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CHAPTER ONE

 

Switch knew that today was going to be one of those days when President Adam Lucius Plutarch was nearly assassinated before her eyes by her favorite teacher. She knew it was going be even worse when she learned of the prison break led by her father not long after.

The day had started out innocently enough. Switch had woken up earlier than usual in order to get ready for the arrival of President Plutarch, who was coming to the Academy that day to give a speech to the students about using their superpowers for the greater good. Her home room teacher, Arachnid, had not seemed entirely thrilled about the President’s visit, and it wasn’t because he had voted against Plutarch in the last election, either. It was because Arachnid had been convinced that Plutarch was going to try to sell the G-Men to the prospective students, because once they graduated, the Academy students would have freedom in choosing what to do with their lives afterward, and the G-Men were always recruiting new superhumans into their organization.

Switch had no idea if Plutarch planned to do that or not, though looking back, she should have realized that Arachnid’s distrust of Plutarch was a subtle foreshadowing of Plutarch’s near assassination. Truthfully, Switch didn’t know very much about Plutarch in general. She was aware that Plutarch, prior to becoming the President of the United States, had once been a supervillain known as the Billionaire and had even worked with her mother, Electrica, on more than one occasion. She had never met Plutarch herself—he had retired from the supervillain life when Switch was very young—but she remembered that Mom always talked about Plutarch with respect and even admiration, so she didn’t particularly hate or distrust Plutarch herself.

What she did hate, however, was having to sit in the Auditorium so early in the morning to listen to his speech. Bait, her twin brother, had said that Plutarch was a great speaker and that his speeches were never boring, but Switch wasn’t so sure of that. She was glad it meant they got the morning off from their normal classes, but if the alternative instead was to listen to a politician drone on about being good little boys and girls, then she wasn’t sure if it was as good a thing as she thought. At least by taking her classes Switch was getting one step closer to her dream of becoming a famous superhero who was loved and praised by the people.

And when is the speech even going to start? Switch thought, tapping her foot against the concrete floor of the Auditorium, glancing up at the stage every now and then to ensure that the President hadn’t sneaked on without her noticing. We’ve been sitting here for ten minutes and he still hasn’t shown.

Switch looked to her right. Bait and Tommy sat next to her, but unlike her, they were talking excitedly about Plutarch’s speech. Tommy even wore a ‘PLUTARCH/PORTER 2016’ t-shirt, with the catch phrase ‘MAKE AMERICA NORMAL AGAIN’ written underneath it in smaller lettering. Switch would never be caught dead wearing such a tacky t-shirt herself, but Tommy didn’t seem even remotely embarrassed about it. Then again, Tommy was kind of a huge nerd, so she shouldn’t have been surprised that he would wear such a lame shirt.

What did surprise her was how Bait seemed even more excited about Plutarch than Tommy. Bait had explained to Switch that he viewed Plutarch as a kind of role model, because Plutarch had managed to go from being a supervillain to a popular President who won the most recent presidential election in a landslide. Bait took that as a good sign that it was possible for someone to be redeemed and become good, which was a big concern of his due to the fact that he and Switch were the children of infamous supervillains.

And Switch supposed that Bait had a point, but she still couldn’t muster up the excitement he showed. She was just not very interested in politics in general. Most of it was too complicated and confusing to understand, and what she did understand was incredibly boring. Who cared about tax cuts or regulations or random terrorists in the Middle East or whatever? It all seemed like a waste of time to her and she didn’t think she’d ever understand why adults got so worked up over this crap.

Honestly, if it doesn’t help me become a superhero or become more famous, then why should I care? Switch thought. But the Headmaster said that attendance for this speech is mandatory, so I guess I have to be here.

Switch glanced around the Auditorium. The Auditorium was full today, with the entirety of the student body in attendance, save for those who were recovering at the Clinic. As well, all of the teachers were present, sitting up in the center box above everyone else. Switch saw Balloon, the grounds keeper, arguing with Charger, the Combat class teacher, while Miss Shield, the Ethics teacher, was trying to get them to stop fighting. The only two members of the faculty who were not present up there were Headmaster Johanson—who was probably going to introduce Plutarch—and, oddly enough, Arachnid.

Switch looked at Bait. “Bait, do you know where Arachnid is? I don’t see him with the other teachers.”

“Hmm?” said Bait, looking at Switch as if he had forgotten she was there. “Arachnid? Oh, I saw him leaving the Auditorium in a hurry when we got here. I think he was going back to his office, though not sure why.”

“I saw him, too,” Tommy piped up. “He looked kind of worried and was talking to someone on his phone. Not sure who he was talking to, though.”

In retrospect, Switch should have seen that as the second sign that everything was about to go to hell, but given how Switch lacked the ability to see into the future, she could only frown and say, “So he makes a big deal about making sure everyone attends the speech, but then bails at the last second? I thought Arachnid was better than that.”

Bait shrugged. “Unlike us, he’s got work to do. Maybe something came up that forced him to leave suddenly. It’s always possible.”

Switch folded her arms across her chest and pouted. She wished she could have been wherever Arachnid was. Whatever Arachnid was doing was probably a lot more interesting than listening to a speech by a politician, even if that politician was the President of the United States himself.

Then Headmaster Johanson—wearing a fancier-than-usual black suit—walked out onto the stage to the podium. He stood behind the podium and rested both hands on either side of it, looking out over the assembled crowd of students and teachers. Suddenly, everyone stopped talking as soon as they noticed Johanson standing on the stage.

As usual, Johanson was smiling, and when he spoke, his charming Swedish accent was magnified considerably by the microphone sticking out of the podium. “Students and faculty of the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans, it is wonderful to see that everyone is here. Well, nearly everyone. A few students are out due to illness, while some of the faculty and staff are out for other reasons. Nonetheless, this is a nearly full crowd, and that is good, because it isn’t every day that you get to hear a speech from the President of the United States himself.”

It’s less amazing when you consider that attending this speech was mandatory, Switch thought, but did not say it aloud because she didn’t want to interrupt Johanson.

“President Plutarch has made relations between normal humans and superhumans a top priority of his since being sworn into office in January of last year,” Johanson continued. “And he’s made a lot of progress in that area, helping to bridge the divide between both groups, as well as supporting important legislation which helps our nation as a whole, not merely one group or another. Today, he is going to give an important speech talking about this and many other issues. I hope you will all pay very close attention to everything he says, because I believe that Plutarch will have a lot of important ideas for us to take away today, both for us as a community and as individuals.”

Switch slouched in her chair. She figured it was going to be yet another inspirational speech meant to pump them up. Switch didn’t mind being pumped up, but she did mind cliches and so she expected Plutarch’s speech to be full of them. She glanced at Bait and Tommy and saw that the two of them were listening aptly, not wanting to miss even one second of Plutarch, even though he wasn’t on stage yet.

“And now, without further ado, allow me to introduce the man himself, Adam Lucius Plutarch, the current President of the United States of America!” said Johanson.

Plutarch walked out onto the stage. Though Plutarch was in his early seventies, he certainly didn’t look like it. He was large and imposing, wearing a perfectly-done suit that fit his body very well. He walked with absolute authority and confidence. Indeed, his mere presence was enough to make Switch sit upright, even though he didn’t even look at her.

The students and faculty burst out into applause when Plutarch appeared on stage, causing Switch to nearly jump in surprise. Bait was also clapping, while Tommy was actually standing up, clapping so hard that Switch was almost afraid that he would hurt himself.

Plutarch, to his credit, didn’t look even remotely surprised at the sudden applause from everyone. He just smiled and waved in such a way that made it obvious that he was used to receiving spontaneous applause just for appearing. He stopped in front of the podium, shook Johanson’s hand and said something to him that Switch couldn’t hear, and then looked out over the crowd.

“Thank you, thank you,” said Plutarch as the applause started to die down. “I always love seeing enthusiastic young people showing respect to their elders. It gives me some hope for the country, especially when those young people are superhumans who will one day grow up to use their powers for good. And the teachers are great, too.”

Chuckles went through the crowd at Plutarch’s last quip. Switch could not help but smile herself. She looked up at the box where the teachers sat and noticed that even they were smiling, but Arachnid was still missing. Once again, she wondered where he was.

“Now,” said Plutarch, lowering his hands onto the podium, “first, I just want to thank Headmaster Arnold Johanson for letting me come and speak to you. Johanson and I haven’t always gotten along, but it is nice to know that, like me, he’s willing to put aside our past differences in order to focus on something greater than ourselves. He’s a great guy, simply fantastic, and you couldn’t find a better headmaster if you tried.”

“What’s he mean, they haven’t always gotten along?” Switch muttered to Bait.

“Remember, Plutarch used to be a supervillain,” Bait whispered back. “I bet that Johanson, when he was Timestopper, probably fought with him a lot. Plutarch actually fought with a lot of different superheroes over the years, so it wouldn’t surprise me if Timestopper was one of them.”

Switch nodded in understanding and then turned her attention back to Plutarch, who was still speaking.

“As for why I am here today, it’s because I’m a firm believer in education for our children,” said Plutarch. “I believe that it is crucial that our children receive the best possible education they can get, whether superhuman or not. I’ve taken a few tours around the campus and am very pleased by what I see and have heard. Vice-President Porter already told me what a fantastic place this school is, but it wasn’t until I came here and saw it for myself that I really believed it. And that, of course, is in part because of the great teachers you have working here.”

More than a few teachers looked rather pleased when Plutarch praised them. And once more, Switch still didn’t see Arachnid. She did notice Miss Shield looking at the chair where he normally would have sat in confusion, as if she, too, wondered where Arachnid was.

In retrospect, that was the third—and final—clue which should have tipped Switch off that something was wrong.

“You guys have just the greatest teachers here, believe me,” said Plutarch, gesturing at the teachers’ box above. “I’m even familiar with more than a few of them from the old days. Great teachers and great heroes with an even greater sense of justice. You couldn’t find better teachers if you—”

At that moment, Arachnid burst out from the side of the stage. Plutarch looked in his direction in surprise, but that was the last thing Plutarch did before Arachnid aimed something—a small handgun—and Plutarch and fired.

The bullet struck Plutarch in the chest and he immediately fell backward onto the stage.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Everything happened in slow motion to Bait. He had seen Arachnid appear on the stage almost like a ghost, moving so silently that Bait wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t been looking like a stage. Then he saw Arachnid pull a shiny gun out of his pocket, aim it at Plutarch, and fire. Even the sound of the gun being shot seemed to happen in slow motion, like Bait was listening to a slowed down video.

The bullet entered Plutarch’s chest and the President fell backwards onto the stage like someone had punched him in the face.

As soon as Plutarch hit the stage, time seemed to return to its normal speed again and Bait’s ears were filled with loud shrieks and screams of fear and shock from everyone in the Auditorium. Several Secret Service agents appeared on the stage from the other direction and rushed over to Plutarch, where they formed a loose but protective circle around the fallen President. Johanson, meanwhile, took to the podium and started calling for order, but it seemed like no one heard his calls for order, because students and faculty were already scrambling for the exits while screaming their heads off.

As for Arachnid, he vanished through the side door without even saying anything. He didn’t even look over his shoulder to make sure no one was following him.

“What the hell just happened?” Tommy shouted, his voice full of fear and shock. “Why did Arachnid just shoot Plutarch? What’s going on here?”

“I don’t know,” said Bait. He rose from his seat. “But I’m going to go after Arachnid and stop him before he gets away.”

“I’ll come with you,” said Switch, rising from her seat as well. “I’m just as interested in finding out what happened as you are and—”

“No,” said Bait, holding out a warning hand before her. “You and Tommy should get out of here. If Arachnid’s gone evil or crazy or whatever, I don’t want either of you to get hurt.”

Before Switch could argue with him about that, Bait jumped over the seats next to him and ran down the aisle next to their seats. Thanks to having sat close to the front, Bait reached the stage quickly. He burst through the same side door as Arachnid just in time to see Arachnid about to reach the end of the hallway.

“Arachnid!” Bait shouted. “Get back here! Now!”

But Arachnid didn’t even look back over his shoulder. He just burst through the door at the end, causing Bait to run after him. Bait reached the end of the hall quickly and kicked the door open hard enough to knock it off its hinges.

Bait now stood at the side of the Auditorium, but at first, he had a hard time finding Arachnid. That is, until he spotted a familiar flash of purple and green disappear behind the President’s limousine, prompting Bait to run toward it. He ran around the car and then ran smack dab into something solid, falling flat on his bottom from the unexpected impact.

“Bait?” said a voice above him. “Why are you in such a hurry? And why is everyone fleeing the Auditorium? Did someone get hurt?”

Bait looked up at who he had run into. It was Arachnid, who was looking down at Bait with confusion in his eyes.

Without even thinking, Bait tackled Arachnid to the ground. Arachnid grunted in surprise, but Bait pinned his arms above his head, using his super strength to ensure that Arachnid would not be able to break his grip.

“Don’t try anything, assassin,” said Bait, breathing hard. “I’m not going to let you get away, even if you are my home room teacher.”

“Assassin? Get away?” Arachnid repeated. “Bait, what in the world are you talking about? I was just on my way back from my office. I have no idea what just happened in the Auditorium.”

Arachnid seemed genuinely confused, which almost made Bait think he had made a mistake in tackling him. But then he remembered seeing Arachnid shoot the President with his own two eyes and his grip on Arachnid’s wrists tightened. “That’s a pretty unbelievable story, given how I just saw you in the Auditorium not even five minutes ago shooting Plutarch with a gun. Not exactly your office, is it?”

“I shot Plutarch with a gun?” said Arachnid. “For God’s sake, I don’t even own a gun. Now get off me or I’ll be forced to make you.”

“Yeah, no,” said Bait, shaking his head. “You’re tough, but even you can’t overwhelm my super strength. I’m just going to hold you here until the Secret Service catches up with me and arrests you.”

“I guess Charger never taught you that an enemy doesn’t need to be stronger than you in order to beat you,” said Arachnid.

Without warning, Arachnid squeezed his right fist and a gob of web shot out of wrist and hit Bait in the chest. It was almost like being shot by a gun and the impact knocked Bait off Arachnid, who quickly scrambled back to his feet and stepped several feet away from Bait, holding his hands up in a defensive way.

Gasping for breath, Bait got to his feet and raised his fists. “I should have seen that dirty trick coming.”

“Dirty trick? You know what I’m capable of,” said Arachnid. “If I wanted to hurt you—and I don’t—I could have done much worse to you even then. This is all a misunderstanding. I don’t want to fight you.”

Bait scowled. “But you were okay with shooting the President on stage in front of a bunch of kids. Like I said, I’m going to make sure you don’t get away, and if that means beating the crap out of you, then so be it.”

Bait rushed toward Arachnid, but then Arachnid leaped backwards at the last second and landed on top of Plutarch’s limo. Before Bait could react, Arachnid fired two web lines, which struck both of Bait’s fists. Arachnid yanked Bait forward, causing Bait to fall flat on his face on the gravel.

Struggling to his feet, Bait looked up just in time to receive a kick to the face from Arachnid. The blow knocked Bait on his back, knocking the wind out of his lungs, and then Arachnid stomped a foot on his chest, pinning him under his weight.

“I said I don’t want to hurt you,” said Arachnid. “Don’t you understand? There’s no need for us to fight. The real assassin is getting away while we waste time fighting each other like this.”

Bait, however, growled and tried to grab Arachnid’s foot, but Arachnid leaped over his head and landed about a yard behind him. Once again getting to his feet, Bait whirled around in time to see another web blast coming at him. He ducked, however, allowing the webbing to fly harmlessly over his head, and rushed toward Arachnid. He threw a super-powered punch at Arachnid’s face, but at the last second, Arachnid ducked and grabbed Bait’s arm.

Before Bait even realized what was going on, Arachnid whirled around and slammed Bait flat on his back on the ground. Pain exploded through Bait’s back and he was pretty sure he heard something break, but he was in too much pain to think about that.

Nonetheless, Bait tried to get up, only for Arachnid to web up his arms and legs. The thick webbing kept Bait’s arms and legs attached to the ground and, despite his best efforts, Bait couldn’t tear the webbing apart. Even his super strength wasn’t of much help against the steel-like properties of the webbing.

“Sorry, Bait, but you’re still just a student,” said Arachnid, standing over Bait and looking down at him with cold eyes. “I don’t know what’s happening or why you think I attacked the President, but I’m going to go to the Auditorium and speak with the Headmaster and see if he can tell me what’s going on. You can just stay here until I return.”

Bait gritted his teeth. He didn’t want to let Arachnid get away, but the webbing was too thick for him to break. He was still convinced that Arachnid was the assassin, even if Arachnid was playing dumb for some reason. He knew that Arachnid was actually going to run away and there was nothing he could do about it.

But then a large shadow suddenly appeared over them both. Arachnid looked over his shoulder just in time for two large hands made of shadow to grab him and lift him off the ground. Arachnid cried out in surprise and kicked his legs, but it was obvious that he couldn’t break the hands’ hold over his body.

“What is this?” said Arachnid, staring at the shadow hands in shock. “Where did these come from? A monster?”

He said that last question when he looked up. Bait also looked up and saw a familiar lizard-like shadow face looking down at them both. It even seemed to be smirking, as if taking pleasure in Arachnid’s surprised and terrified appearance. It also looked hungry, though Bait didn’t know if it was going to eat Arachnid or not.

“Not a monster,” said a familiar Hispanic voice not far away. “His name is Sombra. Learn it, spider.”

Bait looked in the direction from which the voice had come. A Mexican man with extremely short hair stood near the front of Plutarch’s limo, his hands in his pockets and his G-Men patch on his right shoulder bright and colorful as always. He was smirking, wearing a similar smug expression to the shadow monster, though it was more human, of course.

“Vengeance?” said Bait in surprise. “Is that you? What are you doing here?”

Vengeance’s smirk grew even more amused. “Of course it’s me, kid. As for why I’m here, I was selected to be part of President Plutarch’s security detail. And I think I just caught the man who tried to kill him. You’re welcome.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Hours later, Switch lay in her bed in her dorm, staring up at the bottom of the bunk above her. She overheard her roommates, Dora and Alanna, gossiping on the other side of the room about Arachnid, but she didn’t join in, even though she normally loved to gossip. She was still trying to make sense of what she had seen back in the Auditorium a few hours back, wondering if this was all some horrible dream she was experiencing, one that she would hopefully wake up from any minute now.

A nightmare, not a dream, Switch thought. And if I haven’t woken up yet … despite pinching myself a dozen times … then this isn’t even a nightmare, but something worse: Real life.

After the G-Men agent Vengeance successfully caught Arachnid, Headmaster Johanson had ordered all students to return to their dorms immediately while the G-Men and Secret Service searched the campus for any other possible threats to the President. The teachers were all posted outside each dorm, just in case Arachnid had any associates who might try to take advantage of this moment to harm the students. That was why Switch was back in her dorm. She knew that Bait was probably back in his, too, but she hadn’t seen him since he went after Arachnid and so didn’t know what his current status was. Her Blood Gem’s tracking ability had showed her that Bait’s Blood Gem, at least, was in his dorm, though given how Bait had not brought his Blood Gem to the speech in the first place, that still didn’t reassure her about his status.

There was still a lot of stuff Switch didn’t know. She didn’t know what Arachnid’s current status was or if the G-Men and Secret Service had found any more potential threats or dangers on the campus. She didn’t even know if the President had survived the assassination attempt. She hoped that Johanson would see fit to update them on the situation as it developed, but given how it had already been several hours since they had been ordered back to their dorms and they still hadn’t heard anything, Switch worried that the situation might be even worse than she originally thought.

“Can you believe that Arachnid actually shot the President?” said Alanna from the other side of the room. She was speaking in a whisper, perhaps to avoid waking Switch, who they assumed was asleep. “It’s crazy.”

“I don’t think it is,” said Dora, her Southern twang obvious even as she whispered. “I heard rumors that Arachnid used to be a supervillain before he became a teacher, an assassin even. Maybe he never really changed at all and was always just waiting for the right moment to put a bullet in Plutarch’s body.”

Switch’s hands balled into fists. If she wasn’t so worried, she would have jumped out of her bed to scream at both of them for being so stupid, but her worry kept her paralyzed in her bed. She was glad that she had pulled the curtain in front of her bed, because she didn’t want either of her roommates to see the tears running down the sides of her face.

It can’t be true, Switch thought. Arachnid is a good guy, a hero even. He would never kill someone in cold blood like that or even try to. He’s changed.

But Switch could not deny that she had her doubts. Like everyone else, she had seen Arachnid shoot Plutarch with her own two eyes. She wanted desperately to believe that Arachnid was somehow innocent, but she couldn’t keep telling herself that forever. The facts were the facts, and right now the facts suggested that Arachnid had indeed tried to assassinate Plutarch.

And if he succeeds, then this entire school will probably be shut down, Switch thought. It would be the scandal of the century if the President of the United States got killed here. It might even increase hatred toward superhumans. What would Bait and I do if the school closed down because of this?

Switch did not know. With both of their parents in jail, and no other relatives they knew of, she and Bait would be entirely on their own if the Academy was shut down following this incident. She wondered if Brains and Vanish might be willing to take them in as sidekicks or something.

It doesn’t matter, Switch thought. This is even worse than when Reagan betrayed me. I really thought Arachnid was good, but if it was all an act … if he was always evil and just hid it really well … then what chance do Bait and I have of becoming heroes ourselves?

A sudden knock at the front door almost made Switch jump out of her bed. She heard Alanna rise from her chair and go to answer it. She lay very still, listening as Alanna opened the door and said, “Yes?”

“Hi, Alanna,” said Bait, whose voice Switch immediately recognized. “Is Switch awake? I’ve got some news for her that the Headmaster wanted me to deliver to her.”

Switch immediately sat up in bed and pushed aside the curtains as Alanna said, “Sorry, Bait, but she’s still sleeping. If you’d like, I can—”

“Hold on!” Switch shouted, jumping out of the bed—almost falling in her eagerness to get out—and onto the floor. “I’m awake! No need to take any messages. I can take them myself.”

Bait stood in the doorway, looking over Alanna’s shoulder at Switch in surprise. “Oh, hey, sis. I guess you were taking a nap or something?”

“Sort of,” said Switch, standing upright and stretching her arms. “Why don’t you come in and tell us what’s happened? We’re really interested in hearing any updates you’ve got for us.”

Bait rubbed the back of his head sheepishly. “I dunno. It’s a girls’ dorm, after all, and I’m not sure if it’s proper for me to enter.”

“Oh, it’s completely proper,” said Alanna, standing to the side to let Bait enter. “I—I mean, we don’t mind having boys in our dorm at all, do we, girls?”

Switch eyed Alanna suspiciously. She had always suspected that Alanna liked Bait—the constant side glances she gave Bait in the cafeteria or whenever they had a class together was a consistent clue—but this was the most shameless she had ever been about her attraction toward him. She didn’t think Bait noticed, but then Bait was usually oblivious to girls who showed interest in him anyway.

Pushing that thought out of her mind, Switch said, “Yeah, come in and tell us what happened.”

Bait nodded and stepped inside, closing the door behind him on his way in. He glanced around the dorm quickly—probably due to natural male curiosity of female spaces—before looking at Switch and saying, “All right. The G-Men performed a thorough search of the Academy campus, but didn’t find any other possible threats to President Plutarch’s life. They think that Arachnid was working alone, but the Headmaster still says that students should stay in our dorms for another hour at least. I was given permission to go out because I helped catch Arachnid.”

“Whew,” said Alanna, brushing a few strands of hair back. “I was worried for a second there that he might be working with someone. Good to know he doesn’t have any accomplices on campus.”

Switch should have felt relieved to hear that Arachnid acted alone, but somehow that just made the situation worse. From her perspective, that meant that Arachnid had attacked on his own, rather than as part of some greater group. He hadn’t even been hired to kill Plutarch, which meant that Arachnid had tried to kill him for his own reasons, a thought which left Switch feeling even worse than she had just a few seconds ago.

“What about Arachnid?” asked Switch, stepping forward and putting her hands together. “How is he?”

“Fine, as far as I can tell,” said Bait. “He’s currently in the custody of the G-Men, who are holding him prisoner in the Library basement. They’re going to transport him to Ultimate Max tomorrow and interrogate him to find out why he tried to kill the President.”

“You mean they still don’t know?”

“Nope. Arachnid has been denying that he has anything to do with the assassination attempt, but they’re not going to let him go until they can get Cadmus to read his mind and find out if he’s telling the truth or not. They did search his office, however, and found the gun which had been used by Arachnid to try to kill Plutarch.”

Switch’s heart fell. “So he really did try to kill Plutarch?”

“So far, that’s what the evidence suggests,” said Bait. He folded his arms over his chest and frowned. “Yet when I confronted him outside the Auditorium, he acted like he didn’t know what I was talking about when I mentioned the assassination attempt to him. Either he’s a compulsive liar who was trying to gaslight me or he didn’t really try to assassinate the President.”

“Did President Plutarch survive, at least?” said Dora, who was sitting at her desk on the other side of the room, her legs folded underneath her.

Bait nodded. “I think so. The Secret Service moved him out of the Auditorium. Last I heard, he’s in the Academy Clinic, where Nurse Irma is working on his wounds. He’s going to be transported to a hospital in Washington later today, once he’s feeling well enough to travel. Right now, the Clinic looks like a mini high security prison with all of those Secret Service and G-Men agents surrounding it.”

“That’s a relief,” said Alanna. “If the President had actually died here, that would have been a huge disaster.”

“Maybe that’s what Arachnid was hoping for,” said Dora in a conspiratorial voice. “Have the President die and then make the government shut down the school. I could totally see him do something like that.”

“I couldn’t,” said Switch, shaking her head. “This just doesn’t make sense. Arachnid would never do something like this. Not ever.”

“Well, apparently he has,” said Bait with a shrug. “You saw what happened. You were as close to the stage as I was. Then there’s the gun in his office and the fact that he used to be an assassin with the nickname ‘Bloody Knife.’”

Switch glared at Bait. “Are you saying that you think Arachnid never changed his ways at all? That he was always a supervillain and just hid his true nature from everyone all this time? Is that it?”

“I’m not saying anything,” said Bait. “I’m just pointing out that all known evidence suggests that Arachnid did it. The only part that doesn’t make sense to me is how he kept denying any knowledge of the assassination attempt when I fought him, but guilty people usually are pretty strident about denying their wrongdoing even when it doesn’t make sense.”

“Maybe he was framed,” said Switch. “Did that ever occur to you or are you just so eager to throw Arachnid under the bus that you’re willing to believe all sorts of bad things about him?”

“You know I don’t hate Arachnid, Switch,” said Bait in annoyance. “I respect him about as much as you do, if not more so. I’m just basing my conclusions on what I see and what we know. And what I see and what we know doesn’t make Arachnid look very good, to put it lightly.”

Switch huffed and turned away. “I don’t need to listen to this. I know Arachnid was framed. How and by who, I don’t know. If you want to keep believing otherwise, however, then you can keep doing that. I’m not going to try to convince you that you’re wrong, since you are obviously keen on disagreeing with me.”

“Switch, stop acting so irrational,” said Bait. “You’re always like this whenever we disagree about anything. Just because you want to believe that he’s innocent against all evidence doesn’t mean that I’m just as irrational as you in my position.”

Switch whirled around and pointed a finger at Bait. “I’m not irrational! You’re irrational. This doesn’t make sense and you know it.”

“It does make sense,” Bait replied, “at least with the information we have. Maybe that will change as new evidence comes in, but for now—”

Bait was interrupted by a loud ringing noise coming from his pocket. Bait pulled his phone out of his pocket and held it up against his ear, saying, “Yes? Hello? Oh, hi, Headmaster. Any updates on the Plutarch situation?”

Bait suddenly went quiet as the Headmaster spoke, but Switch couldn’t hear what the Headmaster was saying. Not that she was very interested. She was more interested in Bait leaving her dorm and never coming back again. If he was going to keep accusing her of acting irrationally, then she wasn’t in the mood to talk to him.

“All right, I’ll let her know,” said Bait. “Okay, see you soon. Bye.”

Bait lowered his phone into his pocket and looked at Switch. “The Headmaster has summoned both of us to the Clinic.”

“The Clinic?” said Switch. “Not his office?”

“President Plutarch has requested a meeting with us,” said Bait. He shook his head. “Don’t ask me why, but he wants to see us. The Headmaster told me we needed to be there as soon as possible, so get your shoes on, because I doubt Plutarch is going to wait patiently for us to see him.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Ten minutes later, Bait and Switch walked down the hallway of the Academy Clinic together, escorted by two Secret Service agents on either side of them. The two agents had met them at the front doors of the Clinic and had insisted on escorting them for ‘security purposes.’ Switch had, as usual, been annoyed at the implication that either of them might pose some sort of threat to the President’s life, but Bait understood. Arachnid’s assassination attempt on the President had come out of nowhere for everyone. No doubt the Secret Service wanted to make sure that no one else tried to take the President’s life under their watch, even if that meant treating innocents like Bait and Switch with more suspicion than was warranted.

At least they haven’t insisted we meet the President in handcuffs, Bait thought as they walked. Guess that means they don’t completely distrust us.

Bait was a little nervous about meeting Plutarch. He had always admired the President for the simple reason that Plutarch was an example of a reformed supervillain who had truly made the jump from evil to good with amazing success. It gave Bait comfort and hope for him and Switch, that they would be able to rise above their family legacy and become real heroes in their own right.

But what if Plutarch is like Arachnid? Bait thought. Looks good on the outside, but is still evil on the inside?

Bait shook his head. He still didn’t know what to make of Arachnid. He’d always respected Arachnid, especially after learning that Arachnid had once been a supervillain himself, but after Arachnid’s attempted assassination on Plutarch, he wasn’t sure how he felt about Arachnid anymore. He could not get Arachnid’s constant denials and genuinely confused tone of voice out of his head. Whatever was going on here—with Arachnid, with Plutarch—it was all much deeper than Bait initially assumed. He wondered if Plutarch had summoned them because he had information that might help them make sense of it.

Bait and Switch soon reached the door to Plutarch’s room. Two more Secret Service agents stood in front of the door, but after a brief exchange with the agents escorting Bait and Switch, the agents stepped aside and gestured for the two of them to enter. Switch went in first, followed shortly by Bait, but none of the Secret Service agents followed them inside.

Not that that was necessary. Four Secret Service agents stood around Plutarch’s bed, each one standing at attention with dark sunglasses covering their eyes. The Secret Service agents looked at Bait and Switch when they entered, which made Bait nervous for some reason. Even though Bait was pretty sure that most Secret Service agents were just normal humans with no powers at all, he found himself treading carefully around them anyway. He figured their guns were probably full of powerless pellets, though even if they weren’t, the Secret Service agents were very good at projecting a collective aura of authority that would have squashed any thoughts he had about harming Plutarch out of his mind, if he had had any in the first place.

As for Plutarch himself, he lay on a bed on the other side of the room in a hospital gown. An IV drip was connected to his right arm and his skin looked paler than usual, but oddly, Plutarch didn’t look much worse than he normally did. Actually, when Bait and Switch entered the room, he looked at them, smiled a big smile, and waved at them.

“The Tag Team Twins,” said Plutarch, his voice as booming and friendly as ever. “I’ve heard so much about you, especially how you defeated Tsunami during the Seaside incident. I wish we could have met under different circumstances, but guess we can’t always choose how we get to meet people.”

“Uh, Mr. President—” Bait began.

“Please, just call me Plutarch,” Plutarch interrupted. “No need to be so formal. Besides, I’m practically an uncle to you two.”

“Wait, what?” said Switch, tilting her head to the side. “But didn’t you just say this is the first time we’ve met?”

“First time we’ve met since you were kids,” Plutarch corrected. “Back when I was a supervillain, I used to work with your mom every now and then. I saw you two when you were just babies, maybe about a year or so after you two were born. Didn’t interact with you two much—didn’t care for kids back then—but I could tell you two were destined for greatness even back then, what with your parents being such powerful superhumans and all.”

Bait frowned. He had no memory of meeting Plutarch prior to today. On the other hand, if Plutarch was telling the truth, then Bait had been a baby when Plutarch met them. That was probably why Bait didn’t remember Plutarch very well.

“So you worked with Mom?” said Switch. “Did you know her well?”

Plutarch shrugged. “In the supervillain world, you don’t get to ‘know’ people. You work with whoever is willing to work with you. But I always did think she was beautiful, though unlike Tsunami, I didn’t get involved with her. She’s the kind of woman you look at, but don’t touch, if you know what I mean.”

Bait quite frankly did not, but he supposed that it was just one of those things that would make more sense to him when he got older. “Well, then I guess we’ve come full circle, haven’t we?”

“Yes, we have,” said Plutarch, nodding. “The reason I called you here was because I wanted to thank you, Bait, for going after Arachnid. I was informed that you were the very first person to react to Arachnid’s assassination attempt and that you actually fought him before Vengeance stepped in and arrested him. Had you not acted, Arachnid likely would have escaped and justice would not be about to be served.”

Bait shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “It’s nothing, Mr. Presi—uh, I mean Plutarch. I just did what I thought was right.”

“Most kids your age wouldn’t be so eager to chase down an assassin like that,” said Plutarch, winking at Bait. “Even most superhuman kids wouldn’t do that. I ought to give you the Presidential Medal of Freedom or something as a reward.”

“Plutarch, that really won’t be necessary,” said Bait, rubbing the back of his neck. “Like I said, I just—”

“Arrested an innocent man,” Switch muttered under her breath just loud enough for everyone in the room to hear her. “That certainly doesn’t need to be rewarded, not one bit.”

The temperature in the room seemed to drop by several degrees. Plutarch looked over at Switch, raising an eyebrow. “Hmm? Did you say something, Switch? I thought you mentioned something about arresting an innocent man. You weren’t referring to Arachnid, were you?”

Switch looked Plutarch straight in the eye. “Yeah, I did. What of it?”

Bait bit his lower lip. Switch normally spoke bluntly to just about everyone, but Bait wondered if Switch realized who she was talking to here. Plutarch was the President of the United States of America. He wasn’t just some random guy on the street. Plutarch seemed like a pretty laid back guy, but that didn’t mean he would tolerate or accept any kind of disrespect from Switch.

Plutarch’s eyes narrowed. “You saw Arachnid shoot me, didn’t you? I’m not sure how you can call that ‘innocent,’ young woman.”

Switch folded her arms across her chest. “He was framed. How and by who, I don’t know. But I do know Arachnid. And I know that he would never shoot you or anyone else, not unless he was trying to save someone else’s life. He’s a good guy, a hero, even if I can’t prove that he’s innocent.”

Plutarch was silent for a long time, which was eerie, because Plutarch was normally a loud and jolly fellow. Bait didn’t know if Plutarch was going to order his agents to throw him and Switch out of the room or maybe even arrest Switch for her disrespect. Bait had heard rumors that Plutarch had been a harsh employer to his minions during his time as the Billionaire and he wondered if Plutarch still had some of that ruthlessness even now.

Finally, Plutarch chuckled. “I know Arachnid, too. After all, I used to hire him for a lot of jobs back during my days as a supervillain.”

Switch blinked. “When he was an assassin, you mean.”

Plutarch folded his hands behind his head. “When he was a gun for hire. And he was quite effective, too. Never spent time worrying about the ethics of working as an assassin, never had any sort of crisis of conscience, nothing. He was just a stone cold killing machine, which was why I liked him so much.”

Switch frowned. “Well, obviously something must have changed at some point, because he ended up becoming a good guy.”

“Are you so sure about that?” said Plutarch. “If there’s one thing I know about assassins, it’s that they never seek redemption. To become an assassin at all, you have to be at peace with taking human life for money. And Arachnid always seemed to be quite peaceful whenever he was out killing people I or someone else hired him to kill.”

“Something must have changed,” said Switch. “He must have had a change of heart at some point and—”

“And shot me,” said Plutarch. He rubbed his chest, which was partially hidden under his blankets. “Whatever ‘change of heart’ he experienced must not have been genuine. Perhaps it was just a lie this entire time. Maybe Arachnid was faking it the whole time as part of some elaborate plan on his part. You never know with him. He was very good at Machiavellian plans.”

Switch’s hands balled into fists. “You’re wrong. I know he’s innocent. And I’ll prove it.”

Plutarch smirked. “You know, you really do remind me of your mom. Except your mom never denied what her eyes plainly showed her.”

Switch stepped toward Plutarch, but then all four of the Secret Service agents drew guns out of their coats and aimed them at her. Bait also put a hand on her shoulder and said, “Switch, let it go. There’s no need to cause a scene or get arrested by the Secret Service. It’s not worth it.”

Switch glared at Bait, clearly challenging him to let her go, but he held her as firmly as he could. Bait had no intention of letting Switch attack Plutarch and end up in prison or worse because of it. He didn’t know whether the Secret Service’s guns were full of powerless pellets or normal bullets, but whatever they had, Bait did not want him or Switch to be hit by them.

The standoff ended when a sudden ringing noise pierced the air. At first, Bait didn’t know where it was coming from until he noticed Plutarch’s phone lying on the table next to his bed. Plutarch casually picked up the phone and, answering it, said, “Hello, Cadmus. Are you calling to find out how I’m doing? I’m fine. The Academy’s nurse healed me up well, but I’m going to a hospital in Washington later today to—”

Plutarch abruptly stopped speaking. The lines in his aged face grew even deeper as he frowned. He looked at Bait and Switch, which made Bait think that Cadmus’s call must have involved them in some way, though he couldn’t guess what it was about.

“I see,” said Plutarch, nodding. “Yes, get all of the G-Men on this and tell the NHA and INJ about it as well, if they don’t already know. We can discuss this more when I return to the White House, but until then, don’t talk to the media and make sure that nothing important leaks to the public. It would be a complete and utter disaster if it did.”

What’s he talking about? Bait thought. Did North Korea launch a nuke or something?

Plutarch lowered the phone back onto the table. All of his jolly attitude from before was gone, replaced with a solemnness that seemed eerily out of character for the President.

“What’s the matter, Plutarch?” said Bait. “I mean, if it isn’t top secret information or anything like that.”

“It’s not,” said Plutarch, shaking his head. “But it is a national security issue, perhaps one of the worst in recent memory. And I fear that it is going to get a whole lot worse before it gets better.”

“What is it?” said Switch. “The Pokacu didn’t attack Earth again, did they?”

Plutarch smiled grimly. “No, another Pokacu attack would be peanuts compared to this.”

“Then what is it?” said Bait. “What could possibly be worse than an alien invasion?”

“A prison break,” said Plutarch. “From Ultimate Max.”

“A prison break?” Switch repeated. “Well, that’s not such a big deal. There was one last year, wasn’t there? It didn’t lead to any major problems that I know of.”

“The first prison break in Ultimate Max’s history had only six escapees,” said Plutarch. “But this one is bigger … much, much bigger. According to Cadmus’s call, nearly every single prisoner in Ultimate Max has broken out of the prison.”

“Nearly all of them?” Bait said. “Where are they now?”

“Cadmus doesn’t know, but he does know who their leader is,” said Plutarch. His grim smile became even grimmer. “It’s your daddy, Tsunami. And according to what one of the prison guards said, he’s now got an army of supervillains behind him with a grudge against America and the world in general. And no one knows where they are.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Over the next week, all anyone on campus could talk about was Tsunami’s prison break from Ultimate Max. Whether at meal times or in class, it seemed to Switch like she couldn’t escape the rumors and gossip being spread about it. She even overheard some of the teachers talking about it, though by and large they didn’t seem to discuss it, at least in public, perhaps because they didn’t want to scare the students. It didn’t help that Plutarch was forced to leave the Academy far sooner than he originally planned, going directly to the White House in order to hold a press conference regarding this mass prison break, the worst one in American history.

The initial reports of the prison break were confusing, because it seemed like everyone had their own version of what happened. But a consensus eventually emerged during the first two or three days after the event, which Switch gathered from reading and watching various news sources online.

According to what Switch had gathered, on the same day that President Plutarch was at the Academy to give his speech to the students there, one of the prison guards had opened all of the gates and cells in Ultimate Max during a work shift. This resulted in a mass exodus of prisoners from Ultimate Max, including most of Cell Block Z. The other prison guards attempted to hold back the prisoners, but they were overwhelmed by sheer numbers and power and only managed to take down a handful of weaker prisoners. The rest escaped with Tsunami at the head. As for the prison guard who originally released them, he vanished, though there was an investigation by the FBI in an effort to find out who he was and why he released all those prisoners.

But Tsunami did not merely escape Ultimate Max. He also left a message with one of the prison guards, a note that was published on every website, blog, and social media account on the Internet when it became public:

TO ALL THE SUPERHEROES, GOVERNMENTS, AND NATIONS OF THE WORLD-

TODAY, A NEW DAY HAS DAWNED. UNDER MY COMMAND, THE PRISONERS OF ULTIMATE MAX ARE NOW KNOWN AS UNITY. SOON, THE WHOLE WORLD WILL COME TO TREMBLE AT OUR NAME AND NOT A SINGLE SUPERHERO OR SUPERHERO ORGANIZATION WILL BE ABLE TO STOP US.

Of course, with the publication of the letter, the word ‘Unity’ also spread. It appeared to be the name of the supervillain army which Tsunami had formed. It didn’t sound much like the name of a supervillain army to Switch, but she supposed that Tsunami probably didn’t think of himself as a supervillain.

Regardless of its name, however, the presence of this new supervillain army had shaken the superhero world to its core. From what Switch understood, this was the first time any supervillain had attempted to make an army like this. Most supervillains usually operated solo or in small teams, yet Unity potentially rivaled the Independent Neoheroes for Justice in membership numbers. Given the destructive power that Tsunami alone wielded, the thought that he also had hundreds of other supervillains apparently working for him was enough to create an air of thick tension in the Academy, and, based on some Internet comments she read, the superhero community as a whole.

One report mentioned a strange purple-suited individual (whose gender was unknown) aiding the prisoners in escape. That individual sounded like Fusion to Switch, the supervillain who was the result of the twins Fuse and Ion combining, but she couldn’t find much information on this individual. Regardless, if Fusion and Tsunami were somehow working together, then that made this situation a whole lot worse.

More importantly, however, was the revelation that Electrica had also managed to break out of prison with the others. No one knew if Electrica was part of Unity as well or if she had gone her own way. The latter seemed more likely to Switch, because she didn’t think that Mom would ever make up with Tsunami. That thought normally would have filled Switch with joy, but the idea that their supervillain mother was free again just made her nervous. She wondered if Electrica was going to come to the Academy to visit she and Bait, which likely wouldn’t end very well.

As for Arachnid, he was moved to Ultimate Max anyway. She didn’t hear any more news about him during the week. She didn’t even know if Cadmus had gotten around to reading his mind yet. All she knew was that Arachnid was locked up, like any other criminal, and that he probably wouldn’t be let free for a long time even if he was innocent.

Somehow, it was Arachnid’s arrest that bothered her more than Tsunami’s mass prison break. It was probably more personal to her, which was why it impacted her more, but whatever the reason, Switch was still determined to prove Arachnid’s innocence. Yet she didn’t know how she was going to go about doing that, because with Arachnid in jail, she could not talk to him. She also didn’t have much free time to investigate due to the classes she had to take. The only good thing to come out of Tsunami’s prison break was that it had completely eclipsed the news about Plutarch’s near assassination, at least for now, and so she heard less people attacking Arachnid for attacking Plutarch.

Unfortunately, due to fears that Unity might attempt to attack the Academy, security in the school was increased. This mostly consisted of NHA and INJ members coming down to the school to defend it. No G-Men agents had been assigned to protect the Academy, but Switch thought that the G-Men were probably too busy trying to locate Unity to protect the school.

It was one week after the attempted assassination and news of Tsunami’s prison break that Switch was once again eating lunch with Bait and Tommy. The three of them sat together at their usual table near the back of the Cafeteria, away from the noise and bustle of the other students.

“Switch, you haven’t even touched your pizza yet,” said Bait, glancing at her untouched tray. “Are you just not hungry or something?”

Switch rested her chin in her hands and shook her head. “No, it’s nothing like that. It’s just that I’m thinking about Arachnid. And the prison break, too, I guess.”

“Yeah, they’re both crazy,” said Tommy as he sipped his milk. “I can’t believe they both happened on the same day. Weird coincidence, isn’t it?”

“Maybe it’s not such a coincidence,” said Switch as she poked her pizza with her fork aimlessly. “Maybe whoever framed Arachnid is working with Tsunami and they timed the two events for a reason.”

“You’re still going with the theory that Arachnid was framed?” said Bait. He shook his head. “Look, Switch, I understand how you feel, but if you keep pushing this theory without evidence, you’re just going to make yourself look paranoid. We still haven’t heard back from the G-Men about Arachnid.”

Switch slammed her fist on the table, which caused Tommy’s milk to tip over and spill all over his pants suddenly.

“Hey!” said Tommy, looking at the milk on his pants in dismay. “Watch where you’re hitting your fist.”

“Sorry,” said Switch, though she didn’t really pay attention. “I didn’t notice your milk.”

Tommy shrugged and rose. “Well, looks like I’m going to need to zip back to the dormitory to get a new pair of pants before my next class. See you guys later.”

Tommy quickly ran to the nearest exit, though not without attracting the attention of a few girls sitting at a nearby table, who started giggling at the milk on Tommy’s pants. Bait felt bad for Tommy, but since there was nothing he could do for him, he just looked at Switch and said, “Did I upset you?”

“Yes,” said Switch. She unclenched her fist and laid it on her seat next to her. “I’m just worried that Arachnid was framed for a reason. Maybe Tsunami somehow managed to frame him.”

Bait raised an eyebrow. “Framed him from prison? That doesn’t make sense.”

“Maybe Tsunami has some minions on the outside who are willing to help him or something,” said Switch. She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just all been very confusing and upsetting recently and—”

Switch was interrupted by a cheery ring tone, which came from Bait’s phone on the table. Bait picked up the phone, glanced at the number, and said, “Hey, it’s Brains.”

“Brains? What’s he calling about?” said Switch with a frown.

“Probably about the Blood Gems,” said Bait. He looked around quickly to make sure no one could overhear them and then leaned in and whispered, “Remember? He’s investigating them for us.”

Switch remembered, all right. Brains was currently trying to find out why and how the Neohero Alliance had gotten their hands on the Blood Gems in the past, as well as why they had covered up Electrica’s successful theft of the Blood Gems from Hero Island ten years ago. Switch wasn’t as involved in the investigation as Bait—mostly because she didn’t care very much about it—but she decided that she wanted to know what Brains’ update for today was. It would take her mind off everything bad that had happened recently.

“Turn on speakerphone,” said Switch before Bait answered it. “I want to hear what Brains has to say.”

Bait frowned and looked around the Cafeteria. “But there are people who might overhear us.”

“Honestly, with all of the noise everyone is making, do you really think that anyone is paying attention to us or our calls?” said Switch. “Come on. It’s perfectly safe.”

Bait nodded and then answered the phone and turned on the speakerphone feature at the same time. “Hi, Brains. You’re on speaker so Switch can hear, too.”

“Hey, guys,” said Brains, his voice hard to hear over the noise of the Cafeteria. “Nice to talk to you, Switch. I guess you are finally interested in the investigation, too, eh?”

“I just need something to take my mind off the events of the last week,” said Switch, leaning forward and resting her chin in her hands. “At this point, I’d even be willing to listen to a six hour lecture on the beauty of watching paint dry.”

“Yes, the events of the past week have been stressful, haven’t they?” said Brains. “Tsunami’s prison break is really freaking everyone out in the NHA. I haven’t been to Hero Island since he broke out of prison, but I’ve heard rumors that Omega Man himself is leading the group searching for Tsunami. That’s pretty serious, because Omega Man never gets involved directly in these types of investigations due to how busy he is as a member of the Leadership Council.”

“Have they had any luck in finding them?” said Bait.

“Not yet,” said Brains. “But I have heard rumors that The Atlantis is missing from Hero Island.”

“It’s missing?” said Bait. “Who stole it?”

“Guess,” said Brains in a dark voice. “Probably Tsunami or one of his minions. It makes sense, because he’s going to need some place to keep all those supervillains and The Atlantis should be more than big enough to hold and transport them all.”

Bait and Switch exchanged significant glances. It was one thing to learn that Tsunami was out of prison and had an army of supervillains at his disposal. It was quite another to learn that he now had his ‘palace’ again, the one with all of the missiles and torpedoes and other weapons that could cause a lot of trouble. Switch wondered if Tsunami was planning an attack on one of the major coastal cities in the US or in some other country, but decided not to worry about that at the moment.

Instead, she said, “Well, let’s put that aside for now and focus on your own investigation. How’s it going?”

“Slowly but surely,” said Brains. “I went to the museum where the Blood Gems were donated by your great-grandfather, Steven K. Alder, to speak with the current caretaker, who was a teenager when they were first stolen some sixty years ago. I also spoke with some of the elderly members of the local community who remembered the theft when it first happened. I learned a few interesting things.”

“Like what?”

“According to James McCarthy—the museum’s current caretaker—on the same day that the Blood Gems were stolen, he had seen a strange man near the museum who he didn’t recognize,” Brains said. “He described the man as tall, with an old-fashioned suit that looked more suited to the nineteen forties than the nineteen sixties, and an exotic look about him. He couldn’t decide if the man was white or some kind of Native American. He also thought that the man seemed older than he looked, though he wasn’t sure about that.”

Switch tilted her head to the side. “Who could that be?”

“It sounds like Cadmus Smith to me,” said Bait.

“That’s what I thought,” said Brains. “Cadmus is old, but looks a lot younger than he actually is due to his slow aging abilities. Plus, I know for a fact that he’s been working for the US government since nineteen forty-three at least, so if he was still working for them in nineteen sixty-eight, that wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest.”

“You mean that Cadmus may have stolen the Blood Gems on orders from the federal government?” said Bait, leaning in closer, perhaps so he wouldn’t have to speak so loudly that someone might overhear them.

“It certainly looks that way,” said Brains. “Of course, we still don’t know if that man actually was Cadmus. And even if it was, that doesn’t explain how the Blood Gems ended up in the hands of the Neohero Alliance. Still, I feel like I’m on the cusp of finding out the truth. All I need to do now is confirm the identity of that mysterious man and then figure out how the NHA got the Blood Gems.”

“Easier said than done, though, isn’t it?” said Switch.

“Certainly, but everything is,” said Brains. “And remember, you two, don’t tell anyone about this. I’m still confident that the Leadership Council is unaware of my investigation, but I don’t know how much longer that will be, given how close I am to cracking this mystery. We need to keep this to ourselves before—”

Brains was interrupted by what sounded like a door slamming open on the other end of the line, followed by someone shouting, “Get your hands down!” and then what sounded like a quick skirmish before the phone went deadly silent.

“Brains?” said Bait, leaning closer to the phone, his face almost touching it. “Brains, are you all right? Brains?”

All of a sudden, the call ended, leaving Switch and Bait staring at the phone’s home screen, uncertain whether Brains was okay or even still alive.

And then, the next day, they found out that Brains had been arrested on charges of treason to the NHA.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Neither Bait nor Switch learned of Brains’ arrest from their teachers or from any NHA members. Instead, they found out about it through news reports they found online the next day. Though there was, as usual, some discrepancies between the differing news accounts, they all agreed on the same thing: Brains had been arrested in the Braindome in Showdown for treason against the Neohero Alliance.

And treason was the word used by all of the news outlets, such as Neo News and Neo Rankings, which covered the story. According to an official press release sent out to news outlets by the Leadership Council, it had been discovered that Brains was attempting to hack the NHA’s secrets in order to sell them to the highest bidder. He was taken from his home in Showdown and was currently being held prisoner on Hero Island, though he would eventually be transferred to Ultimate Max after his trial.

Bait could not believe what he read. He knew that Brains was no traitor to the NHA or to anything else. He tried to call Brains several times the next day, but every time, Brains would not answer, until eventually he gave up and stopped trying to call Brains entirely. No one else in the Academy seemed to notice or care about this news, but that was probably because Tsunami’s prison break was more interesting to the students than the arrest of an NHA member most of them didn’t know. Even the President’s near assassination in the Auditorium was discussed more than Brains’ arrest.

Bait knew that the charges that Brains was arrested for were bull. The real reason the NHA had arrested Brains, he was convinced, was because Brains was getting too close to the truth about the Blood Gems. Clearly, the NHA was trying to hide something and was afraid that Brains would discover something that might make them look bad.

But Bait felt absolutely powerless. He couldn’t leave the Academy to go to Hero Island and try to save Brains, nor did he have the ability to spread the truth. He was actually afraid of speaking up about this, because he didn’t want the NHA to arrest him, too. Even if the NHA didn’t arrest him, they could potentially discredit him in some way, which would work just as well as discrediting him, if not even better, given how Bait already had the reputation being the son of both Tsunami and Electrica.

Switch, as usual, was adamant about going straight to Hero Island and confronting the Leadership Council about it directly. She even tossed around the idea of breaking Brains out and going on the run with him, but Bait managed to convince her that that wouldn’t exactly be the wisest idea in the universe. Nonetheless, he shared her desire to do something, especially after Arachnid’s arrest and Tsunami’s prison break.

That was why Bait went walking around the Academy’s track just outside the Gym that evening, shortly after his last class and dinner, but before the curfew for all students went into effect. This was usually a pretty quiet time of day, because most students were either still eating dinner or had returned to their dorms to start on their homework or go to bed early. As a result, it was usually pretty easy to have entire facilities to yourself, such as the Gym, though for now Bait just wanted to walk. It would help him think.

So much crap has happened in the last week, Bait thought, his hands in the pockets of his Academy uniform as he walked along the track. First Arachnid tries to kill Plutarch, then Tsunami breaks out of prison with a supervillain army at his command and steals The Atlantis back, and now Brains is arrested. How could things possibly get worse? And what can Switch and I do to fix any of these issues?

Increasingly, it was starting to look to Bait like there was nothing either of them could do. He passed a blacked patch of dirt just outside the path, where one of his fellow students, Firespitter, had accidentally burnt the grass away during practice earlier that day. He knew that the grass there would eventually grow back, and once it did, it would look normal again.

I don’t think that’s going to happen here, though, Bait thought, shaking his head. The more time goes on, the harder these problems become to solve, for us or for other people.

Bait looked up at the darkening sky. He hated feeling helpless, but he genuinely didn’t know what to do, if anything could be done at all. He considered going to the Headmaster about this. Perhaps Johanson would have some suggestions for what he and Switch could do.

On the other hand, he might be just as helpless as us, Bait thought. Maybe even more so, since he’s got the Academy to run and he’s probably taking the heat for Arachnid’s attempted assassination on Plutarch. Every time I’ve seen him since the assassination, he’s always looked really stressed out, more so than usual, I mean.

Another thing that occurred to Bait was how Vanish, Brains’ wife, might be taking this. It had never even occurred to him to try to call her and find out if she knew anything, but given how Bait didn’t have her phone number, it was a moot point. Besides, he suspected that Vanish was barely better off than Brains. Maybe she hadn’t been arrested for ‘treason,’ but perhaps the Leadership Council left her free as a warning of sorts.

They’d probably arrest her if we tried to get her help, Bait thought. And given how Brains and Vanish have a little boy who is barely a year old, I can see why Vanish probably wouldn’t be willing to help us.

Bait kicked at the dirt in frustration. He was rarely one to vent or express his frustration—that was Switch’s area—but all of the stress from the last few days was starting to build and he wasn’t sure how much longer he was going to be able to take it.

That was when Bait heard footsteps nearby. He paused and looked around, but the track was empty tonight aside from himself. He didn’t see anyone in the stands or in the center grass area or near the showers, either.

Must have just been hearing things, Bait thought. Or maybe it’s a raccoon rummaging through one of the trash cans. Yeah, that’s probably—

More footsteps, this time louder and closer and definitely not the footsteps of a raccoon. Bait heard the footsteps coming from behind the stands. He wondered if it was one of his fellow students or one of the teachers, but then rejected both ideas off the bat, because no one aside from him ever used the track so late in the evening and even he didn’t come here every evening.

But who else could it possibly be, if it’s not one of the students or faculty? Bait thought. Should I go check? Or should I leave and report what I heard to the teachers?

A suddenly flash of blue light from behind the stands made Bait jump. In the brief instant that the light flashed, Bait thought he saw a woman’s silhouette against the fence behind the stands, but it appeared and disappeared too quickly for him to be sure. All he knew was that there was definitely someone there and that they were making bright lights for some reason.

I’d better go check, Bait decided. If they’re a threat, I can take care of them. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself in a fight, after all.

Preparing his super strength, Bait walked toward the back of the stands. He moved as silently as he could in order to avoid alerting the intruder of his presence. Unfortunately, Bait was never particularly stealthy and he was painfully aware of how much noise his own footsteps made. But no one jumped out from behind the stands to attack him, nor did anyone run away, so perhaps he was being stealthier than he thought.

Reaching the edge of the back of the stands, Bait peered around the corner and was puzzled by what he saw.

A small electric lamp was shining blue light against the back of the stands. It was the same blue light that had flashed before, the one which had shown him the woman’s silhouette, but he didn’t see any woman.

Someone must have been here, though, Bait thought, otherwise, how would that lamp have gotten there?

But maybe Bait hadn’t actually seen what he thought he saw or heard what he thought he heard. Maybe this lamp actually belonged to one of his classmates, who might have left it here at some point. It didn’t seem likely to him, but at the same time, he was starting to think he might have overreacted.

Better check anyway, just to be sure, Bait thought. Better safe than sorry, I always say.

Bait walked over to the lamp and knelt beside it to get a better look at it. The lamp looked perfectly innocuous, sitting in the dirt there shining its blue light softly in the dark evening. The lamp was almost pretty, but Bait felt wary of it nonetheless. He touched its lid, but when nothing happened, he relaxed a little.

It’s not a trap, Bait thought with relief. Whew. I thought it might explode or something if I touched it.

But then Bait glanced down at the dirt around the lamp and noticed footprints around it. They were small, smaller than his feet anyway, and he didn’t recognize them.

Someone put a hand over his mouth. Immediately, Bait grabbed the person who had covered his mouth and threw them over his head.

Or tried to, because as soon as Bait grabbed the person’s arm, their arm suddenly turned into electricity and zapped away from him. The ball of electricity flew over to the other end of the stands and landed with a small flash of light, forcing Bait to cover his eyes with his arms to avoid getting dust in them from the ensuring explosion. When it ended, Bait lowered his arms to see the aftermath. He expected to see a blackened crater in the earth, but instead, he saw that someone was standing in the spot where the ball of electricity had crashed.

The person in question was a woman who was probably in her late forties, with long, dark hair very much like Switch’s. As a matter of fact, the woman looked almost exactly like Switch, except older. She wore a tattered prison outfit, along with the remains of a rubber straitjacket that hung loosely over her shoulders. She was smiling as well, a smile Bait was very familiar with, though he had never thought he would see it again, at least outside of prison.

“Mom?” said Bait, staring at the woman in disbelief. “Is that you?”

“In the flesh,” Electrica, Bait and Switch’s mother and infamous supervillain, replied. “And I’m here to help my two most favorite children in the world with your problems like the good mother I am.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Switch ran through the Academy campus, heedless of tripping or falling over anything in her path. She had one destination and one destination only at the moment, and that was the track field, where Bait had gone to take a private walk by himself to think over Brains’ arrest.

Switch was not going there because she wished to join Bait on his walk. No, she didn’t care much for walks of any kind. It was her least favorite kind of exercise due to how boring it was. She liked squatting or push-ups better.

No, Switch was running there because she needed to be there. While lying in her bed doing her homework back in her dorm, Switch had received a text from Bait asking her to come to the track. He said she needed to be there urgently, but did not elaborate on exactly what he meant by that. He didn’t even say if he was okay or not. The only thing he added was that Switch should not bring any teachers or other students with her, which Switch found a very odd request, given how Bait was never averse to going to the teachers for help whenever he was in trouble.

Maybe he’s not in trouble at all, Switch thought as she rushed past the Library. Maybe he’s figured out a way to help Brains or prove Arachnid’s innocence.

But Switch knew that was about as likely as Tsunami deciding to become a good father. Bait was in trouble. That much she was certain. The only question was, what kind of trouble and would she be able to help him with it?

Switch would know the answer to that question soon, because soon she ran past the Gym and onto the track on the other side. A brief consultation of her Blood Gem told her that Bait was on the other side of the stands. A soft blue light glowed from the other side, though Switch assumed that Bait must have had a flashlight with him or something.

She ran over to the stands, saying as she got closer, “Bait! I’m here! Are you okay? Your text wasn’t very specific and I was worried that—”

Switch stopped speaking as soon as she walked around the corner, because the sight that greeted her was one she had not expected to see here, of all places.

Bait stood, apparently safe and unharmed, near her end of the stands. A small lamp stood on the ground, shining the blue light she had noticed before, while on the other end of the stands stood a woman who looked an awful lot like Mom.

No, not like her, Switch thought, staring at the woman in shock. It is her. And she’s not in Ultimate Max prison anymore.

Mom smiled and waved at Switch as soon as she saw her. “Hi, Switch! It’s been such a long time since we last saw each other, hasn’t it? Nearly half a year, or so I’ve been told. It is hard to keep track of time in Ultimate Max. The guards deliberately refuse to tell us even what time of day it is, at least us Cell Block Z prisoners, anyway.”

Switch opened her mouth to speak, but for the first time in her life, no words came out. She stared at Mom uncomprehendingly before looking at Bait and saying, “Bait, is that actually Mom? Or is she an impostor?”

“Impostor?” Mom repeated indignantly. She brushed back her rather scraggly hair and said, “No one can impersonate this beauty.”

“She’s right,” said Bait, who sounded as shocked as Switch. “It’s the real Mom. She’s got her powers and everything. Definitely not an impostor.”

“Quite right,” said Mom. “But you are wise to worry, because there’s been an impostor running around causing trouble. And, while I normally approve of causing trouble for superheroes, I can’t approve of that trouble if it’s trouble for my own children.”

Switch shook her head. “No way. You’re supposed to be in Ultimate Max.”

“Technically, yes,” said Mom, nodding. She held up her hand and sparks jumped between her fingers. “But when David—or, as you know him, Tsunami—freed the prisoners, that included me, naturally enough. Not that David intended to free me, but I certainly didn’t sit in my cell like a good little girl. Once again, Electrica is free, and soon, the whole world will tremble at my name.”

Mom chuckled when she said that. “Oh, I sounded just like David when I said that. Which was the point, you know. I find his whole theatrics rather tiring, even though they were entertaining when we were younger. Some people just don’t grow up.”

“Um …” Switch looked at Bait. “Bait, what should we do? Report her to the faculty?”

Bait shook his head. “No. I mean, we should, but—”

“I’d just run away if you did that,” said Mom. “I could take on anyone in this school, but I’ve never been much of a fighter, particularly in comparison to David. But why would you report me to your teachers anyway? I thought you wanted to see me more than anyone else in the world.”

Switch looked at Mom with suspicion. “Mom, I still love you and everything, but I don’t want to be a supervillain anymore. I want to be a superhero, one who gets all the praise and attention and fame.”

Now it was Mom’s turn to look shocked. “Really? It didn’t surprise me when I heard that Bait wanted to be a superhero, but it surprises me to find out that you want to be one. What are they feeding you at this school?”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Switch, shaking her head to clear her thoughts. She pointed at Mom. “Why aren’t you with Tsunami’s supervillain army? And why are you here? Just to see us?”

Mom folded her arms across her chest. “Very well. We really should get to the point, I guess, especially because David is not wasting any time in putting his plans in motion. Best not to waste any time ourselves.”

“Then get to the point,” said Bait, “before we decide to sound the alarm and sic the teachers on you.”

Mom leaned against the back of the stands, a frown on her face. “Some son you are, threatening to report me to your teachers and get me thrown back into prison. But anyway, let me start with the prison break itself. I was there when it happened, so I’m quite familiar with how it happened. I’ve read a few news reports on it, but those idiot reporters clearly have no idea what actually went down in there. I suppose I can’t blame them, because they only reported on it after it happened.”

“I figured the reports were probably inaccurate,” said Bait. “Care to enlighten us?”

“Of course,” said Mom. She paused, as if recollecting her memories, and said, “When all of the cells in Ultimate Max were opened—including the cells of every Cell Block Z prisoner, such as yours truly—I thought it was either an emergency evacuation of some sort or possibly a malfunction in the prison’s security system that the guards were going to fix. That’s why I didn’t leave my cell immediately. I just thought that I wouldn’t get very far, what with my powers being suppressed by the powerless gas I kept getting sprayed with every day and all.”

Mom sighed. “But then I heard a veritable stampede outside my cell. Prisoners were rushing out of their cells to freedom, while prison guards were shouting for prisoners to get back to their cells and shooting at anyone who didn’t obey them. But the Cell Block Z prison guards were all taken down fairly quickly, overwhelmed by sheer numbers, and they only managed to shoot a handful of prisoners. They didn’t stand a chance.”

“Is that when you escaped?” said Bait.

“Not quite,” said Mom. “Once I realized that an actual prison break was happening, I tried to leave, but unfortunately, my straitjacket limited my movement a great deal. I managed to half-roll, half-crawl to the open door of my prison cell, but before I could escape, David appeared in my doorway along with one of the prison guards.”

“You mean Tsunami,” said Switch. “Dad.”

“Of course,” said Mom. She spat. “I was surprised to see him, mostly because it had been the very first time I’d seen him since he came to Ultimate Max. I must say, he didn’t look very good. Dry skin, sand all over his clothes, cracked lips … very different from the strong, handsome man I once fell in love with so many years ago.”

“Yeah, his prison cell was designed to be as dry and hot as possible,” said Bait. “But I wouldn’t let that fool you. He’s still very strong.”

“Oh, I know that all too well,” said Mom. “He may have looked weak, but when he spoke, he sounded as strong as he always did. He told me that he had orchestrated the breakout and that he was going to lead all of the escapees as their leader. He told me about how he planned to turn the Ultimate Max escapees—especially the Cell Block Z prisoners, the most danger of them all—into his own army with which he would conquer the world.”

“World domination, eh?” said Bait. “I guess he still wants to do that.”

“Every supervillain does, even the ones who say they don’t,” said Mom. She shrugged. “Anyway, he told me that he had managed to open the jail cells thanks to that prison guard friend of his, the one who was with him in my cell.”

“So one of the prison guards was working for him after all,” said Bait. “I knew it.”

“Oh, the prison guard wasn’t an actual guard,” said Mom, shaking her head. “He was a spy, hired by Tsunami to release the prisoners. He’s actually a superhuman known as Mimic, who has the ability to change his appearance at will. He’s the impostor I mentioned earlier, and quite a convincing one at that.”

Switch had never heard of anyone named Mimic before, but she said, “How did Tsunami contact him from prison, though?”

“I don’t know, but David’s always been resourceful,” said Mom. “Plus, you’d have to be rather naive to assume that David didn’t have any contacts on the outside the entire time. I bet he had this entire thing planned out from the second he was put in Ultimate Max. It would fit his character quite well.”

“What else did Tsunami say to you?” said Bait. “Anything important?”

“I’m getting to it,” said Mom. “I thought he was asking me to join his little group of criminals and supervillains, but instead, he told me that he was going to kill me.”

“What? Why?” said Bait in surprise. “Why didn’t he try to recruit you?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” said Mom. “Tsunami and I aren’t exactly what most people would describe as friendly exes. He hates me and I hate him. Why would I ever join any group he made? David knows he can’t trust me, anyway. I’d dump the group as soon as it became practical for me, though that’s more due to my loner nature than anything. I don’t play well with others.”

Switch supposed it made sense, but she for some reason didn’t like the way Mom spoke so bluntly about her hatred of Tsunami. Maybe it was just Switch’s desire for their family to be together again, even though she knew by now that that was never going to happen.

“To ensure I wouldn’t interfere with his plans, David had Mimic shoot me,” said Mom. She rubbed her chest just above her right breast. “Right here. I couldn’t make the bullet go through me due to the fact that I was still under the effects of my last dose of powerless gas. Then he and Mimic left, and in a hurry, I think because they didn’t want to be there when backup from the G-Men arrived to stop the prison break.”

“How did you not die?” said Switch. She rubbed the spot above her own right breast in imitation of Mom. “If you couldn’t use your powers, you should have bled to death.”

“Ah, but you need to realize that I was at the tail end of my last dose of powerless gas,” Mom pointed out. “By the time David and Mimic left, the gas had worn off and I was able to use my powers to make the bullet fall out of my body. And without any prison guards to oversee my powerless gas dosages, I was able to escape from my bonds and get my freedom. David always let his arrogance get the best of him even when we were together, so I’m grateful that that part of his personality hasn’t changed.”

“And now you’re here,” said Switch slowly. “Just to see us?”

Mom nodded. “Partly, yes. After all, I am your mother. It’s only natural for a mother to want to see her children and make sure they’re okay. I see that the Academy has been treating you well.”

Bait stepped forward, looking at Mom suspiciously. “You said ‘partly.’ What’s the other part?”

Mom hesitated and looked around, as if to ensure no one was eavesdropping on them, before looking at Bait and Switch. “I need to warn you about your father and what he’s trying to do. I thought he might have attacked the school already, but I can see I made it here before he did.”

“What do you mean?” said Switch. “What’s Tsunami trying to do? Aside from leading an army of supervillains, that is.”

“He didn’t form Unity for no reason,” said Mom. “No, he’s got a goal in mind, and that goal is world domination. And he intends to use you two to do it.”

“Didn’t he already try that once?” said Bait with a snort. He put a hand on his Blood Gem. “He tried to steal our Blood Gems in order to steal the powers of every superhuman in the world and become a physical god. Don’t tell me that he’s going to try that again, though I’m more than willing to punch him in the face again if he does.”

“It’s not the Blood Gems he’s after this time,” said Mom, shaking her head. She pointed at Bait and Switch. “It’s you two and your unique abilities.”

Switch and Bait exchanged puzzled looks before they looked at Mom again.

“Excuse me?” said Switch. “He wants us?”

Mom nodded. “Yes. When I escaped from Ultimate Max, I wanted to see if I could find Tsunami in order to get back at him for trying to kill me. So I went to his weapons supplier, Gerald, and interrogated the one-eyed freak for a couple of hours until he told me what he knew. He didn’t know much, because Tsunami hadn’t laid out all of his plans to him, but he did know that Tsunami was after you two for your abilities.”

“How useful could super strength and nail bullets be in comparison to having the power of the world’s oceans at your command?” said Bait, tilting his head to the side. “In comparison to him, we’re not that strong, even with our Blood Gems.”

“That’s not what he wants,” said Mom, shaking her head. “He wants your ability to boost each other’s powers.”

“Oh, that,” said Switch. She rubbed the back of her neck. “Yes, that has saved our hides more than once. Why does he want it?”

“Probably to boost his own powers,” said Mom. “I mean, he’s already godlike in his abilities as it is, but David’s always been ambitious. My guess is that he wants to use your boosting ability to boost his powers to even higher levels, effectively making himself invincible.”

“Why would he do that?” said Bait. “I mean, yes, our ability to boost our powers is useful, but it only lasts a little while and certainly isn’t permanent. Not to mention he’d have to force us to use it on him if that’s what he wants.”

“Like I said, I don’t know the fullness of his plans, but this is obviously what he wants,” said Mom. “So I came here to make sure you two were safe and sound, as well as warn you about his plans.”

“Thanks, Mom,” said Switch with a smile. “I was a little skeptical about your appearance here at first, but—”

“I still am.” Bait frowned. “How do we know you aren’t just lying to us? Maybe you and Tsunami are actually working together to trick us into joining you.”

Mom laughed a harsh, bitter laugh. “There’s no way in hell that I would ever work with that jerk again in any situation. Even if my life depended on it, I’d rather die than work with him to do anything. Trust me, I would never do anything to help Tsunami, at least not intentionally. Besides, I’m risking a lot to even be here. I had no way to know that you wouldn’t immediately report me to your teachers. I just had to rely on the fact that I’m your mother and most children don’t like ratting on their parents to other authority.”

“We might still do it anyway,” said Bait, “unless you leave immediately and turn yourself back in to the government.”

“Oh, come on, Bait,” said Switch, looking at him irritably. “Mom came all the way here to warn us—risking her own freedom—and now you’re treating her like a spy?”

“She may be our mother, but she’s also an escapee and escapees have to go back,” Bait replied. “I don’t want to force her to go back myself, which is why I told her to leave and turn herself in, but if I have to, I will. It’s what heroes do.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “Oh my god. I know you were trying to be a hero, but I didn’t think you would say something so cheesy in such a serious tone. Where did I go wrong when I was raising you?”

Switch bit her lower lip. She had to admit that she felt the same way about Bait’s often serious pronouncements about what a ‘hero’ would do, but at the same time, she knew that Bait had a point. Mom was still a prison escapee, a supervillain and criminal who deserved to be behind bars. And besides, Switch had already decided that she wanted to be a hero, too, even if she didn’t want to be as cheesy as Bait. But the idea of fighting their own mother still made her hesitate.

“But if you want to fight me, then very well,” said Mom. She held up a hand, sparks dancing between it. “I hate the idea of fighting my own children, but I hate the idea of going back to jail far more. I’ll go easy on you, however, and just knock you two out, rather than kill you, as I would to anyone else.”

Bait raised his fists, while Switch held up her hands, ready to fire nail bullets. She wasn’t really looking forward to fighting Mom—partly because she was their mother, partly because she didn’t think they could win—but it was clear that she had no choice at this point.

But their fight never even began, because at that moment, a huge glowing fist made of energy smashed through the stands, sending all three of them flying from the impact.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

When the fist made of energy burst through the stands, Bait immediately tried to protect Switch. He grabbed her and put himself between her and the fist, but he couldn’t move them both out of the way in time. The blast sent both them and Mom flying. Bait accidentally let go of Switch and the two of them crashed into the ground hard, while Mom landed expertly on the ground and threw her hair back, a look of surprise and irritation on her face.

“What was that?” said Mom, staring at the ruined remains of the stands. “One of your classmates? Or maybe one of the teachers?”

Propping himself up on his elbows, Bait shook his head and looked up. “No, I don’t think so. None of our classmates or teachers can create energy fists like that.”

“Not too many people can,” said a voice with a Canadian accent from within the cloud of dust where the stands once stood. “That’s what makes me so special.”

Two figures strode out of the dust cloud. They were twins, a boy and a girl of similar height. The boy wore a solid blue bodysuit with a glowing red gem in his chest, while the girl wore a solid red bodysuit with an identical glowing blue gem in it. The boy’s hands were covered with odd transparent boxing gloves, which soon vanished when the boy put his hands on his hips, a smirk crossing his lips.

“Fuse and Ion,” said Bait. He rose to his feet, dusting his costume off. “Never thought I’d see you two again.”

“Oh, so you remember us after all,” said Fuse with a chuckle. “Isn’t that nice, sister?”

Ion folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t care if they remember us or not. What matters is that we’re here to get both of you and kill Electrica while we’re at it, per Tsunami’s orders.”

“So you are working for Tsunami,” said Switch. She rose to her feet as well and brushed back her hair. “Tell me, is that all you two ever do, just do grunt work for supervillains? Because you two could be so much more than that if you decided to strike out on your own.”

“What we do is none of your business,” Ion snapped. “It’s not like you didn’t force us into this situation. If you hadn’t killed the Collector, then we wouldn’t even be here.”

“Killed the Collector?” said Switch in disbelief. “We didn’t kill him. The Sleeping Beast did.”

“Liars,” Ion growled.

“Hey, chill out, sister,” said Fuse, patting her on the shoulder. “Either way, we’re going to teach these two a lesson, aren’t we? Tsunami may have ordered us to bring them to him, but he didn’t say we had to bring them to him unharmed.”

“I thought you liked me,” said Switch. “But you sound almost eager to beat us up.”

Fuse flashed a dangerous smile at Switch. “Oh, I’m over you. I’ve got a much prettier girlfriend now, one who is almost as crazy as me and hates you almost as much as I do.”

Switch’s eyes flashed with anger. “Prettier than me? What are you implying, you little—”

“Ah, I think I know who you two are,” Mom interrupted, as if Switch wasn’t even talking at all. “I saw you in the news reports about the prison break. You’re just like Bait and Switch, right?”

“We’re our own thing,” said Ion irritably. “And don’t talk to us like we’re old friends. Tsunami warned us about you. Said that you are one of the most dangerous women in the world.”

“That’s an awfully generous compliment, coming from him,” said Mom. “Perhaps David still loves me somewhere deep down in that twisted little soul of his.”

“Enough bantering,” said Bait, waving his arms. He pointed at Fuse and Ion. “Listen, I don’t know how you two got here, but the faculty and students are bound to notice our fight and soon we’ll have backup. If I were you, I’d have picked a better place to try to kidnap me and Switch.”

“You’re assuming we haven’t already anticipated that,” said Fuse. “Truly, you have a very low opinion of us. Or perhaps you just think we came by ourselves. We did not. Look at the sky.”

Bait, Switch, and Mom looked up at the sky. At first, Bait didn’t see anything except for the natural darkness of the night, dotted by faraway stars and planets, but then he noticed a slight shimmer in the air, a shimmer that didn’t look natural.

“See that?” said Fuse, gesturing at the sky. “That’s courtesy of my girlfriend. An illusion has been cast over the entire track field, cloaking our presence. To someone outside the track field, it will look and sound as if no one is here. But to those of us inside the illusion, we’ll get to see every last bit of damage our fight with inevitably create.”

“Who is your girlfriend?” said Bait, looking at Fuse and Ion again. “A wizard?”

A sudden gust of wind came out of nowhere just then, sending up more dust. But some of the dust turned into a cloud about the size of a human and then, equally as sudden as the gust of wind, it went away, revealing a blonde teenage girl wearing a purple cape and domino mask, carrying a wand in her hand like a knife.

“Not a wizard,” said the girl, sounding almost offended, “but a magician, to be more precise.”

Switch’s eyes widened in shock upon seeing the girl. “Incantation? Is that you?”

“Who else?” said Incantation, though due to her blindness, she was actually looking slightly to Switch’s left. “Surprised to see me? You shouldn’t be. I said I would get my revenge, Switch, and I fully intend to follow through with that promise.”

Fuse put an arm around her shoulders and smiled. “Isn’t she just the cutest little thing you’ve ever seen? When I met her during the breakout, it was love at first sight. And I was glad when Tsunami allowed her to work with us. I think he knows that she’s powerful as well as cute.”

All the while Fuse rambled on, Incantation looked slightly annoyed, but she didn’t throw Fuse’s arm off her shoulder. She simply glared at Bait, Switch, and Mom, somehow able to stare daggers at them even in her blind state.

“Oh, so you’re working for Tsunami now?” said Switch. “What, are you planning to start Neo-Vision again or something?”

“Hardly,” said Incantation. “I don’t even believe in the principles of Vision anymore. At this point, I just want revenge, and I want revenge against you, even if that means working for someone else. Tsunami promised me my revenge and revenge is what I shall get no matter how many people I have to slaughter to do it.”

Fuse beamed. “So adorable. And vicious. Viciously adorable. In a cute way.”

Ion rolled her eyes. “That’s enough, brother. Let’s just deal with these two and move on, shall we?”

Mom chuckled. “What, did you forget me already? You three may be powerful, but I sincerely doubt that any of you whippersnappers realize just how powerful I am.”

Mom pointed a finger at the three supervillains, but before she could shoot lightning at them, she froze. Not literally, of course, but she became as still as a statue, her finger stuck in a pointing position, her smirk frozen on her face.

“What?” said Bait, looking at Mom. “Mom, what’s the problem?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” said Switch. She gestured at Ion. “That girl is using her powers to control Mom’s nerves, like she did to me back on that beach in New York when we first met her.”

“Correct,” said Ion without looking at Bait or Switch. “Electrica may be a powerful supervillain in her own right, but my powers can paralyze even the strongest superhumans. I just need to be able to see them and they’re as helpless as a baby.”

“And to make sure she can’t get away …” Incantation pointed her wand at Mom.

A loud bang emitted from her wand and a long, snakelike ribbon shot out and wrapped around Mom. Mom immediately fell over onto the ground as still as a stone.

“There,” said Incantation, lowering her wand. “That ribbon is enchanted with a similar spell to what I used to de-power the Academy, except on an individual scale. She’s not going anywhere anytime soon even if Ion stops looking at her.”

“Mom!” said Bait.

He turned to free her, but then Fuse ran up to him and slammed his light-covered fist in his face. The blow sent Bait staggering backwards, his world spinning, and he recovered just in time to see Fuse throw another punch his way. Bait jumped backwards out of Fuse’s reach, while Switch turned and aimed her fingers at Fuse’s back.

“Leave my brother alone, you—” Switch was interrupted by two ribbons coming out of nowhere and wrapping around her wrists. She was yanked to the ground, which was when Bait caught a glimpse of Incantation holding her wand out, from which the ribbons spilled.

But Bait didn’t have time to focus on Switch or Incantation. He dodged another punch from Fuse and responded with a punch of his own, but Fuse dodged as gracefully as a trained boxer and then slammed his fist into Bait’s exposed midriff, causing Bait to gasp and fall to the ground. Fuse lashed out with a kick, but Bait caught his foot at the last second and shoved him backwards, which sent Fuse staggering backwards, swinging his arms in a windmill pattern to avoid falling over.

Rising to his feet, Bait winced at the pain in his midriff and put his hand over the injury.

“Hurt you, did I?” said Fuse with a smirk. He raised his fists, which were both covered with strange transparent boxing gloves. “The ability to manipulate hard light is so useful, much more useful than your super strength, I’d say.”

“Let’s hear you say that again after I break your jaw,” said Bait, punching his fist into his other hand.

Bait rushed toward Fuse and threw a punch at his face, but then a solid wall of light appeared before him and Bait’s fist crashed into it. The wall shook, but it didn’t break or even crack.

As soon as Bait lowered his fist, the wall vanished and Fuse leaped toward him. Bait raised his arms in an ‘X’ formation at the last second, blocking Fuse’s incoming fist, which almost knocked him down, but he managed to maintain his balance.

Out of the corner of his eye, Bait saw Fuse’s other fist coming toward his midriff. With a yell, Bait thrust his arms forward, pushing Fuse’s fist back, and then caught Fuse’s other fist with both hands. Fuse’s eyes widened in shock, but then Bait turned around and slammed Fuse on the ground hard enough to make a small crater.

“Now whose power is useless?” said Bait, looking down at Fuse with triumph.

At first, Bait thought he had knocked out Fuse, because Fuse’s eyes were closed and he wasn’t moving. A trickle of blood even leaked out of the corner of his mouth.

But then Fuse’s eyes burst open and he looked up at Bait and smiled. “Yours, of course.”

A giant fist made of light appeared around Bait and clamped around him like a vice grip. Bait gasped for air and struggled to break it, but the light was as solid as steel.

“I’ll admit, you had me for a moment there,” said Fuse, slowly rising to his feet. He winced and gently touched his abdomen. “You may have broken a rib or two, but I think it will be fine. Can’t say the same about you, however. Humans can’t last very long without air, and right now I’m squeezing it all out of your lungs.”

Bait knew that Fuse was telling the truth. The fist’s grip on his body was growing tighter by the second and Bait, even with his super strength fully activated, couldn’t break it.

Think, Bait, think! Bait thought. Switch is busy with Incantation, so you can’t depend on her help, and Mom is down for the moment. You need to figure out a way to beat this guy yourself, and fast.

In the back of Bait’s mind, he vaguely recalled that Fuse required light in order to create hard light objects. It occurred to Bait that it was already late in the evening and that the sun was setting on the horizon. In perhaps a minute, maybe less, the sun would set and Fuse would be powerless.

But will I even last that long? Bait thought. Doubt it.

Bait looked over his shoulder. Switch was struggling against Incantation’s ribbons, which were gradually creeping up her arms, while Incantation herself was laughing vociferously. She seemed to think she had Switch in a bind, and she did, as far as Bait could tell.

Unless we use our secret weapons, that is, Bait thought with a slight smile.

“Switch!” Bait shouted. “Time to trade!”

Immediately, the purple glow in Bait’s Blood Gem shot out of his chest. At the same time, the orange glow in Switch’s Blood Gem fired from her chest and the two lights passed each other in midair before landing in their opposite Blood Gems.

Now lacking his super strength, Bait suddenly felt much weaker than before. The fist’s grip on his grew tighter and he gasped for more air that he could no longer inhale.

Fuse smirked. “Tell me, how do you intend to break free of my fist if you don’t have your super strength anymore? Just like you Americans to make desperate, last bids that just make things worse rather than better.”

Bait smiled. “When did I say I was going to save myself?”

Fuse’s smirk vanished, replaced by a confused frown, but then Bait heard Switch shout, “Incoming!” and looked over his shoulder.

Switch was spinning around in a circle so rapidly that Bait could barely follow. She held her arms out the whole time, the ribbons spinning with her, and hanging on desperately to the ends of the ribbons was Incantation, who was screaming in the wind as Switch spun faster and faster.

Abruptly, Switch stopped and the ribbons tore. Incantation went flying toward Fuse, who had just enough time to look at her before she crashed into him. The two supervillains went rolling backwards across the ground in a tangle of limbs and capes before colliding with the fence and coming to an abrupt stop.

The energy fist holding Bait suddenly dissipated and Bait fell. But Bait hit the ground at a roll and rolled to his hands and knees, gasping for breath. His ribs still hurt, but as far as he could tell, the energy fist had left no lasting injuries.

“Bait!” Switch ran over to him and stopped beside him, bits of ribbon still clinging to her arms. “Are you okay? Can you stand?”

“Yeah, I think so,” said Bait as he rose to his feet, grimacing at his midriff. “Took a few solid blows to the center, but think I will be all right.”

“Good to hear,” said Switch. She flexed her muscles. “Smart thinking, by the way. Incantation’s ribbons had me in a bind back there. Literally.”

“No problem,” said Bait, waving off her compliments. “It’s what we always do in those situations.”

“Some things never change, do they?” said Switch with a smile.

Bait nodded, but then started and said, “Wait, what about Mom and Ion?”

Bait and Switch looked over at Mom, but Mom was no longer alone. Ion stood by her, trying to drag Mom by the ribbons, but it was clear that Mom was too heavy for the skinny Ion to pull alone.

“She’s trying to get away with Mom while we’re distracted,” said Bait. He punched his fist into his other hand. “Not on my watch.”

Bait raised his hands to fire his nail bullets, but before he could fire even one nail bullet, a slight shimmering in the air just out of the corner of his eye suddenly exploded. The blast sent Bait and Switch flying and they both crashed into the ground, both dazed from the impact of the blast.

“Whoa …” Switch sat up and shook her head. “What in the world was … who is that?”

Bait also sat up and looked at where Switch was looking. He suddenly wished that he hadn’t.

Standing in the spot where the explosion happened was the strangest human Bait had ever seen, if it could even be called that. Its face was a strange mixture of human and Pokacu, with insect-like Pokacu eyes and a human-like mouth with jagged, dagger-like teeth. It had blue skin like a Pokacu alien, but its armor was clearly a modified version of the Pokacu space suit to allow for a greater freedom of movement. Its general body shape, however, looked human, not Pokacu.

“Hybrid!” said Ion, her voice full of joy. “You’re here!” Her smile suddenly vanished. “Wait, if you’re here, then that means Tsunami is—”

The man or creature apparently known as Hybrid made a strange chortling sound. “It isn’t quite as bad as you think, young Ion. Lord Tsunami says there is a change of plans in response to some recent events.”

“What are you talking about?” said Ion. “What recent events?”

“We will discuss this further on The Atlantis,” said Hybrid. He glanced at Bait and Switch. “For now, we must leave, and take Electrica with us. Lord Tsunami desires to see her again.”

“I don’t know who you are, but I guess you’re one of Tsunami’s lackeys,” said Bait. “And we’re not going to let you or your allies get aw—”

Bait was interrupted by Incantation and Fuse suddenly appearing by Hybrid’s side, Incantation supporting the apparently still unconscious Fuse with her arm. Bait realized that Incantation must have awakened and somehow teleported to Hybrid’s side with her magic.

“Fuse, Incantation,” said Hybrid, looking at them both curiously. “I thought you had been beaten already.”

“We had,” said Incantation, her voice full of hate. “And we’re ready to get out of here, so just give me the word and I’ll send us all back to The Atlantis.”

“No need for that,” said Hybrid. He raised his forearm, which had a bunch of buttons on it. “Using my hyper advanced Pokacu technology, I can get us all back to The Atlantis in less time than it takes to run an Internet search.”

Realizing what they were about to do, Bait pointed his fingers at Hybrid, but he was too slow. Hybrid pressed the large red button on his forearm and red energy bands exploded from his wrist. They attached to Fuse, Ion, Incantation, and Electrica. In the next instant, all five of the villains vanished, leaving Bait and Switch staring in bewilderment at the empty space where they had been standing mere moments before.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

“And then they just … disappeared?” said Headmaster Johanson a couple hours later, sitting on the other side of his desk, a frown on his face.

Sitting in Johanson’s office on the other side of his desk, Switch nodded and raised her forearm. “Yeah. This Hybrid guy raised his forearm like this, pressed a button, and, like magic, they all disappeared.”

“It was like magic, but not Incantation’s magic,” Bait said quickly. “Just wanted to make that clear, ‘cause Incantation was there and all.”

Switch looked at Bait irritably. “I think Johanson knows that, Bait. There’s no need to ruin my story with your ‘corrections.’”

“Sorry,” said Bait, though he didn’t sound sorry to Switch. “I just thought the Headmaster might appreciate some clarification on what happened.”

“Well, I—”

“Please, you two, no bickering,” said Headmaster Johanson. He rubbed his temples in exasperation. “I believe your story, if only because I am going to have to explain to the NHA and INJ why I need to replace these stands that are less than a year old. And the security footage from the time should corroborate your story, once the guards are done watching it, unless Incantation’s magic also bewitched the security cameras somehow.”

Switch sighed in relief. She had worried that the Headmaster might not believe their story, because Bait and Switch had been the only two students there and hadn’t taken any pictures or anything. She supposed she shouldn’t have worried. After all, the campus security cameras would support their story soon enough.

“But just to be clear, Fuse, Ion, and Incantation were after you two, yes?” said Johanson.

“That’s what they said,” said Bait. “But they kidnapped Mom instead for some reason.”

Johanson grimaced. “Better her than two of my students. I cannot even believe that there were five supervillains—five—on my campus, including two Cell Block Z prisoners. Had they not merely wanted to kidnap you, I fear they could have caused untold damage and chaos if they wanted.”

“Two Cell Block Z prisoners?” said Switch. “I know Mom was in Cell Block Z, but who’s the other one? Incantation?”

“No,” said Johanson, shaking his head. “Incantation wasn’t put in Cell Block Z. I was referring to the one you called Hybrid, or, if we call him by his real name, Harold Shannon.”

“Just who is this Hybrid guy, anyway?” said Bait. “I’ve never even heard of him, but if he was in Cell Block Z, he had to be dangerous, right?”

“Right,” said Johanson. He leaned back in his chair. “I myself helped to put Hybrid in prison fifteen years ago now. It was me, Arachnid, and Mecha Knight, if I recall correctly. It’s not a fond memory.”

“What kind of powers did he have?” said Switch. She shuddered. “He was so ugly and creepy. Looked like the illegitimate lovechild of a human and a Pokacu.”

“You’re not wrong,” said Johanson. “Hybrid was—is—a human, not even superhuman, but he’s a human who has merged his genetics with Pokacu DNA and technology. He believes—or believed, though I’m sure he still believes it—that humanity can only achieve its next level of evolution by combining its genetics with alien genetics and technology, and he, of course, was the first specimen of the next stage of human evolution.”

“Where did he come from?” said Bait. “You said you beat him fifteen years ago. Wasn’t that after the first Pokacu invasion?”

Johanson nodded. “Yes. After Earth’s superheroes foiled the first Pokacu invasion, there was a lot of leftover technology and alien corpses from the fight. Not as much as what we left over from the second invasion, but enough to intrigue a scientist. Hybrid was a simple biologist working at a university in New York at the time, but he was also a UFO fanatic and managed to illegally obtain more Pokacu tech and genetic samples than he had any right to have.”

“And he immediately decided that the best way to use this material was to make himself into a weird human/Pokacu hybrid?” said Switch, raising an eyebrow.

“Not at first,” said Johanson grimly. “He experimented first upon some of his own students initially. He accidentally killed them in the process of mixing their DNA with the Pokacu genetic material he had, but hid their bodies in order to avoid going to jail.”

Bait gulped. “How horrible.”

“Indeed it was,” said Johanson. “The only reason we even knew about it was because family and friends of the students reported their disappearances to the police. The police launched an investigation and found out that Hybrid had killed them, but before they could arrest him, Hybrid had already successfully grafted Pokacu tech and DNA onto his own body and went on a rampage in New York after killing the officers sent to arrest him. Hence why Arachnid, Mecha Knight, and I had to take him down.”

“And now he’s working for Tsunami,” said Switch. “That can’t be good, can it?”

“No, it cannot,” said Johanson, shaking his head. “Hybrid was a brilliant scientist, even if he was absolutely insane. I shudder to think what Tsunami may intend to use his scientific mind for. He’s not much of a fighter himself, but he specialized in neogenetics prior to becoming Hybrid and could potentially use his knowledge of superhuman biology to threaten not merely us, but the entire superhuman community.”

“That really is bad,” said Switch. “What are we going to do about it?”

“At this point, I’m going to need to get those stands rebuilt,” said Johanson. “And I’m afraid it’s going to be very expensive.”

“No, not the stands,” said Switch in annoyance. “I mean Tsunami’s minions kidnapping Mom.”

“Ah, yes, that,” said Johanson with a nod. “I do not know. I will inform the Leadership Council of this recent turn of events, but I am not sure there is anything we can do about Electrica.”

“We’re not even going to try to save her?” said Switch in disappointment.

Johanson shrugged. “Unless you know how to locate The Atlantis, then no, we are not. Sorry, Switch.”

Switch’s shoulders slumped. She didn’t know what Tsunami wanted with Mom, but given how he had tried to kill her once already, Switch feared that Mom might be dead already.

Or even worse, being tortured first, Switch thought. Tsunami likes to make his enemies suffer. I could easily see him torture Mom before killing her.

Bait, on the other hand, looked less disappointed than Switch. He leaned forward and said, “What about the Academy? Do you think it’s still safe from Unity?”

“I thought it was, but given how those five somehow managed to break in without being noticed, it means I will have to increase security again,” said Johanson. “I don’t want to, because I hate adding even more security, but given the circumstances, I doubt the NHA or INJ would object to my requests for more security guards. I may even have to hire a few actual NHA and INJ members in order to be absolutely sure that the Academy is safe.”

“You do realize that the Academy is only unsafe because of us, right?” said Bait. “Fuse and Ion even told us as much. They came here for us originally, but left with Mom instead. Clearly, as long as we’re here, there’s always going to be a risk of the Academy being attacked.”

“I see your point, Bait,” said Johanson, “but I do not see how it is supposed to help us. It isn’t like we can just send you and your sister away, after all.”

“Actually, you can,” said Bait. “You could send us to Hero Island, at least until Tsunami and Unity are defeated.”

Switch and Johanson looked at Bait in surprise.

“Hero Island?” Switch repeated. “Why there?”

“Because it’s safe,” Bait said. “Even safer than the Academy. It’s the headquarters of the Neohero Alliance, after all, and always has at least a few hundred superheroes there at any one moment. That’s not even including the Leadership Council, who are all strong and powerful superheroes in their own right.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Furthermore, we can stay with the Young Neos,” Bait continued. “I’m sure our brother, Stinger, would be more than happy to let us stay with them for a while. Maybe we can even help them around their base so we’re not a drain on their resources.”

Switch frowned. Why was Bait so eager for them to go to Hero Island? He already knew, along with her, that they couldn’t trust the Leadership Council entirely, given their unlawful arrest of Brains. She wondered what Bait’s game was.

“You make a good point, Bait,” said Johanson. “Indeed, your argument makes perfect sense. I will request a transfer for you two to Hero Island as soon as possible. I’m sure that the Leadership Council will approve of this request once I explain why you two should be there.”

“Great,” said Bait with a smile. “I’m looking forward to it.”

Switch bit her lower lip. She would have argued against it, but she sensed that Bait was doing something important and she didn’t want to risk messing it up. She may not have always agreed with or understood Bait, but even she knew when to keep her mouth shut and when to talk.

But then something else occurred to her and she said, “Headmaster, I just realized something about what just happened on campus recently.”

“Hmm?” said Johanson, looking at Switch curiously. “What is that?”

“Mom told us about an impostor who helped free the Ultimate Max prisoners,” said Switch. “She said his name was Mimic and that he was working for Tsunami.”

“Mimic.” Johanson grimaced. “I recognize that name. He used to be a G-Man agent before it was revealed that he was a fanatical Visionist. He used to be an Ultimate Max prisoner himself before he escaped during the last breakout. I’m surprise he went back to help.”

“Yes, but it doesn’t matter,” said Switch. “I was thinking, what if this Mimic guy also impersonated Arachnid? What if Mimic was the one who shot Plutarch while pretending to be Arachnid?”

Bait groaned beside her. “Oh, come on, Switch. Plutarch’s attempted assassination and Tsunami’s breakout happened at roughly the same time. There’s no way Mimic could be in two places at once.”

“Actually, they didn’t quite happen at exactly the same time,” said Johanson. “I was told that the prison break actually happened a day before the attempted assassination. We only heard about it the next day because the government didn’t hear from Ultimate Max until the next day due to all of the guards being defeated.”

“If that’s the case, then why did Plutarch only hear about it on the phone when we were in the Clinic with him?” said Bait. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Like I said, it was a while before anyone realized what happened,” said Johanson. “The G-Men first had to check the prison fully in order to make sure that none of the prisoners were still there. I imagine that once they verified that a breakout had actually happened, they called up the President to let him know.”

Switch looked at Bait with a triumphant smile. “See? It could still work. Mimic could have impersonated that prison guard and let out the prisoners and then got to the school the next day. It’s perfectly plausible.”

“But still not confirmed,” Johanson said. “I hope it is true, because I don’t believe Arachnid would go back to his old ways, but we still don’t know and probably will not for a while longer.”

“What?” said Switch. “Why not? I thought that Cadmus Smith was going to read Arachnid’s mind and find out if he was innocent or not?”

Johanson sighed. “That’s the thing. Arachnid is gone. He broke out of his constraints en route to Ultimate Max and escaped the vehicle taking him there. And now no one knows where he is.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

A week later, Bait and Switch stepped out of The Arrow onto the roof of the House, the headquarters of the Young Neos on Hero Island. Bait carried a single duffel bag full of his possessions over his right shoulder, while Switch carried three large suitcases behind her awkwardly.

Bait glanced at her and frowned. “Do you really need three suitcases to carry everything?”

Switch stopped walking and glared at Bait. “I have a lot of stuff. Not everyone has enough possessions to fit into one bag, you know.”

Bait just shrugged. He decided that it was just a girl thing, because it seemed like anytime they went anywhere, Switch always needed more bags or suitcases than him. He had learned to travel light back when they were traveling the country with Mom, and he had thought Switch had as well, but perhaps she was acting more like other girls now that they traveled less often.

Not that it matters, Bait thought, looking around at their surroundings. What matters is that we made the trip to Hero Island safely and in one piece.

That had been a worry of Bait’s. He had worried that Tsunami might try to attack The Arrow in midair, maybe even crash it, in order to get them. Aside from some turbulence, the trip from the Academy to Hero Island had been as smooth as ever. And now that they were on Hero Island, they were safely out of Unity’s—and, more importantly, Tsunami’s—reach.

“Hey, brother, sister!” Stinger was walking up to them from near the edge of the roof, spreading his arms wide as he did so. “Great to see you! You look like you’ve had a long flight.”

Switch made a face. “Yes. And I don’t want to do it again. I almost threw up because we got hit by some very bad turbulence.”

Stinger stopped before them, putting his hands on his hips. “Yeah, that turbulence can get pretty bad. Just be glad you didn’t come here in the Neocopter. That thing’s a death trap just waiting to happen, I swear.”

“Neocopter—?” said Switch, but Bait looked around again and said, “Say, where are the other Young Neos?”

“Out on a mission,” said Stinger, folding his arms in front of his chest. “They’re currently in New York City responding to a bank robbery by some crazy Chinese guy who can blow things up with his mind. They probably be won’t be back for a few hours, even if they deal with the crazy guy quickly.”

“Why aren’t you with them?” said Switch, eying Stinger warily. “Aren’t you their leader?”

Stinger’s wings suddenly expanded from his back. His left wing looked perfectly fine, but his right wing was bandaged. “Hurt my right wing during an exercise in the Training Room. It got crushed by one of our training bots. Healing Touch repaired most of the damage, but says I’m not allowed to fly or fight crime for a week. So I’ve basically just been sitting around playing video games all day while everyone else has to actually go out and work.”

Switch sighed. “Sounds like heaven. I mean, the sitting around part and not having to work, not the video games part. I don’t like video games.”

“It’s actually torture,” said Stinger, shaking his head. “I hate having to stay in the House all day while everyone else gets to go out and fight bad guys. Especially with the news of that breakout. I want to be out there in the field hunting these guys down, but I’m just not allowed to do it right now.”

Bait nodded. “Trust me, you’re better off here. I think this breakout is best left for the adults to deal with. Us teenagers should stay out of it.”

“Whatever you say, bro,” said Stinger. He glanced up at the cloudy sky and said, “Let’s go in. It’s about to rain and I don’t want us to get wet. I’ll show you to the guest rooms where you two will be staying for the duration of the visit.”

Stinger turned and walked toward a set of elevator doors, with Bait and Switch following behind him. Bait heard The Arrow take off behind him, but he didn’t bother to look at it. He was thinking about the news which Johanson had told them about in his office a week ago, about Arachnid escaping custody and going missing.

A part of Bait still wanted to believe, along with Switch, that Arachnid actually was innocent and that this was all just one very big misunderstanding, but with Arachnid’s disappearance before he could be interrogated, Bait was becoming more and more doubtful of that idea. He was now pondering if Arachnid was working for Tsunami and that he had escaped in order to rejoin Tsunami on The Atlantis, perhaps to report on the status of his mission.

It was a horrible idea, but it also made sense with what they knew. As Bait and Switch followed Stinger into the elevator, Bait could not help but think about how suspicious it was that Arachnid would do this. If Arachnid really was innocent, then why would he run and hide from the law? It made no sense. All it did was make Arachnid look guilty of every crime he had been accused of, even though Bait wanted to believe otherwise.

Not that Bait would say that to Switch, however. Switch was still insistent on Arachnid’s innocence. She seemed to think that there was a reasonable explanation for Arachnid’s unwillingness to work with the law and that it would all make sense eventually. Bait didn’t have the heart to tell her that the only thing they were likely to uncover at some point was the exact depth of Arachnid’s treachery and how much he was paid to assassinate the President.

As the elevator descended, Stinger looked over his shoulder at Bait and Switch and said, “So, what do you guys know about Brains’ arrest?”

Bait and Switch exchanged surprised looks before looking at Stinger again.

“What do you know about his arrest?” said Bait.

Stinger shrugged and looked away from them, though thanks to the mirrored walls of the elevator, Bait could still see his face. “I know that he was arrested on the basis of treason against the NHA. Or, at least, that’s the official story that the Leadership Council has put out. But I think you and I know that that’s bull, right?”

“Why do you think it is wrong?” said Bait carefully. “And why do you think we think that?”

“Because Brains was investigating the Blood Gems at the time,” said Stinger, again without looking at Bait or Switch. “Duh.”

“What—? How did you know that?” said Switch in shock. “Brains didn’t say you were part of the investigation.”

The elevator came to a halt and the doors opened. Stinger walked out, with Bait and Switch following closely behind into the orange hallways of the House.

“I’m not, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know what he’s been up to,” said Stinger. “I’ve got a friend in New York, a detective, who I had follow Brains and try to find out what he was doing. I first became suspicious of Brains when he started making frequent trips to the Hero Island Library to find out what happened ten years ago when Electrica attacked Hero Island and have more or less found out what he’s been doing ever since.”

Bait came to a stop, as did Switch, and he said, “Were you the one to rat Brains out to the Leadership Council, Sting?”

Stinger stopped and turned around to face them. He put a hand on his hip and said, “Of course not. Once I found out what he was actually investigating, I became just as interested in finding out the truth as him. Besides, the Leadership Council was already aware of what he was doing anyway. They knew about it even before he did.”

“You mean they’ve known about our investigation into the truth behind the Blood Gems from the start?” said Switch.

Stinger nodded. “Bingo. The Leadership Council is very good at keeping an eye on anyone investigating anything which might harm them. There are NHA members who pull double duty as spies, keeping an eye out for any suspicious behavior from their fellow NHA members which might harm the organization as a whole. Their normal job is to keep an eye out for supervillains and other criminals trying to infiltrate the organization, but they also keep an eye out for genuine members who are getting too close to things that the Council doesn’t want them to know about.”

“That’s … interesting,” said Bait. “I didn’t know you were so knowledgeable about the inner workings of the NHA.”

Stinger shrugged. “It’s really not that complicated to learn. You just have to have your eyes and ears open, as well as talk to a few of the older agents who know what’s going on. Me, I’m not really concerned about the spies. The NHA has been infiltrated by supervillains in the past, so it makes sense to have some people whose job is to ensure that that doesn’t happen again. But what I am concerned about is the Leadership Council jailing an innocent man for potentially uncovering something which might make them look bad.”

Bait opened his mouth, but then paused and looked around the hallway. He noticed a security camera in one corner fixed on them, silently filming their every move.

“Don’t worry about the security in this place,” said Stinger, gesturing at the camera. “The House AIs, Carl and Valerie, have promised not to record or report anything we might say to the Leadership Council. Plus, I’m not about to go and get in trouble with the Council by ratting on you two to them, so you don’t need to worry about that, either.”

Bait nodded. “Thanks for letting us know. You’re pretty serious about this.”

“What can I say? I dislike corruption in any organization, even organizations I’m a part of,” said Stinger. “I’m also now genuinely interested in finding out more about how the NHA got the Blood Gems in the first place. Methinks there’s a story behind them, a story that the Leadership Council doesn’t want the rest of the world to know.”

“And you want to help us find out what this story is,” said Bait. “Right?”

“Right,” said Stinger. “That’s part of the reason I was glad you two wanted to come here. It meant I could find out more about this mystery and what’s really going on here.”

“Are you sure we should be spending time on this, though?” said Switch, scratching the back of her neck uncertainly. “With Tsunami roaming the seas with his army of supervillains, maybe we need to focus on something else for a while.”

Bait looked at Switch in disbelief. “Since when did you become so cautious? I thought you’d be chomping at the bit to jump on this mystery. You want to help Brains, too, don’t you?”

“Just because I don’t lack self-confidence doesn’t mean I always want to rush into things,” said Switch. “If the Leadership Council is willing to arrest Brains on trumped up charges over this, then what do you think they’ll do to us?”

Bait smiled. “Well, I guess we’ll just have to find out, won’t we?”

“Even if we decide to do this, how are we going to get any farther than Brains?” said Switch. “If the Leadership Council finds out what we’re up to—”

“This is for Brains,” said Bait. “If we can find out the truth and expose it to the world, then everyone will know that the Leadership Council is corrupt and Brains might be freed. Don’t you think that’s worth doing it?”

“Agreed with Bait,” said Stinger. “If we do this right, then we might be able to free Brains, too.”

Switch scowled. “All right. When you put it that way, I can’t really argue with it. Still, I don’t see how we’re going to do any better than Brains. It’s not like we have access to his investigation notes or anything.”

“We don’t need to,” said Stinger. “I know one place on Hero Island that will spell out, in detail, exactly how the NHA got the Blood Gems and why they are trying to cover up this story.”

“You do?” said Switch, though with a hint of suspicion in her voice. “Where would that be?”

“The Hero Island Library,” Stinger replied. “It contains all but the most top secret of NHA documents. And I know for a fact that it contains a document on the Blood Gems, because Brains tried to go there to find out the truth and was rebuffed because he didn’t have permission to access the file.”

“I remember him telling me that,” said Bait. “But we don’t have permission to access the file, either. How are we going to read it?”

“Easy,” said Stinger. “We go in, snatch a copy of the document from the Library, and get out.”

“But isn’t that theft?” said Bait.

“Technically, I suppose it is,” said Stinger with another shrug. “But so what? No one else is going to help Brains. This is our best chance for saving him and exposing the corruption of the Leadership Council. Besides, their arrest of him was already unlawful enough. I don’t see how us taking information we need makes us any worse than them.”

“Oh, I like your way of thinking,” said Switch with a smirk. “Reminds me of Mom, except less crazy.”

Stinger scowled. “Don’t compare me to Electrica. Unlike her, I just want to do the right thing. Don’t you guys want to, too?”

“We do,” said Bait. “And that’s why we’re going to help you get the document. Right, Switch?”

“Of course,” said Switch. “Maybe if you had mentioned that theft was going to be a part of our plan earlier, I wouldn’t have been so doubtful. Bait and I have lots of experience stealing things. This should be a piece of cake.”

Stinger nodded. “Excellent. I’ve already got a plan figured out, so let me tell you the details. Then we can get started and find out just what really happened all those years ago that the Leadership Council doesn’t want the rest of the world to know about.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

The Hero Island Library was easily one of the largest buildings on Hero Island, at least twice as tall as the Academy Library. It was shaped like a tower, rising majestically from the ground like the Sword in the Stone. According to Stinger, the Hero Island Library had been one of the first buildings built on Hero Island when the island arose out of the sea thirty years ago by Mr. Miner and had been expanded over the years, becoming home to a large variety of different products, ranging from modern bestsellers to classic literature and scientific literature on neogenetics, as well as DVD rental and computer services. Stinger claimed that it had over 10,000 titles stocked in its shelves, twice that many as ebooks and about half available as audiobooks, and that wasn’t even counting the various documents relating to the NHA located in the ‘Top Secret’ wing, which was their destination.

All of this, however, was open only to NHA members. Hero Island tourists were never allowed in the Library, except for special arranged tours carefully guided by the librarian. Even when tourists were let inside, they were never allowed to take any books or touch anything because everything was reserved for actual NHA members. Young Neos members, however, also had access to the Library and could bring guests, which was how Switch and Bait were able to enter the Library with Stinger.

As they entered the Library, Switch could not help but look around in awe at the place. Switch wasn’t much of a bookworm herself, but seeing shelf upon shelf of books lined up and reaching toward the ceiling was awe-inspiring even to her. She spotted a few NHA members hunched over computers or sitting on chairs or at tables reading books, but it was rather quiet and nearly empty today aside from them.

“There aren’t too many people here,” said Switch in a whisper of a voice. Even though no one told her to whisper, she could not help but lower her voice anyway just out of habit.

“Most people in general are not bookworms,” said Stinger in an equally low voice. “Most NHA agents are too busy on missions or recovering from missions to spend a whole lot of time in the Library. Most of the time, people only come in here when they need a particular book or if they have to fill an online application and don’t have a computer of their own.”

Switch thought it strange that any member of the NHA might not have a computer of their own, but she kept her mouth shut. She just looked around and whispered, “So where do we go from here?”

“To the Top Secret wing,” said Stinger. He gestured down an aisle of books. “It’s this way. Follow me, and try not to look too conspicuous.”

Stinger immediately started walking in the direction he gestured. Switch and Bait followed, both of them trying to look as natural as they could. Not that it really mattered, Switch noticed. Of the few people who were in the Library, exactly none of them were paying attention to her or her brothers. They were all too absorbed in their books or computers to pay attention to anything happening around them.

But remember, Switch, these are all full-time NHA members, Switch thought. If they even so much as suspect that you’re doing anything wrong, then they might try to stop you. Just act cool and they won’t notice anything.

Despite that, Switch found herself thinking about their plan. It was a fairly simple plan, when all was said and done—she had done more complicated plans with Mom in the past—but she still thought about it as she followed Stinger to their destination.

Stinger had explained that the entirety of the Library was open to every member of the NHA and Young Neos, save for one part: The Top Secret wing. This was a part of the Library located in the northwest corner and was less than a quarter of the size of the Library itself, but it was easily the most important wing in the entire Library, because that was where top secret documents relating to some of the covert operations of the NHA were kept. Only members of the Leadership Council had complete access to it. For normal members, you needed a signed slip from a Council member in order to gain access to it, and even then, you were usually only granted access to one document or one set of documents and never the entire wing. This was for security reasons, because if any of those documents got out to the public, they could undermine the NHA itself and ruin several of its covert operations.

Switch could not help but be surprised to hear that the NHA ran covert operations of any sort. She could easily imagine the G-Men engaging in covert operations, but the NHA had always seemed more like an above-the-board organization, far more public and direct than the G-Men.

Then again, considering how they jailed Brains on trumped up charges, maybe I should be less surprised, Switch thought.

Stinger believed that any documents relating to the Blood Gems were likely being kept in the Top Secret wing, because it was one of the most secure places on Hero Island. Hence why they were going there.

As for how they were going to enter the Top Secret wing, that was apparently easier than Switch thought. Stinger had explained that he would have Valerie, one of the House’s AIs, hack open the doors, which would allow the three of them to enter and search the wing for the document they were looking for. Supposedly, Valerie would be able to open the doors without tripping the alarms, which meant that they wouldn’t have to worry about being discovered by NHA members and being arrested for trespassing. Stinger also gave them ‘earcoms,’ tiny communication devices you could put in your ears, so they could keep in contact in case of emergency.

That seemed all well and good to Switch, but she didn’t understand how they were supposed to get past the librarian or even who the librarian was.

“Don’t worry,” said Stinger when Switch had mentioned that. “I’ve got her covered. You two just keep your mouths shut and don’t act suspicious. I’ll deal with the librarian.”

Stinger seemed confident enough, which Switch thought was good, but at the same time, she couldn’t help but feel a little worried. She knew from experience that plans didn’t always survive contact with reality and that there was no guarantee that things would work out for them the way they hoped. She just made sure that her nail bullets were ready to fire and kept her wits about herself, because she didn’t want the plan to be ruined because she missed some tiny but crucial detail that would have made all the difference between success and failure.

 With luck, we’ll be in and out of the Top Secret wing in a few minutes, Switch thought. Of course, luck is never on our side, is it?

After a minute or two of walking, they reached the northwest corner of the Library, where a door labeled ‘TOP SECRET, LEADERSHIP COUNCIL MEMBERS ONLY’ stood against the wall. It looked like a fairly plain door, despite protecting one of the most important rooms in the entire island, with little more than a keypad to keep people from entering it. Stinger had informed them beforehand, however, that the door was protected by more than just a keypad, but that they didn’t have to worry about these other security features because Valerie would take care of them for them. Switch hoped he was right, because at this point, they had risked so much that they couldn’t afford to lose.

But the northwest corner of the Library was not devoid of people. Standing atop a tall ladder, rearranging the books on one of the top shelves, was a woman who Switch had never seen before. With her back to them, the woman looked like an ordinary librarian, with a simple blue shirt, her dark hair done in a bun, and a necklace of some sort hanging around her neck. She did not appear to hear the three of them enter her general vicinity, though that may have been due to the fact that she was busy rearranging the books on the top shelves.

“Hi, Miss Sheldon,” said Stinger. “It’s me, Stinger.”

The woman—apparently named Miss Sheldon—glanced over her shoulder and smiled. “Oh, hi, Stinger! Just hold on a moment while I finish up here. Caught me in the middle of putting these books in the right order. Someone had taken down each one but didn’t put them back in the right place. It’s frustrating, but what can you expect from superheroes?”

Switch raised an eyebrow and, looking at Stinger, whispered, “What does she mean by that?”

“Miss Sheldon is not a superhuman,” Stinger replied back in an equally low whisper as Miss Sheldon climbed down the ladder to the floor. “She’s the head librarian of the Hero Island Library, but she doesn’t have any superpowers of her own. So she looks at us a bit differently than she otherwise would.”

Switch frowned, but said nothing. She was aware that Hero Island had a lot of normal human employees, who generally worked as security guards, janitors, and the like, but she hadn’t thought that the head librarian of their Library would be a normal herself. Perhaps they simply couldn’t find a superhuman with the right powers who was willing to do it.

When Miss Sheldon reached the floor, she turned around to face them. She appeared to be in her mid-forties, but was already about a head shorter than any of them. She had a nice, pleasant face and wore thick glasses on her face which made her eyes look bigger than they were. Even if Stinger hadn’t told Switch that Miss Sheldon lacked powers, Switch would have been able to tell just by looking at her, because Sheldon had the look of someone who didn’t have powers and had never been in a fight.

Miss Sheldon looked at Switch and Bait curiously. “Who are these two, Stinger? Friends of yours?”

“My half-siblings,” said Stinger. He gestured at Switch and Bait. “This is Bait and this is Switch. Bait and Switch, meet Miss Marie Sheldon, the head librarian of the Hero Island Library.”

“Oh, so these two are the same Bait and Switch I’ve heard so much about?” said Miss Sheldon curiously. She squinted. “You know, I think I do see the family resemblance. It’s the nose.”

Instinctively, Switch tried to look at her own nose to see if it resembled her brothers’ noses, but she was unable to do so and ended up nearly going cross-eyed as result. She hoped no one noticed.

“You’ve heard of us before?” said Bait.

Miss Sheldon nodded. “Yes. I saw that video of you two defeating Tsunami in Seaside a few months back. I didn’t realize you were going to be on Hero Island today, however.”

“They’re going to be here for a while, Miss Sheldon,” said Stinger. “They’re staying in the House in order to keep them safe from Tsunami and his minions.”

“Really?” said Miss Sheldon. “Well, I do hope you use the Library frequently while you’re here. We have the largest collection of books on neogenetics in the world, as well as an extensive collection of the latest and most exciting young adult novels if that’s what you like instead.”

“Do you have any books on the history of superheroes?” said Bait, who sounded genuinely interested.

“Oh, of course,” said Miss Sheldon, nodding again. “We’ve even got the first editions of Neogenesis, by Professor Nathanial Hernandez, which combines both superhuman history and neogenetics into an interesting and unique mix.”

Bait’s eyes widened in interest when Miss Sheldon said that, but before he could say anything, Switch not-so-subtly elbowed him in the side. He looked at her in confusion when she did that, but Switch just shot him a look that said, We’re not here to read books. We’re here to get the truth. Based on Bait’s understanding expression, she figured that he must have understood her point.

“Anyway, what brings you three here?” said Miss Sheldon. “Were you looking for a particular book?”

“Yes,” said Stinger quickly. “We’re looking for Superheroes: A Summary of Laws Relating to Superheroics and Vigilantism in the United States. You know, that big blue book that has all the laws on superheroes in the US?”

“I know exactly what you are talking about,” said Miss Sheldon. “But I’m curious about why you haven’t found it yourself. It should be in the Legal section in the southeast corner.”

“We already looked, but couldn’t find it,” said Stinger casually. “We think it must have been either taken out by someone else or maybe misplaced. Could you find it for us?”

Miss Sheldon frowned, as if she didn’t believe him, but then she said, “Of course, Stinger. It might take me a few minutes, but I’ll just go to the Library computers and see if it’s still available. Follow me.”

“Oh, that won’t be necessary, ma’am,” said Stinger. He gestured at the shelves all around them. “I’m still showing Bait and Switch around. You can just come back here and tell us what you found. We won’t be far.”

Switch figured Miss Sheldon wouldn’t fall for such an obvious ploy so easily, but to her surprise, Miss Sheldon nodded yet again and said, “All right. I’ll go check it out and be back in a flash.”

With that, Miss Sheldon walked down the aisle between two shelves of bookshelves and turned down a corner at the end, vanishing from view in an instant.

Switch looked at Stinger in disbelief. “It was that easy to distract her? Miss Sheldon must be pretty naive.”

“She’s actually a very intelligent woman,” said Stinger. He shrugged. “It’s just that she likes me a lot, so she’s willing to help me out whenever I’m in the Library. So I took advantage of her liking me to send her on a wild goose chase.”

“You mean the book you asked her to look for doesn’t exist?” said Switch.

Stinger shook his head. “No, it’s real, all right. It’s just that that particular book is currently on the opposite side of the Library on the very tallest shelf of the Legal section. It’s also a big and heavy book, so it will take her a long time to get it down and bring it over here to give it to us.”

“Meaning that we’ll have plenty of time to enter the Top Secret wing and find what we’re looking for without fear of being found out?” said Bait, glancing at the door labeled ‘TOP SECRET’ nearby.

“Yes,” said Stinger. “You two can go in, while I will stay outside to act as a lookout. If Miss Sheldon returns before we find what we’re looking for, then I’ll distract her long enough for you two to sneak out, maybe ask her to find another heavy book on a high shelf somewhere.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” said Switch. “Let’s go in. I’m sick of wasting time standing around talking.”

“Has Valerie unlocked it yet?” said Bait.

Stinger tapped the earcom in his ear and paused, as if listening to someone, and then gave them the thumbs up. “Yes. Valerie has disabled all the security systems around the door. It should be safe to open, but again, be quick. I’ll let you know if I see anyone coming this way.”

Switch and Bait nodded and walked over to the door and entered. Switch hoped that the Top Secret wing wasn’t too large, because she wanted to get in and out fast.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

The Top Secret wing of the Hero Island Library was bigger than Bait had thought. The blueprints of the Library which Stinger had showed to him and Switch had made it look like a fairly small room, not much bigger than the common area of Bait’s dormitory back in the Academy.

In reality, however, the Top Secret wing was at least twice that size. Tall filing cabinets stood along the walls, with desks spaced between them every two cabinets. The ceiling was high and vaulted, giving the wing a wide-open feeling, although it had no windows whatsoever that Bait could see. Lights from the ceiling illuminated the concrete floor, which looked very old, but given how the Top Secret wing was supposed to be one of the oldest parts of Hero Island, that made sense. An open archway stood off to the left, leading to another room full of filing cabinets which looked just like the one they currently stood in.

“What? Paper?” said Switch, looking around at the filing cabinets with a disappointed look on her face. “Has the Leadership Council not heard of digital? Seriously, who still uses filing cabinets nowadays?”

“Paper is harder to hack than digital,” Bait said with more than a hint of sarcasm. “Or maybe they’re just old-fashioned. None of the Leadership Council members are exactly young, if you catch my drift.”

Switch ran her hands through her hair. “Ugh, this is going to take forever to search through. Two whole rooms of filing cabinets that reach the ceiling. We could spend days searching through them for the document we’re looking for and never find it. And we don’t even have hours.”

“We’re just going to have to roll up our sleeves and do the work,” said Bait, putting his hands on his hips and looking around. “Let’s split up. You get the left half of the room and I get the right half of the room. If we can’t find it in here, then we’ll go to the next room and do the same thing there.”

“Why didn’t Stinger tell us where to look?” said Switch. “Hasn’t he been here before?”

“He told me he hadn’t,” said Bait, shaking his head. “He’s never been granted access to it, nor has he ever asked. We’re just going to have to do the work, like I said. It’s not ideal, but it is what it is.”

Switch frowned the same way she always frowned whenever she was asked to do tedious, time-consuming work. For once, Bait understood her, but the way he saw it, they didn’t have much of a choice.

But before either Bait or Switch could take a step forward, there was a loud buzzing sound above and a small drone suddenly descended from the ceiling in front of them. The drone had propeller legs which spun furiously underneath it, while its upper half resembled a miniature human, complete with a head and arms. Its head, however, was just a single glowing blue eye, reminding Bait of Tunnel Vision, the weapons dealer he had met in New York last month.

“Hello, visitors,” said the drone in a smooth, yet monotone, voice. He held up a hand. “Scanner does not recognize your faces. Please show official Neohero Alliance ID cards and permission slip with signature from a Leadership Council member in order to search the cabinets.”

Switch growled and held up her hands to shoot nail bullets. “I’ll show you my ID card, you little—”

Bait grabbed her arm and lowered it down to her side. Switch shot him an offended look, but Bait ignored her. He didn’t know who or what this drone was and he was afraid that if they fought it, it might cause a ruckus that would attract the attention of the other Library attendees. If they had to fight it, they would, but if it was possible to handle this situation peacefully, then Bait would do that instead.

“Sorry, uh, we don’t know who you are,” said Bait. “Never seen you before.”

“I am Roger,” said the drone. “I am both the guardian and librarian of the Top Secret wing of the Hero Island Library. I assist people in the Top Secret wing with locating the documents they are searching for. My encyclopedic knowledge of the Top Secret wing’s contents means that I know the location of every single document in this place.”

“You do?” said Switch, lowering her other hand. “Then could you perhaps help us find a particular document we’re looking for?”

“Certainly,” said Roger, “but first, ID cards and permission slips. I document each visitor to the Top Secret Wing and then send this documentation to Mecha Knight at the end of the day in order for him to review for security purposes. If you do not have the necessary ID cards and permission slips, then I will have to ask you to leave or be reported to the Leadership Council for illegally entering the Wing.”

Bait bit his lower lip. He and Switch had their student ID cards from the Academy on them, but somehow he didn’t think Roger would accept those as legitimate forms of identity. And they didn’t even have the permission slips. Sooner or later, Roger would figure that out, and once he did, the jig would be up and Bait and Switch would either have to fight or run.

Looks like we’ll have to fight, Bait thought with a gulp. I guess I can’t blame Stinger for this. He probably didn’t even know about Roger.

“I am awaiting the ID cards and permission slips,” said Roger. “If you do not have them, then I will have to ask you to leave or be reported to the—”

Bait lunged toward Roger, caught the drone by the neck, and slammed him as hard against the floor as he could. Roger’s head shattered against the concrete floor and his propeller legs suddenly stopped spinning, which was all the confirmation Bait needed to know that Roger was down for the count.

Rising to his feet, Bait looked at Switch, who was looking at him in surprise.

“So you stop me from shooting the damn thing with my nail bullets, but then you go and smash its head against the floor like a barbarian?” said Switch.

“I had no choice,” said Bait. “Roger would have reported us to the Leadership Council if he stayed active. This way, I’ve bought us some more time to find what we’re looking for.”

“I guess you have a point,” said Switch. She sighed. “I just wish I had gotten a chance to attack that dumb robot. It’s been a while since I put my nail bullets in something and that robot would have made a perfect candidate.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Bait. “We need to search the Wing now, before someone finds out that we’re here. You get the left, I get the right.”

Bait and Switch immediately went over to each side of the room. As he walked past the filing cabinets, Bait quickly realized that the cabinets were ordered by year, starting with 1987—the year the Neohero Alliance was founded—and going from there. Bait did not know when, exactly, the NHA had gotten the Blood Gems, but he knew it had to be before 2008, because that was the year that Mom stole them from the NHA. That left a roughly 21-year-period in which the NHA might have obtained the Blood Gems.

And there have to be at least a hundred files per year, based on the sizes of these filing cabinets, Bait thought, glancing at the filing cabinets. And I don’t even know what the document would be called. Would it have the Blood Gems in the title or would it be labeled something differently?

It didn’t help that Bait was starting to feel the pressure rising in him. Each second he wasted trying to figure out where to start was another second that could have been used to find what they were looking for. Any moment now, someone might open the door to the Top Secret Wing and their entire plan would fall apart and they might end up in jail just like Brains. Bait just hoped that Stinger was good at distracting people, because they were going to need every one if they were going to avoid being found out.

“Hey, Bait! I think I’ve found something,” said Switch on the other side of the room, standing in front of an open filing cabinet. “It might be what we’re looking for.”

Curious, Bait walked over to the filing cabinet where Switch stood and stopped beside her. This filing cabinet was labeled ‘1997’ and had over a hundred different folders in it. And in between one folder labeled ‘BLAST INCIDENT’ and ‘BLINDNESS IN SUPERHUMANS’ was a single folder labeled ‘BLOOD GEMS.’

“This must be it,” said Bait as he took the folder out of the cabinet. He looked at Switch. “How did you know where it was?”

Switch smirked and shrugged. “Just a lucky guess. I figured that the NHA must have had it for a while, but perhaps not forever, because the Blood Gems were most likely in the custody of the G-Men at one point. But mostly it was luck.”

“Well, good job regardless of how you did it,” said Bait. “Let’s open this folder and find out what happened all those years ago and what the NHA is hiding from us.”

Bait placed the folder on a nearby desk and flipped it open. He and Switch huddled around the folder to read its contents, with Switch adjusting a nearby lamp to allow its light to shine on the folder’s contents more effectively.

The first thing Bait saw was a picture on top of everything else. The picture looked old—perhaps going all the way back to the 1850s—and it showed two identical bowler-hat-wearing brothers standing and smiling at the camera while holding two familiar gemstones in their hands. The picture was black and white, but the lack of color did not obscure the shape of the gemstones, which were very familiar.

“Those are our Blood Gems,” said Switch, glancing at hers and Bait’s Gems glowing in their chests. “But who are the two guys with the bowler hats?”

“Must be our great-grandfather, Steven K. Alder, and his twin brother, Roman,” said Bait, whispering for some reason, even though they were alone in the room. “Remember? Mom said that Alder had been the original discoverer of the Blood Gems. She also said that he and Roman had powers, though no one knows what they were.”

“You mean they were superhuman like us?” said Switch. “I thought that superhumans didn’t exist until nineteen eighty-six.”

“That was when the superhuman population explosion happened,” Bait said. “Before then, superhumans existed, but only in very small numbers, even smaller than today. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. What matters is that we’re looking at our great-grandfather and his brother.”

Switch looked at the picture of the Alder brothers and frowned. “They don’t look much like us, do they? Are you sure they were related to us?”

“No, they do look sort of like us,” said Bait. He gestured at the faces. “Look at their eyes and noses. Those look like Mom’s eyes and nose.”

“Yeah, I see the similarities,” said Switch. “But this picture doesn’t really help us, does it? All it shows is what we already knew, that our great-grandfather had the Blood Gems at one point before donating them to that museum in Texas. Let’s see if we can find out something we don’t know.”

Switch flipped the photo onto its face, revealing a document directly underneath it. This document was labeled ‘REPORT ON ACQUISITION OF BLOOD GEMS FROM THE G-MEN’ with the words ‘TOP SECRET’ stamped over the title.

“This must be it,” said Bait. He looked at Switch. “Ready?”

Switch nodded. “I’ve been ready for this my entire life.”

“I’m glad you two are ready for it,” said a familiar monotone voice behind them. “Unfortunately, you prepared yourself for nothing.”

Bait and Switch both looked over their shoulder to see a man in a metal suit standing behind them. His cold blue eyes glowed from his helmet, while his sword hung from his waist in a sheath, but Bait didn’t need to see the man’s knight-like helmet to know who he was.

“Mecha Knight,” said Bait, dread in his voice. “Uh oh.”

“I’m glad you recognize me,” said Mecha Knight without a hint of humor in his voice. “And now that I have caught you two in the act, I am going to give you two choices: Either surrender and come with me peacefully to the Leadership Council or I will force you two. And I’m not looking forward to beating up a couple of kids who have simply let their curiosity get the best of them.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

“What happened to Stinger?” said Switch. She looked around. “How did you get past him?”

“I knocked him out,” Mecha Knight replied. “He’s currently lying outside the door to the Top Secret wing, but he’ll be okay. I will probably manage to convince the rest of the Leadership Council that he doesn’t deserve to be stripped of his leadership position in the Young Neos and thrown into prison with Brains for this breach of conduct, but I doubt they will be as happy to accommodate you two as they would him.”

Switch’s hands balled into fists. She knew that Mecha Knight was no joke. While he was not one of the Four Founders, he was one of the oldest and most experienced members in the NHA, maybe even one of the most experienced superheroes in general. He didn’t have super strength or super speed or anything flashy like that, but he did have a suit of armor outfitted with a crazy amount of technology and gadgets for almost any situation. When you were a walking Swiss army knife, you really didn’t need actual powers in order to be effective.

“How did you even know we were in here?” said Bait. “We didn’t tell anyone where we were going and Valerie disabled the Wing’s security systems so we wouldn’t be caught on camera. We even destroyed Roger.”

“That was your mistake,” said Mecha Knight. “Before Roger was destroyed, he caught a picture of you two and sent it to me as his final act of ‘life.’ I was walking by the Library when I received the message, so when I got it, I immediately came in here. Stinger tried to stop me, but as I said, I knocked him out and I doubt he will awaken for a few hours at least.”

Switch gulped. “You were willing to attack one of your own students to hide a secret? Really?”

“Stinger was not an innocent student,” said Mecha Knight. “He was well aware of the consequences for betraying us. I sincerely doubt he was surprised when I took him down, though I imagine his head will hurt for a few days.” Mecha Knight pointed at them. “Besides, we’ve been aware of your desire to find out how the NHA got the Blood Gems in the first place for some time now. I thought it was risky to let you two be here, but I thought that perhaps the arrest of Brains would dampen your curiosity. Evidently, I was wrong.”

“You mean you’ve been watching us the entire time?” said Bait.

Mecha Knight shook his head. “Nothing quite like that. We’ve simply kept a careful eye on your movements, relying mostly on reports from Johanson.”

“The Headmaster has been spying on us?” said Switch, barely able to hide the rage in her voice. “No way. He wouldn’t do that.”

“But he has,” said Mecha Knight. “But under our orders, you understand. He would never have done that on his own. That’s simply not Johanson’s style and never has been. It makes him a bad spy, but a good teacher, which is why he was made the Headmaster of the Academy and not the head of the NHA’s spy division.”

“You have a spy division?” said Bait.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Mecha Knight. “The only thing that really surprised us was Stinger working with you to break into the Top Secret wing. I will admit, I thought that you wouldn’t work with your brother because you and he didn’t get along, but I see that you have a better relationship with Stinger than I thought. But it doesn’t really matter, because your plans are destined to fail nonetheless.”

“What if we say no?” said Switch. “Maybe we’ll just take the folder and run.”

“You’ll have to get past me first,” said Mecha Knight. “And, while I am aware of your above average combat skills, I have some experience putting down young superhumans with above average combat abilities. Just ask Bolt, if you ever see him again.”

“And if we don’t fight?” said Bait. “What will you do to us then?”

“Take you to the Leadership Council for further questioning, as I have already said,” said Mecha Knight. “You may or may not end up in Ultimate Max. Given your age, it’s unlikely. It’s possible we’ll just take away your Blood Gems and put them somewhere safer. That whole episode with the Collector particularly rattled my fellow Council members.”

Switch put her hand over her Blood Gem. “These are family heirlooms, the only ones we have. No way will we ever give them up to you.”

“They are not mere family heirlooms, Switch,” said Mecha Knight. “The Blood Gems are weapons as well, and powerful ones at that. In the wrong hands, they could spell the destruction of not just superhumans, but the whole Earth. But believe what you wish, because regardless of what you think, the Blood Gems will likely end up in the custody of the NHA again once I’m done with you.”

Switch bit her lower lip. She tried to figure out if they could run, but then she realized that they had nowhere to run. The only exit was behind Mecha Knight, and there was no way that Mecha Knight would ever let either of them pass him. Yet Switch had no intention of surrendering, and based on his determined expression, neither did Bait, thankfully.

That left only one option: To fight.

Switch raised her hands and fired ten nail bullets at Mecha Knight. Mecha Knight, however, drew his sword from his sheath and knocked all ten of the nail bullets out of the air with a single slash. He rushed toward Switch, but Bait leaped toward him and kicked Mecha Knight in the side. Mecha Knight flew to the side, his sword scrapping across the concrete floor and sending sparks flying as he tried to halt his trajectory.

“Go!” Bait said to Switch, gesturing toward the exit. “Grab the file and get out of here while I distract Mecha Knight!”

Switch nodded, but before she could run, Mecha Knight tapped his chest and a drone detached from his back and flew toward them. The drone looked almost like a sword and dive bombed Switch and Bait, forcing them both to duck to avoid getting hit. The drone soared over them and then turned and flew back toward them again.

But Switch held up her hands and fired several nail bullets at the drone. Unfortunately, they just bounced harmlessly off the drone, which immediately began firing lasers at them, forcing Switch and Bait to scatter to avoid being hit.

“This is so unfair!” said Switch as she dove under a desk for cover. “A drone? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Come now, Switch,” said Mecha Knight, with a slight hint of amusement in his tone. “Surely you and your brother would know all about using everything to your advantage. Or did your supervillain mother forget to teach you that when you were on the run from the cops?”

Switch just growled, but she ducked her head again as the drone peppered her drone with laser blasts. Bait, on the other hand, was on the other side of the room. He grabbed one of the chairs and threw it at Mecha Knight, but Mecha Knight slashed it in half in midair and then blasted toward Bait on his rocket boots. He body-slammed Bait, who slammed into one of the filing cabinets hard enough to dent it, but before he could recover, Mecha Knight grabbed Bait’s neck and slammed his head against the filing cabinet again and again, not giving him time to react.

“Bait!” said Switch, but she once again had to duck when the drone shot her desk again. The lasers still hadn’t pierced the desk yet, but it was getting weaker with each volley, and Switch had no idea how much longer it would hold under the drone’s attacks.

I bet this is Mecha Knight’s plan, Switch thought. Have his drone keep me pinned down in one easy spot while he beats up Bait. He is clever, I’ll give him that.

But Switch had no intention of letting Mecha Knight win. She looked up at the drone, which was circling through the air again to make another go, and Switch knew that she needed to take down that drone if she was going to save Bait. Yet the drone moved quickly and swiftly, far too quickly for her to shoot.

Maybe Bait and I can trade powers, Switch thought. That always helps us in these kinds of situations. Let’s see Mecha Knight deal with that.

Switch put a hand over her chest and shouted, “Bait, let’s trade!”

As soon as the words left her mouth, the orange light in her chest flew out of her Blood Gem at the same time that Bait’s purple light flew out of his Gem. Mecha Knight actually looked over his shoulder at the light as it flew over his head, but he was unable to stop it.

The purple light landed in Switch’s chest and she immediately activated her super strength. She stood up, hoisting the desk over her head, and hurled it directly at the drone, which was flying toward her. The desk crashed into the drone and the drone went spinning out of control. It crashed into one of the cabinets so hard that the cabinet tipped over and crashed on top of it, burying the drone underneath its weight. The drone’s propellers spun, but they were too close to the ground to allow for lift off and so merely scraped against the concrete floor uselessly.

Confident that the drone was out of the fight, Switch ran toward Mecha Knight, shouting, “Let go of my brother, you jerk! Or I’ll—”

She was interrupted when Mecha Knight threw Bait at her. Bait crashed into Switch like a bowling ball and the two fell to the floor in a tangle of confusion. Nonetheless, Switch managed to separate herself from Bait quickly, though her head hurt from the impact, forcing her to clutch her skull to make the pain go away.

“Dang it, Bait, why are you so fat?” said Switch, rubbing her head as she looked at her brother.

“I’m not fat,” said Bait, sitting up and shaking his head. “I’m heavier than you, but not fat. There’s a difference.”

Before Switch could respond, Mecha Knight blasted toward them on his rockets. Once again, Switch and Bait separated, just barely avoiding him as he rocketed past both of them. Mecha Knight stopped in midair and turned to face them, his cold blue eyes surveying them with robotic detachment.

“You did a good job taking down my drone,” said Mecha Knight to Switch, though his tone wasn’t exactly happy. “I didn’t think you would be able to do it, but you’re clearly cleverer than I thought.”

Switch rose to her feet and did her best to ignore her throbbing head in order to focus on Mecha Knight. “Yeah, I guess I am. Given how intelligent our parents are, it shouldn’t be surprising that we’re so clever.”

“True, Tsunami and Electrica are both intelligent supervillains,” said Mecha Knight. He shook his head. “Sadly, you two aren’t Tsunami and Electrica.”

Before Switch could ask what that meant, Mecha Knight held up his right forearm and then pressed a button on it.

Abruptly, Switch felt a sharp pain explode from her ear and go through her whole body. She screamed in pain and fell to her knees. So did Bait, who was grabbing his ears like they were burning hot. Switch felt much the same, except that it was even worse because it seemed to flow through her whole body like hot magma.

“What … what are you doing to us?” said Switch to Mecha Knight, barely able to speak above the intense pain going through her.

Mecha Knight folded his arms over his chest. “Your earcoms, which I noticed you’re wearing. They were created by the NHA and have the ability to transmit a stunning pain through them. Useful for whenever they are stolen by criminals or supervillains who may try to use them to eavesdrop on NHA’s communications, but equally useful for dealing with rogues like you two.”

Switch tried to stand up, but the pain was so intense that she could only stay on her knees. She found herself wishing that she had removed her earcom before entering, but it was too late now.

Mecha Knight landed on the floor and began walking over to them. “Now, I’m going to bring you two and Stinger to the Leadership Council. There, you will get all the answers you could ever want … and all the ones you don’t.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Ten minutes later, Bait, Switch, and Stinger found themselves inside the Council Chamber, kneeling before the Leadership Council. Every Council member was here: Omega Man, Lady Amazon, Mecha Knight, Beyond Man, Mr. Miner, Black Blur, and High Fly. Each one of these superheroes were powerful in their own right, but seeing them all together in one room like this was similar to seeing all your favorite athletes on the same sports team.

It also meant that there was no way that Bait, Switch, or Stinger would escape. Even if they hadn’t been tied up with thick metal chains, Bait wouldn’t have risked trying to escape from these people. In particular, he didn’t fancy fighting either Omega Man or Black Blur in a battle. Omega Man was the strongest man on the planet, even putting other heroes with super strength to shame in terms of raw power, while Black Blur was the fastest known superhuman in the world. Bait wasn’t a coward, but there was a difference between simple cowardice and choosing your battles.

But Bait still didn’t like it. He tugged at his chains, but found they were extremely tight. He and Switch had managed to trade powers again earlier, but even with his super strength, Bait somehow doubted he could remove the chains. Of course, it didn’t help that Bait and Switch’s Blood Gems had been confiscated from them and were now in the hands of Mecha Knight, who held them in his hands well away from Bait and Switch.

Wonder why he didn’t just take them away outright, Bait thought. Maybe he didn’t have time.

Omega Man put the tips of his fingers together. “Bait. Switch. Stinger. I’m sorry to see you three like this, especially Stinger.”

“Then let us go,” said Switch. “Otherwise, you can take your apologies and shove it right up your—”

A clump of dirt suddenly appeared in Switch’s mouth. She gagged on it for a moment before spitting it out onto the floor and sticking her tongue out, no doubt trying to get the taste of her dirt out of her mouth.

“What? Where did that come from?” said Switch, looking at the clump of dirt on the floor in confusion.

Mr. Miner, who was holding up one of his hands, smiled. “That was me. I didn’t think that putting dirt in your mouth would be such a big deal, given how you already have a potty mouth to begin with. Your mouth is probably cleaner than it was, actually.”

Switch scowled, but said nothing, perhaps because she didn’t want to get another mouthful of dirt.

Stinger, on the other hand, said, “What are you going to do to us? Throw us in jail with Brains?”

Omega Man frowned. “I would rather not. You three are still teenagers. You, in particular, Stinger, are the leader of the Young Neos, which means you have a bright future ahead of you. Unfortunately, if we have to put you in jail, then that is what we’ll do. It’s for the safety of the Neohero Alliance.”

“Then what are you going to do to us?” said Bait. “That is, if you don’t ultimately decide to throw us in jail?”

“That’s what we’re here to discuss,” said Omega Man. “We’ve been keeping an eye on you two for a very long time, Bait, at least since Electrica was arrested and put in jail.”

“Because you wanted the Blood Gems,” said Switch. “Right?”

Beyond Man shook his head. “Not entirely. To be sure, we have always wanted to ensure that the Blood Gems are in the right hands, but we could have gotten the Blood Gems back from you two anytime we want.”

“Yeah,” High Fly piped up. He flattened his hand and then zoomed it downward in an imitation of a plane dive bombing an enemy. “I could have gone all the way to the Academy and swooped in and taken your Gems and you wouldn’t have been able to do a damn thing about it. Only reason we let you two keep them was because we didn’t want to draw unnecessary attention to the Blood Gems, what with our covering up the whole reason we had them in the first place and all.”

“So there is a cover up,” said Bait. “I knew it.”

“Did it really take you this long to figure it out?” said High Fly in surprise. “Man, you’re even slower than Jerry here.”

Mr. Miner glared at High Fly. “What are you implying, kid?”

“Uh, nothing,” said High Fly quickly. “I was just, er, mocking Bait’s speed.”

“So why didn’t you take the Blood Gems from us before?” said Switch, before Mr. Miner could respond. “If you could have taken them back anytime, why didn’t you take them back as soon as we ended up in the Academy? Wouldn’t that have made more sense than letting us keep them?”

“Weren’t you paying attention?” said High Fly. “I just explained that it was because we didn’t want anyone asking questions. Geez, for being the kids of an electrical supervillain, you sure are slow on the uptake, aren’t you?”

Switch scowled even deeper at High Fly’s jab, but again she said nothing, perhaps still afraid that Mr. Miner might put more dirt in her mouth if she said anything.

“But that was before we knew just how much you two wanted to find out the truth,” said Black Blur in his usual haughty voice. “We didn’t realize just how far you would go to find out how we originally got the Blood Gems or why we covered up the real reason Electrica attacked Hero Island ten years ago. We didn’t realize that Brains’ arrest, rather than taking the wind out of your sails, actually just made you more determined to find out the truth yourselves.”

“Isn’t there a term for that?” said High Fly, scratching the back of his head. “The Barbara Streisand Effect, I think? It’s when you try to hide something by banning or censoring it, but it just makes more people curious about it than if you had left it alone.”

“Whatever it is called, the point is that we needed to step in and put a stop to your little adventure once and for all,” said Omega Man. “Therefore, from now on, the Blood Gems will go back into the Hero Island Vault, where they will remain under the tightest security we can afford. It is the only way to keep the world safe from their destructive power.”

“But they’re our family heirlooms,” said Bait. “They were passed down to us by our mother.”

“Who cares?” said Black Blur. “They’re dangerous weapons that shouldn’t have even been in the hands of teenagers in the first place. They were nearly used by the Collector to awaken that dragon under Antarctica a month ago, for Pete’s sake. I guarantee you that if news about the Sleeping Beast ever got out into the world, every supervillain on the planet would come after you for the Gems.”

“Oh, come on,” said Switch. “Tsunami is currently running around the world with an entire army of supervillains under his control, but you decide it makes sense to spend more time arresting and jailing teenagers because we might find out something unpleasant about your organization? Get real.”

“There is no need for anyone to know the truth about what happened all those years ago,” said Omega Man. “It’s for the greater good.”

“When is lying ever a good thing?” said Switch. “You’re just saying that to justify your cover up. You’re no better than the villains you claim to fight.”

“What would a child like you understand about being better than a villain?” said Black Blur with a sneer. “Your parents are supervillains. I don’t think you have any right to lecture us about our apparent lack of heroism.”

Switch looked like she was about to shout at him, but Bait spoke up just then, saying, “Maybe that’s exactly why we’re angry about this. Because our parents are supervillains, we have a better understanding of supervillains than most. And you guys are not acting all that much differently from Tsunami or Electrica, to be honest.”

Black Blur growled, but then Omega Man held up a hand and said, “Blur, be quiet. I will deal with them.”

Black Blur looked like he had a lot to say, but he kept his mouth shut. He folded his arms over his chest and leaned back in his throne, eying Bait, Switch, and Stinger with pure loathing in his eyes.

Omega Man looked at them. Though he was in his late fifties, he looked a lot older than that. Maybe it was because, as the leader of the Neohero Alliance, he was under more stress than your average superhero. Or maybe his age was starting to catch up with him. Whatever the case, Bait almost felt sorry for Omega Man until he remembered that Omega Man was every bit as interested in keeping them silent as Mecha Knight or Black Blur.

“I understand how this must look to you three, but it really is for the greater good,” said Omega Man. “We Council members have sworn never to discuss what happened on the day we got the Blood Gems twenty years ago and we have convinced some of the other veteran NHA members to remain silent on it as well. As the Council, we strive to maintain and protect the Neohero Alliance, which sometimes means keeping certain secrets buried for the greater good.”

“It can’t possibly be that bad, can it?” said Stinger. “It’s not like you guys killed anyone, right?”

“It’s a bit more complicated than that,” said Omega Man, “but it’s not too far from the truth.”

Bait’s eyes widened. “Wait, so you did kill someone after all?”

Omega Man closed his mouth, clearly troubled by their questions, while Mr. Miner leaned forward and said, “Stop asking questions, you stupid kids. We’re not going to answer them or tell you anything about the Blood Gems. We’re just going to make sure that you three keep your mouths shut and—”

“We’ll tell them,” said Omega Man.

It was as if the air was sucked out of the room. The other six members of the Council all looked at Omega Man as if he had just insulted their mothers. Omega Man himself looked uncomfortable with the attention, but he didn’t sink down into his throne or change his opinion. He merely sat with his arms resting on the arms of his throne, though he did look like he was starting to regret speaking up already.

“What?” said Black Blur. “Surely you didn’t just say that we’re going to tell them the truth, are you?”

“I did,” said Omega Man in a heavy tone. “I believe we should tell these three the truth about what happened twenty years ago.”

“John, what the hell have you been smoking?” said Mr. Miner, leaning forward on his throne to get a better look at Omega Man, though due to his shortness, he couldn’t lean very far. “You remember our agreement. I mean, for God’s sake, we busted them precisely because they were about to find out the truth from the Top Secret Wing. And now you want to tell them everything like that?”

“Yeah, man, this is weird,” said High Fly, nodding. “You want to throw out months of work just like that? Tell me you hit your head on the door of your room when you got up this morning and your brain isn’t working right.”

Omega Man shook his head. “Sorry, but my brain is perfectly functional. And yes, I am aware that this goes against everything we’ve been working toward for the last several months. But I think that these three deserve to know what happened twenty years ago. They’ve put a lot of effort into it, and at this point, I’m not sure there’s anything we can do to actually stop them. The best we can do is ask them to keep this information to themselves.”

Lady Amazon—who had been quiet throughout this entire conversation—suddenly spoke up. “I agree with John. We did our best, but these three kids somehow managed to beat it. There’s no point in hiding it from them anymore. And I have a feeling that jailing these three would create more bad publicity for the NHA than it will help, especially if we jail Stinger.”

“Let’s vote on it,” said Mecha Knight suddenly. “Like we do with everything. If more than half of us vote for telling them the truth, then we will. If more than half of us vote against, then we’ll do that as well.”

“This is ridiculous,” Mr. Miner said. “I’m not voting on a matter we agreed to keep closed. You’ve all lost your minds.”

“You don’t have to participate, you know,” said Lady Amazon with a slight smile. “If you want to abstain, then you can. No one will judge you for it, though you can’t complain if you don’t get the result you want.”

Mr. Miner scratched his chin and said, “All right, fine. I’ll vote. Shouldn’t take longer than a minute to do anyway. Simple yes or no question.”

“Very well,” said Omega Man. He looked around. “All in favor of telling Bait, Switch, and Stinger the truth about the Blood Gems?”

Omega Man, Lady Amazon, and, surprisingly enough, Mecha Knight and High Fly raised their hands. Bait found the last two rather surprising, because he thought that only Omega Man and Lady Amazon had been in favor of telling them the truth. Maybe Omega Man and Lady Amazon’s arguments had swayed them at the last minute.

“And against?” said Omega Man as he lowered his hand.

Black Blur, Mr. Miner, and Beyond Man raised their hands.

“Four to three,” said High Fly. “I’m not too good at math, but I think that means that our side wins.”

Black Blur, Mr. Miner, and Beyond Man lowered their hands. Black Blur looked furious, while Mr. Miner was mumbling angrily under his breath. As for Beyond Man, he simply sat in his throne so still that he looked almost like the dead he could talk to.

“Very well,” said Omega Man. He looked at Bait, Switch, and Stinger. “Let us start at the beginning. Twenty years ago, a mad man got a hold of the Blood Gems … and nearly destroyed the world in the process.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

“It all began twenty years ago,” said Omega Man. “Back then, the Neohero Alliance was a much smaller and newer organization, only about ten years old. We had less than a hundred members overall, but were growing rapidly thanks to the seemingly daily discovery of new superhumans all over the US. There was also, of course, a spike in supervillain crime, because not every superhuman used their powers for good.”

“It was quite the exciting time,” said Lady Amazon. “It seems like it was yesterday, even though it was really two decades ago, well before any of you were born.”

“I was alive back then, but I think I was just a kid,” said High Fly. “So I wasn’t actually involved in any of the stuff that happened. I just learned about it from everyone else when I was elected to the Leadership Council.”

Switch was already getting impatient and wished they would get to the point. She didn’t say that aloud, however, because she didn’t want to accidentally make them angry at her and decide not to tell their story to her, Bait, and Stinger. She just tried to listen patiently, though that was becoming harder by the second due to having to be on her knees on the hard marble floor for so long.

Omega Man rubbed his forehead. “We first became aware of the Blood Gems around that time. You see, the G-Men had the Blood Gems in their possession at the time, having stolen them from the Texas museum where they had been kept since the nineteen-forties.”

“So Cadmus Smith was the one who stole them after all,” said Bait. “Right?”

“Right,” said Omega Man, nodding. “He stole them from the museum because certain figures in the federal government wanted them where they could keep a better eye on them. Originally, the mere existence of the Blood Gems was supposed to be a secret known only to a select portion of people working in the federal government. No one outside of the government was supposed to know about them, mostly because of the fear that someone might take the Blood Gems and use them to awaken the Sleeping Beast or do something even worse.”

“Even worse?” Switch repeated. “What could be worse than awakening the Sleeping Beast?”

“We’ll get to that, don’t worry,” said Omega Man, waving his hand at her as to compel her to keep quiet. “Anyway, the Blood Gems stayed in a government warehouse for a couple of decades until the superhuman explosion in nineteen eighty-six and the formation of the G-Men. Cadmus Smith took the Blood Gems out of storage and began experimenting with them, using his fellow G-Men agents as test subjects in order to find out the true power behind the Blood Gems.”

“Test subjects?” said Bait with a slight hint of illness in his voice. “Like guinea pigs?”

“We don’t know exactly how they were experimented upon,” said Omega Man with a shrug. “All we know is that Cadmus learned quite a bit about how the Blood Gems worked from his experiments. He found out about their power-swapping abilities, their ability to locate one another, their ability to summon the spirit of another Blood Gem user, their ability to form a shield which can restore negated or missing powers, and so on.”

“How did he do that?” said Stinger. “Did he have a set of superhuman twins to experiment on?”

“Yes,” said Lady Amazon. “They were a sister and sister duo known as Fire and Ice. Their powers, as their code names suggest, were the abilities to control fire and ice. They may have even been the very first superhuman twins. At any rate, they were the first ones to become superheroes, or as much as superhero as a G-Man agent can be, anyway.”

“Lady Amazon is correct,” said Omega Man. “I remember those two well. They were beautiful and vivacious, but also deadly serious about defending the US. They were always a lot kinder than other G-Men agents, though, and less arrogant.”

Beyond Man smiled. “Yes, I even dated Fire for a while there. Redheads are my only weakness.”

Switch looked at Beyond Man, bewildered. She had always assumed that Beyond Man was a stoic, maybe even passive, man who had no social life to speak of. The idea of someone as introverted and even creepy as Beyond Man dating a woman both surprised and freaked her out. But she pushed such thoughts out of her mind in order to focus on the story at hand.

“But Cadmus eventually decided that the Blood Gems were too dangerous to be allowed to be used in public,” Omega Man continued. “So, after testing the Blood Gems extensively, Cadmus took the Blood Gems from Fire and Ice and put them back in storage, where they were supposed to stay forever.”

“But they obviously didn’t,” said Bait, glancing at the Blood Gems in Mecha Knight’s hands. “What happened?”

“And here comes the uncomfortable part,” Mr. Miner muttered.

Omega Man shifted in his throne uncomfortably. “We stole them.”

“What?” said Switch. “You mean the Neohero Alliance—the great shining beacon of justice and righteousness—stole from the federal government?”

Omega Man nodded. “Yes, but you don’t need to put it like that. It’s not as bad as it sounds.”

“Which is exactly why we spent twenty years covering it up,” said High Fly. “Right?”

“Evan, shut up,” Lady Amazon snapped. “You weren’t even involved, so you don’t have anything to add.”

“Okay,” said High Fly with a shrug. “Just trying to lighten up the mood a little in here, that’s all.”

“High Fly does have a point, though,” said Beyond Man in a bored-sounding voice. “We did cover it up, but not just because of the theft.”

“You mean you guys did something worse than theft?” said Switch. “Seriously?”

“Allow us to finish the story,” said Omega Man, who sounded slightly impatient. “Anyway, yes, we stole it. Well, just a handful of us. Lady Amazon, Mecha Knight, and myself. We learned of the Blood Gems from Fire, who was dating Beyond Man at the time and had accidentally told him about it over drinks. We were intrigued and curious about why the federal government had such powerful and unique objects at their command, but mostly, we were worried that the G-Men might use the Blood Gems to control the rest of us.”

“So we mounted a heist,” said Lady Amazon. “We went to the warehouse where the Blood Gems were being kept, stole them, and ran. That’s where it would have ended … should have ended … if the G-Men hadn’t set guards over the Blood Gems, who alerted the G-Men of our theft, which caused Cadmus to dispatch several G-Men agents to track us down before we could get back to Hero Island.”

“What happened then?” said Stinger. “Did you guys get away from them?”

“Unfortunately, no,” said Omega Man, shaking his head. “The G-Men caught us in New York City, which led to a fight between us and them. We had more power between the three of us than the G-Men, but there were more of them and they were very good fighters, which meant that the fight lasted much longer than it should have. And not only did it last long, but it also caused a lot of property damage, property damage which could have been avoided if we had managed to escape in time.”

“Who won?” said Bait. “You guys or the G-Men?”

“Neither,” said Omega Man. “Our fight was interrupted by the sudden appearance of the supervillain Reverse Polarity.”

“Reverse Polarity?” said Switch. “What, was he a science fiction geek or something?”

“I wish,” said Omega Man with a sigh. “No, Reverse Polarity was a powerful supervillain. As his name suggests, with a simple touch, he could reverse, well, anything. He usually used his powers to reverse electrical energy in devices, which he often used to break into banks and the like. But his powers could also work on superhumans. For example, if you have super strength, he could turn your power into super weakness instead, which made fighting him tricky, though the effects of his powers were never permanent.”

Switch frowned. “That sounds kind of silly.”

“It’s a lot less silly when you’re about to deliver a megaton punch, but then he touches you and you’re suddenly as strong as a prepubescent girl,” said Omega Man. He rubbed his biceps. “Ask me how I know.”

“Reverse Polarity had also become aware of the Blood Gems and had even been planning to steal them himself,” Lady Amazon said, picking up Omega Man’s story. “We beat him to it, however, but he still followed us like the G-Men. He even waited until we started fighting them before he acted because he knew he couldn’t beat both us and the G-Men by himself. As soon as we were weak enough, he stepped in and snatched the Blood Gems from right under our noses.”

“What did he do with them?” said Bait. “Did he happen to have a twin brother who he could trade powers with?”

“Nope, he was an only child,” said Omega Man. “Instead, he used his powers on them, reversing the Blood Gems’ main ability. Now, instead of allowing him to trade powers with a blood relative, Reverse Polarity could steal the powers—permanently—of any superhuman he touched. And he could steal multiple powers at once, too, which he promptly used to de-power nearly all the G-Men agents, though Mecha Knight, Lady Amazon, and I managed to avoid being touched by him.”

Bait gulped. “That sounds overpowered.”

“’Overpowered’ is an understatement,” said Omega Man. “To this day, I don’t think we’ve ever fought a supervillain quite as powerful as him. Even Nuclear Winter, who could literally nuke entire cities, didn’t quite match him in terms of power, mostly because Reverse Polarity could, at that point, steal his powers if he wanted. Reverse Polarity used his new collection of powers to go on a small rampage through New York City.”

“How did you beat him?” said Switch. “If he’s that powerful, he must have been nigh invulnerable.”

“He wasn’t invincible,” said Mecha Knight suddenly. “He was powerful, to be sure, but he was not a god. He was still mortal, like the rest of us. And, like the rest of us, that meant he could be defeated and even killed. We worked with the surviving G-Men agents to kill him, but it did take a while and a lot of innocent people ended up dying in the process.”

“It was one of the most gruesome battles we’ve ever fought,” said Omega Man. “But we did managed to defeat him, nonetheless.”

“If you defeated him, then what’s the point with all this cover up stuff?” said Switch with a frown. “It sounds to me like you actually did the right thing by stopping him.”

“Because we didn’t want people to know just how Reverse Polarity got that strong in the first place,” said Lady Amazon, shaking her head. “If news got out that the reason he became such a threat was due to our own incompetent handling of the Blood Gems, then it would have ruined the reputation of the NHA for sure. Or at least our reputation, but given how we’re both the leadership and public face of the NHA, there’s not much of a difference in the end.”

“The G-Men helped,” said Mecha Knight. “They would also have looked bad if the truth about Reverse Polarity broke out, so they helped us to cover up exactly how Reverse Polarity got that strong. Then they gave us the Blood Gems for safekeeping.”

“Why did they just give them to you if you stole them?” said Bait. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Because we weren’t going to give them up,” said Omega Man flatly. “After seeing what Reverse Polarity did with them, we wanted to make sure more than ever that the Blood Gems were kept safely from the reach of any supervillain. The G-Men weren’t in any real condition to fight us over them anyway, so they allowed us to keep the Blood Gems. We then put them safely in the Hero Island Vault, where they stayed for ten years until Electrica attacked Hero Island and stole them.”

Switch was silent for a moment. She was thinking about the story that the Leadership Council had just told her, Bait, and Stinger. She had no reason to doubt its veracity. While she didn’t exactly trust the Leadership Council in general, she sensed that in this case at least, they were telling the truth. She suspected that if she had managed to read that document back in the Top Secret wing, then she would have found more or less the same story.

“So the whole reason you’ve made this cover up was to avoid ruining your own reputation?” said Stinger. “Is that it?”

Omega Man nodded, though he looked rather ashamed. “Yes. The NHA was still rather new at the time and we didn’t want the world to distrust us or superhumans on the basis of our incompetence. We may not have killed anyone ourselves, but certainly our actions led to the deaths of innocent people, deaths that wouldn’t have happened if we had simply let the Blood Gems stay where they were.”

“But now, we’re going to rectify that mistake,” said Mecha Knight, holding the Blood Gems closer to his chest. “We will put these back in the Vault and make sure that no one ever finds or uses them again. With luck, this entire situation will be forgotten, as it should.”

“How are you going to make sure it is forgotten if you just told us it?” said Switch. She tried to gesture at her head, but her chains made it impossible for her to move her hands. “Bait, Stinger, and I still remember it. There’s nothing to stop us from leaking this story to the press, and we know you won’t kill us or send us to prison, either. It looks like your only choice is to let us go, unless you want to be just as bad as the villains you fight.”

“Girl’s got a point,” said High Fly, who was sitting in his throne somewhat casually despite the seriousness of the situation. “If we let these three go, then they’ll be a real liability to the cover up even if they kept their mouths shut. There’s nothing to stop some crazy telepath supervillain from reading their minds and finding out about it, for example.”

“Quite true, High Fly, but you’re assuming that I haven’t thought that far ahead,” said Mecha Knight. He rested the Blood Gems on the arms of his throne and reached into a compartment in his chest. “Knowing that we weren’t likely to kill or imprison the kids, I thought I knew of a better way we could ensure they don’t remember this.”

Mecha Knight pulled a white gauntlet out of his armor and slipped it on his arm. He held the gauntlet up for everyone to see, including Switch, who gasped when she realized what it was.

“The Memory Hacker,” said Switch in horror. “The one that those Neo-Visionists stole.”

“Precisely,” said Mecha Knight. “It was once owned by our departed friend Genius, but is now in the custody of the Neohero Alliance. With it, we can wipe these kids’ memories clean and then let them go freely. Once they leave this chamber, they will know nothing about the Blood Gems or our cover up.”

“Doesn’t that seem a little extreme, though?” said Lady Amazon, rubbing her arm nervously. “Genius’ Memory Hacker was a useful device, but using it on these kids seems harsh.”

“It’s actually the most humane way to deal with them,” said Mecha Knight in his usual cold monotone. “Their bodies and minds will still be in perfect condition when this is over with. Only their memories will be any different, but the Memory Hacker is so effective that they won’t even realize that their memories have been tampered with until it’s too late.”

Switch gulped. “You aren’t going to actually use that on us, are you?”

“If the rest of the Council agrees with it,” said Mecha Knight. He looked at Omega Man. “Shall we have another vote on this matter?”

Omega Man nodded heavily. “Yes. All those in favor of using the Memory Hacker to wipe Bait, Switch, and Stinger’s memories of the cover up?”

All seven hands among the Council shot up. Even Lady Amazon raised her hand, despite looking distinctly uncomfortable with the whole situation.

“I see there’s no need to ask if anyone is against,” said Omega Man. “Mecha Knight, you can use the Memory Hacker on them. But do it quickly. Tsunami is still out there and we need to get to work on stopping him and his army before it is too late.”

Mecha Knight nodded and jumped off his throne. He walked over to Switch, Bait, and Stinger, holding the Memory Hacker before him, one hand on the button that would activate its memory-hacking abilities.

“Don’t worry,” said Mecha Knight as he approached. “As I said, the Memory Hacker doesn’t hurt. It only alters and erases memory, which means that by the time we’re finished here, the only thing you will remember is what a good time you have had on Hero Island. And that is as it should be.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Bait did the only thing he knew to do in this situation: Redouble his efforts to break his chains. He activated his super strength and tugged as hard as he could against the chains, but they didn’t even budge under his immense strength. He realized that there was a reason the metal which these chains were made of was called ‘Indestructonium’ and it wasn’t because the people who made this metal were a little lacking in the creativity department.

Can’t run, either, Bait thought, glancing at the chains around his legs. Or if I tried, I wouldn’t get very far. And I would have to abandon Switch and Stinger, too, which I couldn’t do even if I could run.

Bait’s eyes shifted this way and that as he tried to think of a way to escape, but he was rapidly running out of time. In a couple of seconds, Mecha Knight would be upon them and he would activate the Memory Hacker and they would forget all of the information they had just learned. That would make all of their months of investigating, all of Brains’ hard work that he had shared with them, completely and utterly pointless.

And the world will never know the truth about the Leadership Council, either, Bait thought. The more I think about this, the more convinced I become that we can’t let them get away with this. We need to get out of here somehow, but how? Indestructible chains, no Blood Gems … the only way this situation could be worse was if we were sprayed with powerless gas as well.

No matter how hard Bait thought about this issue, he saw no way for them to escape. It seemed like they were destined to have their memories wiped, meaning that the truth about the NHA and the Blood Gems would never be made public.

Mecha Knight stopped before them and looked down at them. His cold glowing blue eyes showed no emotion, and based on his body language, it was clear that Mecha Knight did not regret what he was about to do at all.

Despite that, Mecha Knight said, “I am sorry for having to do this to you three, but it is necessary.”

“It doesn’t seem necessary to me,” Switch blurted out. “Seems like you’re just trying to hide your own mistakes.”

“You will understand when you’re older,” said Mecha Knight. He held the Memory Hacker before him in such a way that it was impossible for them to avoid looking at it. “For now, it is time for you to forget everything you heard. You will remain guests on Hero Island until Tsunami and Unity are dealt with, but you won’t remember anything we just told you or anything that happened in the Library. Aside from that, however, your memories will be normal.”

“Normal?” said Bait. “But won’t we notice the gap in our memories from you doing that?”

“I’ll deal with that when I activate the Memory Hacker,” said Mecha Knight. “Now, let’s get this out of the way. Don’t bother closing your eyes. At this close range, the Memory Hacker will work whether you’re looking at it or not.”

Mecha Knight’s fingers moved toward the buttons on the Memory Hacker. Bait stopped struggling against his bonds. He just watched in resignation as Mecha Knight’s fingers drew closer and closer to the buttons on the Memory Hacker that would erase their memories for good. Bait wasn’t much of a praying man, but if he did pray, he would have prayed for divine intervention at that moment, though he doubted that any divine being would see fit to help him and his sister even if they were trying to do the right thing.

Right before Mecha Knight’s fingers tapped the button that would take away their memories, the lights in the Council Chamber went out. With the windows blocked, the Council Chamber plunged into complete and utter darkness. Only Mecha Knight’s cold blue eyes could be seen glowing in the darkness, but somehow they looked a lot less scary in the shadows than they did in the light.

“What?” said Omega Man’s voice from somewhere within the shadows. “What happened to the lights?”

“A power outrage, maybe?” said High Fly.

“Can’t be,” said Mr. Miner. “I was just visiting the Hero Island Power Station earlier and saw that everything was in working order. And why isn’t the backup generator working? Did that fail, too?”

“Someone cut the lights,” came Beyond Man’s bored-sounding voice from the darkness. “Only logical explanation. Though who, I can’t say.”

“Someone needs to call the Power Station and have them restore power ASAP,” said High Fly.

“I’ll do it,” said Mecha Knight in a slightly irritable voice. “After that, I’ll use the Memory Hacker on these three and—”

Mecha Knight’s voice was interrupted by a soft but audible thwip, followed by the sound of a foot smashing against metal and then the sound of metal crashing down onto the floor. Switch heard movement around and behind her and then felt someone meddling with the chains around her. A second later, the chains fell off and then she heard the chains fall off Bait and Stinger nearby as well.

What’s happening? Switch thought. Did someone rescue us?

“Mecha Knight?” said Lady Amazon, whose voice sounded worried, though not panicked. “Mecha Knight, are you there? Mecha Knight?”

“I heard chains falling onto the floor,” said Black Blur, anger lacing his voice. “Someone has freed the kids. I’ll stop him!”

Switch suddenly heard a loud whomp and then Black Blur groaning in pain. Behind her, however, she heard a familiar chuckle and then heard a voice in her ear say, “Perhaps he should have been more careful about where he walked.”

Switch almost gasped and tried looking over her shoulder, but it was too dark to see. “Arachnid? Is that you?”

“Yes,” said Arachnid. “And I’m here to save you and your brothers. Come on. We don’t have much time before the power comes back on.”

A powerful hand gripped her upper arm and dragged Switch away with surprising strength. Switch almost tripped over herself, but managed to maintain her balance and followed Arachnid to the exit. She heard Bait and Stinger following as well, and also the sounds of the NHA Leadership Council as they tried to figure out what was going on. Switch thought it odd that the Leadership Council was so easily confused by the darkness, but then she remembered the web shooting sounds she heard when the lights went off and realized that Arachnid must have webbed them up, though how long that would last, Switch didn’t know.

Arachnid kicked the door open and they ran outside into the hallway. Arachnid kicked the door closed again and webbed it up with an incredibly thick layer of webbing, while Switch, Bait, and Stinger looked at him in surprise.

Arachnid looked about the same as he had the last time Switch saw him. The only real difference was that his costume was torn in a few places, mostly around the shoulders and chest, as well as dirtier than usual. Other than that, Arachnid looked none the worse for being on the run from the NHA.

“Arachnid, I can’t believe you’re here,” said Switch. “How did you get here and how did you know we’d even be here?”

Arachnid turned to face them. “I’ll explain on the way out. For now, we need to reach the rendezvous point.”

“Rendezvous?” said Bait. “With who?”

“A friend,” said Arachnid. “Now come on. My webbing won’t hold them for long and the power is liable to come back online soon.”

That was when Switch realized that the hallway outside the Council Chamber was almost as dark as the Chamber itself. The only reason it wasn’t pitch black was because of the open windows, which allowed the natural light outside to shine through, but it was still quite dark. Switch looked up and down the hall, but didn’t see anyone other than themselves.

Arachnid immediately ran down the hallway and Switch, Bait, and Stinger ran after him to keep up. But the group only got a few feet down before the floor shook under their feet, nearly tossing them all onto their hands and feet.

“What was that?” said Bait, looking around wildly as he leaned against the wall for support. “An earthquake?”

Arachnid looked over his shoulder. “No, not an earthquake. It was Omega—”

Without warning, the massive metal doors to the Council Chamber burst off their hinges and flew across the hall. They crashed into and through the wall on the opposite side of the hall, creating a huge gaping hole that exposed the hallway to the frigid outside air. Switch could not help but shiver when a cold gust of air blew through, hugging herself to keep her warmth in her body.

“What the hell?” said Bait, raising his voice to be heard above the roaring wind outside. “Did the doors just get punched off their hinges? How is that even possible?”

“With my power, very few things are impossible for me,” said Omega Man’s voice from within the Council Chamber. “Which is why none of you are going to get out of here today.”

Omega Man walked out of the Council Chamber, pulling webbing off his massive chest. He was followed by Lady Amazon, who was picking webbing out of her hair, and Mr. Miner, who was still covered with web but hardly seemed to notice it. Beyond Man silently followed, while High Fly and Mecha Knight both flew out and over Arachnid and the others, landing behind them and cutting off their only way of escape. A second later, Black Blur sped out of the Council Chamber and took his place next to High Fly and Mecha Knight, an ugly scowl etched across his features.

“Uh oh,” said Stinger. He looked at Switch, Bait, and Arachnid with terrified eyes. “We’re surrounded.”

“And with no way out,” said Omega Man. He held out a hand. “I will admit, Arachnid, that your dramatic rescue of the Tag Team Twins and Stinger was unexpected, but you didn’t honestly expect your webbing to hold us back, did you? If so, then you’re not nearly as smart as I thought.”

Arachnid shrugged. “Worth a shot, wasn’t it?”

“’Worth a shot,’” Black Blur sneered. “Come on. You can at least act like your plan has been ruined and you have no hope of escape. Drop the cool-headed act. We’re not buying it.”

Arachnid looked over at Black Blur. “When did I say I was acting? You clearly don’t know me very well if you think I’m acting.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Omega Man. “I don’t know how you got on Hero Island or how you managed to cut the power for the entire Tower of Heroes, but we can find that out after we take you down and put you in jail where a murderer like you belongs.”

“I’m not a murderer,” said Arachnid, “at least, not anymore. My assassin days are long behind me. I was framed.”

“Sure you were,” said Black Blur. “Keep repeating that lie. Eventually, someone might actually believe it.”

Switch rubbed her hands together anxiously. Hope had risen inside her when Arachnid freed her and her brothers from their chains, but it now all seemed to be for naught. They were caught between both halves of the Leadership Council. Each member of the Leadership Council was strong enough by themselves to take down Arachnid, but if all seven were working together, then they had no chance of victory whatsoever even if Switch, Bait, and Stinger helped. She didn’t understand why Arachnid seemed so at ease. He wasn’t a very emotional person, that was true enough, but she wished he would at least pretend to be bothered.

“We’re giving you one last chance,” said Omega Man. “Either surrender and come with us peacefully or we’ll use the full force of our power against you.”

Arachnid stepped back and then suddenly draped his arms around Switch, Bait, and Stinger’s shoulders. “I’m going with option number three: We escape and you will never find us.”

All of a sudden, Vanish appeared from nowhere next to them and said, “Hi, guys! Long time, no see. Switch, your hair is as pretty as ever. You’ll really have to tell me what you do to it.”

“Trade hair tips later,” said Arachnid. “Teleport us out of here. Now.”

“Right on, Arachnid,” said Vanish, giving him the thumbs up. “Hold on, this is going to be rough. And make sure everyone stays within physical contact of each other at all times. Don’t want to accidentally lose anyone along the way!”

Vanish grabbed Arachnid’s hand and pulled. The last thing Switch saw before they teleported away was Omega Man yelling at them to stay, but they teleported too quickly for him to stop them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

In an instant, the group of five went from standing in the hallway of the Tower of Heroes, caught between the Leadership Council and exposed to the wind outside, to a rather warm and fancy guest room that Switch immediately recognized as being one of the rooms that she and Bait had stayed in during their visit at the Braindome what seemed like a lifetime ago. Same large queen bed with fluffy pillows, a large entertainment center, and sparkling kitchen and bathroom sinks as before. Indeed, the room looked as if it hadn’t been touched at all since Switch and Bait’s first time here several months back.

But Switch processed all of that in perhaps a second or two. What she actually focused on was Vanish, who immediately collapsed as soon as they appeared in the room. Arachnid quickly caught her before she hit the floor, however, and said, “Mary, are you okay?”

Vanish groaned and put a hand on her forehead. “No. I feel like I did when I was pregnant with Joey, except a thousand times worse. Can barely even stand.”

Arachnid nodded and lifted Vanish up. He walked over to the queen bed and carefully laid her down on its soft surface, while Bait, Switch, and Stinger stood watching in confusion.

“What just happened?” said Bait, blinking rapidly. He looked around. “Where are we?”

“The Braindome,” said Arachnid, turning to face them. “Brains’ base. You’ve been here before.”

“Yeah, thanks for telling us something we already know,” said Switch sardonically. “Maybe you are going to tell us you are our teacher Arachnid and that you were framed by Mimic next.”

Arachnid tilted his head to the side. “How did you know I was framed? I thought you still believed that I was responsible for the attempted assassination of President Plutarch.”

“We found out that Tsunami has a shape shifter known as Mimic working for him,” Bait explained. “We put two and two together and realized that he probably framed you for the assassination attempt.”

“Mimic.” Arachnid grimaced, as if he had just said a foul word. “I remember him back when he was still a G-Man agent. A real creep, but also cowardly and money-grubbing. I bet Tsunami is paying him well for his services, because Mimic didn’t strike me as the kind of guy to serve someone because he liked them.”

“Does it really matter?” said Switch. She pointed at Arachnid. “Where have you been for the last week? Last we heard, you broke out of custody and went on the run before you were taken to Ultimate Max, but you haven’t even contacted us since then. What gives?”

Arachnid put his hands on his waist. “I would have contacted you two much sooner, but first I needed to ensure my own safety. Given how I am now a wanted fugitive, it isn’t like I could just waltz onto campus and go to work like normal. I had to go into hiding for a while to ensure that I wouldn’t be recaptured.”

“I see,” said Switch. “And where, exactly, did you go into hiding?”

Arachnid gestured around the room. “Here. The Braindome. Vanish agreed to shelter me after she heard my story, so I’ve spent the last week or so here, keeping on the down low and trying to avoid drawing the attention of the Leadership Council.”

“Why did Vanish agree to shelter you here?” said Bait, scratching the back of his head in confusion. “Doesn’t she know that you’re supposed to be a dangerous criminal?”

“Vanish and I have known each other for years,” said Arachnid. “Plus, she’s not been feeling very kindly toward the NHA since they falsely arrested her husband on trumped up charges, right, Vanish?”

Vanish—who had been lying very quietly on the bed the entire conversation—nodded and said, “Yes. When I heard Arachnid’s story, I realized that he was just as innocent as Bill. So I agreed to help him with whatever he needed help with, just as long as he gets my husband out of prison at some point.”

“And we will,” Arachnid reassured her. “Don’t worry, we will, though I don’t know when at this point. You just need to rest. You overexerted your powers by teleporting us from Hero Island to Virginia.”

“How did you know Switch and I were going to be on Hero Island in the first place?” said Bait.

“Heard through the grapevine,” said Arachnid. “And by grapevine, I mean Vanish. She pays a lot of attention to the Academy and told me about your transfer to Hero Island for safety purposes as soon as she heard about it. The two of us created a plan together and put it into action. I admit that it didn’t go quite as planned, though, did it, Mary?”

“No, it did not,” Vanish agreed. She rubbed her forehead. “You were supposed to meet me on top of the Tower of Heroes and then we’d teleport away there, not get surrounded by the Leadership Council like that.”

“It’s as Sun Tzu always says,” said Arachnid. “No plan survives contact with the enemy. And in any case, we’re safe now.”

“But for how long?” said Stinger. “The Leadership Council saw Vanish. They know she’s working with you. Isn’t it likely that they’ll send someone to the Braindome to check on it, just to make sure we’re not here? We might have bought ourselves a few hours of peace at most.”

“Which is why we need to act quickly,” said Arachnid. “Time is running out.”

“Running out for what?” said Bait. “Is there some kind of deadline that we need to meet?”

“If we want to defeat Tsunami, yes,” said Arachnid. “Have you been paying attention to what he’s been up to?”

“Er, no,” said Switch, shaking her head. “The last we heard, he had broken out of prison, stolen The Atlantis, and raised an army of supervillains, but as far as we know, he hasn’t done anything else since.”

“Clearly, you only know what the media has been reporting on the issue,” said Arachnid with a sigh. “Not surprising, however. The media rarely reports on anything with any depth, especially when it comes to the dangerous world of supervillains and criminals. It helps that Tsunami is very good at covering his tracks, though not as good as he likes to think he is.”

“What do you mean by that?” said Switch.

Arachnid folded his arms in front of his chest. “While staying in the Braindome, I’ve been keeping track of Tsunami through my old contacts in the criminal underworld, back from my days as a supervillain. They’ve revealed some interesting—and disturbing—facts to me, facts you won’t find in any mainstream media news outlet or even in most independent ones.”

“Such as?” said Switch.

“For one, Tsunami has been making trips to and from Antarctica for the last week,” said Arachnid. “My contacts didn’t know why, but my guess is that it has something to do with the Sleeping Beast.”

Switch gulped, remembering the giant fiery dragon that slept beneath Antarctica. “You don’t mean he’s trying to awaken that thing again, is he?”

“Hard to say at this point, but that seems likely,” said Arachnid. “I thought he had an unhealthy interest in the Beast back when we first saw it, and now I know why. I’m not sure how he’s going to awaken it again without the Blood Gems, however, which is one reason I’m skeptical that he intends to control it.”

“What else have you learned?” said Switch. “Anything new about his army?”

“Yes, about Unity,” said Arachnid, nodding. “As expected, they’re stationed primarily on The Atlantis, but apparently Tsunami has been sending small groups of supervillains up to the surface periodically to do specific missions. Again, my contacts weren’t sure, but it seemed like Tsunami was preparing Unity for something bigger, like an attack somewhere.”

“An attack?” said Bait. “An attack where?”

“I don’t know,” said Arachnid. “With The Atlantis and Unity, Tsunami could potentially attack any coastal city in the world and cause a lot of damage, death, and chaos before he could be stopped. I’m trying to think of a place that would require such a large force to attack, but I haven’t been able to guess any particular place.”

Switch stroked her chin, thinking about potential locations for a supervillain army attack, but like Arachnid, her mind kept drawing a blank. All she knew was that any location Unity attacked would turn into a battlefield overnight, especially if the NHA, INJ, and G-Men were able to send agents to counter any such attack.

“But my contacts believe that the attack is going to happen very soon,” said Arachnid. “Maybe even sometime this week. Tsunami isn’t wasting any time in getting his plan going, that’s for sure.”

“I’ll say,” said Bait. “So what are we going to do about it?”

“Infiltrate The Atlantis and take it down from within, obviously,” said Arachnid.

“Wait, just the five of us?” said Switch in surprise.

Arachnid nodded. “Yes. I know the odds don’t seem to favor us, but my understanding is that Unity is mostly held together by Tsunami’s ego. If Tsunami was taken down, a power struggle would occur as the different supervillains fight each other for dominance over the others. So we really just need to defeat Tsunami in order to stop Unity.”

“That may be true, but it still seems like a tall task for us,” said Bait. He rubbed his shoulder. “Unity is a lot larger than Tsunami, after all, and some of the supervillains working for him are just as bad as him, if not worse.”

“True, but this would be an excellent way to clear our names,” Arachnid pointed out. “If we defeat Tsunami and his army of supervillains, then that would do more to repair our reputations than anything else we could possibly do. It may be a difficult job, but we should do it nonetheless.”

Switch had a vision of receiving praise and attention from everyone for defeating Tsunami and Unity. She saw her face on TV and all of the major media companies calling her to do interviews with her and companies calling her to endorse their products in exchange for more money than she knew what to do with.

“I see what you’re saying, Arachnid,” said Switch, stroking her chin. “Yes, I do indeed. It’s a brilliant idea and I wholeheartedly support it.”

Bait looked at Switch in disbelief. “You’re seriously up for it?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” said Switch. “And remember, Tsunami still has Mom. By beating Tsunami, we can also rescue Mom at the same time.”

“You mean Electrica?” said Arachnid.

Switch nodded. “Yes. She came to the Academy to talk to us, but then got kidnapped by some Unity members. She’s probably on The Atlantis even as we speak.”

Arachnid folded his arms in front of his chest. “So Electrica isn’t part of Unity, then.”

“No, she’s not,” said Switch. “Why would she be? Mom and Tsunami hate each other. Why would they work together?”

“No reason,” said Arachnid with a shrug. “I just didn’t know that Electrica wasn’t part of Unity. Guess it makes sense, given the reasons you stated.”

Despite what Arachnid said, Switch could tell that he had another reason for being surprised at this revelation. She wasn’t sure why. Did he really think that all supervillains got along just because they were all evil? Surely he had to know better, given how he used to be a supervillain himself at one point.

“I’m still not sure about this,” said Bait. “As much as I want to stop Unity, I’m not sure how we’re supposed to do that. We don’t even know where The Atlantis is, and I’m not sure that the five of us are enough to defeat Tsunami.”

“Do you have any better ideas for clearing our names?” said Arachnid. “Because I don’t. And trust me, I’ve put a lot of thought and effort into figuring this out.”

Bait bit his lower lip, but finally nodded and said, “All right. It isn’t like we have anything better to do, anyway. This may be our best shot at redeeming our names and saving the world.”

Switch patted Bait on the back. “Glad to see you agree, bro. I knew you would come around eventually.”

“I might as well join, too,” said Stinger with a slight sigh. He looked at his wings. “I’m not excited about going back to Hero Island and having to come face to face with the Leadership Council. Something tells me they won’t be entirely accepting of me for helping you guys back there.”

“Great,” said Arachnid. “Looks like we’re all in. That means we can move forward with the plan.”

“Plan?” Bait repeated. “What plan? We don’t even know where The Atlantis is. How are we going to find it? And remember, we don’t have all the time in the world, because I’m pretty sure the Leadership Council will send some agents to the Braindome to track us down once they realize where we are.”

“Good point,” said Arachnid. He tapped his chin in thought. “What would be the quickest and easiest way to track down The Atlantis? Without the resources of the NHA, our attempts to find The Atlantis will, by necessity, be extremely limited.”

“Does the Braindome have any tech we could use to find it?” said Stinger, looking at Vanish.

Vanish shook her head. “No. The Braindome does have a tracking system, but it’s only useful for tracking Braindome vehicles. There’s no way we could use it to find The Atlantis. I’m not sure it even works on undersea vehicles anyway.”

Everyone lapsed into silence as they considered the problem before them. Switch was as eager as anyone to head out and confront Tsunami once and for all. But even she knew that it would be foolish to do anything without the slightest hint of where to find him.

Yet if we sit here and do nothing, then we’ll be caught and be thrown inside Ultimate Max prison, Switch thought. Maybe Bait was right to be skeptical about this plan. Maybe it was just doomed to failure and we will have to do something else instead.

What would be useful, Switch knew, was to find someone who had worked on The Atlantis. She thought of Gerald, AKA Tunnel Vision, the original builder and inventor of The Atlantis, but as far as she knew, he had gone into hiding and would not be easily found. Even if they found him, there was no guarantee that he would help them, given how his clients were supervillains and he didn’t care much for superheroes, according to what Bait had told her about his encounter with him.

Anyone who worked on The Atlantis probably feels the same way about superheroes, Switch thought, her shoulders slumped. Back when Tsunami held me prisoner there, every member of his crew expressed dislike for superheroes. The only one who didn’t was—

Suddenly, an answer to their problem came to Switch. She looked up at the others and said, “I think I know how to find The Atlantis.”

“How?” said Bait, looking at Switch curiously.

“We need to go to Rhode Island,” said Switch. “Specifically, the town of Seaside.”

“Isn’t that where you two beat Tsunami the first time?” said Stinger, tilting his head to the side. “Why do you want to go there? Does Tsunami have a secret tracking device located there?”

“Of course not,” said Switch, shaking her head. “But someone living there might.”

“And who in Seaside could possibly know how to locate The Atlantis?” said Bait skeptically.

Switch smiled. “Bait, I’m surprised you have already forgotten our good friend Phillip, the man who rescued me from The Atlantis the first time. But I bet he hasn’t forgotten us, so why don’t we head out and go find him and see if he can help us? It isn’t like we have any other choice, after all.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

A few hours later, Bait, Switch, Stinger, and Arachnid walked through the streets of Seaside, which were rather quiet and empty, perhaps due to the fact that evening was upon them and most people were having dinner or getting ready to go to bed. The orange rays of the setting sun spilled out over the tiny town, which gave the entire town a nostalgic feeling which Bait couldn’t quite describe or understand, given how he had only visited Seaside once before.

Am I already feeling nostalgic for the first really heroic thing that Switch and I ever did? Bait thought. I wonder if Arachnid and the other adult heroes ever feel this way about the places where they first saved the day. That’s a question I’ll have to ask Arachnid the next time I have a chance.

But Bait didn’t think he would get a whole lot of opportunity in which to talk to Arachnid. At the moment, the four of them were walking together silently themselves. The sight of three teenagers and an adult walking together alone in the evening looked suspicious enough; if they were talking about superheroes and saving the day, that would draw unnecessary attention to them for sure. Bait glanced at the closed windows and doors on the houses on either side of the street, but he didn’t see anyone looking down at them.

At least we’re not wearing our costumes, Bait thought, glancing at his clothing. Though I gotta admit, I feel kind of naked without my costume.

After Switch suggested they go to Seaside, it was decided that they would need to ditch their costumes and wear normal street clothes in order to better blend in with the population. Although the NHA had pictures of their faces without masks, most people had no idea what any of them looked like uncovered, so it would be easier for them to walk around in public. So far, it was had worked. Although they had been passed by several cars since entering Seaside, not one of them had stopped or even slowed down to look at them.

Even so, Bait felt vulnerable in his street clothes. He wore a long-sleeved black shirt and blue jeans with sneakers, while Switch wore a bright pink tank top and shorts and sandals. As for Stinger, he wore clothes similar to Bait, except with a large coat over his body to hide his wings. He looked uncomfortable and even a little awkward with the large coat, but given how Stinger’s wings were a part of his body and couldn’t be removed, it was their only way to make sure that he didn’t draw unnecessary attention to them.

Unlike the others, Arachnid wore clothes that were a little more formal and suited for adults. A gray polo shirt and tan slacks made him look like your typical office worker, albeit an extremely muscular and unusually athletic one. This was the first time Bait had ever seen Arachnid without his mask and he was a little unnerved by Arachnid’s face, not because it was ugly, but because of the long, deep scar running from the base of his right cheek almost all the way up to his crown.

“How did you get that scar?” Bait had said when he first saw Arachnid take off his mask back in the Braindome.

Arachnid had looked at Bait for what seemed like an eternity with his deep black eyes before saying, “From another life. I’ll tell you the story some other time.”

That was where the conversation ended. Bait supposed that it wasn’t exactly important for him to learn the origin of Arachnid’s scar, but he was still curious about it. Maybe it was another one of those things he would ask Arachnid later, after they met with Phil and found out what he knew about The Atlantis.

While Bait was sure that the four of them were enough to go see Phil, he did wish that Vanish had come with them, because her teleportation powers would have been useful for actually getting to The Atlantis once they located it. But Vanish had had to stay behind, claiming that she was going to take little Joey and go into hiding for a while until Brains was out of prison. She was apparently afraid of being arrested by the NHA, which would leave Joey without either of his parents.

Guess we’ll just have to learn to do without her help, Bait thought. Besides, this probably isn’t going to be a very dangerous mission. The NHA definitely won’t think to look for us here. Tsunami might, though.

That was one of the things they had talked about prior to leaving the Braindome. Given how Tsunami hated traitors, there was the possibility that Tsunami may have killed Phil already. That seemed unlikely to Bait, however, because he figured that something like that would make the news. Even so, they were all prepared to fight in case this turned out to be an ambush of some sort.

I hope it isn’t, Bait thought, feeling his Blood Gem in the pocket of his jeans. Because the last thing we need is yet another fight.

“There it is,” said Switch in a low voice, pointing ahead. “Phil’s house.”

Bait followed her finger and saw it. The house looked much the same as he remembered, though the windows on the second story had apparently been repaired since the last time they were here. All of the lights were off, the curtains were drawn in every window, and there were no cars in the driveway. The garage door was closed as well, which made it impossible to tell if there were any vehicles parked inside.

“Looks abandoned,” said Stinger as they stopped on the sidewalk before the house. “Maybe Phil’s on vacation?”

Switch frowned. “Phil did say that this was his parents’ house, so maybe he has a house of his own somewhere else.”

“You mean we might have wasted several precious hours going to the wrong house?” said Bait, looking at Switch in disbelief.

“Hey, don’t look at me,” said Switch. “Just because Phil saved my life once doesn’t mean that we’re BFFs. I don’t even have his phone number, so there was no way for me to call him ahead of time to find out where he’s currently living.”

“I thought you were still in contact with him,” said Bait.

“Mecha Knight took our phones from us when he captured us back on Hero Island,” said Switch. “So I couldn’t call him even if I wanted to.”

“Then maybe we should leave,” said Stinger, looking up and down the street nervously. “The longer we stand here, the more we stand out to the people living on this street. I know a thing or two about small towns and I know that strangers who spend too much time hanging around without good reason usually have the cops called on them.”

“We’re not leaving,” said Arachnid flatly. “Vanish already strained herself teleporting us here. There’s no way she could come back and get us out of here. Either Phil is here or he’s not. If he’s not, and his parents are here, maybe they can tell us where he is and how to find him. Come on. Let’s look like neighbors going up to the front door to ask for a cup of sugar.”

Arachnid immediately walked up the driveway to the house. Bait, Switch, and Stinger followed closely behind, with Bait keeping his eyes on the house itself. He didn’t like how dark and quiet it was. It really did look abandoned, like Stinger said, but Arachnid was also right that they had no choice other than to go forward and hope that someone was home, someone who could help them find Phil.

Arachnid stopped before the front door and knocked three times using the snail shell-shaped door knocker. Then he stepped back and waited with his hands folded behind his back.

“Um …” Switch rubbed the back of her neck. “Is no one home?”

“Wait,” said Arachnid. “It may take them a moment to—”

Arachnid was interrupted by the door flying open, revealing a young man standing in the doorway. He looked like a college student, probably in his early twenties, wearing a red t-shirt and jeans. Based on the smells coming from inside, it seemed they had interrupted the young man’s dinner, but Bait didn’t care because he recognized the man right away: It was Phil.

“Hello?” said Phil, his voice cracking slightly when he spoke. Maybe he was surprised to see four people standing on his front porch at such a strange hour. “May I help you?”

“Phil!” said Switch. She spread her arms. “Long time, no see! Dropped the sailor uniform, I see. Probably ‘cause you’re not working for Tsunami anymore, right?”

Phil looked at Switch in bewilderment. “Who are you and how do you know I used to work for Tsunami? If you’re another reporter looking to do an interview with me, the answer’s no.”

Phil tried to slam the door closed, but Arachnid held out a hand and caught it before it could slam in front of them. The door simply stopped against Arachnid’s outstretched hand, causing Phil to stare at Arachnid in surprise and horror.

“Sorry, but we need to talk,” said Arachnid. “And it’s rather hard to talk through a solid oak door like this one, wouldn’t you say?”

Phil gaped. “I didn’t know news reporters were so strong.”

“We’re not news reporters,” said Bait, shaking his head in exasperation. “Look, you probably don’t recognize us because we’re not in uniform, but I’m Bait and this is Switch. The guy holding the door open is Arachnid and this guy in the big coat right here is our half-brother Stinger.”

For a moment, a strange expression of surprise and triumph appeared on Phil’s features, but was quickly replaced by a friendly smile. “Bait and Switch? Is that really you? You look different without your costumes on.” He paused. “Wait, why don’t you have your costumes on?”

“That’s part of the problem,” said Arachnid. “If you would just let us inside so we can fill you in what we’re here for, that would be great. We’re trying to avoid eavesdroppers, you understand.”

Phil nodded. “Yeah, I understand. Come on in. I was just making lobster for dinner and was wondering how I was going to eat all of it by myself.”

-

Ten minutes later, Bait, Switch, Stinger, and Arachnid all sat around Phil’s dining room table, each one with a plateful of lobster, which had come from the bubbling pot over on on Phil’s stove top. Phil had yet to sit down and eat, despite having set out a plate for himself. He was too busy making sure that the lobster kept cooking and washing the dishes and putting away the cooking utensils he had used to cook the lobster in the first place.

But that didn’t stop Phil from listening to their story. Due to the complexity of the story, it had taken all four of them together to explain it to Phil. Fortunately, Phil was an excellent listener and didn’t interrupt even once during their tale. He seemed genuinely interested in their story, especially whenever they mentioned Tsunami.

“And that’s why we came to you,” Switch finished. “We thought that, given your background with Tsunami, you might somehow be able to help us locate The Atlantis.”

Phil turned off the kitchen faucet and turned to face them, drying his hands off with a towel at the same time. “That’s definitely a crazy story you’ve told me, maybe the craziest I’ve ever heard, but I believe every word of it. It’s the only way to explain why you guys are here.”

“Then will you be able to help us?” said Switch hopefully.

Phil tossed the wash rag onto the kitchen counter and leaned against it. “Sure. I don’t work for Tsunami anymore, but when I left The Atlantis, I stole a couple of useful devices in case I needed them. One of them might be able to help us find The Atlantis.”

“You seem surprisingly nonchalant about all of this,” said Bait. “Aren’t you worried that Tsunami might try to get you for your betrayal?”

Phil glanced nervously over his shoulder at the window above the kitchen sink, which was covered with a floral curtain. “I’ll admit that when I first heard the news of Tsunami’s prison break that I was more than a little worried. I went out, bought a shotgun, and then closed the windows. I haven’t been out very much since Tsunami’s breakout, either, because I don’t want either him or his minions to jump me in public.”

“But no one’s shown up yet?” said Bait.

“Not yet,” said Phil, nodding. “It’s possible that Tsunami may have better things to do than come after me. Still, better safe than sorry, right?”

“Right,” said Bait. “I imagine your parents are probably pretty worried, too.”

“My parents?” said Phil as if he was genuinely surprised to learn that he had parents. But then he shook his head and said, in a more certain voice, “Ah, yes. I sent my parents out of town to a friend in Wisconsin where they should be safe. That’s why I’m here by myself.”

Bait nodded, but inside, he couldn’t help but find Phil’s first reaction stranger—and, perhaps, more honest than his second one. It seemed like Phil was hiding something to him, though what, he didn’t know.

“Well, as long as your parents are safe, it doesn’t matter where they are,” said Switch. “And anyway, we have far more important things to worry about, like those devices you were talking about.”

“Sure,” said Phil. “I’ll go up to my room and bring them down here so we can look at them together. I’ll be back in a flash.”

Before Phil left the kitchen, however, Bait raised his hand and said, “Uh, Phil? Can you tell me where the bathroom is? I need to use it.”

“Down the hall and to your right,” said Phil, pointing out the kitchen. “Impossible to miss.”

Bait rose from his chair. “Thanks. I just need to use the restroom real quick and then I’ll be back to have some of this lobster.”

With that, Bait left the kitchen and found the bathroom exactly where Phil said it was. He closed and locked the door behind him and, flipping on the light, found a modest bathroom with clean, shiny tiled flooring and floral patterned wallpaper. To his left was a bathtub and shower, with the shower curtain drawn over it. To his right was the sink and toilet. There was also a window directly before him, although it was closed and curtained like every other window in the house.

Not too shabby, Bait thought as he walked over to the toilet, though not as good as the bathroom in the Braindome.

Before Bait could unzip his jeans, he heard a soft thump behind him. He looked over his shoulder, but saw nothing save for the shower curtain, which had cartoon frogs on it.

Then Bait heard it again. Thump.

Where is that sound coming from? Bait thought. And who or what is making it?

He walked over to the shower and peeked behind the shower curtain, only to discover that the bathtub was completely empty.

That was when he heard the thump again. This time, Bait identified its source: Behind the shower wall, likely coming from the room next to the bathroom.

Is someone else in here? Bait thought. Maybe Phil’s got a dog he put up in a room while he has guests over.

But Bait didn’t think so. He stepped out of the bathroom and walked in front of the door to the room next to the bathroom. This door was unmarked, but Bait put his ear against its solid wooden surface anyway just to see if he could hear whatever was on the other side.

At first, he heard nothing, but then there was that thump again.

Okay, someone is definitely in there, Bait thought, standing up. Time to find out who.

Bait found that the door was locked, but he easily broke the doorknob off with a simple application of his super strength. Then he opened the door itself and stepped inside, turning on the light at the same time.

The very first thing Bait saw when he entered was Phil—his forehead bleeding profusely, his eyes wide with fear—lying on the floor with a thick gag in his mouth and his arms and legs bound with thick rope.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Switch tapped her fork impatiently against her plate. She kept glancing at the kitchen exit, hoping for Phil to return soon, but he sure seemed to be taking his sweet time.

“What’s the matter, Switch?” said Stinger, looking up from his lobster plate at her. “Not hungry?”

“It’s not that,” said Switch with a sigh. “I’m just wondering what’s taking Phil so long to come back down with the devices he was telling us about.”

“Maybe they’re big,” said Stinger. “Or he’s having a hard time finding them because he stole them months ago and they just got lost in his closet or something.”

“I suppose that’s possible,” said Switch. She looked at Arachnid. “Arachnid, what do you think?”

Arachnid took a sip from his cup and said, “I think that we need to be patient. Phil will be down with the devices soon enough. For now, we need to focus on eating this lobster and getting ready for the upcoming battle. Because once we actually get onto The Atlantis, we’ll be in for the fight of our lives.”

“I didn’t know you liked lobster so much,” said Switch.

Arachnid shrugged. “I’m not much of a lobster fan, to be honest, but I’ve been on the run for a week and haven’t had a real meal in a long time. There’s no way I’m going to pass up a free meal, especially one as tasty as this.”

With that, Arachnid resumed eating his lobster. Switch stuck her fork into her lobster, but she didn’t pick up a portion to eat. She didn’t really want to eat. She just wanted to go and fight Tsunami, as well as clear their names. She appreciated Phil’s hospitality, she really did, but she knew that the longer they sat here, the more likely it became that Tsunami would finish his plan, whatever it was.

Her thoughts were interrupted when Stinger slumped forward in his chair, his face falling into his lobster.

“Sting?” said Switch, looking at Stinger in alarm. “Stinger, are you all right?”

But Stinger did not answer. He didn’t even move. He just sat in his chair, leaning forward, with his face buried in his half-eaten lobster.

“Sting?” said Switch again, this time in a more worried voice. She reached over and shook his shoulder, but he didn’t move. “Stinger? Hello? Are you there?”

She looked at Arachnid. “Arachnid, something’s wrong with Stinger. I think he might—”

Switch stopped speaking when Arachnid’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and his face fell onto the lobster before him just like Stinger. And, like Stinger, he didn’t move when he slammed his face full force into the lobster, which made the table rattle and sent his glass of water falling onto the floor with a crash.

“Arachnid?” said Switch. “Arachnid!”

She rose from her seat and shook Arachnid by the shoulders, but he didn’t even stir. She checked his and Stinger’s breathing and discovered that they were both still alive, albeit unconscious.

Why did they both lose consciousness at the same time, though? Switch thought. And why can’t I wake them up?

At that moment, Phil rushed into the kitchen and came to a stop, panting slightly as he put his hands on his knees. “Switch! I heard you scream. Did something happen to you?”

“Not to me,” said Switch, shaking her head. She gestured at Stinger and Arachnid. “It’s these two. They both suddenly lost consciousness and fell onto their lobster. I tried to wake them up, but they don’t even stir when I touch them.”

“Really?” said Phil, though he didn’t sound nearly as worried as Switch. “Why did they lose consciousness?”

“I don’t know,” said Switch, putting her hands on either side of her head. “It just happened so quickly. One moment they were eating and talking like normal, and the next, they buried their faces in their own food. It’s like someone hit them both on the head at the same time.”

“Well, that’s obviously not what happened,” said Phil in a strange tone of voice that was very much unlike his normal voice. “Maybe it was something they ate.”

“Like the lobster?” said Switch. She looked at the lobster on her plate, uneaten. “Do you think maybe they had an allergic reaction or something? That seems kind of far-fetched to me, that both Stinger and Arachnid would have the same allergic reaction to the same kind of food at the same time like this. Unless it’s not allergies, that is.”

Phil suddenly became still. “What do you mean?”

Switch looked at Phil. “What if the food was poisoned?”

“Poisoned?” said Phil. “By me?”

“Not by you,” Switch said quickly, “not by you, of course. But maybe one of Tsunami’s minions somehow poisoned the food without you knowing. That way, Tsunami would be able to take care of you without needing to do any of the hard work of actually killing you himself.”

“That’s … an interesting hypothesis,” said Phil. “Personally, I don’t think Tsunami would be so indirect, but you could be right. In any case, the only way to know for sure is to test the food for yourself. Have you had any lobster yet?”

Switch shook her head. “No, I haven’t. And I’m not sure I want to, if it’s the reason for why Stinger and Arachnid are both unconscious.”

Phil smiled a dangerous smile. “Oh, don’t let their negative reactions to my cuisine color your views of it. You really should try it for yourself. I insist.”

Sensing danger, Switch took a step backwards and said, “Phil, I don’t know what is going on here, but—”

She was interrupted when two powerful hands grabbed her from behind. She immediately looked over her shoulder in time to find herself staring face-to-face with a t-rex.

Switch couldn’t help it. As soon as she saw the dinosaur’s face staring into her own, Switch screamed, but then the two large hands around her squeezed and Switch stopped screaming. She did, however, start struggling against the dinosaur’s grasp on her body, but it was useless, because she didn’t have the strength necessary to break the dinosaur’s grip.

“Good job sneaking up on her like that, Rex,” said Phil, a smirk on his lips. “Not quite the way I would have done it, but certainly effective, I’ll grant you that.”

The dinosaur which had grabbed her—the one Phil called Rex—snorted behind Switch. “Would have been easier if the girl had actually eaten the lobster, like you said she would.”

“How was I supposed to know she wouldn’t eat it?” said Phil in annoyance. “Maybe you should come up with the trap next time and I provide the muscle. How would you feel about that?”

“Not very good,” said Rex softly. “You are about as strong as a spaghetti noodle and just as intimidating.”

Phil flushed with embarrassment, but he said, “Well, we’ve got her anyway, and that’s what matters.”

“Phil, what is the meaning of this?” said Switch, her voice weaker than usual due to Rex’s intense grip on her body. “Are you working for Tsunami again? I thought you hated him. Why would you betray us like this?”

Phil chuckled. “Oh, so you still think I’m actually Phil. Allow me to show you who I really am.”

Phil waved his hand in front of his face. One moment, Switch was staring at Phil’s face, but when his hand passed before his features, Phil’s face was gone. Instead, Switch found herself staring at the face of a man she had never seen before. His face was thin and gaunt, looking unnatural on his head, as if his face was badly applied CGI. In contrast to Phil’s youthful face, this man’s face was closer to middle-aged, an impression helped by his baldness.

“You’re not Phil,” said Switch. “Who are you?”

The man chuckled again. “You can call me Mimic. Have you heard of me before?”

Switch’s eyes widened. “Mimic? I know who you are. You’re the one who impersonated Arachnid back in the Academy and also released the prisoners from Ultimate Max.”

Mimic held up his hands like he was defending himself. “Please, there’s no need to list my accomplishments like that. I’m a humble man who simply seeks to do the job he’s hired to do as best as he can.”

Rex snorted. “Is that why you were bragging about those very same accomplishments an hour ago while we were setting up the trap?”

“Shut up,” Mimic snapped. “You’re just supposed to be the muscle. What do you know about humility, anyway?”

“Not much, I will admit,” said Rex, “except that humble people usually don’t brag about themselves for ten minutes.”

“I don’t understand,” said Switch, before Mimic could continue his argument with Rex. “Where is the real Phil? Is he—”

“Not dead,” said Mimic, shaking his head. “Merely unconscious and tied up somewhere in the house. He put up a good fight when Rex and I came here, but ultimately we subdued him and his parents. Tsunami gave us orders not to kill him, because he wants to kill him himself due to the fact that Phil was one of the reasons he ended up in Ultimate Max in the first place.”

Switch would have normally felt relieved to hear that Phil was still alive, but given how she was currently in the grasp of two dangerous supervillains, her worry didn’t go down at all. “How did you know we were going to be here? We didn’t tell anyone.”

Mimic’s smirk widened. “Lord Tsunami figured that you two would likely come here at some point, given how Phil used to work for him. So he sent us to set a trap for you and your brother, though I will admit that the presence of Stinger and Arachnid was a bit of a surprise. Nonetheless, we managed to subdue them as well. I’m sure Tsunami will be pleased to learn that we caught these two as well as you and your brother.”

“You don’t have Bait, though,” said Switch. “He’s still conscious and free.”

“We don’t have Bait yet,” Mimic corrected. “Once he gets out of the bathroom, we’ll take care of him. He won’t see it coming.”

Switch opened her mouth to scream, but then Rex squeezed again and she just gasped weakly for air.

“No screaming, girl,” said Rex in her ear, his breath hot and rancid. “Not unless you want me to tear out your vocal chords and stuff them down your throat.”

“I wouldn’t risk angering him if I were you, Switch,” Mimic said in an amused voice. “Rex here is another Cell Block Z escapee. He was a well-known serial killer back in his day, famous for eating his victims in large chunks.”

Switch froze. “You mean he’s a cannibal?”

“’Cannibal’ implies that normal humans and superhumans are the same species,” Rex said. “Given how different we are, I prefer to think of myself as a predator. No one ever calls the wolf who hunts rabbits a cannibal, after all. Still, I can’t deny that normal human flesh and superhuman flesh tastes more or less the same.”

Panic filled Switch, but she didn’t move. She just found herself wondering what other sick and twisted criminals had been locked up in Cell Block Z and what they were doing right now.

Focus, Switch, focus, she told herself. Don’t let your panic get the best of you. Focus on escaping.

“W-What are you going to do with us?” said Switch, her voice trembling despite herself. “Kill us?”

Mimic folded his arms in front of his chest. “Sadly, no. We are under orders to bring you and your brother back to Tsunami alive, so you two will get to live for a little while longer, at least.”

“What about Stinger and Arachnid?” said Switch, glancing at them, who were still slumped over the table unconscious.

“Tsunami didn’t give us explicit orders about what to do with them, given how they weren’t considered part of the plan and all,” said Mimic. But then his smirk turned into a devious smile. “But I doubt he will be too unhappy if we put them out of their misery.”

Mimic pulled a gun out of his coat and cocked it. Then he pointed it at the unconscious Arachnid, his finger resting on the trigger.

“Don’t,” said Switch, her tone threatening. “If you shoot Arachnid, I’ll—”

“You’ll what? Threaten me pointlessly?” said Mimic. “Perhaps your underdeveloped teenage brain still hasn’t processed what’s happened yet, but you do realize that you are not the one to be making threats in this situation, right? You have no power over me or Rex. Now why don’t you just shut your pretty little mouth while I deal with these extraneous human beings? It will make things so much easier.”

Right before Mimic could pull the trigger, someone jumped out from the hallway and tackled Mimic to the floor, sending Mimic’s gun flying out of his hands and onto the table where it knocked over a glass of water.

“Hey!” Mimic shouted. “Get off me! Who do you think you are anyway?”

Surprised, Switch looked more closely at the person who was struggling with Mimic and gasped when she recognized him. “Phil? Is that really you?”

Phil—who had Mimic in a headlock now—looked up at Switch and smiled. “Hey, Switch. Long time, no see.”

“Impossible,” said Mimic, struggling to throw Phil off him. “How did you escape your ropes?”

“I had some help from a friend,” said Phil.

“A friend?” Mimic repeated. “Who—”

All of a sudden, Bait appeared in the kitchen entryway holding a coffee table like a sword and threw it at Rex. Switch ducked her head just as the coffee table slammed into Rex’s face, causing the villain to drop her and stagger backwards in shock and pain. Switch landed on the floor and rolled to a crouch, gasping for breath and wincing at her aching arms and chest.

“Switch!” Bait ran over to her and stopped by her side. “Are you all right? Did Rex hurt you?”

Switch opened her mouth to answer, but then she heard a loud growl behind her and Rex reappeared and grabbed Bait. He threw Bait at the back door and Bait crashed through it out into the backyard beyond. Rex then smashed through the remains of the back door himself, roaring like a dragon the entire time.

“Bait!” Switch said, rising to her feet to go help him.

But then she heard Phil cry out in surprise and looked over her shoulder again. Phil was still wrestling with Mimic on the floor, but now Mimic looked like Phil again. As a result, it looked like Phil was wrestling with Phil, but Switch couldn’t tell the difference between the two of them. They even wore the same clothes.

“Which one is the real Phil?” said Switch, looking at the two wrestling on the floor in distress.

Suddenly, the first Phil threw the other Phil off of him and jumped to his feet. The other Phil got up at the same time, however, and the two faced each other, mirroring each other’s body language almost exactly. If Switch hadn’t known what she was looking at, she would have assumed she was seeing Phil staring at himself in a mirror.

“Switch,” said the first Phil, looking at Switch urgently. “You must shoot him. He’s Mimic.”

“I’m Mimic?” said the second Phil indignantly. “Switch, don’t listen to that liar. I’m the real Phil. He’s the impostor.”

Switch held up her fingers to shoot nail bullets at them, but she hesitated. The two Phils were identical down to the last detail, making it impossible to tell them apart.

I could shoot them both, Switch thought. That way, I’d be sure to get Mimic, but I don’t want to hurt Phil.

“Come on, Switch,” said the first Phil, pointing at the second Phil. “Just shoot the bastard. I know we look identical, but surely you can tell which one is which.”

“She can’t because you’re confusing her,” the second Phil argued. “Intentionally, I might add, in order to avoid getting shot.”

“You’re both equally confusing,” Switch snapped. “Just shut up so I can think.”

Of course, even if they both shut up, Switch would have a hard time concentrating, because she was all too aware of the sounds of battle between Bait and Rex in the backyard outside. She just bit her lower lip, focusing as hard as she could on the two Phils standing before her like identical twin brothers.

I just have one chance to get this right, Switch thought. Better take a chance.

So Switch made her choice and fired.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Bait crashed through the back door of Phil’s house and bounced along the backyard until he crashed into a tree hard enough to make leaves fall on him. He lay there for a second, dazed by the impact of crashing into a tree, before shaking his head and sitting up. He winced at the pain in his head and noticed that his long-sleeved shirt was ripped in several places, but otherwise he seemed okay.

Damn, that guy has a strong throwing arm, Bait thought, rubbing the back of his head. And here I thought that T-Rexes didn’t have very strong arms.

Not that Bait had much time to think about that, however, because in the next moment, Rex burst through what little remained of the back door and rushed across the yard toward him. Bait jumped to his feet and, activating his super strength, leaped to the side at the last second, allowing Rex to ram headfirst into the tree hard enough to almost uproot it from the ground.

Landing beside Rex, Bait threw a punch at him, but Rex jumped backwards at the last second with surprising grace. The humanoid dinosaur landed several feet away from Bait and immediately took a fighting stance, his clawed hands held like boxing gloves while his long, trunk-like tail wagged back and forth behind him like a snake.

“You’re tougher than you look, brat,” said Rex. “Able to survive being thrown through a door like that … it’s impressive, to say the least.”

“Super strength is real useful for surviving things I shouldn’t,” said Bait, brushing back his hair. “Meanwhile, what are your powers supposed to be?”

“Mutation,” said Rex. “When I was not much older than you, my body underwent a strange mutation which resulted in my appearance becoming dinosaur-like. It also gave me the strength and speed of a dinosaur, as well as … their appetite.”

Rex said the last word with a lick of his lips, which Bait found both disturbing and suggestive at the same time.

“Well, whatever you are, I think we both want to end this fight quickly,” said Bait. “Otherwise, we risk drawing the attention of the police and both of us don’t want that.”

“Agreed, which is why you should give up and let Mimic and I take you and your sister back to Lord Tsunami,” said Rex. He bared his teeth. “That way, no one has to get hurt.”

Bait shook his head. “Sorry, but I was thinking that you and Mimic just let us and our friends go. After, of course, you tell us where The Atlantis is.”

Rex growled. “If you wish to go to The Atlantis so badly, then allow me to take you there!”

With a roar, Rex rushed toward Bait. Bait grabbed a nearby lawn chair and threw it at Rex. But Rex knocked the lawn chair aside and threw a powerful punch at Bait, who blocked it by forming his arms into an X shape. He was still pushed back through the dirt by the blow, however, but he managed to stop and launch a punch at Rex.

But Rex jumped out of Bait’s reach and then spun around and slammed his tail into Bait’s midsection. The blow sent Bait flying until he crashed into the dirt, this time knocking over a bird bath in the process. His world spinning, Bait could not get up until Rex appeared above him and grabbed him by the throat and held him up.

“You’re a tough one, but not nearly tough enough,” said Rex. He pulled back his other fist. “Lights out.”

Unable to breathe, Bait grabbed Rex’s wrist and squeezed it as hard as he could. Rex cried out in surprise and dropped Bait, who landed on his feet before Rex, who was now clutching his nearly-broken wrist with his other hand.

Before Rex could react, Bait punched him in the stomach as hard as he could. He heard a distinct crack sound from where his fist struck Rex’s abdomen and then Rex himself staggered backwards, cursing loudly under his breath. Bait was surprised that Rex hadn’t just been knocked flat, but he supposed that Rex was stronger than he looked.

Let’s see how he handles a bird bath to the head, Bait thought as he grabbed the knocked over bird bath and hurled it at Rex.

Rex looked up just in time to receive a bird bath to the face, which broke across his huge dinosaur nose. Rex once again cried out in pain and nearly fell over, clutching his face as he staggered backwards. Sensing an opportunity, Bait rushed toward Rex, intending to take him out with one solid blow to the chin.

But then Rex lowered his hands and growled so deeply that Bait almost froze. Rex once again spun around, but this time he knocked Bait’s legs out from underneath him with his tail and Bait hit the ground. Before Bait could get back up, Rex stomped on his chest hard enough to make him gasp in pain and then dug his claws into Bait’s chest, making Bait scream from the claws that were tearing through his skin.

“Cry louder, brat,” said Rex, his voice barely human anymore. “Maybe mommy will hear you if you just scream like the baby you are.”

Bait bit his lower lip. He grabbed Rex’s leg and shoved him backwards off him. Then Bait rose to his feet, but winced and clutched his now-bleeding chest. Rex’s claw had cut straight through his shirt and had left several gashes on his chest. They didn’t feel very deep, but they hurt and were bleeding nonetheless.

“Those wounds look bad,” said Rex with a smirk. “Perhaps you should lie down in the dirt and die.”

“That would make it harder for you to take me back to Tsunami, wouldn’t it?” said Bait, his breathing ragged and hard.

“I will just tell him that there was no subduing you in a non-lethal manner,” said Rex. He licked his lips. “And if he asks why your blood is on my lips, I’ll tell him it was from when I bit into your flesh to kill you out of self-defense.”

Rex rushed toward Bait again, holding his claws high, his tail swinging back and forth behind him with astonishing speed.

Bu Bait didn’t run or dodge. He wanted to end this fight now, because he didn’t know what Mimic might be doing to Switch in the house.

One last punch, Bait thought, balling his hand into a fist. Right in the kisser.

With a yell, Bait threw a punch at Rex. There was no way for Rex to dodge. His fist came too fast and Rex himself wasn’t even slowing down. Bait’s fist was aimed directly for Rex’s nose, which, if it made contact, would probably knock Rex out for good.

At the last second, Rex’s tooth-filled maw suddenly opened and Bait’s arm disappeared inside it. As soon as Bait’s arm went inside Rex’s mouth, Rex clamped his mouth shut, his teeth sinking into Bait’s arm.

Bait cried out in pain. The teeth cut through his skin and muscle. Rex was biting down further and further, a look of triumph and ecstasy on his face. Bait could feel Rex’s tongue curling around his arm, huge, slimy, and snakelike. The pain grew worse as Rex tugged and bit deeper, and Bait realized he had only seconds before Rex ripped his arm off entirely.

Without making any noise, Bait balled his right hand into a fist and then slammed it as hard as he could into the side of Rex’s face. He put all of his super strength into this last, desperate blow, striking against Rex’s teeth with the force of an eighteen wheeler speeding down a highway at one hundred miles an hour with broken breaks.

Bait’s fist smashed against and through Rex’s teeth. With a cry of pain, Rex let go of Bait’s arm and fell onto the ground. His eyes were still wide open, but they were empty and glassy, which meant that Rex was either unconscious or dead. The blood leaking out of his mouth—either Bait’s or his own—didn’t make it any clearer what happened to him.

But Bait didn’t care about that. He staggered backwards, clutching his arm and looking at it. It looked awful. The sleeve had been completely torn off, while much of his flesh had been ripped off just as well. Large bite marks on his bicep indicated where Rex’s teeth had sunk into his skin. He could still move his fingers, but just barely, and the pain emanating from his arm was so intense that he could barely think.

At least his teeth weren’t coated with poison or anything like that, Bait thought with a shudder. But unless I get these wounds treated, and soon, I’m going to die from infection anyway.

But Bait had no time to go to the hospital. He turned toward the house and managed to take one step toward it before he suddenly lost his balance and fell forward. And he would have fallen face first onto the ground if someone hadn’t caught him at the last second.

Gasping for breath, Bait looked up at the person who had caught him. He thought it might be Switch at first, or even Stinger or Arachnid, but before he could thank them for coming to his aid, the words died in his mouth when he saw who it was.

“V-Vengeance?” said Bait, stuttering slightly. “What are you doing here?”

The G-Men agent known as Vengeance smiled. “Why, I’m here to help you, of course.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Switch fired her nail bullets, but not at either of the two Phils. Instead, she aimed at the table that Stinger and Arachnid were lying on. Her nail bullets struck the table at the same time, each one making a dull metallic thud upon hitting the table at the same time.

“Whoa, Switch,” said the first Phil, staring at the table in surprise. He looked up at her with anger and confusion on his face. “What the hell were you thinking? You could have hit your friends, maybe even killed them at such close range. Have you lost your mind or what?”

“What are you complaining about?” said the second Phil with a smirk. “She didn’t shoot either of us. She probably let her emotions mess with her aim. Teenage girls are very emotional after all.”

Switch smirked herself. “Thanks for outing yourself, Mimic. Perhaps you’re not as useless as I thought.”

Switch aimed and fired five nail bullets at the second Phil. Caught off-guard, the second Phil took all five bullets to the chest. The impact of the nail bullets hitting at once knocked him flat off his feet and onto the floor, but before he could get up, the first Phil got on top of him and twisted his arms behind his back.

“Gotcha,” said Phil, twisting Mimic’s arms behind his back. “And don’t move a muscle, otherwise I’ll break your arms. I think that would be rather hard for your shape-shifting powers to repair, wouldn’t you say?”

The second Phil’s face vanished, replaced by Mimic’s own ugly, scowling mug. “You pathetic worm. Do you not know that I am the Uncanny Mimic, a member of Unity and—”

Mimic cried out in pain as Phil twisted his arms again.

“Maybe I should have made my threat clearer,” said Phil. “If you say even one word, I’ll break your arms. Got it?”

Mimic said nothing, but it was clear based on his facial expression that he loathed Phil more than anyone else in the world at the moment. Personally, Switch thought Phil looked cool and that it was brave of him to tackle a superhuman despite being a normal human himself.

Shaking her head to focus on the situation, however, Switch said, “Don’t break his arms just yet, Phil. We’re going to need his help if we’re going to find Tsunami.”

“Are you sure you need to find him?” said Phil, glancing down at Mimic. “’Cause there’s a lot of things I’d like to do to this bastard for hurting me and my family, and breaking his arms is the least painful one.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” said Switch. “But if he tries to throw you off, just do whatever you need to take him down, up to and including breaking his arms. He can still talk with broken arms, after all.”

Phil smiled. “Yes, ma’am. By the way, how did you know I was the real Phil? Real curious about that.”

Switch gestured at the table with the nail bullets in it. “I knew that the real you would be outraged if I put my friends in harm’s way needlessly, while Mimic would just be relieved that I didn’t shoot him. So when Mimic expressed relief that you two hadn’t been shot, I knew who he was right away and dealt with him appropriately.”

“Clever move,” said Phil, nodding.

At that moment, both Stinger and Arachnid started to stir. Stinger woke up first, raising his face off his plate and wiping lobster off his face as he looked around with sleepy eyes.

“Huh?” said Stinger, blinking several times and yawning. “Where are we? What happened?” He glanced at the nail bullet ridden table. “And why is the table full of nail bullets?”

Switch quickly informed Stinger and Arachnid about what happened. Though the two were clearly still not entirely awake, they seemed to get the gist of the situation anyway.

Stinger looked over at Mimic, who Phil was now tying up with a piece of rope he had gotten from somewhere when Switch wasn’t looking. “Hey, I remember you.”

“You do?” said Switch in surprise. “You mean you’ve met Mimic before?”

Stinger nodded. “Yeah. It was only briefly, before he quit the G-Men, but I met him when he took the last Young Neos leader, Bolt, into hiding when his life was being threatened by a supervillain. I didn’t like him then and I like him even less now.”

“The feeling is mutual, bug boy,” said Mimic, scowling. “And if you happen to see Bolt again, tell him I hate him and want to see him suffer for the rest of his life.”

“He probably already knows that, but I’ll be sure to let him know anyway,” said Stinger. “I imagine he feels the same about you.”

Mimic’s scowl just deepened, but he said nothing in response.

“Wait, where’s Bait?” said Arachnid, looking around. “Didn’t you say he had been thrown out into the backyard?”

Switch whirled around to face the broken back door. “Oh, dang it, you’re right. Let me go make sure he’s okay.”

In Switch’s mind’s eye, she saw Rex gnawing on Bait’s bones like a dog, but before she could go out into the backyard, someone appeared in the back doorway. It was Vengeance, and he was supporting Bait, whose left arm was a horribly bloody mess. It looked more like tenderized meat than a human arm.

“Bait!” said Switch, running over to him and taking him from Vengeance. “Bait, are you all right? What happened to your arm?”

“Rex nearly chewed it off,” said Bait. His voice was incredibly strained and he sounded close to losing consciousness. “Hurts like hell.”

Switch looked at Vengeance. “Where did you come from and why aren’t you taking Bait to the nearest hospital right away?”

Vengeance put his hands into his pockets. “And make him an easy target for the NHA? You do know that the NHA is always made aware of every time its members go into the hospital, right? It’s better for him if he stays here.”

“But his arm,” said Switch in alarm. “Look at it. It’s practically useless.”

“Yes, I agree, it’s a problem,” said Vengeance, nodding. “But not nearly as bad a problem as it could be. Let me fix it.”

Vengeance dug in his pockets for a moment before pulling out a bottle of some kind of strange purple liquid. He held it out toward Switch and said, “Pour this on his arm. It should heal him up.”

Though Switch was normally suspicious of anything offered by a G-Man agent, she was too desperate to heal Bait to be picky. She took the bottle, popped off the lid, and poured the whole thing onto Bait’s arm. At first, the purple liquid did nothing except make Bait’s raw arm look slightly purple, but then, before Switch’s amazed eyes, Bait’s arm started to heal. The teeth marks closed up, while the torn skin repaired itself and blood ceased bleeding from the spots where it bled.

In less than a second, Bait’s arm was good as new. The skin was softer and more baby-like than usual, but that didn’t matter to Switch, because she was so amazed and surprised by how effectively the potion had worked that she almost couldn’t speak.

“What is this?” said Switch, holding up the now-empty bottle toward Vengeance. “It’s miraculous.”

“That’s not too far from its actual name,” said Vengeance. “It’s scientific name is TH8, but we G-Men call it Miracle. Useful for healing any wound in a pinch.”

“Where did you get it from?” said Switch. “And how come none of us knew about it until just now?”

“Because it’s a top secret formula made by the G-Men’s top scientists, who derived the formula from Pokacu tech, that’s why,” said Vengeance. “It’s technically only supposed to be used by G-Men agents, but because this is an emergency, I doubt Cadmus will be too angry to learn that I gave you guys some.”

“It’s amazing either way,” said Switch. “Right, Bait?”

Bait flexed his arm and nodded. “Yeah. It doesn’t even hurt anymore and I still have the full range of motion. It really is a Miracle.”

“Technically, it’s science,” said Vengeance. “But anyway, I’ll tell the boys at the lab that you two like it so much. They always love having their egos stroked, so I bet they’ll be happy to hear that.”

Switch nodded, but then a shadow fell over her and she looked over her shoulder. Arachnid stood behind her, staring at Vengeance with a warning in his eyes.

“Arachnid,” said Vengeance. “You look a little better than when I took you down back at the Academy.”

“And you look as soft as ever, Vengeance,” said Arachnid. “Like a newborn baby.”

All of a sudden, Switch remembered that Arachnid was still wanted for the attempted assassination on President Plutarch’s life. She looked from Vengeance to Arachnid and back again, worried that they were both about to fight each other. She knew who she would side with in a fight, but given what they had all been through recently, Switch really didn’t want to get into another fight.

“You’re here to arrest me,” said Arachnid. “Is that it?”

Vengeance shook his head. “Nope, but good guess.”

Arachnid frowned. “Wait, you’re not going to arrest me? I thought the government wanted me for attempting to assassinate Plutarch.”

“Oh, they still do,” said Vengeance, nodding. “But I don’t, because I know that you’re innocent.”

“You do?” said Arachnid. “How?”

“I overheard that Mimic guy bragging about it earlier,” said Vengeance, gesturing to where Mimic was tied up on the other side of the kitchen. “Which made sense to me, because it explained why you kept insisting that you had no idea what people were talking about whenever they accused you of attempting to assassinate the President.”

Switch glanced at Mimic, who was now silently fuming, perhaps because he was angry at himself for having bragged about his crimes to a federal government agent. It pleased Switch to see Mimic so embarrassed, but for the moment she had more important things to worry about.

She looked at Vengeance. “Then what are you doing here in the first place? Did Cadmus send you?”

“Yep,” said Vengeance, nodding. “But I think we should all get comfortable before I tell my story. Bait looks like he needs to take a seat.”

So the four of them went back over to the table, where Bait, Switch, and Arachnid took their seats, while Vengeance leaned against the kitchen counter and Phil stood near the tied up Mimic, who was still muttering under his breath curses against Phil. Not that Switch paid him much attention, however. She was too busy looking at Vengeance, waiting for him to begin his story.

“All right,” said Arachnid suddenly. “Tell us why Cadmus sent you here.”

“Okay,” said Vengeance. He paused, as if gathering his thoughts, and then said, “Ever since the prison break last week, the G-Men have been doing everything in our power to find Tsunami and Unity. Nearly every agent in the Department is on the job, except for those assigned to specific, long-term missions that they can’t abandon. President Plutarch has been especially hard on the Department to go after Tsunami, because he thinks that Tsunami might be linked to the attempted assassination on his life in the Academy.”

“Tsunami isn’t just linked to it,” said Bait. “He ordered it. He had Mimic impersonate Arachnid here and frame him for the attempted assassination on  the President’s life.”

“I know,” said Vengeance. “It’s clear to me that Tsunami was trying to distract us by framing Arachnid. And he nearly succeeded, too.”

“What can I say?” said Mimic. “I’m a talented actor.”

Switch thought it exceptionally stupid for Mimic to say something like that in front of a government agent, but she supposed that Mimic probably didn’t see any reason to keep his mouth shut since everyone already knew that he was guilty.

“As for why I was sent here, that’s easy,” said Vengeance. He nodded at Switch and Bait. “We knew that you two were on the run from the Leadership Council, according to our spies within the NHA.”

“Wait, there are G-Men spies in the NHA?” said Bait in surprise.

“Of course,” said Vengeance. “The G-Men have spies everywhere. It’s how we generally know what is going on anywhere in the world at any one moment.”

Switch wondered whether that meant there were spies at the Academy and, if so, who they were. Were any of the teachers G-Men agents in disguise? Could even one of the students be a G-Men spy, reporting the campus goings-on for Cadmus to read? It made Switch feel quite paranoid, even though she was nowhere near the Academy at the moment, because she wondered if anything she had said had ever been recorded by the spy and, if so, whether Cadmus had heard it or not.

“Anyway, once we found out that you guys knew the truth about the Blood Gems, Cadmus sent me out to find you,” Vengeance continued. “Not to kill you or anything like that—or even arrest you—but rather to bring you guys back to our headquarters in Washington, where you will be safe from the Leadership Council and anyone they send after you.”

“Wait, you want to save us?” said Bait in surprise. “Why?”

“The Blood Gems,” said Vengeance simply. “That’s why.”

Switch frowned. “Right, because the G-Men used to own them.”

“Correct,” said Vengeance. “The only reason the NHA was allowed to keep the Blood Gems in the first place was because we thought they might be safer there. But given everything that’s happened recently, Cadmus thinks it’s time to take them back.”

“That’s it?” said Bait. “You guys just want the Blood Gems back?”

“Pretty much,” said Vengeance. “Cadmus doesn’t want the Blood Gems floating around in public anymore, especially now that Tsunami has broken out of prison and is probably going to try to get them again. He wants the Blood Gems where he can see them, in other words.”

“Well, I guess that’s better than being arrested,” said Bait. He shook his head. “Unfortunately, I think we’re going to have to refuse your offer to go with you back to Washington.”

Vengeance looked at Bait in surprise. “Why? Don’t you want to be safe from Tsunami?”

“Yes, but …” Bait trailed off for a moment. “The Blood Gems belong to our family. They’re the only heirlooms we’ve got. We’re not going to give them up that easily, either to the government or to the NHA or to anyone else. Right, Switch?”

Switch nodded. “Right. The Blood Gems are ours, regardless of what anyone else says. Plus, we’re trying to defeat Tsunami, and we can’t do that if we’re hiding in Washington, now can we?”

“You think you can beat Tsunami by yourself?” said Vengeance skeptically. “Even though he has an army of supervillains at his command now?”

“Well, if they’re anything like Mimic, then they should be easy to beat,” said Switch with a smirk.

She glanced at Mimic when she said that, just to see his reaction. Mimic, to his credit, didn’t say anything, but the way he glared at her told her everything she needed to know about how he felt about her little quip.

“It doesn’t matter how easy to defeat Unity is,” said Vengeance, waving his hand back and forth dismissively. “What matters is that Cadmus gave me specific orders to get you two and your Blood Gems. If I went back now and told him what you told me … let’s just say that Cadmus wouldn’t be very happy about that.”

“Who cares?” said Switch. “That’s not our problem. We’re not going anywhere, at least with you, and that’s final.”

Vengeance looked at Switch carefully. “Are you absolutely sure about that? Because Cadmus gave me permission to use whatever force is necessary to subdue you two if you don’t prove especially cooperative. And trust me, Sombra is itching to come out and play.”

Arachnid stood up, his eyes locked on Vengeance. “If you are going to try to arrest Bait and Switch, then you’ll have to go through us first.”

Vengeance said nothing at first. He was very quiet and very still, perhaps thinking about whether he would be able to beat all five of them in a fight. Switch thought he possibly could, because his powers were much stronger than theirs. Sombra alone could give them a hard fight, one Switch wasn’t sure they could win. Yet she was still willing to fight, if that was what she had to do.

Then, all of a sudden, Vengeance relaxed. “All right, then. It appears we’ve reached a stalemate.”

“Stalemate?” Switch said. “What do you mean?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” said Vengeance. He gestured at them. “Listen, I know I’m strong and all, but I also know that you guys outnumber me five to one. Even with Sombra on my side, I might not be able to beat you guys, or if I do, it will take more effort than it’s worth. Best not to waste time and energy.”

“What about Cadmus?” said Switch. “Didn’t you say that he would be angry if you just let us go?’

Vengeance folded his arms in front of his chest. “Yes, but I think he will understand. After all, you guys caught Mimic, something not even we have been able to do, and defeating Rex is a nice bonus as well. I can tell you guys are trying to do the right thing and I think Cadmus will understand that.”

“I’ve been under the impression that Cadmus understands little outside of what is best for the United States,” said Arachnid. “Perhaps he’s more reasonable than I thought.”

Vengeance shrugged. “Cadmus is a patriot through and through. He cares only about what’s best for the country and nothing else, but he’s more reasonable than he lets on. And anyway, I’m willing to take whatever punishment he might dish out to me for disobeying orders.”

“I see,” said Switch. “Are you going to leave now or—”

“Nope,” said Vengeance, shaking his head again. “First, I need to call the other G-Men and have them arrest Rex. I doubt he’s going to wake up for a few hours—maybe days, depending on how hard Bait hit him—but it’s best to get him now rather than later. And second, I’m just as interested in finding out where The Atlantis is as you are, and Mimic here should be able to tell us how to find it, right, Mimic?”

Everyone turned to look at Mimic, who had not moved an inch from where Phil had tied him up on the floor. As always, he was glaring at them as if wishing the worst kind of death upon all of them. It just made him look pathetic in Switch’s eyes. After all, Mimic was in no position to harm any of them, no matter how much he may have hated each and every last one of them.

“You’ve been awfully quiet this entire time, Mimic,” said Phil. He pulled the rope tighter. “Busy thinking about how you’re never going to see outside the walls of prison again.”

Mimic looked up at Phil, but when he looked back at everyone else, he was smiling. “Actually, I was thinking about how stupid all of you were to think that you actually had me under control.”

Before any of them could react, Mimic shook the sleeve of his right arm and a small detonator dropped into the palm of his hand. He then pressed the detonator, and a second later, a loud sound exploded from it and knocked everyone out.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Bait did not know where he was. He wasn’t even sure he was still alive. With his eyes closed, he couldn’t see a thing. He did feel the cold, hard floor underneath him, but that was not helpful for determining where he was.

Does hell have cold floors? Bait thought. Because if so, then I don’t want to know where I am.

The last thing Bait remembered was Mimic unleashing a sonic blast at him and the others. Bait supposed that Mimic must have had the sonic detonator in his sleeve the whole time but had been waiting for just the right moment to use it.

It also explained why his body hurt, though it didn’t hurt nearly as much as it should have. It felt more like he did after a long day of intense physical training in the gym, rather than being on fire or something like that. It still hurt a lot, though, and Bait wished he was back asleep so he wouldn’t have to feel it.

In any case, Bait was starting to realize that he was still alive. He opened his eyes and found himself staring at a green metal ceiling. The cool metallic air smelled vaguely of sea salt and seaweed, while somewhere in the distance, an engine roared, though it was muffled due to the layers of metal that seemed to separate Bait from the engine. Or possibly multiple engines, but it was impossible for Bait to tell whether he was listening to one or multiple engines at the moment.

Sitting up, Bait looked around and realized he was sitting inside a jail cell. It was roughly the size of a closet, perhaps a foot or two larger, and had no furniture save for a very uncomfortable-looking cot (which he wondered why he wasn’t lying on it) and an empty bucket that he assumed was where he was supposed to do his business.

Lying in the cell next to his was Switch. She still wore her street clothes, but they were torn slightly at the shoulders and her hair was messy. For a moment, Bait almost thought that Switch was dead, but then he noticed her chest rising and falling with each breath and he breathed a sigh of relief.

Whew, Bait thought, wiping the sweat off his forehead. I thought for moment there she was …

Bait shook his head and said aloud, “Switch? Switch, can you hear me?”

Switch groaned and opened her eyes. Without sitting up, she looked at Bait, her eyes slightly dazed.

“Bait?” said Switch in a puzzled voice. “Is that you?”

“Yes, it is,” said Bait, nodding. He crawled over to the bars separating their cells and stopped in front of them on his hands and knees. “How do you feel? Can you move?”

Switch groaned again, but managed to sit up and rub the back of her head. “Yes, but I feel like shit. What happened? Where are we? And how did we get down here?”

“I don’t know,” said Bait. “Last I remember, Mimic activated a detonator that knocked us out with a sonic blast of some sort.”

“What about Arachnid and Phil?” said Switch, looking at Bait in worry. “And Stinger and Vengeance?”

“I don’t know,” said Bait again. “I’m not sure they’re down here with us.”

Bait didn’t want to say that they had died, too, but he couldn’t deny that that was a very real possibility. If Mimic had knocked them all out, then Bait feared that Mimic may have killed Arachnid and the others when they were out cold.

At least we still have our Blood Gems, Bait thought. Right?

Bait reached into his pocket, but to his surprise, it was empty. He pulled out both pockets and stared frantically at their emptiness: No Blood Gems, no phone, no wallet, nothing.

“My pockets,” said Bait, looking at Switch. “They’re empty. My Blood Gem is gone.”

Switch immediately searched the pockets of her own jeans. “My Blood Gem is missing, too.”

“Stolen,” said Bait. He looked around the darkened cell. “Where the hell are we? And who stole our Blood Gems?”

Switch’s eyes suddenly widened with shock when she looked around the cell. “Bait, I think I know where we are. I recognize this place.”

“Where are we?” said Bait, looking at Switch again. “Have you been here before?”

Switch nodded. “Yes. It’s—”

Switch was interrupted by the sound of a metal door opening and closing somewhere nearby with a rattling slam. A second later, three sets of footsteps could be heard walking down the metal hallway. Voices accompanied the footsteps, but Bait could not identify any of the voices due to how they mixed together, as well as the low tones people spoke in.

But as it turned out, Bait didn’t need to hear them in order to identify their owners, because in a couple of seconds, the owners of the voices appeared underneath the dull fluorescent lights in the hallway outside. And Bait recognized all three of them instantly.

Standing in the hallway outside were Mimic, Fuse, and Ion. Mimic looked much better than he had before. His hair was combed and styled, his clothes fit his body better, and his teeth looked cleaner, too. Fuse and Ion didn’t look much different from how they had back in the Academy, although Ion had her hair done in braids for whatever reason.

“Ah, the so-called Tag Team Twins are awake,” said Mimic, smirking at them. “Lucky for us. Saves us the trouble of waking you two up.”

Fuse leaned toward Switch’s cell, a rather lecherous look on his face. “Even without her costume, Switch is still cute, though not as cute as Incantation, of course. Still, if I wasn’t in a relationship, I might consider breaking her out just on the basis of her good looks alone.”

Switch scowled. “Why are you talking about me like I’m not here? I can hear every word you say, you creep.”

Fuse stood back up, a smirk on his own crossing his lips. “As feisty as ever, I see. I’m going to miss that attitude of yours once Lord Tsunami is through with you.”

“Lord Tsunami?” said Bait. “Do you mean he’s here? Where are we?”

“You mean you don’t know?” said Mimic. “Very well. Allow me to welcome you to The Atlantis.”

Bait looked around his cell again, surprised by this revelation. He had never actually set foot on The Atlantis, having only seen its exterior from a distance. But now that Mimic mentioned it, Bait thought that he must be telling the truth, because it looked like the interior of The Atlantis as Switch had described to him several times in the past. It helped that Switch didn’t look surprised when Mimic said that. She must have been about to tell Bait that earlier before she was interrupted by the door opening.

“Don’t look so surprised,” said Mimic. “You should have known that that is where I would take you if I caught you. Tsunami told me as much.”

“But … the explosion,” said Bait. “What happened? How long have we been out?”

“Not long enough,” said Mimic, shaking his head. “But more truthfully, you two have only been out cold for about a day. You two took the brunt of the blast, which explains why it took such a long time for you two to wake up.”

“So there was an explosion after all?” said Bait.

“Not exactly,” said Mimic. “It was actually a sonic blast device I had hidden in the sleeve of my shirt. It’s not strong enough to destroy a house, but it’s strong enough to knock out whoever is unfortunate enough to be in its path when it goes off. A handy little device, but one I dislike using because even when I make sure to point it the other way, my ears are still left ringing for days afterward.”

“But it worked,” said Ion with a vicious smile. “And that’s what matters in the end. Lord Tsunami will be pleased to learn that they are awake, because it means the ceremony can soon begin.”

Bait was about to ask what this ‘ceremony’ was, but then Switch leaned forward and said, “What about Arachnid, Stinger, Vengeance, and Phil? Are they here as prisoners, too? Or did you just kill them like the monster you are?”

“No, I didn’t take them prisoner, but I didn’t kill them, either,” said Mimic. “I left them in the house because I didn’t have time to kill them, nor did Tsunami want me to take them as prisoners. I also left Rex, mostly because he was still either dead or unconscious. Probably the latter, but given how nearly all of his teeth had been shattered, I would not be surprised if he’s died already.”

“But he was one of your own allies,” said Bait. “Why would you abandon an ally?”

“Just because we work for the same boss doesn’t mean I need to go out of my way to save him,” said Mimic. “Besides, Tsunami doesn’t really care for any of us. He didn’t even ask me about Rex when I returned to The Atlantis with both of you in tow, so I don’t see any point in worrying about him.”

Bait supposed that he shouldn’t have been shocked to hear that—loyalty was extremely rare among supervillains, as Mom always used to tell him—but he still couldn’t help but feel disgusted at the way in which Mimic spoke so nonchalantly about abandoning one of his own allies. It made him hate Mimic all the more for his cowardly behavior.

“What about our Blood Gems?” said Switch. “Where are they?”

“In the possession of Lord Tsunami at the moment,” said Fuse. “He was quite pleased to have them, from what I could tell, though not as excited as I would have thought, to tell you the truth. I think he was more excited about getting you two, to be honest.”

Bait gulped. He recalled how Tsunami had originally wanted the Blood Gems in order to use them to steal the powers of every superhuman in the world in order to become a literal god. Now Tsunami had them, but apparently had yet to use them.

Either Tsunami isn’t interested in godhood anymore or he’s waiting for the right moment to attain it, Bait thought. Either way, him having the Blood Gems is bad news. Very bad news.

“So we’re in The Atlantis,” said Bait. “Did you guys come to take us to see Tsunami?”

“How did you guess?” said Fuse, sounding genuinely surprised.

“Just seemed obvious,” said Bait.

“Well, you guessed right,” said Mimic. He pulled a gun out of his pocket and pointed it at them. “We’re going to escort the two of you to Tsunami’s Throne Room, where he is currently awaiting your arrival. Don’t try to run away or anything. Not that you could anyway, given how The Atlantis is currently thousands of feet beneath the surface, but you still shouldn’t get any ideas.”

“Not unless we break out of our cells first,” said Bait.

He jumped to his feet and swung one of his fists at the bars of his cell. Unfortunately, he only realized that his super strength wasn’t working a split second before his fist struck the solid metal bars, which didn’t even budge under the impact of his blow.

The blow did, however, make his hand hurt. Bait jerked his hand back and cursed in pain, grabbing his wrist and saying every curse word in the book.

“Did I forget to tell you that we sprayed you with some powerless gas a few hours ago?” said Mimic. He raised his gun. “And this gun actually shoots powerless pellets, rather than ordinary bullets, though I’ve been assured by people who have experience with these kinds of weapons that powerless pellets hurt just as much as actual bullets when they hit a human being.”

Gritting his teeth, Bait tried to summon his super strength, but he couldn’t feel it at all. He did, however, feel rather weaker than normal, which was a clear and obvious sign that Mimic was telling the truth about spraying him with powerless gas.

“Now, you two need to be good children and let us escort you to Tsunami,” said Mimic, waving his gun at them threateningly. “Or else we’ll force you to be good children. Understand?”

Bait nodded, this time grudgingly. Switch nodded grudgingly as well, though she seemed even more angry than Bait for some reason.

“Very well,” said Mimic. “Fuse, Ion, open their cells and let them out. Don’t forget to put the chains on them first, though, so they don’t try to escape. I don’t trust the brats and I don’t think Tsunami does, either. But don’t take too much time, because Tsunami is very impatient.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

Normally, Switch would be the worst prisoner ever. She’d be kicking and screaming, struggling against her bonds, snapping at her jailer, and in general acting out in the worst possible ways. Partly, this would have been to make it easier to escape her captors, but it also just would have been who she was. She never took well to having her freedom restricted by anyone for any reason and today was no different.

Instead, Switch allowed Fuse to put the chains on her wrists and ankles and lead her out of her cell. She put up no real resistance and kept her mouth closed even when Fuse made a rather inappropriate joke about her when he was chaining her up. She just fell in line behind Bait as Mimic, Fuse, and Ion escorted the two of them out of their cells and into the elevator that would take them to the Throne Room on Deck Four.

The reason for this was simple: Switch knew they were screwed. They were thousands of feet underwater, located who-knows-how-many miles from the nearest continent or island, in the hands of their worst enemies who hated their guts and would like nothing more than to see them dead. Their only allies—Arachnid, Stinger, Vanish, Vengeance, and Phil—were all either wounded or unable to come to their aid for various reasons and their Blood Gems had been stolen from them and were now in the hands of the last man on Earth who should ever be near them. Also, she and Bait were still under the effects of the powerless gas with which they had been sprayed, meaning they couldn’t even use their powers to mount some sort of escape attempt.

But even if we did mount an escape attempt, where would we go? Switch thought. Maybe try to use one of The Atlantis’ escape pods, but I doubt that would work with Tsunami being free and all that.

That reminded Switch that she and Bait were still wanted by the Leadership Council for trying to find out the truth about what happened on Hero Island ten years ago. That made Switch wonder just how quickly their lives had gone to hell and whether things could possibly get worse.

They can, and probably will, Switch thought glumly. That seems to be the way these sorts of things go. First, things get bad. Then, things get really bad. And then things get so bad you wonder how they could possibly get any worse.

Switch looked at Bait. He didn’t look any more optimistic about their chances of escape than she did. If anything, he seemed even more depressed than her, if that was possible. And if Bait, who was far more heroic and courageous than she would ever be (though she’d never tell him that to his face), was depressed about their chances of escape, then Switch was pretty sure that this was the end of their adventures.

I guess the good really do die young, don’t they? Switch thought with a sigh.

The elevator came to a stop and the doors opened with a small ding. Mimic went out first and Fuse and Ion shoved Bait and Switch out next. Switch almost lost her balance due to being shoved out so hard, but managed to regain her balance and look around at Tsunami’s Throne Room. Once again, she was surprised by what she saw.

The first time Switch had been here, the Throne Room had been decorated with coral statues of various sea creatures, with Tsunami’s massive coral and steel throne dominating the back of the room. The second time Switch had been here, when The Atlantis had been under the Collector’s control, the Throne Room had had rows of display cases which showed off the Collector’s, well, collection.

The Throne Room had been renovated yet again. But it didn’t have either intricate coral statues or interesting display cases anymore. Instead, it was mostly barren of decoration, which was apparently in order to make room for the hundreds of supervillains and criminals gathered around Tsunami’s massive throne.

That was right. Nearly every Ultimate Max prison escapee was present in the Throne Room, from what Switch could see. Most of them still wore their prison uniforms, but a few wore more unique costumes. Nonetheless, seeing all of these supervillains and criminals together like this made Switch feel like she had just walked into the heart of a lion’s den.

But there was not a lion in all the world that could be as intimidating as Tsunami. Even from a distance, Switch could see him well. He sat upon his throne like a king holding court, wearing his old coral armor and carrying his favorite trident. At his left side stood Hybrid, who appeared to be muttering under his breath, while to his right stood Incantation, who glared at any escapee or criminal who looked at her the wrong way.

Tsunami somehow managed to look directly at Switch and Bait in the eyes at the same time. Switch had no idea how he was doing that, but she didn’t question it. She just stared back, wondering if Tsunami was going to pounce on both of them like a lion ready to feast.

Instead, Tsunami raised a hand and shouted, “Silence!”

His authoritative voice boomed throughout the Throne Room, instantly silencing the hundreds of supervillains and criminals gathered before him. Mimic, meanwhile, took this moment to walk toward the throne. Switch and Bait were forced to follow, because Fuse and Ion were pushing them along.

Their path to the throne took them through the crowd of supervillains, who were polite enough to move out of the way to give them a clear path. But Switch heard the various escapees muttering to each other:

“Are those kids Bait and Switch?”

“They’re smaller than I thought they would be.”

“Man, how did Rex get beaten by those two? I could take ‘em in a fight if I had to.”

“Shut up. Those are Tsunami’s kids. You want to end up like the last guy who insulted his kids?”

Switch paid little attention to any of that, however. Her focus was on Tsunami, whose smile of triumph only grew wider the closer they drew to him.

“Lord Tsunami,” said Mimic, stopping in front of Tsunami’s throne and bowing. He gestured at Switch and Bait. “I present to you your children, Bait and Switch, as per your request.”

“Excellent job, Mimic,” said Tsunami, his voice full of barely contained glee. “They are well, I presume?”

“I believe so, Lord Tsunami,” said Mimic. “They took the brunt of the sonic blast I used to subdue them, but it does not appear to have left any lasting effects on their bodies.”

“Good to hear,” said Tsunami. “I need them in top physical shape if I am to use them effectively. Isn’t that right, Hybrid?”

“Yes, Lord Tsunami,” said Hybrid, nodding eagerly. “Both specimens appear to be in excellent condition. Not quite as excellent as yours truly, of course, but excellent enough for humans who have yet to reach the next stage of evolution like me.”

Incantation, of course, said nothing. She did, however, flash a smile at Fuse, who smiled at her right back. Switch could not help but feel a little jealous for some reason, even though she didn’t care for Fuse at all. She also found it creepy that Hybrid referred to them as ‘specimens,’ like they were frogs about to be dissected in a science lab.

Tsunami looked at Switch and Bait, his smile never leaving his lips. “How wonderful is it to see you two again, my children. Is it me or have you both grown slightly since I last saw you?”

“It’s you,” said Switch. “All that time in prison probably left you delusional.”

Tsunami just chuckled when she said that. “As feisty as ever, my daughter. Kneel.”

Fuse and Ion kicked Switch and Bait in the back of their knees. Switch and Bait both fell to their knees, almost falling over onto their faces before Fuse and Ion tightened their grip on their ropes. Switch tossed an irritated glare over her shoulder at Fuse, but Fuse was still looking at Incantation rather than her. Ion, on the other hand, just waved mockingly at Switch, which made Switch want to punch her.

“Unity!” Tsunami shouted, addressing the entire room at once. “As you have no doubt noticed, my two children, Bait and Switch, have finally arrived in my palace. Not only that, but I have also finally obtained the Blood Gems. Incantation?”

Incantation pulled the two Blood Gems out of her robes and held them up for all to see. As soon as Incantation held the Blood Gems up, the prison escapees all cheered and clapped, their cheering deafening in the small space of the Throne Room.

“Do you all see?” said Tsunami, gesturing at the Blood Gems and Switch and Bait. “Just as I promised, I have captured the children and the stones. I know how patiently you have all been waiting and many of you doubted my abilities, but now I hope that every one of you understands that when I say I am going to do something, I not only do it, but I do it successfully. Therefore, if anyone wishes to challenge my leadership, then they will need to prove that they are even more effective than me at accomplishing their goals and plans.”

More cheers from the crowd. Switch realized that there must have been some doubt among the escapees about Tsunami’s ability to capture her and Bait. Maybe that meant that Unity was a lot less unified than she first thought.

Tsunami looked down at Switch and Bait again and pointed at them with his trident. “You two have been very silent. Do you have nothing to say? Or have you resigned yourselves to your ultimate fate?”

Switch opened her mouth to say something, but she didn’t get a chance before Bait spoke and said, “Yeah, I have something to say.”

Tsunami’s smile wavered slightly before it reappeared on his face. “Oh, you do? Tell me what it is, then.”

Bait met Tsunami’s gaze without flinching or hesitating. “You are not going to succeed. Even if you have the Blood Gems, the superheroes of the world will stop you and your army of supervillains. Even if we die here, others will stand against you and stop you. You are destined to fail, Tsunami, no matter how powerful you become.”

Switch was genuinely surprised by Bait’s little speech. She had not expected him to speak so confidently and forthrightly, especially toward Tsunami. She looked back at Tsunami, wondering what his response would be.

Tsunami looked as surprised as Switch felt, but then his triumphant smirk reappeared on his lips and he said, “It appears that the Academy’s indoctrination of you was quite successful, Bait. For a second there, I could have sworn that Omega Man or Mecha Knight or one of those other pathetic ‘heroes’ was lecturing me on the inevitability of truth, justice, and the American way. You certainly don’t sound like a son of mine, that’s for certain.”

Though Bait didn’t show it, Switch could tell that Tsunami’s last comment hurt him more than he wanted to let on. Switch could understand that. Despite hating her dad, she couldn’t deny that being insulted by him still hurt more than being insulted by someone else. She figured that that was because they weren’t just enemies, but family, if a dysfunctional one.

“In any case, your rhetoric is unmerited,” said Tsunami. “With the power that will soon be at my command, the combined might of the world’s superheroes will be unable to stop me. Soon, they will be like flies buzzing about the ears of a god, and killed just as easily.”

Tsunami looked down at Hybrid. “Hybrid, bring out Electrica.”

“Yes, master,” said Hybrid, bowing eagerly. He looked out toward the crowd and shouted, “Bring Electrica!”

Two large escapees—one with a horribly scarred face, the other with robotic eyes—stepped out from the crowd, carrying between them Mom. She still wore her prison uniform, but she hung rather limply between the two escapees, like she was exhausted or perhaps had even been beaten. She did look up, but her mouth was covered with duct tape. Her eyes, however, were uncovered and Switch saw fear and relief in them when they looked over at her and Bait.

The two escapees stopped next to Hybrid, who ripped the duct tape off Mom’s mouth with a gleeful laugh. Mom gasped for air and glared at Hybrid, but then she looked up at Tsunami, who was looking down at her with a mixture of glee and hate.

“Mom!” said Switch. “You’re still alive.”

“Of course she is,” said Tsunami. “I need her alive in order to display what I am about to do next.”

Mom snorted. “Is that why you tried to kill me when you broke out of Ultimate Max, David? I see you’re every bit as inconsistent as you were when we were younger.”

“Not inconsistent, Ariana,” said Tsunami. “Simply … flexible, a concept I thought you would be familiar with, given how flexible your morals are.”

Mom just shrugged and looked over at Bait and Switch instead. “Bait, Switch, are you all right? You look horrible.”

“We’re fine, Mom,” said Switch. She struggled futilely against the rope. “Sort of.”

“Ah, but you won’t be for long,” said Tsunami. Then he smiled again. “You know, it just occurred to me that this is the first time our family has been together since you two were six months old. A strange time and place for a family reunion, wouldn’t you say?”

“If it actually were a family reunion, yes, I’d say so,” said Bait. “But you’re not interested in reuniting the family. You’re just interested in using us, just like how you tried to use us back in Seaside all those months back.”

“True, but it technically is a family reunion anyway,” Tsunami pointed out. “Regardless, it is time I go forward with the beginning of the end of the plan.”

Tsunami leaned his trident against his throne, leaped off his throne, and landed on the floor as gracefully as ever. Standing upright, he towered over everyone in the immediate vicinity of the Throne, even over Hybrid, who was a large man himself. Once again, Switch was reminded of how kingly and even divine Tsunami really looked. She could understand why Tsunami viewed himself as a god because. In many ways, he was one or as close to one as humanly possible, anyway.

But me, I know better, Switch thought. He’s no god. He’s a devil.

Tsunami gestured toward Incantation. “Give me the Blood Gems. Now.”

Incantation, surprisingly enough, did not immediately turn and run away. She simply walked over to Tsunami and handed him the Blood Gems. He took one in each hand and then looked at the Blood Gems with greed and triumph in his eyes.

“At long last, I finally have both Blood Gems in my hands,” said Tsunami. “With these, my power will know no limits.”

Tsunami turned away and walked over to Mom. Mom didn’t even try to struggle against the two escapees holding her. She just watched as Tsunami approached her, showing not even the slightest sign of fear on her features. Switch wondered how Mom—who likely had been sprayed with powerless gas like them—could be so brave in the face of Tsunami. Maybe Mom was just hiding her fear.

Tsunami stopped in front of Mom and looked down at her. “Ariana, you and I have had a long history together. We fell in love, committed many crimes together, clashed with more than one superhero who tried to stop us, and even had children together. In another life, you and I could have become husband and wife and combined our power to turn the world into our kingdom, yet instead destiny made us enemies. Truly, fate can be tragic.”

Mom spat on Tsunami’s boots. “Go to hell, David. You never loved me and we both know it. You’ve always looked out for number one and always seen other people as toys to play with or weapons to use and be discarded at will. There’s no life in which the two of us are anything other than enemies who hate each other’s guts.”

Tsunami sighed. “Your emotions are getting the best of you, Ariana, but I’m not surprised. Part of what attracted me to you in the first place was your volatile and exciting nature. Sadly, it turned you against me and tore apart our little family before it could even start. And now, it has only sealed your fate.”

Tsunami tightened his grip on the Blood Gems. Electrical energy began sparking between the Gems, forcing Mom to look away to avoid being blinded, but Tsunami just stared at the Blood Gems with a mad grin on his face. Switch and Bait also watched, as did every other person in the Throne Room. Switch had no idea what was going to happen, but she desperately wanted to break free so she could stop it.

Unfortunately, Switch was unable to do anything but watch as the Blood Gems grew brighter and brighter, until they were practically blinding in their intensity. It was almost like staring at a miniature sun, but Switch continued staring nonetheless, despite the damage it might do to her eyes.

Then a beam of energy suddenly connected the two Gems, and then the beam extended toward Electrica. It attached to Electrica’s chest, making her gasp in pain, as another identical beam suddenly attached to Tsunami’s chest. Tsunami grunted, but did not gasp like Electrica. A strange yellow energy passed from Electrica’s chest into Tsunami’s, moving as fast as lightning and just as hard to see.

A second later, the Blood Gems ceased glowing and went back to their normal hues. Tsunami dropped the Blood Gems onto the floor and staggered backward, clutching his chest as his breathing suddenly became harsh and ragged. Mom, meanwhile, looked even weaker than before. Her hair was even gray in some parts, like she had aged ten years in as many seconds.

“What happened?” Switch whispered to Bait. She wasn’t sure why she was whispering. It just seemed appropriate.

“Not sure,” said Bait, “but—”

Bait was interrupted by Tsunami’s laughter. It started off small, but soon grew louder and louder, until it was the loudest noise in the Room. A quick glance around at the escapees showed Switch that they were just as uncomfortable with Tsunami’s insane laughter as she was, but no one said anything or tried to do anything, because to act might be even worse than to do nothing.

Tsunami whirled around to face the escapees. His eyes were wide with insanity and his mouth was twisted—maybe permanently—into the craziest grin Switch had ever seen on another human being’s face.

“Members of Unity!” Tsunami said, his booming voice even louder than normal. “You have all witnessed a rare event: The ascension of a mortal to godhood. Behold, my divine might!”

Tsunami raised both of his hands. A ball of water appeared in his right hand, suspended in midair like Earth hanging in the darkness of outer space.

And then, in his left hand, a ball of sparkling electricity appeared, throwing shadows on Tsunami’s mad face.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Dead silence reigned in the Throne Room as everyone looked at Tsunami’s hands. The water ball and electric ball made no noise, aside from the sparks of the electric ball. Tsunami was no longer laughing, but somehow the silence, combined with the implications of the electric ball, was even worse than his insane laughter. It was his expression, an expression of pure insanity and triumph that made him look more like a demon than a human.

“What … what did you do to Mom?” said Bait, unable to hide the disbelief—and fear—in his own voice.

Tsunami didn’t lower the balls in his hands. “I stole her powers. She is now as useless and ineffectual as a normal human. And I now have both her and my powers at my command.”

“But … how?” said Switch. “I didn’t think it was possible to steal powers.”

“Did you forget about the Blood Gems already?” said Tsunami. The two elemental balls vanished from his hands and he bent over to pick up the Blood Gems. “I used their power together to steal her powers. If you recall, I told you I wanted them for that exact purpose the first time we confronted one another. Or have you already forgotten what brought me back into contact with you two in the first place?”

Bait bit his lower lip. He remembered that, all right, but he had thought that Tsunami was either wrong about the powers of the Blood Gems or had been lying. But there was no mistaking it now: Tsunami had been telling the truth. The Blood Gems really could allow a superhuman to steal another superhuman’s powers. And now, Bait wasn’t sure there was any way to defeat Tsunami at all.

“That is amazing, Lord Tsunami,” said Hybrid, looking at Tsunami with rapt attention. “In all my years as a neogeneticist, I’ve never seen something quite like that. I once read an article about a teenager who could steal superpowers with a touch a couple years back, but this is the first time I’ve ever seen something like that in action. I would love to study the process and find out exactly how it works.”

“Later, perhaps, Hybrid,” said Tsunami as he put the Blood Gems into a compartment in his armor. “For now, I would like to finish a small thorn in my side that has persistently given me trouble.”

Tsunami whirled around and pointed one finger at Mom. “You. Time to die.”

Electricity began crackling around Tsunami’s finger, and Bait now knew that Mom would not survive an electrical burst from Tsunami. A single lightning bolt to the skull would kill Mom instantly, because without her powers, she didn’t have her immunity to electricity anymore.

“Mom, no!” Switch screamed. “Don’t kill her! Please, don’t—”

Mimic suddenly smacked Switch in the back of the head and said, in a mocking voice, “’Don’t kill her, don’t kill her!’ You remind me why I hate teenagers. Just a bunch of whiny little brats.”

Oddly enough, however, Tsunami’s finger stopped sparking and Tsunami turned to face them again. His mad grin had become a little smaller, though he still looked absolutely insane.

“Did I hear Switch crying out for me to spare Electrica?” said Tsunami.

“Yes,” said Switch, who had tears in the corner of her eyes, despite her obvious attempts to hold them in. “Please don’t kill her. Please.”

Tsunami tilted his head to the side, but then nodded. “Fine. I won’t kill her. Not yet, anyway. As much as I hate Ariana, I think I want her to stay alive a little while longer in order to see the next step of my plan.”

“Next step of your plan?” said Bait. “You mean stealing Mom’s powers wasn’t the be-all, end-all goal of your plan?”

“Of course not,” said Tsunami, shaking his head. “Such a plan is far too simple for my intellectual and refined mind. No, this entire process was but the first step of my actual goal. Even the Blood Gems, as important and powerful as they are, were never my end goal.” He pointed at Bait and Switch. “You two were.”

“Us?” said Bait. He exchanged a puzzled look with Switch. “What do you mean? Without the Blood Gems, we’re no stronger than most superhumans.”

Tsunami chuckled again. He walked over to them and stopped a few feet from them, looking down at them with an amused look in his eyes. “Given how both Ariana and I have huge egos, I am genuinely surprised that you two turned out as humble as you did. You really don’t know the true extent of your power and strength, do you?”

“Do you mean the Blood Gems?” said Switch uncertainly. “We’re pretty powerful with them, I guess, but—”

“No, no, no,” said Tsunami, wagging a finger at them. “Without the Blood Gems. The Blood Gems may be convenient little tools that allow you to do things that most superhumans can’t, but they aren’t the source of your natural power, the power I’ve always suspected you two have but which I never really knew for sure until the last several months during my past encounters with both of you.”

Bait stared at Tsunami blankly. “What are you talking about? Our powers aren’t all that special. Super strength is pretty common among superhumans and even Switch’s nail bullets aren’t much to write home about.”

Switch huffed when Bait said that, while Tsunami said, “I’m not referring to those powers. I’m referring to the true power which lies deep within both of you. It’s a power that is useless apart, but when brought together, it creates something far greater than the whole.”

“I still don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Bait. “What do we get if we combine our powers?”

Tsunami sighed. “Humbler than us, but not as intelligent. Very well. Let me state it plainly: You two can boost each other’s powers to unforeseen heights. And furthermore, I believe there is no limit to the boosts you can give each other, beyond whatever limits you two personally choose to abide by.”

Bait blinked. “Oh, that power. Why didn’t you just say so before?”

“Because I thought you were smart enough to catch my drift,” Tsunami snapped. He took a deep breath and then said, in a calmer voice, “Never mind. The point is that you two have an ability that can make you far stronger than even Omega Man, perhaps stronger than the entirety of the Leadership Council put together. Do you understand?”

“I do now,” said Bait. “But I don’t get it. How do we have a power that works together only when we work together? Even without the Blood Gems, it works.”

“Hybrid has a few theories about that,” said Tsunami. He glanced over his shoulder at Hybrid. “Care to share?”

Hybrid stepped forward, rubbing his hands together eagerly. “Certainly, Lord Tsunami. You see, superpowers are genetic. Scientists disagree about exactly what genes cause superpowers and how it all works, but nearly everyone agrees on that basic premise. Given how you two are twins, it’s possible that while you were in the womb, your shared genetic material included the genetic material which makes superpowers possible.”

“In plain English, Hybrid is saying that your status as twins may have resulted in a unique case that scientists have never seen before,” said Tsunami. “I’m not much of a scientist myself, but it makes sense to me.”

“What about us?” said Fuse. He gestured at himself and Ion. “Does that explanation hold for us, too?”

“Certainly,” said Hybrid, nodding. “Given how you two are also genetic twins, it makes sense that the same biological process that allowed Bait and Switch to develop a third power that exists only when they work together happened to while you were in your mother’s womb. By the way, who are your parents?”

Fuse opened his mouth to speak, but then Tsunami raised a hand and said, “Now is not the time for sharing our life stories. I only had Hybrid explain the science behind it to you two in order to dispel any doubts you two may have had about your powers.”

Bait still didn’t quite understand it himself—science was never his strong suit, even though he found it fascinating—and he wasn’t so sure about Hybrid’s sanity, but at the same time, he didn’t argue it. He knew that his and Switch’s third power existed. After all, he had used it more than a few times since the Seaside incident and Switch had used it on him.

“I became especially aware of your power when you used it to give me a brief power boost back when we were going after the Collector,” said Tsunami. “Do you remember that, Bait?”

Bait nodded, but didn’t smile. “I do. It was only temporary, though.”

“Be that as it may, it opened my eyes to the possibilities of your ability,” said Tsunami. He clenched his fists. “Even the Seaside incident helped me get a glimpse of that power. The power boost allowed Switch—a teenage girl who had never used my power at all up until that point—to not merely hold, but push back, the giant wave I threatened to flood the entire town with. And now I want that power for myself.”

Bait gulped. “You do?”

“Of course,” said Tsunami. “My powers are already godlike, if not absolutely divine, but imagine what I could do with that kind of boost. Instead of merely controlling a portion of the sea, imagine that I could control all of the world’s oceans. With a flick of my wrist, I could shut down the power supplies of not merely cities, but whole countries, maybe even entire continents. No power on Earth—superhuman or otherwise—would even be able to resist my powers for very long. I would truly ascend to my rightful place as the god of this planet, to rule it as I see fit. It is glorious to imagine and it will be even more glorious to experience.”

“You sound insane,” said Bait. “I used to think you had at least some sanity left somewhere in you, but now it’s obvious that you don’t have even a little sanity left.”

“Gods do not need sanity,” said Tsunami. “Or, at least, the ‘sanity’ that mortals such as yourself hold so dear. Power belongs to those who are willing to ruthlessly grab it. And I will take it with both hands and kill anyone who attempts to stand in my way.”

“What about Unity?” said Switch, glancing over her shoulder at the prison escapees. “What do they think of your plan to become a god?”

Tsunami’s smile grew crazier. “How do you think I managed to get them on my side? I’ve promised all of them places of power in the new world I shall build. They will be kings and emperors of their own lands, ruling under my benevolent supervision. They shall enforce my will and put down any who might seek to rebel against my rule. Isn’t that right, my followers?”

All of the members of Unity spontaneously burst into applause and cheers. Bait winced at the sudden loudness, while Switch looked like she wanted to be anywhere but here.

“So if you were thinking about playing my own followers against me, you are sorely mistaken,” said Tsunami.

“That’s it, then,” said Bait, his voice trembling slightly. “You want to steal our power-boosting ability in order to make yourself into an unstoppable god.”

“Still you grasp only a portion of my plan,” said Tsunami. “I haven’t even shown you the best part yet. Hybrid, show them what we found in Antarctica.”

Hybrid nodded enthusiastically and pressed a button on his forearm. Immediately, the back wall of The Atlantis slowly but surely began to rise, like a garage door being opened. As it opened, Bait saw nothing but pitch black darkness on the other side, making him wonder what he was looking at until, without warning, lights flashed on the other side and he finally saw what Tsunami was so eager to show them:

The Sleeping Beast, curled in a ball inside a large room on the other side of the glass wall as if still sleeping in its cave underneath Antarctica.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

“The … the Sleeping Beast?” said Switch in a horrified voice. “How …?”

“Where do you think we were spending the last week?” said Tsunami. “We went to Antarctica to find the Sleeping Beast and to bring it out into the wider world. It was by no means a simple or easy task, even with my powers, but we managed to fit it into this spare room behind the Throne Room. We haven’t awoken it again yet, but in time, we will, because the Sleeping Beast will be a useful weapon for the initial conquest of Earth.”

“But the Sleeping Beast is uncontrollable,” said Switch. “You saw it destroy the Collector, even though he was the one to awaken it with the Blood Gems. That thing can’t be controlled. It can only be awakened or put back to sleep. There’s no way to tame it.”

“The Collector was a weak man, a loser with delusions of grandeur,” said Tsunami. “He believe that he could control it, but he lacked the willpower due to his weak body and mind. I, on the other hand, have the body and mind of a deity. The Sleeping Beast will listen to me once I awaken it, but for now, it will remain at rest, because I am not yet ready to unleash its destructive potential upon the world.”

Tsunami dug his hands into one of the compartments in his armor and pulled something out. “Ah, here is the most important part. Look.”

Tsunami held up a dragon scale, about the size of a kitchen knife, which Switch recognized as being one of the Sleeping Beast’s scales. It was a dull orange color and didn’t look nearly as impressive as the Sleeping Beast itself, but seeing it in Tsunami’s hands sent an ominous chill down Switch’s spine nonetheless.

“This is one of the Sleeping Beast’s scales,” said Tsunami. “I removed the scale from its body after you two put it back to sleep. I took the scale because I thought it might be useful, but I never imagined what it could actually do. Observe.”

Tsunami dropped the scale on the floor and stomped on it.

Immediately, the Sleeping Beast huffed and growled. Its tail slammed against the wall of its cage with a boom, while smoke snorted from its nostrils. It didn’t wake up, but it looked like it was having a bad dream.

“The scale allows me to control it,” said Tsunami, picking the scale up again and dusting it off. “Somehow, the Sleeping Beast can feel whenever its scales are harmed. By using this scale, I will be able to force the Sleeping Beast to do my bidding. Pain is a very useful motivator for any living creature, and the Sleeping Beast is clearly no exception in that regard.”

“You’re still insane,” said Bait. “You don’t understand what you’re doing.”

Tsunami turned to face them again. “Ah, but I do understand, Bait, and quite well. Once I have your power boost and the Sleeping Beast awakened, I will truly be invincible. Soon, my name and face will become known to every man, woman, and child on the planet. And it all will be because of you.”

“We still won’t help you,” said Switch. “Not not, not willingly, not ever.”

“When did I ever say I would have you willingly serve me?” said Tsunami. “Hybrid, the Crowns.”

Hybrid pulled two strange crown-like devices out of his armor. He walked over to Tsunami, giggling and chuckling under his breath the whole while, and then handed them over to Lord Tsunami. “Here they are, Lord Tsunami. The Crowns, as you requested.”

Tsunami took the devices and glanced at them briefly before looking at Bait and Switch. “All right, you two. Gaze upon the devices which will spell the doom of every man, woman, and child on this planet.”

“What are they?” said Bait. “They look kind of like crowns.”

“Actually, they’re mind control devices,” said Hybrid, sounding slightly annoyed. “They’re based off the neurotransmitters found in the brains of dead Pokacu, which appear to be how the Mother World was able to exert control over individual Pokacu. By putting them on the head of a human, the user can control said human and make them do whatever they want against their will.”

“Do they work?” said Switch. “Have you tested them?”

“Of course,” said Hybrid. “I’m a scientist, after all. I would never give Lord Tsunami anything I wasn’t sure would work. I had plenty of volunteers to test their capabilities on and they have a one hundred percent success rate.”

“’Volunteer’ implies that we had any say in the matter,” Mimic muttered under his breath.

Tsunami ignored Mimic and said to Switch and Bait, “Once we put these on your heads, you will serve me and me alone. Then you will be happy to give me any power boosts I need and the whole world will fall before my might.”

Switch once again struggled against her chains, but it was just as useless as before. She now understood that this really was the end of the line for her and Bait, that once Tsunami put those Crowns on their heads, that they would lose their individual wills and become his pawns. It was the most horrifying thought she had ever thought in her life, but it was also relaxing, in a way. She would no longer have to struggle, no longer have to fight. She wouldn’t even have to think.

Wait, why am I thinking this is a good thing? Switch thought. Have I lost my mind already?

“Hybrid, put the Crowns on their heads,” said Tsunami, handing the Crowns back to Hybrid. “Do it quickly. I don’t want to wait any longer than I have to.”

“Yes, Lord Tsunami,” said Hybrid. “I shall do as you command.”

Hybrid walked over to Switch and Bait. He stopped in front of Switch first, holding both Crowns in his hands at his side, a crazed look on his blue-skinned face.

“Don’t resist,” said Hybrid in a creepy voice. “It won’t hurt, though it will be uncomfortable, because I designed these Crowns to fit as tightly on a person’s head as possible.”

Hybrid raised one of the Crowns and lowered it toward Switch’s head. Switch closed her eyes, wondering what it would feel like to have her mind under the control of another. Would she even be aware that her choices were not her own? Or would she be completely oblivious to Tsunami’s control over her mind and think everything she did was her own?

“Wait!”

Switch opened her eyes and looked to her left. Bait was rising to his feet, struggling against the heavy chains holding him down. Hybrid had frozen, looking at Bait in surprise. So was everyone else, which Switch did not understand until she realized that Bait had sounded almost exactly like a younger version of Tsunami when he said that word. It was the same authoritative tone, the same booming command … it was eerie, really, how close the two sounded. Then again, Bait was Tsunami’s son, after all.

Even Tsunami—who was rarely rattled by anything—looked taken aback by Bait’s unmistakable command. “’Wait’? What are you talking about? Do you dare to command my own men?”

Bait shook his head. “No. I just wanted to get your attention.”

Tsunami’s shocked expression turned into a smirk again. “Well, it obviously worked, though I can’t understand why you would want—”

“Because you’re a coward. Not a god.”

Dead silence reigned through the Throne Room. It felt as if all of the air had been sucked out of the room. Indeed, Switch was almost convinced that time itself had froze, because all of the escapees stood as still as statues. She heard Fuse gasp behind her, while Mimic shifted uncomfortably where he stood. Even Incantation looked stunned by Bait’s pronouncement. The only one who seemed to take it in stride was Mom, who lifted her head just enough to flash an amused grin in their direction.

A second later, Tsunami grabbed Bait’s shirt and lifted him up one handed off the floor. “What did you call me, you little brat?”

“A coward,” said Bait, showing no fear in his voice. “Because it’s true.”

“You dare call me a coward?” said Tsunami. He pulled Bait closer to his face, which made Switch glad that she wasn’t the one being held up by her collar like that. “Do you still not understand the power I wield?”

“I understand it perfectly fine,” said Bait. “I also understand that all the power in the world can’t turn a coward into a hero. It can make him pretty arrogant, though.”

Tsunami dropped Bait to the floor and kicked him in the gut. Bait gasped in pain, but he didn’t take back what he said.

“You know nothing, boy,” said Tsunami, his whole frame shaking. “You cannot grasp the kind of power I wield, what I could do to you and your sister with just a thought. Don’t act like you are smarter than me.”

Bait looked up at Tsunami without a hint of fear on his face. “I call you a coward because you’re trying to force me and my sister to work for you. You kidnapped a couple of teens and are trying to brainwash them to follow you. It makes you look less like a god and more like a cowardly kidnapper who is afraid of taking people on directly.”

“I fear nothing, boy,” said Tsunami. “I do not even fear fear.”

“Then take me on,” said Bait. “Have your men take these chains off me and we can have a duel. You versus me, right here in the Throne Room. If I win, you let me and my sister go.”

“And if I win?” said Tsunami. “What will you do then?”

“Then we’ll work for you willingly,” said Bait. “You won’t need those Crowns on our heads to make us do your bidding.”

Switch’s eyes widened, but she said nothing. Still, she couldn’t help but wonder what Bait was doing. Why was he willing to make such an atrocious deal with Tsunami? Didn’t he realize that there was no way he could beat Tsunami in a fight? Did he really want to lose or did he have something else up his sleeve, something that Switch was not aware of?

Maybe he’s just trying to play the hero, Switch thought. Trying one last time to defeat the big bad villain and save the day. Of all the times to do it …

Tsunami seemed to be seriously considering the offer. He tapped his chin, his dark eyes glancing back and forth as if he was considering how to respond. Switch honestly couldn’t see any reason why Tsunami would accept. It just seemed like a waste of time to her, whether from his perspective or from theirs. It wasn’t like Bait had any real chance of beating him. Switch imagined that the fight would be over in less than ten seconds, even if Tsunami held back and used only a portion of his power.

Finally, however, Tsunami nodded and said, “Very well. I accept your offer, Bait. We shall have a quick duel in this room before my army of supervillains. I’ll even accept your terms, mostly because I know that you won’t be able to beat me.”

Tsunami gestured at Ion, who was holding the end of Bait’s chains. “Ion, take off Bait’s chains. It won’t take me more than five minutes to show him why he stands no chance against me.”

“One other condition,” said Bait.

Tsunami looked at him. “And what condition would that be?”

Bait met Tsunami’s eyes without fear. “We can use powers. Both of us.”

Tsunami shook his head. “You really do want to lose, don’t you? But fair enough. Let’s make this a duel to remember. At least, a duel for me to remember, because once I win and control your mind, I doubt you’ll remember anything unless I tell you to.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Bait stood opposite Tsunami in front of the Throne, his hands clenched into fists. Tsunami, on the other hand, stood with his arms folded in front of his chest. He didn’t even have his trident. He had handed it to Mimic, with the justification that he would not need his trident to defeat Bait. That should have filled Bait with confidence—he had been worried that Tsunami might just spear him on the end of his trident and be done with it—but all it did was remind him just how powerful Tsunami was now.

With both water and electricity at his command, he could kill me in a variety of ways, Bait thought. Of course, he won’t because he needs me and Switch in order for his grand master plan to work, but that doesn’t mean he won’t make me suffer.

Bait was keenly aware of everyone watching him and Tsunami. He didn’t take his eyes off Tsunami, however, because he didn’t want Tsunami to attack him while he wasn’t looking. He didn’t even look at Switch to reassure her that he knew what he was doing. The last thing he needed was to give Tsunami a hint that this fight might not go the way he expected.

Tsunami’s pride is the only reason he agreed to this duel at all, Bait thought. If he was even just slightly less arrogant, there’s no way in hell he would have agreed to this. That means I can’t waste even one moment. I just need to get close enough to touch him and hope that that would be enough.

During Tsunami’s explanation about the Sleeping Dragon, Bait had felt his super strength return, which meant that the powerless gas which he and Switch had been sprayed with hours ago had already worn off. His first instinct had been to break the chains, but he had restrained himself at the last second, because breaking his chains at that moment would have only resulted in receiving a beat down from Tsunami, whereas now he at least had a chance to win.

Instead, Bait was planning to use his power boost technique to boost Tsunami’s electric powers well beyond his control. He was betting on the fact that, though Tsunami was far more powerful than he had any right to be, he still didn’t have complete control over his newly attained powers. Bait recalled how Switch barely had control over Tsunami’s powers during the Seaside incident and hoped that he might be able to cause Tsunami to lose control of his powers if he got a boost too fast.

This could backfire on me, though, Bait thought. And I might just make him stronger. Not that that matters. If Tsunami wins, I’m going to make him stronger anyway whether I want to or not.

It was a risky plan, one that could go wrong in all sorts of ways, but it was his only chance at beating Tsunami, so he had to take it.

“Being the merciful deity that I am, I will allow you the privilege of getting the first punch,” said Tsunami. He gestured at Bait. “Come on. Show me what you’ve got.”

Bait bit his lower lip, but then rushed toward Tsunami anyway. He didn’t get very far, however, before a water puddle appeared in his path and he slipped in it and fell flat on his back on the metal floor.

Roars of laughter and derision came from the audience of prison escapees, almost deafening in their volume. Bait thought he heard Mimic’s obnoxious laughter present among the laughter from the audience, but he didn’t care. He just scrambled back to his feet and took another fighting stance.

“Oops,” said Tsunami, not even bothering to hide his amused grin. “Did you slip? How embarrassing. I’ll let you try to get me again.”

Bait took another step forward, but then Tsunami flicked a finger in his direction and a jolt of electricity went through Bait’s body. Bait cried out in pain and fell on his hands and knees. He once again heard the laughter from Unity, which seemed to be even louder now. He didn’t hear Switch or Mom, but he suspected that the two of them were not even looking at him. Perhaps they were too embarrassed by the obvious fact that Tsunami was playing with him like a cat with a mouse.

I’m no mouse, Bait thought, his hands balling into fists. I’m a hero. A superhero. And Tsunami is about to find that out the hard way.

Once again, Bait rose to his feet, but slowly and carefully this time, because his body was stiff from being electrocuted.

“Back up again?” said Tsunami, who sounded like he was barely holding back his laughter. “You are very persistent, or maybe just too stupid to know when to quit. But if you want to continue to provide free entertainment for my men, I will be happy to oblige. Humor is one of the best ways to raise morale in an army, after all.”

“I’m not your court jester,” said Bait. “I’m going to beat you, like a real hero.”

Tsunami burst out into laughter when Bait said that. “Ha! Men, did you hear that? He says he’s going to beat me. Like a hero. Hilarious.”

“It’s pathetic, is what it is,” said Mimic, who was standing off to the side, with a snicker. “If he were my kid, I’d be really embarrassed right now.”

“Oh, I’m not embarrassed,” said Tsunami, looking at Bait. “Just disappointed. You could have been my prince, Bait, ruling alongside me, but instead you choose to stand against me. You and your sister both.”

Bait’s hands balled into fists. “Maybe that’s because you’re not a god or a king. You’re just a maniac with too much power. Power you can’t control.”

Bait summoned all of his super strength and brought both of his fists down onto the floor at the same time.

As soon as Bait’s fists slammed into the floor, the entire Throne Room shook. Many of the members of Unity staggered or fell into each other, crying out in surprise as the Throne Room shook. Incantation nearly fell over, but was caught by Fuse, while Mimic fell flat on his behind in the most embarrassing way possible.

Even Tsunami staggered from the impact, spinning his arms to maintain his balance. Seeing his chance, Bait rushed toward Tsunami, reaching out with his hand. He pressed the palm of his hand through a gap in Tsunami’s armor and against Tsunami’s thick, hard chest.

“You wanted to be a god, Tsunami?” said Bait. “Then I’ll make you a god!”

Bait focused as hard as he could on giving Tsunami a power boost, but not any power boost. He wanted to give Tsunami the most powerful boost he had ever given another superhuman in his life. Deep down, Bait felt the power draining from the very bottom of his soul through his arm and into Tsunami’s body.

Tsunami’s eyes widened, but he seemed to be frozen as Bait’s power entered his body. He just stared at Bait uncomprehendingly for a few seconds, and that was when Bait felt Tsunami’s body temperature start to rise. It was subtle at first, but soon Tsunami’s skin burned to the touch and his whole body started crackling like lightning.

With a roar, Tsunami shoved Bait backwards. Bait fell onto the ground, but raised his head in time to see Tsunami stagger backwards, clutching his chest and breathing hard. Electricity crackled all across his body, while Tsunami was breathing in and out rapidly.

“What … what did you do to me?” said Tsunami. His fingers clutched his chest tighter. “The power … so much power … it hurts …”

All of a sudden, Tsunami cried out in pain and raised his hands. Lightning exploded from his fingertips and struck one of the Unity members holding Mom. The Unity member didn’t even get a moment to cry out. His head just exploded and he collapsed onto the floor, letting go of Mom at the same time, who stared at the now-headless corpse with horror in her eyes.

Immediately, the other members of Unity turned and ran toward the elevator, each one fighting past all the others in an effort to be the first one out. More lightning bolts were coming from Tsunami now and they kept hitting Unity members at random, sometimes blowing up their heads, sometimes striking them in the back, but in every case, killing them. Bodies fell to the floor, some falling silently, some falling with screams of agony and pain.

One of the lightning bolts struck Tsunami’s Throne and blew it up, sending coral and metal chunks flying everywhere. Others struck the glass wall separating the Sleeping Beast from the rest of the Throne Room, cracking the glass but not awakening the Beast, which slept as if everything was perfectly silent. Another lightning bolt took out one of the fluorescent lights, shattering it and making the room darker than before, but even if every light in the room had been destroyed, Bait would have had no trouble seeing Tsunami, whose power overdosed body was a light show in itself.

Fuse, Ion, Incantation, and Switch had all fallen to the floor to avoid being hit by stray lightning bolts. Hybrid, on the other hand, was cowering behind the Throne, shouting something that Bait couldn’t hear over the crackling of the lightning coming from Tsunami. Bait just rolled over onto his back and covered his head with both hands, doing his best to avoid getting hit by the stray lightning bolts that were hitting everything at once.

All of the noises being made—the screams from the escaping Unity Members, the crackling of the lightning bolts, and Tsunami’s own screams of pain—were deafening. For a moment Bait thought he was going to lose his hearing entirely from all of the noise concentrated in the Throne Room, which now seemed much smaller than it actually was.

But then—just as quickly as it began—Tsunami’s screams abruptly cut off, and with them, the crackling of electricity. The Unity members were still screaming and trying to escape, but their screams were dying down now that the immediate threat was over.

Taking his hands off his head, Bait looked over his shoulder to see what had become of Tsunami.

Tsunami still stood, but he now looked horrible. His skin was burned and smoking in a few places, while his coral armor was melted or destroyed in several parts. Even the floor underneath him was partially melted, while the compartment in which he had put the Blood Gems had burst open and the Blood Gems themselves now lay on the floor a few feet away from him, looking as unharmed as ever despite having been in the very epicenter of the lightning explosion.

“Lord Tsunami?” said Fuse, staring at him in disbelief. “Are you … are you okay?”

Tsunami said nothing. He just blinked once and then fell flat on his face onto the floor and became as still as a stone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

Switch could not believe her eyes. She stared without comprehension at Tsunami, who was either dead or convincingly pretending to be. The stench of burned skin and melted metal made her stomach churn, but she paid little attention to that. She just couldn’t quite comprehend the idea that Tsunami was dead.

He might not be, a doubtful voice in her mind said. He might still be alive, but just unconscious and in a lot of pain.

Both options seemed equally possible to Switch, but she didn’t know for sure. She just knew that this fight had ended in a way she had not even considered possible and that Bait was a lot cleverer than she first assumed he was.

“Lord Tsunami?” said Fuse, rising to his feet uncertainly. “Lord Tsunami, can you hear us? Lord Tsunami, are you all right?”

No response from Tsunami. He just lay flat on his face without moving a muscle.

“Uh oh,” said Mimic, staring at Tsunami with a grimace. “Perhaps it’s time for me to get out of here.”

Fuse looked at Mimic in disbelief. “And abandon Lord Tsunami? Where is your loyalty?”

“I’m a hired gun,” Mimic said with a huff. “I’m only loyal to money. And Tsunami doesn’t look like he’s in any position to give me that, so if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to make sure that the other guys didn’t break the elevator and the only way out of here.”

Mimic jumped to his feet and ran toward the elevator, where the crowd of Unity members were still trying to all fit into it at once. Switch didn’t mind Mimic running away. That just made it easier for her to escape.

Speaking of escape, if Bait’s powers are back, then mine must be, too, Switch thought.

Without further ado, Switch pointed her index fingers at the chains. She fired two nail bullets, which shattered the chains holding her down, and immediately ran toward Bait. She heard Fuse crying at her to come back, but she didn’t even look back. She just stopped by Bait and knelt beside him, looking at him with concern.

“Bait, how do you feel?” said Switch. “Were you hurt by Tsunami’s power outage?”

Bait shook his head and sat up. “No, I managed to avoid it, thankfully. You weren’t hurt by it, were you?”

“Nope,” said Switch, shaking her head. She glanced at Tsunami. “Is he—?”

“Dead?” said Bait. He shrugged. “Not sure. No normal human could possibly survive a power overload like that, but then again, Tsunami isn’t normal, and I’m not just talking about the fact that he’s a superhuman, either.”

Switch could not help but feel a little sorry for Tsunami. She supposed it was probably because he was her father and so she would always feel at least a little sympathy for him, even if she hated him with all her heart. A part of her wanted to go over to him and make sure he was okay, but she stayed where she was. She remembered well how Tsunami had treated her and Bait and she had no intention of saving him.

“Bait, Switch.”

Switch and Bait looked over to see Mom walking toward them. One of the men who had held Mom had gotten his head blasted off during Tsunami’s overload, while the other had run away with the remaining Unity members as soon as he saw what happened to the other guy. Mom looked weaker and older than usual—probably from the effects of the Blood Gems—but she was still alive, at the very least.

“Mom,” said Switch. “You’re still alive.”

Mom stopped a few feet away from them and smiled. “Well, of course I am. It’s going to take more than having my powers literally stolen from me for me to die. I’m only going to die when I am ready to die, and not one moment before.”

She looked at Tsunami and her smile became more vicious. “Sadly, I can’t say the same for David, who clearly died before he wanted to. I would shed tears, but I’m afraid I’m all out of cares to give and can only manage to pretend I’m sad.”

“You’re not very good at pretending to be sad,” Bait pointed out.

Mom’s smile became downright crazy. “That’s the point, dear.”

Suddenly, Hybrid stepped out from behind the remains of the Throne and said, “Lord Tsunami! No!”

He rushed over to Tsunami and knelt over him. He shook Tsunami several times, but Tsunami didn’t even stir. “No, Lord Tsunami, no …”

“He’s gone, Hybrid,” said Mom in a harsh voice. “I know that disappoints you, because he promised to fund all your little scientific experiments, but now you’ll just have to find the money on your own. What a harsh life.”

Hybrid looked up at Mom, his face twisted with anger. “Shut up. This isn’t over. Lord Tsunami may be dead, but Unity isn’t. Or have you forgotten that you’re outnumbered a hundred to one?”

That was when Switch realized that she could no longer hear the members of Unity trying to escape through the elevator. She looked back toward the elevator and immediately felt her courage drain from her heart at the sight she beheld.

The members of Unity were marching back toward them, now that Tsunami’s power overload was over. The crowd was smaller than before—no doubt some of the Unity members had escaped through the elevator—but it was still quite formidable, especially with the knowledge that these were not just any supervillains, but supervillains who had been deemed dangerous enough to be thrown behind bars in Ultimate Max, in some cases for their entire lives. And of these criminals, more than a few were from Cell Block Z, making them the worst of the worst.

“Three against all of us,” said Hybrid with a sneer. “I don’t need to be a scientist to know that you three have no hope of beating all of us. We won’t even need all of us to beat you.”

“I say let everyone participate in the beat down,” said Ion, rubbing her hands together gleefully. “It would be unfair not to, after all.”

Switch gulped. She and Bait rose to their feet, but she was already starting to feel like they were doomed. She would have felt better if Mom had her powers, but now that Mom was rendered powerless, that meant it would be up to Bait and her to beat these guys, and the two of them were no match for hundreds of supervillains, particularly supervillains who had no qualms with murdering teenagers.

But then Switch’s eyes fell on the Blood Gems on the floor. They were shining as brightly as always, which gave Switch an idea. She darted over, picked up the Blood Gems, and then darted back over to Bait and handed him his Blood Gem.

“Here,” said Switch as she put the Blood Gem in his hand. “Take this. It should help.”

Bait looked at his Blood Gem uncertainly. “Thanks for getting it back, Switch, but, um, I’m not sure how being able to trade powers with each other is going to help us defeat Unity.”

“It won’t, but the Blood Gems can do a lot more than just let us trade powers,” said Switch. She glanced at the Sleeping Beast. “They can also wake up the Sleeping Beast. And how much are you willing to bet that the Sleeping Beast won’t be in a good mood when it wakes up and finds out that it’s no longer in its old cave?”

Bait’s eyes widened in shock. “Switch, you must be crazy. Even if we woke up the Sleeping Beast, it would kill us just as easily as it would kill Unity. This is suicide and you know it.”

“Do we have any other choice?” said Switch. “If we don’t awaken the Sleeping Beast again, then we’re screwed anyway. But if we do awaken it, there’s a chance we might survive, however unlikely it might be.”

Bait bit his lower lip, still looking doubtful and hesitant, but Mom leaned toward them and said, “If you want my opinion, I’d risk waking the dragon. I don’t know much about it myself, but I suspect that even all of these Ultimate Max prisoners wouldn’t stand much of a chance against it. And if it gets us too, well, I’ve lived a long enough life, I think.”

“We haven’t,” said Bait in annoyance.

Mom shrugged. “Eh, after your twenties, there isn’t much left to see in life. You just get old, and that’s no fun.”

Bait looked as if he was going to shout at Mom for her nonchalant attitude, but Switch said, “We’ve got no choice. We have to do it. And if necessary, we can put it back to sleep like we did before.”

Bait furrowed his brow, but finally nodded and said, “All right. We’ll do it. But if that thing kills us, I’m going to spend the rest of eternity saying I told you so.”

Switch would have had a cool comeback to that, but then she realized that their time was running out. She and Bait held up their Blood Gems and turned to face the Sleeping Beast.

But before they could activate their Blood Gems, Switch froze. She felt her nerves contract and her whole body became rigid. She tried to move her arm, but even that was as still as a statue. Based on Bait’s own stillness, she guessed that he was every bit as stuck as her. Even Mom looked frozen in place.

“Now, now,” said Ion behind them, her voice full of malicious glee, “we aren’t going to let you get away with waking the Sleeping Beast. We’re not stupid, you know. You three are just going to stand right there until we tear you apart piece by piece. And you will feel every second of it.”

This was it. Switch couldn’t break Ion’s hold over her, nor could Bait or Mom. The three of them were stuck, and soon—perhaps within seconds, even—they would be torn apart by the vicious animals otherwise known as Unity. That thought made Switch want to run, but she couldn’t. She just prayed a final prayer to God, even though she wasn’t much of a religious person, hoping that he might send someone to save them.

Ding.

That was the sound from the elevator, Switch thought. Who could it possibly be?

All of a sudden, Switch felt her nerves relax and she turned around to see that Ion had looked away toward the elevator door. Not just Ion, but every other member of Unity had turned around to look at the elevator on the opposite end of the Throne Room. It seemed like everyone had heard the ding, but no one knew who could possibly be using it. Switch thought that maybe some of the Unity members who had escaped through the elevator before had returned now that it was clear that everyone was going to be safe, but even that seemed far-fetched to her and she had a feeling that it was someone else entirely.

Then the elevator doors opened and Omega Man stepped out.

Every member of Unity froze at the sight of Omega Man. In fact, everyone became so still that Switch almost thought that Ion had somehow managed to use her nerve-freezing powers on everyone at once until she noticed that Ion, also, was frozen like ice. Frantic and fearful murmurs ran through the crowd of Unity members, but no one dared approach Omega Man, who surveyed the collected members of Unity with a coolness that seemed inappropriate given the collective power of everyone in the room.

“Hmph,” said Omega Man. “This is the great Unity I have heard so much about? Pathetic.”

“Omega Man?” said one of the Unity members, breaking the silence at long last. “What … what are you doing here? And how did you get into The Atlantis?”

Omega Man folded his arms in front of his chest. “The real question is, now that I’m here, what are you going to do about it?”

“Don’t fear him, men!” Hybrid shouted suddenly, pointing at Omega Man. “He’s still outnumbered a hundred to one! He can’t possibly beat us all by himself!”

“You’re assuming I came here by myself,” said Omega Man. He flashed a grin. “Not a safe assumption to make about the leader of the world’s largest superhero organization.”

The ceiling above blew open and six more superheroes dropped in. Beyond Man, Black Blur, Lady Amazon, and Mr. Miner landed beside Omega Man, while High Fly and Mecha Knight floated above the rest of the Leadership Council.

“The entirety of the Leadership Council?” said Hybrid, fear in his voice for the first time. “Impossible. This cannot be real.”

“Oh, it’s real all right, Hybrid,” said High Fly. “And we’re here to put you guys back where you belong: behind bars in Ultimate Max prison. Don’t worry. There’s still plenty of room for all of you.”

Hybrid’s hands shook, but then he pointed at the Leadership Council and screamed, “Forget about the brats! Kill the Leadership Council! Don’t let them—”

But Hybrid didn’t get to finish his sentence, because at that moment, Omega Man pulled back his fist and punched the air.

Without warning, a huge gust of wind exploded from Omega Man’s fist. The blast struck the collective members of Unity, sending them flying in every direction where they struck against the floor, walls, and ceiling of the Throne Room, leaving dents the shapes of their bodies wherever they hit. Bait yanked Switch and Mom down at the last moment, covering them both with his body, though due to all of the Unity members standing between them and the Leadership Council, the three of them received the least of the attack, with Switch’s hair flying crazily about but she herself stayed where she was.

By the time the gust of wind ended, Switch looked around and saw that every member of Unity had been knocked out. They lay scattered across the Throne Room like leaves, the vast majority unconscious, and the few who were still conscious groaning in pain. A few even looked like they had broken some of their limbs during the flying and crashing about, based on the unnatural ways their limbs were bent.

Hybrid, Fuse, Ion, and Incantation were still standing, but Incantation was untangling her robes from her limbs, while Fuse and Ion had fallen on their behinds. Only Hybrid looked mostly unaffected by the blast, though based on his ghost pale face, Switch guessed that he was still trying to comprehend what just happened himself.

“Whoa,” said Switch, staring at the unconscious Unity members lying everywhere. “Did Omega Man just take out everyone with one punch?”

“Looks like it,” said Bait, whispering like Switch. “I think that Omega Man must have moved his fist so fast that he somehow sent a blast of air into the members of Unity. I knew he was strong—he’s the world’s strongest man after all—but I didn’t know he was that strong.”

Mom, on the other hand, was smiling rather widely, more than she should have in Switch’s opinion. “Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet. If Omega Man wanted, he could have burst open the entire submarine and flooded it completely and there’s not a thing any of these Unity idiots could have done about it.”

“You sound like you have personal experience with him,” said Switch.

“Oh, I fought him once or twice in my younger years,” said Mom. “Never could beat me, of course, but to his credit, he was the one superhero who I always dreaded facing. Doesn’t help that he has a jaw as sharp as a knife, either.”

Before Switch could feel ill at the thought of Mom flirting with Omega Man, Omega Man lowered his fist and said, “What were you saying, Hybrid, about ‘killing the Leadership Council’? Or were you saying that you wanted to be killed by the Leadership Council?”

Hybrid didn’t say a word. Instead, he pointed his arm cannon at Switch, Bait, and Mom and fired. Instead of a cannonball or even a laser coming from it, however, some strange blue slop shot out instead. The three of them tried to separate, but the blue stuff struck them before they could go anywhere and all three of them were stuck together. Switch had managed to stretch her arms out at the last second, as had Bait and Mom, but their legs and backs were together and the blue gunk was already solidifying.

“Ugh, what is this stuff?” said Switch, punching the solid as concrete blue stuff holding her, Bait, and Mom to the floor.

“Blue glue,” said Bait in dawning realization. “I read about it in a book about the first Pokacu invasion once. It’s a type of glue secreted by the bodies of Pokacu which solidifies rapidly and can’t be broken or dissolved except with this red liquid that I can’t remember the name of.”

Switch grimaced. “You mean we’re covered in Hybrid’s bodily fluids? That’s just nasty.”

Hybrid stood over them and aimed his cannon at their heads. “Take one more step, Leadership Council, and I will kill all three of these people. And don’t try anything smart, either, because I’m perfectly willing to kill these three unless my compatriots and I are allowed to leave The Atlantis unmolested.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” said Omega Man.

“Oh, but I most certainly would,” said Hybrid. “While I would love the chance to study these two and how their biology works, I’m also not afraid of throwing out the evolutionary trash, so to speak. After all, they are simply the losers of evolution, while I am the next stage of the human species. It would not bother me in the slightest if I offed them and their powerless mother.”

Switch knew that Hybrid was telling the truth. She could sense that he was perfectly willing to kill them just to save his own pathetic life. That thought filled Switch with anger and worry, but she felt powerless. Though she was still no fan of the Leadership Council, she hoped that they would come up with some way to save her and Bait before it was too late.

But he’s got them in a tight bind, Switch thought. They don’t want to attack him because then he would kill us, but they don’t want to let him go, either. Even I can’t see a way out of this.

But then Switch remembered the Blood Gems. She looked down at her hand and saw that she was still holding her Blood Gem, having somehow managed to hang onto it even when Hybrid shot the blue glue at them. Similarly, Bait was still holding his Blood Gem and Hybrid did not appear to be paying attention to that fact.

Hang on a minute, Switch thought, maybe the Blood Gems can help us. But how?

All of a sudden, an idea occurred to Switch. She looked at Bait with urgency while at the same time trying to avoid drawing Hybrid’s attention. Luckily, Hybrid was too busy watching the Leadership Council to notice Switch and finally Switch managed to catch Bait’s eye. She did her best to communicate her idea to him nonverbally by gesturing to the Blood Gems and then to Hybrid without making a sound. Luckily, Bait knew her so well that he seemed to grasp her idea, because he nodded in understanding and gave her a brief thumbs up to show that he was ready when she was.

All right, Switch thought, gripping her Blood Gem tightly. Let’s see if this will work.

Switch closed her eyes and focused on the Blood Gem in her hand. She tried to remember how she and Bait had summoned that energy barrier around themselves back in the basement of the Academy Library, the barrier they had summoned which had restored the powers of the Academy’s defenders. Her hope was that she and Bait would be able to summon it again now and use it to take Hybrid by surprise. She didn’t know if the barrier could do more than simply restore the powers of superhumans, but she was betting that it might somehow be able to dissolve the blue glue holding them down. It was their only hope.

Then Switch felt it. Deep within her Blood Gem, she felt its power starting to grow, just like how it had felt in the Library basement months ago. She reached out and took Bait’s hand and felt the power in his Blood Gem, too. The power was building rapidly and soon would explode.

Switch’s eyes flew open and she shouted, “Now!”

Without warning, a purple and orange energy barrier exploded out from between them. The barrier instantly dissolved the blue glue holding them down, while Hybrid stepped backwards in surprise and said, “What is this?”

Switch jumped to her feet and aimed her hands at Hybrid. She fired ten nail bullets at him, striking him in the chest and making him stagger backwards, but it took a well-placed punch in the face by Bait to knock Hybrid down for good. Hybrid hit the floor and smacked his head against it and lay very still.

Panting, Switch looked around the barrier, which was already starting to shrink thanks to the fact that neither she nor Bait were consciously maintaining it anymore. In seconds, the barrier vanished back into their Blood Gems, leaving Switch and Bait standing over the unconscious Hybrid, both of them panting and sweating from the effort of using the Blood Gems.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

One month later …

 

Bait and Switch walked through the halls of the Tower of Heroes, passing hero after hero on their way to the Council Chamber. They didn’t stop and chat with anyone, however, but they would get an occasional smile or nod from one of the older superheroes, whereas before they would usually not even get noticed. Bait was used to this by now and even liked it, because it meant they were one step closer to being recognized as true heroes themselves.

Even then, I’m still not sure I want their approval anymore, Bait thought, glancing at a statue of Omega Man as they passed. Or at least the approval of the Leadership Council. They may have saved us from Unity, but that doesn’t mean they’re entirely trustworthy.

But Bait said nothing, mostly because there wasn’t much to say at this point. He and Switch had stepped off The Arrow less than half an hour ago after being summoned to a meeting with the Leadership Council. The two of them had hesitated to accept the summons at first, but Stinger, who had been the one to call them, assured them that this wasn’t a trap or anything like that. Even so, Bait and Switch had discussed among themselves what they should do if they found themselves being arrested on the grounds that they had betrayed the NHA, though the two had come to the conclusion that there wasn’t much they could do, mostly because Omega Man alone could subdue them if he wanted, not even counting the rest of the Leadership Council, who were all powerful heroes in their own right.

Their defeat of Unity last month was definitely proof of that, Bait thought. Granted, Omega Man did most of the work, but I have a feeling that even if he hadn’t, the rest of them wouldn’t have had much trouble defeating Tsunami’s men.

After the battle between Unity and the Leadership Council (if you could even call that conflict a ‘battle’), Bait and Switch had learned that the Leadership Council had been able to track Bait and Switch’s whereabouts due to trackers put on their costumes prior to Vanish teleporting them away from Hero Island. Apparently, the Leadership Council had considered it a real possibility that the two of them might somehow escape and so wanted a way to keep track of them should that ever happen, though they were genuinely surprised by Vanish being the one to rescue them.

As for how the Leadership Council managed to get onto The Atlantis in the first place, it was much simpler than Bait had assumed. They had simply asked Vanish to teleport them there, which had been a risky move, because Vanish had still been tired after doing so much teleporting and had been hostile to their request at first until they promised to let Brains go in exchange for her help. After that, Vanish was happy to help them and managed to get them onto The Atlantis in what Omega Man called Vanish’s most impressive feat of teleportation yet.

After Unity was defeated, The Atlantis was taken back up to the surface and returned to Hero Island, where it was currently in the process of being dismantled for parts, which would be sold all over the world. Bait felt a little guilty about that, because The Atlantis was a truly impressive vehicle, but at the same time, he didn’t try to stop them, because The Atlantis was too dangerous to be allowed to fall into the hands of yet another supervillain with delusions of grandeur.

Furthermore, the Leadership Council actually kept their word and released Brains once they returned to the surface. That took Bait by surprise as much as anyone, because Bait had assumed that the Council would not let out anyone who might be in danger of revealing the truth about their role in getting the Blood Gems. Brains had also expressed that same confusion when he spoke to Bait over the phone last week, but he also seemed too happy about being able to see his wife and kid again to care.

As for Unity, all of their members had been arrested again and returned to Ultimate Max where they belonged. Only a handful of Unity members had been unaccounted for, when all was said and done, including Incantation, Fuse, Ion, and Mimic. Bait had not seen or heard any news regarding the current status of those four, who he supposed were probably keeping low profiles in order to avoid attracting the attention of the government or NHA. It was even possible that those four had fled the country, though where they could have gone, Bait didn’t know.

Tsunami, of course, was among those recaptured, having somehow survived the power overload Bait had put him under, but he didn’t go back to his cell in Ultimate Max. Instead, he was put in solitary confinement in the lowest part of Ultimate Max, where he would have no access to the outside world or any visitors whatsoever save for the guards and other prison staff who might come down to give him meals and the like. Even Bait and Switch weren’t allowed to visit him, though Bait wasn’t complaining, because he had no intention of visiting Tsunami ever again, especially after this last stunt of his.

Unfortunately, Mom had also been among the prisoners put back into prison, but once it was discovered that her powers were missing, she had been taken out of Cell Block Z and put among the normal prisoners. That meant it would be easier for Bait and Switch to visit her if they wanted, but it also meant she was still in prison and likely would never see the light of day. Bait still didn’t think Mom deserved to be free, but he could not help but feel a little sorry that she had ended up in prison again anyway.

On the bright side, Arachnid was pardoned by President Plutarch himself once it was revealed to the government that Mimic had framed him. Arachnid was now back at work at the Academy where he belonged and seemed happy for it. That made Bait happy, too, because he respected Arachnid deeply and was glad to see that he was no longer on the run from the government and everyone else anymore.

Bait and Switch themselves had returned to the Academy immediately afterward, where they had returned to their normal class routine the very next day. The two of them had to endure loads of questioning from their classmates about what happened, however, which forced the siblings to go over the story many times over the last month. The only part they ever really omitted was their confrontation with the Leadership Council, mostly because neither of them had been sure what the Leadership Council would do to them if they revealed that knowledge to the public.

Guess we’re about to find out, Bait thought as he and Switch stopped in front of the huge doors to the Council Chamber, which were shiny and new after replacing the ones that Omega Man had destroyed last month. Hopefully, they won’t be too angry with us about what we did the last time we were here.

Bait stroked his Blood Gem in his chest and looked at Switch. She was grabbing hers, perhaps trying to keep it safe from anyone who might take it. It seemed unlikely to Bait that the Leadership Council would take their Blood Gems away from them—they had allowed Bait and Switch to take the Blood Gems back to the Academy, after all—but he didn’t know for sure. One thing he was certain about was that their meeting with the Leadership Council would inevitably involve the Blood Gems one way or another.

Before either of them could open the door, the door opened on its own and Stinger stuck his head out and smiled when he saw them. “There you are! I thought you two were going to be late as usual, so I was going to go and drag you two here myself if I had to. Luckily, you guys just saved me loads of time, so thanks.”

“We know better than to be late for the Leadership Council, Stinger,” said Switch. “Now are you going to let us in or not?”

“Yeah, sure, but one thing,” said Stinger. “The G-Men are here, too. And by ‘G-Men,’ I mean Cadmus Smith.”

“Cadmus?” said Bait. “What’s he doing here?”

“You’ll find out,” said Stinger. “Just come on in. Black Blur is getting impatient and there’s only so much I can say to keep him from jumping off his Throne and running off to the Academy to get you two himself.”

Stinger pulled his head back into the Chamber, while Bait and Switch exchanged brief puzzled looks. Bait remembered the Leadership Council mentioning something about the G-Men being involved in the original Blood Gems ordeal, but he had not expected Cadmus Smith, of all people, to show up for this meeting. He wondered if Cadmus had even been invited at all or if he had simply ‘invited’ himself.

Shaking his head, Bait entered the Chamber, followed by Switch, and the two of them looked around the Chamber as they entered.

The Chamber looked exactly the same as it had the last time they were here. All seven of the Leadership Council members were sitting on their thrones, but the biggest difference was the presence of Cadmus Smith. He stood off to the side, near Mecha Knight’s throne, his hands in his pockets as he leaned against the wall. He did, however, push himself off the wall when Bait and Switch entered, but he did not actually approach them. He merely watched them walk over to the center of the Chamber, his expression unreadable and inscrutable as it always was.

“Welcome, Bait, Switch,” said Omega Man as soon as they entered. “Glad to see you’re both on time. That means we can get this meeting started without further delay.”

Omega Man spoke politely, but Bait could not help but look at him with a little suspicion. He remembered well how the Leadership Council had tried to wipe his and Switch’s memories clean and he still wasn’t entirely sure that they were not going to try that again.

“Well, the sooner we get started, the sooner we can get out of here,” said Switch, putting her hands on her hips. “So what did you want to talk about? How many years we’re going to spend behind bars in Ultimate Max for trying to steal top secret information from Hero Island? Given how we’re both technically still minors, I imagine our prison sentences won’t be very—”

“Actually, we’re not going to arrest you,” Omega Man interrupted. “Trust me, if we wanted to arrest you, we would have sent a couple of agents to the Academy to do that, instead of summoning both of you all the way out here. You are not in danger of going anywhere or being hurt or anything like that.”

Stinger gave Bait and Switch a look that said See? I told you so, though Bait ignored it, mostly because he was too busy looking at Omega Man to care.

“Then why is Cadmus here?” said Switch, gesturing at Cadmus. “Is he going to arrest us, then?”

“No, I’m not, either,” said Cadmus, shaking his head. “I’m merely here because the G-Men have a vested interest in the Blood Gems and I wanted to be here for the meeting.”

“So this meeting is going to be about the Blood Gems after all,” said Switch, looking at the Council again. “Isn’t it?”

“Indeed it is,” said Mecha Knight with a nod. “Now that Unity is no longer a threat and Tsunami has been arrested again, we thought it time to discuss the future of the Blood Gems, which also means discussing your future with the Academy and the NHA in general.”

“Hold on,” said Bait, raising a hand. “Why the about face on wiping our memories and arresting us? You even freed Brains again. What’s up with that?”

“We’ve had some time to think about it, and decided that our response to what you and Brains were doing was not right,” said Omega Man somewhat sheepishly. “We realized that by arresting Brains and treating you two like criminals, that we were truly not much better than the villains we fight. We shouldn’t have kept that information about the Blood Gems a secret at all and our reactions to people trying to find out the truth only proved how stupid we were in trying to keep it a secret.”

“Meaning you’re going to reveal this information to the world?” said Switch. “Maybe post it on the Internet for the public to read for themselves?”

“Of course not,” said Cadmus before Omega Man could speak. He stepped forward, his eyes on Bait and Switch. “The G-Men were also involved in that case and we still want it to remain a secret. The less the world knows about our involvement with the Blood Gems and that event that happened twenty years ago, the better.”

“Oh, come on,” said Bait. He looked at the Leadership Council again. “Can’t you guys do anything about that?”

“What can we do about it?” said Omega Man with a shrug. “Cadmus is with the government. He could easily arrest us if we made this knowledge public. And none of us are interested in creating a full-scale war between the NHA and the G-Men over this issue, either. We’ve agreed to Cadmus’s demands for the information to remain top secret.”

“You two should feel lucky that you’re still free,” High Fly said. “Old Caddy here wanted to throw you two in jail, but we managed to convince him that it wouldn’t be in the best interests of the G-Men to try to take you two from our custody with force. Right, Cadmus?”

Cadmus nodded, but he didn’t look very happy about it. Bait figured it must have been a long, heated argument that Cadmus only gave up when he had no other choice, because Cadmus certainly didn’t look like he had willingly allowed the NHA to keep Bait and Switch.

“You two also get to keep the Blood Gems,” Lady Amazon added. “That was another thing Cadmus wanted back, but we managed to convince him that the Blood Gems were safer in your hands rather than his.”

“Only on one condition,” said Cadmus. “Namely, that if something like this ever happened again—if some other supervillain or individual ever gets their hands on the Blood Gems and use them for evil purposes—then the G-Men have the right to confiscate them from you indefinitely. Otherwise, Lady Amazon is correct.”

Bait once again covered his Blood Gem with his hand protectively, mostly out of habit. “Is that all, then? We get to stay at the Academy, keep our Blood Gems, and live our lives as we see fit?”

“Also, you can’t tell anyone what you learned about how we got the Blood Gems twenty years ago,” said Omega Man. “Mostly, again, because the G-Men would arrest you if you did that.”

“Quite right,” said Cadmus, nodding. “And trust me, we will know if you try to tell anyone the truth about what happened twenty years ago. I guarantee it.”

Bait had no reason to doubt Cadmus’s threat. He nodded to show that he understood and then looked at the Council again. “Is that all we need to discuss?”

“No, there’s more,” said Omega Man. “We’ve recently received news that your mother, Electrica, has managed to break out of Ultimate Max prison, this time by herself.”

“What?” said Switch, almost shouting that word when she said it. “How did she do it? Where is she now?”

“The G-Men are still investigating her escape,” said Cadmus. “As far as we can tell, however, she somehow electrocuted one of the guards and escaped through the power lines. The guard in question said that she had zapped him with her fingers, which would imply that her powers are back, but that can’t be true, given how Tsunami had stolen them from her.”

Bait, however, wasn’t so sure about that. He remembered how Mom had been covered by the energy barrier, too, and also remembered how the barrier could restore the powers of a superhuman who had lost theirs. He realized that Mom had likely regained her electricity powers thanks to the barrier and a quick look at Switch told him that she thought the same thing. The two of them kept quiet about it, however, because they didn’t like Cadmus much and didn’t feel like helping him this time.

“As for where she is, we have no idea,” said Cadmus. “But we have people searching for her. She can’t hide forever, especially not from my agents.”

“Mom can hide as long as she wants,” Switch replied. “She’ll probably only show herself when she wants to show herself. Until then, looking for her is kind of a waste of time, in my opinion.”

“And I’ll take your freely given opinion for what it’s worth,” Cadmus shot back. “That is to say, nothing at all.”

Switch glared at Cadmus when he said that, but then Omega Man spoke and said, “The point is that we wanted to let you know about Electrica’s escape so you would be aware. She might try to attack the Academy in order to get to you two, so if she ever does show up there again, it won’t be as surprising to you as it might otherwise be.”

“Don’t worry,” said Bait, giving Omega Man the thumbs up. “We’re not in danger of trying to follow in her footsteps. Even if Mom came to the Academy and demanded we leave with her, we wouldn’t. The two of us want to be superheroes and we’re willing to stay in the Academy to do that.”

“Even after everything we did to you?” said Omega Man, sounding genuinely surprised.

“Even after all this,” said Bait, nodding. “Right, Switch?”

Switch folded her arms across her chest. “Yeah, Bait. Not like we have anywhere else to go anyway.”

“That’s a relief,” said Omega Man. “I thought you two might decide to leave, given how roughly we treated you two last month.”

“We still aren’t happy about that, by the way,” Bait said. “But after finding out that you’ve let Brains go and you’re letting us keep the Blood Gems, we’re less angry with you than we used to be. And, like Switch said, we don’t really have anywhere else to go. The Academy is our home, at least until we graduate, and we’re willing to stay there even if we can’t tell everyone what really happened twenty years ago.”

“Very well,” said Omega Man, who seemed satisfied by Bait’s answer. “Well, I suppose that covers everything. If you two want, you can go to the House with Stinger and stay for the night and then head back out to the Academy tomorrow. With any luck, this will be the last time we will need to talk about this issue with you, unless Cadmus has anything to say.”

Cadmus shook his head. “No, I think we covered everything effectively. I have to get back to Washington anyway. I have a meeting with the President this evening and I cannot be late.”

“Will you stay just a little while longer, Cadmus, to talk with us?” said Mecha Knight suddenly. “We have some important developments to discuss with you, ones that don’t involve Bait or Switch.”

“I can hang around for a little while longer, but not more than an hour at most,” said Cadmus.

Bait was curious about what the Leadership Council wanted to discuss with Cadmus, but he guessed it wasn’t any of their business, so he looked at Switch and Stinger and said, “What do you say? Should we get going now?”

“Of course,” said Switch. “I’m ready to take a nap after our long flight here.”

“Then let’s go,” said Stinger. “We’ve got plenty of guest rooms in the House with some of the comfiest beds on the entire island. Follow me.”

Stinger left the Chamber and Bait and Switch followed quickly. As they left the Chamber, Bait noticed Switch looking over her shoulder and said, “What are you looking at?”

The door closed behind them and Switch looked at Bait. “Cadmus. I wanted to try to hear what he was going to discuss with the Leadership Council.”

“Eh, probably just high level policy stuff,” said Stinger. “Doubt it’s anything interesting or relevant to us. If it was, they would have asked us to stay. Now come on. I’m as ready to take a nap as anyone now that all of this crap is over with.”

So the three of them took off down the hall, with Bait feeling relieved that everything had worked out more or less okay. The only part that hadn’t gone well was the knowledge that Mom was free again and out there somewhere, though where, he didn’t know and, with any luck, wouldn’t know.

But if she does come after us, then Switch and I will be ready for her, Bait thought. And even if she doesn’t come after us, we’ll go after her once we graduate, because that’s what real heroes do.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

Cadmus Smith, Director of the Department of Superpowered & Extraterrestrial Beings, started in his chair at the ringing noise in his pocket. Through sleepy eyes, Cadmus looked around the cabin of the airplane which was taking him back to Washington for his meeting with the President. According to his watch, it was close to midnight now, well after his meeting with the Leadership Council regarding whether the G-Men were going to provide extra security for the Academy now that Electrica was free. The meeting had gone on longer than Cadmus expected, and it didn’t help that his plane had suffered several malfunctions that delayed his departure from Hero Island by a couple of hours.

The result was that Cadmus had missed his meeting with the President, though he had called President Plutarch ahead of time to let him know that. The President, as usual, didn’t seem very angry about it, though given how the President was still recovering from his gunshot wound, Cadmus figured that Plutarch was just happy to have an excuse to catch up on his sleep more than anything.

That was why Cadmus was confused at the ringing of his cell phone. Thinking it was the President calling him again, Cadmus pulled his phone out of his pocket, only to be surprised to see that it was the number of Shade, his second-in-command and apprentice within the Department. The speed dial showed Shade’s young and pretty face smiling up at him, while her number was displayed under her picture in black text.

Answering the phone, Cadmus put it on speaker and said, “Shade, what is it? I was in the middle of a nap and nearly fell off my chair. I hope it’s important.”

“Sorry, boss,” came Shade’s rather jarringly chirpy voice from the other end. “I figured you were probably asleep and all, but I was just at the Facility and had to call you about something that happened there, something really important.”

Cadmus rubbed his eyes. The Facility was a secret G-Men facility located in Nevada, where a variety of objects, tech, and artifacts—both human and otherwise—were kept from public knowledge. The Facility was staffed by some of the best scientists in the world, who spent most of their time studying the strange objects and artifacts that G-Men agents would bring back from missions. Some of the objects and technology was so dangerous that if even just knowledge of them leaked out to the general public, it could change society forever. The Blood Gems were just one of the many artifacts kept in the Facility.

Or used to be kept, I should say, Cadmus thought.

Aloud, however, he said, “Then get to the point. You know how I get whenever I’m awakened like this.”

“Yes, sir,” said Shade, her tone still too cheery for this time of night. “So, you remember the Guest we’re keeping, right? The ugly one?”

“This is a secure line, Shade,” said Cadmus. “You can call the Guest by his real name: Graalix, the Commander of the Pokacu Army. No one is around to overhear us.”

“But you’re always the one insisting on proper protocol for anything involving the Facility.”

“Only when I haven’t been awakened in the middle of the night by a girl who sounds too awake for this hour.”

“I just like coffee.”

Cadmus sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Just get on with it. What happened with Graalix? Did he die in his sleep?”

“Nope,” said Shade. “But he did go on a pretty interesting rant earlier. It was kind of hard to understand because he kept slipping into Pokacu, but he spoke enough English that I got the gist of what he was saying. And it wasn’t good at all.”

“What did he say?”

“He said that someone called the ‘Dread God’ was calling him,” said Shade. “Said that the ‘Dread God’s Avatar’ was coming from ‘beyond the universe’ to rescue him. Said that the Dread God was coming to exact his vengeance after six months.”

“The Dread God?” Cadmus repeated. “Is that another name for the Mother World?”

“I don’t think so,” said Shade. “It sounded to me like Graalix was talking about someone—something—else.”

Cadmus frowned. “What prompted this rant from him? We’ve been trying to get Graalix to talk for months.”

“Nothing,” said Shade. “I just went to check up on him and he started ranting. He said that the Dread God spoke to him in his sleep and that soon we’d all suffer.”

Cadmus’s frown deepened. “And he claimed this would happen in six months.”

“Yes, sir,” said Shade. “It was the creepiest thing I’ve ever encountered, honestly. He didn’t hurt me or anything, but he looked like he wanted to.”

“I see,” said Cadmus. “It sounds to me like you’ve got the situation under control.”

“More or less,” said Shade. “But the real reason I was calling you is because I don’t think this was just drug-induced ranting. I think there really is a Dread God out there, that’s coming from ‘beyond the universe,’ as Graalix put it. And I think it will come here to destroy us, just like he said.”

Cadmus leaned back in his chair. “And why do you think that?”

Shade was silent for a moment, like she was afraid that Cadmus would laugh at her. It was times like these that Cadmus wished his telepathy worked over long distances, because he hated waiting for responses from people.

Finally, Shade said, “Because when I touched Graalix, I saw it.”

-

THE END OF THE SUPERVILLAIN’S KIDS.

TO BE CONTINUED IN “DIMENSION HEROES,” COMING SUMMER 2018!

To be the FIRST to know about it and my other new releases, subscribe to my newsletter HERE. I will never sell your contact information to anyone and you are free to unsubscribe whenever you like.

I hope you enjoyed my little tale. Please don't forget to give this book a quick review on Amazon. Even just a two-word, "Liked it" or "Hated it" review helps so much. Positive or negative, I am grateful for all feedback from my readers. Please just swing over to the book page and toss up your review, since the star rating you leave on the next page won't be visible online. Amazon simply uses that feedback for their internal recommendation engine.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What happens next

 

Dear Reader,

 

I hope you enjoyed this series as much as I enjoyed writing it. The Supervillain’s Kids was a nice return to the Superhero’s Son universe, but all good things must come to an end and that includes this series. Bait and Switch’s adventures are over for now, but there’s always a chance I’ll come back to them, because they’re great characters I really enjoy writing a lot.

As for what I will write next, I have two series in the works at the moment, which I will discuss in reverse order for reasons that will be obvious soon enough:

First off, as you have no doubt noticed, the last chapter of this book acts as a stinger to an upcoming series from me called “Dimension Heroes,” which is scheduled for a summer 2018 release. Dimension Heroes will be a crossover series, starring Kevin Jason (AKA Bolt) from The Superhero’s Son and Alex Fry (AKA Beams) from Minimum Wage Sidekick as they team up to defeat a threat to both of their universes.

Yes, you read that right. I’m doing a crossover, which I think is going to be extremely awesome, as crossovers tend to be. I won’t say much more now, except that it will have a lot of dimension-hopping and awesome superhero action, probably more so than my normal books. Just keep an eye out for the release of the first book, tentatively titled Crossover, in summer 2018. It will likely be a trilogy, though that remains to be seen.

But summer is still quite a ways off, so to tide y’all over until then, I’m releasing a new superhero series unrelated to either Minimum Wage Sidekick or The Superhero’s Son. The series in question is titled “The Legacy Superhero” and its first book, A Superhero’s Legacy, is scheduled for a late March 2018 release.

The Legacy Superhero stars young Jack McDonald, who on his sixteenth birthday receives a mysterious gift from his long-last grandfather. This gift turns out to be a watch that turns him into the superhero Trickshot, whose powers he decides to use to avenge the death of his older brother at the hands of a supervillain/drug dealer known as Michael Jones.

Like I said, A Superhero’s Legacy is scheduled for March, so you guys won’t have to wait very long for it. And, though it doesn’t have anything to do with Minimum Wage Sidekick or The Superhero’s Son, it might still tie into Dimension Heroes somehow.

If you’d like to be the first to know about the release of The Legacy Superhero or Dimension Heroes, click this link HERE to subscribe to my newsletter. Newsletter subscribers are always the first to know about my newest releases and you are free to unsubscribe whenever you like.

Thanks,

Lucas Flint
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