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CHAPTER ONE

 

Monday, February 2nd, 2026, at 8:03 AM …

 

As a man of science, Dean Hernandez—assistant to Professor Nathaniel Hernandez, professor of neogenetics at the University of Fallsville, and a neogenetics student himself—rarely listened to his intuition or emotions.

It wasn’t that Dean was some kind of robot. True, as a child, he had been teased by his classmates for his logical, rational approach to the world. His intellectual way of approaching the world had even gotten him in trouble with some of his teachers, especially when he decided to ‘correct’ them on some scientific fact they got wrong.

That was how Dean learned that people in authority, especially older people, did not always appreciate correction from their students. It was one of the reasons why he and his father clashed as often as they worked together. Father might have been an accomplished scientist and professor in his own right, but that never stopped Dean from disagreeing with or even correcting Father’s own mistakes in his scientific work.

On reflection, however, Dean realized he should have listened to his intuition when he stepped into the University of Fallsville lab. He should have listened to the prickling feeling on the back of his neck as his hair stood on end, should have listened to the cold, ominous feeling that ran down his spine like a snake curling down a pole.

Yet when Dean looked around, he saw nothing out of the ordinary in the lab. The shelves and cabinets were still full of all of the normal scientific equipment Dean and the other assistants used in their experiments and studies. The temperature on the thermometer was exactly 68 degrees Fahrenheit, exactly as Dean liked it and exactly as the mice needed. The storage closet was full of extra lab coats and masks, but also the loaded tranquilizer gun. Dean found that odd, because the tranquilizer gun was usually kept unloaded in a locked safe near the macaques for emergency use in the event of an escape. He made a mental note to report it to Dr. Wesley later.

And, of course, when Dean walked into the office and turned on the lights, he was greeted by the sounds of dozens of mice excitedly squeaking, a sound which brought a smile to his face despite his exhaustion from staying up late last night chatting with Howard Sycamore, a fellow neogeneticist from the newly-founded country of Superbia who had sounded very interested in Dean’s own research regarding animals and superpowers.

In short, everything looked perfectly fine to Dean, who decided that his instinct was simply being wrong.

Of course, as Dean learned later, even if he had paid attention to his intuition and left the lab, he might not have been able to prevent the actual tragedy that would follow not even ten minutes later.

But Dean did not know that yet. He simply deposited his work bag onto the big, metal work table in the center of the room before making his way over to the mice.

Over 50 mice, assembled in about a third as many cages, squeaked and ran about excitedly as Dean drew close. In some cages, the mice appeared to be sleeping in, snuggled together in groups as they snored softly. Others ran around, playing or fighting with each other. And still others were, er, mating, which Dean sometimes wished they would not do in front of him, but he supposed that the mice were still animals and still did animal things.

No, Dean’s attention was drawn to the cage on the top middle row, which had three fluffy white mice in it. One male and two females, the first female and male wrestling with each other while the other female was sitting a short distance away, apparently napping. Dean was pleased to see that the second female, whom he had mentally named Diana, had triple antibiotic ointment applied to her tail.

Good, Dean thought. That means that Dr. Wesley fixed that tail wound I noticed over the weekend. Although I’m not sure where that scar came from.

A surprised squeak caused Dean to turn his attention to the other two mice. Barbara and Bruce—names he’d mentally assigned to those—were wrestling, but then Barbara suddenly shoved Bruce off her. Bruce practically flew across the cage and slammed into the glass wall on the other side, propelled by Barbara’s super strength. Such behavior would have worried Dean, but knowing Bruce, he simply waited a second.

As expected, Bruce hopped back up onto his little feet as if he had not been tossed into a thick glass surface and, giving Barbara a death glare, launched toward Barbara. But Barbara jumped into the air … and stayed there, flying in circles around the top of the cage, moving so fast she was almost a blur. Bruce skidded to a stop on the paper bedding and glared up at Barbara, but since Bruce had not been bred with flight powers like Barbara, all he could do was make a look that Dean interpreted as something along the lines of Get down here! I’m not done with you yet.

Diana, meanwhile, seemed to have finally awakened, but hadn’t move. Her eyes did glow briefly, however, as if she was considering whether to use her eye beams to make her rowdy cage mates calm down or not.

Dean chuckled. He was glad that all three of the mice were doing well. He noticed similar activity in the other cages, where mice used their various superpowers. One mouse turned invisible, while another used telekinesis to move some food pellets into its mouth without needing to get up.

All in all, Dean thought that the Supermice Project was going well so far.

That was another reason why Dean dismissed his intuition. If something was wrong, the supermice surely would have been acting differently. Almost all of them behaved exactly the way they always did. Of the few who were not currently active, they were mostly older mice or pregnant females who couldn’t be very active for obvious reasons.

I’ll have to read Dr. Wesley’s emails about them later, Dean thought, rubbing his temple, and thank her for fixing Diana’s tail. I was really worried about that.

Satisfied that the supermice were all happy, healthy, and awake, Dean turned around … and found himself face to face with a huge, growling dog.

Or Dean thought it was a dog. The beast which stood before him was bigger than most dogs, equal to him in height, if not a little taller. Its long snout puffed air from its nostrils, while its ears stood on end. Red eyes peered out from a monstrous face that looked more like a parody of a doberman than a real doberman. Massive muscles stood out across its thick legs, while discolored and cracked teeth as sharp and long as kitchen knives poked out from under its lips, which were twisted in a snarl.

The beast—Dean was sure it wasn’t a dog at this point—snorted in Dean’s face, letting him catch more than a whiff of its death-like breath. Hot air and wet saliva covered Dean’s face and glasses, partially obscuring his vision, though not enough to block his vision of the monster entirely, even though he wished it would.

The beast’s snort snapped Dean out of his haze. He stepped backward but then he hit into the mouse cages behind him, which rattled upon impact. Startled and confused squeaks emitted from the supermice in the cages he’d walked into, but Dean ignored them, if only because his instincts—the ones he’d done his best to ignore so far—were telling him that if he looked away from the monster for even a moment, it would tear his throat out instantly.

“Ah,” said a voice he didn’t recognize, which sounded like the voice of a male human but with a distinct buzz of an insect distorting the words slightly. “No need to threaten the scientist, Maul. He’s a norm.”

The monster dog—apparently named Maul, which did not bode well for Dean’s survival—snorted in Dean’s face again and then stepped aside.

Dean wished it hadn’t. Because the figure who stood behind it was even more grotesque than the beast that had been in his face.

The figure looked human. Sort of. It was encased in some kind of spacesuit that didn’t look like something NASA, or any other Earth space agency, would put their astronauts into. One hand was a three-fingered claw, while the right hand was actually some kind of organic-looking hand cannon, its lip crusted with some kind of dry, unidentifiable blue substance that made Dean’s stomach churn.

Its face was possibly the worst part, though. It looked human enough, except for the mouth, which had jagged teeth that definitely shouldn’t have been in the mouth of a human being. Its insect-like eyes glowed with a disturbingly human-like intelligence, while its thin, paper-like skin had small holes here and there. Its skin was yellow with gray patches in areas, reminding Dean of a zombie. It didn’t help that the figure smelled like death, although that may have still been the overpowering stench of Maul overriding pretty much every other smell in the room. Its head was covered in a fishbowl helmet.

“W-Who are you?” said Dean with a gulp, his teeth chattering. “No, what are you?”

The figure smiled, a nightmarish expression on an already nightmarish face. “That’s a very rude question, young man. Didn’t your father ever teach you manners?”

Dean gulped again. The blood—or possibly liquid fear—rushing through his veins at this point made it hard for him to think, so he decided to rely on his instincts for now. “M-My father taught me many things. But he didn’t teach me about … about whatever you are.”

Maul opened its mouth and thrust its head at Dean, causing Dean to flinch and mentally say his last prayers.

But then Maul abruptly stopped with its teeth less than an inch from Dean’s face. Dean didn’t dare move or look at anything else. He just stared at Maul’s teeth for what felt like an eternity, wondering when he was going to die.

Maul, however, closed its mouth and pulled its head away from Dean, though its monstrous red eyes did not look away from him. That was probably why Dean still felt like Maul’s discolored, sharp teeth were still an inch from his face.

The figure, however, clapped Maul on the back like it was a naughty puppy. “Apologies. I genetically designed Maul to be completely and utterly loyal to me. That includes dealing with any, ah, threats he senses. Such as backtalk and disrespectful tones of voice. Which I noticed you used, but I can forgive you. Very few people understand how to appreciate true scientific genius when they see it.”

Dean, against his better judgment, turned his attention back to the unnamed figure. “So you’re a scientist. Like me. And my dad.”

The figure chuckled. “Please. Saying that you are a ‘scientist’ like me is a bit like a first-grader at a science fair saying they are a scientist like Albert Einstein or Stephen Hawking. Neither you nor your hack of a father could ever hope to come close to my scientific understanding of the human body, but it’s cute you think you can. Perhaps I won’t have Maul rip out your intestines after all.”

Dean gulped again. “Y-Yeah. I like my intestines where they are, thanks.”

“It would be quite messy, I agree,” said the figure. It rubbed its chest. “But it is rather rude of me not to introduce myself, although I’m sure you’ve heard of me. Care to take a guess?”

Dean said nothing, partly because he had no idea who this person was, partly because he was trying to keep an eye on both Maul and its owner at the same time. Despite having two eyes, that last bit turned out to be harder than you’d think, so Dean settled for focusing on the figure.

The figure spread his arms wide as if he was a researcher presenting his findings at a scientific conference. “I am Hybrid, the world’s foremost—and only—expert on xenogenetics, the study of alien life. And I am here for the supermice.”


CHAPTER TWO

 

The supermice?” said Dean, snapping out of his thoughts. He glanced over his shoulder at the supermice, but only for a second before he remembered his life was in danger and he returned his attention to Hybrid.

“Yes,” said Hybrid. He pointed at the cages behind Dean. “Those supermice, specifically.”

Dean shook his head. Somehow, Hybrid’s unexpected demand had snapped Dean out of the fear that had initially gripped him. Dean still did not quite know who—or what—Hybrid was, but he knew he couldn’t let Hybrid take any of the supermice.

Taking a deep breath, Dean said, “I’m sorry, but these mice are property of the University of Fallsville Medical Research Center. Specifically, they are being used to test a possible medical treatment or cure for the deadly neogenetic condition known as Hernandez’s Disease.”

Hybrid frowned in annoyance. “What is Hernandez’s Disease?”

Dean took another deep breath. Despite the tense situation, Dean always thought better when someone asked him science questions. Especially about neogenetics, the study of the genetics of humans with superpowers, which was the subject he specialized in.

“Hernandez’s Disease is a relatively new, rare genetic condition that is found exclusively among supers,” said Dean, keeping his tone level, trying not to look at Maul, although he could hear its saliva dripping onto the floor. “Its relatively recent discovery and obscurity means little is known about it, but it appears to weaken the superhuman body’s natural resistance to their own powers. It causes supers to slowly destroy their own bodies from overusing their powers, which, in turn, will eventually kill said super.”

Hybrid tilted his head to the side. “Fascinating. I admit that I haven’t been up to date on all the latest research findings since I was unjustly persecuted for my scientific experiments in New York. This sounds an awful lot like the Neo-Plague, though.”

Dean licked his lips, mostly as a nervous habit. “It’s different. People—especially supers—think it’s the same because both diseases are superficially similar. But truthfully, they couldn’t be more different. It’s named after my father, Nathanial Hernandez, who was the first to discover it while working on the Neo-Pill, the cure for the Neo-Plague.”

Hybrid tapped his chin. “Interesting. You know, back when I started working in neogenetics, it was a very tiny field that no one really cared about. It sounds like the field has made many advancements over the last twenty-three years or so since I had to leave it.”

If Dean had given himself time to think, he would have found it bizarre that he was having a relatively civil scientific discussion with a supervillain who had somehow broken into his lab, threatened his life, and was putting the entire Supermice Project at risk by demanding to steal the supermice themselves.

But Dean didn’t think. Not deeply, anyway. As much as he wanted to, he knew that the longer he kept Hybrid talking, the more likely that one of the assistants or someone would walk in and see what was going on.

Then maybe they could call for help, Dean thought. Gotta keep him talking.

Nodding, Dean said, “Oh, you were a neogeneticist? I didn’t know that.”

Hybrid shrugged. “Technically, I was an assistant to the actual professor of neogenetics in a small university in upstate New York. And I was never really interested in neogenetics, per se. I was actually more fascinated with the biology of the Pokacu aliens that attacked Earth, which I call xenogenetics.”

Dean nodded again. “I was just a baby when the first invasion happened, but I remember the second invasion. Hard to forget San Francisco getting blown up.”

“Same here,” Hybrid agreed. He waved his organic arm cannon. “But that’s ancient history at this point. Talking to you reminds me just how old I am and how little time I have left. Give me the mice. Now.”

Maul growled again, causing Dean to cringe, but he didn’t move. Keeping his feet planted firmly on the floor, Dean said, “I already told you. These mice are not yours to take.”

“Do I look like I care?” said Hybrid. “If I cared about getting my own mice, I would have applied for a grant from the federal government. Not that they would give me one, mind you, seeing as I am technically a criminal, but the point stands.”

“I get it,” said Dean. “I don’t think the federal government is in the business of giving grants to supervillains, either.”

Hybrid chuckled. “Me? A supervillain? Some might call me that, but I don’t see it. I am a normal human being just like you.”

Dean eyed Hybrid’s organic cannon arm and the weird space suit that appeared to be grafted to his body. “Sure you are.”

Hybrid waved in annoyance. “I mean I wasn’t born with powers. I only look the way I do because of the experiments I performed on my body. On a genetic level, I am still an ordinary human being, even if I look rather … unique.”

Dean would have made a comment about how ‘unique’ was an odd euphemism for ‘freak of nature,’ but remembering what Hybrid said about Maul sensing insults and threats, chose not to say that aloud.

Instead, Dean stayed right where he was and said, “It doesn’t matter. These mice aren’t yours. We need them for our research. If you steal these mice, many innocent people will die.”

Hybrid’s eyes glitter dangerously. “If you don’t move, someone will die. And I don’t think I need to say who.”

Dean gulped again. His whole body trembled against his will. He knew he couldn’t take Hybrid in a fight, even without Hybrid’s pet monster that could probably rip his head off his shoulders without even trying. He couldn’t call for help. He couldn’t do anything, really. He didn’t have powers or combat experience. He wasn’t a superhero. He was just a normal human.

Even so, Dean knew he couldn’t let Hybrid take the supermice. Even if Hybrid killed him, Dean couldn’t let him do it. The thought of Jennie dying was too much for Dean.

So Dean gathered up all his courage and ripped his stethoscope off his neck and threw it at Maul. The stethoscope hit Maul straight in the eye, causing the creature to yelp in pain and take a step back.

Dean then charged Hybrid, swinging his fists wildly, hoping to hit Hybrid’s face and maybe distract him long enough for Dean to escape and get help.

But Hybrid avoided Dean’s fists easily before slamming his fist into Dean’s stomach. Despite Hybrid’s zombie-like appearance, his fist felt as solid as a brick and Dean—hardly a bodybuilder himself—instantly collapsed onto the floor. His head banged against the vinyl floor tiles, putting him at eye level with Hybrid’s boots. The tip of his left boot was open, revealing five skeletal toes that smelled even worse than gym socks.

Before Dean could even think about getting up, he heard some kind of splurching noise and a strange blue liquid substance shot out of Hybrid’s cannon and landed on Dean. The blue, glue-like substance covered Dean’s body and arms before quickly solidifying into a concrete-like material.

Dean struggled to get up or push the blue concrete off his body, but it had also glued itself to the floor underneath him. His legs were free, but all they could do was kick uselessly at the air, hitting neither Hybrid nor Maul.

Hybrid’s disgusting, zombie-like face appeared over Dean, a vicious grin on his face. “Did you know that the Pokacu aliens could launch a strange, cerulean-colored, glue-like binding agent secreted by their bodies? You might know of it by its nickname, blue glue. Once exposed to air, blue glue solidifies in less than ten seconds and becomes stronger than concrete. Only crimson solution can dissolve it once it solidifies. So you aren’t going anywhere anytime soon.”

Dean bit his lower lip. “Are you going to kill me, then?”

Hybrid shook his head. “No, not yet. I’ve wasted enough time talking to you as is. I am going to take the ‘supermice,’ as you call them, instead. Killing you would just be a waste of time, especially when you aren’t even a threat to me anymore.”

So Hybrid stepped over the helpless Dean and made his way over to the cages. Dean kicked and struggled harder than ever to free himself, but it was all for naught. He just watched as Hybrid attached odd-looking disks to the supermice cages, though it was hard to tell what they were from here. Every time Hybrid attached a disk, he would tap what appeared to be buttons on the disks. The disks would then blink red for a moment before the cages disappeared.

One by one, each cage—along with the supermice inside it—vanished into thin air, until soon only the cage containing Barbara, Diana, and Bruce was left.

The three supermice had stopped playing with each other and were hiding inside their little hut. They had probably been spooked by Maul or Hybrid, or maybe all the noise from Dean’s brief failed attempt to fight Hybrid had frightened them.

Regardless, Dean could only watch as Hybrid took the final cage in his hands and turned around to face Dean, a wicked grin on his face.

“The mice …” Dean said. “What did you do with the supermice?”

Hybrid’s fingers drummed against the bars of the cage. “I used some stolen, modified Teleportation Disks to send them back to my hideout. I decided that that was the best way to transport over fifty mice to my base, rather than trying to carry each cage individually or something inefficient like that.”

Hybrid then attached a Teleportation Disk to the top of the last cage and pressed a button on it. Dean got one final glimpse of Barbara, Diana, and Bruce peeking out from their hut before the cage vanished into thin air before his eyes.

Along with all of his hopes for finding a cure for Hernandez’s Disease and saving Jennie’s life.

Dusting off his hands, Hybrid said, “That was easy. I half-expected one of those annoying superheroes to appear and try to stop me, but fortunately, it appears I picked a good day to pull off this heist.”

Dean would have absolutely called 911 and asked for a superhero, but the blue glue meant he couldn’t move his arms and pull his phone out of his pocket. Nor could he sound the lab’s alarm, either, which would have also likely summoned a local superhero. All Dean could do was feel powerless and helpless.

Still, Dean didn’t want to let Hybrid get away that easily, so he said, “What are you going to do to the supermice?”

Hybrid looked down at Dean as if he had forgotten he was there. “It’s not about what I will do to them so much as what I will do with them. And I fully intend to put them to good use.”

Hybrid then bent over slightly, his eyes glittering with triumph. “I would worry more about yourself, personally.”

“W-Why?” said Dean with a gulp.

Hybrid grinned, an expression far too similar to Maul’s. “I wouldn’t be a very good career criminal if I left witnesses to my crime to tell the police or those pesky superheroes the sordid details of my grisly crime, now would I?”

A deep growl made Dean cringe in the blue glue. He looked down at his feet to see Maul standing there. Thick gobs of drool dripped from the sides of Maul’s mouth, while it bared its discolored, jagged teeth in a wolfish smile.

“Nor would I be a good pet owner if I did not feed my pet,” said Hybrid. He looked up at Maul. “Dig in, Maul.”

Maul licked its lips and stared down at Dean. It opened its maw fully, allowing Dean to see that its mouth was practically stuffed full of razor-sharp teeth.

And then Maul lunged toward him, spittle flying from its mouth.


CHAPTER THREE

 

When Maul’s teeth were less than half an inch from Dean’s face, Maul abruptly stopped. Dean, who had closed his eyes to avoid seeing his death come, slowly opened them. He winced when Maul’s hot, stinky breath washed over him, which also fogged up his glasses. Maul struggled and whined, reminding Dean for a moment of a small dog that was pulling against its owner’s leash.

But then Maul’s head was jerked back and the beast itself was sent rolling across the floor. Maul smashed into the lab’s work table, smashing straight through it and knocking Dean’s work bag onto the floor. Maul crashed into the wall on the other side of the room, causing some of the equipment and items on the shelf directly above it to fall. A roll of bandages conked Maul on the top of its skull, making Maul’s eyes spin.

A long, thin string of what looked like webbing was connected to the back of Maul’s head. Dean, his heart hammering, followed the webbing all the way back to the door, where another unfamiliar figure stood.

A man wearing a sickly green-and-purple full-body spandex costume stood in the lab’s doorway, the door closing on its own behind him. The end of the thick webbing was in his hands, which he held like some kind of leash or rope. He was tall and muscular, though more athletic than bulky. A large spider-like design was etched into the chest of his costume and on the face of his mask, from which two angry brown eyes peered out. The man looked older than Dean, though his costume made it hard to determine his exact age.

Hybrid, who had also gone silent when Maul got taken out, looked from the new arrival to Maul and back again. His sickly, alien features were stuck in an expression of sheer disbelief.

“Bad doggy,” said the figure, lowering his hands. “Very bad doggy.” Then he looked at Hybrid and his eyes narrowed. “Hybrid. Your dog could use some manners.”

The figure raised his left hand and shot a stream of webbing at Hybrid. Hybrid just barely managed to raise his organic hand cannon in time to block the webbing, but the figure pulled hard, forcing Hybrid to lean back to avoid getting pulled toward the mysterious man.

“Argh,” said Hybrid through gritted teeth. “I knew a superhero would show up out of the blue. You masked vigilantes always seem to.”

“You can moan at your guards in Ultimate Max,” said the figure, “once you’re back in your cell, Hybrid.”

Hybrid scowled. “I see you’re still sore about my great escape the last time, eh, Arachnid? Your insecurity is showing.”

It was Arachnid’s turn to scowl. “Says the guy who can’t stop boasting about his IQ to everyone.”

“Correction: I boast about my scientific understanding,” Hybrid said. “Not my IQ, which is junk science, anyway.”

“Right,” said Arachnid. He pulled on the webbing, but Hybrid still stood his ground. “I don’t care about your science. All I care about is finally putting you back where you belong: Prison.”

Hybrid shook his head. “The walls of Ultimate Max couldn’t hold me the first time. What makes you think they will be able to hold me a second time?”

Arachnid’s eyes narrowed in a way that made even Dean afraid. “Because escaping from prison requires functional, not broken legs, which you won’t have by the time I’m done with you.”

Hybrid just scowled even more, while Dean gulped but said nothing.

Despite not being a super himself, Dean had nothing but respect and admiration for superheroes. It was one of the reasons why he was in training to become a neogeneticist and why he was helping his dad with the Supermice Project.

Yet Dean had to admit that Arachnid scared him. Granted, Hybrid was scarier, but Arachnid was not exactly acting like a superhero at the moment.

Maybe if I keep my mouth shut, Arachnid will take care of Hybrid and his dog for me, Dean thought. Yes, keeping my mouth shut seems like a very smart idea right now.

“Threaten me all you want,” said Hybrid, “but you’ve committed one of the most annoying, but useful, mistakes that you hero types tend to make already.”

Arachnid raised an eyebrow. “And what would that be?”

Hybrid grinned. “Talking while ignoring the real threat.”

Without hesitation, Hybrid pulled a knife out of nowhere and slashed it through the webbing attached to his arm. Startled, Arachnid staggered from the lack of weight at the end of his webbing, almost falling over entirely from the surprise of Hybrid’s move.

A loud barking noise caused Dean to look over and see Maul back on its feet. It rushed toward Arachnid with frankly shocking speed for a creature of its size, maw wide open, spittle literally flying behind it as it ran.

Yet Arachnid was faster still. He leaped into the air and landed on the ceiling, clinging to the ceiling tiles with his hands and feet. Maul, moving too fast to stop, slammed headfirst into the door to the lab, breaking it off its hinges. Maul tried to pull its head out of the doorway, but apparently got stuck and couldn’t move.

Arachnid, however, ignored the monster. He jumped off the ceiling, landed on the floor, and fired more webbing at Hybrid. But Hybrid ducked, avoiding the webbing, before pulling out what looked like a metal star and slamming it against his chest.

In the next instant, a flash of light erupted from the metal star, briefly blinding Dean and Arachnid. The light faded quickly, but when it did, it revealed that Hybrid was nowhere to be seen.

“Dang it!” said Arachnid, rising to his full height and looking around the room. “Where did he go? Hybrid, show yourself!”

Dean gulped again. “Uh, I-I think Hybrid teleported away. It’s how he stole the mice.”

Arachnid looked down at Dean as if noticing him for the very first time. “Mice? What mice?”

“Supermice,” said Dean. “Part of the Supermice Project.”

Confusion crossed Arachnid’s face. “Supermice?”

Dean opened his mouth to explain, but then he looked between Arachnid’s legs and his eyebrows practically flew off his head. “Monster!”

‘Monster’ was not a very specific word, but Dean’s mind froze with fear when he saw Maul—having freed itself from the broken door—now bearing down on Arachnid like a runaway train.

Fortunately, Arachnid spun out of the way of Maul’s huge head, barely avoiding its gaping maw. He lashed out with a kick that connected with Maul’s lower jaw, briefly dazing Maul. Arachnid followed up the kick by webbing Maul’s mouth shut, forming a sort of web muzzle around its mouth.

Maul, apparently, didn’t like that very much because it started jerking its head back and forth wildly, trying to get the muzzle off its mouth. Arachnid was clearly doing all he could to keep himself from getting jerked around with his webbing, but he still somehow managed to force Maul away from Dean.

“Get out of here, kid!” Arachnid yelled at Dean, his jaw clenched tightly as he held onto the webbing. “Go and get help! Now!”

Dean raised both of his eyebrows and wriggled his hands—which were starting to fall asleep from a lack of use—helplessly. “Get out of here? I can’t! This blue glue is harder than concrete. I can’t do anything.”

Arachnid briefly glanced at Dean before another jerk from Maul forced him to return his attention to wrangling the beast. “Blue glue? I didn’t even—Take this!”

Arachnid took one hand off the webbing, pulled out a small glass bottle containing some sort of red liquid, and threw it at Dean, all in one swift motion.

The glass bottle flew end over end toward Dean until it landed on top of the blue glue on his chest. The glass bottle shattered, causing a few stray shards to cut Dean’s face.

But the shattered bottle also released the red liquid, which immediately began dissolving the hardened blue glue like acid. In seconds, the red liquid had dissolved enough of the blue glue to allow Dean to break through what little it hadn’t and sit up. He immediately began brushing bits of solid blue glue off his lab coat, feeling grateful that Arachnid apparently had the foresight to bring the crimson solution that Hybrid had mentioned earlier.

That was when he heard an ominous snap. Dean looked in the direction that the sound had come from and felt his mouth become dry.

Maul had finally broken the web muzzle from around its mouth. It was now snapping and biting at Arachnid, who dodged its attack with surprising grace and fluidity. Even so, it was obvious that Arachnid was on the defensive because Maul didn’t give Arachnid a chance to fight back. Every time Arachnid’s feet touched the tiles, Maul’s teeth were there, and Arachnid would be forced to keep moving.

Arachnid is obviously in really good shape, but even he can’t keep moving like that forever, Dean thought as he scrambled to his feet, grabbing and putting on his dropped stethoscope at the same time. But he told me to go get help. And since I’m not a superhero, getting help is about the only thing I can do.

Despite that, however, Dean hesitated. He knew that Arachnid only needed to slip up once for Maul to bite him. Given how sharp Maul’s teeth were, one bite might be all it would need to paralyze—and then inevitably kill—Arachnid. Probably very, very messily, as Hybrid put it.

What if I could help him, though? Dean thought. Didn’t I join this project because I wanted to help supers like Arachnid? Granted, I never imagined myself fighting monsters, but I can’t just abandon Arachnid. What would Jennie say?

Dean shook his head. He couldn’t believe what he was thinking. The whole thing was stupid. If Dean got too close to the monster, he’d probably get killed himself or at least badly wounded. He would only be a needless distraction for Arachnid, who would then have to split his attention between protecting Dean and stopping Maul, probably risking his own life for no reason as well.

But who says I need to get close? Dean thought, his eyes drifting over to the storage closet to the right of the door. What if …

Dean, ignoring the sounds of battle between Maul and Arachnid, rushed over to the storage closet and yanked open the door. Behind several pairs of extra lab coats and next to a shelf of masks and gloves was exactly what Dean had been looking for: The lab’s tranquilizer rifle, which was normally to be used only for tranquilizing the monkeys being used in other experiments in the lab.

That thing isn’t a monkey, Dean thought, grabbing the rifle and checking that it was loaded, which it was, thankfully. That thing’s a monster.

Stepping out of the closet, Dean heard an awful crashing sound nearby that made him jump and nearly drop the rifle. Turning his attention to the other side of the lab, Dean gasped.

Arachnid was back into a corner by Maul. An ugly red tear ran along his right arm, blood leaking onto his purple-and-green costume. The arm injury looked terrible, yet Arachnid did not give up. He kept shooting web into Maul’s face or on the floor at its feet, trying to trip up the creature. It was only barely working. Every sticky web that stuck to Maul’s face forced the beast to rip it off and growl, or it would simply dig its claws into the tile and tear through the webbing along its feet. It was obvious that Arachnid was only delaying the inevitable. Maul only needed to get in one good hit and Arachnid would be down for the count.

His body trembling all over, Dean raised the rifle, making sure to aim the sights squarely on Maul. Dean wasn’t much of a gun nut, despite having a license to carry. He wasn’t like his Uncle Harry, a retired military vet who probably had a larger arsenal than the U.S. military.

But Uncle Harry had taken Dean out to the shooting range when he’d been younger and taught him the basics of shooting. And part of Dean’s training for the Supermice Project had been to learn how to use the tranquilizer rifle, even though he didn’t work with the monkeys that were being used in other projects in the Medical Center.

Can’t shoot it from here, Dean thought. It’s moving too fast and I might hit Arachnid. If only there was a way to …

An idea formed in Dean’s mind, one that was absolutely insane and had a higher chance of getting him killed than anything else.

But Dean, knowing that Maul would likely turn on him next after it finished with Arachnid, shook his head and, yanking his stethoscope off his neck, threw it at Maul, yelling, “Watch this, you dumb beast!”

The stethoscope flew through the air and hit Maul in the back of the head. It had hit Maul at the exact moment that it had slammed one of its paws into Arachnid’s chest, causing the superhero to collapse onto the floor.

Maul, however, apparently did not like getting stethoscopes thrown at it because it whirled around and glared at Dean. Cold fear gripped Dean’s entire being when he realized he had now intentionally pissed-off a creature that was much bigger, stronger, and infinitely less reasonable than himself … and that he might not have played his cards right.

With a bone-shaking roar, Maul rushed toward Dean. Dean, who was paralyzed with fear from the realization of what he’d done, only stared helplessly at the incoming beast. His instincts told him to take aim and shoot, but his rational mind told him to run. His body compromised by not doing a thing, which Dean now realized was just going to get him killed.

That is, until Maul abruptly slowed down and then stopped about halfway across the room. Maul gasped and growled, seeming to struggle against some sort of invisible force that had slowed its movements.

“Kid!” yelled a voice behind Maul loudly. “Shoot the thing! Now!”

Startled, Dean looked around Maul and saw Arachnid sitting on the floor. A long, thick string of webbing connected his left hand to Maul’s back. Even though Maul was nearly twice Arachnid’s size, Arachnid was still somehow slowing it down.

“What are you waiting for?” Arachnid screamed, his eyes bulging out of his sockets. “I can’t hold this thing forever! Shoot it!”

Somehow, Arachnid’s words cut through the fog of fear and uncertainty that had paralyzed Dean. Even before he realized it, Dean raised the rifle, trained its sights directly on Maul’s forehead, and pulled the trigger.

A single tranquilizer dart fired from the barrel of the gun and slammed into Maul’s forehead. Maul roared and shook violently until Dean heard an ominous snap and realized that Arachnid’s webbing had finally broken.

Maul shook its head and then, with another roar, leaped toward Dean, claws extended, mouth gaping, close enough for Dean to feel its stinky, hot breath wash over him …

And then its eyes snapped shut and it crashed into the floor less than an inch from his feet and stopped moving entirely.


CHAPTER FOUR

 

What do you mean the supermice were stolen by a supervillain? Please tell me you’re joking. Because if so, this isn’t funny.”

Dean gulped. He scratched the back of his neck, finding it hard to meet the judgmental eyes glaring down at him, and said, “I-It happened exactly how I said it did, Dr. Wesley. I did my best, but Hybrid defeated me before I could stop him.”

Dean glanced at the woman sitting across the conference room table from him, hoping—against all reason and evidence so far—that she might be willing to stop acting like he had willfully participated in a crime.

As was to be logically expected, Dean saw only judgment in the brown eyes of the woman. Although the thirty-three-year-old woman who glared at Dean might have been shorter than him, Dr. Veronica Wesley, the lab veterinarian who worked alongside Dean and his father in the Supermice Project, was not one to be trifled with. Her long blonde hair had been done up in a tight ponytail behind her head, while her black scrubs were cleaner than usual due to it being early in the day before she really got to work.

And she had the best death glare of anyone that Dean knew. Dean actually found her scarier than Maul, if that made sense. Veronica, after all, had the power to end his and his father’s project permanently.

And she’s not dead, unlike Maul, Dean thought. Although jury’s still out on who was the scarier of the two when Maul was alive.

Veronica sighed. She glanced at her tablet, the light from the screen reflecting off her green eyes, and shook her head. “Fifty experimental supermice … all gone. If I hadn’t seen the empty lab myself, I wouldn’t have even believed your story.”

“Dean would never lie about something like that,” said the voice of an older man who sat beside Dean. “He is too honest.”

Dean looked to his left to see an older man in his mid-sixties sitting next to him. The man looked like an older and more overweight version of himself, complete with thick glasses, a graying mustache, and a head of silver hair that was thinning out. Like Dean, the man wore a lab coat over his scrubs, though it hung more loosely on his frame than on Dean’s. A solid wood, black walking cane leaned against the table to his right, which the man held with one hand, even though he didn’t really need it at the moment.

Veronica turned her attention to the man. “I know, Professor Hernandez, but I hope you realize just how serious this situation is.”

Professor Nathaniel Hernandez, Dean’s father, nodded, a serious frown on his lips. “I do. I wish I had been there to help myself, but unfortunately, I was not.”

Dean hung his head. “There’s nothing you could have done, Father. Hybrid was too strong. Plus, his giant monster of a pet would have killed us both. Arachnid and I just barely survived ourselves.”

“Yeah,” a young man with dirty blonde hair on the other end of the table said. The fresh-faced, pimpled young man leaned forward on the table, his eyes shining. “I saw the security footage. Seeing you shoot that thing with the tranquilizer was so cool.”

Dean shivered. “Trust me, John, it was more terrifying than cool.”

The young Asian woman sitting next to John looked at John in annoyance. “Yeah, John. It’s scary enough dealing with those macaques on the second floor of Building A. Imagine if you had to face a monster like that. I can’t blame Dean for being so scared. I doubt he wants to talk about it.”

John sat back in his chair and pursed his lips. “Guess you’re right, Cleo. It was still pretty badass, though, you’ve got to admit.”

Cleo rolled her eyes in exasperation, although Dean could tell that she was amused by John’s excitement nonetheless. Even though it had been a couple of hours since the incident in the lab, Dean’s nerves were still on edge. He did appreciate John’s praise of his actions back there, even if he thought John made him sound cooler than he actually was.

Guess I can’t blame them, Dean thought. Both John and Cleo are just interns who are even younger than me. No telling what they would have done if they’d been in that situation.

As soon as Dean had confirmed that he’d killed Maul—that’s what happened when you injected tranquilizer directly into the brain—Dean had called the police and sent for an ambulance for Arachnid’s injuries as well. The police and ambulance had shown up not long after, with the ambulance workers taking the injured Arachnid into their vehicle, while the police cordoned off the now-empty lab and took the dead Maul into their custody. They had also briefly interrogated Dean about exactly what happened in the lab, which forced Dean to relive what had likely been the most traumatic moment of his young life so far again.

Fortunately, the police had let Dean go once it became clear that he had no idea where Hybrid had gone. Unfortunately, Veronica had shown up not long after and called a meeting with Dean, Father, and the two interns who helped with the Supermice Project to discuss what had happened. They were forced to hold the meeting in Building B, rather than Building A, where the lab was, because the police were still investigating the scene of the crime and did not want any university faculty, staff, or students to enter the building.

Veronica shook her head. “I’m as happy as anyone that Dean somehow survived that thing, but what even was it? And who is this Hybrid guy and why did he steal the mice? And how did the tranquilizer gun even end up in the lab, especially loaded?”

Dean opened his mouth to answer Veronica’s questions—despite knowing very little more than her—before a rough voice behind him said, “I don’t know anything about the tranquilizer, but I do know that Hybrid is a supervillain. And a dangerous one, at that.”

Dean looked over his shoulder. Arachnid stood in the doorway to the conference room. His right arm had been heavily bandaged to stop the bleeding, although his costume was still slightly stained with dried blood despite obvious efforts to clean it up. Despite his injuries, Arachnid looked like he had just awoken from a nice nap rather than recovering from what looked like a very serious injury to Dean.

Then again, supers are supposed to be tougher than us norms, Dean thought. Guess that applies even if they don’t have healing factors.

Veronica eyed Arachnid skeptically. “Are you the superhero who saved Dean and helped take down the monster? I thought you were on your way to the hospital.”

Arachnid waved his injured arm slightly. “I’ll be fine. Your supermice, however, won’t be. Not in Hybrid’s hands.”

Cleo pursed her lips. She glanced at Arachnid’s injured arm, clearly not convinced he was well, but then she said, “You sound like you know this Hybrid guy.”

Arachnid nodded. “I do. I, along with two other superheroes, put him behind bars the first time over twenty years ago now. Hybrid’s never forgiven me for my role in his initial arrest. He’s not exactly the forgiving type.”

Veronica gestured at an empty seat at the other end of the table. “Why don’t you sit down, Arachnid, and tell us more about Hybrid? It would be easier that way.”

Arachnid shook his head. “No, I’m more comfortable standing, thanks.”

“I insist,” said Veronica. “Please sit down.”

Arachnid wore an expression that clearly said he didn’t want to, but he finally nodded and walked over to the seat that Veronica indicated. As Arachnid plopped into the chair, he winced and held his injured arm closer to his chest.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Arachnid?” said Dean. “Maybe you should go to the hospital.”

Arachnid looked at Dean hard. “I’ll tell you what I told the ambulance workers: I’ve suffered worse.”

Dean closed his mouth and returned his attention to the notepad in front of him, which he had written some notes on earlier to help him remember everything that had happened. He still believed that Arachnid was in greater pain than he appeared, but he also didn’t want to push it.

Arachnid might be a hero, but he’s also kind of scary, Dean thought, though I still think Veronica is scarier.

Veronica, who appeared entirely unintimidated by Arachnid’s rough personality, folded her hands on the table before her and looked at Arachnid expectantly.

Arachnid adjusted his seat. “So Hybrid, as I said, is a supervillain.”

“But he told me he was a norm,” said Dean, looking at Arachnid in confusion. “He said he doesn’t have any powers, or, at least, wasn’t born with any.”

“That’s true,” Arachnid grunted, “but I still think of Hybrid that way. He’s a criminal with abilities beyond the ordinary who has a fake name and identity and uses said abilities to commit crimes. He may not fit be super, but he’s still a villain by any definition of the word.”

John pursed his lips. “What’s Hybrid’s real name, then?”

“Harold Shannon,” said Arachnid. “Long story short, Harold was an associate professor of biology at a university in New York during the first Pokacu Invasion. He somehow got his hands on a bunch of Pokacu corpses and technology and used it to make himself into some kind of unnatural human/Pokacu hybrid, hence his name.”

Dean gulped, remembering what Hybrid had told him. “Not before he experimented on a bunch of students from his university.”

“And animals, too,” Arachnid said with a nod. “Once his university found out about his unethical experiments, they fired him. The police tried to arrest him, but Hybrid’s Pokacu technology and biological enhancements made him too strong. He went on a rampage in the city where he lived before I and two other superheroes stopped him and put him away in Ultimate Max.”

Cleo put a hand over her mouth. “Ultimate Max? Isn’t that the prison where supervillains go? My dad works as a security guard there. I wonder if he knows who Hybrid is.”

John scratched the back of his head. “I don’t get it. How did Hybrid end up here in Texas if Ultimate Max is all the way in New York?”

Arachnid stroked his chin. “Late last year, Hybrid pretended to have contracted the Neo-Plague, tricking the security guards into taking him out of the prison to get him to the nearest hospital. But along the way, Hybrid overpowered his guards, crashed the van they were transporting him in, and scrammed before any police or superheroes could show up. We’ve been looking for him ever since and the G-Men have even put out a bounty on his head.”

“How dangerous is Hybrid?” asked Father, peering around Dean at Arachnid. “I know supervillains can vary considerably in their deadliness levels.”

Arachnid sighed and rested his chin in his hand. “By himself, Hybrid usually isn’t a big threat. He’s not a big bad like Tsunami or even Master Chaos. He’s more of a scientist than a leader. But that doesn’t make him—or his creations—harmless.”

Although Arachnid did not even look at his arm when he said that, Dean and everyone else in the room did.

“How did you know Hybrid was going to be here if you didn’t know where he was?” Veronica questioned.

“I’ve actually been trailing him since about December,” said Arachnid. “I heard rumors of a Pokacu being spotted in the Fallsville-Silvers area of Texas. And when I learned that the University of Fallsville was conducting some sort of experiment related to supers, I knew I needed to get here ASAP. Glad I did. Otherwise, someone definitely would have died back there.”

Dean shuddered. He knew Arachnid spoke the truth. Whatever Hybrid may have said about sparing Dean, Dean didn’t believe it. He was sure that Hybrid would have murdered him after stealing the mice. Heck, Dean nearly ended up at Maul’s breakfast himself.

“Lucky indeed,” said Veronica. She eyed Arachnid carefully. “Do you know why Hybrid would want to kidnap the supermice?”

Arachnid shrugged. “I’ll give you the same answer I gave the police: I don’t.”

“You don’t?” said Dean.

Arachnid shook his head. “Like I said, I didn’t even know you were breeding supermice down here until I arrived. But it makes sense now. After all, Hybrid is a scientist who is obsessed with biology and other things like that. I imagine he is probably using them for an evil purpose, though again, I don’t know why, exactly, but I intend to find out.”

“Do you think the supermice are safe, at least?” said Veronica, putting her hands together. “Even if you don’t know where they are?”

Arachnid, on the other hand, shrugged. “I can’t imagine Hybrid would be doing more than the bare minimum to keep them alive, although it depends on what he wants to use them for. They are probably okay, but again, I don’t know.”

“It sounds like there’s a lot you don’t know, Mr. Superhero,” said Veronica.

Arachnid glared at her. “I might be a superhero, but that doesn’t mean I know everything.”

Veronica shook her head and looked back at her tablet. “Fine. The most important things at this point are locating Hybrid, retrieving the supermice safely, and keeping the media from finding out about this. Otherwise, all of us could get in trouble.”

Dean nodded. He couldn’t imagine what the media would say if they found out about this theft.

Probably run stories about the ‘careless’ investigator who let this happen, Dean thought. Namely, me.

Veronica glanced at Arachnid. “Are you planning to continue looking for Hybrid, Arachnid?”

Arachnid took a moment to respond like he was still annoyed at Veronica. “I am. It might take me a while to find him, but I think Hybrid is probably still somewhere in or near Fallsville.”

“How can you know that?” said Dean. “With those Teleportation Disks, it seems to me that Hybrid could literally be anywhere.”

Arachnid leaned back in his chair. “Not likely. All Teleportation Disks have range limits, usually about ten to fifteen miles.”

“So Hybrid might literally be a few miles away from us?” said Veronica.

“Still not that simple,” said Arachnid. “Fallsville is not a big town, but it’s still a big area to search and I’m here by myself.”

“Are you going to call in help from the Neohero Alliance?” asked John eagerly. “I’ve heard you’re an NHA member.”

“No,” said Arachnid stiffly. “I can handle this myself. Like I said, Hybrid is not big bad material. There’s no need to call for backup when I can handle Hybrid on my own.”

Dean took note of Arachnid’s injured arm and almost pointed out that Arachnid had needed his help to survive Hybrid’s pet earlier. But Dean decided that he didn’t want to get on Arachnid’s bad side and kept his mouth shut.

“You’d better find and retrieve the supermice quickly, then,” said Veronica. She looked around at everyone in the room, her eyes seeming to linger on Dean for a moment. “Because if the supermice are not retrieved within the week, I’m afraid we’ll have to shut down the Supermice Project. Permanently.”


CHAPTER FIVE

 

A hollow pit formed in Dean’s stomach when Veronica said that. He felt the eyes of everyone on him, which made sense. After all, the supermice had been his responsibility. Perhaps if he’d been faster, he could have saved them. He knew everyone was going to blame the cancellation of the Project on him and he couldn’t disagree.

But the disapproval from his peers and even his father didn’t bother him that much. No, Dean was actually bothered because of Jennie.

I convinced Father to start this project to save her, Dean thought, feeling his heart tighten. If the Project gets canceled because of my mistakes, then Jennie will … she’ll …

“Understandable,” said Arachnid. He rose from his seat and winced slightly from the movement. “I should get going, then. I’ve told you everything I know about Hybrid and the location of the supermice. At this point, I need to actually get out into the field and start looking for him.”

“Very well,” said Veronica with a nod. “Thank you for joining us, Arachnid. Please call me or the Medical Center when you find more clues to the location of the supermice.”

Arachnid nodded. He then walked away to the exit, opened the door, and left.

Dean watched him go, internally arguing with himself about whether to go and ask Arachnid something or stay for the rest of the meeting. His guilt made him want to follow Arachnid, but his fear of Veronica told him that staying put was probably the wiser choice.

Fortunately, Dean’s choice was made for him when Veronica clapped her hands together and said, “All right, then. Until we learn more information about the supermice, I think we can safely dismiss this meeting. John, Cleo, you two can go and help Professor Zhang with his macaque study. Professor Hernandez, I’d like for you to stay and chat with me for a bit longer about the future of the Supermice Project. And Dean—”

Dean abruptly stood up from his chair, almost knocking it over in his haste to get up. “Sorry. I, er, need to go to the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”

Dean quickly ran out of the room before Veronica or anyone else could stop him. He could feel the confused looks of the interns and Veronica’s annoyed glare on his back, though he heard Father immediately start chatting with Veronica about the supermice.

Good old dad, Dean thought as he ran down the hallway. He must know what I’m going to do. That’s why he’s distracting Veronica.

Dean did not immediately spot Arachnid until he reached the lobby and saw, through the glass doors, the superhero walking down the front steps. Pushing open the doors and stepping into the cool midmorning February air, Dean called, “Arachnid! Wait!”

Arachnid paused about halfway down the stone steps and turned to face Dean, an expression of annoyance clear on his face. “What do you want?”

Dean put his hands on his knees and panted. “I-I wanted to thank you for saving my life in the lab earlier this morning. If you hadn’t stepped in when you did, I would have been dog meat.”

Arachnid didn’t change his expression. “You’re welcome, although you could have sent me a thank-you note rather than impersonate a marathon runner.”

Dean, starting to catch his breath, stood up straight and looked at Arachnid, trying not to look so weak. “I didn’t want to just thank you for saving me, though. I wanted to help you find Hybrid.”

Arachnid raised his eyebrows in surprise. “You do realize how dangerous he is, right?”

Dean gulped and adjusted his glasses, which had gone slightly askew when he came to a stop. “I do, but it’s my fault he got away with the supermice and I want to get them back.”

Arachnid put his uninjured arm on his hip. “What was your name again, kid?”

Dean gulped. “Dean Hernandez.”

“Right,” said Arachnid. “Dean, are you a superhero?”

Dean shook his head. “No, although I—”

“Are you a police officer?”

“No, but—”

“Do you work for the government in any sort of law enforcement job?”

“No. I’m—”

“Then listen to me very carefully,” said Arachnid. He gestured at his general surroundings. “I want you to stay here at the university or back in your apartment or wherever you live. Don’t get yourself involved in this stuff. Superhero work is much more dangerous than they make it look in the movies. Especially for norms like yourself.”

Arachnid turned and began walking down the stairs again, this time walking a little faster than before.

Dean, not wanting to give up that easily, rushed down the steps after Arachnid and caught up to him just as Arachnid reached the bottom of the stairs. Reaching out, Dean put a hand on Arachnid’s right shoulder and said, “Wait! I just want—”

The second Dean’s fingertips touched Arachnid’s shoulder, Arachnid whirled around and glared at him. Although Arachnid wasn’t that tall, Dean nonetheless shrank back under Arachnid’s intense glare.

“I said I don’t need your help,” said Arachnid. He pointed over Dean’s head at Building B. “Stay where it’s safe. I don’t need you risking your life for no reason.”

Despite Arachnid’s harsh glare and words, Dean didn’t clam up like he normally did when he was afraid.

Fighting back his fear, Dean said, “I’ve already risked my life once. If I hadn’t shot Maul earlier, you would have died.”

Arachnid’s glare weakened slightly, though it was still quite intense. “Thanks for the help, but you got lucky back there and you know it. I saw you freeze up. If I hadn’t webbed up that monster when I did, you wouldn’t have had time to shoot it.”

“I know,” said Dean, “it’s just—”

“And I doubt Maul is Hybrid’s only pet,” Arachnid continued. “Most likely, I am going to find myself in more deadly situations like that going forward. In battle, I don’t need allies who will freeze up right when I need them most. A second or two of hesitation often means the difference between life … and death.”

Dean bit his lower lip. “I know, but this project is really important to me. If the Project gets shut down—”

“You’ll probably just get assigned to another project,” said Arachnid, pulling away from Dean, though still glaring at him. “It sounds like your university has plenty.”

“It’s not that,” Dean said. He rubbed his hands together anxiously. “I’m studying Hernandez’s Disease because I want to save the life of someone I love. If the Supermice Project is shut down because of my mistakes, then that person will … she’ll die. And I can’t let that happen. I just can’t.”

Dean fell to his knees and looked up at Arachnid. “I’ll do whatever you need me to as long as I can help. Please. I mean it.”

Dean knew how pathetic he must have looked and sounded to Arachnid, especially on his knees. He didn’t care. He really was willing to do whatever it took to find the supermice. If that meant begging like a homeless person, then so be it.

Arachnid looked at Dean with surprise again, but there might have also been a hint of pity in the grizzled superhero’s gaze. He scratched the side of his head. “Get up.”

Blinking, Dean rose to his feet, wondering—hoping—that Arachnid might let him help somehow.

But then Arachnid put a strong hand on Dean’s shoulder and looked him in the eyes. “I get wanting to save someone special to you. Trust me, I know that better than most. But you aren’t doing yourself or your significant other any favors by putting yourself in a dangerous situation that you are in no way prepared for.”

Dean’s shoulders slumped. “But I—”

“It wouldn’t be fair,” Arachnid continued, “to that special person if you got yourself killed, even if it was while trying to help her. As I said back in the meeting, I can stop Hybrid on my own. I just need time.”

“Which is the one thing we don’t have,” said Dean, “because—”

“I know about the deadline for your Project,” said Arachnid. “I know how important it is to you. I’ll try to get the supermice back before next week, but I can’t do that while protecting you at the same time. Do you understand that?”

Dean sighed but nodded reluctantly. “Yeah, I … I do.”

Arachnid nodded as well. He took his hand off of Dean’s shoulder and stepped away from him. “Like I said, Dean, the best way you can help me right now is to stay safe. Live your life. Work your job. Don’t go after Hybrid. Don’t even try.”

With that, Arachnid turned and walked away from Dean down the leaf-strewn, concrete path that led from the Medical Center to the rest of campus. Several students who happened to be walking by or sitting under the trees nearby stopped to watch Arachnid go. The students began muttering among themselves, some even sneaking pictures of Arachnid on their phones. Probably they were excited to see a real-life superhero on their university campus, which wasn’t an everyday occurrence.

None of them paid any attention to the sweaty, exhausted Dean standing at the base of the steps of the Medical Center. Nor did Dean really want their attention, either.

Dean just watched Arachnid go before turning around and walking back up the steps to the Medical Center. Each step felt heavier than the last, which made sense because Dean was currently burdened by the heaviest emotions in the world:

Guilt.

And shame.


CHAPTER SIX

 

Due to the massive theft of the supermice shutting down the Supermice Project, Dean was allowed to go home to his apartment a couple of hours later, getting off work much earlier than usual. This was mostly on Father’s orders because his dad had said that there was no more work for Dean to do that day due to the theft of the supermice.

Dean, however, suspected that Father was giving him the rest of the day off to let him recuperate from the life-threatening situation he’d been in. That was probably a good idea because the situation had shaken Dean, even if he had suffered only minor injuries. Dean had also been treated by the ambulance workers when they showed up, but he only had a couple of bruises from getting slapped in the face and punched in the stomach by Hybrid. Both bruises were already nearly healed at this point.

Despite his generally good health, Dean did not go home directly to his apartment. Instead, he climbed into his car, pulled out of the parking lot for University of Fallsville faculty and students, and drove straight to the Fallsville General Hospital.

Fallsville General was a medium-sized hospital located on the other side of town. For the longest time, it had been Fallsville’s only hospital, although recent population growth over the years had spurred demand for another hospital that was being built a few miles down the road. Dean knew that the newer hospital was supposedly going to be bigger and fancier than Fallsville General, but it also would not be complete for another year or so. Dean could believe that. He drove past the construction site for the new hospital and noticed that they still seemed to be working on the foundation and plumbing.

It did not take Dean long to enter Fallsville General after parking, nor did he take long to go up to the receptionist and ask to visit someone. The receptionist—a young woman who looked like she was probably a university student working part-time—signed Dean in and let him go to Room 2A on the second floor of the hospital. He was definitely in a hurry, so much so that he belatedly realized that he must have left his lab coat at work because when he looked down at his clothes he saw he was not wearing it.

Despite his initial hurry, when Dean found himself standing in front of the door to Room 2A, he hesitated to enter. Even though the most important person in the world to him was in Room 2A, Dean didn’t want to bring her bad news. Indeed, the news he was going to bring her was so terrible that he feared it might make her condition even worse.

Yet Dean also felt foolish standing there in the hallway outside her room. News of Hybrid’s theft would reach the press at some point, and once it did, everyone, including Jennie, would know.

Better to hear it from me than the news, Dean thought. Might be easier to accept.

Taking a deep breath, Dean knocked on the door and heard the most beautiful voice in the world say, “Come in.”

Dean opened the door to Room 2A and stepped inside.

Dean had visited Room 2A many times over the last two or three months since Jennie had come here. It was a medium-sized patient room with a sink and cabinets on one side and a window and a couple of chairs on the other. The window was open, allowing in the warm sunlight and cool breeze from the outside. The sounds of construction could be faintly heard in the distance, likely coming from the construction site for the new hospital. The room smelled vaguely of spaghetti sauce, the reason for that becoming obvious when Dean looked at the woman lying on the bed in the middle of the room.

The woman’s normally chocolate-brown skin was paler than usual. Her long, flat dark hair went down to the shoulders of her blue patient’s gown, while her legs were covered by a soft white blanket. Her exposed arms were covered in scars, while her hands held a fork that was spooling up the remaining noodles from a plate of spaghetti in a food tray on her lap. When Dean entered, the woman looked at him with her long face and a big smile appeared on her tired features.

“Hey, Dean,” said the woman. She raised the spaghetti noodles. “Didn’t expect to see you here. Did your dad finally give you a lunch break?”

Despite his nervousness, Dean couldn’t help but smile at the woman. “Not exactly. He let me off early. Was supposed to go home, but I wanted to see you first.”

The woman giggled. “I was getting lonely anyway, although if I’d known you were coming, I would have ordered another plate.”

Dean waved a hand as he walked around her bed and sat down on one of the stools beside her. “Nah, I’m not that hungry. Maybe I’ll have a banana or something when I go home. Not a big fan of hospital food, anyway.”

The woman tilted her head to the side. “What do you have against hospital food? This stuff is actually pretty good. Not as good as the spaghetti you used to make for me, but still good.”

Dean caught a whiff of the tomato sauce and nodded. “Maybe I am a little hungry after all.”

The woman, whose name was Jennifer Reuben, gave Dean a mischievous smirk and popped the remaining noodles into her mouth. She chewed them in a few bites and swallowed not long after. “Too late. Food’s all gone now. Sorry.”

Dean chuckled. One of the reasons he’d fallen in love with Jennifer—or Jennie, as he liked to call her—was because of her sense of humor and the way she joked around with him. Even after her condition started to catch up with her, Jennie had not lost her normal playful attitude or behavior. “Guess I’ll starve, then.”

Jennie frowned. “I don’t want you to starve. Maybe I should order dessert for both of us.”

Dean rubbed his stomach. “Thanks for the generous offer, but I’ve had too many free snacks from work. Best not add dessert on top of that.”

Jennie shrugged. “Your loss.” Then she frowned again and peered at Dean closely. “You look upset. Did something happen at work today?”

Dean avoided Jennie’s gaze, which he knew was definitely something she’d notice. The two of them had been dating long enough that they could read each other very accurately. It was just that Dean didn’t quite know how to tell her that the project he had started to save her was going to be shut down … and it was all his fault.

“Silence,” Jennie observed. “That means bad news, huh?”

Dean licked his lips. “Do I really get silent when I have bad news to share?”

“Yeah,” said Jennie with a nod. “Remember that time you borrowed my car and got into an accident with it? Took me hours to get you to tell me what happened. I love you, Dean, but that’s such a tell. You’re like an open book sometimes.”

Dean looked at Jennie with an apologetic smile on his face. “You’re right. I just … am not sure how to share this news with you.”

Jennie smiled. “How’s about I show you a neat trick I came up with this week? Maybe that will help you feel better.”

Dean raised an eyebrow. “Trick?”

Jennie’s smile took on a mischievous shade. “Watch.”

Jennie looked at the fork on the tray before her. She waved her hand, and for a moment, nothing happened.

Then, without warning, the fork started to shake. Tiny metallic arms and legs sprouted out of the fork’s body and then the sauce-stained fork rose to its feet. Its movements were a little sloppy and awkward at first, but the fork soon stabilized itself. It looked around for a moment before Jennie snapped her fingers and the fork began to tap dance across the tray, the sound of its small metal feet beating against the thin plastic tray audible.

Dean stared in horror at the dancing fork, but Jennie, apparently not understanding the problem, said, “Isn’t it adorable? Took me all week to learn how to make it tap dance. I still haven’t got all the movements right, but—”

“Jennie!” Dean said. He pointed at the fork. “Make that stop right now.”

“But—”

“Now.”

With a pout, Jennie waved her hand and the fork’s arms and legs immediately disappeared. The fork itself then fell back down on the tray, looking like a totally normal fork that had not just been tap dancing like a dancer from a black-and-white movie.

“You said you’ve been practicing this all week?” said Dean. “Jennie, I know you’re bored, but that’s dangerous. The doctors said—”

“The doctors say a lot of things,” said Jennie, looking down at the tray on her lap. “They still haven’t figured out how to make the pain stop. I’m honestly this close to just walking out of the hospital and going home. At least there I’d have all my stuff and be closer to you.”

Dean pursed his lips but did not immediately respond. He had known that putting Jennie up in the hospital would not settle well with her, at least not long term. Jennie was a strong, independent person who liked having control of her life.

That was why it was so ironic that she had Hernandez’s Disease.

Unlike Dean, Jennie was a super. She’d even been a student at the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans, starting a little later than most at the age of 17 due to her powers developing a little later than most, at least until the Neo-Plague outbreak forced the school to close last year and go to online learning. Jennie had been on track to become a superhero herself … until she lost consciousness during a Superhero Apprenticeship Mission with her superhero mentor six months ago.

That was when Jennie got diagnosed with Hernandez’s Disease, one of the few supers who seemed to suffer from the genetic disease. In Jennie’s case, she hadn’t even felt the pain that her powers—the ability to mentally control inanimate objects like puppets—were doing to her body until that day she and her mentor attempted to save some children from a school that had caught fire. She had tried to take control of the school itself to create a safe passage for the other students to escape, only for the strain from the effort making her black out entirely.

Dean had started dating Jennie about a year ago, not long after her 19th birthday. So when Dean heard of her blackout, he had, of course, gone to the hospital to help her. He’d even helped the doctors diagnose her with Hernandez’s Disease, although as mentioned above, Dean thought she must have had it much longer than she’d been diagnosed. It was the only explanation for why her condition had deteriorated so quickly, although it didn’t help that Jennie used her powers more than most supers.

So Jennie’s parents had convinced Jennie to stay at Fallsville General until she was better. Jennie was considered too weak to take care of herself and Dean, because of his work, couldn’t always be there to take care of her. Her parents decided that Jennie was better off in a hospital where she would be taken care of by doctors and medical professionals who knew what they were doing because they did not.

That did not make the experience any easier or more enjoyable for Jennie. Dean visited her often enough to know that Jennie was miserable in the hospital. She was not at all mistreated by the doctors or staff, but it was mostly that Jennie felt trapped and bored. Dean tried to make their visits fun, usually bringing a board game or a book or something to share with her, but he knew it just wasn’t the same to her. He’d even tried to make her 20th birthday fun recently by coming with her parents and bringing her beautiful flowers, though he knew all too well that that had only been a short-term solution to her unhappiness, rather than a long-term one.

Dean reached out and wrapped a hand around Jennie’s right wrist, causing her to look at him. “I know, but that’s the reality of having a genetic disease that doesn’t currently have a known cure or treatment. You just need to hang in there and not use your powers so much.”

Jennie sighed. “I know, but it’s hard. Going from being able to use my powers anytime I want, to not being able to use them at all … it feels like I’m not allowed to use my legs or arms, even though they are still attached to my body. Makes me feel like I’m less of a super.”

Dean tightened his grip on Jennie’s wrist. “You’re not less just because you can’t use your powers. You’re still important to me, even if I can’t control what other people think of you.”

Jennie smiled at Dean, an expression that made Dean feel like he was floating on air. “Thanks, Dean. And hey, you and your dad are working on a cure with those cute supermice of yours, right?”

Dean froze. Talking to Jennie had made him forget about the bad news he had been about to bring her in the first place. He almost wondered if it was too late to keep that information from her before deciding that she needed to know, although he wasn’t sure where he was going to find the words to tell her the awful news.

Jennie’s smile faltered slightly. “Dean, are you all right? You look even sicker than me.”

Dean took a deep breath and met Jennie’s gaze. He decided to just jump straight to the point. “I … have some bad news to share with you. About the Supermice Project.”

Dean explained, as quickly and clearly as he could, about Hybrid’s theft of the supermice earlier. He hated having to do it. He could see the hope in Jennie’s eyes dying with every word he spoke. He almost felt like he was hitting her upside the head with his words. It likely would have had the same effect as his words were having on her now.

“And now, we have no idea where Hybrid is or what he is planning to do with the supermice,” Dean finished. He rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. “A superhero named Arachnid is on the case, but if he can’t find and retrieve the supermice before next week, the entire project will be permanently shuttered.”

“And then there won’t be anyone working on a cure for Hernandez’s Disease,” said Jennie. She was looking at the fork on the tray before her, her shoulders drooping. “And then …”

Jennie did not need to finish her sentence for Dean to know what she was thinking:

Namely, that if a cure for Hernandez’s Disease was not found, then Jennie would most certainly die.


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

I’m sorry,” said Dean after a few seconds of silence lasted between them. “It’s my fault. I should have stopped Hybrid. I—”

Jennie held up a hand, causing Dean to stop talking. She looked at him with a puzzled expression on her face. “Why are you blaming yourself? It’s not like you let Hybrid into the lab. Sounds like he sneaked inside and stole the supermice all on his own.”

“But I still failed to save them,” said Dean. His hands balled into tight fists. “If I had been faster, smarter—”

“Dean,” Jennie interrupted him, gently but firmly. “It’s okay. Based on what you told me, you did way better against Hybrid than most normals would. And you even saved Arachnid’s life. Thanks, by the way. Arachnid was always my favorite teacher.”

Dean blinked. “Favorite teacher? Where did he teach you?”

Jennie stretched her arms. “In the Academy, before I had to drop out due to Hernandez’s Disease. He was my Combat teacher and he was always the toughest but fairest teacher. He retired shortly before I dropped out, so kind of a huge coincidence that he’s here in Fallsville.”

“Has he come to visit you?” asked Dean.

Jennie shook her head. “No, but then … I’ve noticed that none of my super friends have. Aside from family and a handful of other norms like you, I haven’t received many other visitors.”

Dean tilted his head to the side. “Why not? Granted, I know Fallsville isn’t exactly crawling with supers, but surely you have some friends who would be willing to visit you. What about Aretha and Honey from the Academy?”

Jennie sighed. She leaned back in her bed and said, “Haven’t heard from them, either. I think … I think everyone thinks I have the Neo-Plague. They’re probably afraid of getting it from me.”

“That’s nonsense,” said Dean. He adjusted his glasses. “Although the two diseases are superficially similar, the Neo-Plague is contagious whereas Hernandez’s Disease is not. Granted, we’re still studying both, but those two facts seem pretty well-established at this point based on the available evidence we have.”

Jennie shrugged. “I agree with you, Dean, but I think the Neo-Plague still has everyone spooked, even if there is a cure for it now. Lots of supers are wary of any supers who are sick, even if they aren’t sick with the Neo-Plague. Can’t blame ‘em. I wouldn’t want to get it, either.”

Despite Jennie’s insistence that it didn’t matter, Dean could tell that it did. Dean knew how much Jennie had loved attending the Academy and how popular she had been at the school, with plenty of friends who she hung out with regularly. Jennie had even won the respect of many of her teachers due to her good grades, which had some speculating that she had a great future as a superhero.

Yet it seemed like none of them had even bothered to visit Jennie in her current condition. All because they didn’t understand how different diseases worked.

She’s hurt, but doesn’t want to admit it, Dean thought. And I can’t forget how much of an extrovert she is, either. Keeping her locked up like this might be for her own good, but only just.

“Although it doesn’t help that I had to go into quarantine when I first started showing symptoms,” said Jennie, “because of how similar they are to the symptoms of the Neo-Plague.”

Dean nodded. “I know. Maybe next time I see Arachnid, I’ll tell him you miss him.”

Jennie beamed at Dean. “You mean you’re gonna see Arachnid again? When?”

Dean hesitated. “Um, I don’t know for sure when. Possibly when he gets the supermice back?”

Jennie hugged Dean tightly. “Thank you, Dean! If you could get Arachnid to visit me, that would make me feel a lot better.”

Dean smiled and hugged Jennie back, though he couldn’t help but take note of how much thinner and weaker she felt in his arms. Even so, Dean could not think of anywhere else in the world he would rather be right now than hugging Jennie.

That was why he was disappointed when Jennie let go of him and sat back. Her green eyes looked at Dean questioningly. “So what are you going to do in the meantime?”

Dean scratched the back of his head, still basking in the afterglow of Jennie’s hug. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, what are you going to do while Arachnid is looking for the supermice?” said Jennie. “Are you going to help him?”

Dean’s shoulders slumped. “I’d love to help, but Arachnid told me I needed to stay put. Although without the Supermice Project to work on, I don’t know what I’ll do in regards to work. I suppose my dad might put me to work on another project until the supermice are retrieved.”

Jennie rested her chin in her hand. “Sounds like Arachnid. One of the things I learned in the Academy was that we were supposed to keep all norms out of superhero work unless they were police, soldiers, government agents, and the like. Personally, if I wasn’t confined to this hospital bed, I would be out on the streets in my old costume helping Arachnid find Hybrid and save the cute little mice.”

Dean looked at Jennie in alarm. “No way. Your powers hurt you enough already. Fighting supervillains? Just no.”

Jennie sighed. “Sure thing, Dean. I was just saying what I want to do, not what I’ll actually do. What I’ll actually end up doing is sitting here in bed eating the hospital’s spaghetti while watching TV and feeling bored. But hey, at least I’m not putting myself in harm’s way.”

Jennie lay back in her bed and closed her eyes. The frustration she felt was written as clearly on her face as words in a book.

And Dean couldn’t blame her. Like Jennie, he, too, wanted to help Arachnid, but was unable to, albeit for different reasons.

And despite what Jennie said, I still think this is my fault, Dean thought. Which makes it my responsibility to do something about it.

-

Dean spent another half hour or so with Jennie, mostly listening to Jennie recount what had recently happened to her in the hospital and what shows she’d been watching on TV. He got to speak to her doctor for a few minutes, a Dr. Patel, who showed up briefly to check on Jennie. Dr. Patel told him that Jennie seemed to be doing fine, although he was even more disturbed than Dean when Dean mentioned Jennie’s little ‘trick’ to him. This caused Dr. Patel to lecture Jennie on the importance of not using her powers, which Jennie clearly only half-listened to. Based on Jennie’s expression, Dean guessed she had heard that lecture from Dr. Patel multiple times already.

Afterward, Dean drove home, parked his car, and climbed the stairs of his apartment complex up to his apartment itself. As Dean fumbled with the keys on his key chain, however, he heard footsteps behind him, but looked over his shoulder and saw no one. He dismissed the footsteps as having come from the apartment next to his because he could hear his neighbor watching some kind of loud TV show with a lot of gunshots and running around.

Even so, Dean felt much safer once he found the correct key, inserted it into the door, and entered his apartment. Closing and locking the door tightly behind him, Dean turned around to look at his apartment.

Dean lived in a small, one-bedroom apartment that was the perfect size for an unmarried man like him. The hardwood floors were as clean and shiny as they always were, while posters of various superheroes he admired or respected hung along the walls. His couch was pressed up against the counter separating the kitchen from the rest of the apartment, a small side table next to it, while a large holo-TV stood opposite the sofa, with a long coffee table covered with scientific textbooks and magazines scattered over it. A large bookshelf filled with various books and textbooks on science and biology, especially focusing on neogenetics, stood at the other end of the apartment next to the storage closet. The bookshelf included An Introduction to Neogenetics, written by his father, which Dean had read many times over in his schooling and scientific career.

Normally, Dean felt relaxed when he got home and was able to sit down after a long day at work. But not today. Today, Dean’s mind was too busy going back over the events of the day, even as he dropped his work bag next to his shoes, made himself a peanut butter sandwich for lunch, and sat down on the soft, if slightly bumpy, used green sofa he had owned for a while.

Dean normally would have been excited to have what basically amounted to a half-day, but he couldn’t. Not when he knew the only reason he had been sent home early was because of his own incompetence.

Maybe it’s not entirely my fault, but it’s definitely partly my fault, Dean thought as he bit off a portion of his sandwich. Thanks to me, the entire project is in danger of being shut down, and then there’s no telling what will happen to Jennie afterward.

Dean sighed and sipped his coffee, feeling the rich, warm liquid go down his throat. More than anything, Dean felt helpless right now. He kept flashing back to his brief conversation with Arachnid on the front steps of Building B, remembering Arachnid’s warning to stay put and not risk his own life.

Perhaps Arachnid is right, Dean thought, maybe I’m getting myself worked up over nothing. I’m not a superhero. I’m not even super. I’m just a scientist. Besides, I wouldn’t know where to find a supervillain in hiding. If I were a detective, maybe, but that sort of work is best left to either superheroes or the police.

Despite that, Dean’s analytical brain could not stop thinking about the situation. He didn’t know why, seeing as he couldn’t do anything about it right now.

But I told Jennie I was going to save her life, Dean thought. I’m not going to make a liar out of myself by just sitting home like a good little boy. Not that that helps me find Hybrid, though.

Dean sighed again, this time in frustration more than anything. He hated running into what amounted to intellectual dead ends, so he picked up the remote control and pointed it at the TV. Although Dean typically preferred to read, he liked putting on the TV whenever he was too tired or frustrated to think. He found TV much easier to handle when your brain was trying to untie an intellectual knot, so hoped that watching something mindless might help his subconscious relax a bit and figure out his next move.

Before Dean could turn on the TV, however, he heard a series of loud, abrupt knocks at the door. Startled, Dean almost spilled his coffee cup, its contents sloshing violently inside Dean’s mug as he practically jumped out of his seat. He did put his coffee cup down on the side table next to his sofa, however.

Rising from the sofa, Dean rushed down the hall to the door, yelling, “Coming! I’m coming! Please be patient!”

Whoever wanted to get into his apartment apparently didn’t listen or was not very patient because the loud knocks continued, if not got even louder. Coming to a stop in front of the door, Dean pulled the door open without looking through the peephole and said, “Yes? Who is it?”

There was no one standing on the other side of the door. The hallway beyond his apartment was totally empty. Dean stuck his head out and looked up and down the hall, but again, he saw no one. He did catch a whiff of ink, however, but he couldn’t tell where it was coming from.

Odd, Dean thought as he closed the door. Maybe someone was knocking on my neighbor’s door instead.

Dean suddenly felt something cold, hard, and metal press against the back of his head and he froze. He wanted to look over his shoulder, but something told him that he probably wouldn’t like the consequences of turning around.

Then Dean felt an equally cold, hard, but not metallic voice blow across his right ear, saying, “Don’t move. You are under arrest.”

Dean gulped. “Under arrest? For what? And who are you?”

“Simple,” said the voice. “You are under arrest for aiding the supervillain criminal known as Harold ‘Hybrid’ Shannon in the theft of fifty genetically-modified mice belonging to the University of Fallsville Medical center. Try not to resist. Otherwise, this situation will get very ugly, very fast.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

A strong hand grabbed the back of Dean’s neck, cuffed both of his hands, and whirled around and threw him onto the floor.

Dean landed on the hardwood floor of his apartment as ungracefully as a dropped bag of potatoes. He banged his head against one of the legs of the coffee table and lay there for a moment, his head spinning too much for him to even try to stand up.

“Stay right there, criminal,” said the voice above Dean. “Try to make a run for it and I have the authority to put a bullet in your head and end your sorry excuse for a life.”

Blinking, Dean looked up and finally got a good look at his assailant, who stood under the LED lights on the ceiling of his apartment.

A woman stood above him, her body totally black. And he wasn’t referring to her skin color. She was literally black, looking like an ink stain brought to life in the form of an outline of a female human. Her body was rather thin, although her breasts were rather noticeable, and her skin was constantly rippling. The face of a human woman peered out of her black, inky head, revealing that she had some Indian features, with startling blue eyes that reminded Dean of the blue Texas summer sky. She carried what looked like a smoking cigarette in her left hand, while a gun was in her right.

“W-Who are you?” said Dean. “And why do you think I’m working with Hybrid?”

“Name’s Inkblot,” said the woman, whose voice sounded slightly warbly, though still dangerous. “I am a G-Man agent sent to investigate Hybrid’s recent theft from the University of Fallsville.”

Dean blinked. “Wow. That was fast.”

“I was nearby on another mission when Director Bradford told me to join the investigation of this crime,” said Inkblot. She cocked her head to the side. “Not that I think it will be a particularly difficult one to solve, because the evidence I’ve seen currently points to you as being an accomplice of Hybrid.”

Dean’s mouth fell open. “Me? An accomplice of someone who I hadn’t even seen until this morning? Are you out of your mind?”

Inkblot’s eyes glittered under the lights above. “On the contrary, I’m quite sane. It makes sense. After all, how else could Hybrid have gotten into the lab without being spotted, if not because of your help?”

Dean’s mouth fell open hard enough to make his jaw hurt. “B-But that makes no sense. I didn’t let Hybrid into the building. He broke in.”

“I reviewed the security tapes for the lab this morning and saw no hint of Hybrid ever breaking and entering,” said Inkblot. “He doesn’t even appear until you enter the building and go down to the lab to check on the supermice. Plus, I would question how Hybrid found out the exact location of the supermice in the first place.”

Dean sputtered, ignoring the pain in his head from where he’d smacked it against the leg of the coffee table. “H-He teleported in. That’s also how he got out. He used a bunch of Teleportation Disks to steal the supermice and their cages. I tried to stop him. If you saw the footage, then surely you must have seen me enter the lab alone.”

Inkblot put her cigarette against her mouth, inhaled, and then exhaled a soft cloud of gray smoke. “I did notice that. But you know what else I found? This.”

Inkblot somehow drew a small plastic bag containing a Teleportation Disk from the pockets of her clothing (although Dean wasn’t sure if she actually did wear clothing or if her ‘clothes’ were also part of her body) and held it out to Dean. “My theory is that Hybrid knew that breaking and entering or even having you open the door for him would have been far too risky. So it’s logical to assume that Hybrid gave you this Teleportation Disk, which you sneaked into the lab without telling anyone, and then Hybrid honed in on the Disk’s signal to teleport directly into the lab and completely bypass the building’s security. An ingenious plan, which I would expect from two mad scientists.”

“I am mad right now,” Dean replied, “but not because I’m crazy but because I’m angry. If you really work for the G-Men, then you’re essentially assaulting an American citizen who has not been convicted in the court of law. That’s illegal.”

Inkblot put the evidence bag back into her pocket without taking her gun off of Dean. “Unless I happen to have a warrant for your arrest granted to me by the Fallsville Police Department. They were skeptical of my theory at first, but came around to it once I showed them the evidence I found in your lab coat.”

Dean bit his lower lip, partly in frustration, partly in fear. He had no idea how that Teleportation Disk had ended up in his lab coat pocket. He certainly couldn’t remember bringing it with him. Hybrid had to have somehow slipped it into his pocket without him noticing, but how or when Hybrid could have done that, Dean did not know.

But Dean would worry about that later. He managed to force himself to sit up and say, “I didn’t put that Disk in my coat. I have n-no idea how it got there.”

Inkblot sneered. “That’s what they all say. I’m sure you will be singing a different tune once I interrogate you properly. I’ve made tougher and bigger men than you squeal like pigs with far less effort.”

Dean gulped. He did not doubt that Inkblot could make him squeal like a pig, if only because that seemed like an attractive idea right now.

Although I don’t know what good screaming for help will do, Dean thought, staring up at Inkblot in horror. Even calling the police won’t help, especially if she isn’t bluffing about the warrant.

Dean thought fast. His smartphone was still in his pocket, but the cuffs on his wrists meant that he couldn’t call for help. Screaming was also out of the question for obvious reasons, and he certainly couldn’t depend on random strangers wandering into his apartment and seeing his predicament.

Dean’s only option of escape, then, was to distract Inkblot somehow and flee while she wasn’t looking.

That, of course, would turn Dean into a criminal who had fled after resisting arrest from a federal law enforcement officer (a better description of the G-Men than ‘superheroes’ in his opinion). That would most certainly get Dean in trouble with the government, which would mean not being able to go to the police for help and possibly having to live his life on the run.

Yet Dean couldn’t just let Inkblot arrest him unfairly. He knew that he was not one of Hybrid’s accomplices. More than anyone else, Dean wanted to bring Hybrid to justice and retrieve the supermice safely.

And I can’t do that if I’m at the police station or behind the bars of a prison cell, Dean thought with a grimace. Time to embrace my life of crime, I guess.

Taking a deep breath to steady himself, Dean looked up at Inkblot, trying to hide the intense fear that flowed through him like lava from an active volcano. “All right, Miss Inkblot. Take me in. I won’t try to fight you. I’m no super. I know I’d never win.”

Inkblot smiled in triumph. “Glad you’re as smart as those nerdy glasses make you look. Come on. I told the police captain I’d have you at the station before he got finished with his donuts.”

Inkblot marched over to Dean and grabbed him by the collar of his shirt. She yanked Dean up to his feet and, thrusting him before her, said, “Now walk. Twitch your pinky and I’ll blow your brains out all over your posters.”

Dean said nothing, though when he felt Inkblot’s gun press against the back of his head, he obediently started walking. He deliberately walked slowly, however, to give himself more time to think of an escape plan. That was hard because Inkblot was clearly trying to force him to walk quickly, not helped by how short the distance was from his living room to the front door.

That was when Dean’s eyes fell on his work bag that he’d left on top of the shoe rack by the front door. Inside the bag, Dean could see his stethoscope sticking out and caught a peek of his surgical masks.

This idea is going to get me killed, Dean thought, his heart pounding with fear. But maybe not right away. If I play my cards right. And if I get lucky.

Dean abruptly came to a stop when they were just a couple of feet away from the door, making sure he stopped right next to his work bag. He heard Inkblot stop behind him and felt the barrel of her gun press harder against the back of his head, though fortunately, she didn’t blow his brains out.

“What are you doing?” said Inkblot. “I didn’t say you could stop.”

Dean gulped, but said, in a forced-calm voice, “Ooooh, my head hurts. I feel so dizzy, woozy even. I think it is probably because I knocked my head on the leg of my coffee table when you threw me.”

That was true. Sort of. Dean did feel like he had a splitting headache, but he didn’t feel terribly woozy or dizzy. He swayed slightly on his feet, however, to add to the illusion of dizziness he was trying to project.

Although Dean never thought of himself as an actor, his plan must have worked because he heard an annoyed-sounding Inkblot behind him say, “Well, don’t fall over. That would mean I’d have to haul you out of here myself. You look like you probably weigh less than what I deadlift at the gym, but I still don’t want to have to carry you or take you to the hospital.”

Dean grinned, still without turning to face her. “You should have thought about that before you hit my head.”

With that, Dean ‘fell’ toward his work bag. The word ‘fell’ was in quotation marks because Dean was still in control of himself and his fall the entire time.

Inkblot, however, apparently didn’t know that because he felt her hand grab the back of his shirt and Inkblot said, “Whoa! Okay, I am definitely going to have to take you to the hospital if you’re going to fall over on me like—”

Dean didn’t let her finish. He just grabbed his work bag with both of his cuffed hands and whirled around and slammed the bag full of scientific tools and supplies directly into Inkblot’s face.

The first blow sent Inkblot staggering, but it was the second blow—delivered with far more accuracy and savagery than the first—that knocked Inkblot flat on her back. She landed on his floor with a splurt, sending bits of ink flying off her body. Some of her ink got onto Dean’s shoes and work bag, but Dean didn’t care. He just stared at her unconscious form for a moment in shock, his work bag still clutched in his cuffed hands, his mouth hanging open again.

“Oh. My. God,” said Dean. He looked down at his work bag, which was dripping Inkblot’s ink. “I am definitely going to jail now.”

Despite his fear, however, Dean felt his body urging him to move. He knew he couldn’t stay in his apartment any longer.

So Dean dropped his work bag and turned to leave, but almost tripped over something and looked down at his feet.

Inkblot’s scary-looking, loaded gun lay on the floor at his feet. Dean realized that Inkblot must have dropped it when he knocked her out.

Against his better judgment, Dean picked up the gun—its handle covered in sticky black ink—and shoved it into his pants pocket before pulling his sweater down to cover it. Although Dean did not plan to shoot anyone, he figured that a gun would probably make a better self-defense weapon than a bag of scientific tools.

And hey, what’s a little theft on top of resisting arrest and assaulting a government agent? Dean thought grimly. In for a penny, in for a pound, although in this case, I’m going to need a lot of pennies to get out of prison.

Shaking his head, Dean rushed out of his apartment, slamming the door shut behind him and locking it before running down the stairs to his car.

That was the moment when Dean realized that he was now, for better or for worse, an outlaw.


CHAPTER NINE

 

The Norman Falls was probably Fallsville’s most famous natural landmark. Indeed, the entire city had been named after the Norman Falls, which were first discovered by Norman G. Schmidt, the founder of Fallsville itself and a member of a group of German immigrants allowed to settle in Texas in the mid-1800s. While the Norman Falls paled in comparison to more famous waterfalls like Niagara, it was still a beautiful, awe-inspiring landmark in their own right that drew in thousands of tourists from around America and the world every year. The Norman Falls was even represented on the Fallsville city insignia. Dean and his father had gone camping at the Norman Falls State Park many times when he’d been a kid, so he was quite familiar with it.

More importantly, however, was the fact that the Norman Falls was also a decent ways from the city—about half an hour or so—and the surrounding area was very rural and sparsely-populated. And even better, tourist season was basically over because no one wanted to go swimming in a cold lake in February, meaning there would be even fewer people than usual.

That was why Dean had picked Norman Falls as his current hiding place. Yet he didn’t even go through the State Park or the normal way a person entered the Falls, however.

Instead, Dean took his car down a barely-noticeable side path through the forest surrounding the base of the Falls, his car bumping up and down on the uneven, forgotten road. Dean had learned about this particular road from his grandfather, who had been a huge camper. Grandpa had explained that a campground had once been established at the foot of the Falls in the mid-1950s, but was closed down after a child jumped into the Falls and drowned. The campground had then been closed down, although the road was still there if you knew where to look and weren’t afraid of scraping your car’s paint.

Dean grimaced as he heard the overgrown tree branches scrape against the sides of his car, his teeth chattering with every bump on the abandoned road. His small electric car sounded extremely loud to him, but he did not see or hear anyone coming after him. Even so, Dean didn’t let himself fully relax until he emerged from the forest into a small clearing near the Falls themselves, though itself still hidden from view. On the other side of the lake, Dean spotted a deck where people could stand and take pictures of the Falls if they came in through the ‘correct’ way, though fortunately, the tree limbs meant that anyone on the deck over there would not be able to see him.

Even so, Dean did back his car partially into the trees, and when he climbed out, he barely paid attention to the blackened spots where campfires had once stood or the bits and pieces of old, abandoned tents lay. He made his way directly to the Falls themselves, their crashing sounds so loud that Dean couldn’t even hear himself think.

Dean was looking for the actual secret of Norman Falls. He eventually found the pathway he was looking for: A narrow, smooth stone walkway that went behind the Falls and into an open cave mouth themselves.

The pathway was smooth and dangerously slick from all the moisture created by the Falls, but Dean had years of experience crossing this particular pathway. Once he reached the other side, Dean stepped into the cave, took a few steps deeper inside to avoid getting splashed by the Norman Falls themselves, and then sat down against one of the walls next to a small boulder. Wrapping his arms around his legs, Dean took a deep breath and lowered his head down onto his arms.

Dean paid little attention to the grimy mud that partially covered the floor of the cave, nor did he pay much attention to the roaring Falls beyond the cave mouth. It was even colder in here than it was outside, which made Dean shiver slightly, but he didn’t care. The Norman Caves were the safest place he could think of to hide.

The Norman Caves were a little-known feature of the Norman Falls. Said to have also been discovered by Norman, the Norman Caves were a series of caves located directly behind the Norman Falls. Normally, they were considered too dangerous to allow people to enter and explore their depths, which was why all sorts of crazy rumors had gathered around the Caves over the years.

Some said that Norman hid his vast wealth and treasure somewhere in the depths of the Caves, while others claimed that the spirits of those who perished in the Falls lived there. And still others claimed that it used to be a ritual site belonging to the Native American tribes that once lived in the area before the German settlers, where various traditional Native American rituals were practiced in secrecy.

To Dean, however, the Caves were none of those things. It was his sanctuary, but more than that, it was where he and Jennie had gone on a few dates together when they really wanted some privacy. Sometimes they would even bring sleeping bags and pillows and camp out here overnight, but most of the time it was usually just a day trip adventure.

I should be safe here for at least a few days because no one would ever think to look for me here, Dean thought. At some point, the police probably will send someone to search the State Park for me, especially if they talk to Jennie and she tells them about our dates here. Jennie …

Dean felt guilty just thinking about her. What would Jennie do when she inevitably heard the news that Dean was a suspect in the supermice theft? Surely Jennie would realize how stupid that idea was. Dean had never broken the law before in his life. He certainly didn’t know any supervillains, at least not well enough to be their freaking accomplice.

Still, Dean knew Jennie would be worried sick for him, and he couldn’t blame her.

I just hope that Inkblot doesn’t try to somehow drag Jennie into this as well, Dean thought. She’s totally innocent and has nothing to do with any of this, even if she is my girlfriend.

Of course, Jennie wouldn’t be the only person in Dean’s life who would be affected by his behavior. Father would undoubtedly be told about Dean’s warrant if he didn’t know already, as would his coworkers. Dean did not think any of them were in danger of being treated as accomplices by the government, but he suspected they would be extremely stressed out by this stuff, too.

There’s nowhere to run, not forever, anyway, Dean thought. Nowhere to hide. I can’t fight the government. I’m not a hero. I’m just a scientist. Scientists don’t fight. There’s no way out of this.

That wasn’t precisely true, however. Dean knew that the only surefire way he would avoid going to jail for the rest of his life was to find the supermice and return them to the University of Fallsville. Such an action would prove, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Dean was not Hybrid’s accomplice and that he played no role in Hybrid’s grand theft mice.

Even the odds of that working seem low, though, Dean thought. If I don’t even know where Hybrid is, how can I find the supermice? And how can I possibly search for the supermice when I’m trying to hide from the government? The police know my name and face. Seems like all I can do is lay low in this smelly, damp, muddy cave until someone either finds me or I get hungry enough to leave because I’m definitely not going to eat the grubs in this cave.

Above the roar of the Falls outside, Dean suddenly heard someone slip and curse. The Falls drowned out the specifics of the curse, but it sounded like the voice of a man.

Dean froze and looked toward the entrance to the Caves. He saw no one but was certain he had heard a man curse just beyond the entrance.

Not Inkblot, Dean thought, although that didn’t help him relax in the slightest. But someone else. Maybe a park ranger who somehow spotted me?

With no way to verify the identity of the man he’d heard, Dean crawled behind a nearby boulder and crouch. He pulled the ink-stained gun out of his pocket, fumbling with the weapon for a moment before holding it in what he thought was a safe way. He then became very, very still, trying his best not to breathe too much. Dean disliked the idea of shooting whoever was out there, but Dean also didn’t want to go to jail. He hoped the gun’s mere presence would be enough to scare off whoever was following him.

A second later, Dean heard the unmistakable heavy footsteps of a man entering the cave. It was followed by the sound of water dripping onto the grimy stone floor, along with heavy breathing from the man. The footsteps stopped for a moment as if their owner had paused to get his bearings, but they resumed, drawing closer and closer to Dean’s boulder.

Gripping the gun tightly, his finger on the trigger, Dean rose, pointed his gun, and fired.


CHAPTER TEN

 

Or Dean would have if some kind of white, sticky substance did not fly out of nowhere and cover the trigger of the gun. So when Dean’s trigger finger pulled down on the trigger, it would not fully depress, which Dean was almost thankful for. He had never shot another human being before with a gun and he certainly did not want to ruin that streak now.

Dean was not, however, thankful for the punch to his face that followed.

The fist felt as solid as a brick and hit about as hard as a baseball thrown by a pitcher. Dean would have collapsed onto the floor and lost all consciousness if the mysterious figure did not grab him by the collar of his sweater and force him against the wall.

His head spinning from the impact of the punch, Dean tried to raise the gun again, only for his assailant to slap it out of his hand like it was a toy. The web-covered gun clattered harmlessly to the ground a few feet away, not that Dean could reach it at the moment, however.

No. Through his askew glasses, Dean could see the masked face of Arachnid glaring at him. Arachnid’s brown eyes peered out from his mask, somehow conveying all of his anger and annoyance with one glance.

“The heck was that, Dean?” said Arachnid. He glanced at the fallen gun. “I didn’t take you for a gun nut.”

“I-I’m not,” Dean admitted in a trembling voice. “Please don’t hurt me again. I’m sorry. I didn’t work with Hybrid to steal the supermice. Honest.”

Confusion replaced the anger in Arachnid’s eyes. “What are you talking about? I didn’t say you worked with Hybrid to steal the supermice.”

Dean bit his lower lip, tasting a bit of blood on his lip, which Arachnid’s punch had nearly split. “Then why did you ambush me in this cave?”

“Ambush you?” said Arachnid. He sighed in frustration. “This is why I hate working with you brainy, science types. You know how to split molecules and read DNA but don’t pay attention to your surroundings.”

Dean blinked. “So you don’t know about what I did to Inkblot?”

Arachnid’s eyes snapped back to Dean. “What did you do to Inkblot?”

Dean gulped. His bones felt like jelly now, although he had yet to lose control of his bladder. “I-I might have knocked her out. And stolen her gun.”

Arachnid grimaced. “That explains why I saw you running out of your apartment by yourself like a maniac. Thought maybe Inkblot had been using the bathroom and you just took advantage of that to escape.”

Dean stared at Arachnid, ignoring the tight cuffs on his wrists. “You mean you were also at my apartment and followed me out here? Are you working with Inkblot?”

“Nope,” said Arachnid, shaking his head. “I’m not a big fan of the G-Men myself. Those idiots cause as many problems as they solve.”

“But you’re both working on the same case,” said Dean. “I know the NHA and the G-Men are different organizations, but don’t you guys work together sometimes?”

Arachnid shrugged, though he still didn’t let Dean down. “Occasionally. When the situation calls for it. I certainly didn’t call in any G-Men. I fully intended—and still do intend—to solve this crime myself.”

Dean bit his lower lip. “So who did call in the G-Men?”

“Likely one of your coworkers, I imagine,” said Arachnid. “The University of Fallsville gets government funding, right? Makes sense that a government-run institution would call in help from the government to deal with a theft.”

Dean did not say anything aloud, but he was thinking it had to be Veronica. Veronica never liked Dean, even before the theft of the supermice. Dean didn’t think Veronica disliked him enough to frame him for a crime he didn’t commit, but he could easily see her call in a G-Man to handle this situation. Veronica hardly seemed like a fan of non-government superheroes like Arachnid. It made too much sense.

But Dean would worry about that later. For now, he looked at Arachnid with hopeful eyes. “So you don’t think I’m an accomplice to Hybrid’s crime?”

“Why in the world would I think that?” said Arachnid in genuine astonishment. “If you were Hybrid’s accomplice, I wouldn’t have been able to find you. You would have been hiding with Hybrid wherever he’s holed up. Unless you had a falling out of sorts, that is.”

“No falling out,” Dean blurted out hastily. “We’ve never even had a falling in. I mean—”

Arachnid let Dean go, causing Dean to drop to his feet. Despite the short fall, Dean almost fell over. He leaned against the wall for support, his cheek still aching from Arachnid’s punch, his legs shaking with fear.

“I was joking, kid,” said Arachnid, rubbing his bandaged arm, amusement in his eyes. “Like I said, I don’t think you’re Hybrid’s accomplice. I saw how Hybrid tried to kill you earlier this morning. That definitely wasn’t for show.”

“T-Thanks,” said Dean. “Can you convince Inkblot of that? Because she thinks I’m Hybrid’s accomplice even though I explained to her that I’m not.”

Arachnid rolled his eyes. “Not surprised. Inkblot has a tendency to jump to conclusions based on scant evidence. She’s more interested in making the government look good than in actually protecting people.”

“You sound like you know her,” said Dean cautiously, wiping the blood from his lip. “Have you met her before?”

Arachnid shook his head. “You really don’t want to know the answer to that. Besides, we have much bigger problems to worry about. Such as finding Hybrid and saving the supermice.”

Dean was curious about Arachnid and Inkblot’s past but decided not to push what was obviously a sensitive subject for Arachnid.

Instead, Dean said, “Yeah. I want to do that, too, but I don’t know where Hybrid is or where he could have taken the supermice.”

“That’s why I came to your apartment, actually,” said Arachnid, “because I think I might know where Hybrid is.”

Dean looked at Arachnid with surprise and maybe a little hope. “You do?”

Arachnid put his hands on his hips. “Like I said, I think. Don’t know for sure, but based on the investigation I’ve done so far, the evidence points in one direction.”

Dean clapped his hands together excitedly, feeling all his fear and terror vanish in a cloud of smoke. “Awesome! Where is he? Let’s head out right away.”

Dean turned to walk out of the cave, but, still woozy from Arachnid’s punch, Dean almost fell over. Arachnid, fortunately, caught his arm and helped him stand up, a slightly annoyed expression on the superhero’s face.

“Hang on a minute there, Dean,” said Arachnid. “I haven’t even said where I think he might be. Let’s not get too hasty here.”

Dean gulped and rubbed the back of his head in embarrassment. “Sorry. I was just so excited about finding Hybrid, and therefore the supermice, that I just couldn’t help myself.”

“You’d better learn how to help yourself, then,” said Arachnid, taking his hand off of Dean’s arm, “because if I’m right about Hybrid’s location, it won’t be easy to get into. Especially now that Inkblot is after you.”

Dean licked his lips uncertainly. “What do you mean? You’re acting like Hybrid is hiding in plain sight.”

Arachnid put his hands on his hips. “As a matter of fact, I do think he is hiding in plain sight.”

Dean frowned. “What do you mean?”

Arachnid tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Back in the day, when I first defeated Hybrid, he had set up an underground lab of sorts beneath the university where he worked. Specifically, he set it up in the basement of an abandoned dorm building that was supposed to be torn down but never was. He’d lure unwitting students to his lab, promising to show them some exciting new scientific research or discoveries he made, only to trap them in his lab and perform all sorts of horrific experiments on him. He only abandoned his lab when Mecha Knight, Timestopper, and I broke in.”

“Do you think Hybrid has set up another underground lab somewhere?” said Dean. Horror struck him and he clutched his stomach. “Maybe beneath the University of Fallsville?”

Arachnid shook his head. “No. Too obvious. Especially with the police crawling all over the place. I’m thinking of a place that’s much closer and much less scrutinized.”

Dean bit his lower lip, his mind racing as he pictured the university campus like it was on a map and tried to remember all the locations around it. “There’s a bank, a Fred’s Burgers, a supermarket, a shoe store …”

Arachnid waved his hand dismissively. “None of those places are where I believe Hybrid is hiding. I believe that Hybrid is actually hiding underneath the Fallsville General Hospital.”

“Fallsville General?” Dean repeated in horror. “But that’s where Jennie is.”

Arachnid raised an eyebrow. “Jennie? Jennie who?”

Dean, remembering what Jennie had told him before, said, “Er, Jennifer Reuben. My girlfriend. She was a student of yours back in the Academy.”

Realization dawned on Arachnid’s face. “Oh! I remember Jennie, now. One of my best students. Didn’t realize that she was staying at the hospital, though that does complicate things.”

“I’ll say,” said Dean, running his hands through his hair. “If Hybrid is using the Fallsville General Hospital as his base, then that means the lives of Jennie and all the other patients and medical workers there are in danger.”

Arachnid nodded. “Agreed, but I’d also like to add that I don’t know if I should step foot in there.”

Dean tilted his head to the side in confusion. “Why not? Are you afraid of Hybrid?”

“Not Hybrid, no,” said Arachnid. “I remember that Jennie had to drop out of school because she got Hernandez’s Disease. You know, that incredibly deadly disease that causes supers’ own powers to kill themselves? Don’t want to get it.”

Dean’s mouth dropped open. “Seriously? You do know that Hernandez’s Disease is genetic, not contagious, right?”

Arachnid looked at Dean with genuine surprise in his eyes. “It is? I thought it was another version of the Neo-Plague that the Neo-Pill—which I took after I got the Neo-Plague, by the way—didn’t cover.”

Dean rubbed the side of his head in frustration, rather than because his headache still hurt. “Wrong. They’re similar, but they’re definitely not the same. You’ll be perfectly safe from the Neo-Plague in the hospital, especially if you took the Neo-Pill to deal with it already.”

Arachnid nodded again, realization dawning in his eyes. “Oh. Thanks for letting me know. Maybe your brains are useful for something after all.”

Dean smiled weakly at Arachnid’s joke, but inside, he was astonished at how ignorant Arachnid was about the true nature of Hernandez’s Disease. It reminded him about what Jennie said, about how all her super friends and classmates avoided visiting her because they thought she was carrying a contagious, lethal disease.

I didn’t believe her at the time, but I guess she was right after all, Dean thought. Somebody needs to teach these supers about how their bodies actually work because I’m not sure any of them do.

Aloud, Dean said, “You’re welcome, but why do you think Hybrid is hiding in Fallsville General?”

“It’s within the range of his Teleportation Disks, for one,” said Arachnid. “And I’ve also received access to its blueprints, which show an abandoned underground portion from when the building was first created. Supposedly, the underground tunnels were closed off due to safety concerns, but they are still there. It also gives Hybrid access to medical equipment and supplies, which he is no doubt using for his experiments.”

Dean grimaced. “Do you think FG is in league with Hybrid?”

“Doubt it,” said Arachnid. “Most likely, Hybrid is sneaking whatever medical supplies he needs from them when they aren’t paying attention. In any case, the only way to know for sure is to head out there and look for ourselves.”

“How are we going to do that?” asked Dean.

Arachnid scratched his chin. “My original plan was to ask you to take me into the hospital, because I knew your girlfriend was there, even if I didn’t know it was Jennie. From there, I would find a way into the basement of the hospital myself and then see if Hybrid and the supermice were down there.”

Dean frowned apologetically. “I guess you can’t do that anymore now, huh?”

“Not if you’re a criminal wanted by the government,” said Arachnid. He grinned. “Admittedly, I’ve always wanted to knock those high-and-mighty G-Men agents down a peg. I just never had the guts to do it myself, so I can respect what you did. Even if it got you into trouble.”

A sheepish smile appeared on Dean’s face. “It really wasn’t that cool, but—”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Arachnid with a dismissive wave. “What we need is to figure out how to get into the hospital without anyone noticing me.”

“You?” said Dean. “What about me? And what about the police?”

Arachnid sighed. “I don’t need the police’s help in apprehending Hybrid. The police can help afterward. As for you, stay here until I find Hybrid and the supermice. Then I’ll go to the hospital by myself and find Hybrid. Once I capture Hybrid and return the supermice to the university, I’ll prove to Inkblot that you had nothing to do with the theft and she’ll get off your tail. How does that sound?”

Dean rubbed his right arm. “I don’t like the sound of just sitting back and letting you do all the work. I want to help catch Hybrid and save the supermice, too.”

Arachnid shook his head rapidly. “No way. Bad enough you assaulted a G-Man agent. You come with me to take on Hybrid, you’ll just get yourself killed.”

Dean gestured at the gun on the floor. “But I could bring Inkblot’s gun.”

“Which you clearly do not know how to use,” Arachnid interrupted. “I usually try to avoid taking normals with me on most missions, especially normals who don’t know how to fight and are as liable to shoot themselves as they are to shoot the bad guys.”

Dean gulped. “But—”

“Why are you so insistent on putting your life in danger, anyway?” Arachnid interrupted. He poked Dean in the chest with one finger. “You don’t strike me as the risk-taking type. You’re more like a book nerd. No offense.”

Dean’s hands shook. “It’s because of Jennie. She’s dying from Hernandez’s Disease. The Supermice Project is meant to help us discover a cure for Hernandez’s Disease. If the Project gets shut down, then Jennie … she’ll die.”

Dean felt tears forming in his eyes as he spoke, but he didn’t care. He was just so afraid for Jennie’s life that he couldn’t be bothered to pretend like he was stronger than he was.

And I fully expect Arachnid to mock me for it, Dean thought, sniffling. Which maybe I deserve, but I don’t care. I just want to save Jennie.

To Dean’s surprise, however, Arachnid’s expression softened. He rested a reassuring hand on Dean’s shoulder. “Why didn’t you just say so in the first place? I’m a superhero. I understand wanting to save the life of someone you love.”

Dean sniffled and looked Arachnid in the eyes. “You do?”

Arachnid nodded for the third time. “I do. It’s probably the most common reason why so many supers become heroes. To protect and save the lives of our loved ones. It’s a noble motive, to be sure.”

But then Arachnid took his hand off of Dean’s shoulder. “Still, noble motives aren’t enough to keep you alive. Until I can get the government off your back, it would be best for you to stay here. I can guarantee that Inkblot doesn’t know you’re here and neither does anyone else. With luck, you’ll be able to go back to your apartment before the end of the day. How does that sound?”

Dean sniffled again. He was disappointed that Arachnid was not letting him go with him, but decided that Arachnid had a point. Dean had specifically chosen the Caves because of their obscurity. And it sounded like Arachnid was going to clear his name for him, anyway.

So Dean nodded once and said, “Okay, Arachnid. I can wait here.”

Arachnid patted Dean on the shoulder again, this time in a far more friendly gesture. “Good. Sometimes, the most heroic thing you can do for someone is to stay right where you are.”

Dean nodded again. “Yeah, I guess.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Before Arachnid left, he traded phone numbers with Dean. He told Dean to give him a call in case something happened and promised to call Dean in case he ran into any troubles or needed help. Based on Arachnid’s tone, however, Arachnid spoke of needing Dean’s help like it was about as likely as pigs flying. That made Dean feel a little hurt, but he did feel safer now that he had Arachnid’s number and someone he could trust, even if that person was going away.

When Arachnid left, Dean sat back down against the wall of the Caves. Arachnid had snapped Dean’s handcuffs before he left, although he was unable to remove the cuffs themselves. Dean did not mind so much. He was glad to have full range of movement in both of his arms again, which he took advantage of to pick up the fallen gun and start wiping Arachnid’s webbing off of the trigger, though carefully to avoid accidentally pulling the trigger again.

As Dean cleaned his gun, he didn’t quite know how to feel.

On one hand, Dean was happy that he had someone he could trust now. Someone who knew he was innocent and was actively working to clear his name. That that person happened to be Arachnid, of all people, was unexpected, but nice. Dean still had a great deal of respect for supers, so having a superhero ally who wanted to help him was great.

On the other hand, this same super friend had also given Dean the same advice he’d given him earlier: Stay put, don’t go anywhere, don’t do anything, and, by implication, don’t be a hero.

Which I am decidedly not, Dean told himself as he wiped away the last of the webbing, rubbing his hand against the surface of the stone wall to get the residual sticky stuff off his fingers. Arachnid proved that. He disabled my gun and knocked me down with one punch. If I tried to punch him, I’d probably just hurt my hand.

Even so, Dean wished he had come up with an argument to convince Arachnid to let him come with him. Perhaps Dean was being irrational, but he still saw this whole situation as his fault, even if he was not actually Hybrid’s accomplice.

There’s got to be something I can do, Dean thought, even if I can’t put on a costume and run around fighting supervillains like Arachnid.

But there really was nothing that Dean could do. He just sat there in the cave, his gun at his side, listening to the crashing of the Norman Falls outside the cave. He sat in silence for a few hours, mostly thinking about Jennie and all the good times he used to have with her. He also thought about Father, who he was tempted to call and assure him that he was okay, but he didn’t. Dean didn’t even use his phone to browse the Internet. He wanted to make sure that he didn’t miss Arachnid’s phone call, especially since he didn’t know when Arachnid would call him.

It was hard to sit there and wait in the cold, however. As much as Dean enjoyed thinking about Jennie, all it did was remind him about how useless he was to save her, much less help her, at the moment. He hoped that Hybrid was leaving Jennie and the other hospital patients alone and was glad that Hybrid did not know that Jennie was his girlfriend.

Or that I have a girlfriend at all, for that matter, Dean thought, idly making circles in the mud at his feet with the tip of his shoe. If Hybrid was my partner-in-crime, he would definitely know about Jennie. Although that still doesn’t mean that she’s safe.

Dean started glancing at his phone at around the two-hour mark. He wondered what was taking Arachnid so long to call.

Fallsville General was only about half an hour away from Norman Falls. Dean was under the impression that Arachnid would not have much trouble getting inside the old hospital, and from there, Dean assumed that Arachnid would not waste much time in finding the secret entrances to the abandoned tunnels underneath the hospital.

So why hasn’t he called me yet, if that’s the case? Dean thought. Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe he’s busy arresting Hybrid and handing him over to the police. I imagine there’s probably some paperwork involved, which can take a lot of time, and then there’s convincing Inkblot that I’m not—

Dean’s thoughts were interrupted by a loud vibrating noise coming from his phone. Looking down at his phone, Dean felt a thrill of excitement run up his spine when he saw Arachnid’s name above the number on the screen.

Hastily snatching his phone off the ground and pressing ‘ANSWER,’ Dean held the phone up to his ear and said, “Arachnid! So glad you finally called. How did it go? Did you find Hybrid? Did you save the supermice?”

Oddly, there was no answer at first, making Dean wonder if maybe the Norman Falls or the Caves were somehow messing with his reception.

But then a voice that was even slimier than the cave floor and scarier than any Native American ghosts said, “Arachnid is currently indisposed. But I can take a message for him, if you’d like.”

Dean felt his heart freeze with fear. “Hybrid.”

“That’s right,” came Hybrid’s sneering voice over the speaker of Dean’s phone. “You sound happy to hear me.”

“What did you do with Arachnid?” asked Dean. “How did you get his phone?”

Hybrid’s voice became even smugger as he spoke. “I already told you. Arachnid is indisposed.”

“You didn’t—”

“He’s still alive, don’t worry,” said Hybrid, “although I cannot guarantee he’ll be alive for much longer. Not unless you come for a visit.”

Dean gulped. “Me? Why me?”

“Because I miss you oh so much, my scientist friend,” said Hybrid. “No, if you really wish to know why, then go to the Fallsville General Hospital. Once you pull into the parking lot, give this number another call. Oh, and please don’t call the police or any other superheroes unless you want Arachnid and your girlfriend to die. I just want to see you.”

Before Dean could ask Hybrid anything else, the call ended.

Yet Dean did not lower his phone from his ear. He just stared at the blank stone wall on the other side of the cave, his mind once again frozen with fear, barely able to process what he just heard.

Arachnid was down. Maybe not dead, but good as. It sounded like Hybrid had somehow captured Arachnid and was holding him captive. Dean could not even begin to imagine why Hybrid wanted to see him of all people. Why not just kill Arachnid and be done with it? Did he just want to tie up some loose ends? Or did he have another reason for summoning Dean to his lair? And how did he know about Jennie?

Dean wished he could find out the answers to all those questions without having to leave the safety of his cave. Unfortunately, that was not a realistic option.

Nor could he call for help, either. Aside from Hybrid’s blatant threat against Jennie and Arachnid’s lives, Dean himself was still very much a wanted criminal. With a warrant out for his arrest, calling the police for help would be a bit like the three little piggies calling the big bad wolf for help.

It means I will have to go, Dean thought, finally lowering his phone by his side. By myself.

With a gulp, Dean stood up and turned to face the open cave mouth, watching as hundreds of gallons of white water crashed down in front of it. He tried to think of some other way to stop Hybrid, but he couldn’t.

Dean shook his head and balled his free hand into a right fist. Isn’t this what you wanted, Dean? You said you wanted to go with Arachnid and save the supermice from Hybrid. So why are you chickening out all of a sudden?

Of course, that was the catch: With Arachnid, a strong, experienced superhero who had already defeated Hybrid once before.

Some good that experience did him this time, though, Dean thought, glancing at his phone. If even a superhero as experienced and powerful as Arachnid could not defeat Hybrid, how could I stop him? I’m basically walking into the belly of the beast at this point.

Dean almost considered calling Hybrid back and telling him to stuff it, but then Dean remembered that Arachnid had not been the only person who Hybrid had mentioned. He had also specifically mentioned Jennie, which meant that Hybrid knew that Dean had a girlfriend and that she was currently staying in Fallsville General.

He threatened Jennie’s life, Dean thought, in more ways than one if you think about it. First he stole the supermice that would have helped us discover a cure for Jennie’s condition. And then he directly threatened her life to me on the phone.

Suddenly, all of Dean’s fear and uncertainty vanished. It was eclipsed by anger rising in his soul.

Hybrid had threatened Jennie. Jennie. The love of his life. The woman who Dean would someday spend the rest of his life with. What sort of man would Dean be if he just hid in his cave and let some monster like Hybrid put the life of his woman in danger?

Dean shook his head one last time, picked up the gun, and stuffed it and his phone into his pockets, though not before texting this simple message to Hybrid:

I’m coming.


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

The drive to Fallsville General was one that Dean had done a thousand times over the last six months. It was a route he knew by heart by now. He could have done it with a blindfold on, that was how familiar he was with it. And Dean wasn’t very good with directions in general, so that was saying something.

Even so, Dean felt a rising tension up his spine as he drove through the after-work rush hour traffic that characterized the roads of Fallsville on a workday afternoon. His car, which was scratched up from driving through the secret road to the Norman Caves, wove in and out of traffic seemingly of its own accord as Dean fell back on his instinctive knowledge of the road leading to Fallsville General.

That left Dean’s mind free to think about his coming confrontation with Hybrid. He had no idea what to expect. Although Maul, Hybrid’s pet monster, had been taken into police custody, that did not mean Hybrid did not have some other genetically-altered beast at his command. For all he knew, Hybrid might have something even worse than Maul, although that was difficult for Dean to imagine because Maul had been something almost literally from Dean’s nightmares.

Dean was not very afraid of getting spotted by the police. Aside from the fact that his scratched-up car was still partially-covered in leaves, Dean had put on a spare baseball cap and sunglasses he’d found in the trunk of his car before leaving, along with wearing a surgical face mask and lab coat. Dean’s plan for getting into the hospital was to make himself look like a doctor and hope that none of the staff or employees working there would realize he was not supposed to be there. He also hoped it would fool the police, should he be unlucky enough to run into any of them.

And as it turned out, Dean was very unlucky. As he pulled into the Fallsville General parking lot, Dean spotted red and blue flashes of light near the entrance at the front of the old building. Lowering down in his seat as much as he could without looking suspicious, Dean parked his car near the far end of the parking lot. He then peered over the top of his steering wheel at the lights.

Two police cruisers and around half a dozen armed police officers stood in front of Fallsville General. The police chief, who Dean recognized from being interrogated by the police earlier, stood with his hands on his belt, talking with a wispy-haired, old man in scrubs who Dean recognized as the head doctor of Fallsville General, Dr. Huey. It was a little hard to tell, but Dr. Huey wore a distressed and slightly puzzled look on his face and kept gesturing toward the hospital with his hands animatedly, while Police Chief Richards would nod every now and then. Another officer stood nearby, jotting down notes on his smartphone, occasionally pausing to ask Dr. Huey a question.

Crap, Dean thought, sinking even lower into his seat, hoping that none of the police officers had noticed his dirty car drive up. There goes my plan to sneak in unnoticed. If the police notice me walk up, they’ll start asking questions I won’t be able to answer. What am I supposed to—

A knock on his driver’s side window made Dean nearly jump out of his seat. Gripping his steering wheel hard enough to make his knuckles white, Dean looked out the window and saw two familiar faces smiling at him.

They were John and Cleo. John wore his typical goofy grin that showed all of his teeth, while Cleo displayed her more usual reserved smile that barely showed anything in her mouth.

“Dr. Hernandez?” said Cleo, her voice slightly muted by the window. “Dr. Hernandez, is that you?”

Cleo’s voice snapping him out of his shock, Dean rolled down the window and hissed, “How did you recognize me? I’m in disguise.”

“Everyone knows what your car looks like, doc,” said John. He glanced at a particularly thick scratch on the hood. “Paint job could use some work, though.”

Dean bit his lower lip, but said, in a furious whisper, “What are you two doing here, anyway? Shouldn’t you be at the lab taking care of the animals?”

“You mean the supermice that got stolen?” said Cleo. “Dr. Hernandez—your dad, I mean—sent everyone associated with the Supermice Project home.”

“But then we thought, why not go find Dean and see if he wants to go out for lunch?” said John. “Figured you were probably bummed about losing the supermice and we decided going out for ice cream might make you feel better, seeing as we all know how much you love ice cream.”

“We tried calling you, but you wouldn’t answer your phone for some reason,” Cleo continued. She gestured at the hospital. “So we assumed you were probably visiting your girlfriend in the hospital and decided to surprise you and Jennie with some ice cream we picked up on the way.”

“Better hurry,” said John, glancing over his shoulder, “because the ice cream’s gonna melt if we don’t eat it soon.”

“What kind of ice cream did you—” Dean shook his head and made an exasperated sound. “Never mind. I’m not here for ice cream. I’m here to—”

“Find Hybrid?” Cleo finished for him.

Dean stared at her in shock. “You know Hybrid is here?”

John nodded. “Yeah. We ran into that spider guy, Arachnid, who told us to get you in case he didn’t come back out. We tried to offer him ice cream, too, but he wouldn’t take it.”

Dean blinked. That seemed like the weirdest coincidence ever, but he supposed that reality really was stranger than fiction at times. “So you two have just been waiting for me to show up the entire time?”

“Pretty much,” said Cleo. She pointed at the entrance to the hospital, where the police were still speaking with Dr. Huey. “We thought Arachnid called the police for backup, but apparently someone actually made a bomb threat to the hospital and the police are investigating it.”

Dean tilted his head to the side. He doubted Hybrid would call in a bomb threat to the hospital and risk having his secret base discovered by the police.

Another weird coincidence in a day full of them, Dean thought. At least Inkblot isn’t here. Otherwise, things would get awkward real fast.

“All right,” said Dean. He glanced at the police again before speaking to John and Cleo. “I’m here because Arachnid needs my help. My help. Not the police’s. We can’t involve the police in this. Got it?”

To his surprise, both John and Cleo nodded in understanding.

“Sure,” said John. “What do you need us to do?”

Dean gestured at the hospital. “I need to find a way to get into the hospital, where Hybrid is, without the police noticing. Can you do that?”

“Sure,” said Cleo without missing a beat. “Arachnid actually showed us a secret entrance on the east side of the hospital where no one can see us, though it’s easy to find once you know where it is.”

Dean couldn’t believe his luck. “Great. Then show me the way there. We don’t have much time.”

Dean climbed out of his car and followed John and Cleo across the parking lot to the eastern side of the hospital. He walked as casually as he could so the police wouldn’t think he was trying to do something he shouldn’t, but his nerves remained tight until they eventually turned a corner around the main hospital and found themselves on the east side. The hospital itself blocked their view of the entrance and the parking lot, meaning that the police wouldn’t be able to see them at all.

“Where’s this secret entrance you guys were telling me about?” said Dean, looking at John and Cleo.

John walked over to a clump of thick bushes growing against the side of the hospital and, with some effort, pushed them aside. A single metal door, slightly rusted from lack of use, was built into the side of the building. An old, rusted chain lay at its feet, which Dean assumed had been the chain that kept it locked. Most likely, Hybrid had broken it when he first made his base underneath the hospital.

“This is the door Arachnid showed us,” said John, patting the metallic door with his hand. “We saw him go inside, which was the last time we saw him.”

Dean nodded. He walked over to the door and put his hand on the cold, rusty handle before stopping and looking over his shoulder at John and Cleo. “Um, you guys should probably stay here. I have no idea what happened to Arachnid or what sort of traps Hybrid might have in store for us. Plus, this way you guys can get the police in case anything happens to me or I don’t … I don’t …”

Dean didn’t even want to finish the sentence, despite knowing full well what he was getting into.

Yet he didn’t have to, because John reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. “You don’t have to go alone, ‘cause we’re coming with.”

“What?” said Dean, looking from John to Cleo and back again. “Why? Don’t you guys realize how dangerous this is?”

“Which is exactly why you need our help,” said Cleo. She flexed her lithe muscles. “Besides, we’re not entirely helpless. I do martial arts as a hobby, while John was into wrestling back in high school. We can take care of ourselves.”

Dean pursed his lips. It was one thing to confront Hybrid by himself. In that scenario, he was simply putting his own life at risk, which he didn’t mind doing. Taking John and Cleo with him, however, would put the lives of other people at risk. He had no way of protecting them or keeping them safe from Hybrid and whatever genetic monstrosities that might be lurking down there.

Even so, Dean could tell that neither John nor Cleo were going to take no for an answer. They both looked at him with determined expressions, plus Dean had never been good at bossing either of them around anyway.

So Dean nodded. “All right. You can come. But I don’t know if I can keep either of you safe.”

John cracked his knuckles. “Like Cleo said, we can take care of ourselves. You just worry about yourself.”

Dean pursed his lips, but nodded again. He turned to the door again and, grabbing the handle firmly, pulled it open.

The door’s hinges squeaked loudly as Dean pulled it open, but apparently not loudly enough to alert the cops because no police officers came rushing around the corner of the building to investigate the noise.

Perhaps that should have made Dean feel better. He was, after all, still on the run from the law for a crime he didn’t commit. Avoiding the police—at least until he could rescue Arachnid and the supermice—was a smart move.

But when Dean looked down into the dark, seemingly bottomless concrete steps and smelled the dank stench of moss and water damage below, Dean wondered if maybe he would be safer in jail than going down there to confront a murderous mad scientist.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

The stairs were not quite as bottomless as they appeared. After walking for about a minute, Dean—who was in the lead of their small group—reached what may have either been the floor or maybe some kind of plateau in the staircase. It was hard to tell due to how dark the place was. It was nearly pitch-black, not helped by the fact that they had closed the door behind them on their way in so no one would accidentally find the entrance.

Although it also means we can’t make a quick escape if we need to, Dean thought with a gulp. We’re not quite trapped but close to it.

A brilliant light flashed on to his left, causing Dean to look and see John holding a thick, heavy-looking flashlight in his hands.

“Probably should have used this sooner,” said John, the beam from the flashlight casting odd shadows on his young features. “Doesn’t look like this place has power.”

Dean heard a soft flick to his right and then Cleo’s soft voice said, “You’re right. Light switches don’t work.”

“These tunnels were abandoned by the construction company that built the hospital, right?” said Dean, nervously adjusting the collar of his shirt. He’d ditched the sunglasses and hat back on the surface, having hidden them among the bushes against the side of the hospital. “Maybe they never finished hooking up these tunnels to the hospital’s electric system.”

“Sounds about right,” said John. He flicked the flashlight this way and that, interest in his eyes. “Pretty spooky either way, though, ain’t it?”

‘Spooky’ was about right by Dean’s estimation. John’s flashlight revealed a long, simple featureless concrete hallway that went down for a long way before stopping at a fork. Six unmarked metal doors stood on either side of the hall, three on each side. These doors were locked with old metal chains just like the door on the surface had been, making Dean doubt that Hybrid or Arachnid would be found in any of them, though he rested a hand on the gun in his pocket anyway for safety.

Thick cobwebs—probably not created by Arachnid—hung in the corners of the ceiling. A cockroach scurried across the floor in front of them, disappearing underneath the middle door on the left side. The air was damp and dank, making Dean wrinkle his nose to keep from sneezing.

Cleo shuddered. “Ugh. Cockroaches. Why did it have to be cockroaches? So disgusting.”

“They’re just bugs, Cleo,” said John. “Besides, it’s not like Hybrid created giant mutant cockroaches, right?”

Dean held up a finger to his lips. “Shhh! Don’t jinx us. We’re dealing with a literal mad scientist here. I would put nothing past him.”

John shrugged. “I don’t see any mad scientists around here, although I’m sure he’s somewhere near—”

The sound of thick claws scraping against concrete could suddenly be heard. A click-clack sound, like claws scraping against concrete, came from the fork up ahead.

Dean immediately drew his gun and aimed it at the end of the hallway, while John pointed the flashlight at the fork to give Dean light and Cleo raised her crowbar above her head. The three of them waited anxiously, watching the fork, listening as the click-clack sound drew closer and closer every second.

A moment later, a small, furry creature that looked like a house cat suddenly appeared in their view. In fact, for a moment, Dean almost thought it was a cat based on the way it slinked into view, but when it stopped and looked at Dean, John, and Cleo, Dean felt his stomach wrench and he instantly knew that it was not a cat.

The furry creature was stick-thin, with patches of fur missing, especially on its tail. The bits of skin that were visible were as white as a corpse, with what appeared to be bruises and pimples mottling its surface. Its eyes looked a little too big in its head, especially when John’s flashlight reflected in its pupils. A low growl that reminded Dean more of a dog than a cat emitted from its throat and it scratched at the floor with distorted-looking claws attached to thick, almost comically-oversized paws. A stench of mud and blood entered Dean’s nostrils, which seemed to be coming from the creature.

“What is that thing?” Cleo hissed. She moved behind Dean slightly. “I don’t like it. You guys kill it.”

Dean looked over his shoulder at Cleo in disbelief. “Weren’t you the one saying that you studied martial arts?”

“Yeah, but that was before I knew you had a gun,” said Cleo, pointing at Dean’s gun. “Plus, there’s no telling what sort of germs that thing might have on it.”

Dean shook his head before returning his attention to the cat-like creature. It stared at them for a moment before darting back the way it came without making a noise.

“Huh?” said John, tilting his head to the side. “Why’d it run away? Is it afraid of us?”

Dean opened his mouth to express his own confusion on the matter, but then the creature darted back out into the light and began pacing back and forth. It kept giving Dean knowing, impatient looks, as if it was trying to say, Come on. We don’t have all day.

Suddenly understanding what the creature was trying to communicate, Dean lowered his gun and said, “I think the cat wants us to follow it.”

“Follow it?” Cleo repeated. “Where? Into a trap?”

“Probably,” Dean said with a shrug, “but it’s not like we have much of a choice. That thing is probably another one of Hybrid’s creations. It might lead us straight to him.” Dean looked over his shoulder at John and Cleo again. “Unless you two just want to wander this dark maze for hours until we run into Hybrid, that is.”

John and Cleo exchanged nervous looks but then nodded. Dean gave them a nod in return and turned his attention back to the cat creature just as it vanished around the corner again. “All right. Let’s see where this thing wants us to go.”

Dean led the way, moving a bit slower than normal just in case it was a trap. John’s flashlight beamed out from his side, allowing him to see everything before him as they walked. Up ahead, Dean could hear the tell-tale click-clack of the creature’s claws against the concrete floor as it went deeper and deeper into the maze.

Although it turned out to be less of a maze than Dean expected. After walking for about five minutes, following the trail of the creature by the sound of its clicking claws, Dean, John, and Cleo emerged into a room that was much more wide-open than the hallway had been, although it still wasn’t very big. It was big enough, however, that John’s light only partially illuminated it, revealing a large chunk of the room but leaving other portions in shadows.

Based on what little Dean could see of the room, he assumed it must have been planned to be a surgery room. There was a table in the middle of the room that was obviously where patients were supposed to lie during surgery, with a defunct light hanging above it. A small table covered in surgical tools stood to the right of the table, though the tools were quite dusty perhaps because no one had used them in years.

What really caught Dean’s attention, however, was the incessant squeaking noises that filled his ears the moment they entered the room. The squeaking noises startled him, John, and Cleo, almost making John drop his flashlight before he turned it in the direction from which the squeaks came from.

The red eyes of about 50 supermice reflected the light from John’s flashlight. About sixteen metal cages were stacked against one wall, each one full of squeaking, running mice. Many of the supermice stood on their hind legs, leaning on the bars of their cages with their forelegs, while others ran around in circles in their cages or fought each other over food.

“The supermice!” Dean said. He immediately rushed over to the cages and put his hand on them, ignoring John and Cleo.

Dean looked the cages up and down. Most of the supermice looked unharmed as far as he could tell, although a few appeared to have injuries that he didn’t remember seeing on them before. He did spot Barbara, Diana, and Bruce, however, who, he was pleased to see, were asleep. Barbara, however, opened her beady little eyes when Dean walked up and, looking up at him, began moving. Barbara started flying around the cage, while Diana and Bruce roused from their slumber and looked up at Dean with slightly puzzled expressions.

Dean smiled in relief at the supermice. “Hey, guys. I’m here to take you home.”

“Unfortunately, Dean Hernandez, no one is going home today,” said the malicious, buzzing voice of Hybrid. “Especially not you.”

Dean heard a slam and looked back toward the entryway that he, John, and Cleo had used to enter. The doors had somehow closed by themselves, evidenced by the way John and Cleo had clearly jumped a few feet from them and wore alarmed expressions on their faces.

Fear and adrenaline pumped through Dean’s body as he raised his gun and wildly aimed it everywhere, shouting, “H-Hybrid! Show yourself, you coward!”

Hybrid’s harsh laughter echoed from the shadows. “Careful. Otherwise, you might shoot your eye out.”

Blinding fluorescent lights suddenly flashed on the ceiling overhead. Dean instinctively raised his hand over his eyes to protect them, which he instantly knew was a mistake. For all he knew, Hybrid might have blinded him precisely so he could attack Dean without having to worry about getting shot. It bothered Dean the second he realized that and he expected to feel one of Hybrid’s fists crashing into his stomach any second now.

But no fists came crashing into Dean’s stomach or face. Nothing happened at all, in fact.

Dean lowered his hand, blinked a couple of times to let his eyes adjust to the change in lighting, and then gazed upon a scene straight out of a horror movie.

Hybrid stood on the other side of the surgery room, which was even bigger than Dean had thought. He stood next to another surgical table and lying upon this one was a barely-conscious Arachnid, whose mask had been ripped off his face, revealing his sharp chin and slightly round cheeks. A trickle of blood ran down the side of Arachnid’s face and he moaned and blinked several times at the bright light directly overhead.

The reason why Arachnid did not move immediately was obvious: Thick blue glue covered his arms, legs, and body. Dean knew from experience just how hard and thick blue glue could get and it looked like Hybrid had used even more blue glue on Arachnid than he had on Dean. A clear glass bottle containing the red dissolving solution that Arachnid had used to free Dean stood on a counter behind Hybrid, right next to an empty sink and a bunch of test tubes containing a variety of strangely-colored chemicals.

The bizarre cat-like creature that had led Dean and the others to the surgery room quickly crawled up Hybrid’s body until it perched itself on his right shoulder. Hybrid raised a hand and began scratching the creature on the top of the head, causing it to close its eyes in pleasure and make a weird purring noise that sounded more like a choking dog mixed with a backfiring car engine.

“Greetings, Dean Hernandez,” said Hybrid. He spread his free hand. “Welcome to my laboratory.”

Dean raised his gun and pointed it at Hybrid. His finger rested on the trigger, but he didn’t depress it. “L-Let Arachnid go right now, Hybrid, or I’ll shoot.”

Hybrid regarded Dean with cold eyes. “You won’t be shooting me, I’m afraid.”

“W-Why not?” said Dean. “It’s true that I’ve never shot another human before, but you’re hardly human at this point, so—”

Something solid struck Dean on the wrist holding his gun. Crying out in pain, Dean dropped his gun and clutched his wrist, though not before two strong arms wrapped around his shoulders and pulled. Dean’s shoulders screamed with pain from the strain that was being put on them, making Dean feel like his arms were about to pop out of their sockets.

“What?” said Dean, trying to look over his shoulder, but his assailant’s position made it hard to do that. “Who—?”

He heard movement before him and turned his attention to the spot immediately before him.

Cleo stood there, having picked up Dean’s gun, although she was not aiming it at him. She just wore an apologetic look on her face. “Sorry, Dean. We didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“Yeah, man,” came John’s voice behind Dean, which was when he realized that John was the one holding him. “We really did want to help you.”

Dean’s jaw fell open as he realized what Cleo meant. “No … it can’t be …”

“It’s true,” said Hybrid, his triumphant voice echoing in the room. “John and Cleo have been my accomplices this whole time, not you.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Dean probably would have fallen over from the shock of the revelation if John had not been holding him. As it was, Dean just kind of sagged forward, his eyes fixed on Cleo, his ears still unable to believe what they’d just heard.

“Impossible,” said Dean. “You guys can’t be Hybrid’s accomplices. It … it doesn’t make any sense.”

Cleo bit her lower lip and looked at her feet. “Sorry, Dean, but it’s the truth. Like John said, we never really wanted to hurt you. It just sort of … happened.”

Hybrid suddenly appeared beside Cleo, his cat-like creature still sitting on his shoulder. Dean got one big whiff of Hybrid’s rotting flesh and nearly lost consciousness again.

Hybrid put a hand huge, misshapen hand on Cleo’s shoulder, causing her to shudder at his touch. “No need to apologize to the enemy, my dear. If he’d known that you and John here were responsible for framing him, he most certainly would have reported you to the police and therefore ruin your lives forever.”

Dean gaped. “You guys slipped the Teleportation Disk that Hybrid used to break into the lab into the pocket of my lab coat.”

“Technically, I was the one who slipped it into your pocket last night,” said John. “Cleo just used her charms to distract you so you wouldn’t notice. We even put the tranquilizer gun in the storage closet ‘cause we thought Hybrid might need it to take you down.”

Dean gulped. He should have known that Cleo had seemed too interested in his views on neogenetics last night. He exhaled, having not realized that he hadn’t been breathing since the revelation. “How long—?”

“A couple of months,” said Hybrid. He glanced at Cleo, who looked supremely uncomfortable by his touch. “Since I first came here and made this my base of operations.”

Dean’s eyes widened. “You’ve been here for two months?”

Hybrid nodded. “Naturally. It takes time to plan a theft like this. Well, I suppose it wasn’t exactly like robbing a high-security bank, but it still required some forethought on my part. Forethought, I am pleased to see, that has finally paid off.”

Dean looked at Cleo and tried to glance at John over his shoulder. “Why? Why are you two working for him?”

Cleo’s shoulders slumped. “He told us that if we didn’t help him, he’d kill us and our families.”

Hybrid nodded again. “See, I knew these two would make fine assistants after seeing how quickly they fell in line after I started threatening them. Finding good science assistants is so hard these days. They even helped me lure Arachnid down here, although I had to do the bulk of the work to actually catch him.”

It all suddenly made sense to Dean now. Why John and Cleo had actually been at the hospital. Why they had recognized him. Why they had been so eager to join him in his confrontation with Hybrid.

All this time, they weren’t trying to help me, Dean thought. They were trying to help Hybrid.

“We even called the police to the hospital, just to throw them off our trail,” said John. “Which I feel really bad about, but—”

“But you did well,” Hybrid interrupted. “Honestly, you two should be proud of yourselves for being such helpful techs. I would tell your boss to give you a raise, but I’m not sure your boss would be terribly interested in hearing my opinion.”

“So Veronica wasn’t the one who set me up,” said Dean. “It was you two.”

“Veronica would never do something like this,” said Cleo quietly. “She might be overbearing and bossy at times, but I know she’d never intentionally put the lives of any animals at risk.”

“Yes, I determined she would be too hard to blackmail into helping me,” said Hybrid. He patted Cleo on the shoulder again. “But two fresh-faced young college interns … yes, they were the perfect  pawns, if you catch my drift.”

Dean did, and he hated it. He felt horribly betrayed by John and Cleo, but he could tell that neither of them were happy about the role they played in Hybrid’s plans. Cleo looked genuinely apologetic, while he could sense John behind him felt similarly.

Then Hybrid knelt until he was eye level with Dean, the stench of his body unavoidable now, and said, “And now, I finally have you where I want you.”

Trembling, Dean looked into Hybrid’s inhuman eyes, trying not to look afraid but likely failing miserably. “Why? What do you want with me?”

Hybrid pursed his lips. He reached over and tapped Dean on the side of the head. “It’s not ‘you’ I want so much as it is the knowledge in your head. Even though you’re practically a baby, you have already displayed amazing scientific skill and knowledge. You are the one who discovered the cure for the deadly Neo-Plague when the world’s best scientists failed. Even your own father, a brilliant scientist in his own right, is becoming eclipsed by your sheer knowledge and skill.”

Dean gulped. “I-I see. I know what you want now.”

Hybrid tilted his head to the side, a curious glint in his eyes. “Oh, really, now? What do you think I want?”

Dean gestured at the supermice cages behind him with his head. “You want me to use my scientific knowledge to help you make more of those Maul-like beasts. You want to use the supermice as the basis for those monsters. Maybe you want to raise an army of superpowered animals for yourself to take over the world or something like that. You are a supervillain, after all. That’s the sort of thing your kind does.”

A look of genuine disappointment appeared on Hybrid’s distorted features. A soft sigh escaped Hybrid’s lips and he said, “Perhaps I overestimated your intelligence.”

“What?” said Dean. “Did I get it wrong? What’s wrong with my theory? It makes sense.”

Hybrid shook his head. “For one, I’m not a supervillain. I was not born with powers like Arachnid over there. True, I did take up an alias, but only because others forced it on me. Truthfully, I still think of myself as Harold Shannon, an intelligent, curious young associate professor who was fascinated by alien life.”

Hybrid stood upright and folded his arms behind his back. “And for two, because I am not a supervillain, I have little interest in raising up an army of super-beasts to take over the world. I’m not like Tsunami or some other overly-ambitious supervillain. I mean, just look at me and my lab. Does this look like the sort of place where a proper would-be world conqueror would raise up an army? Does this look like the lair of a mad scientist with dreams of ruling the whole planet with an iron fist?”

Dean licked his lips uncertainly and looked around at the dim, bare room in which they stood. “When you put it that way, it does sound like rather silly.”

“Even worse, it is incorrect.” Hybrid turned around and walked toward the empty surgical table in the middle of the room, which he stopped in front of. “I have no grand plans for world domination. Not when I don’t even know if I will live to see another day at this point.”

Dean gritted his teeth. “Worried that a superhero or the government will kill you? Smart.”

Hybrid shook his head without looking at Dean. “No. It’s a possibility, for sure, seeing as I am a wanted criminal. In some ways, it would almost be a blessing to have a man in black blow my brains out. At least then my suffering would cease.”

Dean pursed his lips. “Are you in pain or something? I don’t understand.”

“Pain …” Hybrid’s voice trailed off. “If it was only pain, none of this would have ever happened. My life—and yours—would look very different.”

Hybrid turned around to face Dean again. His huge, yellow eyes were even bigger than normal, his mouth stuck in a lopsided frown. He coughed once or twice into his hand before locking eyes with Dean. “I’m dying, Dean … and the supermice are my only hope of salvation.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Hybrid spoke those last few words with powerful conviction. He sounded like he was letting Dean in on his darkest secret. It was like Hybrid had given Dean a glimpse into his soul, and Dean was not sure he liked it.

His shoulders starting to feel numb from John’s hold on his body, Dean nonetheless said, “You’re dying? Of what?”

Hybrid put a hand on the surface of his domed glass helmet as if he was trying to touch his face. “My own mistakes. Errors compounded by errors, multiplied over decades of lack of research and understanding. When my old biology professor told me that my scientific experiments would kill me one day, I didn’t think he was being quite so literal.”

“I-I don’t understand,” said Dean. “What experiments? What mistakes?”

Hybrid lowered his hand to his side. “Tell me, Dean, you know my origin, correct? How I turned myself into a human/Pokacu hybrid in order to understand Pokacu biology better?”

Dean set his lips in a line. “I heard you tricked innocent college students into being your guinea pigs, but yes, I also heard you experimented on yourself.”

Hybrid put a hand on his chest. “Sometimes, I wish I’d only experimented on idiotic college students. I was too young back then. Too idealistic. I believed that science could solve any problem, answer any question. I believed that science could even unlock the biology of life from other worlds … and use that knowledge to elevate humans to another level of evolution entirely.”

Hybrid raised his arm cannon. “The Pokacu were a powerful race of aliens, with advanced technology beyond anything that we humans, who up to that point had only put a man on the moon once, could dream of. Most governments in the world at the time were interested in taking and studying their advanced technology, which has fueled much of our modern jump in tech. But I, and I alone, it seemed, sought to understand the Pokacu themselves. How their bodies worked, what their flesh was made of, in what ways were they similar to Earth lifeforms and in what ways were they not … I wanted to know.

“But all in the service of humanity. I believed that we could biologically enhance humans. Specifically, norms like you and me, so we could be like the supers who naturally evolved among us.”

Dean pursed his lips. “Were you afraid of supers?”

Hybrid smiled. “More like inspired. At the time, supers, despite being a tiny percentage of the overall population, were our main form of defense against the Pokacu and, indeed, the reason they didn’t destroy us like they did so many other worlds. I thought that maybe I could make normals like us into something … stronger than supers. Perhaps even turn humanity into a race capable of ruling the cosmos itself.”

Hybrid laughed. It was a hollow sound, like a rattling tin cup, interrupted by the occasional cough. What looked like black blood leaked out of the corner of Hybrid’s mouth during his laughter, which made Dean even more uncomfortable than normal.

“Looking back, I can’t believe how idealistic and foolish I was,” said Hybrid. He shrugged. “But I suppose I can’t be too angry at my younger self. It isn’t like I could have looked into the future and seen the horror that I would become. Perhaps if I could, I would have saved my life far sooner.”

Hybrid suddenly grabbed the buttons on the front of his spacesuit and began unclasping them. He did it quickly, with practiced ease, until he undid the last button. He then pulled away the chest portion of his suit, revealing a sight that would live on in Dean’s nightmares for the rest of his presumably short life.

Hybrid’s chest and stomach could best be described as a morass of mottled, rotting flesh. An awful stench unlike anything Dean had ever smelled in his life wafted from Hybrid’s body, the stench so powerful that even John and Cleo seemed to struggle not to be overwhelmed by it. Dean’s eyes began watering, which made it harder for him to see Hybrid, but at this point, that was more of a blessing than a curse.

“For you see, Dean Hernandez,” said Hybrid, “I’m not merely dying. I’m rotting away, bit by painful bit.”

Fortunately, Hybrid closed the front of his suit and buttoned it up. The stench immediately died down, although the rotting stink still lingered in Dean’s nostrils.

Blinking the water out of his eyes, Dean said, “How are you even still alive at this point? You look like a walking corpse.”

Hybrid chuckled darkly. “I don’t even know myself. I discovered that Pokacu space suits constantly feed the user the nutrition their body needs, negating the need for food and water. Were I ever to remove this suit, I would die. Although at this point, it really is a question of when, not if.”

Hybrid looked at his hand. “Nor do I quite understand why I am rotting. I believe it is partly because I’ve never had access to proper medical and scientific equipment that would have allowed me to safely study the results of my experiment, but partly because I do not believe human flesh and Pokacu flesh were ever meant to be one. In my arrogant youth, I thought I was discovering a new frontier in science. I even called it xenogenetics, the study of alien life. I believed that experimenting on myself would open brand new vistas of scientific discovery and understanding.

“At first, my experiment seemed like a success. I was faster, stronger, and tougher than the average human. I took on three of the most famous and successful supers at the time and almost won. That I was able to go toe-to-toe with a superhero like Arachnid seemed like confirmation of my hypothesis, that xenogenetics could allow norms like us to become equal, if not superior, to our super brethren.

“But as the years went by, my body slowly but surely began to break down. It didn’t even have anything to do with the repeated beat downs I suffered from the various superheroes I’ve clashed with over the years. With limited understanding of how Pokacu and human biology interacted, with no access to medical and scientific equipment that might have saved me, I could only watch as, year after year, month after month, my body degenerated into the monstrosity you see before you today.”

Without warning, the third finger on Hybrid’s left hand fell onto the floor with a thud. The finger twitched for a second or two before going still, although it was enough to make Dean’s stomach churn and bile rise up in his throat.

Hybrid, however, appeared entirely unsurprised. He merely sighed and looked at Dean. “See? I’ll need to attach that finger again at some point, perhaps after I finish off Arachnid.”

Dean grimaced. “How do the supermice play into this?”

Hybrid glanced at the cages of chattering supermice behind Dean. “Once I realized I was dying, I knew something had to be done. I knew that I would rot away in Ultimate Max forever if I didn’t do something. I certainly couldn’t expect any of the Ultimate Max guards to get me the medical help I needed. Indeed, I knew for a fact that xenogenetics never took off and that I was the only scientist in the world who could understand what I’d done to myself. Hence why I pretended to have the Neo-Plague, because I knew that they would take me to a hospital for that, if nothing else.

“Once I crashed the van taking me to the hospital and escaped, I got into contact with an old supervillain ally of mine, a Japanese man known as Intellect. He informed me that a Professor Nathaniel Hernandez and his son, Dean, were working on a cure for something called ‘Hernandez’s Disease’ and had genetically-modified some mice to act as models for the proposed cure. Combining superhuman DNA with ordinary Earth mice was not exactly xenogenetics, but it was certainly closer to what I needed than anything else being done in science recently.

“Thus, I hatched a plan to steal the supermice so I could study them for myself. I hoped to see if I could discover how you spliced human DNA with them and perhaps use that knowledge to make myself human again. Or at least slow down the rot which infests my very bones.”

Hybrid shook his head. “Not that it worked out that way. Shortly after I stole the supermice, I realized I needed help from the man who had helped create them in the first place. And so I decided upon kidnapping you, Dean, to offer you a chance to work with me and help me understand the secret behind the supermice and, perhaps, save my life in the process.”

“And if I don’t?” said Dean.

Hybrid shrugged. “I might die. No, wait. I will die. It might be today. It might be tomorrow. Or it might not be for another decade, with my body growing progressively weaker year by year, until I can’t even get out of bed myself anymore. In essence, Dean, I am racing against time and my own body to find a cure. And isn’t that why you and your father started the Supermice Project, to find a cure for a genetic disease that no innocent person deserves to suffer from?”

Dean bit his lower lip. He almost found himself swayed by Hybrid’s backstory. He certainly understood the villain much better. Indeed, he almost saw a bit of himself in Hybrid now. Had he not also gotten into neogenetics to help people? Had Dean not also been endlessly fascinated by the genetics of living creatures—in his case, supers—who were very different from himself? And did he not think, at least on some level, that his research might someday help all people, not just supers?

But then Dean remembered Jennie. He remembered Arachnid. He remembered his father. He remembered the victims of Hybrid’s previous experiments, who Hybrid clearly did not regret torturing and killing.

If Dean had been a superhero, he would have said no right away.

Unfortunately, Dean was not a superhero. He was a scientist who was tired, deeply afraid for his life, and too thin and weak to fight.

But then Dean’s eyes strayed over to the unconscious Arachnid, stuck to the operating table, covered in Hybrid’s blue glue. Then he glanced at the ceiling, knowing that somewhere above his head was Jennie, resting in her room. Both Arachnid and Jennie were heroes in their own way. He couldn’t see either of them ever accepting Hybrid’s offer, even if it meant their deaths.

Isn’t that one of the reasons I admire supers? Dean thought. Not all of them are heroes, but those who are … it isn’t their powers that make them super. And if their powers aren’t what make them heroes … then maybe I can be a hero, too.

Taking a deep breath—and knowing that his next words would seal his fate, one way or another—Dean looked Hybrid straight in the eyes and said, “No.”

Hybrid raised a questioning eyebrow. “No? To what?”

Dean’s knees knocked together and sweat broke out on his forehead at Hybrid’s acidic, threatening tone. “No, I won’t help you. I won’t save your sorry life. I’m not going to be your accomplice.”

Hybrid’s mouth formed into a thin line. “Why not?”

“Because you and I are different,” said Dean. “You don’t care about anyone but yourself. Maybe when you were younger, you really did care about humanity’s progress, but even back then, I don’t think you really did. How was performing horrific experiments on young college students for the greater good? How many people were you willing to kill to achieve this ‘progress’ you talk so much about?”

“To make an omelet, you need to break a few eggs,” said Hybrid. “As many eggs as it takes.”

“Bull,” said Dean, his trembling voice making his words sound significantly weaker than he intended. “Do you know why I came here, Hybrid? It wasn’t just because I cared about Arachnid or even Jennie. It was about the supermice, too. I care about them all. I want to see every supermouse brought home safe and sound. And they aren’t even human. How, then, could I possibly ever work for someone who treats their test subjects as callously as you do?”

Hybrid’s lips turned into a frown. “You sound just like me when I was your age. Only significantly dumber.”

Dean shook his head. “No. I don’t sound anything like you. It’s not my job to save you from your own mistakes. If you didn’t want to slowly rot away until you died, then maybe you shouldn’t have killed so many innocent people. Maybe you shouldn’t have taken the lives of others to improve your own. And—most importantly—maybe you should stop lying to everyone here about your so-called ‘noble’ motives that you clearly never had at all.”

Dean stopped speaking then. Partly because he said everything he wanted to say, partly because his throat closed up tight from the fear and stress of his situation. Despite his unambiguous denunciations of Hybrid’s actions and motives, Dean was still terribly, terribly afraid. He was more afraid than he’d ever been at any point in his life. His mouth was dryer than a desert and his knees shook so badly that he probably wouldn’t have been able to stand if not for John.

Yet Dean also meant every single word he said. All he could do now was wait for Hybrid’s response.

Hybrid simply stared at Dean for a second or two before he nodded. He then looked at John and said, “John, please take Dr. Hernandez over to the operating table.”

Dean felt John push him forward. Dean walked on knobbly knees until they reached the operating table, where John and Cleo worked together to put Dean on it. John then immediately bound Dean to the table with its leather straps, pulling them together tightly to make it impossible for Dean to escape. Dean found himself staring up at the surgical light overhead, squinting his eyes to protect them from the blinding glare.

Beside Dean, Hybrid appeared to be inspecting the table of surgical tools next to the table. He would pick up a tool for a moment to analyze before shaking his head and putting it down, only to repeat the process with the next tool.

“What … what are you doing?” said Dean, turning his head to look at Hybrid. “I thought you wanted to work with me.”

Hybrid did not look up at Dean. “I did, but since you clearly rejected my offer, I am afraid I have no choice but to eliminate you. Ordinarily, I would have fed you to my faithful pet Maul, but unfortunately, I lost Maul, thanks to you. But I can still make some use of you. Or rather, your flesh.”

Hybrid suddenly picked up a particularly rusty, sharp-looking knife. He turned it over a couple of times, made a grunt of satisfaction, and flashed it in Dean’s face.

“I have discovered a way to temporarily slow the rot of my body,” said Hybrid, holding the knife by the side of his face. “By stealing the flesh of young people like you and grafting it to my own.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Dean could have said many things to Hybrid. He could have screamed at him. He could have called him names. If he was a real hero, and not just a scientist, then Dean likely would have had some final defiant speech to give, something to mark his passing, even if the only people who heard it were Hybrid, his traitorous assistants, and the supermice.

But in the end, Dean was too overcome with fear to speak. He could only watch with dread as Hybrid raised the knife above his head. Dean hoped that Hybrid would at least make his end quick, but somehow he suspected that Hybrid was too sadistic to finish him off in a timely fashion.

He’ll probably drag it out for as long as he can, Dean thought, just to punish me for saying no. A mad scientist by every definition of the term.

That was when Dean, despite his fearful mind, noticed something odd about Hybrid’s knife. It wasn’t the fact that the knife was old or that the knife itself was rusty and probably riddled with tetanus.

No, it was the fact that the knife was wriggling in Hybrid’s hand like a worm. Hybrid himself seemed to notice because he looked at the knife in his hand with a puzzled expression on his face. “Is my vision failing me or is my knife moving?”

John peered at the knife and frowned. “You’re right. It does look like it’s moving, but—”

John never got to finish his sentence because the knife suddenly sprouted two hands and pushed itself out of Hybrid’s hand before stabbing itself into Hybrid’s forearm. Disgusting black blood leaked out of Hybrid’s forearm where the knife embedded itself, stinking even worse than Hybrid’s skin.

Hybrid screamed in pain and staggered backward, waving his arms and knocking the table full of surgical tools to the floor. Dean heard the clanging of metal against concrete as the tools fell, while John and Cleo both shrank away from the operating table.

“Hybrid, are you okay?” asked Cleo, looking at the mad scientist with alarm. “What happened to your arm?”

“I happened,” said a strong, feminine voice from the other side of the room. “And if you don’t let my boyfriend go right this instant, I am going to keep happening.”

Hope and love suddenly filled Dean’s heart when he heard that voice speak. Even before he turned his head to look at her, he knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, who had just spoken.

Jennie stood in the open doorway of the lab, clad only in her blue patient’s gown. Her long, dark hair fell lankly at her sides and her skin was still far too pale to be healthy, but Jennie also looked fierce. Her eyes radiated anger and vengeance, her hands balled into tight fists.

“Jennie!” said Dean, his voice full of joy. “You’re here. This must be some kind of dream.”

Jennie shook her head. “This definitely isn’t a dream, Dean. If it was, that thing wouldn’t be here.”

Jennie pointed at Hybrid when she said that, with a clear tone of disgust in her voice.

Hybrid, on the other hand, ripped the knife out of his arm and tossed it away. “Thing? I am a human being just like you, even if I don’t look it.”

“You can say that again,” said Jennie. “You look like you walked straight off the set of one of my dad’s cringey old sci-fi B-movies.”

“Don’t underestimate him, Jennie,” Dean said, gesturing with his head at Hybrid. “Hybrid might look like a B-movie monster, but he’s anything but.”

“Jennie?” Hybrid repeated. His eyes shifted over to Jennie. “You must be Jennifer Reuben, Dean’s precious girlfriend.”

“I’ve heard your name before, too, Hybrid,” said Jennie, putting her hands on her hips. “You’re even uglier in-person than in your pictures on the Internet.”

Hybrid spat. “Ugh. I forgot how much I despise bantering with you supers. So annoying.”

Dean, still happy to see Jennie but also confused, looked at Jennie again and said, “How did you get down here? Heck, how did you even know I was down here in the first place?”

Jennie flashed Dean a smile. “I saw you pull up in the hospital parking lot. I thought you were coming to visit me, but then I saw those two people—” she gestured at John and Cleo when she said that. “—take you around the hospital and you disappeared. I was confused, so I sneaked out of the hospital and found your hat and sunglasses in the bushes. It didn’t take me long to find the door after that and I just followed your voice until I ended up here.”

Dean didn’t know whether to be thankful for Jennie’s timely arrival or annoyed that she was practically flaunting the fact that she sneaked out of her hospital room without telling anyone. However happy Dean was to see Jennie, there was a very good reason he didn’t ask her to come with him and this was why. He was more afraid of Jennie hurting herself than Hybrid hurting her.

Trying not to lose feeling in his legs, Dean said to Jennie, “Thanks for saving my life, but you need to leave. Hybrid is dangerous.”

“So?” said Jennie in annoyance. She cracked her neck a couple of times. “I might be an Academy dropout, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to abandon my boyfriend and favorite teacher in the world to some freak.”

She must have noticed Arachnid has been captured, too, Dean thought. Perceptive. One of the reasons I fell in love with her.

“What about the police?” asked John anxiously, glancing at the door behind Jennie. “Did you tell them where you were going, too?”

Jennie shook her head. “Of course not. Like I’m going to ruin a perfectly good escape by telling the freaking police about it.”

Dean cursed under his breath. Like John, it had occurred to Dean that Jennie might have brought the police with her. But whereas John looked relieved that Jennie had come alone, Dean was more exasperated than anything. He knew that Jennie couldn’t have known he was in danger or that Hybrid was hiding beneath the hospital, but he wished she’d thought to bring the police with her anyway.

While Cleo and John merely looked relieved that the police were still unaware of their activities, a positively gleeful smile appeared on Hybrid’s distorted face. “Thank you for not informing the police of your whereabouts, Miss Reuben. It means that I can kill you and your boyfriend without interruption.”

Jennie smirked. “Don’t let this gown fool you. I’m stronger than I look.”

Hybrid raised his arm cannon. “Strength is useless against my blue glue.”

Hybrid fired a ball of sticky blue ink at Jennie. Jennie dove to the side, avoiding the ball, which exploded on the floor in a several foot radius. Hybrid immediately pointed his hand cannon at Jennie, but Jennie was faster, thrusting out a hand at the fallen surgical tools at Hybrid’s feet.

Arms and legs sprouted out of all of the knives and pointy objects, which jumped to their feet and immediately began stabbing at the feet and ankles of Hybrid, John, and Cleo. Hybrid and his assistants yelped and started to dance and kick at the surgical tools in an attempt to get rid of them, which meant that they were too distracted to pay attention to either Dean or Jennie.

Taking advantage of the distracting tools, Jennie rushed over to Dean’s table and waved her hand. Dozens of tiny arms popped out of the thick leather straps holding Dean down and began undoing the straps themselves.

“Dean, how do you feel?” said Jennie. She noticed the cut on the side of his head and gasped. “Blood—? Did Hybrid—?”

Dean nodded and sat up as soon as the last of the straps fell away. Rubbing his arms, Dean said, “Yeah. It’s just a flesh wound, though. I’ll heal.”

Jennie immediately hugged Dean tightly and said, “Good. Because you are definitely not allowed to die.”

Dean wished he could hug Jennie forever, but he knew it wouldn’t be long before Hybrid and the others finished off Jennie’s puppets.

Pushing Jennie away slightly, Dean said, “Jennie, I need you to distract Hybrid and his assistants. Bring to life whatever you can.”

Jennie nodded. “Are you sure? I thought you didn’t want me using my powers.”

Dean bit his lower lip. “Normally, yes, but this is not a normal situation. Just don’t push yourself too hard, okay?”

Jennie smiled and nodded again. “Sure thing, Dean. I’ll be fine.”

Dean frowned. He could tell, just by looking at Jennie, that she’d already strained herself quite a bit. Sweat ran down her head in thick rivulets, while her breathing seemed shallower. She also appeared to be slightly tipsy.

More than anything, Dean wanted to take Jennie back to her room and put her to bed. He didn’t want her to use her powers and hurt herself. Her case of Hernandez’s Disease was bad enough already. If she used her powers too much—

Dean put his hands on her shoulders. “There’s a bottle of crimson solution over there that can dissolve blue glue. If I can get that bottle and pour it on Arachnid, he should be able to take it from here. With luck, you won’t need to use your powers very much.”

Jennie gave Dean the thumbs up. “Gotcha. Go get ‘em, tiger.”

Jennie kissed Dean on the lips—which, as brief as it was, sent electric chills down Dean’s whole being—before turning to face Hybrid and his assistants, who appeared to have finished off all of the animated tools, which now lay in pieces at their feet. Even so, all three of them had bleeding ankles, although none of their injuries looked particularly deep or serious.

“Neat trick,” said Hybrid, pointing his hand cannon at Jennie again, “but it will take more than tricks to beat me.”

Jennie smiled and immediately shoved Dean off the operating table. Taken by surprise, Dean hit the floor and rolled away, his head spinning, trying to figure out why Jennie had just shoved him off the table.

That is, until he heard the sound of cracking concrete and looked up in time to see arms and legs sprout out of his operating table. The arms and legs of the operating table planted themselves into the floor before pushing up, causing the table to break free of the floor. The table then stood to its full height, which towered over almost everyone else in the room, bits and pieces of concrete falling off its back.

John and Cleo stared up at the giant with faces paler than snow. Even Hybrid looked taken aback by the animated object, a wary expression on his face as he aimed his hand cannon up at it.

Jennie folded her arms in front of her chest. “You’re absolutely right, Hybrid. I think I’ll just use one trick. Meet Stony. And Stony crushes anyone who hurts his friends.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Normally, Dean would have loved to spend a minute or two watching ‘Stony’ beat the crap out of Hybrid. He did linger just long enough to see Hybrid fire blue glue at Stony, but even though the blue glue was a direct hit, it didn’t even slow down the operating table. Neither John nor Cleo turned out to be of much help, either. The two of them just stood rooted in place, staring at the animated operating table with their mouths hanging open.

Instead, Dean made his way to the periphery of the room and clung to the walls. He ignored the stomping of Stony’s feet, the sound of its fists smashing into the floor, and the screams of terror from the assistants and the angry curses coming from Hybrid’s mouth, punctuated by the occasional splurt of freshly fired blue glue.

No, Dean’s eyes were fixed on the vial of crimson solution on the table behind Arachnid’s operating table. He knew that if he could just get his hands on it, then they could turn the tables on Hybrid for sure. However strong Hybrid might be, there was no way he could handle both Jennie and Arachnid at once.

Just need to keep running, Dean thought, his feet beating against the concrete floor, zeroing in on the tiny vial. Just a few more feet and …

With a triumphant yell, Dean reached the countertop, almost running into it he moved so fast. He grabbed at the vial frantically for a moment, almost knocking it into the sink at one point, before grabbing it with his right hand and holding it up over his head triumphantly. The vial felt cold in his hand and the liquid sloshed around inside, but its stopper prevented even one drop of the precious liquid from leaking out.

Finally, Dean thought, lowering the vial of crimson solution down to his chest, staring at the glass bottle like it was the most valuable treasure in the world. Got it. Now I just need to pour it on Arachnid and we’ll be in business.

Dean turned around to find himself triumphantly smiling into the barrel of a loaded gun.

Freezing in place, Dean’s eyes went down the barrel of the gun, to its handle, to the small, thin hand holding it, down the arm that the hand was attached to, and finally to the terrified face of Cleo at the other end. The gun shook in Cleo’s hand, but she didn’t drop it or turn it away from Dean.

Behind Cleo, Dean saw John standing there, wearing an equally terrified expression. And behind John, Dean caught a glimpse of Hybrid fighting Stony, though he was a little too focused on the gun in his face to pay attention to that at the moment.

Using his softest, least threatening voice, Dean said, “Cleo, please lower the gun. There’s no reason to shoot me.”

Cleo gulped, but said, in a surprisingly steady voice, “First, put down the vial. Then I’ll lower the gun.”

Dean, however, closed his hand more tightly around the crimson solution. “Are you serious? Cleo, John, what has gotten into you? We’ve been working side by side for six months on the Supermice Project. Maybe we weren’t exactly friends, but I never imagined that either of you would ever put a gun in my face or work for a literal mad scientist.”

John shrugged. “Neither did we, man.”

“But we have no choice,” said Cleo. She sniffled. “You don’t understand, Dean. Hybrid threatened our parents, our families. He said he had associates waiting to kill my parents if I didn’t go along with his plans.”

“Dude threatened to have my baby sister killed, too,” said John. “Said one of her teachers is an old friend of Hybrid’s who would kill her if I didn’t help him.”

“That’s why you need …” Cleo took a sharp, shuddering breath before continuing. “That’s why you need to put down the vial and surrender. I’m sorry, Dean. I really am.”

Dean wasn’t surprised to hear that. Given how manipulative, cruel, and ruthless Hybrid was, Dean should have expected that Hybrid would threaten elderly people and young children to get his way. It was actually one of the less evil things Hybrid had done, though still very evil.

Keeping his voice calm, Dean said, “Did Hybrid offer any proof that he had any associates who would kill your parents?”

“He showed us pictures,” said John. “Pictures of our family members while they were going about their daily lives.”

“Couldn’t Hybrid have taken them himself without your family noticing?” said Dean. “I mean, you heard the man. You two seem to be his only minions or allies at the moment. Does Hybrid really look like the sort of villain who could afford to hire a couple of full-time hitmen just to keep a couple of college students in line?”

Dean, of course, did not know that for sure. But it seemed logical to him. Hybrid was definitely not above lying to get what he wanted. And if that meant lying about having a couple of assassins on retainer, well, that seemed like a small price to pay to have a couple of terrified lackeys who would do whatever he wanted them to do, including kill someone.

Dean could see the gears turning in Cleo’s eyes. Due to the gun in his face, Dean couldn’t quite look into John’s eyes, but he sensed more than saw that John was considering his words as well.

Of course, Cleo had not lowered the gun, nor had John tried to stop her. Maybe they would risk sparing Dean if it meant proving Hybrid’s bluff. Or they might decide that the risk was too great to take and shoot him dead here and now. Dean truly loathed statistics because the way he saw it, it was a fifty-fifty chance whether his reason or their fear would win the battle that was ongoing in their hearts, minds, and perhaps even their very souls.

Then Cleo lowered the gun to her side and John didn’t even try to stop her. Tears ran freely down the sides of Cleo’s face and even John wiped away something from his eyes, although he would probably never admit he was crying, too.

“S-Sorry, Dean,” said Cleo in between sobs. “I-I’m s-so sorry.”

“M-Me too,” said John, still wiping tears from his own eyes. “We were just—”

Dean held up a hand. “It’s fine. I get it. Neither of you are superheroes. I’m not, either. But I know who is.”

With that, Dean rushed over to the barely-conscious Arachnid and, popping the stopper of the vial, poured the entire contents of the clear glass bottle up and down Arachnid’s glued form. He tried to spread the crimson solution as evenly as he could because the blue glue covered a substantial portion of Arachnid’s body and Dean wanted to make sure that he got as much of it as possible.

Like magic, the crimson solution dissolved the seemingly-invulnerable solid dry blue glue around Arachnid, eating through the concrete-like substance with a very low hiss that was barely audible over the sounds of battle between Stony and Hybrid behind him. It was the most wonderful sound that Dean had heard in a while and filled his heart with such hope that his chest could barely contain it.

In seconds, the blue glue had dissolved almost entirely, leaving nothing but brittle chunks along the table and Arachnid’s arms and legs here and there. The brittle remnants of the once-mighty blue glue fell off Arachnid’s limbs as the superhero moaned and shook his head, his brown eyes flickering open weakly.

“Good Lord,” said Arachnid, putting a hand on his forehead. He looked at Dean in confusion. “Dean? What are you doing here? Last thing I remember is those two assistants of yours leading me down the abandoned tunnels beneath the hospital.”

Dean breathed another sigh of relief. Although Arachnid’s voice was a bit weaker than usual, the fact that he could still speak at all was a miracle in its own right. It meant that Arachnid might be able to help them defeat Hybrid after all.

But then Dean heard a loud rumbling sound behind him and whipped his head over his shoulder to see a sight that told him he had counted his chickens far too soon.

Stony still stood, the top of its head brushing against the ceiling of the lab. But both of its large feet were covered in thick mounds of solidified blue glue, which, no matter how hard it might try, Stony could not break. It swung its fists futilely at a smirking Hybrid, who stood just outside of its reach, waving his arm cannon mockingly at it.

“Your little puppet isn’t strong enough to escape my blue glue, it seems,” said Hybrid, turning to face Jennie. “And you are not looking much better yourself, young lady.”

Dean gulped. Hybrid was right. Although Jennie still stood, she looked even paler and sicker than earlier. She seemed to struggle to remain standing, her body trembling with pain and exhaustion. Yet Jennie did not back down or look even slightly afraid of Hybrid.

Instead, Jennie raised a hand and said, “I don’t need an operating table to kick your ass, Hybrid.”

Hybrid’s eyes glittered with triumph as he took aim with his arm cannon again. “Maybe so, young lady, but I imagine you do need air to breathe. Blue glue, as you may or may not be aware, is infamous for being utterly non-breathable. How long would a sickly little girl like you last between the pain caused by your unfortunate condition and your lack of air? That sounds like a scientific experiment I would love to perform.”

Before Hybrid could shoot Jennie, however, Arachnid sat up on his table, thrust out his left arm, and fired a long string of webbing at Hybrid. When the webbing landed on Hybrid’s arm cannon, Arachnid pulled and Hybrid fired his blue glue, not at Jennie, but at the floor, leaving nothing but a big glob of formless glue that solidified into a concrete-like mass.

“Sorry, Hybrid,” said Arachnid as he jumped off the operating table, still holding the webbing. “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size for a change?”

Hybrid scowled. “I knew I should have killed you earlier. But very well. You’ve been a thorn in my side for far longer than the girl has. Let’s end this rivalry of ours once and for all.”

Arachnid nodded. “For the first time in my life, I agree with you on something.”

“What about us, Arachnid?” asked Dean, putting a hand on his chest. “What do you need us to do?”

Arachnid glanced at Dean. “Get your girlfriend, the assistants, and the supermice out of here and to the police. I’ll keep Hybrid busy.”

Dean gulped and looked at the cages of supermice stacked against the far wall uncertainly. “But how are we supposed to carry out all those cages on our own?”

Arachnid glanced at Dean with a sly expression in his eyes. “You’re smart. You figure it out.”

Before Dean could protest that, Hybrid fired more blue glue at them. Arachnid shoved Dean to the side and leaped into the air, narrowly avoiding the blue glue that slammed into the operating table he had been lying on. A knife popped out of Hybrid’s wrist and he cut the webbing on his arm cannon as cleanly as butter, which he then aimed at Arachnid, who hung on the ceiling like a spider, and started firing. Arachnid began moving swiftly across the ceiling, dodging Hybrid’s blasts with surprising grace and agility, not slowed down by his bandaged arm at all.

Dean, meanwhile, crawled across the floor toward Jennie as quickly as he could. He tried to ignore the sounds of battle behind him, his rational mind telling him to listen to Arachnid’s orders and get the supermice out.

Yet as Dean looked again at the cages of squeaking supermice on the other side of the room, he knew that would be much easier said than done.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Getting up to his feet, Dean rushed over to Jennie and hugged her in his arms. “Jennie! Are you okay? You look exhausted.”

Jennie looked up at Dean with a weak smile on her lips. “I’m … I’m fine, Dean. I just pushed myself a little too hard summoning Stony. Just need to rest for a bit.”

Dean pursed his lips and winced at the sound of what might have been the cabinets getting destroyed, though he didn’t look to see if it had been Hybrid or Arachnid who made that noise. “Unfortunately, I don’t think we have time to rest. Arachnid told me that we need to get the supermice out of here somehow.”

Jennie frowned. “Can’t you do that on your own? I want to help my teacher fight Hybrid.”

Dean shook his head rapidly. “No, no, no. You’ve done enough already. Arachnid can take care of himself. The supermice need us.”

Jennie’s frown only deepened when Dean said that, but fortunately, she nodded once and said, “Fair enough. What’s the plan?”

Dean pursed his lips. Letting go of Jennie, Dean looked at the caged supermice and scratched the back of his head. “Between the two of us, we might be able to carry two cages each, one in each hand. If we recruit Cleo and John, then we could potentially carry up to eight out of here at a time, but—”

“But there are far more than eight cages,” Jennie pointed out. “So we’d have to make multiple trips, which would take a lot of time. And that’s assuming Arachnid beats Hybrid in time, but …”

Dean knew what Jennie meant. Although Arachnid was a strong and skilled superhero and clearly a better fighter than Hybrid, Arachnid was also still recovering from whatever Hybrid had done to him. It was within the realm of possibility that Arachnid could lose, even if Dean didn’t want to admit it.

Jennie tapped her chin in thought. “If only there was some way to transport multiple cages at a time, or even all of them at once. I just don’t see how that’s … oh! I know.”

Dean looked at Jennie in confusion. “What? Did you figure out a way to get the supermice out of here?”

Jennie nodded, a big grin on her face. “Yeah! I could use my powers to give each cage its own legs. I could then direct the cages out of the tunnels and to the surface, essentially having the cages walk themselves out.”

Dean blinked. “You sure you feel up to doing that?”

Jennie gestured at Stony, which had turned back into an inanimate object. “Yes. It’s easier for me to control one thing at a time, but I can control multiple puppets at once, like I did with the surgical equipment. I’ll be fine.”

Dean gave Jennie a concerned look. “Are you sure? Walking a bunch of cages back to the surface sounds more strenuous than making small surgical equipment come to life.”

Jennie held up her hands quickly. “Yes, it probably will be, but—”

“I can’t let you do that,” said Dean with another shake of his head. “Not after you already pushed yourself fighting Hybrid, even if it would save the supermice.”

“But isn’t that the point?” said Jennie. “Dean, I know you love me and only want what’s best for me. I’ve known that even before I was diagnosed with Hernandez’s Disease and you started researching a cure for it. But sometimes, real heroes have to put their lives on the line for the greater good.”

Dean pursed his lips. “But you’re not a superhero.”

Jennie grabbed Dean’s shoulders and looked him straight in the eyes. Although her grip was weak, Dean was still surprised by how tightly she held onto him. “Because I had to drop out of school? Dean, just because I’m not officially a superhero doesn’t mean I can’t be a hero. You don’t have to go to superhero school to be a hero.”

“I know,” said Dean, “but I’m most certainly not a hero and—”

Jennie sighed loudly. “Dean, you are a brilliant man, probably the smartest I know, but sometimes you just don’t get it.”

Dean blinked again. “Get what?”

“That you’re just as much a hero as Arachnid or anyone else,” said Jennie. “Even if you don’t have any powers, you’re still my hero.”

“I am?” asked Dean in disbelief. “But—”

“And I can be your hero if you would just let me,” said Jennie. She looked Dean straight in the eyes. “Will you let me save the supermice? Or will you keep trying to stop me from doing what we both know needs to be done?”

Anytime Dean looked Jennie straight in the eyes, he found it almost impossible to disagree with her. Especially when Jennie spoke with such passion and sincerity, the same passion and sincerity that he had initially fallen in love with.

And he couldn’t deny that Jennie calling him her ‘hero’ did speak to him, even if he still didn’t think of himself as one. Just hearing Jennie call him that made Dean stand a little straighter and forget, if only for a moment, about his own fears and pain and worries about their situation.

With a final nod, Dean said, “All right, Jennie. Do what you can. I’ll open the doors.”

Jennie smiled, kissed Dean on the lips briefly, and then turned toward the cages containing the supermice. She closed her eyes and thrust her hands forward.

The cage containing Barbara, Diana, and Bruce sprouted thin, reedy legs and jumped off of the cage it sat upon. Then the next cage sprouted legs and jumped down, and then one by one in rapid succession all sixteen of the cages stood on the floor in a vague, formless group. The supermice within the cages squeaked excitedly at their cages’ sudden movement, although a few squeaked in fear and alarm and hid inside their huts or behind their wheels.

Dean had seen plenty of odd things over the past day or so, but he had to admit that seeing a small army of cages containing genetically-modified mice with superpowers stand at the ready was almost the oddest (next to the walking operating table and Hybrid himself, of course).

But Dean did not pay too much attention to the cages. His gaze was on Jennie, who was clearly struggling to control so many objects at once. Thick beads of sweat ran down her face in rivulets while her breathing was harsher and her body trembled. Despite that, Jennie wore a determined look on her face that told Dean she wasn’t going to give up until every last supermouse was saved.

Jennie looked at Dean and gave him a tired smile. “Lead the way, Dean. My puppets and I will follow.”

Dean nodded again, although he hated seeing Jennie in obvious pain. He told himself that Jennie knew what she was doing and that saving the supermice would be a good decision in the long-term, because with the supermice, Dean might be able to develop a treatment for Jennie’s condition.

Yet that did nothing to get rid of the uneasy feeling which rose up Dean’s spine at the sight of Jennie’s strained expression and body, nor did it make him feel much better about knowing the amount of pain she was undoubtedly in.

Jennie’s already made her choice, Dean told himself as he turned to face the doors. Once we get all the cages on the surface, Jennie won’t need to strain herself anymore. She’ll be able to rest and recover.

Dean walked up to the doors, but before he could push them open, he heard the patter of padded feet behind him and looked over his shoulder in time to see a furry blur slam into the back of his legs.

Startled, Dean toppled over onto the floor, bonking his head against the concrete. He heard Jennie call out his name, but he didn’t get to hear anything else before something small and furry jumped on him and started tearing at the front of his lab coat and sweater underneath with sharp, painful claws.

Shocked into awareness from the pain, Dean punched the thing on his chest in what he assumed was its face, knocking the creature off of him. The creature rolled across the floor a few feet while Dean jumped to his feet and back away. He touched his chest and winced. The wound felt bloody but not deep, although it still hurt enough to make thinking slightly more difficult.

A low growl made Dean look up. The creature which had attacked him was the cat-like monster that had lured Dean, John, and Cleo into the tunnels. It sat on its hind legs, a dazed look on its feline features before it shook its head rapidly and leaped onto all fours. The creature eyed Dean with hateful, hungry eyes, letting loose another, even deeper growl than before.

“Is that Hybrid’s pet cat?” asked Jennie, her strained voice full of confusion.

“Yes,” said Dean with a nod, eying the beast carefully. “Sort of. It’s trying to keep us from escaping with the supermice.”

As if to confirm Dean’s theory, the creature snarled and jumped toward him. Dean just barely managed to dodge out of the way, however, and kicked out at the cat, but his foot hit empty air, missing the creature entirely, which nonetheless skid backward across the floor from him, leaving claw marks on the concrete.

Staggering backward, Dean stared at the cat creature. He knew that he could only dodge it for so long, especially with his injuries. Without a weapon, Dean was practically powerless against the beast. It reminded Dean of his fight with Maul earlier that morning, only back then Dean had had a tranquilizer while here he was unarmed.

And I can’t rely on Jennie to help me, either, Dean thought, glancing over his shoulder at his girlfriend and the line of leggy cages standing behind him. She can’t fight that thing and keep controlling the cages at the same time. I need to figure out how to distract it, but how?

As if in answer to his question, the cat creature let loose another roar and bounded toward Dean with its claws out. This time, it moved too fast for Dean to dodge and all he could do was watch as the monster drew closer and closer.

That is, until John appeared out of nowhere and kicked the creature in the side. The sudden blow sent the creature flying through the air and it collided with the doors, which it bounced off of and landed on the floor.

In a flash, however, the creature was back on its feet, spotted John, and immediately ran toward him. Spittle flew out of both sides of the creature’s mouth as it charged toward John, its eyes fixed solely on him.

Yet John did not move. He just stood there, trembling, his hands shaking at his sides, but not moving an inch from where he stood. Dean wondered if John had a death wish or something because there was no way that John would survive once that thing sank its claws into his skin.

But it turned out that all of Dean’s worry was for nothing, because at the very last second, John dove to the side, practically falling onto the floor. And standing behind John, gripping the gun tightly, was Cleo.

Who was pointing her gun directly at the creature’s forehead.

The bang of the gun inside the fairly small abandoned operating room was nearly enough to rupture Dean’s eardrums. It certainly caused the supermice to resume their terrified squeaking and even caused Jennie to start in shock.

But as it turned out, there was no need to. The creature now lay on the floor at Cleo’s feet, red blood bubbling out of the bullet hole in its forehead, its eyes glazed over and its body as still as stone.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

In his shock at seeing the creature dead, Dean almost didn’t register Cleo’s crying. His gaze had been momentarily fixed on the corpse of the dead monster, but the clacking of a gun being dropped onto the floor made Dean snap out of his surprise and look up.

Cleo was leaning against John, crying and sobbing into his chest. John didn’t look much better, even if he wasn’t crying. He just patted Cleo on the back awkwardly and looked from the gun on the floor to the dead creature at their feet as if unsure which was the more dangerous of the two right now.

Gulping quickly, Dean said, “John, Cleo, are you guys all right?”

John nodded and patted Cleo on the back reassuringly. “Yeah, we are. Neither of us are hurt. Just shaken.”

Cleo sniffled and looked at Dean with fear in her eyes. “I can’t believe I just shot and killed another living creature. Even if it was … even if it was a monster.”

Dean pursed his lips. He couldn’t blame either Cleo or John for looking disturbed. Like most ordinary people, they had probably never been in a real life-or-death situation before, especially not in one where they had been forced to take the life of another living creature. Dean himself had just barely more experience in these kinds of situations than they did.

Even so, Dean knew that now was not the time for him to have an emotional breakdown, not when there was so much to do.

“Thanks for your help, guys,” said Dean to John and Cleo, “even if it was scary for you to do.”

“We just wanted to help,” John said, his voice cracking slightly. He stroked Cleo’s hair. “After you helped us see through Hybrid’s lies, we figured we’d help you and your girlfriend rescue the supermice.”

Dean nodded. “If you want to continue to be helpful, come with us. We need to get the supermice out of here and to the police ASAP.”

John nodded again. “All right. We can do that. Right, Cleo?”

Still sniffling, Cleo pushed herself off of John’s chest and turned to face Dean with a determined expression on her tear-stained face. “Yes. We want to save the supermice. If we can help get them to safety, then we will.”

“Great,” said Dean. He pushed the doors open into the dark tunnel and, looking at John and Cleo, said, “Can you guys hold the doors open until all of the cages have walked out? These doors don’t stay open on their own and I’m supposed to lead the supermice back to the surface.”

Neither John nor Cleo uttered another word, but both did rush over and grab the doors, holding them wide-open for Dean. John took the right door while Cleo took the left. With the doors open, Jennie grunted and the small army of caged supermice began to march out of the operating room and into the dark tunnel.

Relief washed over Dean as he watched the cages step into the dark tunnel one by one. Most of the supermice themselves scurried about their cages as if trying to make sense of what was going on, squeaking incessantly. Dean knew that the supermice would require a thorough examination after this just to make sure they were all okay, but he was glad that Hybrid did not seem to have harmed them.

Just a few more now, Dean thought, watching with anticipation as the line of cages inside the operating room grew smaller and smaller. And then we can close the doors and—

A loud crash, followed by a grunt, made Dean look to the back of the operating room, where the battle between Arachnid and Hybrid was still ongoing.

Arachnid stood over Hybrid, having wrapped Hybrid’s legs with multiple thick layers of webbing. Hybrid himself lay on the floor, struggling to stand up, but every time he tried, Arachnid would kick Hybrid in the stomach. That was when Dean noticed that Hybrid’s arm cannon was stuffed full of web as well, which was probably why Hybrid was not shooting more blue glue at Arachnid.

“Give up, Hybrid,” said Arachnid, putting one foot on top of the bound scientist and glaring down at him. “Look around you. I’ve got you tied up like a hog, while your stolen supermice are literally walking out of here as we speak. Not to mention all of your monsters are dead, too. Face it. You’ve lost.”

Hybrid stopped struggling underneath Arachnid and turned his head toward the entrance. His eyes widened as he seemed to notice for the first time the ever-shrinking line of cages that were indeed walking out of the operating room.

Dean expected to see rage appear in Hybrid’s eyes at a minimum. After all, Hybrid’s entire plan was falling apart at the seams. With his pet monster dead, the supermice themselves walking free, and even his own assistants having abandoned him, Dean expected pure anger as Hybrid’s reaction. He could even understand it, despite not being a mad scientist himself. Watching everything you worked for crumble before your eyes had to be demoralizing and even angering.

Yet Hybrid did not look angry. He did not look upset. He didn’t even seem to be bothered. He merely stared at the marching supermice with cold, empty eyes and an unreadable expression that could mean anything. It was as if someone had drained Hybrid of all of his emotions, leaving nothing but an empty husk of a living being and a very intelligent, if very insane, mind.

And Dean didn’t like it. Mostly because his instincts—which he so rarely listened to—told him that Hybrid had something his sleeve.

Arachnid, on the other hand, appeared to not notice anything unusual from Hybrid. With triumph gleaming in his eyes, Arachnid hauled the webbed-up Hybrid to his feet and pushed him forward. “All right, Hybrid. You can follow the supermice cages to the surface. Despite your unusual size, I don’t think the police should have any trouble fitting you into one of their cruisers.”

Hybrid stumbled forward, almost tripping over his own feet, but caught himself before he could fall. Standing upright, Hybrid kept his gaze downward and said, “I suppose you’re right, Arachnid. Despite all my machinations and plans, despite my vast intellect, in the end, I was vanquished and my ‘evil’ plot foiled.”

“Dang right it was,” said Arachnid. He stepped forward and placed his left hand on Hybrid’s shoulder. “Now keep walking or I’ll—”

Without warning, Hybrid whirled around and stabbed Arachnid straight in the chest with his knife. Arachnid fell over onto the floor, blood flying freely from his chest, a shocked cry of pain escaping his lips.

But Hybrid didn’t even wait to see Arachnid fall. He turned and barreled toward Dean and the supermice, moving surprisingly fast for such an ungainly being. Or maybe it was Dean who was moving too slowly, his shock at seeing Hybrid almost kill Arachnid freezing him.

Hybrid slammed into Dean hard enough to knock Dean onto the ground. Both John and Cleo stepped back in fear, but Hybrid paid no attention to either of them. Instead, Hybrid grabbed the nearest supermice cage—the one containing Barbara, Diana, and Bruce—and, tucking it under his arm like a football, ran down the dark tunnel. He ran in the opposite direction of the exit, however, running deeper and deeper into the abandoned tunnels of the hospital, mad laughter escaping his lips, rising above the terrified squeaking from the supermice in his grasp.

“He’s getting away!” John gasped, pointing down the dark tunnel at the retreating Hybrid’s back

Dean, getting back to his feet as he recovered from Hybrid’s body slam, looked back into the operating room, hoping Arachnid was okay and would be going after Hybrid.

Unfortunately, Arachnid just lay on the floor in an increasingly-growing puddle of his own blood. He clutched his chest wound hard and seemed unable to stand up, much less run after a dangerous supervillain.

“Arachnid’s down,” said Cloe, her eyes filling with tears. “No way he can go after Hybrid in that condition.”

Dean bit his lower lip hard. He looked from the gun on the floor to the dark tunnel that Hybrid had disappeared into, steeling himself to make what would turn out to be either the bravest thing he’d ever done in his young life or the stupidest, depending on how it all worked out.

Taking a deep breath, Dean darted back into the operating room, picked up Inkblot’s gun, and darted back out.

“Cleo!” said Dean. He pointed at the injured Arachnid lying in the operating room. “Give Arachnid first aid. There might be medical supplies in the cabinets that you can use to staunch the flow of blood.”

Then Dean turned to John and pointed toward the exit. “John, run as quickly as you can back to the surface and get the police. Don’t worry about the supermice. They’ll be safe here now that Hybrid is gone.”

Then Dean looked at Jennie and said, “Jennie, stay here with Cleo and rest.”

“Rest?” said Jennie incredulously. “What do you mean, rest? And where are you going?”

Clutching the gun tightly, Dean said, “To stop Hybrid. Please don’t … please don’t follow me.”

With that, Dean turned and rushed down the dark hallway after Hybrid, not permitting himself to look back or slow down or listen to the concerns or worries from the others. Dean knew that he had no time to argue with his friends about his decision.

Because if I don’t save the supermice from Hybrid, then none of this will matter, Dean thought grimly. He raised the gun up to his chest. Get ready, Hybrid. Because I’m coming for you.


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

To say that Dean got lost in the abandoned tunnels and hallways and labs beneath the Fallsville General Hospital would be the understatement of the year.

Racing through the dim shadows of the hallways, searching for Hybrid, Dean hadn’t realized just how big the entire area was until he started exploring. He felt a bit like a mouse in a maze himself, desperately trying to find the ‘cheese’—or Hybrid and supermice in his case—before it got away.

Of course, perhaps the sheer darkness only made it seem bigger to Dean. Whether the hospital had failed to get electricity connected down here or whether Hybrid had shut off all of the lights to make it harder to find him, Dean did not know. He did know, however, that he had to pull out his phone and use its flashlight function to light his way, which was the only reason he didn’t trip over the pipes, tools, and random bits of debris scattered all over the floor of the halls.

Nor did the stench help. A dank stench seemed to permeate the air, making Dean wonder if a pipe was leaking somewhere. The glow of his flashlight would reveal occasional discolorations on the walls, which, based on the smell, were probably mold. The air was humid, making Dean sweat, although he was more concerned about making too much noise running than his own comfort.

Then again, Hybrid already knows that I am coming after him, Dean thought, gripping the gun in his hand tightly. Whatever element of surprise I may have had is long gone, assuming I ever had it in the first place. Just need to be ready to use this thing when I see him.

‘This thing’ was Inkblot’s gun. Dean had not bothered to check how many bullets the gun had left in it. Based on the weight, Dean knew it had some, but he couldn’t remember how many times the gun had been fired over the day. And because of Dean’s general ignorance of guns in general, he couldn’t identify how much ammo it might carry, even if he’d known what its make and model was.

Which could get me killed just as easily as Hybrid, Dean thought, glancing at the weapon in his hands. It’s so freaking dark in here. Maybe I should worry less about whether I have any bullets and more about whether I’ll be able to aim and shoot accurately at all.

It didn’t help that Dean had no idea where Hybrid might have slipped off to. Hybrid might have been hiding inside any of the dozens of side doors and storage closets on either side of the halls, although Dean didn’t think it was likely because all of the doors looked closed and locked tightly. He was mostly following Hybrid’s footprints in the dust, although based on how many of them there were, it was difficult to follow them.

That thought, combined with Dean’s weariness and the pain from his chest wound, made him slow down to a crawl. Panting hard, Dean looked up and down the dark hallway, seeing and hearing nothing other than his own labored breathing and beating heart.

What the heck was I thinking, going after Hybrid like I’m some kind of superhero? Dean thought, brushing some sweat off his forehead. If even Arachnid couldn’t beat Hybrid, then I certainly can’t. And since it seems like Hybrid gave me the slip, perhaps I should try to retrace my steps and—

Dean’s thoughts were interrupted by a soft squeaking sound somewhere down the hall. It was faint, nearly inaudible, but in the silent hallway, it was impossible to miss.

Taking a deep breath, Dean slowly but surely began making his way down the hallway again. He stopped every couple of seconds to listen and to perhaps see in the gloom if Hybrid or one of his monsters was hiding somewhere up ahead. As much as Dean wanted to save the supermice, he did not want to rush headfirst into what might be a trap, not if he could help it.

Every step felt easier, yet harder, than the last. The squeaking noise gradually became louder and louder, becoming so obvious that Dean wondered whether Hybrid had perhaps abandoned the supermice at some point. He hoped so, if only because that would make rescuing them much easier.

The squeaks reached their peak volume when Dean stopped in front of what might have been the door to an administrative office. The door was cracked open slightly, with a small window on the front that was broken, but it was too dark inside for Dean to see. Hesitantly, Dean pushed open the office door and beamed his flashlight inside.

His flashlight revealed a mostly bare room, with its only piece of furniture being an old, dusty wooden desk that sagged slightly to the right. And sitting atop the desk, their red eyes reflecting the light from his flashlight, were the supermice Barbara, Diana, and Bruce, sitting safely in their cage. The supermice squeaked even more loudly when Dean’s light swept over them and Barbara even began flying around in her cage in excitement.

Dean breathed a sigh of relief. He swept his light from side to side briefly but did not see Hybrid anywhere in the office.

Maybe Hybrid really did abandon the supermice, Dean thought, a smile creeping on his lips. Makes sense. They would just be dead weight to him at this point. I can’t imagine he would get much scientific understanding from three mice by themselves.

Relieved, Dean stepped into the office, but then heard stomping feet behind him and felt something slam into his back. The impact of the weight sent Dean staggering forward. He tripped over his own feet and landed hard on the dusty concrete floor, dropping his smartphone to his side. But Dean still managed to roll over onto his back and look back at the door even as a figure straight out of his nightmares closed it behind him.

It was Hybrid. The limited lighting provided by Dean’s flashlight cast dark, twisted shadows across Hybrid’s inhuman features. In the enclosed office, the stench of rotting flesh was even worse, making Dean’s eyes water. Hybrid’s own red eyes reflected the light from the flashlight, like the supermice. Unlike the supermice, however, Hybrid’s eyes gleamed with cold hatred and malevolent intelligence, making Dean feel like he was being cornered by a very angry, very hungry predator.

Fear spiked up Dean’s spine, but Dean nonetheless pointed the gun at Hybrid. “Don’t take another step forward. Or I’ll shoot you.”

Hybrid blinked. “If you were going to shoot me, Dean, you would have done so already.”

Dean gulped. “I’m not joking. I shot your dog. I can—”

“Maul was a beast,” said Hybrid without missing a beat. He tapped the front of his helmet. “That is very different from taking the life of another human being.”

“You aren’t human,” said Dean. “Not anymore, anyway.”

Hybrid shrugged. “Call me what you want. I’ve spent almost half of my life being called a monster and freak by a society that idolizes the true monsters and freaks; namely, supers. I no longer care if society considers me freakish or normal. I only wish to correct my mistakes and live.”

Dean wrinkled his nose at the stench emanating from Hybrid’s body. “I’d say it’s too late for you. You smell like you’re going to die any minute now.”

“I might,” said Hybrid vaguely. “I do not know. Many people think death is a one-time event, but in my scientific experience, it’s a process. Certain biological parts of the human body shut down one by one, until eventually the brain or heart gives out, and then you’re gone. Much like what will happen to your girlfriend thanks to her unfortunate disease.”

Dean glared at Hybrid. “Jennie won’t die. I’ll get the supermice back to the lab, study them, and come up with a cure.”

Hybrid chuckled. “Ah, you really do remind me of me when I was your age. So young. So idealistic. And yet so incredibly naive, blind to the workings of the real world, where idealism and youth are smashed to pieces by the sledgehammers of reality. Where normals fear the idea of genetic improvements but embrace those born naturally powerful. Such a world deserves to burn into ash and dust, but I suppose that is for another person to handle. I, on the other hand, merely wish to survive.”

Hybrid took a step toward Dean unexpectedly. The movement spooked Dean enough to almost make him pull the trigger, but for some reason, he didn’t. His scientific, rational mind wanted to talk with Hybrid a bit more, to try—one last time—to reason with him.

“The reason I haven’t killed you yet, Dean, is precisely because I see a younger version of myself in you,” said Hybrid. “The trouble with delving into forbidden, unknown science is the distinct lack of mentors to guide you. If you put away your foolish idolization of supers and trust in institutions and people who care more to control you than help you, then I could help you find a cure for Hernandez’s Disease. With my intelligence and wisdom, combined with your youthful energy and mind, we could make discoveries that even Isaac Newton and Albert Einstein would be envious of.”

Hybrid looked Dean straight in the eyes. “We could save Jennie, Dean. You could save Jennie. If you would only put down that gun and help me escape with the supermice.”

Dean hesitated, even though he knew he shouldn’t.

However much Dean did not want to admit it, he sensed truth in Hybrid’s words. He and his father had already faced a great deal of opposition trying to get a study for a cure for Hernandez’s Disease funded. He did sometimes feel chaffed by the restrictions and rules around scientific research, rules and restrictions which he would not need to follow if he were to side with Hybrid.

The most tempting thing, however, was Hybrid’s promise of finding a cure for Hernandez’s Disease. That spoke to Dean on a much deeper level than anything else Hybrid had said. Probably because it related to Jennie and saving her life, which was, after all, Dean’s primary motivation for seeking a cure for Hernandez’s Disease in the first place.

Hybrid seems intelligent enough, Dean thought. I certainly couldn’t have figured out how to merge human and Pokacu genetics together, even in the haphazard way he did. Between the two of us, we might very well be able to discover a cure for Hernandez’s Disease.

Yet Dean remembered how Hybrid had tried to kill Jennie mere minutes ago. He remembered Hybrid telling him of his inevitable death. He remembered Hybrid threatening John and Cleo’s families, even if the threats were just lies. And he remembered how Hybrid had stolen the supermice and risked harming them.

Rising to his feet, using the desk for support, Dean returned Hybrid’s gaze and said, “My answer is still the same. I won’t help you. I may not be a superhero—I may not even be particularly brave or quick—but the most important person in the world recently told me that I am her hero. And real heroes don’t put others in harm’s way for their own selfish needs.”

Hybrid blinked, a more intimidating gesture than before. “What is selfish about wanting to live?”

“Nothing,” Dean replied. “All living creatures have a strong desire to survive. Humans or mice, no one wants to die. I’m just calling your bluff.”

Hybrid’s lips curled into a snarl. “My bluff?”

Dean nodded, albeit shakily. “Yeah. The reason you haven’t killed me yet isn’t because you want me to join you. It’s because you can’t kill me. You’ve reached the end of the line. And you know it.”

Hybrid raised his arm cannon, which was no longer covered in webbing. “Strong words coming from someone who would be at my mercy with even the slightest amount of blue glue applied to your body.”

“You’re out,” said Dean without hesitation. “The reason you didn’t just cover me with blue glue before is because you used it all up during your fights with Jennie and Arachnid earlier. I’m no Pokacu biologist, but it’s known that blue glue is an organic fluid secreted by the body. That means you don’t need to reload it like this gun, but that doesn’t mean you can keep producing it infinitely. Sooner or later, your body will run out and you’ll need time to let it build up in your body again, like how humans can’t sweat forever. Am I right?”

Hybrid was silent for a moment before lowering his arm cannon to his side. “You are correct. Pokacu bodies can produce over ten gallons of blue glue naturally, but use it too much, too often, and nothing comes out. You must rest a certain amount of time to allow your body to create more blue glue. Of course, my body struggles with even that basic bodily function nowadays due to the rot.”

“Which means you might never produce more again, right?” said Dean. “Perhaps you used up the very last of your body’s blue glue on Arachnid back there. Your body just can’t produce any more of it.”

Hybrid said nothing to that, which was how Dean knew he was correct.

Feeling more confident, Dean said, “Because you can’t threaten me with blue glue anymore, you’ve decided to try one last time to appeal to my better nature. But I know you at this point. You don’t care about finding a cure for Hernandez’s Disease. You only care about yourself, even if that means interfering with important scientific research that could save a lot of lives, not just Jennie’s. Even if I joined you, you’d toss me aside eventually, just like John and Cleo.”

“John and Cleo were a couple of dimwitted, easily-frightened college students whose scientific understanding is barely above that of a caveman’s,” said Hybrid. “You, on the other hand, clearly have some understanding, even if your foolish, naive morals prevent you from truly advancing your scientific knowledge.”

“Morality is what sets apart the heroes from the villains, Hybrid,” said Dean. “Science without morality isn’t worth a darn. Which means that your scientific research is as worthless as mice poop.”

The supermice squeaked loudly behind Dean, but Dean ignored them, keeping his eyes fixed firmly on Hybrid. “Maybe at one point, you did want to use your research into xenogenetics to help people. But at this point, it’s all about yourself, even if that means hurting or even outright killing others. And as a scientist—no, as a hero—I can’t accept that.”

Hybrid was again silent, although he was clearly thinking. Dean could tell that based on his eyes alone. It was obvious that Dean’s words had gotten to Hybrid, whether the mad scientist would admit to it or not.

Finally, Hybrid nodded. “Very well. I disagree with almost everything you said, but I can respect your … integrity, for lack of a better word. I sometimes wonder what my younger self would say if he could see what he would eventually become. Would he make any changes to his life decisions? Or would he keep walking down the path which fate has laid out for him?”

“I don’t know, either,” said Dean, “but I do know that it really is over this time, Hybrid. Give up, go to jail, and maybe—just maybe—we can save your sorry life, too.”

Hybrid, however, shook his head. He took another step toward Dean and said, “The problem, Dean, is that you think I care about what my younger, idealistic self would have said. I am older, wiser, and more in tune with the ways of the world. If I were to run into my younger self now, I would either tell him the true nature of society and our world … or kill him for thinking he could judge me. Just like I will kill you.”

Dean didn’t even hesitate at this point. He aimed the gun at Hybrid’s forehead and pulled the trigger.

Nothing happened. No bullets came launching out of the gun’s barrel. Hybrid’s glass helmet did not shatter into a million pieces as a bullet pierced it. His head did not jerk back from the impact of a bullet against his forehead, leaving a bullet hole in his head. Hybrid’s body did not collapse onto the floor in a heap of loose bones and flesh.

Hybrid did close his eyes in anticipation of the loud bang that usually followed the pulling of a trigger, but when silence continued to reign over the room, Hybrid slowly opened his eyes again. He glanced at his forehead as if to make sure there wasn’t a bullet lodged in it, before looking at the gun and then at Dean again.

Dean dropped the gun at his feet and stepped backward until he bumped into the sagging wooden desk, prompting another round of frightened squeaks from the supermice, which Dean again ignored.

Hybrid smiled and raised the bloody knife on his right hand. “It would appear that we are both out of ammunition. How ironic.”

Dean gulped. He cursed himself for not making sure the gun was loaded before coming after Hybrid. He cursed himself for not keeping track of how many bullets had been fired from it today.

But mostly, Dean cursed himself for failing to stop Hybrid.

Hybrid raised his bloody knife even higher, his grin looking more ghoulish than usual in the shadows thrown by the light. “But knives do not require ammunition of any sort to function. I usually prefer suffocating my victims with blue glue, but if I have to get up close and personal, then so be it. Just think of your inevitable death as surgery. Without anesthesia.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Dean breathed in and out hard. Hybrid was now making his way toward Dean, each step bringing him closer and closer. Maybe three more steps and Hybrid would be upon him and Dean would be good as dead.

I failed, Dean thought, watching Hybrid get closer and closer. I am going to die. Hybrid will get away with three of the supermice. And I won’t get to see Jennie ever again.

Thinking of Jennie reminded Dean of Jennie’s words to him back in the operating room. She’d called him her hero, for reasons Dean still didn’t quite understand.

But Dean did not need to know why Jennie considered him her hero to know that he could still be a hero, even if he didn’t feel like one.

Would a real hero—like Arachnid or Jennie—just sit here and wait to be butchered like a hog? Dean thought. No. They’d go out fighting or at least try to save the lives of others even if they couldn’t save their own.

That thought snapped Dean’s body out of its paralysis. He turned around, snatched the supermice cage by its handle, and ran to the side, narrowly avoiding Hybrid’s knife even as it came down onto the desk. Hybrid smashed the desk into pieces, but Dean paid no attention to that. He just darted for the exit, doing his best not to jostle the supermice too much, hoping against hope to get into the hallways beyond. He only needed to lose Hybrid in the myriad of tunnels and hallways beneath Fallsville General. Just another foot or two—

Hybrid’s hand grabbed the back of Dean’s coat, causing Dean to stagger and stumble. The supermice cage flew out of his hands, struck the door, and crashed onto the floor. The lid for the cage popped open upon impact, causing Barbara, Diana, and Bruce to quickly flee the cage.

Dean did not see where they went, however, because he whirled around to find himself face-to-face with Hybrid, who raised his knife and thrust it at Dean’s face.

Dean, however, barely dodged the knife by tilting his head to the side. As the knife passed his face by mere inches, Dean shoved both of his hands into Hybrid’s chest. A sickening snap could be heard and Dean suddenly found himself free of Hybrid’s grasp, staggering away from the mad scientist.

Or so he thought until he looked down at his coat and saw Hybrid’s decapitated right hand still clinging tightly to his clothes. Horror and revulsion rose in Dean’s throat at the sight of the decapitated hand, but he didn’t have the luxury of throwing up or curling into a ball and crying on the floor at the moment.

Looking up, Dean saw Hybrid looking at his right arm, which now ended in a rotted-looking stump. “My right hand. I thought it was attached a bit more strongly than that. Oh, well. I’ll reattach it after I finish you.”

Hybrid took another step toward Dean, raising his knife, but before he could get closer, a soft squeaking sound could be heard and something small, white, and furry slammed into the side of Hybrid’s helmet. A thick spider web of cracks appeared across Hybrid’s helmet, while the impact of the blow itself sent Hybrid staggering to the side. He nearly tripped over his own feet, only barely catching himself in the nick of time and regaining his balance.

Before Hybrid could do anything else, however, two small, thin laser beams lanced out of the darkness and struck him in the chest. The impact of the laser beams sent Hybrid staggering into the remnants of the wooden desk, causing him to fall down into them. Thin streams of smoke rose from the blackened dots on his chest, which appeared to have cut through the material of his costume and reached the rotting flesh underneath it, combining the stench of burned flesh with rotting meat to make what Dean deemed the worst smell of all time.

Putting his hand-less stump against his chest wound, Hybrid said, his voice marred with disbelief, “What … in the world … was that?”

Dean was just as confused as Hybrid was, at least until he heard scurrying around his feet. Looking at the floor, Dean’s jaw dropped.

Barbara, Diana, and Bruce stood between him and Hybrid. The three supermice were glaring at Hybrid, making aggressive squeaking noises at him. They almost looked like they were daring Hybrid to get up and fight them, which seemed like unusually aggressive behavior to Dean, although he was grateful for their help nonetheless.

Hybrid was staring at the supermice, too, now, with even more disbelief than Dean. “The supermice? Why … why are they protecting you?”

“I … don’t know for sure,” said Dean, “but animals are smarter than we give them credit for. They can tell the difference between humans who are nice to them and humans who aren’t. And I’ve treated the supermice infinitely better than you ever have, Hybrid.”

The supermice made a series of squeaking sounds that almost sounded like they were agreeing with Dean. That put a smile on Dean’s face, despite how exhausted and pained he was.

Hybrid, however, just scowled even more. He slowly rose to his feet, an action which clearly took a great deal of effort on his part. “Stupid supermice. If I’d known they’d also try to play the hero, I would have killed them long before I decided to kill you.”

“There’s no point in continuing to fight, Hybrid,” said Dean, shaking his head. “You are literally falling apart even as we speak. There’s nowhere to run to, either. You’re finally trapped.”

Hybrid shook with suppressed rage. “No. I won’t let my last chance at survival be thwarted by a dumb kid and his stupid pet mice. I didn’t last this long, kill this many people, spend this much time on the run, merely to surrender.”

“What other option do you even have at this point?” said Dean. He pointed at Hybrid. “You. Have. Lost. Accept it. Now.”

Hybrid, however, shook his head so hard that bits of rotting flesh flew off his face and onto the cracked surface of his helmet. “Never! I can still kill you, supermice or no supermice! Die!”

Hybrid rushed toward Dean, waving his knife crazily through the air. Diana, however, shot laser beams at Hybrid’s helmet, the blast shattering his helmet into a million pieces and embedding at least half of them in his face. Hybrid’s screams of rage turned into yelps of pain as the sharp glass shards cut deeply into his skin, but he didn’t slow down at all.

Hybrid barreled through the supermice—who all scattered to avoid getting stepped on—and swung his knife at Dean. Dean, however, just barely managed to dodge the knife, which embedded itself in the door behind him. Hybrid yanked hard on his knife, but he must have yanked too hard because the knife came free of his arm cannon entirely. The sudden loss of his knife sent Hybrid stumbling backward, almost falling over himself.

Taking a few steps back, Dean said, “Now you’re literally tearing yourself apart. Stop this. You’re killing yourself.”

Hybrid shook his head again, causing more bits and pieces of skin to fly off. He glared at his knife stuck in the door and said, “Then I’ll flee! I’ll start again. I’ll find another lab to steal from. I will save myself. I. Won’t. Die.”

With another yell, Hybrid kicked open the door and dashed into the hallway outside.

Or would have, if the door did not suddenly grow long, spindly arms which wrapped around Hybrid’s body and clung to him tightly. Hybrid almost lost his balance again, backing away back into the office, struggling to get the door off of him.

“What—?” said Hybrid, whose face was visible through the door’s broken window. “What nightmare is this, that even the doors are attacking me?”

“It’s not the door, freak,” came a familiar feminine, though strained, voice from the hallway beyond. “It’s me.”

Jennie stepped into the room. Due to the limited visibility granted by the light, Jennie was hard to see, but Dean definitely noticed that she seemed to be struggling to walk. She grabbed the doorway for support and was breathing heavier than ever, her knees knocking together as she stood there.

“Jennie?” said Dean in disbelief. “How did you find us?”

Jennie flashed Dean a strained smile. “I followed you as soon as you ran off with that gun. We got separated at some point in the maze, but when I heard the sounds of fighting, I just followed them until I got here.”

Dean pursed his lips. He was happy to see Jennie here, but at the same time, he was still worried about her health. “What about the other supermice?”

Jennie shrugged. “John and Cleo are taking care of them. Told them to take the cages up to the surface while I went to help you. The police should also be here shortly, though I don’t know when.”

A cry of anger interrupted Dean’s next question, making him and Jennie look toward Hybrid.

Hybrid had somehow managed to break apart the door that had been clinging to him, though he hardly looked triumphant. He had backed away into the corner of the room, his face covered in glistening blood, the light from Dean’s dropped smartphone reflecting off of the hundreds of glass shards stuck in his face. His chest heaved up and down, while he was slumped against the corner. He looked way worse than Jennie and appeared to struggle to remain standing himself. The stench of death seemed worse, although that may have been because it mixed with the stench of his own blood as well.

“You … insolent … children …” Hybrid breathed, a painful, rattling sound that made Dean feel sick just listening to it. “You think you can stop me … but you don’t know—”

“Don’t know what, Hybrid?” said Jennie sharply. “You look like you’re dead already. What, exactly, are you going to do to us?”

Hybrid gulped. He opened his mouth to speak, but then groaned suddenly and put both of his arms against his stomach. He slumped down to the floor, his legs practically giving out underneath him.

Hybrid looked up at Dean and Jennie with fear in his eyes. “I … don’t … want … to …”

Then Hybrid’s eyes rolled over, his head slumped onto his right shoulder … and Hybrid was no more.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Hybrid’s corpse looked rather pathetic to Dean. He remembered how terrifying Hybrid had been when he had first seen him. Hybrid had seemed like a monster straight out of the scariest horror movie imaginable, but in his death, he looked more like a frightened, terrified little child who couldn’t understand why he had to die.

Perhaps Dean should have felt sorry for Hybrid. And to an extent, he did. Fear of death was natural and normal among humans. He even found some sympathy for some of Hybrid’s views, especially on science.

But in the end, Dean couldn’t feel sorry for the man who had become a monster. However awful Hybrid’s fate might have been, it was ultimately the result of his own choices, choices he did not have to make but did anyway.

It’s justice, Dean thought, staring at Hybrid’s rotting corpse. Something you don’t see always see, even in a world full of superheroes.

Dean’s thoughts, however, were interrupted by a groan from Jennie and a thud beside him. He immediately whirled his head to the right and saw a sight that was far scarier to him than Hybrid’s rotting body:

Jennie was lying on the floor, in a half-fetal position, moving as much as Hybrid.

Dean rushed over to Jennie and, dropping beside her, picked her up in his arms. He was relieved to feel her breath, as weak as it was, on his face, as well as the warmth of her body. He checked her pulse and found that it was still there, if dangerously weak. Her eyes were only half-open, her lips blue like she was very cold.

“Jennie, can you hear me?” said Dean, holding Jennie close, looking into her eyes. “Can you hear me? Jennie?”

Jennie opened her eyes, but they were slightly glazed over. “I can hear you, Dean. Hear you just … fine.”

Dean felt his heart drop into his stomach at Jennie’s weak voice. “Everything’s going to be okay, Jennie. Hybrid’s gone. I’ll get you to the hospital, back to your bed, and—”

Jennie reached up and put a hand on the side of Dean’s face, causing Dean to stop talking and look into her eyes again. He saw love and passion in them, the same love and passion he’d always seen, but they seemed to be burning brighter than ever in her eyes despite her weakened state.

“No, Dean,” said Jennie. She shuddered. “It’s too late. You’d never get me back to my room in time. Even if you did, there’s nothing the doctors can do for me. My condition. It’s over.”

Dean’s world seemed to fall out under his knees as he knelt there with Jennie in his arms. “You … can’t go. Not yet. I haven’t … I haven’t even gotten close to discovering a cure for your condition. The Supermice Project just started. Please—”

“It’s not my choice, Dean,” said Jennie. She coughed hard, though nothing came up. “I pushed myself too hard, too quickly. I thought I still had time left, but I guess I underestimated how sick I was. You were right. I should have stayed in bed.”

Those words broke Dean’s heart cleanly in two. “No, Jennie, no. I mean, yes, but you were so helpful here. I—”

Jennie chuckled. “I know, Dean. I was just saying that I didn’t really take care of myself. But that’s okay. Because I took care of you and the others.”

Dean felt tears forming in the corners of his eyes. “L-Like a real superhero.”

Jennie reached up with a weak, cold hand and brushed away the tears behind Dean’s glasses. “Yeah. Pretty good for an Academy dropout, right?”

Dean sniffled. He blinked his eyes, trying to blink away the tears that made his vision so blurry. “For a hero, you mean.”

Jennie smiled. “Thank you, Dean. But I wasn’t the real hero here. You were. I just helped.”

“Me?” said Dean. “The hero? But I just ran away and was scared most of the time. I didn’t save lives. Not like you.”

A soft squeaking sound at Dean’s side made him look over. Barbara, Diana, and Bruce were sitting by his lab coat, looking up at him with their big, red eyes.

“They disagree,” said Jennie with another smile. “You went after Hybrid to save them, even knowing you might not survive. Just to save their lives.”

Dean looked at Jennie again. “For you. I saved the supermice for you. But now you’re dying.”

“And?” said Jennie. She rubbed her chest. “I’m not the only super in the world who has this condition, nor will I be the last. Even if I don’t get to reap the rewards of your research, there are other people out there who will. Children and teenagers, even, who need your help if they’re going to have a shot at growing up someday.”

“I …” Dean lowered his head onto his chest. “I don’t want to lose you. I don’t want to let you go. Ever.”

Dean felt Jennie’s hand touch his chin and push his face up a little, letting him see Jennie’s face. Her eyes were shinier than normal, perhaps because of the tears.

“I know, Dean, I know,” said Jennie. “But someday, we’ll be together again. I just know it. And in the meantime … keep helping people. Keep saving people. Keep being my hero to everyone. Don’t give up on the Supermice Project. Keep … working … to … save …”

Jennie stopped talking. Her eyes, so bright and beautiful, lost a little bit of their light. Her smile remained, but it merely lingered, lacking the mind and soul that had created it, like an abandoned, beautiful home that had once housed a happy family.

The supermice began squeaking again, though Dean could not tell if they were hungry, wanted to go back into their cage … or if they, like him, were crying.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

One week later …

 

Not more than a minute after Jennie’s passing, over half a dozen Fallsville police officers and a dozen federal agents found Dean and the supermice inside the empty office. The federal agents were led by Inkblot, who had apparently recovered from Dean’s attack, and immediately took Dean into custody, although he was released once it became clear that Dean had nothing to do with Hybrid or the supermice theft. Barbara, Diana, and Bruce were put back in their cage and returned to the University of Fallsville separately from Dean, though Dean didn’t mind. He was just happy that the supermice were okay.

Hybrid and Jennie’s bodies were immediately moved out of the underground facilities. The G-Men confiscated Hybrid’s corpse, apparently taking it somewhere for research, while Jennie’s was returned to the hospital. Her funeral was a couple of days later on a beautiful, warmer than usual mid-winter day that Dean knew she would have loved.

The rest of the supermice also made it safely back to the university and Dean learned from an email from Veronica that the IACUC—short for Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee—was not going to shut down the Supermice Project after all. All 50 supermice had been successfully and safely retrieved, with Veronica confirming that the mice were free of injuries, wounds, and infectious diseases. For that, Dean was immensely thankful, to the point where he and his dad even threw a small celebratory party to celebrate the continuation of the project.

John and Cleo, unfortunately, were forced to quit thanks to their aiding Hybrid in his plot. Dean worried that they might go to jail for aiding Hybrid, but Arachnid spoke with the police and the G-Men and persuaded them that John and Cleo had been victims as much as they had been accomplices of Hybrid. Even so, John and Cleo apparently decided they could no longer work, in good conscience, at the University of Fallsville or be involved with the Supermice Project anymore. That made Dean a little sad, but he understood their reasons for doing so.

Speaking of Arachnid, he survived Hybrid’s stabbing attempt, though he had to spend several days in Fallsville General, where he underwent several surgeries to repair the wounds that Hybrid had inflicted on him. Arachnid had since been released and was back on his way to Hero Island, although he did stay in Fallsville long enough to attend Jennie’s funeral, which Dean appreciated.

Arachnid had also managed to convince Inkblot that Dean was not one of Hybrid’s accomplices, either, which Inkblot had accepted, although she did not seem very happy about it. Dean supposed that Inkblot was still upset that Dean had attacked her, which was understandable, although Dean was just happy he wasn’t going to jail for the rest of his life like he had feared.

Thus, exactly one week after the supermice theft, Dean found himself walking down the steps into the basement of the laboratory where the supermice were kept and opened the door.

As soon as Dean entered the lab, he was greeted by a chorus of happy squeaks from the supermice on the cages on the far wall. Dean smiled and waved at the supermice, paying special attention to Barbara, Diana, and Bruce, but he didn’t stop to talk to them. He just went over to the table, put down his bag, pulled out his laptop, and started working.

He got so caught up in his work that he didn’t even hear the door open behind him, which was why he was surprised when he felt a hand touch his shoulder.

Startled, Dean looked over his shoulder and saw his dad standing behind him. Father wore a kindly, but perhaps concerned, smile on his face.

“Good morning, Dean,” said Father. “I didn’t expect to see you here so early. I thought I gave you the rest of the week off.”

Dean shrugged. “You did, but I decided to come back in early. I have so much work to do and so little time to do it. Plus, I’m kind of a workaholic, which I might have gotten from a certain someone.”

Father chuckled. “I wonder who. Anyway, I thought that you might need time off to grieve. For Jennie, you understand.”

Dean nodded. He looked back at his laptop, though he wasn’t really focusing on it. “I have. Am. Maybe always will.”

Father patted Dean on the shoulder. “I understand. Even though your mother has been gone for over two decades now, I still sometimes get overwhelmed with grief. It has gotten better over the years, but still sometimes sneaks up on me when I least expect it.”

Dean nodded again, feeling his throat tighten. “Yeah. I know. But I also know that Jennie wouldn’t want me to mope around. She would want me back at work, trying to help people. Trying to be a … a …”

“A hero?” said Father.

Dean looked at Father in surprise. “How did you know?”

“Jennie told me once when you first started dating,” said Father. He leaned on the table. “Said she thought you were a bigger hero than her because your scientific research could help way more people than her powers could. I was rather surprised by what she said myself, but I didn’t disagree, either.”

Dean blinked, feeling tears start to form all of a sudden. “Wow … I mean, wow. That’s … that’s …”

“No need to say anything, Dean,” Father interrupted gently. “What’s important is getting to work on finding a treatment or cure for people who are suffering and hurting. I’m sure Jennie would have wanted that as well.”

Dean gulped. “Yeah. She would.”

Father nodded before glancing at Dean’s computer screen with a frown. “What’s this you’re working on here?”

“Oh, this?” Dean swiveled the screen of his laptop toward Father. “My idea for a potential cure for Hernandez’s Disease.”

Father looked at Dean in surprise. “Six months in and you’ve already got a cure figured out? Do you want your Nobel Prize now or later?”

Dean laughed. “No, it’s just an idea, but one that I think could work. I based it on the Neo-Pill, which is used to treat the Neo-Plague. Hernandez’s Disease and the Neo-Plague are different, but also very similar. I got the idea from Arachnid, who said he took the Neo-Pill and it helped him.”

Father stroked his chin. “So you’re suggesting we make a pill for people who are suffering from Hernandez’s Disease. What would you call that pill, exactly?”

Dean shrugged again. “Still trying to come up with names, but I do like the placeholder I’ve come up with. Might just keep it.”

Father leaned in a little closer to the laptop screen and frowned. “Seems a little on the nose, doesn’t it?”

Dean smiled for the first time since Jennie’s funeral. “It does. But I think Super Pill has a nice ring to it.”

-

THE END OF SUPERMICE.

Dean returns in Ashley Jason and the Superhero Academy, where his Super Pill is used by teenage superhero Ashley Jason to manage her Hernandez’s Disease. Read on for a preview chapter from that book!


PREVIEW:

 

Ashley Jason #1:

Ashley Jason and the Superhero Academy

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

My first day at school was pretty normal. Met my teachers, introduced myself to my classmates, fell for a cute guy who was totally out of my league, and learned that I have an archenemy for life who wants to kill me because my dad killed his dad before I was born.

Maybe I should back up a bit. My name is Ashley Carrie Jason, I am sixteen-years-old, and I am the daughter of the superhero Bolt.

I say that like it’s some kind of accomplishment, but it’s really not. Everyone tells me I am really lucky to be the daughter of such a famous and well-respected superhero. Bolt—or Dad, as I always like to think of him—has saved the world so many times it’s practically a running joke in the family. Mom—who you might know better as Blizzard, who was a superhero in her own right when she was my age—is almost as accomplished and famous as he is.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful for both of my parents, who aren’t just famous superheroes, but also great parents in general. I’m not even intimidated by the thought of living up to their legacy of success and fame.

Mostly because I don’t expect to live long enough to become the next Bolt or Blizzard.

Wait. That sounds bad. Like I’m suicidal or something. If my best friend, Cora, was reading this, she’d probably tell me to be clearer about what I meant and stop being so depressing.

Besides, I didn’t start this journal to make myself feel worse. I started it to get my thoughts onto the page and make sense of my life, which can be a little confusing at times, to put it mildly.

So let me back up one more time, to the morning of my first day at the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans. Hopefully, that will make me look less suicidal, although I doubt it will make me look very smart …

-

Monday, September 17th, 2035, 7:55 AM …

 

“We’re here!”

I started, accidentally knocking my head against the handle overhead. Groaning, I rubbed my forehead and said, “We’re what?”

My dad, sitting in the driver’s seat of the car, turned around and smiled at me. “The Academy, of course. Look out the window. The facilities are amazing.”

I blinked and looked out the car window. Although not the first time I’d visited the campus of the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans, this was my first time looking at it as a student.

The Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans was spread out before us. We were parked on the hill overlooking the school, allowing me to see the sprawling, five-mile wide campus. The Auditorium in the heart of the campus rose above all of the other buildings, looking kind of like an oversized chicken egg. Even from a distance, I could see the statue of a superhero who looked familiar to me standing in front of it, gleaming even under the dark clouds overhead.

A huge track field stood off to the west, next to an old abandoned building that I recognized as the Academy’s Old Library from my research. Over on the east side of campus, the classroom buildings were scattered in a neat and orderly fashion, with the current Library—the second largest building on campus—and the Gymnasium standing not far away from them. They reminded me of bodyguards, as if those two buildings were responsible for protecting the students. To the north, the shiny new dorm buildings could be seen next to the cafeteria, while the south end of the campus had the teachers’ dorms on the east side of the road leading to the Auditorium. A tall metal fence protected the entire campus, although from what Dad told me, the Academy had far more defenses than a simple chain link fence. There were quite a few other buildings as well, but I didn’t recognize most of them.

My younger brother, who sat next to me, leaned across my lap to look out of my window. “Finally! I thought we’d never get here.”

Annoyed, I pushed my younger brother back onto his seat and snapped, “We’ve already seen the campus, Jake. No need to crawl all over me to see it. It’s not that exciting.”

My thirteen-year-old brother, Jake, sat back down in his seat. He was the spitting image of Dad, with the same brown hair, blue eyes, and face. He was just shorter and thinner than Dad, but I’d seen pictures of Dad at Jake’s age and you’d be forgiven for mistaking them for twins. Then again, Mom and I looked an awful lot alike, too, though I think I take more after Dad than Mom physically. I did have my grandmother’s green eyes, though, so I got that from my dad’s side of the family, at least.

“I’m just excited we’re here,” said Jake. He looked at Dad and frowned. “Why did we have to drive here like a bunch of normals? Why couldn’t we fly? Or even better, run? That would have been a lot more fun than driving in a freaking car.”

Mom, who sat in the passenger’s seat up front next to Dad, gave Jake a warning look. “Jake, don’t talk about ‘normals’ like that. Remember, your grandparents are normals and there’s nothing wrong with that.”

Jake shrugged. “Whatever, Mom. I just think cars are boring and slow. Running is faster.”

“Says the speedster,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Not all of us can run at the speed of light, bro.”

“It’s the speed of sound,” Jake corrected, “although I am getting faster and I would like to run at the speed of light someday.”

“Your sister has a point, Jake,” said Dad without looking over his shoulder at us. “You and I may have super speed, but your mom and sister don’t. Plus, it really wouldn’t be good on your mom’s body to carry her while running at the speed of sound.”

Dad said that while glancing at Mom’s bulging belly. He reached over and patted her belly with one hand, a smile on his face. “Don’t want to risk harming your new sibling, after all.”

Jake and I nodded. Mom was about five months pregnant with our new baby sibling (who I was hoping was going to be a baby sister, but we still didn’t know its gender yet). That was the main reason why we had flown in an airplane from Texas to Washington, D.C., where the Academy is located, and then rented a car to go the rest of the way. The plan was for Mom and Dad to drop us off at the Academy, where Jake and I would spend the next year until we went home for the summer. That didn’t include visiting during the holidays and such, of course.

“Mom could have stayed home,” Jake said, folding his arms across his chest. “It’s not like she needed to come.”

“Yes, but I wanted to come,” Mom said. “I’m your mother. Of course I want to see you two off on your first day at the Academy. This might be the last time I see y’all in a year. Plus, I’m not so pregnant that I can’t make a quick trip to D.C., even if I can’t do any superhero work at the moment.”

That was true. Mom and Dad were both members of the Neohero Alliance, the largest superhero organization in the country, which was also their employer. Due to Mom’s pregnancy, however, she had decided to take time off from her superhero work to get ready for the arrival of the new baby. As you might imagine, superhero work isn’t exactly the safest line of work for a five-month-pregnant woman, super or otherwise.

“Also, this is good family time together,” said Dad. “Can’t have family fun and conversations when you’re running at a hundred miles an hour, right?”

Jake slumped in his seat. “I guess, but I’m still bored.”

“You’re in luck,” said Dad, “because we’re almost at the gates.”

Dad was right. The front gates of the Academy loomed up ahead. We got in line behind three other cars. I didn’t recognize any of the other vehicles, but I saw other teenagers and their parents in the cars. That meant that at least some of those cars held kids who were either returning for another year of school or were about to start their first year at the Academy just like Jake and me.

Jake leaned forward excitedly. “The gates? I heard they’re made of Indestructonium, the only metal in the world that can’t be broken. Is that true?”

“Yes,” said Dad with a nod. He raised a fist and mocked punching the gates. “Even I couldn’t break the gates, that’s how tough they are. The fence is also made of the same material, so it should keep both of you safe while you’re at school.”

I gulped and ran my hand through my hair. Despite knowing for over a year now that Jake and I were going to the Academy, it just hit me that Jake and I were going to spend the next four years of our life with over a thousand other super students. And no, I wasn’t nervous because most of my friends were normals and my experiences with other supers my age was limited.

Mostly, I was nervous about what would happen if the other students found out my secret. If they knew what I was, or rather, what I was born with, would they even let me into the school at all?

I shook my head. Dad had already extensively discussed my unique situation with the Academy’s Headmaster and the Academy Board. The faculty were already aware of my condition, especially Professor Hernandez. If my condition was going to be a problem for the Academy, the faculty would have let me know ahead of time.

But really, it wasn’t the faculty or staff I was worried about. It was my fellow students. Over a thousand students from all across the United States, plus a handful of foreign exchange students, attended the Academy. Each and every student was a super, meaning they had been born with some kind of superpower. They weren’t like the normals I had gone to high school with. I didn’t have much experience with other supers my age aside from my younger brother and my cousin, plus the kids of some of our parents’ superhero friends.

“It will be all right, Ashley,” Dad had told me before we left the house. “So long as you are your usual friendly self, you should have no trouble making friends.”

I snorted at the memory of Dad’s words as our car inched closer and closer to the gates. Me, friendly. I knew Dad was just trying to be supportive and encouraging, but he didn’t seem to understand that I didn’t want or need very many friends. Even back in John Smith High School, I only really had one normal friend. And unfortunately, normals were not allowed to attend the Academy, so I wouldn’t be able to see her, either.

Being the new kid was always stressful. But if the other kids knew about my condition … I shuddered at the thought.

“Cold?” said Jake, looking at me in confusion. He waved a hand in his face fast enough to create a small gust of wind. “I’m hot.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not cold. Just thinking about school.”

“I’m sure you’ll do fine, honey,” said Mom, looking over her shoulder at me. She reached over and patted my knee. “I’m sure you and your brother will fit in and find friends in no time.”

I smiled at Mom, but it was a weak smile. Again, like Dad, I knew Mom was just trying to be encouraging and make me feel less anxious. But, just like Dad, I felt like she didn’t really understand why I didn’t want any friends, even though she and Dad were both painfully aware of my condition.

“Friends are nice, but I want to become a superhero,” said Jake. He smiled. “Just like you and Dad. I want to wear a costume and get a cool name and go fight bad guys and stuff. Maybe even join the Young Neos.”

Dad laughed. “That’s nice, Jake, but before you can do that, you should focus on completing your homework and graduating from the Academy. You need to put one foot in front of the other to run and the same for becoming a superhero.”

Jake pouted. “Okay, Dad. But four years is, like, forever. I wish I could just skip over the next four years. Would be a lot more efficient than having to sit in a classroom all day listening to some old dude ramble about the First and Second Pokacu Invasion and stuff.”

“I think you’ll find the classes at the Academy much more interesting than the classes at your old school,” said Dad, “at least, if what the teachers told me is true.”

I tilted my head to the side. Mom and Dad had established their superhero careers before the Academy was founded, so they had never been students there. That made me wonder how Dad could know if the classes were interesting or not. Then again, I remember Dad mentioning that he audited some of the classes over the summer, so that’s probably where he got his info from.

Not that I cared. Unlike Jake, I wasn’t going to the Academy because I wanted to be a superhero.

I was going to the Academy because I wanted to be normal. Not ‘normal’ as in losing my powers, but normal as in no longer having to live with my condition. Truthfully, if I could have gotten treated without having to go to superhero school, I absolutely would have, but circumstances just didn’t make that practical.

I had nothing against superheroes. Really. It was just that the idea of putting on a costume and risking your life fighting bad guys on the streets was not my idea of a good life. My parents and Jake loved it, but I was hoping for something a bit more normal, I suppose you could say.

Of course, if I couldn’t get my condition treated, then I wouldn’t live long enough to deal with my future as an adult. I still liked to think about it, though, if only because it was preferable to the alternative.

We pulled up to the front gates. Through the windows, I saw one of the guards—a fat African-American man in a blue-and-black security uniform—step away from the tollbooth up to the driver’s side. Dad rolled down the windows and began chatting with the guard, showing him our identification papers and engaging in small talk with him. I didn’t pay much attention to their conversation, though, mostly because I was twirling one of my brown hairs nervously and just wishing we could go through the gates already. Jake, sitting next to me, was playing a game on his phone, his legs wagging up and down like they always did whenever he was bored sitting down.

“… You’re Kevin Jason?” said the guard loud enough that I could hear him clearly. “As in, Kevin ‘Bolt’ Jason? The famous superhero?”

“Yep,” said Dad, who sounded a bit embarrassed. “I take it you’ve heard of me.”

“ ‘Course I have,” said the guard with a chuckle. “This place was named after your dad, right? And you’re so famous, too. Your kids going to be attending here?”

“Yep,” said Dad. “Both of ‘em. Ashley and Jake.”

The guard glanced behind Dad. He smiled when he saw Jake playing on his phone, but when his eyes fell on me, a strange look of pity and worry crossed his features. That made me wonder if I had something on my face.

“Ashley?” said the guard slowly, looking at Dad again. “She’s your daughter, right?”

“Of course,” said Dad proudly. “I’m surprised you’ve heard of her.”

The guard pursed his lips, his eyes darting back and forth. “I’ve definitely heard a lot about her. Her name’s been thrown around the campus for a few days now.”

Now I was listening more closely. Who was talking about me and why? I hoped it was nothing bad, but the guard’s expression and tone made me think otherwise.

Dad seemed to sense that, too, because he said, in a slightly more tense voice than before, “Oh? What are they saying about her?”

“Just …” the guard looked at Dad. “It’s nothing. Just rumors. You don’t want to—”

“I do, actually,” Dad interrupted. “Tell me again: What are they saying about my daughter?”

The guard gulped. Couldn’t blame him. Despite looking like a normal dad, Dad could look really scary when he got angry. It didn’t help that red electricity sparked off his fingers, which was never a good sign. It made me worried that Dad might lose control of his powers if he got too upset.

The guard seemed to realize that, too. Sweat appeared on his forehead, which he dabbed away with a handkerchief from his uniform’s breast pocket.

“They’re saying a lot of things about your daughter,” said the guard, “but the most persistent rumor I keep hearing is that she’s got an infectious disease that only affects—and kills—supers. Any truth to—”

The guard was cut off when Dad rolled up the windows and slammed his foot on the acceleration, causing our car to zoom through the open gates just as they finished opening fully. The guard on the other side of the gates even jumped out of the way to avoid getting hit by Dad’s car.

But I didn’t pay attention to what was happening outside. My mind was fixed solely on the rumor that the guard had shared with us. My nerves, anxiety, worries, and fears swirled around in my head like a maelstrom, making it almost impossible to think straight.

One question did echo clearly in my mind, though, rising above my emotions and forming into words:

How did anyone know my secret?

-

Continue reading Ashley Jason and the Superhero Academy HERE!


NOTES FROM THE AUTHOR

 

Dear reader,

Thank you for reading Supermice! I hope you enjoyed reading this as much as I enjoyed writing it.

Supermice has an interesting origin. Unlike most of my books, I did not come up with the idea for this story entirely on my own.

Several months ago, shortly after the launch of Ashley Jason and the Superhero Academy, my wonderful fiancée, who works in laboratory animal medicine and is a veterinarian who just adores small, furry creatures in general, started reading the Ashley Jason series. She really enjoyed it, especially the bits about the Super Pill that Ashley takes to manage her condition. She told me that a pill designed to cure or manage superhuman-specific diseases had to have been tested on superpowered lab animal models–most likely mice–in order for it to work.

Now, I’m not a scientist. I never planned to go into detail on the origin of the Super Pill, much less the science behind it. Ashley’s story was more about her growth as an individual and how she overcame the challenges associated with living with Hernandez’s Disease than the science behind how the Super Pill itself worked.

But my fiancée’s question inspired my creative brain to come up with an idea that promised an interesting story and was internally consistent with the wider Neoverse. It didn’t take me long to develop the idea and then make an entire prequel novel about it that, I feel, is probably one of my best works yet.

I hope that my AJ fans found this story as interesting and fun as I did. If you have not read any of the AJ books, I hope you enjoyed this story anyway. And if you’d like to see what happens when Dean finishes the Super Pill and starts to test it, you can check out Ashley Jason and the Superhero Academy, which this book takes place before.

See ya,

Lucas Flint, March 2021, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma


Subscribe to my newsletter and get a FREE Ashley Jason short story!
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Curious about how Ashley’s dad, Bolt, came to know Franklin ‘Dragon King’ Marcus? And the origin of the country of Superbia?

Then check out The Heroes of Hope’s Cape, a free Ashley Jason short story. Set 16 years before Ashley Jason and the Superhero Academy, Bolt and Dragon King team up to investigate rumors of supers being enslaved on the mysterious island of Hope’s Cape, where they end up facing the sadistic Science Master and his army of soldiers armed with enough powerless gas to leave even the mightiest super weak.

The Heroes of Hope’s Cape is a freebie for joining my weekly newsletter (which you can join HERE!), where, in addition to the free short story, you get:


	New release announcements before anyone else



	Previews and sample chapters of upcoming books



	Behind the scenes information on books and characters (ask me about a cut character from the Ashley Jason books whose appearance would have totally changed the series)



	And more!





So what are you waiting for? Get your free short story today HERE!


Join my Discord!

 

Hey there!

Did you love this book?

Do you love my books?

Do you want a fun place to talk with fellow fans and readers of my books?

Do you want to ask me questions about the characters I’ve created, the worlds I write about, and pretty much anything else on your mind?

Then join my growing Discord community! We have a ton of channels where you can talk about my books with fellow readers. Share theories, ask questions, and talk about your favorite books with other fans.

Additionally, we have monthly dedicated AMAs with yours truly! So if you have any burning questions about my books, characters, stories, or anything, that’s the place to be.

If that sounds like your thing, then join my Discord HERE!

See ya,

Lucas Flint


Other books by Lucas Flint

 

For a complete listing of all of my books, you can go to my website HERE. My website is always up-to-date on my newest books, complete with series reading order, links to books, and more. Good place to check if you want to know what I’ve written.

Or if you don’t want to go to my website, you can download my free reading order and guide on BookFunnel HERE. The Official Lucas Flint Series Reading Order & Guide is updated not quite as often as my website, but it’s still a great free resource with the definitive reading order of all of my series, plus links to where you can buy them. Lots of people have told me how helpful the guide is, so check it out.


About the Author

 

Lucas Flint writes superhero fiction. He is the author of The Superhero’s Son, Minimum Wage Sidekick, The Legacy Superhero, and Capes Online, among others.

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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