that he started treating me well, you understand. He was just happy that I had powers because it helped his own plans.”

“What are his plans?” said Bolt. “Aside from trying to stop the Starborn, that is.”

“And that is the problem,” said Eli. “You see, my grandfather was just as interested in the occult as me. He began messing with the secrets of the Starborn, which was eventually how he discovered that the Starborn were coming back to Earth. He had a dream—part of a connection with the Starborn he had had for most of his life thanks to his experiments with the Starborn artifacts—in which he mentally spoke with the Starborn, who told him that they were coming to Earth to destroy humanity due to the rise of superhumans. That knowledge led him to try to destroy all superhumans on Earth, but that isn’t the end of his plans.”

“What do you mean?” said Bolt. “What is his true final goal?”

Eli lay the Call down on the table before him, a troubled look on his face. “My grandfather will tell you that he just wants to save humanity, but the truth is, he wants to rule over it. He plans to use the Starborn artifacts, such as the Call, to control the Starborn and use them to subjugate the rest of humanity under his rule. That is why he is so interested in Starborn artifacts and why he wants to destroy all superhumans, because if he can get rid of us, then it will be much harder to fight against his rule.”

“How can Mann control the Starborn?” said Bolt in shock. “I don’t know much about the Starborn, true, but everything I’ve heard indicates that they aren’t exactly as easy to boss around as dogs, for example.”

“I don’t know for sure, seeing as he never told me, but I can guess that he is going to use a combination of Starborn artifacts and bioengineering,” said Eli. “That’s what the Genesis Institute was for. My grandfather has been attempting to design servants and creatures that will form the backbone of his army. He also, I think, was using the Genesis Institute to study superhumans and how our genetics work in order to learn how to control us.”

“Do the Venetians know this?” said Mecha Knight. “Because it does not seem likely to me that the Venetians, who are all superhumans, would support John Mann’s plans to destroy all superhumans in order to secure his rule over the planet.”

“I don’t know,” said Eli. “I suspect that my grandfather has promised fabulous power and wealth to them. Most of the Venetians are not very smart; they follow Mann because my grandfather is very good at selling his ideas to people, not because his ideas make sense.”

“They think they’re the good guys,” said Bolt. “They genuinely believe that they’re helping Mann save the world. That much I know. I wonder if they’d be so eager to help him ‘save’ the world if they knew what he was really trying to do, though.”

“It’s irrelevant at this point,” said Eli. “The point is that the Venetians are my grandfather’s main practical force in the world. They are not his only servants, but they’re the ones most directly related to his plans. If we’re going to go after Mann, then we will need to be aware of the Venetians as well.”

“Of course,” said Bolt. “But, Eli, I don’t understand something. Triplet told us that Mann’s grandson faked his death. Does that mean you faked your own death?”

Eli nodded. “Yes. My grandfather did not want me to leave him, even when I became an adult. He always kept an eye on me, because, like I said, he thought my powers would be useful for his plans. But I had been desiring to get away from him for years by that point, but I knew that there was no way I could ever get away from his watchful eye unless I died. So, with the help of some friends, I faked my death, which never actually fooled my grandfather, but it did get me off his radar for a while, which made it easier to relax.”

“What about the Unwanted?” said Bolt. “What role do they play in all of this?”

Eli rubbed the back of his neck. “I genuinely do want to help unwanted superhumans, but in truth, I was actually trying to form a community and an organization which could stand against my grandfather’s plans. I figured that once I had a large enough group, I could stop my grandfather before he succeeded. I don’t think it will be working out that way, though, given recent events.”

White looked at Chip. Chip had not uttered a word since the start of the meeting, but he didn’t look surprised at anything Eli said. He must have already known all about Eli’s past, which explained why he did not appear to be even remotely shocked by the revelations Eli made here.

“Why did you not let the NHA or INJ know about this?” said Mecha Knight, leaning forward in his seat. “We would have been happy to help you stop Mann.”

“Because I didn’t have any proof,” Eli replied. “I didn’t think anyone would listen to me if all I had was accusations. Plus, I saw it as my own problem, a family issue if you will. I thought I could handle it on my own, though now I realize what a fool I’ve been. It would have been better if I had approached you about it much earlier. Maybe we could have stopped my grandfather sooner.”

“We understand,” said Mecha Knight. “Yet your behavior in Phoenix does not fit with what you told us here. Shell informed me that you attempted to sell the Call to your grandfather for one million dollars, as well as an explanation of who the Starborn are. If it is too dangerous for Mann to have the Call, why would you attempt to sell it to him for any reason?”

“I didn’t actually intend to sell it,” Eli admitted. “I just pretended in order to get more information on the Starborn. It was the only way I knew of that would allow me to speak to one of my grandfather’s servants. That obviously did not work out the way I planned.” He sighed. “That about sums up my life, now that I think about it.”

“I’d say,” said Bolt. He put his hands on the table and leaned toward Eli. “Is that all? Or do you have any more information for us?”

“That’s it,” said Eli with a shrug. “With Zanni dead and most of the Venetians wounded, I am probably safe for the moment, but my grandfather isn’t the kind to give up very easily. He’ll probably send his Venetians after me as soon as they’re healed up.”

“All right,” said Bolt. He sat upright and punched his right hand into his left. “Now that we know what Mann is trying to do, we need to stop him once and for all. Let’s go to his mansion and kick his ass before he does anything else.”

“Hold on, Bolt,” said Mecha Knight, holding up a hand. “I wouldn’t be so eager to go after him if I were you. Attacking Mann now, when we don’t even have any proof of what Eli says—”

“I’m not lying,” said Eli quickly. “Everything I said was the truth.”

“—could potentially backfire on us,” Mecha Knight finished. “I believe Eli, but we already know that Mann has most of the media on his side. He could easily spin any attack from us into bad publicity for the NHA and the Young Neos.”

“But if Mann is planning to take over the world, don’t we have a duty to stop him?” said Bolt. “He’s no different than any other supervillain, in my opinion.”

“Bolt is right,” said White, nodding. “Need to stop Mann before he does anything.”

“I understand your desire to stop him, but rushing out to defeat him now would be foolish,” Mecha Knight pointed out. “Shell, Blizzard, and Treehugger still haven’t even returned from their mission yet. And with Stinger and Talon both still recovering from the battle at the warehouse, that leaves you two as the only active members of the Young Neos, but even both of you are not in top shape.”

White had to admit that Mecha Knight had a point, but he said, “But we still need to stop him.”

“We also need a plan,” Mecha Knight pointed out. “So far, I have not heard any ideas from either of you about how we will stop Mann.”

“I have a plan,” said Eli, causing everyone to look at him. “A way for us to get into my grandfather’s mansion and stop him once and for all. But you will need to listen to me in order to do it.”

“Will it be dangerous?” asked Mecha Knight.

“Possibly, if it doesn’t go right,” said Eli. “But it’s also our only chance at stopping my grandfather once and for all. Listen closely, because we may not have a lot of time left before my grandfather’s plan succeeds.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Stinger woke up with a start. His heart beating fast, Stinger at first thought that he was still back on top of the warehouse when it exploded. The sensation of being blasted from underneath and sent flying through the air … his wings being burnt to a crisp … hurtling toward the concrete ground below like a stone … all of those memories and more played before his eyes in an instant until he realized that he was actually sitting in what seemed to be a hospital room bed.

He wasn’t even in his costume anymore; instead, he was wearing a patient gown, which hung loosely over his gangly body. His wings no longer felt burnt; actually, they felt about as good as ever, if a bit stiff from a lack of use. His body in general felt stiff, but it was much preferable to the intense pain he had experienced before. His skin still smelled vaguely of smoke, but mostly it was overpowered by the sterile scent of the hospital room. Though the room’s light was on, Stinger could tell that it was still night by glancing out the window and seeing how dark it was.

Rubbing his forehead, Stinger looked around the room, trying to figure out where he was. Based on the white walls and brown tiled floor, he realized that he was in the Hero Island Hospital. That was confirmed by the pictures of the Atlantic Ocean on the wall opposite him, but Stinger didn’t know how he had gotten here. He vaguely recalled being caught in midair by someone when he was falling, but he didn’t remember who had saved him or how he had gotten from there to here.

“Ah, you’re finally awake,” said a familiar voice to his right. “How do you feel, Stinger?”

Stinger suddenly looked over to his right. Talon was lying in a hospital bed next to his. Like him, she was in a patient’s gown, not her usual costume, and she was lying underneath a soft blue blanket. She did not look as good as she usually did, although her hair was as long and blonde as ever.

“Talon?” said Stinger, staring at her in confusion. “What happened? How did we get here?”

Talon frowned. “Don’t you remember? After White caught you, Bolt used his Teleportation Buckle to take us back to Hero Island. You and I were rushed to the Hero Island Hospital, where Healing Touch healed both of us.”

“Oh,” said Stinger, rubbing the back of his head. “I didn’t know that. I must have been unconscious.”

“No, you were conscious for most of it,” Talon said. “The trauma from the explosion must have sent you into shock, which caused you to not remember anything. I imagine that’s why you don’t remember any of it.”

Stinger nodded, deciding that Talon’s explanation made sense. “So … how long have I been out?”

“Oh, I’d say about half an hour or so,” said Talon. “Healing Touch was in here just a few minutes ago, but he said that we’re not supposed to get up yet. Even though he healed the worst of our wounds, he insists that both of us need a lot of rest before we go anywhere or do anything.”

“What about Bolt and White?” said Stinger. “Where are they?”

“At the House,” said Talon, gesturing toward the room’s window. “Those two and Mecha Knight went to speak with that Eli Corey fellow about John Mann and the Venetians. Apparently, Eli is Mann’s grandson and knows what his evil plan is.”

“Really?” said Stinger. “That’s awfully convenient, isn’t it?”

“It is, but one should never question one’s luck, in my opinion,” said Talon. “And I’m sure they will be able to tell if he is lying or not. I trust them.”

“I hope so,” said Stinger. He suddenly started. “Wait, what about Electrica? Did we capture her? Or did she get away again?”

“She’s in custody,” said Talon. “Healing Touch had to heal her as well, but she’s currently held in the cells underneath the Tower of Heroes, where she won’t be able to get away. She’s been sprayed with powerless gas, too, so you don’t have to worry about her using her powers to escape.”

Stinger sighed in relief and sank against the soft white pillow behind him. “Whew. I was worried that she might have gotten away in the chaos.”

“No, she was in no condition to go anywhere or do anything,” said Talon, shaking her head. “She looked almost dead the last I saw her. Unfortunately, she has been healed, apparently because she’s going to be shipped off to Ultimate Max and it would be cruel or something to let her die of her wounds, even though she absolutely deserves it.”

Stinger bit his lower lip somewhat awkwardly. “Uh, yeah. Right.”

“Oh, that’s right,” said Talon. “I forgot that she’s your mother. I don’t know how I forgot that. Sorry.”

“No, it’s fine,” said Stinger. He sighed and looked up at the ceiling. “I know why you hate her so much. I’m not offended that you think she should be dead. It’s just that … well, she is still my mother, even if she’s a supervillain. It isn’t like I can really join you in wanting her dead or anything like that.”

“Are you sure?” said Talon. “I don’t want to say anything that might make you uncomfortable. I mean, just because I hate your mother doesn’t mean I hate you, necessarily.”

Stinger looked at her in confusion. “You don’t hate me? Weird. You’ve been acting so coldly toward me since you found out that my mother was the woman who killed your dad that I thought you didn’t want anything to do with me ever again.”

Talon looked at her hands, perhaps embarrassed. “I’m sorry about that. I was angry at you at first because I thought you were intentionally keeping secrets from me. And I must admit that I still am rather annoyed at how you kept that particular piece of information from me for so long, but I’ve started to realize that it isn’t fair of me to treat you that way. I mean, if my mom was a supervillain, I probably wouldn’t go around bragging about it, either.”

“That is … rather kind of you, Talon,” said Stinger. “I didn’t expect you to apologize to me like this.”

“Well, why wouldn’t I?” said Talon, looking at Stinger again. “I know that I’m not always the kindest person around, but since we’re friends, I think I do owe you an apology for behaving that way toward you. Will you accept it?”

Stinger hesitated, but only for a moment; in the next instant, he nodded and said, “Okay. I accept your apology. Not that I think you need to apologize anyway, but—”

“Thanks,” said Talon. “I was a little worried there that you might not forgive me, but I should have known better than to worry about that. Glad we’ve got that out of the way.”

Stinger nodded. “Me, too.”

That was when another question suddenly occurred to Stinger, who said to Talon, “Wait, what about Shell, Blizzard, and Treehugger? Have they returned yet?”

“I don’t think so,” said Talon, “but—”

Talon was interrupted by the door to their room bursting open, causing both Stinger and Talon to look at it. Bolt strode into the room, looking as confident and leader-like as he always did, while Healing Touch trailed behind him, as if he could barely keep up with Bolt.

“Hey, guys,” said Bolt, coming to a stop and waving at them. “How do you two feel? Better?”

“Much,” Talon replied. “A little stiff, but—”

“But they both need to rest,” said Healing Touch. He sounded slightly out of breath, like he had been running to keep up with Bolt.

Bolt looked at Healing Touch in annoyance. “But I need both of them if we’re going to stop John Mann.”

“I don’t care,” said Healing Touch flatly. “As long as they are my patients, they are under my authority, and I don’t think they should jump back into battle after less than half an hour’s worth of rest. Especially Stinger; he almost lost his wings entirely, and if he uses them too much too soon, he could end up losing use of them forever.”

“But you healed them of all of their injuries,” said Bolt, gesturing at Stinger and Talon. “They look perfectly fine to me.”

“My powers aren’t magic,” Healing Touch snapped. “I can speed up a body’s natural healing process, true, and most of my patients are usually released much sooner than patients from normal doctors, but the fact is that they both took a lot of damage and I don’t want them overexerting themselves. Their bodies need time to heal on their own, especially Stinger’s wings, which require a lot of downtime.”

“Whoa, what are you guys talking about?” said Stinger in alarm. “Are we going somewhere?”

“Yes,” said Bolt.

“No,” said Healing Touch.

The two of them glared at each other. Even though Healing Touch was much thinner than Bolt, he showed no fear or hesitation whatsoever to the younger superhero, like he was ready to take Bolt in a fight if he tried to take Stinger and Talon with him.

“Can you please explain what is going on?” said Talon. She gestured at her head. “Because, you know, Stinger and I can’t really read minds at the moment like we usually can.”

Bolt looked at Stinger and Talon and said, “Eli Corey has come up with a plan to take down John Mann once and for all. But to pull it off, I’m going to need as many Young Neos as I can gather, because the remaining Venetians will most likely be in Mann’s mansion with him and will try to protect him from us.”

“And I say tough luck,” Healing Touch said. “There’s no way these two are in any shape to fight the Venetians again, especially so soon. Give them a few days to rest and—”

“We don’t have a few days to spare,” Bolt replied. “Eli made it sound like Mann is closer than ever to achieving his plans. He says that tonight or tomorrow would be the best time to strike, because the longer we wait, the more time Mann has to come up with some sort of counterattack.”

“I understand the urgency of the situation, Bolt, but I also think you are looking at things too short-term,” said Healing Touch. “What good would it do to have them help you fight Mann only for them to collapse during the battle thanks to not healing properly? You aren’t thinking this through.”

“I’m thinking this through very well,” said Bolt. He looked at Stinger and Talon again. “What do you two think? Do you feel up to going to attack Mann’s mansion? It won’t be until tomorrow morning at the very least, but I need to know if you feel up to it.”

Stinger scratched his forehead. “Um, couldn’t you get some members of the Neohero Alliance to come in our place? Not that I don’t want to help, but you have, like, the entire NHA membership behind you. Given the seriousness of this situation, don’t you think you could just ask the Leadership Council for a few veteran members who might be willing to help?”

“Unfortunately, I can’t,” said Bolt. “Most of the NHA is currently out on the field on various other missions and the few who aren’t are either healing up from previous missions or are stationed here at Hero Island permanently. Plus, quite a few members are already on high alert for any Starborn appearances, which means they can’t afford to go with me on this mission. Even the Leadership Council can’t spare a member or two to help.”

“Oh,” said Stinger. “Damn. Well, are you sure we can’t wait?”

“We can’t,” said Bolt. “The Starborn could arrive any day now, and once they do, Mann will probably act. His plan involves taking control of them to conquer the world, and if Mann gets control of the Starborn, it is game over for every superhuman on the planet, whether hero or villain. We really don’t have the time to wait.”

Stinger nodded. He really did want to help Bolt and the others, especially now that he knew how urgent it was that they stopped Mann, but at the same time, he could not forget his experiences on top of the warehouse. Even though the explosion had been half an hour ago and on the other side of New York City, Stinger thought he could still hear the ringing in his ears. In his mind’s eye, he still saw the flames tearing through the warehouse roof, felt the impact of the explosion send him flying, felt the flames eating away at his wings. That last memory, in particular, made Stinger freeze up, because his wings were one of the more vulnerable parts of his body and he couldn’t stand the idea that he might lose them if he used them too much.

On the other hand, this situation was clearly much graver than Stinger first imagined. The survival of humanity was at stake; at the very least, humanity’s freedom was at stake, because if Mann succeeded in gaining control of the Starborn, he would indeed have a weapon that no nation or empire on the planet could hope to fight,. Even the NHA and INJ might not be strong enough to defeat the Starborn.

Stinger looked at Talon. “Talon, what do you think? Do you feel up to going?”

Talon did not answer at first. She seemed to be thinking about her response; perhaps she was weighing her options just like him.

Then Talon raised a hand and her claws suddenly sprouted from her wrists. She looked over at Bolt and said, “I’m ready to leave when you are, boss. If we’re going to save the world, we might as well do it now.”

Bolt smiled and looked at Stinger. “Stinger, what about you? What’s your choice?”

Stinger bit his lower lip again. He didn’t want to lose his wings; on the other hand, he also did not want to lose the Earth, so he finally said, “All right, Bolt. You’ve convinced me. I’ll go with you guys to Mann’s place as soon as possible.”

Bolt looked at Healing Touch. “You heard them. They feel ready to go. What do you say about that?”

Healing Touch looked like he did not approve at all of the way things were going, but he finally said, in a resigned tone of voice, “Very well. In the morning, they can go with you and White to Mann’s mansion. I would prefer it if they didn’t, but being a hero, I understand that sometimes you need to act even when you need rest. I still don’t approve of this whatsoever, but I trust that you will do the right thing.”

“All right,” said Bolt. He looked at Stinger and Talon again. “Rest well tonight, because in the morning, we’ll be heading out to Mann’s mansion. Tomorrow, one way or another, this will all be over, however it ends.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

At about six o’clock in the morning, Kevin crouched low in the bushes outside of Mann’s mansion, remaining as quiet as he could. Beside him crouched White, who was also being very quiet, while Stinger and Talon were crouching behind both of them. The four Young Neos were all absolutely silent, even though there did not appear to be anyone nearby who might notice them. Still, knowing how rich Mann was, it would be foolish to let their guard down, in Kevin’s opinion, hence why they were waiting.

As for Mann’s mansion, it was a huge building, two stories tall, with dozens and dozens of rooms. A high steel fence stood around the perimeter of the mansion, while two pewter water fountains stood in the front, spraying sparkling pure water into the air. A car that probably cost about as much as Kevin’s mom’s house stood in the driveway, while tall gates kept anyone from simply waltzing onto the property. There was a huge outdoor swimming pool in the back, while beautiful flowers of a variety of different species stood at the base of the mansion itself, making it look nicer than it normally did. The mansion looked almost inviting, but if what Eli said was true, then that was merely a deception. Mann himself was nowhere to be seen, but Kevin knew that he was somewhere inside the mansion awaiting the arrival of his grandson. The Venetians were probably in there as well, though if they weren’t, that would make things a lot easier.

It would also be really stupid to assume that Mann hasn’t taken every precaution to keep himself safe, Kevin thought. The old bastard is smart. I’m surprised he even agreed to this at all, but maybe he doesn’t realize that Eli doesn’t just want to give him the Call.

Kevin looked over his shoulder. Eli and Chip stood together in the nearby trees, with Chip helping Eli attach wires and a microphone to his body. Eli looked slightly displeased at having to wear this, but he did not object as Chip securely attached the wire and microphone to his person.

“Ready, Eli?” Kevin asked in a low voice.

Eli nodded. “Almost. This wire is uncomfortable.”

“But necessary,” said Kevin. “Once you’re ready, head out to the mansion’s gates. We’ll teleport in as soon as you meet Mann face to face.”

Eli nodded again, while Kevin looked back toward the mansion. To pass the time, Kevin reflected on the plan they had come up with last night. He needed to make sure that he was not forgetting any important steps, because the precariousness of this situation meant that they could afford no mistakes if they were going to beat Mann and the Venetians once and for all, especially given how crafty Mann had already shown himself to be.

The plan went like this: Eli, on the pretense of deciding to ‘give up’ the Call to Mann, would enter the mansion, where he would meet his grandfather face to face. Once Eli was inside the mansion and talking with Mann, he would send the coordinates to the mansion’s interior to Kevin, who would then teleport himself and the other three Young Neos directly into the mansion, thereby bypassing whatever security measures that Mann may have set up. Then they would apprehend Mann, as well as find and destroy any Starborn artifacts he had.

The hardest part of the plan had been getting Mann to agree to a meeting with Eli, but because Eli had gotten his grandfather’s phone number, he had been able to call him and get him to agree to meeting Eli. That was both convenient and yet surprising; convenient, because it was the most uncertain part of the plan; surprising, because Kevin thought that Mann would never allow his grandson to come into his mansion again. Perhaps it was because Eli had offered to finally give Mann the Call; given how much Mann wanted it, that may have been enough to convince Mann to risk letting Eli into his mansion.

Regardless, it was too late to back out of the plan now. If it turned out that Mann had laid a trap of his own—a not entirely unreasonable possibility—then Kevin and the others would just have to deal with it.

One of the things that made this mission more uncertain than it should have been was the fact that the Young Neos were only half as strong as they normally were. No one had heard even one word from Blizzard, Shell, or Treehugger since they left with Sparky to save Space and Galaxy. That didn’t bother Kevin initially, because he had been so busy with capturing Electrica that he had pushed most other things out of his mind, but going so long without hearing from anyone made Kevin deeply worried. He was especially worried about Blizzard; she was one of the stronger members of the team, true, but she was also his girlfriend and he felt deeply protective of her. If she was in danger, then there was no way that Kevin could save her, because he did not have access to the kind of dimension-hopping tech that would allow him to go to wherever she was. It made him regret never finding out how Mastermind had managed to dimension-hop; if Kevin had recovered some of Mastermind’s technology from his universe, perhaps Kevin would not need to worry about Blizzard as much as he was.

Hopefully she and the others are okay, Kevin thought. Besides, sometimes you’ve got to work with what you got, rather than what you want. And what I’ve got is White, Stinger, and Talon, and I guess Eli and Chip, too. Not exactly the Leadership Council, but they’ll do for now.

Finally, Eli finished putting the wires on his body. He walked out from the bushes, past Kevin, and toward the gates of the mansion. Eli did not look back as he walked; that was probably intentional, because they did not want to raise any suspicions in Mann’s mind that Eli was not alone. Part of him wished that he could follow Eli, but for the safety of the mission, Kevin would just have to wait in the bushes until Eli called them into the mansion. He heard movement beside him and looked to his left to see Chip crouching near them, a look of worry on his face as he watched Eli go.

Eli walked up to the front gates without any fear or hesitation, although Kevin knew that Eli was very nervous about coming face to face with his grandfather. But Eli was good at looking and acting like he wasn’t afraid of anything, which would hopefully prevent Mann from suspecting that anything was amiss.

“Be careful, Eli,” Chip muttered next to Kevin.

Kevin said nothing. He merely watched as Eli drew closer and closer to the gates, ready to leap to Eli’s rescue if necessary.

Finally, Eli reached the front gates. He stopped before what appeared to be the main speaker for the gates, which he spoke into. Kevin heard the speaker crackle from a distance, though he could not hear what the voice speaking through the speaker was saying.

But he saw the results of the conversation when the gates slowly opened on their own. With Eli’s back to them, it was impossible to see his expression, but Eli showed no hesitation as he walked beyond the gates. As soon as Eli walked past the gates, however, they slammed shut immediately, their clanging noise making Eli jump. But Eli was not attacked, nor was he met by anyone, so he kept walking up to the front steps of the mansion. He reached the front doors and knocked on them a couple of times.

Abruptly, the left door cracked open just wide enough for Eli to enter. Again, Kevin could not see who had answered the door, but Eli entered without delay and the doors closed behind him. Now neither Kevin nor the others could see Eli, but they didn’t need to. As long as Eli had access to his radio, it didn’t matter whether they could see him or not.

“How long are we going to have to wait before he calls us in?” Stinger whispered.

Kevin shook his head. “No idea. Eli said he would try to get us the coordinates as fast as he could, but it might be a while. Depends on how his meeting with Mann goes.”

“I hope it doesn’t take him longer than half an hour or so,” said Stinger. He grimaced and sneezed. “I’m allergic to oak trees and can’t stand being out here much longer.”

“You’ll just need to be patient,” said Kevin. “And ready, too. As soon as Eli summons us, we’ll likely find ourselves in the middle of a battle with Mann and his Venetians. But if we can strike first and strike fast, we might be able to end the fight before it even begins.”

“Hope so,” said Stinger, rubbing his nose. “’Cause even though my wings have healed, they’re still kind of tender.”

“Hopefully, you won’t need to do so much flying during the battle,” said Kevin. “As long as your stingers work, you should be fine.”

With that, Kevin turned his attention back to the mansion. Even though the mansion was obviously still inhabited, the complete absence of human life was disturbing. All of the windows were covered with thick, dark curtains; indeed, the curtains were so thick that Kevin couldn’t tell if there were any lights on inside there or not. He had no way of following Eli’s progress from the outside. He was tempted to call Eli now and find out how he was doing, but he restrained himself; calling Eli right now would succeed only in making Mann aware of their presence. Better to sit still and wait for the message from Eli.

But as the seconds dragged on, Kevin grew more and more restless. He kept glancing at his suit-up watch, but he did not see any messages from Eli. Beside him, Stinger rubbed his nose and his eyes, while Talon absentmindedly clawed at the ground with her claws and White appeared to be struggling to stay awake. Only Chip was watching the mansion with the same attention as ever, like he was afraid that he might miss something important if he looked away for even a moment.

Where is he? Kevin thought. Did he run into some problems? Why hasn’t he sent us any messages?

Just as Kevin thought that, he heard a small beep from his watch and looked down at its screen to see that he had received a message from Eli. Excited and yet cautious, Kevin tapped the message and read it:

BOLT—Below are the coordinates for the main living room of my grandfather’s mansion. My grandfather stepped out of the room briefly to get something, but he should be back any minute, so this is the best time to act. Once you input the coordinates into your Teleportation Buckle, you and your friends should appear in the center of the room, so don’t worry about appearing on top of me or anything like that.

Below the paragraph was a long string of numbers which Kevin easily recognized as the teleportation coordinates of the mansion’s living room. He looked up at the others, who had all heard the notification beep also and were staring at him expectantly.

“Eli just sent me a message with the mansion living room’s teleportation coordinates,” said Kevin. “Once I put them into my buckle, I want us all to hold hands so we can teleport in together. Except for you, Chip; you need to stay here in case we need backup. Someone will need to stay here to call the NHA in case things get dicey.”

“But what if Eli is hurt?” said Chip. “I want to help him if he’s in trouble.”

“Don’t worry about him,” said Kevin, waving at Chip without care. “We’ll keep Eli safe. You just need to call the NHA for backup if something bad happens to us inside the mansion.”

Chip frowned, but nodded and said, “Okay. But if you don’t keep Eli safe, I will never forgive you. Got it?”

Kevin blinked. He didn’t expect Chip to be so passionate, but he nodded and said, “Uh, sure. Got it.”

“Okay,” said Chip. “Then go. No need to wait any longer now that Eli says it’s time to go.”

Kevin nodded one more time at Chip and then inputted the coordinates on his watch into his Buckle. Once he finished inputting the coordinates, Kevin held hands with White, Talon, and Stinger.

“Everyone ready?” said Kevin, looking around at his friends. “We don’t know for sure what is in there, but it could be dangerous.”

“Come on, Bolt,” said Stinger. “We’ve been in worse situations before. Once we’re in, I’ll paralyze Mann instantly and he won’t even know what hit him.”

“And I’m perfectly willing to use my claws to tear him or his Venetians a new one if necessary,” said Talon with a wolfish grin.

“Am ready to fight,” said White. “Fight for the world.”

“Good,” said Bolt. “Now here … we … go.”

Bolt twisted the Teleportation Buckle.

One moment, they were standing out in the dark forest around the mansion; the next, they were standing inside a dark room. In fact, Kevin almost didn’t think they’d teleported at all, because the room into which they teleported was almost as dark as the forest, but the firm concrete under their feet, combined with the smell of stale air and dust in contrast to the smell of green trees and grass of the forest, told Kevin that they had indeed teleported inside.

“Why is everything so dark? Or did I just go blind?” said Stinger’s voice from somewhere in the shadows. “I can’t see a thing.”

“It’s not just you,” said Talon. “I can’t see anything, either. And what’s with the concrete floor? I thought that a man as rich as Mann would have mahogany or something fancy like that.”

“Darkness scary,” said White. “Wish there was a light.”

A bright, white light suddenly bathed over them like a wave from the ocean. Kevin had to shut his eyes to protect them from the sudden change in illumination, though once his eyes had adjusted to the light, he opened them to see where he was.

But Kevin wished he had not, because he now found himself face to face with Eli’s corpse.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

Screaming his head off, Shell fell like a rock down a sheer cliff. He spun head over heels in the air, the sky and the ground changing places rapidly. He sometimes saw the white clouds of the sky and then other times saw the tall trees of a forest of some sort below him and still other times a large castle somewhere in the distance. Yet he could never fix on any one detail for very long, because he spun around too much to be able to focus on anything except his sheer, utter terror at falling, falling, falling through the sky.

Wind tore through Shell’s hair, his glasses barely hung onto his face, and the ground was getting closer and closer every second. All Shell could do was scream in pure terror, even when his mouth went dry.

Just beyond the dim terror that dominated his mind, Shell’s reasonable voice was trying to tell him to use his powers. But he was too freaked out by finding himself falling to his death to pay attention to his reasonable side. Fear dominated his entire consciousness and Shell wasn’t sure what would kill him first: The impact with the ground below or his own heart giving out from sheer fright. For some reason, the latter seemed more likely to him than the former.

Yet Shell somehow managed to focus on his powers. He closed his eyes and a large red bubble suddenly appeared around his body; just in the nick of time, because just as the bubble appeared around his body, he crashed into and through the trees at the foot of the cliff.

For another few seconds, Shell found his whole world replaced by wood and leaves and twigs and branches. He smashed through branch after branch, each one seemingly harder than the last. The bubble protected his body from the worst of it, but he still had no way to stop himself from going down, down to the unknown ground below, although Shell was now starting to think that there was no ground at all and that he was just going to keep falling forever into an endless void of branches and leaves.

A second later, however, Shell broke through the lowest branches of the trees and slammed against the ground. His bubble bounced a couple of times before coming to a stop, at which point Shell turned off his power and he fell face first onto the ground. It was not a particularly hard impact; however, when Shell landed, his glasses flew off his face, forcing him to paw across the ground frantically until he found his glasses again and put them back on his face.

But Shell did not get up. He was so exhausted from screaming and falling that he just wanted to rest for a while. Granted, the bubble had kept him from taking the worst of the fall, but the fact was that Shell was still quite drained of energy. He inhaled the scent of mud and leaves underneath him, but did nothing else, because he just didn’t have the energy for it.

Can’t rest forever, though, Shell thought. Must get up and find out where I am. That’s the only way I am going to save the others.

Panting and sweating, Shell propped himself up on his hands and knees and looked around the area in which he had landed. All around him, Shell saw gigantic trees, much bigger than any trees he had seen on Earth. It was impossible to tell what kind of tree they were, though Shell thought they looked like a weird cross between pines and oaks, though given their ridiculous heights, it was also possible that they were partly coconut as well.

Aside from the trees, there were strange bushes near the wide bases of each tree. The bushes had green leaves, but with strange purple berries that looked rather alluring. Shell was not very hungry at the moment, but if he was, he probably would have tried out the berries. Then again, given how Shell didn’t know where he was, it would have been foolish to eat those berries, because he had no idea what they were and whether they were even healthy for a human to eat.

As far as Shell could tell, there were no trails or pathways anywhere in the forest. Indeed, the longer Shell lay there, the more out of place he felt in this forest. It felt like no human being had ever set foot in this place, or if they had, it must have been years, possibly even centuries, ago, long before Shell came here. That was a disturbing thought, if only because Shell wondered how a forest like this could exist if there was no other life in it.

I’ll figure that out later, Shell thought as he rose to his feet. For now, my main priority is figuring out how to get back to Earth.

Shell wiped the mud off his costume as he looked around again. He was convinced that he had not ended up in some forest on Earth, mostly because of the alien atmosphere of this dimension. Trees didn’t grow that tall. Forests were not this quiet. Everything smelled fresh and alive, but it was not a very inviting feeling. It was more like the forest was bragging about its own beauty, as if it existed in and of itself, not merely to please humans or some other creatures.

What if this whole dimension is one big dimension of trees? Shell thought. If multiverse theory is true, then that means that there is a universe out there where trees are the dominant form of life. Either that or I ended up in Middle-earth, though these trees don’t look much like Ents to me.

Shell shook his head. What was he thinking? Of course this dimension was not a tree dimension. He had fall down the side of a huge cliff, after all, and he also seemed to remember seeing a huge castle of some sort just beyond the forest in the distance. Of course, Shell’s memories were somewhat fragmented, because he had not been paying much attention to anything when he had been falling, but he was still sure he had seen a castle somewhere beyond the forest.

I’ll just use my suit-up watch to go somewhere else, Shell thought, looking down at his watch. I wish I could reprogram it to take me directly to Earth, but I’ll just have to settle for random dimension-hopping until I find what I’m looking for. Hopefully that won’t take too long.

But all Shell’s thoughts of escape went out his head as soon as he tapped the touch screen of his watch and nothing happened. Frowning, Shell tapped the screen again, but once again, nothing happened.

What’s wrong with it? Shell thought, taking his watch off his wrist and turning it over. Why doesn’t it want to work?

Shell saw the reason why it wouldn’t work: The battery was busted. It looked like it had exploded inside the watch, yet Shell had not felt it blow up when he had dimension-hopped.

God damn, Shell thought, lowering his watch. I must have overloaded the watch’s battery when I opened that portal. These watches weren’t designed for full interdimensional travel, after all. I’m surprised it even got me this far, to be honest.

Normally, this would not bother Shell, because he could just go to the Tower of Heroes to get more batteries for his watch. Unfortunately, Shell was nowhere near the Tower of Heroes—or even Earth—at the moment, which meant that Shell would need to find another way to get new batteries for his watch. He couldn’t repair them himself; after all, he didn’t have the right equipment and experience to do something like that.

But if I can’t get new batteries or repair the ones I have, then does that mean that I’m … stuck here? Shell thought. He would have added ‘forever,’ but he didn’t want to dwell on such depressing thoughts.

Shell took a deep breath. He needed to be calm about this. Maybe his watch didn’t work anymore, but that did not mean that Shell was stuck. Perhaps if he could find that castle he saw, he might be able to find someone there with dimension-hopping tech that could take him home. That didn’t seem very likely, because so far Shell had not seen even a hint of other living creatures, but it wasn’t like Shell had much choice at this point. He would just have to risk traveling through the large, silent, dark forest in hopes of reaching the castle. He seemed to recall that the castle lay somewhere to the north, so Shell turned north (as best as he was able to figure, anyway, because the branches of the trees above him made it hard to see the sun) and began making his way in that direction.

But Shell did not get very far before he heard rustling among the treetops. He looked up, but did not see anything among the upper branches of the trees themselves.

Did I just hear something? Shell thought. Or am I just hallucinating everything?

Then he saw movement among the branches. The leaves rustled and shook, like someone or something was running across them rapidly, and before Shell’s startled eyes, something fell out of the tree branches and landed on the ground before him. Shell immediately threw up a large red bubble before himself, which he put up between himself and the thing that had fallen out of the trees just in case it attacked him.

Through the thin transparent form of the bubble, Shell saw that the thing which had fallen from the trees was not human, though he had a difficult time identifying what it was at first. It slowly rose higher and higher above him, until the thing towered over him, allowing him to see it clearly for the first time.

To the best of Shell’s knowledge, the creature which stood before him looked somewhat like an elephant crossed with trees. It had a long wooden trunk which somehow was as flexible as a fleshly elephant trunk, while its blue eyes shone from within its wooden skull. With the leaves covering its body, Shell was reminded of a woolly mammoth, except for the strange leaf wings rising from its back.

Okay, I’m definitely going insane now, Shell thought, staring up at the towering tree elephant, his knees shaking. This isn’t real. It can’t be real. This is just something made up by my mind, right?

Unfortunately, Shell could not deny the very real movements of the elephant, nor could he ignore the way that its leaves would fall off its form and flutter through the wind toward him. The fact was that this creature was very, very real, at least as real as himself, and possibly even more so, if that thought made any sense. It really didn’t, but Shell was so terrified of the clearly alien being standing before him that he didn’t know what to think or what to do, except hope that the elephantine creature would decide to let him go, because he didn’t think he could beat it in a fight if he had to.

For the longest time, Shell and the elephantine creature stared at each other. Neither one made the first move; each waited for the other to act first. Shell realized that he still had his shield up, which probably explained why the elephant did not attack him, but he did not dare lower his shield, because he didn’t want to give that creature an opening in which to strike. Assuming, of course, that it even wanted to attack him, but Shell could not think of what else this mysterious creature could want.

Finally, the elephantine creature raised its trunk. Shell thought that it was going to attack him, but instead, the creature actually spoke in near perfect English. “Hello, human. Can you understand me?”

Shell’s jaw fell open. “What … did you just talk?”

The elephantine creature nodded. “Yes, though I am not used to it.”

“I … what?” said Shell. “How can you speak English? This isn’t Earth … right?”

“It is part of my powers, as your language might put it,” said the elephantine creature. “When you entered my realm, I was able to copy your language skills with my plants. My trees constantly absorb information from the environment, including from other living creatures such as yourself. It is a very handy skill.”

“So you’re not really an elephant at all, are you?” said Shell. “What are you, really, then?”

“Call me the Spirit of the Woods,” said the elephantine creature. “My real name is not something that would be easy to pronounce in your language, but this translation should suffice.”

“That … doesn’t really help me,” said Shell. He gestured at the forest around him. “Where am I, exactly? I’ve never seen this place before. What is it?”

The Spirit was silent for a moment, as if it was trying to determine how to respond to his question. Finally, it said, “This is a place between dimensions, much like the void, except habitable for beings such as yourself. It is known as the Endless Forest, because my trees stretch on forever and ever in every direction.”

“What about that cliff I saw, though?” said Shell, gesturing over his shoulder. “When I entered this place, I fell past a cliff. Doesn’t seem like such an endless forest to me if it has a cliff. Oh, and I also saw a weird castle, too, although I might have been hallucinating that last one.”

The Spirit suddenly looked at Shell with renewed interest, as if he had just said something unexpected. “You mean you saw the castle? Interesting. I didn’t think it was possible for beings like you to see it. Then again, most people who come to the Endless Forest never make it above the trees in the first place. Most simply wander endlessly through the woods until they find a way back home.”

“What are you talking about?” said Shell. “And what do you mean, ‘until they find a way back home’? Do you mean that it is possible for me to get back to my home universe?”

“It is more than possible,” said the Spirit. “It is even easy. The Endless Forest always sends those who enter its lands along their way to wherever their heart desires.”

“Really?” said Shell. “Wow, that’s nice. What do I have to do to get out of here?”

“Simply wander through the woods until you find a portal,” said the Spirit, gesturing with its huge trunk in a random direction. “That portal will take you back to your universe, though once you pass through it, you will never be able to return here.”

“You say that like it is a bad thing,” said Shell. “Well, if that’s all I have to do to get back home, then I’ll just leave now. Thanks!”

Shell turned to leave, but before he could take even one step, the Spirit said, “Wait a moment, young one,” causing Shell to stop and look over his shoulder at the Spirit.

“What’s the matter?” said Shell. “Is there something important that you need to tell me?”

The Spirit nodded its large, elephantine head once. “Yes. I am aware that the Starborn are coming to your world to destroy it.”

Shell blinked. “How did you know that?”

“I know many things, being the guardian of the portals,” said the Spirit. “I can see into many different worlds. I also know the Starborn, having met them when I was much younger and when their race was just experimenting with interdimensional travel. While they are a proud and intelligent people, they also lack empathy for those they consider inferior to them.”

“Yeah, I already knew that,” said Shell. “Is that all you wanted to tell me or is there more?”

“I wanted to warn you that the Starborn can be beaten,” said the Spirit. “They may be more powerful than any other creature on your world, but they are not invincible. Do not allow yourself to become fearful when you face them.”

Shell frowned. “So are you going to tell me how to beat them or not?”

“All I can say is that you must not be afraid to make the necessary sacrifices to stop them,” said the Spirit. “One thing the Starborn do not understand, despite their great power and knowledge, is the willingness of ‘lesser’ beings to be willing to sacrifice themselves for a greater good. Once you face the Starborn, it will be clear what you need to do to beat them.”

Shell’s frown deepened. That seemed like the most useless advice that anyone could possibly give him, but Shell said, in a polite voice, “Well, okay. I’ll keep that advice in mind if I run into them anytime soon. But why are you helping me at all? What do you gain from giving me this advice?”

“Must I gain anything?” said the Spirit. It shrugged. “I simply do not want to see more chaos and death in the multiverse. Normally, I am not allowed to intervene in the affairs of other universes, but since you came here, I decided to tell you what I know. It is up to you to decide whether or not it will be helpful in saving your world from destruction.”

Shell wanted to say that it was not very helpful advice, but because he was in a hurry to get back home and had no interest in getting into an argument with the Spirit, he simply said, “Well, thanks, I guess. But I gotta go. I don’t have time to stand around and talk. My friends need my help.”

With that, Shell turned and ran deeper into the woods, hoping against hope that he would be able to get back to Earth in time to save his friends.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Mig-Noggorth jabbed the DNA reader into Blizzard’s forehead. Blizzard screamed in pain as its needle-like tip stuck to her skin, but she was so distracted by the sheer pain emanating from her brain that she couldn’t even hear herself scream. All she could do was feel the needle sucking inside her brain. The pain was so horrible that Blizzard’s vision started to fade, her consciousness slipping rapidly through her fingers.

But it wasn’t very long before a loud alarm suddenly began ranging inside the lab. Abruptly, Blizzard’s vision returned to normal, though her forehead hurt like hell. Vaguely, she was aware that Mig-Noggorth’s three eye stalks were looking up at the ceiling, where the alarm was coming from, while the now-bloody DNA reader dripped drops of her own blood onto the floor.

Growling in annoyance, Mig-Noggorth held up a small, phone-like device to the side of his head (perhaps where his ‘ears’ were, though he didn’t seem to have any ears that Blizzard could see) and snarled, “What is it? I was in the middle of an experiment. This had better not be a false alarm or so help me I will—”

Mig-Noggorth suddenly went quiet as another voice on the other end—which did not speak in English, but rather that strange Servant language which sounded like clicks and growls—said something. Mig-Noggorth’s face was extremely alien, but even Blizzard could tell that the news that Mig-Noggorth had received was not good.

“I see,” said Mig-Noggorth. “And you don’t know where they are? You think that they’re going to search for the other girl? That means they are heading here, yes?”

Blizzard’s eyes widened in surprise. She didn’t know for sure who Mig-Noggorth was talking about, but it sounded like there were intruders aboard the ship, intruders who had come to save her. Perhaps that meant that Shell had managed to make it back to Earth and find the others after all. She bet that Bolt was among her rescuers, no doubt fighting his way through all of the Servants in order to rescue her. That thought made her smile, despite the pain that she was still experiencing in her head.

“Of course they don’t know where the girl is,” said Mig-Noggorth to the phone. “Even so, send some more troops to the entrance to my lab. I don’t want to be taken by surprise while I’m still working on the—”

The voice on the other end suddenly started shouting angrily, causing Mig-Noggorth to pull the phone away from his head like he was trying to save his hearing.

But then Mig-Noggorth pulled the phone back to the side of his head and snapped, “You may be the Captain of this ship, Omanx, but I am the master of my lab. I will not abandon my experiments so quickly, not when I am on the verge of making important scientific discoveries that could change the way we understand the multiverse forever. Or would you like to be the one to tell the Starborn that the reason we had to abandon this important scientific discovery was because you thought it was a waste of time?”

Omanx’s voice came over the phone again, though this time it sounded a lot more restrained, as if Omanx wanted to shout at Mig-Noggorth but couldn’t for fear of reprisal.

“Yes, you finally understand,” said Mig-Noggorth. “Once I’m done with the girl, then I will come to the deck. But not a moment before then. Good bye.”

Mig-Noggorth turned off his phone and placed it inside a compartment in his armor. He looked down at Blizzard again, his distorted mouth twisted into a terrifying, unnatural grin. “Looks like today is your lucky day, girl. Some of your friends are trying to rescue you.”

“They are?” said Blizzard hopefully. “Where are they?”

“Somewhere on the ship,” said Mig-Noggorth. “That is to say, nowhere near my lab. Likely they’ve already been backed into a corner by my fellow Servants, meaning that they won’t save you.”

Blizzard scowled. “I wouldn’t be so sure if I were you. My friends are smarter than you think.”

“If they’re as intelligent as you, I have nothing to fear,” said Mig-Noggorth with a snort. “You humans like to think you are so much smarter than other species, but your geniuses don’t come even halfway close to the least intelligent of the Servants. Humans smarts will never be able to beat Servant smarts.”

“What are you going to do to me, then?” said Blizzard. “Are you going to jab that DNA needle thing back into my head?”

“The DNA reader, you mean?” said Mig-Noggorth. He held up the needle, which glistened in the light from the ceiling. “Yes, seeing as I was interrupted by the alarms. I only got about half of the relevant data I need; therefore, I will need to reinsert it into your skull in order to get the other half.”

Blizzard tried to free herself again, but as usual, the clamps were as tight as ever. The power-inhibiting collar around her neck was also as tight as ever, making it impossible for her to use her powers. She focused on using her powers anyway, but she couldn’t even feel the cold energy within her body anymore.

“Still trying to escape?” said Mig-Noggorth. “You humans are as stubborn as you are stupid. It is pointless.”

“It’s not pointless,” said Blizzard. “You said the DNA reader wouldn’t kill me, right? Well, all I need to do is wait until you finish using the reader on me and then take advantage of an opening to escape. It might take me a while, but—”

“You are assuming I intend to use the reader on you while you are still alive,” Mig-Noggorth interrupted. “When did I ever say that?”

Blizzard suddenly frowned. “But you said that you weren’t going to kill me.”

Mig-Noggorth made that same strange, bubbly sound again that was apparently supposed to be a chuckle. “Did you honestly believe me when I said that? The situation has changed. While I consider it highly unlikely that your friends will save you, it was also highly unlikely that they would even break into the ship in the first place. Therefore, in order to ensure that you are not rescued, I will kill you and then use the DNA reader to gather the rest of the DNA it needs from your corpse.”

“Hold on, won’t that make it harder for the reader to get the information it needs?” Blizzard asked. “I mean, isn’t my DNA easier to get when I’m alive than dead?”

“It is,” said Mig-Noggorth as he walked over to a table full of scientific tools that looked an awful lot like instruments of torture. “The DNA reader works best on live targets. Still, the fact is that I already got most of your DNA on the reader, so it should still be able to get the rest of the DNA I need even if you’re dead. Besides, death is only a problem when the target in question has been dead for more than three days; you won’t be dead for more than three seconds before I jab the needle back into your forehead, and there isn’t much of a difference, from a scientific perspective, between a living people and that same person dead three seconds later.”

Blizzard would have said that there was actually a really big difference between a dead person and a living person, but at the same time, she knew that smart comments wouldn’t save her. She kept struggling against her bounds, trying her hardest to loosen the clamps, but they wouldn’t even budge. It was times like this that Blizzard wished that she had gotten super strength as her power; then again, the collar around her neck meant that even if she had that power, it would have been every bit as useless as her ability to control ice and snow.

The sound of tinkling metal instruments made Blizzard look back at Mig-Noggorth. Mig-Noggorth held a long, deadly-looking blade in his hands which looked like a scalpel of some sort, except for the fact that it had a chain like a chainsaw.

Mig-Noggorth walked over to her, the stink from his green sweat filling her nostrils once more. “I have studied human biology before and understand that one of the most efficient and quickest ways to kill a human is by slitting their throats. I believe this scalpel should be sharp enough to slit your throat, wouldn’t you agree?”

Blizzard didn’t respond. She just looked at her own terrified reflection in the clear surface of the scalpel. Her face was deadly pale, even though it was normally fairly dark, almost disappearing into her long white hair. Her red lips contrasted more sharply than usual with her features, but then Mig-Noggorth raised the scalpel above his head.

“Let’s do this quickly,” said Mig-Noggorth, in the voice of a scientist announcing the start of a new experiment. “I dislike wasting time, so I won’t banter with you too much.”

Right before Mig-Noggorth could bring down his scalpel onto Blizzard’s throat, the door at the end of the lab suddenly exploded open, sending the door flying toward them. Mig Noggorth had just enough time to turn around before the door crushed him under its weight, causing him to drop the scalpel somewhere off to the side. The door bumped against the table upon which Blizzard lay, but it did not actually touch her. She still flinched when the door landed on top of Mig-Noggorth, however.

What the heck? Blizzard thought, looking down at Mig-Noggorth in surprise. Why did that door blow off its hinges like that?

Blizzard’s question was answered almost immediately when two figures burst through the doorway. One of them was Treehugger, who was carrying a small packet in her hands, while the other was a black man wearing futuristic armor and carrying a strange-looking gun-like weapon in his hands. Shell was not among them, though Blizzard was so happy to see that someone had come to her rescue at all that she didn’t mind that.

“Treehugger? Is that you?” Blizzard said. “What are you doing here? And who’s your friend?”

“Blizzard!” Treehugger shouted from the other side of the room. “There you are! Are you okay?”

“I’m—” Blizzard said, but she was interrupted by a grunt below her, followed by the sound of metal being shifted.

A second later, Mig-Noggorth stood up, holding the door above his head. Even though Mig-Noggorth did not have particularly large arms, he lifted the heavy metal door like it was nothing more than a thin piece of plywood. His back was to Blizzard, while his face was to Treehugger and her friend, a deep growl emitting from his throat.

“That was rather … rude,” said Mig-Noggorth, his voice full of venom and hate. “But I shouldn’t be so surprised. After all, I know that Mr. Jason Space does not exactly have a reputation for politeness.”

“Shut up, monster,” said the black man, who was probably named Mr. Jason Space. He pointed his gun at Mig-Noggorth. “Free the girl and we won’t kill you.”

Mig-Noggorth made that strange chuckling noise again. “You two aren’t in any position to bargain with me. Right now, even as we speak, my fellow Servants are no doubt on their way here to come to my rescue.”

“They would, if we hadn’t sent them on a wild goose chase,” said Space. He flashed a small disk in his hand. “Illusion disks, courtesy of Galaxy’s awesome brain. Right now, half of the Servants think we’re still somewhere on the prison deck while the other half think we’re trying to hide in the kitchen deck. They’ll figure out they were tricked eventually, but by that time, Blizzard will be free and we’ll be on our way off this damn ship.”

Mig-Noggorth grunted and threw the door to the side, which crashed into the floor rather loudly. “Clever. Much cleverer than I expected, but that doesn’t mean that I am going to give up that easily. I can still defeat you myself.”

Mig-Noggorth suddenly pressed a button on his right shoulder armor. Without warning, the tops of the tubes standing along the walls began to flip open, while the creatures within the tubes started to move. At first, the movement of the creatures was slow, very sluggish, but they soon began to climb out of their tubes, dropping onto the floor with wet, slopping feet and fur and feathers and tentacles. One of the creatures—the one with a jellyfish body, wolf head, and the eyes of a snake—partially floated, partially dragged itself past Blizzard’s head, leaving a strong stench of rotten eggs in its wake, while the other creatures all stopped between Mig-Noggorth and Blizzard and Treehugger and Space.

“What … what the hell are those things?” said Treehugger, stepping backwards in horror. “They look like they came straight from a bad horror movie.”

“They are my creations,” said Mig-Noggorth, spreading his spindly limbs wide in order to indicate all of the creatures. “They have no free will of their own. They listen to my orders and my orders alone and are more than happy to die for me, if I ask them to. But today, I think you will be the ones dying, rather than my creations.”

Mig-Noggorth pointed at Treehugger and Space. “Kill the humans! Slaughter them both!”

The creatures grunted in response and began making their way over to Treehugger and Space. Some of them walked, some crawled, some hopped, and a few floated, but regardless of how they moved, they were an impressively frightening group, so terrifying and powerful that Blizzard was sure that Treehugger and Space were going to die horribly in a few seconds. Treehugger brought her hands to her mouth, while Space aimed his rather puny gun at them, but it was obvious that there was nothing that the two of them could do to win.

One of the creatures—a humanoid dog-headed creature with bat wings—reached Treehugger and Space first. It dove toward them, letting loose a strange cry between a dog’s bark and a bat’s chattering. Space aimed his gun at the dive bombing creature, while Treehugger just put both of her hands over her head in a clearly futile gesture to defend herself.

But when the winged beast slashed at Space, its claws passed through Space as if he didn’t exist at all. The winged beast, clearly surprised, landed somewhat ungracefully on the floor, also flapping its wing against Treehugger, which passed through her as harmlessly as its claws had passed through Space. The other creatures stopped their advance on the two intruders, looking in confusion at their fallen friend and at the two strange intruders who they apparently could not touch.

“What?” said Mig-Noggorth in disbelief. “How did that happen? What is going on here?”

Just as Mig-Noggorth said that, Treehugger and Space suddenly vanished. In their place were a couple of disks, much like the one Space had flashed earlier, red lights blinking on and off on their surfaces rather dully.

“Illusion disks?” Mig-Noggorth said. “But if they weren’t there, then where could they possibly—”

Without warning, one of the air vents in the ceiling suddenly crashed onto the floor. A second later, two figures dropped out of the now unblocked vent, landing on the floor with ease. It was Treehugger and Space, but this time, they were on the other side of Blizzard’s table, opposite the side upon which Mig-Noggorth and his creatures stood.

Mig-Noggorth whirled around to face them, as did his monsters. “You! How did you do that?”

“We know you might have tried something like that if you just barged in, so we decided to trick you and find an alternative way in,” Space replied. “Looks like that bet paid off.”

Mig-Noggorth growled. “It doesn’t matter. You are still outnumbered and overpowered. My creations will still tear you two apart piece by piece.”

“That will be kind of hard to do if they’re floating out in the void between dimensions, though,” said Space.

All of a sudden, Space raised his arm and tapped the touch screen. A second later, a huge dimensional portal roared into existence right in the midst of the creations, instantly sucking half of them into its vortex. The other half attempted to flee the sudden portal, but its sucking power was too strong and in seconds the other creatures were sucked into the portal as well. The last one was the wolf-headed jellyfish, which clung futilely to the floor as hard as it could, but it was still ripped off the floor and sucked into the portal itself.

As soon as the last creature disappeared within the portal’s surface, the portal slammed shut. When the portal vanished, its sucking power immediately stopped, but Mig-Noggorth was still staring at the spot where his creations had been standing mere moments ago, shock evident on his alien features.

“What … how …” said Mig-Noggorth.

“They’re all probably dead right about now,” said Space cheerfully. “If not, then they’re at least in horrible pain beyond imagination, which will make it kind of difficult for them to get back here, and that’s assuming they can find another portal to take them back onto your ship.”

Mig-Noggorth shook his head. He raised his scalpel, saying, “It doesn’t matter! I’ll kill the girl and then I’ll kill—”

Unfortunately, Mig-Noggorth did not get to finish his threat, because Treehugger ripped open the packet in her hands and sent what appeared to be hundreds of strange-looking purple leaves flying toward him. The leaves slashed across Mig-Noggorth’s face and body, even cutting through his mechanical parts. Even though Blizzard hated him, she could not help but feel disgusted at the sight of the sharp leaves slashing his eyes, his arms, and his chest, making what looked like blood shoot out of his wounds. He tried to bat the leaves out of the way, but they were like a swarming cloud of angry wasps around him, floating around his form and cutting every exposed inch of flesh on his body, dealing hundreds and hundreds of cuts on his body every second.

Finally, Mig-Noggorth fell over onto his side, apparently unable to take any more pain. He lay in a rapidly-expanding pool of his own blue blood, which smelled a lot like sewage, and of his three eyes, only one was still working; the other two had been sliced open by the leaves. The leaves themselves, meanwhile, flew back over to Treehugger, who caught them all in her packet, which she safely stuffed into the pocket of her suit.

“Whoa, Treehugger,” said Space, staring at the dead Mig-Noggorth in shock. “I knew how deadly those Shadowlands leaves could be, but damn, I didn’t think they’d be that deadly. I didn’t even know you had that kind of ruthlessness in you.”

Treehugger rubbed the back of her neck sheepishly. “Well, when I saw him about to kill one of my friends—”

“Guys, can you flirt some other time?” said Blizzard in annoyance. She gestured with her head at her clamps. “I’m still stuck. Also, I still got this stupid collar stuck around my neck, which is very uncomfortable.”

“Oh, right,” said Space. He and Treehugger ran over to Blizzard’s table and he immediately began cutting through the clamps with a laser knife. “How do you feel, Blizzard? Did he hurt you?”

“He just took some of my DNA,” said Blizzard, doing her best not to look directly at the laser knife, which was too bright for her eyes. “Other than that, I’m okay. But what about you two? How did you guys get here?”

“I came here for Sparky, but found Treehugger in the cells while looking for him,” said Space, nodding at Treehugger as he cut through the metal clamps. “Treehugger convinced me to look for you, so here we are.”

“But how did you find me?” said Blizzard. “The Servants didn’t tell Treehugger where they were taking me.”

“Space hacked into the ship’s systems,” Treehugger explained. “He found the prisoner records, which stated that you had been taken here. We mostly made our way through the ship’s ventilation system in order to avoid being spotted by the Servants.”

“Oh,” said Blizzard. “That’s great! But what about Shell? Is he back yet?”

“Nope,” said Treehugger, shaking his head. “But it doesn’t matter, because Space will be able to get us back to Earth. Right, Space?”

“Right, Treehugger,” said Space without looking at her. He cut the last clamps and then flipped them all open. “But first, Sparky.”

Blizzard sat up, rubbing her wrists and looking at Space in disbelief. “What, the robot? What about him?”

“I need to rescue him,” Space said. He raised his laser knife. “Now hold still so I can cut off your collar.”

Blizzard, however, leaned away from Space uncertainly. “But who cares about a robot? If Treehugger and I are free, then there’s no reason not to take us back to Earth. Sparky is a traitor anyway; why not just let the Servants have him?”

Blizzard was not sure what she said, but it must have been offensive, because Space’s face suddenly twisted into an angry scowl. “He’s not just a robot. He’s my friend. Our friend; that is, Galaxy and mine. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. He’s just been reprogrammed to be our enemy. If we can save him, we can reprogram him back to his old self again.”

“Okay, but it just seems like a waste of time,” said Blizzard. “Treehugger and I really need to get back to Earth and—”

“I’m the one with the dimension-hopping tech here,” said Space, jerking a thumb at his chest. “If I decided, I could just leave both of you here and never come back. How would you feel about that?”

Blizzard looked at Space in shock. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would, if you keep telling me to abandon Sparky,” said Space. “Either we save Sparky or none of us gets to go home, including me. Got it?”

Blizzard bit her lower lip. She might have been a superhuman and she might have had Treehugger on her side, but Space did not seem like the kind of person Blizzard would like to cross, especially with that energy knife in his hands.

So Blizzard nodded and said, “All right. Treehugger and I will help you save Sparky, but first, take off this collar. It’s too tight and leaves me useless in a fight, so please remove it as quickly as you can.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Talon blinked. She couldn’t believe what she saw. Lying in front of her, Bolt, Stinger, and White was Eli Corey, but he looked dead. His head had a bad gash, while his white shirt was stained with his own blood. His eyes were closed and he barely seemed to be breathing. His blood even stained the stone floor upon which he lay, adding to the gruesomeness of the scene before them.

“What …” said Bolt, who sounded like he was at a complete loss for words. “Eli? Are you … dead?”

“No,” came a deep, but old, voice from somewhere in front of them. “But he soon will be, once I am finished with him.”

Talon—who had fallen into a kind of trance when she saw Eli’s body—suddenly shook her head and looked around at their surroundings. They had teleported into a strange-looking stone chamber, seemingly underground, based on the lack of windows on the walls. The chamber was massive, however, like a ballroom, its ceiling supported by ancient-looking stone columns carved with strange images and creatures on their surfaces, illuminated by a set of modern florescent lights on the ceiling. A set of huge stone doors stood behind them at the other end of the room, but it was the platform in front of them that got the bulk of Talon’s attention.

It was a huge stone platform, rising above the four of them like a giant stone altar. Upon it stood a familiar-looking stone gateway, which towered over them all and nearly brushed against the ceiling of the chamber. A set of steep steps went up to the gateway, but it was the beings who stood in front of the gateway that caught Talon’s attention.

Standing on top of the stone platform were six beings Talon had not wished to see again: The Venetians. She recognized them all: Volto, Bauta, Pantalone, Moretta, and Della. They stood looking as silent and deadly as always, their masks rendering their faces mostly unreadable, save for the man in the middle.

He was an old, ancient-ing man, wearing a business suit that looked more expensive than even Mother’s clothes. His silver-gray hair was combed back neatly, but it didn’t make him look more handsome; if anything, it made him look creepier than ever, because it threw his dry, skeletal features into sharp relief. He rested his hands on a thick metal cane, but he also wore a strange golden gauntlet on his right hand, which Talon had never seen before, though it filled her with dread just looking at it.

“Who are you?” asked Bolt, taking a fighting stance, as did the other members of the team. “And what did you do to Eli?”

The old man smiled. “You mean you haven’t figured it out? Very well, then. Allow me to introduce myself: I am John Mann, the founder and CEO of the Mann Corporation, though you probably know me better as the founder and beneficiary of the notorious Venetians.”

Talon gasped, while Bolt, Stinger, and White exchanged stunned looks.

“What? Surprised to see me?” said Mann with a mocking smile. “I suppose it makes sense. After all, this is the very first time I have ever met any of you face to face. You are so used to dealing with my servants here that you probably didn’t think you’d ever get to meet me personally.”

“’Surprised’ is an understatement,” said Talon dryly. “More like absolutely stunned.”

“How do we know you aren’t just one of Bauta’s illusions?” said Stinger suddenly. “I see Bauta standing right there. I know what he can do.”

“Believe me, if I was an illusion, I would not even be here right now,” said Mann. “But allow me to prove that I am indeed the real John Mann.”

Mann pulled something out of his pocket and threw it down the steps. The object bounced down the steep steps until it came to a stop at Bolt’s feet; it was a penny, which Bolt picked up and turned over between his fingers as easily as any real penny.

“See?” said Mann. He put a hand on his chest. “I am indeed real, as are the Venetians. I’ve decided to come face to face with the so-called ‘heroes’ who have been getting in the way of my plans recently, though I am disappointed to see that not all of you are present tonight.”

“What did you do to Eli?” said Talon, glancing at the seemingly dead Eli lying at the foot of the steps. “Did you kill him?”

“My foolish grandson is still quite alive,” said Mann with a chuckle. “I would have killed him, but I decided that I could use him instead. He’s been nearly as annoying a thorn in my side as you Young Neos have been; removing him would be a pleasure, but I think he will be more useful to me alive than dead for now.”

“Let me guess,” said Bolt, lowering the penny and looking up at Mann. “You were the one who sent me that message summoning us into your mansion, right?”

“Correct,” said Mann. “When Eli entered the mansion, my Venetians ambushed him and beat him to a pulp. When we took his phone, we discovered that he had been in contact with you, so we sent you a false message to lure you down here on our terms.”

“Well, you obviously didn’t think through your supposedly great plan all that much,” said Bolt, spreading his arms to indicate Talon and the others. “Because now that we’re here, we’re going to take you and your minions down once and for all.”

Bolt launched through the air toward Mann and the Venetians. Talon and Stinger ran to join him, but firm hands landed on their shoulders, causing Talon and Stinger to stop and look over their shoulders. White Lightning had grabbed their shoulders, a serious look on his face.

“White, what are you doing?” said Talon in annoyance. “We’re trying to help Bolt.”

“Trap,” said White simply. “Don’t want to get hurt.”

White sounded very serious when he said that, causing Talon to look back up at the top of the platform. Bolt was nearly upon Mann and the Venetians now, yet neither Mann nor the Venetians had moved an inch. It seemed strange to Talon, because she was pretty sure that Bolt was strong enough to cripple or even outright kill all six of them, yet she did not see even the remotest hint of fear on their faces or in their eyes behind their masks. Bolt pulled back a fist and threw it directly at Mann’s face.

But Mann raised his own hand—the one with the golden glove Talon had noticed earlier—and, balling it into a fist, met Bolt’s fist midway. Right before the two fists collided, Mann’s gauntlet briefly flashed green.

As soon as Mann and Bolt’s fists collided, a loud shock wave exploded between them. The shock wave cracked the floor and sent the robes and capes of the Venetians fluttering in the wind, while Talon and Stinger were nearly sent flying, saved only by White, who somehow managed to stand his ground despite the impact of the shock wave and grabbed the two of them as they were knocked backwards by the blast. Bolt himself flew backwards as quickly as if he had been hit with a truck and landed on the floor hard enough to make a small crater. He did not rise again.

Panting and brushing her messed up hair out of her face, Talon looked down at Bolt and said, “Bolt? Bolt, are you awake? Bolt?”

But Bolt did not answer; however, his chest was rising and falling with each breath, which meant that he was at least alive, if nothing else.

Talon looked back up at Mann. Despite having blocked a full on punch from Bolt, Mann didn’t look even remotely phased. Neither did any of the Venetians, though Moretta was looking from Mann’s fist to Bolt as if she was not quite sure whether to believe her own eyes.

“That punch was a bit stronger than I expected,” said Mann, shaking his fist as if to clean it off. “Still, the power of the Starborn is every bit as overwhelming as the old stories say.”

“What … how did you do that?” said Stinger. He stared up at Mann with a stunned look on his face. “You’re not a superhuman of some sort, are you?”

Mann shook his head. “Alas, I am just a normal human being, albeit one with more money and resources than your average human. My true strength comes from this gauntlet I am wearing.”

Mann lifted his gloved hand. Although the gauntlet appeared beyond ancient, its golden hue still shone beautifully in the lights from the ceiling. “This is an ancient Starborn artifact known as the Five Fingers. I received it courtesy of your mother, Electrica, who stole it for me from a museum in Britain. This is the first time I have used it in combat, but I am pleased to see that it works as well as the legends say it does.”

“I remember Electrica telling us about that,” said Stinger. “But I didn’t think you’d actually use it. What does it do?”

“The Five Fingers gives its wearer immense power and strength, even if they are an elderly man such as myself,” said Mann, flexing the fingers of the gauntlet as he spoke. “Of course, it’s main benefit is in absorbing the kinetic energy of an attack and then launching it back at the target, except doubled in strength. I doubt it killed young Bolt, but he will probably feel it in the morning.”

A groan of pain came from Bolt. White ran over to his brother and scooped him into his arms, while Talon popped her claws out of her wrists and Stinger raised his stingers before him. Although Talon was willing to fight Mann and the Venetians, she had to admit that seeing Mann defeat Bolt in one hit had shaken her quite a bit. And the Venetians hadn’t even done anything so far, which made Talon wonder about their chances of success once the Venetians actually started really fighting.

“So you still wish to fight me even after that display of my power,” said Mann. He shook his head. “Ah, to be young and too stupid to know your limitations again. It—”

Mann suddenly started coughing and hacking. The blonde-haired Venetian—Della, if Talon remembered correctly—put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Mr. Mann, are you okay? Do you need another healing touch from me?”

“I’m fine, Della,” said Mann, shrugging her hand off his shoulder. “It’s nothing. Don’t let my weakness distract you from our enemies, but thanks for the concern anyway.”

Della pulled her hand away from him, but she still watched Mann carefully anyway, like she was ready to jump in and heal him if he started feeling bad again. Talon wondered if Mann was dealing with some medical problems; given how old he was, that wasn’t entirely surprising, though she wondered why he hadn’t had Della simply heal him of whatever was ailing him.

“Anyway,” Mann continued, looking down at Talon and Stinger again, “the fact that you are working with Eli tells me that you already know my true plans, plans you clearly intend to thwart.”

“Yeah, we do,” said Stinger. “You want to control the Starborn to take over the world. That’s what Eli told us.”

Mann chuckled. “Well, I suppose I underestimated the intelligence of my grandson, though I can tell that he didn’t really understand the full extent of my plans. For you see, I don’t intend to merely control the Starborn, but become one of them, and rule the planet as its one, true god.”

Talon gasped. “What? What do you mean, you want to become one of them? Is that even possible?”

Mann leaned on his cane, his ugly smile never leaving his face. “Of course. The Starborn were once themselves normal creatures, limited by the laws of physics just like the rest of us. Yet through their own experiments, they transcended those limits and now roam the multiverse like gods. I, too, shall achieve godhood and live forever and ever, wielding the kind of power that no human, super or otherwise, will ever be able to challenge.”

“You sound like a megalomaniac to me,” said Stinger. “Just another crazed supervillain who thinks he should be in charge of everything.”

“Stupid boy,” Bauta snapped. “How dare you speak that way to the great John Mann. If you only knew who you spoke to—”

Mann, however, waved a hand to silence Bauta. “It is fine, Bauta. The boy, like most superheroes, is limited in his vision. He doesn’t see the problems that his kind have created or why my ascension to godhood is necessary, not just for myself, but for the survival of the Earth and humanity.”

“What are you babbling about?” said Talon. “How does you becoming an even bigger tyrant than you are now benefit humanity?”

Mann rested his hands on his cane again. “How ignorant you are of the horrors which exist beyond the multiverse. The Starborn are coming to Earth, and once they get here, they will destroy us all, all because of you superhumans. If I can control their power, then I can save humanity, which will give me the right to rule over it as a wise and benevolent deity. I will be able to discard this frail, decaying body in exchange for an immortal body that will never age or grow old or even die.” He looked down at his veined hands with disgust. “This is what I have been working toward my whole life, the entire reason I founded the Mann Corporation, the reason I became one of the richest men on the planet. Wealth for wealth’s sake has never interested me; I seek only more wealth and money in order to fund my plans to save the world.”

Mann suddenly looked at Talon and Stinger again, his eyes wide with anger. “But you stupid children have never understood that. You have done everything in your power to get in the way of my plans. The arrogance of youth continues to astound me, but it doesn’t matter. Today, you and every other superhuman on the planet will die and I will usher in a new golden age for humanity, an age free of the problems your kind brings to this planet. My name shall be revered by every nation on the planet and every knee shall bow to my glory. I will ride the white horse of war and destroy every nation which foolishly rebels against my rule. Utopia will finally be achieved.”

“Dude, you sound crazy,” said Stinger. “And, by the way, does killing every superhuman on the planet include your Venetians? You know, the guys standing right next to you? Who have powers they could use to, I don’t know, kill you in a hundred horrible ways if they want to?”

“Mr. Mann has already promised us places of power in his new world,” said Pantalone. “He will share the power of the Starborn with us. We shall all ascend to godhood and live forever.”

“Quite right, Pantalone,” said Mann, nodding. “For the sacrifices you have all made for me, you will each be made gods of your own dominions. I always reward employees who do a good job, and you have all followed my orders most excellent. It is sad that dear Colombina, Zanni, and Arlecchino are not here to join us, but they signed up knowing the risks of working for me and their sacrifices shall not be in vain.”

Although Mann spoke grand words about those three, Talon thought that he didn’t sound exactly broken up over their absence. No doubt he was glad that he would get to keep more of the power of the Starborn to himself.

“Now,” said Mann, looking down at the Young Neos once again, “I have explained all that you need to know. Not that it will help you; you are missing half your team, your leader has been knocked out, and time is running out. If you immediately give up now, I may consider sparing your lives and giving you all a place in the new world I will rule as footstools, perhaps.”

Talon did not say anything, mostly because she realized that Mann was right. She didn’t know if she and Stinger could beat the Venetians on their own. Yes, White and Bolt were here, but with Bolt taken out, White would likely need to spend the fight keeping him safe. That didn’t even factor into account Eli, who would also need to be defended, lest the Venetians use him as a way to disarm her and Stinger. And, of course, Blizzard, Shell, and Treehugger were still missing, which didn’t help make the situation any better.

This might be our final battle, Talon thought. I might never see my mother again. And then she, like everyone else, will have to suffer under the rule of Mann for the rest of her life.

Talon was almost ready to throw in the towel when a chuckle came from behind her. Curious, Talon looked over her shoulder to see Bolt standing up, leaning on White Lightning for support. Bolt, despite having taken such a devastating blow, did not look even remotely afraid of Mann. He just kept chuckling, as if he had heard a great joke, though Talon didn’t see what was so funny about this situation.

Neither did Mann, apparently, because he said, in a voice that was more of a snarl than anything, “What are you laughing about? I’m surprised you can even still breathe, given how hard I hit you. How many more ribs will I need to break before you finally die?”

“Oh, it’s nothing, really,” said Bolt. His voice sounded weaker than usual, yet his eyes blazed with amused confidence. “I heard your whole story and, I gotta say, I’m not impressed.”

Silence suddenly descended upon the chamber like an unexpected snowfall. Even the Venetians looked shocked at Bolt’s casual dismissal of Mann’s plans, while Mann’s right eye twitched.

Nonetheless, Mann said, in his usual calm tone, “I was not trying to impress you.”

“Yeah, but it still didn’t scare me much,” said Bolt with a shrug. “Your pretensions about saving the Earth aside, I can tell you’re just an old man frightened of dying. You don’t really care about humanity or the planet. You just don’t want to die, because you don’t know what lies on the other side and you’re afraid you might not like it.”

Mann’s mouth twisted into the ugliest scowl Talon had ever seen in her life. “Like you know anything about me.”

“I don’t know you very well, true, but you remind me of someone else I once knew who didn’t want to die,” said Bolt. “She pretended like her desire for youth was noble, but in truth, she was just a bitter old woman who didn’t care about anyone other than herself. And that’s just what you are, regardless of what high-minded justifications your twisted old mind can come up with.”

Mann’s hands shook, though whether it was because of fear or anger, Talon could not tell. “Your opinion doesn’t matter. You still can’t stop me.”

“Hey, man, we’re still here,” said Bolt, gesturing at himself and the other Young Neos. “As long as we continue to stand, there’s always a chance to save the day.”

Mann’s hands shook harder than ever. “Then stand no more.”

Mann pulled out a small device from his pocket—the Call, Talon realized—and pressed the largest button on it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Treehugger ran with Space and Blizzard, doing her best to keep up, though her shorter legs meant that she had to take more steps than Space or Blizzard did. Still, Treehugger didn’t slow down, because she was all too aware of what would happen if she was too slow and the Servants caught up with her.

Speaking of the Servants, they had yet to run into any of those creatures after their clash with Mig-Noggorth back in that weird laboratory. Right now, Treehugger, Space, and Blizzard were running through the hallways of the Incinerator, following Space’s tracker, which was helping them find the location of Sparky. It seemed like most of the Servants were still distracted by the holograms which Space had set up earlier, but how much longer that would last, Treehugger had no idea. She just hoped that by the time the Servants realized they had been tricked, that she, Blizzard, and Space would be long gone, perhaps with Sparky as well.

The layout of the Incinerator was confusing, to say the least. It was dark and somewhat cramped, with narrow hallways, exposed pipes, and other things everywhere. It was still possible to run, of course, but Treehugger felt like she was running through some kind of huge, abandoned factory or possibly through the sewers of New York City, though the halls of the Incinerator were certainly cleaner than the NYC sewers.

“How much longer until we find Sparky?” Treehugger asked as they ran up a set of metal stairs, their footsteps clanging loudly against the metal steps as they ascended. “Is he close?”

“Should be,” said Space, glancing at the tracking device in his hands as they reached the top of the steps and ran down yet another hall. “According to the tracker, he should be in this room right … here!”

Space suddenly came to a halt in front of a closed door. Treehugger and Blizzard, surprised by his sudden stop, accidentally ran past him, but quickly rejoined him in front of the door. To Treehugger, the door did not look any different from the dozens of other similar doors they had passed so far on their journey across the ship, but the tracker in Space’s hands was beeping loudly and a red dot on its maps of the Incinerator helpfully labeled ‘SPARKY’ was blinking rapidly on the other side of the door.

“Sparky’s in there?” said Blizzard. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s open the door and get this over with.”

“It’s locked,” said Space, waving a hand in front of the door. “See? Won’t open. And I’m all out of explosive holo disks, so—”

“Step back,” said Blizzard, gesturing at Space and Treehugger to stand back. “I’ll open it. You two just stay out of the way.”

Without argument, Treehugger and Space retreated a short way down the hall, while Blizzard raised her hands before the door and focused. Her hands began glowing with white ice energy and, like magic, a thick sheet of ice began covering the locked door, until soon the entire door was covered in ice so cold that Treehugger could feel it even from the other end of the hallway. Space shivered, though Blizzard, as usual, looked completely unaffected by the cold.

Instead, Blizzard slammed her hands together and the ice suddenly fractured. With a loud crash of ice and metal, the door completely collapsed, leaving nothing more than a pile of frozen metal in the doorway.

“There,” said Blizzard. She looked at Space and Treehugger. “What are you two waiting for? Let’s go in.”

“Uh, sure,” said Space, who sounded a bit flustered; perhaps he wasn’t used to Blizzard’s powers yet. “Follow me.”

Drawing his sound blaster from his hip, Space climbed over the pile of frozen metal and into the room on the other side. Treehugger and Blizzard followed as quickly as they could, until soon all three of them were inside the room.

The room into which they had emerged was larger than Treehugger had expected. It was wide open, with a seemingly bottomless pit in the center, spanned only by a rather thin bridge that led to the other side of the room. On the other side of the room was what appeared to be another entrance and next to that entrance was a computer system of some sort, though the design was so foreign to the computers that Treehugger was familiar with on Earth that she didn’t understand how it was even supposed to work.

Sitting at the computer, his back to them, was none other than Sparky. Sparky appeared to be typing on what looked like a holographic keyboard, but he stopped doing that and immediately turned around in his seat, surprise obvious on his robotic features.

“Sparky!” Space shouted. “Sparky, it’s me, Space! Remember me? I’m here to bring you back home, buddy.”

Sparky rose from his chair, but rather than run, he stayed where he was. “Jason Space. Yes, I remember you, though I don’t know what you mean about bring me ‘back’ to ‘home.’ I serve Captain Omanx now, not you.”

“Sparky, that’s just the Servants’ reprogramming talking,” said Space as he began walking across the bridge, with Treehugger and Blizzard following close behind. “If you come with me and these girls, we can get you fixed right up back on the Adventure.”

“I do not need ‘fixing,’” said Sparky. “I am functioning perfectly well. You, on the other hand, are a threat, one that needs to be dealt with.”

“Come on, Sparky,” said Space. “There’s no need to talk like that. We don’t need to fight. We’re friends and friends don’t fight.”

Treehugger said nothing, but she found it curious how Sparky still had not moved. True, Sparky was a robot, but the fact was that if Sparky was intending to fight them, he would have already come forward to meet them on the bridge, yet he had not moved even one inch from his computer. Either Sparky was not a good fighter or something else was going on here.

“When did I ever say that I was going to fight you?” said Sparky.

Just as those words left Sparky’s mouth, the door next to the computer slammed open. Captain Omanx and about a dozen other Servants of the Starborn streamed out of the doorway, quickly blocking it off with their sheer numbers. They immediately aimed their plasma rifle at Treehugger and the others, their weapons humming and glowing with repressed energy.

“There you are,” said Omanx, giving them an expression which might have been a vicious smile. “I knew you would make your way here eventually, but I didn’t know when exactly.”

“What?” said Space in surprise. “Another trap?”

“Indeed,” said Omanx. “You see, I knew you would come for the robot eventually, so I put him here, seemingly defenseless, in order to lure you and your friends out of hiding. I allowed you to believe that your cheap holograms had tricked my men into going on a wild goose chase, but only so you would enter this room, from which none of you will leave alive.”

“The other doorway,” said Treehugger, turning around. “It’s still open. We can still—”

Unfortunately, when Treehugger looked down to the other end of the room, another dozen Servants burst out from it, kicking aside the chunks of the shattered frozen door across the floor. In seconds, the other doorway was as blocked off as the first, completely trapping Treehugger, Blizzard, and Space between two large groups of armed, murderous Servants. Treehugger looked around, but she did not see any other exits they could use to escape.

“Did you honestly think I wouldn’t cover both entrances?” said Omanx. “Unlike Mig-Noggorth, I can actually empathize enough with people to know how they think and how they react when they run into danger. That also means that I know exactly how you will sound when you begin screaming for mercy as my men and I tear you three apart piece by piece.”

“Hold on, don’t you need Blizzard and me?” said Treehugger anxiously. “We’re your prisoners, remember? You were supposed to bring us to the Starborn.”

“We can explain to the Starborn that we had to kill you out of self-defense,” said Omanx. “Given how much they trust me, I doubt they’ll question me very much. Besides, there will be plenty of superhumans for them on Earth; losing you two is not a very serious loss.”

Blizzard looked at Space. “Space, we have to leave now. There’s no way we can beat all of these guys, even with my and Treehugger’s powers.”

“But we need to save Sparky,” said Space. “I can’t just abandon him here.”

“Come on,” said Blizzard, brushing back her long hair. “You heard Sparky. He considers himself a servant of Omanx now. There’s no point in wasting time and risking our lives trying to save him when he clearly doesn’t want to be saved.”

“That’s because he needs to be reprogrammed,” Space insisted. “If I can get a hold of him, I could reprogram him back over to our side.”

“Space, who is more important? Me and Treehugger or your robot friend?” said Blizzard. “Robots can be replaced, you know. People, on the other hand, can’t.”

“Blizzard has a point,” said Treehugger, looking up and down the bridge at the two groups of Servants at either end. “Saving Sparky was never a guarantee anyway, but with these Servants surrounding us, I don’t think we have much of a choice but to leave, because we’ll probably die if we try to fight them.”

“The girl has a point, Mr. Space,” said Omanx. “Fighting us is futile. If you surrender, your death will be a lot less painful than it otherwise would be.”

Space looked deeply conflicted. It was clear to Treehugger that Space wanted to stay and save Sparky, but at the same time, the truth behind Blizzard’s words could not be denied, either. She felt sorry for him, knowing how important this decision to him was, but at the same time, she hoped that he would listen to Blizzard’s advice. Any minute now, the Servants would begin firing upon Treehugger and the others, and then they would all die. Treehugger didn’t know why the Servants had yet to start firing; perhaps they just wanted to increase the tension and attack when Treehugger and the others least expected it.

“So?” said Omanx. “What will it be, Mr. Space? Will you do the smart thing and surrender or will you sacrifice these two girls in a futile attempt to save a soulless machine?”

Space took a deep breath. He lowered his gun, but did not look at Omanx. “Omanx, I know you think we humans are inferior to you, that we all deserve to die, that I, in particular, deserve to die. I know you killed my family and that you’d like nothing better than to kill me, too, and thus end my family line once and for all.”

“Yes, I know,” said Omanx. “Get to the point.”

“My point, Omanx, is that I’m not going to let you win,” said Space. “I will save Sparky and get these two out of here, regardless of what you say, regardless of the odds.”

Omanx laughed. “Ha! As if you, you bumbling and clumsy fool, will be able to get Sparky and these girls. You are nothing more and nothing less than a pathetic, average human who—”

Omanx was interrupted when Space raised his sound blaster and fired. A large sound blast hurtled through the air and struck Omanx in the chest, sending Omanx stumbling backwards from the impact of the blow, knocking down a few of his fellow Servants in the process.

The other Servants on both ends, however, raised their guns to fire, but Blizzard raised her hands and spun them in a circle. All of a sudden, a huge snowstorm came out of nowhere, so thick that Treehugger couldn’t see even her own hands. She heard the Servants fire their plasma rifles, even heard the plasma as it burned through the snow, but their aim must have been off terribly, because not even one of the plasma balls hit Treehugger, Blizzard, or Space. Treehugger, however, still didn’t move; she just hugged herself, trying to stay as warm as she could in the fierce wind and snow that surrounded her on every side.

That was when Blizzard’s hand burst out of the snow and grabbed Treehugger’s wrist. Treehugger suddenly found herself being pulled along through the storm by Blizzard, with occasional glimpses of Space through the snow ahead, aiming and firing his sound blaster. The howling wind made it hard to hear anything else, but Treehugger thought she heard what sounded like bodies hitting the floor, as well as a shout from a Servant that rapidly died down, like the Servant had fallen down the bottomless hole underneath the bridge.

All of a sudden, they burst out of the snowstorm and emerged onto the other end of the room, where Omanx and his men had been. Omanx still lay on the floor with a stunned look on his face, but the other Servants aimed their weapons at Treehugger and the others. But Blizzard thrust her hands forward and the guns froze in the hands of the Servants; in fact, they actually froze to the skin of their hands, causing the Servants to scream and shout in pain. They shook their hands, trying to get rid of the frozen guns, but it was an obviously futile effort.

Space fired more sound blasts at them, knocking down each one as he shot. Treehugger, on the other hand, ripped open another packet of sharp leaves and sent them flying at the Servants. The leaves cut across their faces and hands, causing the few Servants still standing to try to cover their faces in a vain attempt to protect their eyes. Because their guns were frozen to their hands, however, they didn’t have much luck in protecting their faces.

But it didn’t matter to Treehugger, because her attention was now drawn to Sparky. The robot had finally started to move, reaching for a gun at his hip. Space immediately aimed his sound blaster at Sparky and fired, but Sparky dodged it and, drawing his own gun from his side, shot a laser blast at Space. But the blast was intercepted by a barrier of ice created by Blizzard that appeared between Sparky and Space. The laser, however, blew apart the barrier, but Space charged forward and slammed his shoulder into Sparky, sending the robot falling over onto the ground and dropping his laser gun, which slid off the floor into the bottomless pit below.

“Blizzard, Treehugger, get over here!” Space shouted. “We’re leaving now!”

Hurriedly, Treehugger and Blizzard ran over to Space, who had reached Sparky and was kneeling over him. With one hand on Sparky’s shoulder, Space raised his other hand and a dimensional portal opened before them. Space immediately began pulling Sparky toward the portal, while Treehugger and Blizzard did their best to help, though Sparky was much heavier than he looked.

A loud shout, however, caused Treehugger to look up. Most of the Servants were still down; however, Omanx had risen back to his feet and was rushing toward them again. He had abandoned his gun, but he now carried a deadly-looking knife in his hands, a knife which looked sharp enough to cut through bone like paper.

Desperately, Blizzard jerked a hand toward him, causing a patch of ice to appear on the floor, but Omanx merely jumped over the ice patch and kept running. By this time, Treehugger, Space, and Blizzard had just about passed through the portal entirely and, rather than falling into the void, they found themselves walking into the hallways of the Adventure.

Yet even as they passed through the portal, Omanx perform a flying leap. He was screaming, screaming like a mad man, making all sorts of threats in that strange Servant language which always sent chills up Treehugger’s spine when she heard it. And, indeed, Omanx entered the portal, but only about halfway before the portal suddenly closed shut on his body.

With a final cry of pain—which died rather abruptly—the upper half of Omanx’s bisected body fell onto the floor of the Adventure, where it lay with green blood leaking out of its end as still as a rock.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

When John Mann pressed the button on the Call, the air seemed to shiver in anticipation. The lights on the ceiling suddenly flickered, like a storm had suddenly appeared overhead, while cracks started appearing in the stone floor and the temperature in the room started to rise. To White Lightning, it was similar to when Mastermind activated the Apocalypse Switch, only somehow worse, because this time, they were about to come face to face with the Starborn themselves.

Bolt, Stinger, and Talon were looking around in shock. Even the Venetians looked rather disturbed by the sudden change in atmosphere in the chamber; Della, in particular, looked like she wanted to hide under the covers of her bed. Only Mann appeared pleased by this turn of events. He was smiling, still holding out the Call, with his finger firmly on the button as if trying to make the Starborn come even faster. His expression didn’t change even when the ground began to shake.

That was when White noticed that the gateway behind Mann and the Venetians was starting to open. Slowly but surely, a portal appeared in the gateway, one which reminded White of the portals Mastermind used to make. Only this time, the sight of the portal created a deep sense of dread and unease in White that no rational mind could explain, save for the fact that it signified the arrival of beings whose power was as high above them as their power was above ants.

Mann and the Venetians seemed to have noticed the portal opening, because they turned around to face it. While the Venetians all stepped out of the way of the portal, Mann stayed right where he was, spreading his arms widely as if to embrace whatever was about to come out of the portal.

“Yes …” said Mann, his voice barely audible above the crackling energy from within the portal. “Yes … everything is going exactly as I envisioned … I can already taste the power of the Starborn … I can feel it in my bones …”

White shook his head. He realized that if he didn’t destroy the gateway, the Starborn would arrive, and once they did, there would be no way to stop them. Therefore, White needed to destroy the gateway; after that, he would worry about Mann and the Venetians.

“Brother, need to destroy the gate,” said White, looking at Bolt, who was still leaning on him for support. “Can you fly?”

Bolt nodded slightly. “Yeah. I think I’ve got enough power to destroy that gate, at least if I work with you.”

“Good,” said White. “Let’s do it, before the Starborn get here.”

Bolt nodded once again and let go of White. The two brothers prepared to launch into the air, but at that moment, the Starborn emerged from the portal.

At least, White assumed they were the Starborn; having never actually seen them before, he had no idea what they looked like. But beings emerged from the portal, beings who were clearly not of this Earth. They were tall and thin, wearing long robes which hid their bodies, but not their hands. The Starborn’s hands were long and their fingers were thin, almost more like claws than fingers, extending out like long knives in the air. They floated, their feet not visible under their robes, though it was possible they didn’t even have feet. They moved silently and their entrance was rather mundane, yet White could sense their power even from a distance, like heat from the sun.

The Venetians all took a collective step backwards, while Mann—who was now laughing like a mad man—said, “Yes! I greet you, O mighty Starborn! I am the man who summoned you. I, John Mann, descendant of the original owner of the Call, have summoned you to this planet!”

The Starborn did not speak. Their faces were hidden underneath their hoods, but White thought he caught a glimpse of snout-like noses in the shadows. Even their eyes could not be seen, which made it impossible to tell what they were thinking, though White had the feeling that even if he could have seen their faces, their minds would have been too alien for him to even begin to comprehend.

“Silent, eh?” said Mann. He held up the Call toward them. “This, I believe, is one of your objects. I have recently retrieved it for you, safe and sound.”

Again, the Starborn said nothing, yet White could tell that they were now scanning the chamber, like they were trying to determine the threat level of everyone assembled. White wished that he knew the extent of the powers of the Starborn, because he did not know what to expect from them should they choose to attack. All he could do was stand there in a battle-ready pose, along with Bolt, Talon, and Stinger, although White was beginning to doubt that the four of them would stand a chance against the six Starborn that had emerged from the portal.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, one of the Starborn—the one at the head of the group—spoke. Its voice was musical and ancient, yet at the same time, emotionless in an alien manner that White could not describe with words. It sounded like what the chamber itself might sound like if it could talk, if such a description made any sense.

“We are the Starborn,” said the lead Starborn, a slight echo to its voice. “Born of the stars, birthed from the supernova, we have returned to destroy our creations.”

Mann nodded. “Yes, I know. That is why I summoned you in the first place, because I wish to aid you in the destruction of the superhumans.”

The lead Starborn’s body language did not change, but when it spoke again, it sounded slightly confused. “You are a human, yet you wish to aid us in the destruction of your people?”

“The superhumans are not my people,” said Mann in a harsh voice. He coughed suddenly before continuing. “They are a cancer on the face of the Earth. They must be eliminated if humanity is to achieve true peace.”

“We did not think you humans capable of saying such words,” said the lead Starborn. “The last time we saw humans, they were a weak, scrawny species incapable of anything but the most basic of grunts, living in caves like animals. You have indeed advanced quite a bit since then, though your power is still nowhere near ours.”

“Quite true, Starborn,” said Mann as he lowered the Call to his side. “We humans are indeed but insects in comparison to your immense powers and abilities. But even ants can bite.”

“True, but we do not need your aid,” said the lead Starborn. It raised its hand toward him, palm outwards. “We came to destroy all humans, because we do not see any purpose in allowing your people a chance to become advanced enough to challenge us. We believe in preemptively destroying threats to our group, because we know from experience that even the most backwards species often can, with time, become a force to be reckoned with if left alone.”

Despite the obvious power difference between them, Mann did not show even the slightest bit of fear before the outstretched hand of the lead Starborn. Instead, he put his right index finger on the side on his head and said, “How right you are, mighty Starborn, for today is the day you will fall.”

All of a sudden, red lights began to glare from inside the hoods of the Starborn. At first, White didn’t understand what he was looking at; he thought that maybe the Starborn were actually robots and that the lights were their ‘eyes’ flashing for some unknown reason.

But a gasp from Talon made him look at her. Talon was staring up at Mann and the Starborn with deep dread, like she had seen something like this happen before. She had even taken a step back, like she was going to run away, though to her credit she stood her ground anyway.

“Oh no,” said Talon in a small voice. “He can’t be doing that …”

“Doing what?” said Stinger, looking at Talon with surprise. “Have you seen Mann do something like this before?”

“Not Mann, no, but one of his Venetians,” said Talon, her voice as small as ever. “Colombina, I think her name was. When she controlled a person’s mind, their eyes became red … the exact same shade of red that the eyes of the Starborn currently are now.”

“What the hell?” said Bolt in shock. “Are you telling me that Mann is somehow mind-controlling the Starborn? But how?”

Talon opened her mouth to respond, but whatever she had to say, she didn’t get a chance to say it, because Mann’s mad laughter came from the platform again. White looked up at Mann and noticed that Mann had turned around to face them again. The Starborn still floated in front of the portal, but with their eyes glowing red, a sign that they were now under Mann’s control.

As for Mann himself, he was grinning like a madman, although he was now sweating profusely, so profusely that his suit was starting to get soaked, like he had just finished an intense workout session in the gym.

“Impressed?” said Mann, his voice slightly strained, like he was carrying a heavy weight on his shoulders. He gestured at the floating Starborn behind him. “It isn’t every day that you see beings of such power as the Starborn under my … under my command.”

“How … how did you do that?” said Talon. “Another Starborn artifact?”

Mann’s grin grew wider and crazier. He just tapped his forehead. “No. More like … surgery.”

“Surgery?” said Stinger. “Uh, dude, I know money can buy pretty much anything, but I’m pretty sure you can’t get surgery for mind control powers.”

“Unless you have a source from which to mine such powers,” said Mann. “Like, say, the corpse of a superhuman who could use such powers.”

“What are you talking about?” said Bolt. “You have to be using some kind of technology. Maybe not Starborn, but—”

“No, he’s right,” said Talon, drawing the attention of the other three to her. She stared at Mann like she couldn’t take her eyes off him. “He’s telling the truth. He genuinely has superpowers now, and I know how he got them.”

“Really?” said Stinger. “How?”

Talon gulped. “Remember Colombina, the Venetian who kidnapped Rime’s family and nearly killed them? And do you remember how she died?”

“Well, I wasn’t there when it happened, but I remember you told us that Rime froze her blood or something like that,” said Stinger. “Right?”

“Right,” said Talon. “But Colombina’s body went missing after she died. We didn’t know where her body went, but now … now I think I know.”

“Allow me to explain what your friend is trying to tell you,” said Mann. He held up the Five Fingers, which reflected the light from the ceiling. “Colombina had mind control powers, mind control powers which I stole from her brain and had surgically added to my brain.”

“Impossible,” said Bolt. “You can’t just take powers from a superhuman and put them inside a normal human. I mean, sure, superpowers are genetic, but that kind of genetic engineering isn’t possible.”

“Anything is possible when you are rich,” said Mann. “That was, after all, the original purpose of the Genesis Institute: To study superhumans and experiment in genetic engineering to make this sort of thing possible. Of course, the Institute was destroyed, but its secrets still reside within the minds of the brilliant scientists who work for my corporation. They used their knowledge of the human brain to transfer Colombina’s frozen but well preserved neogenes into my own brain, thus giving me control over her powers.”

“Are you the only one of your kind?” said Bolt. “Or are there more empowered humans like you?”

“I am the only successful one,” Mann replied. “As you can guess, there were dozens and dozens of test subjects experimented upon over the years, both superhumans and normal humans alike, in my quest to make this possible. All of them died or else lived for only a short while before they killed themselves, usually accidentally. As my scientists discovered, normal humans cannot simply start using powers immediately; their bodies need time to adapt, in addition to getting the necessary training in order to use their powers without harming themselves or others.”

“You’re a monster,” said Talon. “Taking innocent people and performing such ghastly experiments upon them, all just so you can satisfy your own delusions about achieving immortality. You are sick.”

“I am greater,” Mann replied. “From a young age, I have always known that I was destined for greatness, ever since I first discovered my connection to the Starborn. With the Starborn under my control now, I will conquer the entire planet under my heel. Soon—very soon—all people on this world shall know my name, shall know it and tremble. And there is nothing you can do about it.”

Mann pointed his cane at them. “Starborn, annihilate the Young Neos. Show them no mercy.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

The Starborn began moving through the air toward Stinger and the Young Neos. Despite their power, the Starborn were not very fast; they floated slowly, even somewhat clumsily, but that didn’t matter, because their red eyes made them look like monsters and they had more than enough power to utterly destroy Stinger and the others.

Stinger nonetheless prepared to fight, but Bolt suddenly said, “Everyone, we need to run, now!”

“Run?” Talon repeated, looking over her shoulder at Bolt. “What are you talking about? Shouldn’t we try to fight them?”

“No,” said Bolt, shaking his head. “There’s no way we can beat the Starborn. We need to get out of here and try to alert the NHA. We can’t beat the Starborn on our own, especially if the Venetians step in and help.”

“Brother is right,” said White. “Starborn too strong. Bolt too hurt. Team not full. Better to retreat.”

Stinger gritted his teeth. He hated running from a fight, even from a fight he couldn’t win, but at the same time, he realized that Bolt had a point. The Starborn were head and shoulders above anything they had ever fought before and, as Bolt said, if the Venetians decided to help, the fight would likely be short, bloody, and extremely painful.

But who says it has to be a fight? Stinger thought, glancing up the platform at Mann, who had not moved from his position at all. Maybe we can end this a different way.

Stinger looked at Bolt. “Bolt, what if I tried to sting Mann and paralyze him? People who are paralyzed by my venom are also incapable of using their powers. If he’s paralyzed, he won’t be able to control the Starborn anymore.”

“Stinger, that’s a dumb idea and you know it,” said Bolt. “The Starborn—”

“The Starborn are going to be here anyway,” Stinger pointed out. “If I can at least free them of his mind control, we might be able to stop Mann if nothing else.”

“It’s not a bad idea, but the Starborn are still not exactly our friends,” Talon said. “What if they decide to destroy us all even after we help them?”

“You got any better ideas?” said Stinger. “Listen, once the Starborn get to the surface, it will be game over. If we try out this plan, we have a chance at survival, however slim.”

Bolt looked like he still did not agree with the idea whatsoever, but he finally nodded and said, “All right. We’ll distract the Starborn while you try to get to Mann. We’ll also try to distract the Venetians if they step in, but no guarantees.”

Stinger nodded. “That’s all I need.”

Stinger immediately shot into the air, his wings flapping furiously, although he nearly stopped due to the pain from earlier. He remembered what Healing Touch had said, about how his wings might fall off if he used them too much, but he didn’t care. He would be back on the ground soon enough, once he reached Mann.

The Starborn stopped in midair as Stinger approached. They raised their hands, most likely to unleash some sort of energy blast, but then two lightning bolts—one red, the other white—struck the Starborn. The bolts did not destroy the Starborn; indeed, they didn’t even seem to faze them. However, the Starborn were nonetheless knocked aside by the blasts, creating a large opening for Stinger to take advantage of. Stinger zipped through the opening as fast as he could, feeling the grasping, slim fingers of the mind-controlled Starborn as they tried to stop him, but he was too fast and soon had passed by them entirely.

On the platform below, Mann was still sweating and panting, but he managed to look up at Stinger anyway. All Stinger needed to do was sting Mann once … just one time and—

All of a sudden, Stinger heard a flapping of wings to his right and was body-slammed by Pantalone. Stinger flew through the air uncontrollably until he landed on the platform hard, rolling several feet until he stopped at someone’s feet. Dazed from the impact, Stinger looked up and saw Bauta’s eerie mask floating over him like a ghost.

“Hello, Stinger,” said Bauta. “Remember me? Don’t worry if you don’t, however, because my mask will be the very last thing you see.”

Bauta aimed a gun at Stinger, but Stinger rolled away just as Bauta fired a bullet, which echoed deafeningly loud so close to Stinger’s ears. Rolling to his feet, Stinger heard someone running behind him and looked over his shoulder just in time to see Volto’s fist coming toward him. Stinger caught Volto’s arm, however, and, using his own momentum, threw Volto toward Bauta. Bauta’s eyes widened in shock for a brief moment before Volto crashed into him and the two Venetians fell onto the ground in a tangled mess of limbs and robes, while Bauta’s gun went flying over the edge of the platform and down the stairs out of sight.

Panting, Stinger turned to go after Mann, but a large, bird-like shadow appeared overhead and Stinger had to duck to avoid Pantalone’s claws. Pantalone landed in front of Stinger, however, and lashed out with a kick, but Stinger jumped backwards out of Pantalone’s reach.

“Good reflexes, boy,” said Pantalone in a vicious tone. “But it will take more than good reflexes to get past us. Master Mann’s plan must never be allowed to fail.”

“Uh huh,” said Stinger, panting and gasping for breath. “You keep telling yourself that, man. You sound like a real supervillain when you talk like that.”

Pantalone growled and suddenly lunged toward Stinger with his arms outstretched. But Stinger launched into the air just high enough for Pantalone to pass by underneath. As Pantalone passed by, Stinger lashed out with a kick, striking Pantalone directly in the head and knocking him down onto the floor.

Without stopping to check if Pantalone was down for the count, Stinger landed on the ground and rushed toward Mann again. Mann still hadn’t moved and it sounded like Bolt, White, and Talon were keeping the Starborn busy. Just one sting and …

Stinger suddenly realized that he couldn’t hear his own footsteps anymore. A second later, a knife came out of nowhere to his right. He instinctively jumped to the side; however, the knife still cut through his right arm, making him gasp in pain as his right arm started bleeding. He grabbed his arm and staggered to the side and looked up to see his assailant.

It was Moretta, wielding a bloody knife before her. She advanced toward Stinger, blood lust in her eyes. Stinger backed away, but then he nearly tripped, though he managed to catch himself before he fell. A quick glance over his shoulder told him that he had somehow managed to back away against the edge of the platform, which had to be a twenty-five foot drop at least.

Gritting his teeth, Stinger looked at Moretta again. She was getting closer and closer, insanity and murder in her eyes, and Stinger knew he couldn’t beat her in a straight up fight. She was too good with a knife and he tried to sting her, she’d probably just cut his hands off. Yet Stinger couldn’t waste time fighting her, because the more time he spent fighting her, the less time he spent taking out Mann.

Stinger’s thoughts were interrupted when Moretta lunged toward him, knife out. Without even thinking, Stinger launched straight up into the air as fast as his wings would allow him. He managed to avoid Moretta’s knife; however, Moretta herself was not so lucky. Controlled by the momentum of her lunge, Moretta staggered forward until she reached the edge of the platform and fell straight off. She didn’t even scream as she fell to her death, which would have disturbed Stinger, but he was more focused on taking down Mann than on whatever Moretta’s fate was.

Landing once more on the platform, Stinger dashed toward Mann. Mann was completely unprotected now. One sting and this entire battle would be over in an instant.

But then a young woman who couldn’t have been much older than Stinger suddenly appeared between him and Mann. Stinger recognized her as Della, though he was in such a hurry to reach Mann that he didn’t recall what her powers were off the bat. He did, however, recall that they were not particularly suited to combat, which meant that Della herself would probably go down in one or two well-placed hits.

Stinger threw a punch at Della, intending to knock her out in one hit, but Della dodged with far more fluidity than he expected. She then grabbed his outstretched right arm, his bloody wound, and squeezed.

Stinger screamed in pain and wrenched his bloody, wounded arm out of her grasp. He staggered backwards, grabbing his bloodied arm, but it wasn’t just the pain from the open wound that distracted him. His nose became stuffy, his eyes were watering like a fountain, and he suddenly had a terrible, hacking cough that briefly obscured his vision. As a result, he didn’t see the kick coming from Della until it was too late to dodge or block.

Della’s foot struck him straight in the stomach and he fell to the platform like a brick. Still coughing, Stinger tried to get up, but a couple more sharp, well-placed kicks from Della to his chin made his head spin.

“I know you’re one of White’s friends and all, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to go easy on you,” said Della, though her voice sounded like it was coming from underwater for some reason. “My powers can heal, but I can also spread disease. Right now, you have a very bad cold coursing through your system. By itself, it probably won’t kill you, but combined with your arm wound, your chances of survival are quite slim.”

His head spinning, Stinger nonetheless tried to get back up, though he was knocked back down by another kick which came from out of nowhere.

“Of course, that would be if your disease and wound were allowed to run their course,” said Della. “That would take at least a few hours, maybe a few days, but Mr. Mann doesn’t like it when we take too long to kill his enemies, so I’m just going to finish you off here and now.”

The sound of a gun being cocked caused Stinger to look up. Through his watery eyes, he could see that Della was pointing a gun at his face, a pistol of some sort, though his vision was too blurred for him to tell what its exact model was. Not that he needed to know its exact make and model to know that a bullet to the head at point blank would be fatal for him.

And then Della pulled the trigger. A loud gun shot rang throughout the chamber and Stinger closed his eyes; however, he did not feel the lead bullet burrow into his skull, nor did he feel himself die. He didn’t even feel any pain, aside from what he was already experiencing. Yet Stinger knew he was not dead, because he could still hear the sounds of battle between the Starborn and the Young Neos nearby.

Slowly opening his eyes, Stinger was not sure what he was looking at initially. It was a long, red, transparent barrier of some sort, floating between his face and the barrel of Della’s gun. The tip of the gun was smoking and there was a spent shell on the ground near Della’s feet, but the bullet itself was nowhere to be seen. As for Della, she was staring at the barrier in sheer disbelief, as if she was not sure if she was dreaming or not.

“What … the … hell?” said Della. “Where did this come from?”

All of a sudden, the barrier turned into a spear and slammed into Della’s chest. Della fell flat on her back, her gun flying out of her hands and disappearing somewhere to the side. The red spear suddenly vanished, leaving Stinger to stare confusedly at the air for a moment before a familiar voice shouted, “Stinger!”

Stinger looked over toward the gateway from which the Starborn had emerged, which was still open. His mouth fell open when he saw who stood in front of it, mostly because he was absolutely certain that this was a dream now.

Standing in front of the portal, his hands on his hips and his chest out like he was Omega Man, was Shell. And he looked ready to kick butt.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

Kevin narrowly avoided getting blasted into pieces by a Starborn. A black energy blast whizzed by overhead, causing Kevin to fire a red lightning bolt back in response. As usual, his lightning bolt hit the Starborn dead on, but as always, it didn’t seem to bother the Starborn one bit. Kevin still hadn’t decided if the Starborn were unflappable due to their god-like power or because Mann’s mind control was overriding their normal sense of pain. Either way, Kevin was glad that he had allowed Stinger to try to take down Mann, because he was pretty sure that the Starborn couldn’t be beaten in a straight fight.

As Kevin darted through the air, dodging more energy blasts from the Starborn, he kept glancing toward the platform where Mann stood. He had caught glimpses of Stinger fighting the Venetians, trying to make his way toward Mann. That was how he’d seen Stinger get slashed by Moretta and shot at by Della, but he had been so distracted by the Starborn that he hadn’t been able to come to Stinger’s rescue. He also caught glimpses of Mann, who seemed to be watching the battle with mad glee and a smile that Kevin wanted to punch.

Gotta focus, Kevin thought, firing another red lightning bolt at a nearby Starborn in retaliation for an energy blast. Keep the Starborn distracted long enough for Stinger to take out Mann.

Nearby, White was also firing blue lightning bolts at the Starborn. Below, Talon was making her way up the steps; because she couldn’t fly, she had said she was going to climb up to the platform to help Stinger. But her progress was slow, because stray energy blasts from the Starborn kept forcing her to stop or slow down. But Kevin knew she’d get there eventually, so he focused instead on fighting the Starborn.

One Starborn in particular had been giving him a hard time. The Starborn moved swiftly through the air like a skater on ice, dodging his attacks and responding with energy blasts of its own. The Starborn’s energy blasts were incredibly powerful, much more powerful than anything Kevin could create; but its aim was off, perhaps because Mann was having to split his control between six different individuals. Regardless, Kevin dodged each attack as quickly as he could, though it was hard whenever two or more Starborn tried to shoot him.

Dodging yet another energy blast, Kevin shot toward the Starborn, pulling his fist back in order to deliver the most powerful punch he could. Right before his fist connected, however, the Starborn disappeared, causing his fist to hit empty air. Kevin came to a halt and looked around wildly for the Starborn, but he did not see it until he heard movement behind himself and looked over his shoulder just in time to see the Starborn’s fist coming at him.

The Starborn’s fist hit him like a boulder rolling downhill. Kevin crashed down to the floor below, the impact shaking his senses and leaving him briefly stunned. But Kevin quickly shook his head and forced himself to sit up; however, it was hard work, because, in addition to taking that blow, he was still suffering from the blow he had taken from Mann. His body was screaming in pain, but Kevin ignored the pain as he rose to his feet.

Right before he flew back into the fight, a weak voice nearby muttered, “Bolt …” causing Kevin to look down to the right.

Eli was still lying at the foot of the platform. He looked even worse than before; his skin was deathly pale and his breathing seemed irregular. Nonetheless, he was still alive, though he seemed to be forcing himself to stay conscious. A discarded gun lay next to Eli, though as far as Kevin could tell, it was not Eli’s; perhaps one of the Venetians dropped it.

“Eli?” said Kevin. “I’m in the middle of a battle at the moment. Can’t talk.”

“You can’t win,” said Eli, as if Kevin had not said anything. His eyes flicked upwards. “The Starborn are too … too powerful. You and your friends will die.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” said Kevin. “You’re a great cheerleader, you know that?”

“You know I speak the … speak the truth,” said Eli. He coughed. “I don’t have much time left. Don’t know how much time I have … but I still want to help you beat my grandfather.”

Kevin frowned. “Eli, you’re nearly dead. Besides, I don’t think you have much combat experience. You should just try to relax … well, as much as you can here, anyway.”

Eli shook his head. “Not that way. I want … I want to make you powerful.”

Kevin raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

Eli raised a bloody hand. “I can … I can increase the strength of a superhuman’s abilities with a simple touch. It’s what my power is. You’re already extremely powerful, but I might be able to give you a boost that will help you beat … beat the Starborn.”

“That sounds … interesting,” said Kevin. “What’s the catch?”

“It isn’t permanent,” said Eli. He coughed suddenly, flicks of blood coming from his mouth. “It might last a few days or maybe a few hours; at this point, I don’t know. But it should last long enough … long enough for you to beat the Starborn.”

Kevin scratched his chin. He didn’t have a lot of time to think about Eli’s offer; however, when he looked up at the sky again and saw White desperately trying to distract all six Starborn by himself, Kevin realized that he didn’t have a choice.

Looking at Eli again, Kevin said, “All right, Eli. I’ll take your offer.”

“Good,” said Eli. “Come close, because I need to be in physical contact with a person in order for my powers to work.”

Kevin ran over to Eli and bent over to get close to Eli. Eli placed one weak, bloody hand on Kevin’s shoulder and squeezed.

All of a sudden, Kevin felt energy pour from Eli’s hand into his body. Kevin normally felt strong and powerful; however, what he felt now was unlike anything before. Lightning raced through his blood and bones, all of his exhaustion evaporated in an instant, and he felt like he could lift the Empire State Building on his shoulders. Not only that, but his body began to glow red; in fact, he had so much power that his eyes were starting to crackle with electricity.

“There,” said Eli, removing his hands from Kevin’s shoulder. “How … how does it feel?”

Kevin stood up and put his hands on his chest. “It feels … amazing. I mean, I normally feel great, but this is beyond anything I’ve ever felt before.”

“Good … good to hear,” said Eli. “But be careful. That much power can overwhelm … overwhelm you.”

Kevin nodded. “Don’t worry. I won’t let this overwhelm me. I’ll use it to overwhelm the Starborn instead.”

With that, Kevin shot into the air, flying as fast as lightning itself. He immediately spotted the six Starborn attacking White; White was doing a good job dodging their attacks, but he was also clearly slowing down, no doubt getting exhausted and tired from all of the fighting he had done over the last couple of days. It wouldn’t be long before one of the Starborn got a good hit on him, which was why Kevin intended to make sure that they didn’t.

With a roar, Kevin punched the back of the nearest Starborn. The blow sent the Starborn flying up toward the ceiling. The Starborn crashed into the ceiling of the chamber hard enough to cause chunks of the ceiling to fall down. The Starborn in question looked stunned, the redness in its eyes fading for a brief moment as Mann’s control over it faded; however, less than a second later, the redness returned and the Starborn slowly began pulling itself out of the crater in the ceiling.

But Kevin was not paying attention to that Starborn anymore. Instead, he was looking at his own hand in amazement, because that was the very first time he had actually managed to harm any of the Starborn. Truly, Eli had increased his power exponentially, which just made him want to fight some more.

That was when Kevin realized that he was now surrounded on all sides by the remaining Starborn. The five Starborn had surrounded him without him noticing. They all raised their hands at him and fired more energy blasts, but Kevin flew upwards, avoiding the blasts, which all struck each other in the middle of the circle and created a minor explosion that was nonetheless deafeningly loud in the chamber.

Kevin, however, did not flee. Instead, he turned around and shot toward the Starborn again. He grabbed one of the Starborn and threw it over his shoulder at its friends, knocking two of them out of the air. The other three Starborn rushed toward him, but Kevin fired twin lightning bolts at them. The lightning bolts were much stronger than any of his previous ones; in fact, they were blindly bright and roared like flames.

Two of the three remaining Starborn flew out of the way, but the third—who must have been slower than the others—took the lightning bolts head on and was sent careening off to the side.

This power is amazing, Kevin thought, looking down at his hands, which were still glowing with red energy. I feel like I can do anything.

But Kevin was interrupted when he once again found himself surrounded by the Starborn, albeit it was just two of them now. Still, Kevin knew it wouldn’t be long before the rest of them recovered, which meant that he would need to get out of here quickly before they did.

Instead of shooting him with energy blasts, however, the Starborn unleashed bands of strange green energy which ensnared Kevin like a snake. Startled by this unexpected move, Kevin nonetheless struggled to break free, but despite using the full extent of his super strength, the bands would not snap. If anything, they seemed to get tighter the more he fought, making it harder and harder for him to breathe or move.

Then the Starborn started pulling from both ends. Kevin gasped as the bands tightened harder than ever. He realized they were trying to cut him in half with their energy bands. How much longer that would take, he didn’t know, but he did know that he likely had only a few seconds before they tore him in half. Yet despite his great strength, he was unable to free himself and he couldn’t use his lightning powers to free himself, either.

Without warning, a huge blast of blue electricity struck one of the Starborn, causing it to let go of its band. The band dematerialized from around Kevin, who immediately yanked himself out of the remaining band and fired a blast at the other Starborn. His lightning blast struck the Starborn, sending it flying backwards through the air.

Panting, Kevin looked over to see who had saved him and saw White flying toward him.

“Brother!” White shouted, coming to a stop before Kevin. “You okay? Hurt?”

“I’m fine, White,” said Kevin, waving off White’s concern. “But thanks for the save, man. I thought I was a goner there.”

“No problem,” said White, giving Kevin the thumbs up. He frowned. “You look … different.”

“Got a power boost from Eli,” Kevin replied. “It’s really great. If Eli survives this, you should ask him to give you one as—”

Kevin was interrupted by the sound of falling rock above him. He looked up just in time to see a large chunk of the ceiling hurtling toward him and White, forcing the two of them to separate to allow the ceiling chunk to fall harmlessly past them. Kevin came to a stop and looked up at the ceiling again just in time to see the Starborn who he had punched into the ceiling coming toward him.

He was about to blast it, but then he noticed that the other Starborn were surrounding him again. Not just him, but White as well, forcing the two brothers to draw closer together as the six Starborn began to circle them like sharks in the water, their red eyes blurring oddly as they moved.

“How we beat them?” said White, panting slightly as he and Kevin rotated in order to keep an eye on the circling Starborn. “Too strong. Much too strong.”

Kevin glanced down at the platform to check on Stinger’s progress. To his surprise, Stinger was not alone; he and Shell were now fighting Volto and Bauta, who were desperately trying to keep the two Young Neos from reaching Mann. As for Talon, she was about halfway up the steps to the main platform now, but her progress was stalled thanks to Pantalone, who had apparently flown down the steps to fight her.

“Shell?” said Kevin in surprise. “Where did he come from?”

“Shell is here?” said White, looking over his shoulder at Kevin. “What about Blizzard and Treehugger?”

“Don’t see them,” said Kevin. “Shell must have come through the portal, but it doesn’t matter. Looks like the Venetians are still protecting their master.”

“Only matter of time before Starborn kill us,” White said, turning his attention back to the silent, circling Starborn. “Don’t know how much longer can hold out.”

“I know,” said Kevin. “If we can stop Mann, we can free the Starborn, but … we can’t reach him at the moment, and if we try to go after him, the Starborn will stop us.”

“I think we will die,” said White. “Not trying to be gloom, but don’t think we’re going to get out of this one alive, brother.”

White had a point. Even with his power boost, Kevin was still not a match for all six Starborn. The surviving Venetians were still trying their hardest to keep his teammates from reaching Mann and succeeding quite well so far. Even with Shell’s unexpected arrival, the odds were still against them. Perhaps if Blizzard and Treehugger were here, their odds would be better, but as it was, Kevin could not see any way out of this.

Wait, Kevin thought. It seems like when we hurt the Starborn, it temporarily breaks their mental connection with Mann. But White can’t really harm them; on the other hand, I am strong enough to hurt the Starborn. Yet I would need an attack capable of hitting all six of them at once to make sure none of them survive. What kind of attack could do … that …

Kevin suddenly looked at White. “White, when I say so, I want you to head to the floor. Try to find cover.”

“Cover?” White repeated. “Brother, what are you planning to—”

“Just do it, okay?” said Kevin. “Just trust me.”

White looked a little doubtful, but thankfully, he didn’t argue further. He just nodded, which was all the confirmation Kevin needed to do what he needed to do next.

Kevin focused on the electricity flowing through his body. Rather than focusing it inside a fist, however, Kevin focused on having the energy charge through his whole body. His body began glowing brighter than ever, his hands shaking with repressed power, but Kevin didn’t stop yet. Red light emanated from his entire body, making White and the Starborn look red, but thankfully the Starborn didn’t seem to know what he was about to do. Lightning crackled and sparked along his form and his body began to shake.

“White, get down now!” Kevin shouted.

White, thankfully, obeyed without question. He zoomed straight down to the floor of the chamber and Kevin—no longer capable of holding back all of his power—screamed and released all of his energy at once.

Kevin had done this move only once before, back when he first fought Pantalone and Arlecchino on the coast of New York. Back then, he had used it to kill an entire murder of crows that had, incidentally, been trying to murder him at the same time. The attack had taken out all of the crows at once, but had left Kevin somewhat tired and drained afterward. It had been a powerful blast, one of the strongest moves Kevin knew.

But it was nothing compared to this blast, which drew upon the boosted power he received from Eli. A barrier of lightning exploded from his body in every direction. In the enclosed chamber, the thunder was deafening, overwhelming every other sound in the vicinity, even Kevin’s own voice, despite how loudly he screamed. All Kevin could see was red lights flashing everywhere and thunder roaring in his ears. His body was even vibrated by the loud blast, to the point where he thought he was about to fall apart. The air tasted like ozone and lightning, and a strong stench of burned stone filled his nostrils.

For a moment, Kevin thought that he had died, but when the last of his power left his body, Kevin realized he was still alive. The reason everything was so dark was because the lights in the ceiling had been destroyed by his attack. The only light now came from the open portal within the gateway, which afforded him enough light to see the results of his actions.

The entire chamber was smoking, the temperature much higher than it had been mere seconds ago. Chunks of the floor had been torn out or blasted to bits by the lightning bolts, while blackened electrical wires hung from the ceiling like the tentacles of an octopus. Much of the ceiling was totally blackened or even outright destroyed in several places. Even the gateway, which was still active, was blackened around the top and smoking slightly.

Lying on the floor directly underneath him were the six Starborn. Their robes were burned away in several places, revealing curious reptilian-like skin underneath, though their hoods still obscured their features. Kevin thought they were actually dead at first, especially with the smoke rising from their corpses, but then he noticed that their chests were still rising and falling and realized they were just unconscious, although probably in a lot of pain. He was amazed that even that attack hadn’t torn their skin; he wondered what these guys were made out of.

Shaking his head, Kevin looked around to see how everyone else was doing. He realized that such a powerful blast would have affected his friends, too, and wanted to make sure they were all okay.

Stinger and Shell were still on the platform, covered by one of Shell’s barriers. Talon and White—who were on the steps of the platform, White having apparently flown over there, perhaps to flee the explosion—were also protected by a red barrier, as was Eli. That surprised Kevin; he hadn’t realized just how good Shell had gotten at using his powers.

But the Venetians were not so lucky. Pantalone appeared to have taken the brunt of the attack, being the closest; at least, Kevin thought that the smoking corpse lying on the steps of the platform was Pantalone. It had wings, anyway, albeit cooked to the point where all of the feathers had been burned off.

Volto and Bauta, by contrast, appeared to still be alive, but they were lying on the ground, though it looked like they had made an attempt to run away when Kevin unleashed his attack. Both were burned to a crisp, especially their backs, which made Kevin wonder how they had managed to survive at all. He decided that they just got lucky.

And the woman, Della, was also down, though he couldn’t tell if she was dead or not. She was lying mostly outside the light of the gateway, but it seemed like she had been hit at least as hard as Volto and Bauta. Given her healing powers, she was probably still alive, though if she wasn’t currently in an intense amount of pain, Kevin would eat his Teleportation Buckle.

As for Mann, he was still standing in the same spot as always. While the rest of the platform around him was completely burned to a crisp, the tiny spot upon which he stood was not. The answer to that mystery became obvious: Mann was holding out the Five Fingers, which, as far as Kevin could tell, had somehow managed to protect Mann from the worst of the explosion. How that worked, Kevin did not know, but given how powerful Starborn artifacts were, he probably shouldn’t have been surprised to see Mann still standing, although he was disappointed because he had secretly hoped that his explosion had killed Mann in the process.

Mann lowered the Five Fingers slowly and looked around the chamber. His eyes darted from Della to Volto and Bauta and finally down to the fried corpse of Pantalone on the steps. His eyes also landed on the Starborn briefly, which seemed to shake him far more than Pantalone’s corpse had.

“No,” said Mann. His voice was softer than usual, but with a hint of insanity behind it. “It cannot be … the Starborn are …”

“Defeated,” said Kevin. He was tired and exhausted, but he still looked down at Mann with sheer disgust. “And your Venetians are all either dead or too wounded to keep fighting. Game over, Mann. We won. You lost.”

Mann’s left eye twitched. His hands shook. He looked like he was either going to scream and shout or perhaps simply collapse on the spot. He was sweating more than ever now, like he stood in the middle of an oven.

“No …” Mann muttered in a voice that was quite clearly not sane. “No … decades of work … my life’s work … ruined in seconds … by a stupid kid and his even stupider friends …”

Below, Shell had dropped the shields around the other Young Neos now that the fight was over. Stinger and Shell stood up, while Talon and White slowly rose from their spot on the steps. Kevin wished that Blizzard and Treehugger could be here right now, but he was just glad to see that everyone was still alive.

“Teenagers,” Mann muttered rapidly, almost too fast for Kevin to follow. “I was beaten by a bunch of teenagers. Kids who aren’t even in college yet. Kids who wouldn’t know the worth of a dollar if it slapped them in the face.”

Stinger—who was sniffling rather loudly for some reason—slowly walked over to Mann, holding up his stingers. “Like Bolt said, it’s over, Mann. I’m going to paralyze you now so we can take you to Ultimate Max easier. I wouldn’t resist if I were you; you might hurt yourself.”

Mann suddenly looked at Stinger with wild, crazed eyes. “No. I will not die in prison like some common crook. I am John Mann, founder and CEO of Mann Corporation. I am destined to save the world, destined to rule all of humanity as its god.”

“Dude, you lost,” said Stinger. “I know losing isn’t fun, but come on. You’re acting like a spoiled brat who didn’t get what he wanted. It would just be easier for everyone if you—”

Without warning, Mann rushed toward Stinger. He shoved Stinger aside, who fell to the ground with a surprised shout. Despite his age, Mann was fast and his destination was obvious: The portal. He was clearly attempting to escape through the portal, perhaps to go to some other universe to plot his revenge. Kevin would have fired a lightning bolt at him, but he had used up so much power with that last attack that he couldn’t even make a few sparks. Kevin flew toward Mann, but he knew that he was too far away to catch him.

Right before Mann passed through the portal, a bunch of strange, small sharp objects suddenly shot through it. The objects—which looked almost like leaves to Kevin—slashed through Mann’s face and arms, leaving bloody spots on his now quite tattered suit. Mann staggered backwards, but miraculously remained standing, despite the bloody cuts along his body. He leaned on his cane weakly and stared at the portal in shock.

“Who … who did that?” said Mann, his voice weaker than ever.

As if in response, three figures stepped out of the portal. The first—a black man in futuristic space armor, carrying a weird gun-like weapon in his hands—Kevin did not recognize, but he recognized the other two with no problem: It was Blizzard and Treehugger. The two of them looked tired, but uninjured.

“What?” said Mann, staring at Blizzard, Treehugger, and the armored man dumbly. “More teens? How …”

“Looks like we were just in the nick of time,” said Blizzard. “Right, Treehugger?”

“Right,” said Treehugger, nodding. “All thanks to Space here, who managed to track Shell’s watch with the Adventure’s computers.”

“No big deal,” said the armored man, who was apparently named Space. “Your Earth technology is pretty easy to track when you know what you’re doing.”

Kevin’s face burst into a huge smile, but then he looked back down at Mann again and his scowl returned. “All right, Mann, now you’re really screwed. The entire team is here, plus an ally. You have no way to beat us and no way to escape. It. Is. Over.”

“No,” said Mann, without looking at Kevin. “It is never over. So long as I can draw one more breath, my plans will never end. I will flee. I will start again.”

Mann turned around and ran toward the steps. This time, Shell summoned a red barrier before Mann in an attempt to stop him, but Mann punched it with the Five Fingers and smashed through the barrier like glass. Again, Mann was fast, despite his new wounds. He even managed to reach the steps, all the while saying, “I will start again. I will start again. I will—”

One gun shot rang throughout the chamber, causing everyone to jump in surprise, except for Mann, who fell down the stairs head first and stumbled down like a rag doll until he hit Pantalone’s corpse. Mann was lying on his back, but Kevin was still able to tell, even from a distance, that there was now a small, black bullet hole in the center of Mann’s forehead, which meant that he was dead.

But who could have shot him? Kevin thought. None of us have guns. It couldn’t have been Talon or White; they are standing on the steps, sure, but they don’t have guns.

A grunt below caused Kevin to look down at the base of the platform. Eli Corey, his bloody white shirt hanging off his body, was pointing a gun up the steps. He was breathing heavily and seemed to be using all of his energy just to remain standing. His skin was even paler than it had been a few minutes ago; if anything, Eli looked nearly as dead as his grandfather.

“Take … that,” said Eli, his voice shuddering and inconsistent. “Your reign … reign of terror is over, old man.”

With that, Eli dropped the gun and fell face forward onto the ground. He did not move again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

Shell followed Stinger, Treehugger, Blizzard, and Space down the front steps, to the foot of the platform, where Bolt, White, and Talon now stood over the corpses of Eli, Mann, and Pantalone. Shell could not quite believe everything that had happened. Despite having acted quickly upon exiting the portal, Shell was still in shock. In particular, Bolt’s final attack had nearly taken him by surprise; if he hadn’t noticed Bolt in the nick of time, he feared that he and the other Young Neos would have ended up looking only slightly better than the Venetians.

For the moment, all he could think about was how he had managed to find a portal back in that strange forest that led him back to Earth. A strange, elf-like person had informed him that the portal would indeed take him back to Earth, but only because someone had already opened a portal on the other side. Shell had assumed that the portal had been opened by one of his friends, but even if it hadn’t, he would have stepped through it anyway, if only because he wanted to be back on Earth again.

Lots of stuff must have happened after Blizzard, Treehugger, and I left Earth, Shell thought, glancing at the others as they walked. Bolt will have to tell me all about it later. Wonder if he got Electrica.

When they reached the bottom of the steps, Blizzard immediately ran over to Bolt and hugged him. She didn’t just hug him, though. She outright kissed him on the lips, causing Shell to look away, mostly because he could not help but feel slightly jealous; where was his kiss for saving everyone from Bolt’s nearly suicidal final attack?

Because Shell looked away, he also noticed the Starborn. Although their robes had taken the brunt of the blast, he was shocked to see that their bodies were virtually untouched. He knew that the Starborn were supposed to be extremely powerful, but he would have thought that an attack as powerful as Bolt’s would have been enough to burn the skin off of any living creature. Shell was grateful that the Starborn were currently unconscious, because he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he and his friends stood no chance against such beings in a fight.

“Oh, Bolt, I missed you so much,” said Blizzard, who had stopped kissing Bolt now, but was hugging him tightly. “Are you okay? You smell like electricity and your body is really warm.”

“I’m … fine, Blizzard,” said Bolt, although his voice was ragged with exhaustion. “I just need to rest, I think, and maybe see Healing Touch.”

“Mann and Eli …” said Stinger. He looked down at them with a mixture of curiosity and disgust. “Are they really dead?”

Bolt, still hugging Blizzard, nodded. “Yes. I checked both of them. They’re dead.”

Shell looked at Eli’s corpse. He couldn’t believe that Eli was dead. He supposed it made sense, of course, given Eli’s injuries, but it was still very strange to see his body lying so still like that.

I didn’t even complete the mission he gave me, Shell thought, readjusting his glasses. He died knowing that I failed him. And since he’s dead, that means that my powers are going to fade away, at least until I get old enough for them to return naturally. But that will probably take years; in the meantime, I’m going to be as pathetic as always.

Shell shook his head. It didn’t matter if he had powers or not. What mattered was that Eli was dead and the rest of the Unwanted would need to be made aware of his death. Shell realized that he would have to be the one to do it, because none of the other Young Neos would. This made Shell wonder what the future of the Unwanted movement was going to be.

Without Eli to lead it, will the Unwanted fall apart? Shell thought. It’s such a good movement, one that seems really necessary given the conditions of our society, but is there anyone in the movement who can succeed Eli as its leader?

“Well, I guess we need to go back to the surface, then,” said Blizzard. She shuddered. “Need to tell the NHA about this.”

“Yeah,” said Bolt, nodding. “The G-Men will probably need to know as well, though I can’t say I’m looking forward to—”

Bolt was interrupted by the sound of movement behind him. The entire team, as well as Space, looked over at the Starborn. The Starborn stirred; their eyes opened and they rose to their feet. Alarmed, the team turned to face the Starborn, each member taking fighting positions. Shell summoned two red barriers over his hands, but deep down, he knew that there was no way that he or the others could take down the Starborn. After all, if they could survive even a point blank electrical explosion from a boosted Bolt, then it was quite unlikely that the other Young Neos would be able to even scratch them. Still, it was better to go down fighting than to die running away.

The Starborn floated above the floor. Their eyes were no longer red, which meant they were no longer under Mann’s control, but that didn’t mean they were going to be friendly. With their faces still hooded, it was impossible to tell what they were thinking or predict what they were going to do next, but given what their original plans for Earth were, Shell had no doubt that the Starborn were about to resume the destruction of humanity.

“Superhumans,” said the lead Starborn, whose robes were the least tattered of them all. “You have killed the human who took control of our minds.”

Bolt, who was at the head of the team, nodded. “Yeah, we did. Well, technically Eli did, but we helped.”

“You also almost defeated us,” the lead Starborn continued. “In all our eons of existence, we have never received an attack quite that brutal before, least of all from one of our own creations. Truly, you superhumans have evolved past the original limitations we set on your ancestors. Indeed, no other creation of ours has ever achieved quite that level of power before, save for one, though that one is long gone.”

No one responded to that. Shell could guess that the Starborn were going to eliminate them all next; after all, the original reason the Starborn had come to Earth in the first place was to destroy all superhumans out of the belief that superhumans would try to destroy them. Given how Bolt had just proved that superhumans could, given enough power, actually harm the Starborn, Shell had no doubt in his mind that none of the Young Neos would leave this chamber alive.

The lead Starborn pointed a single long finger at the Young Neos and Space. “Therefore, we will spare all superhumans on Earth and allow your people to continue on unmolested.”

Shell was so shocked by this response that the shields in his hands faded. The others also looked every bit as surprised as him; in fact, Treehugger looked like she was about to faint in shock.

“What?” said Bolt finally. “You … you’re not going to destroy us all?”

The lead Starborn nodded. “That is correct.”

“But …” Bolt seemed at a loss for words. “This isn’t a trick or something, is it?”

“Of course not,” said the lead Starborn in an indignant voice. “The Starborn do not engage in trickery like lesser creatures. Our ways are always straightforward; after all, there is no need for deception when you have the power to do anything you want.”

“But we hurt you,” said Stinger. “I mean, Bolt did, anyway. Mann tried to control you. Doesn’t that show we’re a threat to your existence?”

“From a certain perspective, yes,” said the lead Starborn. “But we realize that the only reason you fought us was to free us from Mann’s mind control. Had you not done that, it is quite possible we would have remained under his control and be used to achieve his immoral ends like mere tools. The Starborn are many things, but one thing we are not is ungrateful toward those who help us.”

The Young Neos exchanged surprised and doubtful looks with one another. Shell, in particular, was starting to think that this had to be some kind of strange dream, but when he pinched himself, he discovered that it was definitely real.

“This is nice and all, but …” Bolt shrugged. “Just unexpected, that’s all.”

“It even surprises us,” said the lead Starborn. “But the truth of the matter is that we had no idea that there were superhumans like you on Earth. We did not know that there were those who used their powers for good. We thought you humans were uniformly selfish, greedy, vile creatures who would misuse your powers for evil, but it seems we were mistaken. To thank you for saving us, we will spare you and every other human on the planet.”

“Uh, thanks,” said Bolt. “So, er, what are you going to do now?”

“Leave,” the lead Starborn replied. “We have no reason to stay in this universe any longer. We will return to the universe in which we were working on our next creation. It is unlikely that we will ever return to this one, now that we have done what we needed to do.”

Shell sighed in relief. “Whew. That’s—”

“But if you humans ever grow arrogant and seek to destroy or control us like John Mann, we will not hesitate to eliminate you in response,” the lead Starborn continued. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, yes, of course,” said Bolt, nodding quickly. “Don’t worry about us. We’ll make sure that no one tries to come after you. Promise.”

“That is good to hear,” said the lead Starborn. “You humans do not have a very good reputation of respecting your superiors, but maybe there is some hope for you creatures after all. In any case, we are proud to have created you. It is a good thing to know that our creations have not followed the same path as some of our other creations have. We hope that you will only become better and better in the coming years, perhaps good enough to join us on our quest across the multiverse.”

Despite the assurances that they were sincere, Shell still couldn’t believe it. Of course, he didn’t dare voice such doubts aloud, mostly because he did not want to tempt fate.

“Uh, that’s great, Starborn,” said Bolt. “We really appreciate the fact that you’ve decided not to destroy us.”

“You are welcome,” said the lead Starborn. “Now, we must leave. But we will take the Starborn artifacts with us; we would rather that these objects do not remain in a place where other morally questionable human beings can easily get their hands on them.”

The lead Starborn waved its hand at Mann’s corpse and both the Call and the Five Fingers disappeared from it. The two artifacts appeared in the hands of one of the other Starborn, who quickly hid them within its robes, though Shell didn’t know where it could have hidden those.

“Farewell, superhumans,” said the lead Starborn, waving at them. “This is most likely the last time we will ever come back to Earth, but perhaps fate will see fit for us to meet again at some point in the future. In any case, we wish you all the best of luck and hope that you can lead humanity to new and better heights.”

With that, the six Starborn suddenly transformed into glowing balls of white light. They flew over the heads of the Young Neos, causing the team to turn around to watch as the orbs flew into the open portal within the gateway. Once the last of the orbs disappeared inside the gateway, the portal closed and the gateway itself collapsed rather abruptly, like the portal had been the only thing holding it up.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

One week later …

 

Kevin sat on a chair on the platform in the Hero Hall, doing his best not to fidget or show his nerves. While Kevin was certainly not afraid of big crowds, he didn’t like being up on stage with nearly the entirety of the Neohero Alliance in attendance. Of course, he knew why everyone was here: To witness his official induction into the Neohero Alliance.

Hero Hall was a large building on Hero Island, usually used for ceremonies or major events like the one Kevin was currently attending. Most of the time, the building stood empty, but today it was nearly full to the brim, with a good chunk of the NHA’s membership sitting in the row upon row of metal chairs provided for attendees. The cacophony of voices, metal legs scraping against the floor, wings being flapped, and other noises all echoed off the tall walls of the Hall, while security guards stood along the perimeter of the room in order to ensure that Kevin’s induction ceremony went off without a hitch. Of course, it was unlikely that Kevin’s induction ceremony would be interrupted by a supervillain attack, but the last time the Hall had been in use, a riot had broken out among the attendees, so it was not exactly an unrealistic concern to have.

At least I’m not alone, Kevin thought, glancing at the other Young Neos who sat in chairs next to him. Having friends makes it easier to relax.

Blizzard sat next to him, holding his hand and leaning against him slightly, the cold air from her body feeling good in contrast to the combined body heat from everyone else in the Hall. White sat next to her, talking with Talon, who was actually smiling. The two of them seemed to have gotten closer since the defeat of Mann last week, which amazed Kevin, because Talon had never seemed to like White very much. He wondered if they were going to start dating; he had a hard time imagining that, even though he was happy for White regardless.

Beside Talon, Stinger was talking with Shell and Treehugger, jokingly giving them orders, to which Treehugger and Shell would just laugh. Of course, they would soon be taking real orders from him, because Kevin had chosen Stinger to succeed him as leader of the Young Neos. What really sold the deal for Kevin was Stinger’s actions last week, when he took on nearly all of the Venetians by himself and almost won. Such bravery was exactly the kind of bravery a good leader needed to have, in Kevin’s opinion, so he had wasted no time in letting Mecha Knight know that Stinger was going to be the next leader of the Young Neos once he was officially inducted into the NHA.

Speaking of Mecha Knight, the entire Leadership Council was present on the main platform as well. They sat on chairs on the opposite side of the stage, but Kevin could see them well enough. Mecha Knight and Omega Man were talking to each other, while Black Blur was listening to Lady Amazon tell him something. Black Blur did briefly glance over at Kevin, their eyes meeting for a second before he looked back at Lady Amazon.

One of the biggest surprises for Kevin was that Black Blur had stuck to his word and changed his vote in favor of Kevin. Kevin had thought that Black Blur had been lying or baiting him, but since Kevin had successfully captured Electrica (who was now in a cell in Ultimate Max, according to Stinger), Black Blur had been forced to keep his word. Granted, Black Blur hadn’t seemed very happy about it; he apparently had been hoping that Kevin would fail, though Kevin didn’t care because Black Blur voted for him anyway.

As for Bait and Switch, Electrica’s children, all Kevin knew was that the two of them had been captured by a couple of Ultimate Max prison guards when they attempted to break Electrica out of prison a couple of days ago. Because the two of them were too young to go to jail, however, they were instead going to be enrolled in the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans in an effort to straighten out their morals and make superheroes out of them. That did not seem like a plan that would succeed, but Kevin supposed it was better than letting those two run around causing trouble like they did before.

But that was not Kevin’s main concern at the moment. What currently mattered to Kevin was that he was going to become an official member of the NHA today. He had been looking forward to this for a very long time and was happy that it was finally, really going to happen. But first he would have to sit through this ceremony; according to Mecha Knight, it was a NHA tradition to hold a large ceremony whenever a member of the Young Neos graduated into the NHA membership. Nor could it be skipped, because the NHA Constitution specified that the ceremony was mandatory in order to make a Young Neo an official member of the NHA.

Can’t we bend the rules just this once? Kevin had asked Mecha Knight. I don’t like ceremonies or rituals.

Tradition is tradition, Bolt, Mecha Knight had replied. Besides, several members of the Leadership Council are still not very happy about your approval to join the organization. Best way to assuage their worries is to follow all of the rules and traditions laid out in the Constitution. That way, they will not have grounds for complaint.

Kevin supposed that that was all true, but at the same time, he didn’t see why they should keep distrusting him. After all, he had saved the world yet again; well, with the help of his friends, of course, but he played at least as vital a role in defeating Mann and the Venetians as anyone else.

Speaking of the Venetians, it turned out that nearly all of them had died when Kevin unleashed that electrical blast back in the chamber under Mann’s mansion. Only two Venetians were known to have survived: Della, whose healing powers had apparently allowed her to make her injuries better, and Arlecchino, who had been interrogated by the INJ but had apparently managed to keep his mouth shut and not tell the INJ anything. Both of them were currently in Ultimate Max, though they were kept in separate cells on two different cell blocks in order to keep them from plotting an escape together. Their interactions in the prison courtyard were also monitored very closely, again just to make sure they did not attempt to break out.

As for the Mann Corporation, it was still around, although the news of Mann’s death had caused some internal chaos in the company itself. From what Kevin had heard, the board of the Mann Corporation had elected a new CEO, someone who did not appear to share Mann’s ambitions for world domination. Mann’s mansion, on the other hand, was confiscated by the government, who made up a story about radioactivity or something that meant it would need to be demolished for public safety. The real reason the government seized it, of course, was because of the Starborn artifacts, which they clearly did not want to fall into the hands of any supervillains who might decide to finish what Mann started. Granted, Kevin was not exactly thrilled about the government getting the Starborn artifacts which Mann had spent many years collecting, but he supposed it was better than leaving them unprotected where any ambitious supervillain could get their hands on them.

The official story for John Mann’s death was that he had been assassinated in his home by a masked hit man, whose real identity and location were unknown. Given how Mann had no known surviving relatives, however, it was highly unlikely that anyone would attempt to verify the story. The reason the real story was not released to the public was a decision made by the Leadership Council, who decided that the real story was too strange for the public to know. It didn’t help that there was not much proof of the events which happened in that chamber last week or that the government had forbidden any unauthorized personnel from stepping onto the premises of Mann’s now-abandoned mansion.

As for Treehugger’s friend, the man who called himself Mr. Space, he had returned to his ship and had only been heard from once since last week, when Treehugger received a message from him. According to the message, the Servants of the Starborn were still around, but were no longer going to Earth. Supposedly, this was on orders from the Starborn, who had instead directed their Servants to go elsewhere, but Space informed them that the IEA would continue to monitor the Servants until they were sure that they would not attempt to attack Earth. Kevin didn’t expect them to, because the Starborn had made it clear that they were not going to destroy Earth, but he supposed it would not hurt to let the IEA continue to monitor them anyway just to be safe.

In any case, Kevin was just glad that that was all over. As soon as this ceremony was over and he was done shaking hands and greeting all of the guests, Kevin would go back to his room in the House and sleep for at least a month. His power boost from Eli had faded a couple of days after Eli’s death, so Kevin was back to his normal power levels. That meant he was still strong, but not as strong as he used to be, and the decrease in power had made him very sleepy.

Thinking of Eli caused him to look at Shell. As it turned out, Shell had secretly been working with Eli and the Unwanted ever since Phoenix. Shell had come clean with all of that after Eli’s death and even revealed that his barrier powers had come about because of Eli’s own abilities. That revelation had certainly shocked Kevin, as well as the other members of the Young Neos, yet Kevin had decided to forgive Shell because nothing bad had come of it and anyway, Shell had proved that he was still loyal to the Young Neos back during their fight with Mann. Even so, Kevin didn’t think he could ever quite trust Shell the same way he used to; it would likely be a while before Kevin could trust Shell as deeply as he had before.

As for the Unwanted, Shell had told Kevin that the movement would still go on even without Eli, but now it was being led by Chip. The Unwanted had held a funeral for Eli yesterday when news of his death spread; Kevin and the Young Neos had attended it, mostly as a way to show their gratitude for the help that Eli had given them during the battle against John Mann. Even though Kevin hadn’t known Eli very well, he had still been sad to see Eli’s casket lowered into the ground, and he sometimes believed that Eli would have made a great superhero if only his life had gone a little differently than it did.

Speaking of trust, Kevin scanned the crowd until he spotted Mom—wearing her usual green dress and blue necklace—sitting at the front of the audience. She was talking with Triplet, who Kevin had also invited to his induction. Due to all of the talking and sounds made by the assembled superheroes, Kevin couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but that was okay, because he was just glad that Mom had been able to make it here. He caught her eye and she waved at him; he waved at her in return, smiling.

“Oh, your mom is here?” said Blizzard, causing Bolt to look at her. “I didn’t think she’d be able to make it on such short notice.”

“Yeah, but Mom doesn’t have much to do at home since White and I don’t live there, so she was able to make a special trip from Texas pretty easily,” said Kevin. “It helps that the Leadership Council gave her a special guest suite in the Tower of Heroes, because she was married to Genius and all.”

“Right,” said Blizzard. “My own parents aren’t here, but that’s because they’re at my sister’s recital right now. I wanted to be there, too, but they said I should be here to support you.”

“Really?” said Kevin in surprise. “You have some great parents.”

“You left a really good impression on my parents when we visited them in Phoenix a while ago,” said Blizzard. “They like you a lot. They keep asking if you’ve proposed to me yet.”

Kevin suddenly felt a little hot around the neck. “Uh, what do you tell them?”

Blizzard smiled mischievously. “That we’re still taking things slowly and that marriage will happen when it happens.”

Kevin sighed. “Whew. I thought you were going to tell them that—”

“But I do wonder when we’ll get hitched,” said Blizzard. “I mean, you obviously don’t need to tell me, because I’d like it if it was a surprise, but—”

Kevin was spared having to respond to Blizzard’s rambling when Omega Man stepped up to the podium and the assembled crowd of superheroes and guests went silent immediately. That was not unusual, because Omega Man, as the leader and most powerful member of the NHA, was capable of commanding attention just from his presence alone. Even Kevin sat up a little straighter and listened a little bit more closely when Omega Man stepped up to the podium, because he didn’t want to miss his cue to come up and accept his NHA membership.

“Hello and welcome all,” said Omega Man, looking around the Hall at everyone. “It is wonderful to see that most of our members could make it to this event. It has been over a year since the last Young Neo was inducted into the larger Neohero Alliance and, after the Vision debacle late last year, there was worry that we might have to shut down the Young Neos entirely and thus end this honorable tradition. But thanks to the efforts of Mecha Knight in finding seven of the best young superheroes in the country, the Young Neos will keep going, and with them, this tradition of ours.”

Omega Man gestured toward Kevin and the Young Neos. “Today, we are welcoming young Bolt into the Neohero Alliance. As most of you know, Bolt is the son of the late Genius, one of the Four Founders of the Neohero Alliance and an old personal friend of mine. While Genius’s tragic death at the hands of the supervillain Robert Candle earlier this year sent shock waves through the superhuman community, his sons have already proved themselves equal to their father in terms of heroism, with plenty of potential to possibly even surpass him someday.”

Kevin looked at White. He had not expected Omega Man to praise White, too, but given the context, he supposed it made sense. White looked surprised, too, but he was also smiling … and unless Kevin’s eyes were deceiving him, he thought he saw Talon smiling at White as well.

“The Leadership Council of the Neohero Alliance voted last week to accept Bolt’s membership application into the organization, as per the NHA Constitution,” Omega Man continued. “Despite his young age, Bolt has already fought and defeated supervillains and other threats that even many superheroes twice his age would have had trouble dealing with. His acceptance into the NHA was a settled matter for most of us within the Leadership Council and we know that he will be a great member.”

Omega Man looked at Bolt. “Bolt, please come forward so I can present you with your membership card.”

Despite his nerves, Kevin rose from his seat and walked over to Omega Man. He hoped that none of the people in the crowd could sense his nervousness; it was times like these that he was glad that he wore a full-body costume, because right now he was sweating profusely, despite having sat next to Blizzard for ten minutes now.

Kevin stopped in front of Omega Man, who was at least a head taller than Kevin and twice as wide. Even though Kevin had super strength of his own, he couldn’t help but feel scrawny in comparison to Omega Man. Omega Man was one of the few people who Kevin ever felt weak around, mostly because Omega Man’s own super strength was even stronger than his own.

“Bolt,” said Omega Man, looking Kevin in the eyes. “Do you promise, as a member of the Neohero Alliance, to defend the weak, the helpless, and the innocent from the supervillains, criminals, and other threats of the world?”

Kevin instantly recognized Omega Man’s question as the start of the membership induction ritual, which he had read dozens of times over the last week in preparation for this moment. He met Omega Man’s gaze, said, “Yes, I do.”

“Do you promise to use your powers for good and never for evil or selfish gain?”

“I do.”

“Do you promise to uphold and defend your home country and its people from both foreign and domestic enemies?”

“I do.”

“Do you promise to follow the laws as laid out in the Constitution of the Neohero Alliance and to accept your responsibility if you break them?’

“Yes.”

“And, finally, do you promise to sacrifice your own life to save the lives of others, if necessary?”

“I do.”

Omega Man smiled. “Then welcome to the Neohero Alliance, brother. Here is your card.”

Omega Man held out a small card to Kevin, which Kevin took as respectfully as he could. The card showed Kevin’s face on it, along with his superhero name, his membership status in the NHA, and contact information for the main NHA office in the Tower of Heroes, which he could use to contact in case he needed help or was in an emergency. His member number was also written on the card and the back of the card showed the NHA’s symbol, a fist crossed with a lightning bolt. It looked really cool, but Kevin held it with great care because he didn’t want to accidentally rip or damage it.

“Now, Bolt, would you like to say a few words to the audience?” said Omega Man, gesturing at the podium. “You don’t need to say much. Just a few short words will suffice, if that’s all you’ve got.”

“Sure, no problem,” said Kevin.

Kevin walked up to the podium and looked out over the audience. He had been practicing this speech for the last several weeks whenever he could. He had it all memorized in his head; thanking the NHA for helping and supporting his superhero career, giving a heartwarming tribute to his dad, ending with a rousing bit about how he would never give up fighting evil and protecting the innocent. It all seemed like exactly the sort of thing that the NHA expected to hear, the kind of speech that previous Young Neos moving into the NHA had given at their graduations, based on the records Kevin had read in the Tower of Heroes’ library.

Yet when Kevin stood there, his hands on the firm wooden podium, the spotlight shining on him, he couldn’t say any of it. It wasn’t stage fright or anything like that; rather, it was that he realized just how trivial and generic his carefully-prepared speech was. All of those neat turns of phrases, those emotional beats he had spent weeks agonizing over … they all felt like so much mud in his mouth and he feared they would look like mud dripping out of his mouth if he spoke.

But he couldn’t just stand there and look like an idiot. The NHA members expected a speech, his Mom expected a speech, and he couldn’t fail to deliver, especially now that he was a member of the NHA.

Kevin looked back at the other Young Neos. Blizzard was sitting on the edge of her seat, practically crying with happiness. White actually was crying with happiness, while Talon patted his back as she muttered soothing words to him that Kevin couldn’t hear. Treehugger had wrapped her arms around herself so tightly that she looked like a tree wrapped with vines, while Shell was nervously wiping his glasses off on his costume sleeve. As for Stinger, he seemed to be the only one relaxed, because he was sitting back with his hands on the back of his head, a look of ease on his features.

That was when a speech suddenly came to Kevin; well, really more like an idea for a speech, but it was a powerful enough idea that he was confident he could spin it into a full-length speech without any trouble.

Kevin looked back over the audience and said, “First off, I would like to say thank you to every member of the NHA who is present for this ceremony. While I am not on close terms with all of you, many of you have provided me with insight and support as I grew into the superhero I am today. Without the resources and support of the NHA, I don’t know where my superhero career would be.”

Kevin heard a few approving whispers in the audience, but he ignored them in order to continue. “Ever since joining the NHA, I’ve faced down all kinds of threats, ranging from bank robbers to full-scale alien invasions of Earth and everything in between. Without my powers and skills, I would have been killed a hundred times over by now, which is kind of amazing, because I don’t even have a resurrection power that would allow me to die and come back to life that many times.”

A few chuckles came from the audience and even Kevin smiled at his own joke, but he kept speaking to avoid losing his train of thought. “But really, even though this ceremony is about my induction into the NHA, I didn’t do everything on my own. I had help, lots and lots of help, and a good chunk of it came from my former teammates, the Young Neos.”

Kevin glanced back at the Young Neos when he said that. He was pleased to see how surprised everyone looked at his mentioning them, but he turned his attention back to the audience in order to finish the speech.

“When Mecha Knight first brought us together on that cold day in January of this year, we were strangers to one another,” Kevin said. “We didn’t have much combat experience and several of us had trouble with controlling our powers. Since then, however, we’ve grown, both as a team and as individuals, so much that I can hardly even believe that these guys behind me are the same kids I started out with earlier this year. No one knows for sure whether history will remember us after we’re long gone, but one thing I can say for sure is that the Young Neos will never be forgotten as long as there are young superheros who are willing to do what is right and fight against evil wherever it shows itself.”

Kevin looked at his friends again. They still looked utterly stunned, but when Kevin looked at them, Blizzard immediately smiled at him, the largest and happiest smile he had ever seen on her face.

Once more, Kevin turned his attention back to the crowd. “And I look forward to the day when all six of them graduate from the Young Neos into the Neohero Alliance as full members themselves. Thank you.”

The crowd was silent at first, leaving Kevin to think that maybe his speech hadn’t gone over as well as he’d hoped.

But then Mom started to clap, followed by Triplet, and soon every person in Hero Hall was clapping. A few people were even shedding tears, while others were chanting the Young Neos’ name over and over again. Even the Leadership Council was clapping, including Black Blur, who looked rather reluctant to be doing it but clapped anyway. Mecha Knight, on the other hand, looked as proud as if Kevin was his own son and was clapping perhaps more enthusiastically than anyone else in the auditorium.

Kevin looked at his former teammates one last time. The entire team was standing, clapping and smiling like everyone else. Without even one word leaving their mouths, Kevin could tell that his former teammates were just as grateful for his leadership and for his speech as he was for their help.

So Kevin turned back to the audience and waved at everyone, his own smile dwarfing the smiles on the faces of everyone in the room. While Kevin did not know what the future held for him, the Young Neos, or the NHA in general, he knew that he—and the Young Neos—could handle it.

-

THE END OF THE YOUNG NEOS.

I hope you enjoyed my little tale. Please don't forget to give this book a quick review on Amazon. Even just a two-word, "Liked it" or "Hated it" review helps so much. Positive or negative, I am grateful for all feedback from my readers. Please just swing over to the book page and toss up your review, since the star rating you leave on the next page won't be visible online. Amazon simply uses that feedback for their internal recommendation engine.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What's Next

 

Dear Reader,

 

Thank you so much for reading this series. As an author, it’s readers like you who allow me to make a living and keep writing these books.

And yes, this really is the last Young Neos book. I had a lot of fun writing this series, but ultimately all good things must come to an end and this series is no exception.

Does this mean that the adventures of Bolt and the other Young Neos are over for good? No. Their adventures are merely over for now as I turn my attention to other works, but I can confirm that another series set in The Superhero’s Son universe is in the works. Titled Bait & Switch, the series will focus on the titular power-trading twins as they attend the Theodore Jason School for Young Superhumans and try to become real superheroes, instead of following in the footsteps of their supervillain mother. I won’t say much more than that, except that the first book of the series (which is currently untitled) is scheduled for an early 2018 release.

In the meantime, I’m launching a new series next month that is unrelated to The Superhero’s Son or The Young Neos. The series is called Minimum Wage Sidekick and its first book, First Job, is scheduled for an August 2017 release. Here’s the blurb:

“In a world where superheroes are a business, sixteen-year-old Alex Fry gets the dream job of teenagers everywhere when he is hired by the famous superhero Rubberman as his sidekick. As Rubberman's sidekick, Alex hopes to not only learn how to use his powers, but also save up enough money to buy his first car before he heads off to college.

But Alex gets more than he bargains for when a powerful supervillain with mysterious connections to Rubberman's past appears in his city with a dangerous agenda. Now Alex must master his powers in time to help Rubberman defeat this supervillain before he succeeds in his vile plans.

Yet when Alex learns about the darker side of the superhero industry, he finds himself unsure whether to keep working for Rubberman or to stand against him for the greater good. If Alex makes the wrong choice, it will change his life--and the fate of his hometown--forever.”

And now, please swipe across the screen to read the first chapter of First Job. I hope you enjoy it!

Lucas Flint, Cherokee, Texas, July 2017

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PREVIEW: "First Job" Chapter One

 

Sometimes, I wished that I had gotten super speed or flight as powers instead of eye beams. That way, I wouldn’t be late for my first day at work at my first job as the sidekick of a famous superhero.

Of course, Dad had told me to get to bed at a decent time the night before so I could get up early enough to prepare for work. Mom had agreed and even tried to set my alarm for me, but I told her I would set it myself before I went to bed last night. It was just too embarrassing to have my mom set my alarm for me; I was 16-years-old, after all, I could set my own alarm. And I didn’t like Dad telling me to get to bed at a decent time, either, even though I respected Dad a lot.

But now, as I rode my bicycle through the streets of Golden City, trying desperately to not be late to work, I was starting to realize that my parents had been right to worry about me. Not that I would ever admit it, but my parents were usually more right than wrong about these things.

Not that that realization helped me right now. I had slept in this morning; I was supposed to get up at seven, shower and have breakfast, and then bike to the location where I was supposed to meet the representative that Rubberman—a local superhero and my new boss—had sent to get me at eight. Then I would be transported to Rubberman’s base, secretly, of course, so no bystanders would see me and find out my secret identity, which would result in me losing my sidekick license if that were to happen.

Not that it would really matter if someone saw me, though, because I was pretty damn sure that I was going to be fired on my first day for being late. I was so used to sleeping in on Saturdays that I had totally forgotten to set an alarm the night before so I could wake up in time to get ready. The only reason I woke up at all was because I smelled the bacon Mom cooked for breakfast; by then, it was seven thirty, which meant I’d had to rush like the Blur to shower and leave. I only ate a few slices of bacon for breakfast, plus half a cup of coffee, but I still felt tired and draggy. Still, if I kept up the pace, I would reach the meeting spot by eight, although it was now seven fifty and I was getting increasingly nervous about my chances of getting there in time.

And I couldn’t be late. Rubberman had made it pretty clear that I had to be at work at eight. He didn’t exactly say that he would fire me if I didn’t show up on time, but Rubberman had earned a reputation for being a superhero concerned with excellence and professionalism, to the point where he’d fired his first sidekick due to his constant laziness and unprofessional attitude. Rubberman seemed like a pretty chill guy when I spoke to him at the job interview, but I was not going to risk inciting his wrath by messing up his schedule by being late.

Thankfully, Golden City was still half-asleep so early in the morning. The city buses were already moving up and down the streets, while a few pedestrians made their way to work, pulling up the collars of their coats to keep the cold wind from biting their faces. I rode past an open cafe and caught a whiff of fresh coffee and donuts from within, which made my stomach growl, but I didn’t stop because I didn’t have time to eat and drink. I rode past an elderly woman walking her small poodle, which yapped at me as I passed, but I just ignored it. My focus was strictly on the street ahead of me and I could not allow my attention to be diverted by anything. Even if Apparition himself were to suddenly appear in front of me, I would just keep going.

But just as I turned the corner, I caught a flash of blonde in front of me and saw a teenage girl about my age directly in my path. I was going too fast to stop, so I swerved out of the way, avoiding her just in the nick of time. Unfortunately, my bike went off the sidewalk and it crashed, causing me to fall onto the street and bump my head against the road. Thankfully, I was wearing my helmet; however, my glasses had fallen off and now my vision was blurry. Not only that, but I felt my elbow scrape against the street, although it didn’t hurt that much. Still, I grabbed it anyway and let out an involuntary moan of pain.

“Oh my gosh!” said a female voice above me that I instantly recognized. “Are you okay?”

I quickly looked up and now felt like even more of an idiot when I saw who, exactly, the girl was: Greta Hammond, one of my classmates and a sort of friend of mine.

I say ‘sort of’ friend because we were on good terms with each other, but didn’t hang out or talk much except in class. That wasn’t because I disliked her or anything; it was because I was too intimidated by her good looks to approach her.

Greta was blonde and had the clearest and most beautiful blue eyes I’d ever seen in a girl. She wore a cute pink skirt and a white coat to go along with it today; even though her family wasn’t super rich, she still somehow always managed to look good. Or, at least, I thought she did, though based on some of the envious comments I’d heard from some of the other girls in class, I definitely wasn’t the only person to hold that opinion.

Those beautiful blue eyes of hers were looking down at me with real concern, but that didn’t make me feel better. Actually, I felt like a complete idiot, lying in the street with my glasses missing and my helmet askew. My clothes were probably dirtied up, too, and I probably looked like a real loser to Greta at the moment.

But I said, as I sat up and started feeling along the street for my glasses, “Oh, it’s nothing, Greta. I’m totally fine. I fall down all the time. This is nothing.”

Even though I said that pretty casually, I immediately punched myself internally when I said that. What kind of idiot says that? I bet Greta thought I looked like a retard at the moment, which certainly wouldn’t help my chances with her.

But I guess Greta was more polite than I thought, because she just giggled a little and said, “Alex, do you need me to help you find your glasses? It’s my fault you crashed like that and I should help.”

“No, no, no, I got this,” I said, although I couldn’t help but beam internally when she said my name with such concern. “I lose my glasses all the time. It’s nothing.”

Again, I punched myself internally for saying such a stupid thing, but Greta either didn’t notice or maybe was too polite to mention it. She just bent over, picked up something off the street, and held it out to me. “Here they are. They’re a little cracked, though.”

I immediately took the glasses and put them on. A ‘little’ cracked was an understatement; there was a large crack running right through the middle of the right lens, while the left was scratched up near the lower left corner. I could still see out of them, but it was harder than usual and I was sure that it made me look like even more of an idiot than I normally did.

Still, it would have to do, so I said, “Thanks, Greta,” and jumped back to my feet and pulled my bike back up with me. I got back on it, but before I could resume my quest, Greta grabbed my arm and said, “Where are you going?”

An electric thrill ran through my arm when Greta touched me, almost making me jump, but instead I just looked at Greta and said, “Somewhere important. Where are you going?”

“I’m going to get breakfast,” said Greta. “My dad is in town from his work and he’s going to meet me at our favorite cafe this morning.”

“Huh, really?” I said, although I could feel time ticking away even as I stood there. But getting a chance to talk to Greta was too tempting for me to ignore, so I didn’t pull my arm out of her hand. “That’s, uh, nice.”

“It is,” said Greta with a smile. But then she suddenly frowned. “Are you in a hurry? And what’s this card you dropped? Is it your driver’s license?”

I looked down at the street and saw my sidekick license lying face down on the street near the front wheel of my bicycle. Somehow, it had fallen out of my coat pocket when I fell, although I hadn’t felt it fall out.

But that was irrelevant, because Greta was bending down to pick it up and I couldn’t let her look at it otherwise she would know my secret identity and the government would revoke my license.

I quickly snatched it off the street just as her fingers brushed against its surface, causing Greta to look at me in surprise as I sat back up in my bicycle and stuffed my license back into my coat pocket. I now understood why Dad had wanted me to get a wallet when I got my license last week; it was starting to feel like today was the day I’d learn the truth behind everything my parents told me to do.

“Thanks for pointing that out,” I said. “But I really gotta go. Have fun with your dad!”

Before Greta could say anything else, I immediately took off, pedaling down the street faster than ever. I felt incredibly guilty for just blowing her off like that and I was sure that she would never want to go out with me after this. Not that I had the courage to ask her out anyway, but at least before my going out with her was within the theoretical realm; now, it was firmly in the fictional realm, along with the possibility of me getting to work on time and not getting fired by my boss on my first day of work. A glance at my wristwatch showed that it was only two minutes before eight; there was no way I would get there on time.

Nonetheless, I pedaled fast, heedless of the danger of biking along a street with my cracked and scratched glasses. Just the thought of getting fired before I even started was enough to terrify me into pedaling faster than I normally would ever go. My older brother, James, would never let this down if I got fired on my first day of work.

Turning into an abandoned alleyway, I saw the meeting spot up ahead: An old grocery store, which, as far as I can tell, was completely devoid of people. The GPS app on my watch told me that that was the place, so I gave myself a boost of speed in a final bid to reach it on time.

Finally, I came to a stop in front of the store, the tires of my bike screeching along the pavement as I came to a halt. Panting and sweating even in the cool morning air, I looked to the left and to the right for the representative that Rubberman said was supposed to meet me here. But the alleyway was completely empty; I didn’t see any sign that anyone had been here at all. This part of the city felt forgotten.

I looked down at my watch.

It was one minute past eight. Eight o’ one.

Which meant that I was going to be fired and that Rubberman was likely already calling up the government to have them revoke my sidekick license.

-

Read the rest of First Job here!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About the Author

 

Under the pen name Lucas Flint, Timothy L. Cerepaka writes superhero fiction. He is the author of The Superhero’s Son series of young adult superhero novels, as well as The Young Neos sequel series.

Find links to books, social media, updates on newest releases, and more by going to his website here. You can also sign up to be the first to learn about his newest releases by subscribing to his mailing list here.
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