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CHAPTER ONE

 

A day at the beach had seemed like a great idea to Switch when Arachnid, her homeroom teacher, had announced it to her class. True, it was meant more to be a training exercise by letting them test their powers near the ocean, but Switch had always loved going to the beach and intended to take advantage of the sun as much as she could. She had only ever been to the beach a handful of times in her life and that was because her mom had always been worried that Dad might rise out of the ocean and kidnap her and her twin brother, Bait, from under her nose.

But with Dad in prison, Switch had thought that the trip to the beach would be without much incident. She was now starting to realize just how wrong she was.

The class of twelve young Academy students—chaperoned by Arachnid—had arrived at a beach in New York near a small town called Mountain. Why it was called ‘Mountain’ when it was on the beach and there weren’t any mountains nearby for miles in every direction, she had no idea. She suspected that whoever had named the town didn’t know what a mountain was and named it thus because of the small hill near the town’s entrance, though it was equally possible that whoever had named the town was just drunk.

I wonder if the guys who are attacking us know why it was called Mountain, Switch thought as she dodged a spear that had been thrown at her face. Probably not.

Switch’s opponent was a large, powerfully built man in a wet suit, wielding the kind of spear fishermen sometimes used to spear fish in rivers, except this time, the man was trying to spear her on its very sharp and very pointy end and had been trying to do so for the last few minutes.

Has it really only been a few minutes? Switch thought, jumping backwards out of her attacker’s reach and landing on the soft, cold sand. It feels more like a few hours, really. Maybe my sense of time is off.

Switch carefully watched the spear-wielding man. He didn’t come after her right away. He just stood there, holding the spear in both hands, his face obscured by his diving helmet. She didn’t see how such a big diving helmet could possibly be practical on land, but so far the spear-wielding man had displayed an uncanny ability to fight on dry ground in his diving gear. Whoever he was and whoever he worked for, Switch didn’t know, but she did know that he wasn’t alone.

All around her, other similar men in diving gear were in combat with her fellow students. Some of the attackers had already been defeated. Out of the corner of her eye, Switch saw Tommy blast a man in diving gear in the chest and knock him back into the water, where he didn’t rise again. But most of the attackers were still on their feet and still fighting, swinging spears, swords, and other sharp weapons at the students. She knew that Arachnid and Bait were around here somewhere, but she was too busy keeping an eye on her enemy to know where they could possibly be.

If there’s one thing I’ve learned from Combat class, it is that you should never take your eyes off your enemy, Switch thought. Not even for a moment and not especially if your enemy wields a very sharp spear.

Her opponent stepped forward, but Switch fired five nail bullets at his feet, forcing him to jump back.

“Oh, no, you don’t,” said Switch, shaking her head. “You and that needlessly pointy spear of yours are going to keep a healthy distance away from me. It’s better for both of us.”

The man didn’t say anything. He just held his spear before him defensively, but he didn’t run at her. Maybe he was waiting for a moment to strike or he wanted to see what she was going to do next.

But that was fine by Switch. She remembered how relentless the divers had been when they emerged from the sea not more than five minutes ago now. They had appeared abruptly, emerging from the ocean with surprising speed. And they probably would have succeeded in killing her and her fellow students if Tommy hadn’t sounded the alarm and alerted the rest of the class to the divers.

I don’t know how much of a difference it is going to make, though, Switch thought, glancing around the beach briefly. These guys are tough. Just who do they work for, anyway?

Switch’s thoughts were interrupted when her diver suddenly charged toward her. Switch fired several handfuls of nail bullets, but the diver expertly knocked them out of the air with his spear and slammed the side of his spear into her side. Switch immediately fell onto the sand, gasping for air, but managed to roll out of the way just as the diver’s spear plunged into the sand where her head had been mere moments before.

Rolling to her feet, Switch winced at the pain in her stomach where the spear had hit her. It had been like being hit with a baseball bat tipped with metal, but Switch would have to ignore it for now because the diver yanked his spear out of the sand and rushed toward her again.

Rather than shooting more nail bullets at him, Switch grabbed a handful of sand and threw it at his diving helmet. The sand burst uselessly against his helmet’s visor, but the diver still stumbled slightly, perhaps surprised by the brief lack of vision. Switch lunged toward him, tackling him in the middle and sending them both falling onto the sand.

While on top of the diver, Switch straddled his waist and squeezed her thighs around his stomach as hard as she could. The diver grabbed at her neck, but Switch immediately fired a nail bullet at his shoulder and deeply embedded itself in there, causing his shoulder to bleed. The diver clutched his shoulder, but then Switch yanked his helmet off his head and threw it away.

Switch expected to find the face of a normal human being underneath the helmet, but when she pulled the helmet off, she was astonished by what she saw. The face was vaguely humanoid, but it was also covered in metal. It looked like some kind of robot, or maybe cyborg, with blinking red lights where the eyes should be and a strange radio-like mouth where the mouth should be.

“What the hell are you?” said Switch, staring at the strange creature in shock. “A Pokacu?”

The cyborg (which Switch decided it was) didn’t answer. It just reached up and wrapped its fingers around her throat and squeezed, causing Switch to gasp for air. She tried to tear its hands off her neck, but the cyborg had a grip like iron and she didn’t have Bait’s super strength with her.

Desperate for relief, Switch fired three nail bullets into the cyborg’s neck. The nail bullets tore through his neck like paste, causing some kind of strange green blood to splutter out all over her costume. That would have made Switch throw up in disgust, but she was too focused on surviving against this strange creature to care.

The cyborg’s grip on her neck loosened enough that she was able to knock its hands off her. The cyborg grabbed at its neck and made odd sputtering sounds like it was trying to breathe, but then its red eyes went dark and its arms fell onto the beach like sticks. The cyborg went extremely still underneath her.

Gasping for air, Switch rolled off the cyborg and crawled away from him backwards as fast as she could. She winced at the sticky green blood that got on her costume and at the sand sticking to her underside, but at the moment, she was too busy staring at the cyborg to care.

But the cyborg really seemed to be dead. It didn’t move even slightly, nor did it make any noises.

Oh my god, Switch thought. I think I actually killed the damn thing.

That should have put Switch at ease, but it instead had the opposite effect. She had taken the life of another creature, something she had never done before in her life. Well, she had killed a few bugs, of course, but this cyborg was closer to humanity than a bug. Mom had killed people before, that much she knew, but until today, Switch hadn’t ever done it herself.

Think about it later, Switch, Switch told herself. Focus on the battle. His friends are still alive and still trying to kill your friends, which they will if you don’t do anything.

Shaking her head, Switch slowly rose to her feet and took this brief pause to see how the rest of the battle was going.

All across the beach, Academy students were in combat with the cyborgs. She saw Bait throwing super strong punches at his cyborg, who dodged his attacks with surprising fluidity and grace, while Arachnid was fighting three cyborgs at once, using his agility to dodge their attacks and respond with web blasts that limited his enemies’ movement. Though the cyborgs were fighting ferociously, it was pretty clear to Switch that they were on the losing end of the battle. None of her classmates had fallen yet, while more than a few cyborgs lay on the beach, either unconscious or, like Switch’s cyborg, outright dead.

It hadn’t looked like that even just a few minutes ago, though, when the cyborgs first emerged from the ocean. Not that Switch was complaining, however. The more cyborgs down, the better, in her opinion.

But where did they even come from in the first place? Switch thought, glancing toward the sea. There isn’t an underwater city of cyborgs on the bottom of the ocean, is there?

Whatever the origin of the cyborgs, Switch knew that she needed to help her classmates. The quicker they defeated these cyborgs, the quicker they would be able to find out where they came from and why.

Or just go back to the Academy, Switch thought. She looked out toward the shining blue ocean, her lips turning in a frown. A pity, that, given how beautiful the sea is today. I sure would have liked to at least go for a swim, but at the same time, I also don’t want to get killed by cyborgs, either.

That was when Switch noticed a disturbance in the water several miles from the shore. At first, she thought that it was just the wind blowing or perhaps a fish of some sort was swimming close to the surface of the ocean.

But the disturbance grew larger and larger; it looked to be at least five hundred feet long, maybe even longer. That made Switch think that it might instead be a whale, but then she realized that whales didn’t get over five hundred feet long.

Soon, however, it became rapidly clear that the large object rising from the ocean wasn’t a whale at all. In fact, it wasn’t even a living creature. It looked like an over-sized submarine, its massive body shaped like a cylinder. It was absolutely gigantic, rising so high out of the water that it even towered over the trees along the shore of the beach. It was probably also bigger than the houses in Mountain itself, though Switch didn’t know for sure.

What she did know, however, was that she recognized the giant submarine which rose from the depths of the ocean. It had been two months since she had last seen it—two months since she’d last stepped foot inside its massive interior—but Switch could never forget the gigantic submarine that rose out of the sea before her.

Not a submarine, Switch thought, trembling despite herself. A palace. At least, that’s what Dad called it, and I honestly can’t disagree with that description of it.

Two words could be seen written along the side of the submarine. They read:

The Atlantis.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

If there was one thing Bait hadn’t expected to see today, it was The Atlantis.

Pinning his cyborg to the beach, Bait could not help but stare at the massive submarine as it rose from the ocean depths. He had never actually seen The Atlantis in person, but he had seen it in a vision given to him by his Blood Gem once, and the gigantic submarine that stood a mile or two off the coast of Mountain, New York was a perfect match for the sub he had seen in his vision two months ago. Switch was also staring at it uncomprehendingly, which Bait understood, because he was pretty sure that she hadn’t expected to see it today, either.

What the hell is The Atlantis doing here, of all things? Bait thought, twisting the arm of the cyborg underneath him as painfully as possible. I thought the G-Men were searching for it.

The Atlantis was the personal submarine of Tsunami, Bait and Switch’s dad. When Dad had been defeated two months ago, The Atlantis and its remaining crew members had fled into the Atlantic Ocean to avoid ending up in jail like Tsunami. The last Bait had heard about it, the NHA, INJ, and G-Men had been working hard to locate The Atlantis in order to arrest its remaining crew members.

Bait always thought it had been a waste of time, however. Without Tsunami or Jacques, its captain, to lead the crew, Bait had assumed that the crew would have devolved into some kind of civil war, especially after two months of staying underwater to avoid the authorities. Either that, or the crew would have run out of supplies and died of starvation and thirst, which would have caused The Atlantis to crash into an undersea mountain at some point, where it might eventually be discovered years later by deep sea divers with more money than sense.

Yet here it is, apparently perfectly functional and apparently also the source of these cyborgs, Bait thought, though Switch never mentioned Tsunami having cyborg divers on his crew.

Shaking his head, Bait slammed a fist into the back of the head of the cyborg he was sitting on and then stood up. He was about to shout a warning to Arachnid and the other students to watch out, but then a missile shot out of The Atlantis and flew toward the beach. It was an oddly shaped missile—more like a pod than a missile—but Bait knew that if it hit the beach, lots of people were going to die.

“Everybody, watch out!” Bait shouted as loudly as he could in order to be heard above the sounds of fighting. “Incoming missile!”

A handful of his fellow students glanced toward the missile, but the vast majority were too busy fighting the cyborg divers to notice. Not that there was much time to run away or destroy the missile, because it was coming hard and fast toward the beach like a bullet. Not sure what else to do, Bait fell to the ground and covered his head with both hands, hoping that he would somehow get lucky enough to survive the inevitable explosion.

But when the missile hit the sandy beach, there was no explosion at all. Instead, it sent tons of sand flying into the air, some of it falling on the students, some falling on the divers. Additionally, it had even crashed into one of the cyborgs, crushing it underneath its weight. The only remaining part of the cyborg was its right arm, which twitched weakly for a moment before it fell to the ground and went still.

The impact of the missile had gotten everyone’s attention now. Some of his fellow students glanced at it in surprise, while a handful of other students, including Tommy, had been knocked down onto their behinds by the impact. Arachnid was still busily fighting his three cyborgs, though he did seem to be aware of the missile given how he kept glancing at it. As for Switch, she was the closest student to the missile and had been knocked down when it crashed into the beach, though she didn’t look harmed, at least.

Why didn’t it blow up? Bait thought, taking his hands off his head and looking at the missile uncertainly. Is it broken? Or is it a delayed activation missile?

The front of the missile popped open, like the cockpit of an airplane. It slowly rose up, but apparently not quickly enough for whoever was on the inside, because someone kicked the lid open all the way and two people jumped out and landed on the beach.

The two people who had jumped out of the missile (though Bait was now thinking that it was more like an escape pod than a missile) were teenagers, probably not much older than Bait or Switch. One of them was a boy and the other a girl, though it was hard to tell if they were siblings or not due to the full-body costumes they wore. The boy wore a costume that was a solid blue, like the ocean, while the girl wore a costume that was a solid red. The boy was similar to Bait in terms of physique, while the girl was closer to Switch, if a bit thinner. They even had glowing gems in their chests, the boy’s red, the girl’s blue.

Who the hell are they? Bait thought. They look kind of like us, except evil.

Again, no one else was really paying attention to the new arrivals. Though the impact of their pod had briefly disrupted the battle, it had almost immediately resumed. As far as Bait could tell, he was the only person paying attention to the new arrivals. Even Switch wasn’t paying much attention to them. She was busily trying to get sand out of her dark hair and grumbling all the while.

Whoever they are, they probably aren’t on our side if they came from The Atlantis, Bait thought. Better introduce myself, then.

Bait rose from the sand, but before he could run toward them, the twins ran toward Switch. As they ran, the boy drew a gun out of his pocket, which looked like the kind of gun that fired powerless pellets, and aimed it at Switch.

Alarmed, Bait ran across the beach, ignoring the battles raging on all around him, and then gave himself one super-powered jump. He flew the rest of the way, past the pod, over the new twins, and landed next to Switch, who had just noticed the twins running toward her. As soon as Bait landed next to Switch, the new twins stopped. The boy looked at Bait with a cocky grin, while the girl looked at him with apprehension, as if she hadn’t expected him to appear so suddenly.

“Stop right where you are,” said Bait, holding out a hand. “Unless you want to get a super-powered punch to the face, that is.”

The boy chuckled. “You’re way more vicious than he told us. ‘Course, you could just be a paper tiger, eh?”

The boy had a Canadian accent, which took Bait by surprise, because he hadn’t been expecting that.

“I wouldn’t let my guard down around him, brother,” said the girl, who for some reason had a British accent. “Remember, these two defeated Tsunami. Best not to take them lightly.”

“Overestimating an enemy is every bit a mistake as underestimating one, sister,” said the boy. “Personally, I doubt they will put up much of a fight.”

“Are you saying we’re weak?” said Switch. She scrambled to her feet and glared at the twins. “Because I’d love to hear you say that after I break your jaw.”

“And you are even more vicious than he told us,” said the boy in an amused voice. “And quite cute, too. Perhaps you and I should go out after this is all over. Ever been to Tim Horton’s?”

“Brother, stop flirting with the enemy,” the girl said, slapping him on the shoulder. “We’re supposed to capture them, not take them out on dates to Tim Horton’s.”

“I know, I know, but I can have a bit of fun in the process, can’t I?” said the boy. “Lighten up and enjoy life for once.”

Bait had the bizarre sensation of watching gender-swapped versions of himself and Switch arguing, but then he shook his head and said, “Who the heck are you two and what do you want? And where did you get The Atlantis? Are these cyborgs under your control?”

“You ask too many questions, you know that?” said the boy. “But you’re right. It was very rude of us not to introduce ourselves. We’re not Americans, after all. We actually have manners, like civilized people.”

“We’re civilized,” Switch snapped. She stepped forward. “Why don’t you say that to my face?”

“You know, you don’t have to prove all the nasty stereotypes we Brits have about you Americans,” the girl said with a sigh. “But I guess that is a very American response to being insulted, isn’t it?”

Switch opened her mouth to snap at the girl, but then the boy raised a hand and said, “Enough with the banter. I’m Fuse, and this is my sister, Ion. We’re twins, in case you couldn’t tell. Like you two. Superhuman twins, at that.”

“If you’re twins, then how come you have a Canadian accent and she has a British accent?” said Bait, furrowing his eyebrows in confusion. “Shouldn’t you have the same accents?”

“We don’t have to explain a damn thing to you,” said Fuse. “For that matter, we don’t have to explain to you how we got The Atlantis, either. I believe America has this thing called the First Amendment, which allows us to refuse to answer questions we don’t want to answer.”

“Actually, Fuse, I think we can answer their questions,” said Ion. She gestured toward The Atlantis. “If, that is, they agree to come with us to The Atlantis and be our prisoners.”

Bait and Switch stepped backwards in unison.

“Yeah, that’s not happening,” said Switch, shaking her head. She threw her hair back. “You got sand in my hair. That is an unforgivable offense, no matter who does it.”

Fuse snorted. “You sound like Ion did when I switched her shampoo with glue. I don’t understand why girls are so obsessed about their—”

Ion punched Fuse in the shoulder. “Shut up, brother. The longer we talk, the more time we waste. Remember, we were supposed to arrive on the beach, grab both of these idiots, and then drag them back—kicking and screaming if necessary—to The Atlantis, like we were told.”

Fuse rubbed his shoulder, though he didn’t appear to be in great pain. “Right, right, whatever. Yes, let’s do what we came here for and then head back to base. The plan must be completed or our master won’t be happy about it.”

“Who’s your master?” said Bait. “And what is this plan you’re talking about?”

“It doesn’t matter who their master is or what plan they’re plotting,” said Switch. She took a fighting stance. “If you think we’re just going to come with you quietly, you’ve got another thing coming.”

“He said you would resist,” said Fuse. He aimed his gun at Switch. “Which is why we have orders to use as much force as necessary to subdue both of you.”

Fuse fired the gun, which sent a powerless pellet flying toward Bait and Switch. The twins separated quickly, running in opposite directions and allowing the pellet to fly harmlessly past them. It hit the sand a few feet away and exploded, sending up a yellow cloud of powerless gas, just as Bait had thought it would.

“Nice try, but bad aim,” said Switch. “Let me show you how a real sharpshooter does it.”

Switch raised her hand and fired a single nail bullet at Fuse. The bullet knocked the gun out of his hands, which went flying well out of his reach as Fuse jumped back in surprise, holding his hand as if it had been burned on a stove top.

“Damn it,” said Fuse, looking at Switch. “You’re a bit faster than I thought, but that’s not a problem. I like fast girls.”

Ion rolled her eyes. “Fuse, what did I say about flirting with the enemy? Let me handle her.”

Ion snapped her fingers. All of a sudden, Switch froze in place, her eyes wide with shock. She was still conscious, as far as Bait could tell, but she wasn’t moving.

“Switch!” Bait said. “What did you do to her?”

“Froze her nerves,” said Ion without looking at Bait. “It’s my power. I can control a person’s nervous system and control them like puppets if I want. Unfortunately, it only works as long as I maintain eye contact with the target.”

Bait smirked. “Thanks for the information. All I need to do is break your eye contact with Switch and she’ll be safe.”

Bait rushed toward Ion, his fists at his sides, but then Fuse suddenly rushed toward him. Though Fuse was still unarmed, he didn’t show any fear as he ran at Bait.

But Bait didn’t mind. He’d just knock Fuse down and then take down Ion shortly after. One solid punch to the jaw and Fuse would go down for sure.

Pulling his fist back, Bait hurled a punch at Fuse. But Fuse raised his arms in an X-shaped formation and some kind of energy barrier appeared over his arms.

When Bait’s fist slammed into the barrier, it didn’t crack or even budge. He stared at the strange blue energy barrier in surprise, while on the other side of the translucent barrier, Fuse smirked.

“What is this?” said Bait. “A barrier?”

“Hard light construct, my American friend,” said Fuse without the slightest strain in his voice. “Whatever I can imagine, I can make, though I need light in order to do it. Still, a useful power to have, given how one half of the Earth is always bathed in light from a giant star for twelve hours at a time.”

Fuse shoved forward. Bait stumbled backwards, but before he could recover, Fuse’s barrier turned into a fist made of energy and flew toward Bait, gaining in size as it did so.

Bait caught the giant energy fist just as it slammed into him. While it didn’t knock him over, it did send him crashing backwards through the beach, sending chunks of sand flying everywhere as he desperately attempted to stop the fist’s motion. He eventually did come to a stop, but only after planting his feet firmly in some wet sand, and even then he still had to put a lot of effort into keeping himself from being pushed further back.

“Amazing,” said Fuse, who held his fist out toward Bait. He still didn’t sound like he was straining in the slightest. “Very few people have ever been able to stop, much less survive, my energy fists. That super strength of yours must be something special.”

Bait didn’t respond, because he was too busy trying not to get crushed under Fuse’s energy fist. He was thinking about how it didn’t feel like most objects. How, despite being solid and firm, it didn’t seem to have much, if any, mass, which meant he couldn’t simply break it apart or push it back the way he could something like a boulder. All he could do was hold it back, and he wasn’t sure how much longer he would be able to do that.

But I need to get rid of it somehow, Bait thought, his eyes flicking toward Ion and Switch. As long as Ion has Switch under her gaze, she’ll never be free. But I’m not in any position to save her, much less myself, from these freaks.

“I can see you straining, Bait,” said Fuse, his voice still amused. “And look, I’m not sweating even slightly. Any second now, you’ll give in, and then—”

Fuse was interrupted when a gob of web came out of nowhere and slammed into his mouth. Fuse gagged and staggered backwards. At the same time, his hard light construct vanished and Bait—who had been forcing it back with all of his strength—suddenly staggered forward and fell onto his hands and knees on the wet sand. Gasping in surprise, Bait looked up and saw Fuse desperately clawing at the thick gob of web which covered his mouth, which Bait realized must have shattered his concentration and caused his energy fist to disappear.

But where did the web come from? Bait thought. Was it—

“Brother, are you okay?” said Ion, without looking at Switch. “I thought I heard—”

She was interrupted by a loud thwip and a thick line of webbing suddenly shot out of nowhere and struck her. The webbing wrapped around her body, tying her arms to her sides and making her fall over in surprise. As soon as Ion’s eye contact was broken with Switch, Switch walked backwards several feet away from the new twins, gasping for air and looking at Ion with disbelief and confusion, as if she didn’t know what happened.

But Bait did and he looked in the direction from which the webbing had come and saw exactly who had fired it.

A man in a green and purple costume stood next to Fuse and Ion’s missile, his hands held out and his web-like cape flowing in the wind. Though his mask completely covered his face, Bait knew that the masked man was likely frowning, if not outright scowling.

Fuse ripped the last of the webbing off his mouth and, noticing the man in the spider costume, growled, “Hey, who do you think you are? You interrupted our fight.”

“I’m Arachnid,” said the man, his voice low and intimidating. “And you nearly killed two of my students. A mistake I don’t intend to let either of you stay conscious long enough to regret making.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Switch had never been happier to see Arachnid than she was today. She didn’t like the sensation of her body not being under her control. It had felt extremely weird. Her mind had been fully aware, awake, and conscious, sending signals to her body to move, but her body simply didn’t respond. It was as if someone had severed the connection between her mind and her body, making her shudder at the thought of what Ion could have done if she hadn’t just wanted to freeze her.

So Switch could not help but smirk when she saw the look of horror appear on Fuse’s face when Arachnid introduced himself.

“Arachnid?” said Fuse. His cockiness was gone, replaced by naked fear. “Not the former supervillain, you mean?”

Arachnid was a supervillain? Switch thought, looking at her homeroom teacher in surprise. How come he never mentioned that to us?

Arachnid, on the other hand, looked as cool as always. “Surprised you know that. I stopped being a supervillain when you and your sister were still in kindergarten.”

“We’ve done our research,” Fuse snapped. He looked down at Ion. “Ion, this is bad. We weren’t told that Arachnid would be here. He’s going to kill us both.”

“The fight’s not over yet, you moron,” Ion said. “Get this dumb web off me so we can keep fighting.”

Fuse created a hard light knife in his hands and cut through the webbing around Ion’s body as easily as if it was butter. Ion leaped to her feet and dusted some sand off her, but she didn’t run toward Arachnid and fight. She just looked at Arachnid carefully, the same way a hiker might look at a rattlesnake he came across unexpectedly in the forest.

Bait ran over to Switch and said, “Sis, are you okay? Ion’s powers didn’t hurt you, did they?”

“I’m fine, Bait,” said Switch. She irritably brushed her hair back. “But my hair isn’t. If I don’t get a shower soon, I’m pretty sure this sand will become a permanent part of my scalp.”

“Sis, I think we’ve got more important things to worry about than sand in your hair,” said Bait. He nodded at Fuse and Ion. “Like those two, for example.”

Switch smirked. “What do we have to worry about? Now that Arachnid is here, they’re going down and they know it. Look at those two. I’m pretty sure Fuse has just wet himself.”

Switch was, of course, right. The supervillain twins—who had been oh so cocky and uppity when they had the upper hand—were quickly retreating toward the ocean. As for Arachnid, he took a few steps closer to them, but then stopped. With his face covered by his mask, it was hard to tell what he was thinking, but Switch thought he seemed amused by Fuse and Ion’s sudden change in attitude.

“There’s no need to run,” said Arachnid. “Unless you’re planning to swim to that big sub of yours, you’re cornered. And if you give up peacefully, I won’t have to use force to bring both of you in.”

“You liar,” said Fuse, his voice higher than normal. “I read about you. You’ve assassinated dozens of people. You have not a shred of mercy in your twisted little soul. There’s a reason you used to be called the Bloody Knife and it isn’t because you were a butcher.”

“The Bloody Knife?” said Switch in approval. She looked at Arachnid, impressed. “That’s awesome, teach. Why didn’t you ever tell us about that?”

“Later, maybe,” said Arachnid with a slight hint of annoyance in his voice. “For now, I want to take these two down for threatening my students. I think they would fit in well at Ultimate Max, personally.”

Fuse looked at Ion again urgently. “Sister, what are we going to do? We can’t beat all three of these people by ourselves. Even Arachnid by himself is more than a match for us. This mission is a failure. We should abort it and try again some other time.”

“Oh, would you just shut up already?” Ion snapped again. “The mission isn’t a failure yet. We still have our secret weapon.”

What was exposed of Fuse’s face went paler than ever when Ion said that. “Oh, I hate our secret weapon. I’d rather die than do that again.”

“We’ll die anyway if we don’t do it,” Ion said. “Or do you really believe that the legendary Bloody Knife has actually put his old murderous ways behind us?”

Fuse bit his lower lip and looked from Arachnid to Ion and back again before saying, “All right. Fine. Let’s get this over with.”

Fuse reached out and took Ion’s hand. At first, Switch thought that they were going to turn and run into the ocean, but what actually happened was far, far stranger than she could have possibly imagined.

A bright, purple light suddenly flashed where Fuse and Ion stood. The light was so bright that Switch, Bait, and Arachnid covered their eyes to avoid being blinded. Yet even covering her eyes was barely enough to protect them from the light, because Switch could still see it through her hands. Even stranger, she could see the silhouettes of Fuse and Ion, but they kept blurring into and out of each other and sometimes Switch thought she saw them disappear and become replaced with just one silhouette. She closed her eyes even more tightly, which was just enough to keep the light out of her eyes, though she still heard the wind howling around her and sand being sent flying through the air by said wind.

But then the purple light faded, and with it, the howling wind. Lowering her hands, Switch opened her eyes and was astonished by what she saw.

Fuse and Ion were gone. Standing in their place was one person who Switch had never seen before. The person was tall and muscular like a male bodybuilder, yet had an oddly feminine physique as well. He or she or whatever it was wore a costume similar in design to Fuse and Ion’s, except purple, rather than their red and blue. Its chest gem, however, was half red and half blue, which gave it a very strange and exotic appearance.

“What the hell just happened?” said Bait. “Where did Fuse and Ion go? And who are you?”

“We’re still here,” said the figure. It spoke with a voice that sounded like a combination of Fuse and Ion’s voices, but somehow it was neither male nor female at the same time. It put a hand on its chest. “But different. No longer are we Fuse and Ion, separate individuals. We are Fusion, a being who is both Fuse and Ion and yet an individual in our own right.”

Switch gaped. “Is that even possible? People can’t just fuse like that in real life. Biology doesn’t work that way.”

“Apparently, it actually can,” said Arachnid. Unlike Bait or Switch, Arachnid seemed to have gotten over his surprise rather quickly. “Must be one of their powers. I wonder what else it can do.”

“Why don’t you come and find out yourself, Bloody Knife?” said Fusion with a sneer. “Or has the legendary Bloody Knife lost his courage?”

“I’ve seen—and killed—worse,” said Arachnid. “But you know, for being a fusion, you are every bit as arrogant as those two kids who made you.”

“Why shouldn’t we be?” said Fusion, putting its hands on its chest. “Our combined might is beyond that of every superhuman on the planet, save Omega Man himself.”

“I’m not Omega Man, but I think I can give you the challenge you’re looking for,” said Arachnid.

Arachnid suddenly shot webbing at Fusion. But Fusion moved to the side, deftly dodging the webbing, and then reached out and grabbed with one hand. Then Fusion yanked the web forward, sending Arachnid flying toward them with a cry of surprise. But Arachnid recovered in midair fairly quickly and, while still flying toward them, started shooting webbing after webbing at them as rapidly as a gun.

But Fusion just raised a hand and each webbing disintegrated into nothingness about five feet or so before them. It was a strange sight to behold. It was like seeing the webbing hit some kind of flame and burn up.

Arachnid seemed to realize how useless his web blasts were, however, and transitioned into a flying kick in midair. But Fusion caught his foot and raised him above their head and slammed him down on the beach hard enough to send sand flying into the air. They kept slamming him into the beach, over and over again, giving Arachnid no time to react or escape.

“Arachnid!” Switch screamed. “No!”

Fusion, of course, didn’t listen to her. They slammed Arachnid onto the beach one last time and then whirled around and tossed him out to the sea like a rock. Arachnid tumbled uncontrollably through the air for a moment before crashing into the ocean. He sank beneath the surface immediately and did not rise again.

“Arachnid!” Switch screamed, her voice almost a screech now. “No!”

“Guess the Bloody Knife’s reputation was exaggerated, after all,” said Fusion in a smug voice, turning away from the ocean as they dusted their hands. “Or maybe he just got soft after becoming a hero. Either way, the sharks are going to eat well today.”

Switch could hardly believe what she’d just seen. She kept staring at the spot in the ocean where Arachnid had sank, but he didn’t rise again. There weren’t even any bubbles. It was as though he really was … he really was …

No, I can’t think that, Switch thought, shaking her head vigorously. He’s not dead. He’s not.

Bait rested a hand on Switch’s shoulder and said, “Sis, I think we need to be careful. Fusion beat Arachnid like a drum. If we react too hastily—”

Switch slapped Bait’s hand off her shoulder and shouted at Fusion, “All right, it’s time for you to die now! Both of you!”

Switch raised all ten of her fingers and unleashed a veritable storm of nail bullets toward them. Fusion just smirked and stepped forward and immediately vanished. All of Switch’s nail bullets simply splashed into the water just behind where Fusion had been standing less than a second ago, harming nothing.

“Did they just disappear?” said Bait. “But where did they—”

A shadow suddenly appeared over Switch and Bait. The twins looked over their shoulders to see Fusion towering above them. Their smug grin now had a sense of viciousness to it, as if they were a tiger on the hunt.

“We forgot to mention that Fusion has powers that Fuse and Ion do not,” said Fusion. “Such as teleportation, for instance. Very convenient for sneaking up on our enemies.”

Fusion grabbed Switch and Bait before they could react and slammed their skulls together and shoved them both to the beach. Switch and Bait fell side by side on the beach, their heads spinning; Switch’s felt like her skull had cracked, though at the moment she just suffered from an absolutely splitting headache. She tried to stab up, but Fusion stomped down on their chests with both feet, pinning them both under Fusion’s surprisingly heavy weight.

“Ah, ah, ah,” said Fusion, wagging a finger at them. “Don’t move, or you might aggravate your headaches.”

Switch would have fired her nail bullets into Fusion’s face, but she was so dizzy and disoriented from having her skull knocked into Bait’s that all she could do was just glare at Fusion in a dazed way. She did grab Fusion’s leg, but it felt as thick as a tree trunk to her and there was no way she could budge it on her own.

“This is normally the time when we would kill you both,” said Fusion. They sighed. “Sadly, we have orders to bring you both in alive, so we’ll just knock you out inst—”

Fusion was interrupted by a laser blast to the face, which sent Fusion staggering to the side off them. Gasping for air, Switch and Bait sat up, rubbing their heads as Fusion cursed nearby, rubbing their face where they had been blasted and cursing up a storm.

“Bait, Switch!” Tommy stopped beside them, putting his hands on his knees and panting as if he had run a mile. “You two okay? I saw that big freaky purple guy beat you up and I wanted to make sure you guys were okay.”

“My head feels like it’s about to split open, but other than that, I think we’re okay,” said Switch, rubbing her head. “Thanks for the save, by the way.”

“No problem,” said Tommy, puffing out his chest in pride. He looked at Fusion with a puzzled look on his face. “Where did that guy come from, anyway? Last I saw, you two were fighting another set of superhuman twins, weren’t you?”

“They fused to make him,” said Bait as he rose to his feet, still rubbing his head.

Tommy looked at Bait in disbelief. “They what?”

Before Bait could explain, a loud roar of anger caused all three of them to look over at Fusion. Fusion was no longer massaging their face. Instead, they were glaring at them, their hands balled tightly into fists. And, despite having taken a full blast to the face, Fusion’s face didn’t look even remotely scarred.

“Another brat?” said Fusion in annoyance. “Ugh. We will have to end this battle quickly, because we don’t have all the time in the world to play with you kids.”

“You are absolutely right,” said Switch, wincing slightly at her pounding headache. “We should end this battle quickly, shouldn’t we, Bait?”

Bait nodded. “Yeah. Let’s take them down. Tommy, provide cover for us while we go up close.”

Switch and Bait rushed toward Fusion, but Fusion teleported again and appeared behind them again. But Bait stopped and swung a punch aimed directly at Fusion’s chest, striking Fusion straight in the chest with enough strength that should have sent Fusion flying.

But surprisingly enough, Fusion didn’t even budge. They just grabbed Bait’s arm and hurled him away, sending him crashing into the sand, where he was immediately covered by an ocean wave that moved in.

Switch aimed her fingers at Fusion, but Fusion teleported again and appeared behind her. A fist made of hard light suddenly appeared around Switch’s body and tightened, making her gasp for air.

“Hey, let her go, you jerk!” Tommy shouted.

Tommy fired energy from his eyes at them, but Fusion just waved its hand at the lasers and they disappeared. A second later, the lasers reappeared behind Tommy, frozen in midair.

“Tommy, watch out!” Switch screamed.

But her warning came too late. In the next instant, the lasers struck Tommy’s back, knocking him flat on the sand with a burning hole in the back of his uniform. He was very still.

“Funny,” said Fusion with a chuckle. “He can shoot lasers from his eyes, but he couldn’t see his own lasers coming. It is almost poetic in a way.”

Then the fist holding Switch tightened, making her gasp for air again as Fusion said, “And, while we’re technically supposed to kidnap you and your brother, it doesn’t look like we’ll have time to get both of you. Best not to let the perfect be the enemy of the good and all that.”

Switch looked over at Bait. He was struggling to rise to his feet, not helped by the fact that water kept splashing over him. Tommy, of course, was either unconscious or dead, while the other students were still fighting the cyborgs. That meant no one was going to come to her rescue.

Nonetheless, Switch struggled against the light fist, saying, “Let me go! You’ll regret this if you don’t.”

“Sorry, but your threats matter as much to us as a yapping dog,” said Fusion. “Why don’t you just take a nap.”

A solid blow to the back of her head made the world around Switch turn black. The last thing she saw, before unconsciousness claimed her, was Bait running toward her, shouting her name all the while.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

“Switch!” Bait shouted as he ran toward her and Fusion. “No!”

As Bait ran, Fusion raised a hand and slammed it in the back of Switch’s head. Switch’s head immediately fell on her chest.

And, before Bait’s startled eyes, Fusion gave him one last triumphant smirk and then disappeared with Switch.

“No!” Bait shouted again. “Switch!”

He came to a stop in the place where Fusion and Switch had been standing mere moments before, looking around wildly for them, but he didn’t see Switch or Fusion anywhere. He hoped they had simply teleported to another part of the beach, but the longer he looked, the more he realized that they were no longer on the beach at all.

Just as that realization struck him, Bait heard the sounds of stomping feet rushing toward him. He whipped his head in the direction from which the sounds came and saw the remaining cyborgs rushing toward him. Bait realized that the cyborgs were probably going to dogpile him. That might have even been Fusion’s plan all along kidnap: Switch and then leave Bait at the mercy of the cyborgs.

Bait took a fighting stance, ready to start busting some cyborg skulls, but he never got a chance, because rather than fight him, the cyborgs rushed past him. He thought they might try to hit him on their way out, but the cyborgs must have been in a hurry, because they didn’t even touch him as they ran. He turned to follow their progress and saw that they were all running back into the water. Though the cyborgs were awkward on land, as soon as they got waist deep into the ocean, they dove in and swam toward The Atlantis, which still stood off the shore of Mountain as silently as an iceberg off the coast of Antarctica.

Fusion must have teleported Switch to The Atlantis, Bait thought. They’re trying to make a getaway.

As soon as that thought passed through his head, The Atlantis started to descend into the ocean. In seconds, the massive submarine had vanished beneath the waves, and with it, Switch and any hopes of rescuing her.

“No!” Bait shouted again. “Switch!”

He took a few steps forward, but then heard a grunt of pain behind him and looked over his shoulder. Tommy still lay on the sand where he had fallen, but now he was groaning in pain, and for good reason: His back was charred from where his own lasers had hit him. Bait was surprised that Tommy had survived that attack at all, given how small and weak he was, but he put that out of his mind as he ran back to Tommy.

Kneeling beside Tommy, Bait said, “Tommy, are you okay? Can you hear me?”

“Yes, I can hear you,” said Tommy with a groan. “But not okay. Too much pain to speak.”

Bait bit his lower lip and looked back out toward the ocean. He wanted to swim out to sea and go after The Atlantis, but there was no way he could do that now. It was too big and fast for him to keep up with, especially if it went to the very depths of the ocean. Right now, he needed to focus on ensuring the safety of Tommy and his other classmates.

But where is Arachnid? Bait thought, glancing toward the ocean again. Is he really dead? Did Fusion really kill him that easily?

It seemed inconceivable to Bait, but given how Arachnid had still not swam up to shore or even floated back to the surface of the ocean, he was starting to think that that may indeed be the case.

Forget about it for now, Bait, Bait told himself. Focus on helping Tommy. You need to call the Academy and tell them what happened so they can send someone to rescue you and the others.

Before Bait could pull out his phone and call, the other students who had been fighting the cyborgs ran over to him. Looking at the other students, Bait noticed that none of them suffered from any particularly serious injuries, although they all looked tired, dirty, and sweaty.

“Bait, what just happened?” said Derek Powers, one of the students standing in the front of the group. He had a small gash along his right cheek and his hair had a lot of sand in it, but he looked okay other than that. “We saw some purple dude kidnap Switch and then those cyborgs ran away and where is Arachnid?”

“I don’t know,” said Bait, shaking his head. He patted Tommy on the back. “What we need to focus on at the moment is getting help. I’m going to call the Academy and let them know what happened so they can send someone to pick us up in case those cyborgs return to finish the job.”

“Don’t worry, Bait, I’ll do it,” said Derek, giving him the thumbs up. “I’ve got my phone with me. You just focus on making sure Tommy is okay.”

With that, Derek pulled his phone out of his pocket and immediately dialed the Academy’s number. As Derek explained to the person on the other end what happened, Bait looked at the other students and said, “Are there any healers here? Tommy’s back is charred and needs immediate medical attention.”

A girl with blonde hair and pigtails suddenly raised a hand. “Me. I’ve got some minor healing powers, but I think I should be able to provide Tommy with some relief.”

“Then get over here and heal him,” said Bait, gesturing urgently for her to come over. “Quickly, before his injuries get worse.”

The girl hurried over and, dropping to her knees beside Tommy, laid her hands on his back. Her hands glowed a soft white light and the charred part of Tommy’s back gradually began fading away, though Bait made a mental note to have Nurse Irma look at his back when they returned to the Academy anyway, just to make sure it healed correctly.

Rising to his feet, Bait looked at the other students and said, “Everyone, stay here and don’t move. I’m going to see if I can find Switch.”

The other students all nodded, terrified and confused looks on their faces. Bait understood, because he felt plenty scared and confused himself, though he didn’t show it because he didn’t want to make the situation even worse. In the absence of Arachnid, everyone was probably looking to him for leadership and being a leader meant that Bait needed to be strong.

Turning away from the others, Bait put his hand on his Blood Gem and closed his eyes. Though Switch’s kidnapping had made him anxious, he had not forgotten that his Blood Gem could be used to locate hers. Because Switch still had her Blood Gem on her when she had been kidnapped, Bait figured he would be able to find her quickly. He couldn’t yet go after her, but he could at least make sure that she was okay, if nothing else.

Remembering what Mom had taught him about using the Blood Gems to locate Switch, Bait visualized Switch in his mind and focused entirely on that mental image of her. The connection was formed immediately. He even thought he was starting to see the silhouette of The Atlantis beginning to form on the edges of his peripheral vision …

But before Bait could actually see The Atlantis, he felt something sting his face, like a hundred bees had descended on his face at once. His concentration shattered, Bait’s eyes flew open and he covered his face with his hands, groaning in pain.

“Bait, are you all right?” said the girl healing Tommy behind him. “Are you hurt, too?”

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” said Bait, though without looking at the girl. “Just keep healing Tommy. He’s the one who really needs your help at the moment.”

Without checking to make sure the girl had obeyed him, Bait stepped forward a few steps to put some distance between him and the other students. His chest burned under the heat radiating from his Blood Gem, though its temperature was rapidly declining as the seconds ticked by.

What was that? Bait thought. How come I didn’t get to see The Atlantis? I almost did, but at the last minute, something blocked it.

Bait had never seen something like that before. Every time he’d used his Blood Gem to locate Switch, he was always able to see her, no matter where she was in the world. In fact, Mom had even told Bait that outright, that he and Switch would always be able to find each other if they had their Blood Gems, even if they were on the opposite sides of the planet.

Somehow, though, someone blocked it, Bait thought. Or something, as the case may be. But what?

Bait’s first thought was that it had to be Fusion. Fusion had a gem of their own, after all. It was possible that Fusion’s gem might somehow be interfering with the connection between Bait and Switch’s Blood Gems.

But I’ve never heard of anything like that before, Bait thought, rubbing his chest. I thought the Blood Gems were unique. How could there be another one out there? Or at least, one like them?

Such a question troubled Bait greatly. He still had no idea who Fuse and Ion were, who they worked for, or how they got a hold of The Atlantis in the first place. He would have been happy to blame Tsunami under other circumstances, but given how Tsunami was currently in prison, it was clear that someone else was behind this.

Bait heard a shriek behind him and whirled around to see who had made that noise. One of his fellow students—a small, mousy girl who he remembered introducing herself as Jennifer—had jumped away from one of the dead cyborgs lying nearby. The cyborg seemed to have reached out to touch her, because its right arm was extended toward her, though given how the cyborg was missing the entire lower half of its body, Bait doubted that it was in any position to harm her.

Still, Bait ran over and said, “Jennifer, what happened?”

Jennifer—who was hiding behind Derek—looked at Bait with wide, frightened eyes and pointed at the cyborg. “That cyborg tried to grab my leg. Nearly got me, too.”

Bait looked at the cyborg. It was lying face first in the sand, which made Bait think that its attempt to grab Jennifer must have been its last attempt to harm the students before it died.

Unless it is actually still alive, Bait thought. If it is, then maybe it will be able to help us find Switch.

“Stay back,” said Bait, holding out a warning hand toward Jennifer and Derek. “I’m going to check this out and make sure it’s dead myself.”

Bait carefully approached the seemingly dead cyborg. It did not so much as stir as he approached it, but he was still careful. He had no plans to be taken by surprise by a bisected cyborg. He would make it tell him how to find Switch and what Fusion wanted with her, if possible.

When he reached the cyborg, Bait grabbed its waist and flipped it over onto its back. The cyborg’s arms flopped uselessly when Bait did that, while its head leaned slightly to the side in the unnatural way that the body parts of corpses moved whenever they were pushed around. Bait shuddered when he touched it. Its body was cold and slimy, coated in coarse sand, and he made a mental note to wash his hands thoroughly later.

Kneeling beside the cyborg, Bait looked at its face. The cyborg’s face bore only a passing resemblance to a human’s face. It had no real eyes to speak of, just two dead optics that normally glowed red. Its ‘mouth’ was a radio speaker, while disgusting pale skin could be seen where its neck was exposed to the light. It reminded Bait heavily of the Pokacu aliens he had seen in the Museum of Superhuman History, only this thing didn’t look much like an alien to him. It looked like something someone had made, though who had made it, he didn’t know.

Tilting his head to the side, Bait frowned. It was definitely dead. It had been cut in half and lost a lot of that disgusting green blood. Bait didn’t know which of his classmates had bisected it. Perhaps Tommy’s lasers had done the trick.

Well, since it’s dead, I guess it can’t help us actually find Switch, Bait thought with a sigh. Oh, well. Guess I’ll have to tell the Headmaster what happened when I—

The cyborg’s optics suddenly flashed red and its right hand shot up and wrapped around Bait’s throat. Instinctively, Bait smashed his fist through the cyborg’s outstretched arm, smashing it apart as easily as brittle concrete.

That should have killed the cyborg, but instead it reached toward him with its other arm, as if determined to rip out his throat. But Bait grabbed its other arm and, with a bit of effort, ripped it clean off the cyborg’s body and threw it out toward the ocean, where it hit the water with a dull splash and disappeared beneath the waves rapidly.

“Nice try, but I’m not easy prey,” Bait said to the cyborg. “Now that you look like the Black Knight, I don’t suppose you are interested in telling me what you are and who you work for?”

Bait thought that the cyborg might not be able to talk at all—he had not heard any of the cyborgs talk during the battle—but then, quite abruptly, the cyborg said, “Negative. Unit Nine-Six-Zero-Three has orders to refuse to answer enemy questions.”

The cyborg spoke in a clipped, monotone voice. It also spoke fast, almost too fast for Bait to follow.

Still, he caught the gist of what it said, and he said in response, “Your name is Unit Nine-Six-Zero-Three? Interesting name you got there. What does it represent?”

“Order of production,” said Unit 9603. “That is all you need to know.”

“You mean there are over nine thousand of you cyborgs?” said Bait in surprise. “That’s a veritable army.”

“Not nine thousand,” said Unit 9603 stiffly. “A few hundred. Number represents date I was built: September sixth, two thousand and three.”

“So you’re fourteen-years-old,” said Bait. “Mind telling me who built you and why?”

Unit 9603 shook its head rapidly. “Negative. Top secret. Return me to The Atlantis.”

Bait frowned. “The Atlantis? Why do you want to go back there?”

“Per protocol,” said Unit 9603 promptly. “Mission achieved. Weapon attained. All numbered units are supposed to return to The Atlantis once mission is complete.”

“Weapon attained?” said Bait. He leaned closer to the cyborg’s face, heedless of its stink. “What weapon? Do you mean Switch’s Blood Gem?”

“Affirmative,” said Unit 9603, again promptly. “Not just the Blood Gem, however.”

“Not just the Blood Gem?” said Bait. “What else is the weapon?”

Unit 9603’s eyes glowed softly, but dangerously. “The girl herself. And with her in my master’s possession, no one will be able to stop him from releasing the Beast.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Switch groaned. She tried to roll over, but instead felt herself dangle back and forth, like she was hanging from a rope. It was such an unexpected sensation that her eyes snapped open and she looked around to see where she was.

Her environment was very dark, almost too dark to see, but there were a few lights along the ceiling, which was how she was able to see the metal floor, walls, and ceiling around her. The metal was a dull gray-green, reminding her of seaweed. Looking up at the ceiling, Switch saw that she was hung from a thick metal chain from the ceiling, which explained the sensation of dangling around that she had felt before.

How did I get here? Switch thought. Where is here, anyway? This doesn’t look like the beach or the Academy.

Blinking her eyes rapidly, Switch tried to think of what happened before she woke up. She remembered the fight on the beach with Fuse and Ion, and how they combined their forms to create that disturbing creature Fusion, but she didn’t remember what else happened. The back of her head ached, which she took as a clue that Fusion had probably knocked her out.

And given how I don’t see Bait or Arachnid or any of the other students anywhere, I think it’s pretty obvious that Fusion must have kidnapped me, Switch thought. Successfully, I might add.

Switch cursed under her breath. She was getting tired of being kidnapped all the time. Bait, she noticed, never got kidnapped. It was always her. Why did villains and bad guys see her as a perfect kidnapping victim? Was it because she was a woman and that instantly made her weaker or easier to kidnap or something?

Okay, so I don’t have super strength like Bait, but that doesn’t mean I’m weak, Switch thought with a scowl. It just means that I’m an ordinary teenage girl in terms of strength and—okay, yeah, I’d better not finish that thought because I don’t want to contradict myself.

Shaking her head, Switch tried to focus on her surroundings. She knew she had to be in The Atlantis because she recognized the metal plating as the same plating which covered certain parts of The Atlantis’ interior. Even if she couldn’t see a thing, she would have known she was on The Atlantis, because she would have recognized the smell of saltwater and seaweed anywhere.

But Switch did not recognize the specific room in which she was held prisoner. During the week she had spent in The Atlantis, Switch had gone on a few tours of the palace and seen most of the rooms, but she had never seen this particular room before. The dull hum of The Atlantis’ engine could be heard even from in here, but that was useless for telling her where she was, because you could hear The Atlantis’ engine no matter where you were on the submarine.

But it is duller than normal, Switch thought. So I must be somewhere near the front of the sub, possibly on Deck Two or Three, though I can’t tell for sure.

Switch struggled against the chains, but found that they were too strong for her to break with her normal strength. If she’d had Bait’s super strength, she could have snapped the chains without even thinking about it, but she just had her normal strength now. Her nail bullets couldn’t help her, either, because her hands were stuck to her sides thanks to the chains and she couldn’t fire her nail bullets without also harming herself.

At least I still have my Blood Gem, Switch thought, glancing at her chest. Bait can still locate me, no matter where in the world I might—

Switch abruptly stopped thinking as soon as she saw that the chest compartment where her Blood Gem normally stood snug and tight was empty. She whipped her head this way and that, searching desperately for her Blood Gem, wondering if it had fallen off her costume when she had been strung up, but she didn’t see her Blood Gem anywhere.

What happened to it? Switch thought. Did I lose it on the beach?

No, Switch knew she hadn’t. That meant that it had been taken from her, most likely sometime after Fusion had knocked her out. Maybe Fusion had even stolen it themselves.

If Fusion stole my Blood Gem from me, then that means Bait might not be able to find me, Switch thought with a shudder. And if Bait can’t find me, then I’m stuck here unless a miracle happens.

Switch shook her head vigorously. No. She was not going to fall into despair. She would figure out how to get out of here herself if she had to.

Then again, the last time I escaped from The Atlantis, it was because that Phillip guy rescued me, Switch thought. But I don’t need a man to get out of here. I can do that all by myself. I just need to figure out how to get out of these chains first.

Before Switch could do anything, however, a door on the other side of the room swung open with a crash. Switch winced at the sound of metal slamming against metal and looked over at the open doorway, from which light spilled that made her squint her eyes. A silhouette of someone appeared in the doorway and then began moving toward her slightly.

As the person drew closer, Switch could not help but feel disgusted by the figure’s appearance. He was a short, slimy-looking man with a fish-like face. He wore a sailor’s uniform and had strange webbed hands. She didn’t even think he was human at all when she first saw him, but the way he walked and moved was too human-like for her to dismiss. His greenish skin reminded her of a frog. As a matter of fact, his whole appearance was frog-like, like he was some kind of strange human/frog hybrid.

A strong stench of rotting eggs and slime preceded the man, making Switch gag. She wanted to cover her mouth and nose, but with her arms tied to her sides, all she could do was feel like she was going to throw up everything she had for breakfast this morning.

“Ah, the girlie is awake,” said the frog man, stopping underneath Switch and looking up at her with beady little eyes that made Switch feel uncomfortable. “The master will be pleased to hear this, yes he will. Perhaps he will reward Amphibian with flies. Yummy.”

Switch’s stomach churned at the thought of eating flies, but she managed to say, “Who are you and why am I hanging upside down? And who is your master? Why did he kidnap me and where is my Blood Gem?”

The frog man—who had called himself Amphibian—suddenly shrank back, like he had almost stepped on a rattlesnake. “Girlie talks too loudly and asks too much questions. Reminds Amphibian why he doesn’t like little girlies, yes she does.”

“I am not too loud,” Switch shouted. “I demand to be freed or else I will make you wish I was just a ‘little’ girlie.”

Amphibian cringed. “And she’s mean, every bit as mean as master said she would be, yes she is. Amphibian doesn’t like mean girls. Not at all.”

“I’ll be even meaner if you don’t let me down right this very instant,” said Switch. “Trust me, you won’t like me when I’m angry, you nasty little … what are you, a toad or something? Whatever you are, you’re the ugliest little thing I’ve ever—”

Switch was interrupted by a sudden, wet slap to the face. While the hand which delivered the blow did not break any bones, Switch’s head still spun from the impact. She felt something slimy and disgusting stick to her cheek and it took her a moment to realize that it had been the slime on Amphibian’s hands.

Amphibian lowered his hands, a scowl on his face. “Amphibian doesn’t like mean girls, but he likes hitting them. A good way to shut them up.”

Switch gaped. “Did you just slap me? You could have hurt me, you know, and then what would your master have said?”

Amphibian smiled a disgusting frog smile, revealing a mouth with no teeth. “’Good job.’ Master doesn’t care if I mistreat prisoners, no he does not. Master is far crueler to prisoners than Amphibian is anyway. Far, far crueler.”

Switch gulped. She had initially assumed that this Amphibian fellow was an idiot, probably incompetent, but his willingness to slap her and his complete lack of apology for doing that made Switch rethink her original opinion of him. He was clearly much cleverer—and more malicious—than he first appeared, which meant Switch would need to be careful about how she spoke to him from now on.

As soon I’m free, however, I’m going to sock him in the face for that slap, Switch thought. If he thinks I’m just going to forget it, he’s in for a huge disappointment.

Amphibian turned away from Switch and pulled a phone out of his pocket. He held the phone up to his ear and said, “Hello, Master, this is Amphibian. Girlie is awake, but is mean and talks too much. Got a slap for threatening Amphibian.”

Amphibian sounded quite proud of himself when he said that, as if slapping teenage girls was an accomplishment. Switch bit her lower lip, however, because she didn’t want to get slapped again for annoying him.

“Yes, Master, she seems all right aside from that,” said Amphibian. He paused and Switch heard another voice coming from the phone, though it was too muffled for her to make out. “Yes, Master, Amphibian will be there right away.”

Amphibian put his phone back into his pocket and turned around to face Switch. “Lucky day for you, girlie. Master wants to have an audience with you. Says he has cookies and ice cream all set out.”

Switch raised an eyebrow. “Cookies and ice cream? That doesn’t sound like the kind of food you’d eat with a supervillain.”

“Master is not a supervillain,” said Amphibian with a huff. “Master is good man who likes to collect things. You will see once Amphibian take you to him.”

Amphibian walked over to the nearby wall, where the end of Switch’s chains were attached. He began fumbling with the lock, apparently going to lower Switch down onto the floor.

But Switch, her mind burning with questions, tried to turn toward Amphibian as much as she could, although her movement in midair was limited. “Hey, Amphibian, just who is your master, anyway, and why does he want to see me? If you don’t mind me asking, that is.”

Amphibian paused and looked over at Switch. His creepy frog smile returned, making him look even less human than before.

“You will see, mean girlie, you will see,” said Amphibian.

With that, Amphibian returned to undoing the lock, chuckling under his breath all the while. Switch wasn’t chuckling, however. She just stared at him, wondering what Amphibian found so funny.

Perhaps it doesn’t matter, Switch thought. Regardless of what he finds funny, I’m not going to be getting out of here anytime soon.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Bait sat in front of Headmaster Johanson’s desk, leaning forward with his hand on his forehead. Normally, Bait always sat upright in the presence of the Headmaster, but after the fight on the beach today, Bait was too tired and depressed to think about proper posture. He could only think about how he had failed to protect Switch again and how he couldn’t find her even with his Blood Gem.

“Bait?” said Johanson, who sat across from Bait, his blue eyes filled with concern. “You look tired. Perhaps you should head back to your dorm and get some rest. You’ve had a rather hard day and need to recharge your batteries.”

Bait slowly sat upright again, though he didn’t really want to. “I … I guess you’re right, Headmaster, but I’m just so exhausted. I feel like I completely dropped the ball this time. Again, Switch was just … just stolen right from under my nose.”

Bait sniffled. He wasn’t normally one to cry—Switch was far more prone to that than him—but he couldn’t deny that he was feeling more emotional than usual right now.

Johanson put the tips of his fingers together. “Yes, I understand your feelings. I certainly didn’t think Switch would be kidnapped again, either, but here we are. Even stranger, she was kidnapped by someone who has your father’s ship, The Atlantis.”

Bait nodded. “Yeah. I still don’t know who now has it or what they’re going to do with it or what ‘the Beast’ is. I just know about those two teenagers I told you about, Fuse and Ion.”

Johanson nodded himself, a thoughtful look on his face. “Yes, you mentioned them before. Personally, I find that ability of theirs—to fuse into one new being—fascinating and I would love to study it myself. I have never heard of any superhuman who could do something like that, but then again, superhuman twins are extremely rare in general, as you yourself know.”

“I know,” said Bait. He sighed and looked down at his lap. “And I don’t care one way or another how Fuse and Ion pull off that trick of theirs. What matters to me is that Switch is gone and I can’t find her.”

It was true. Though Bait had tried to use the Blood Gems’ connection several times over the last several hours, he had only felt that strange burning sensation that he had experienced back on the beach when he first tried to locate Switch. He had described this sensation to Johanson, but the Headmaster had been unable to explain it. Not that Bait expected him to, however, because Johanson was no expert in the Blood Gems. Even so, Bait continued to wear his Blood Gem on his chest, because he still had the hope that it might start working again if he kept it close.

“Don’t beat yourself up too much,” said Johanson with a smile. “You did save young Tommy’s life, after all, and led the rest of the students admirably in the absence of Arachnid’s leadership. Trust me, most young people wouldn’t be able to handle that kind of pressure by themselves even for a little while. You’re lucky that Fuse and Ion merely wanted to kidnap you and your sister, rather than kill you.”

“Yeah, that is good, I guess,” said Bait, rubbing the back of his neck. “Nurse Irma says that Tommy is going to be okay, but I wasn’t really worried about him. His wounds weren’t as bad as they could have been.”

“True, but you still shouldn’t undersell yourself,” said Johanson. “I know the other students appreciated your leadership, at least.”

Bait’s shoulder slumped. “Only reason I had to play leader at all was because Arachnid got … got …”

Bait couldn’t finish the sentence. He just looked down at his lap again.

“Yes, Arachnid’s disappearance is very troubling,” said Johanson with a sigh. “The NHA has sent a few superhumans with water powers to search the area, but I have not heard any reports about finding a body. It’s possible his body was carried off by a current or maybe even by those cyborgs you fought. Not that I like to think about such things, but we have to consider all the possibilities here.”

Bait suddenly looked up at Johanson. “Speaking of Arachnid, Fuse and Ion said something strange about him when they saw him. They said he used to be a supervillain and had the nickname ‘Bloody Knife.’ They said he killed a lot of people. Is that true?”

Johanson tapped his fingers together. “Yes, it is. Prior to becoming a superhero, Arachnid was indeed a supervillain. He used his powers to cause a lot of trouble, and yes, that includes killing people.”

Bait sat up a little straighter. “And you had this guy be our homeroom teacher. A murderer.”

“A hero,” Johanson corrected. “A redeemed hero, I should say. Arachnid stopped being a supervillain some fifteen years ago now and has shown no sign of wanting to go back to that lifestyle. Trust me, if I thought he was still a supervillain, I would not have invited him to come teach at the Academy.”

Bait shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Still, that seems like a rather big thing to keep secret from everyone. Even if he’s changed, I still think that you should have disclosed that information to the students early on.”

“The NHA knows about his background,” said Johanson calmly. “It is part of his file in the NHA’s membership database. It’s no secret.”

“Not to you, maybe, but what about the rest of the students?” said Bait. “Don’t they deserve to know, too?”

“That kind of background information does not need to be broadcast to everyone,” said Johanson. “And, like I have already said, Arachnid really is a hero now. I should know, seeing as I am the one who recruited him into the NHA in the first place.”

“You did?” said Bait. “What caused Arachnid to want to become a superhero, anyway?”

Johanson frowned. “I promised Arachnid that I would not tell his story without his permission. Because he’s currently MIA, I can’t tell you what circumstances lead him to change his perspective. Perhaps you can ask him that yourself some day, if we ever find him again.”

Bait frowned as well. “I don’t like that ‘if.’”

“Neither do I, but as I said, we must consider all possibilities,” said Johanson. “Arachnid is a strong man with one of the most tenacious will to survive that I’ve ever known, but even the strongest willed individuals can die. I just hope that Arachnid’s time hasn’t come.”

Though Bait was still curious about Arachnid’s past, he decided that he would not push the issue with Johanson right now. He wasn’t very concerned about Arachnid anyway. His main concern was with Switch and her safety, because whereas Arachnid was strong enough to fend for himself, Switch was far more helpless. She wasn’t entirely helpless, of course, but Bait couldn’t help but worry about her safety anyway.

“Well, regardless of Arachnid’s status, the point is that Switch is missing,” said Bait, leaning back in his chair, his shoulders slumped. “The Atlantis is in the hands of a new guy, who might be even worse than Tsunami, and there’s a couple of teenagers walking around who can fuse like something straight out of an anime. I can’t say I’m feeling too good about this situation, especially because my Blood Gem does not work.”

“Are you absolutely sure that your Blood Gem can’t locate Switch?” said Johanson, leaning toward Bait with a curious look on his face. “I know you have already told me that it doesn’t work for some reason, but perhaps you just aren’t using it right.”

Bait shook his head helplessly. “I’m doing everything right, but it still doesn’t work. Whoever kidnapped Switch must have figured out some way to block the Blood Gem.”

“Which means we’re dealing with an enemy who is not only familiar with the Blood Gems and their powers, but also knows of a way to interfere with their abilities,” said Johanson. “Quite frankly, I have no idea who it could be.”

Bait sighed. “Whoever it is, they’re up to something, and I doubt it’s any good. Yet I don’t know how we can possibly stop it if we don’t know where Switch or The Atlantis is.”

Johanson stroked his chin. “I suppose we could have some water-themed superheroes search the Atlantic Ocean for The Atlantis, but that would probably not be a very practical or quick thing to do, given how immense the Atlantic Ocean is. I suspect that The Atlantis might have some kind of cloaking device. At the very least, it must be able to hide itself from normal radar somehow, otherwise I think we would have found it by now.”

“That’s possible, I guess,” said Bait. He knocked his fist against his head. “I just don’t know how to track down The Atlantis. It could be literally anywhere in the Atlantic Ocean. Hell, it might even be in the Pacific Ocean or in some other ocean for all we know. But we don’t have the tech or powers to find it, especially not in a timely manner.”

“Maybe we can find someone who has worked on the sub,” Johanson suggested. “If I recall correctly, wasn’t there a rogue member of Tsunami’s crew who saved Switch the first time? Perhaps he would be willing to help us.”

“Nah, I doubt it,” said Bait. “Phillip seemed like a good guy when I talked to him, but based on the conversations I’ve had with him, I got the impression that he was a fairly low level member of Tsunami’s crew, so he probably doesn’t know very much about how to track it or anything.”

Johanson folded his arms across his chest and frowned again. “Then I can’t think of anyone who might be able to help us. It looks like it may be quite a while before we are able to find Switch. Sorry, Bait, but I’m just describing it as I see it.”

Bait’s shoulders slumped even further. He looked at Johanson’s clean, tidy desk, feeling like he had reached the end of the line.

I probably have, in all honesty, Bait thought. No leads on Switch’s whereabouts, or the whereabouts of The Atlantis for that matter. It seems like I’ll just have to sit back and let the adults find Switch.

That thought filled him with torment. As much as Bait respected the Neohero Alliance, he realized it wasn’t perfect or fast. It was possible that even if they somehow did locate The Atlantis, that it might be too late, and Switch might be dead or badly injured or maybe even worse.

Think, Bait, think, Bait told himself. Who is the one person in all the world who could possibly help locate The Atlantis? Who would know enough about The Atlantis to even know how to track it in the first place?

The answer came much quicker than Bait thought it would, but it was not an answer he liked. It was not an answer he liked at all, but at this point, he was desperate enough to give it a chance. He just didn’t know how the Headmaster would respond to it.

If he’s smart, he’ll probably reject it, Bait thought. If he wants to save Switch, however, he’ll have to accept it.

“I think I may know of someone who could help us find Switch,” said Bait slowly. He’d have to pick his words carefully in order to make sure Johanson didn’t shoot his idea down right away.

Johanson looked at Bait with surprise and interest. “Really? And who might that be? A member of Tsunami’s crew? If I recall correctly, at least a dozen sailors who worked on The Atlantis were arrested, along with Tsunami himself, after the Seaside incident. Do you think one of them might be willing to help us in exchange for something?”

Bait smiled nervously. “Why bother talking to the cabin boy when you can talk to the captain of the ship himself?”

“I don’t understand, Bait,” said Johanson. “What do you mean?”

Bait took a deep breath. “I mean that our best bet of finding The Atlantis—and, by extension, Switch—is my father.”

“Your father,” said Johanson. “You mean—”

“Tsunami,” Bait finished for him. “And yes, before you ask, I am completely serious about this and won’t drop it until we give it a shot, because Tsunami is our only chance of finding Switch at all, whether alive or dead. So if you want to make sure Switch is still alive, then we need to talk to my father as soon as possible.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Her head aching from where it had landed on the floor, Switch walked into the elevator and stepped over to one side as Amphibian entered after her. He immediately pressed a button and the elevator doors closed. A second later, they began descending to Deck Four, where Amphibian’s Master was supposed to be. Though Amphibian had not said where on Deck Four they were going to, Switch guessed it was Tsunami’s Throne Room, because the elevator opened directly into it and Amphibian’s Master seemed like the kind of guy who would turn a Throne Room into his main base of operations in the sub.

But Switch wasn’t focused on that at the moment. She glared at Amphibian, who held the end of her chain like a dog’s leash. Amphibian, on the other hand, was simply looking straight ahead at the elevator doors, humming a low tune under his breath that sounded like an old sailor’s song, though Switch didn’t know which one it was.

“You know you didn’t have to drop me on my head when you were lowering me, right?” said Switch. She winced at her aching head. “You could have lowered me a bit more gently, you know.”

Amphibian shrugged. “Mean girlie’s mean head is still in one piece. Amphibian thinks he did a good job.”

Switch scowled. She knew that Amphibian had purposefully dropped her on her head because of her attitude toward him earlier. More than ever, she was determined to punch him in the face as soon as she was able. She couldn’t do it at the moment—the chains were still tied around her body—but she fantasized about doing it anyway.

Mom certainly wouldn’t allow someone to manhandle her like this, Switch thought with a scowl. Not that I want to be like Mom anymore, but even supervillains can teach you a few things here and there.

A few seconds later, the elevator came to a halt and the doors opened. Amphibian walked out first and then yanked the chain hard enough that Switch nearly fell on her face before regaining her balance.

“Come on, mean girlie,” said Amphibian, who sounded like he was enjoying himself far too much. “Master not very far now.”

Grumbling under her breath, Switch nonetheless walked out of the elevator. She didn’t expect to be surprised by Tsunami’s Throne Room, because she had assumed that it had been left untouched since Tsunami’s defeat two months ago. She expected to see the coral statues of whales, sharks, octopuses, and other creatures of the sea dotting the room, with Tsunami’s massive coral-and-metal throne rising from the end of the room like a god. And, of course, she expected to see the giant mural on the back wall, showing Tsunami as the captain of a ship braving the dangerous seas while Mom (and her and Bait, as babies) watched on in awe and respect.

Hence, when Switch stepped out of the elevator and got to see, for the very first time, how different the Throne Room was, she was shocked into silence.

Gone were the coral statues of the various sea creatures which dwelt in the ocean’s depths. Gone, also, was the mural on the back wall, and the seaweed which once covered the walls. And, though the throne itself still stood, it was chipped and cracked in a lot of places, like it had been savagely beaten by someone with a bone to pick.

Instead, dozens of strange display cases stood along the walls. The contents of each display case varied wildly. One of them had a fragile-looking flower whose petals were every color of the rainbow, while another had an entire Pokacu alien standing inside it in some form of suspended animation. Still another displayed a strange-looking golden hammer with odd writing on its handle that she couldn’t read, but which didn’t look like any human writing she had ever seen. As for the mural, it had apparently been painted over entirely, because the back wall was totally blank.

The scent of fresh ocean water—which had once been the dominant smell of the Throne Room—was now replaced with a very sterile, septic scent, which, while not offensive to Switch’s nostrils, was certainly not very pleasant to smell.

“What are you gawking at?” said Amphibian in annoyance. He tugged on the chain a little. “Come. Master is still here.”

Amphibian turned and started walking down the single aisle between the display cases. Switch followed, but could not take her eyes off the various odd and strange things which were on display wherever she looked.

“What is … what is all this stuff?” said Switch.

“Master’s collection,” said Amphibian idly, as if that was explanation enough. “Master likes to collect things.”

Switch was about to ask what, exactly, Amphibian’s Master ‘collected’ when Amphibian suddenly shouted, “Master! Am here with mean girlie. She has not bitten me yet.”

“Excellent, Amphibian, excellent,” came a rather high-pitched, though definitely male, voice from behind the throne. “I’m behind the throne, so please bring her over here, if you would be so kind.”

“Yes, Master,” said Amphibian.

Amphibian yanked on the chain again, and again, Switch almost tripped, but managed to catch herself at the last second. She followed Amphibian around the throne, preparing herself for whatever she was going to see. She had no idea what Amphibian’s Master looked like, but for some reason she thought he might look a lot like Tsunami, perhaps because she was meeting him in Tsunami’s Throne Room.

Behind the throne, some kind of small workshop had been set up. Two work benches stood together in an ‘L’ shape, each bench covered with tools and papers that were either notes or blueprints. The benches were short, but sturdy, and looked as if they had seen lots of use over the years.

Sitting with his back to them was a tall, lanky man hunched over one of the tables. He wore a black t-shirt and jeans, which seemed rather mundane compared to the rest of the throne room, but then Switch noticed his tacky purple shoes and grimaced.

“Master, we are here,” said Amphibian, stopping near the corner of the throne, his hand tightly grasping Switch’s chain. “Me and the mean girlie.”

The man who was bent over the bench—who must have been Amphibian’s Master—turned around on his swivel stool to see them. Switch’s stomach lurched when she saw the man.

He wasn’t exactly ugly, but he was incredibly thin, almost cartoonishly so. His face was long and gaunt, while his black hair (which was graying around the sides) hung limply on his shoulders. He also wore a strange eyepiece over his right eye, as well as thin blue rubber gloves on his hands like the kind of a surgeon might wear. His age was impossible to tell, but he seemed to be in his mid-fifties.

“Master, Amphibian presents to you mean girlie,” said Amphibian, gesturing at Switch. “You saw her when she was unconscious earlier.”

Master nodded. “Yes, I remember seeing her when Fusion brought her in. I must say that she’s far prettier awake than unconscious, even with that ugly grimace on her face.”

Switch’s grimace grew even longer. She wished that she didn’t have that chain around her body, because now she wanted to be able to defend herself from Amphibian’s Master more than Amphibian himself.

“Your name is Switch, right?” said ‘Master,’ adjusting his eye piece and using it to look at her more closely. “Or do you prefer to be called by your real name, Grace?”

“Switch,” said Switch stiffly. “I don’t go by Grace.”

“Ah, of course,” said Master. He sighed. “You superheroes can be so confusing, with your code names and your real names and all that. Even with an intellect as superior as mine, I find it rather hard to keep track of all those details.”

“Then maybe your intellect isn’t that superior,” said Switch.

“See, Master?” said Amphibian, gesturing at Switch again. “Mean girlie, like I said.”

“Very mean girl indeed,” said Master, though he sounded more amused than offended. He snapped his fingers. “Oh, where are my manners? I didn’t introduce myself. I’m so used to working alone that I often forget my own manners, heh.”

“No, that’s fine,” said Switch, unable to stop herself. “You don’t have to introduce yourself to me. You can just drop me off on some beach somewhere and I’ll find my way back to the Academy by myself.”

“No, no, that won’t do,” said Master, shaking his head. “Once I’ve collected something, I don’t just let it go. Your ideas don’t make sense.”

Switch wasn’t sure what she found more disturbing: That Master implied that he had ‘collected’ her, whatever that meant, or that he didn’t catch the sarcasm in her voice.

Maybe both, Switch thought. Yeah, definitely both.

“My name is Alastair Hearthstone,” said Master, “but you can just call me the Collector, if you’d like. It’s an old nickname my brother gave me because I collect things, in case you didn’t know.”

“No,” said Switch, sarcasm dripping from her voice, “I never would have guessed that someone called the Collector collects things.”

“Oh, I don’t just collect ‘things,’ Switch,” said the Collector, again apparently missing the sarcasm. He spread his arms. “I collect living creatures, too. Did you see that Pokacu when you entered? I found that one not long after the second Pokacu invasion. It’s almost dead, which is why I put it in suspended animation to preserve it. It will likely die if I ever release it, because its connection to the Mother World was severed, but that isn’t likely to happen anytime soon, so I wouldn’t worry about it.”

Switch glanced over her shoulder. “Wait, that Pokacu is alive?”

“I just said that, yes,” said the Collector, nodding. “I don’t just collect things, you see. I want one of a kind things. The exotic. The foreign. The unique.”

“Amphibian is exotic, foreign, and unique,” said Amphibian proudly.

“Yes, you are,” said the Collector in agreement. “As are most of my servants. Why have servants at all if they aren’t going to be interesting? At least, that’s my reasoning, anyway.”

“So you collect things,” said Switch slowly. “And I’m part of your collection?”

The Collector nodded. “Of course. I would have added your brother as well, but unfortunate circumstances forbid Fusion from getting him with you. I’ll get him eventually, however. I like having the complete set and right now I only have half of it.”

Switch really didn’t like the way the Collector spoke of her and Bait like they were just things for him to collect, rather than people. She pushed against her chains, but as she expected, they didn’t even budge.

“But it isn’t just you two that I want,” said the Collector. “It’s your Blood Gems. Those are truly exotic, foreign, and unique.”

The Collector reached behind himself and then held out something toward Switch. Switch gasped: It was her Blood Gem, glowing softly in the palm of the Collector’s hand.

Switch took a few steps toward it automatically, but before she could get very far, Amphibian yanked her chain back and she came to a stop. She didn’t take her eyes off the Blood Gem for even a moment, however. She stared at it intensely, attempting to make it come back to her through sheer mental willpower alone, though she knew that that wasn’t possible.

“I see you want it,” said the Collector as he lowered the Blood Gem onto his lap. “I understand. It was a gift to you from your mother, I understand. Gifts from our loved ones are always the most valuable to us.”

Switch looked at the Collector. “Give my Blood Gem back to me. Now.”

The Collector smirked. “You do realize that you’re not in any position to bargain with me, right? I’m not the one wearing chains at the moment. You, however, are.”

Switch bit her lower lip. “Why do you want the Blood Gems? Are you planning to take over the world or something?”

The Collector leaned back in his chair and tossed his Blood Gem from hand to hand, though his focus was on Switch rather than the Gem that flashed back and forth between his hands. “I’m under no obligation to explain my motives to you. Besides, I already said I like to collect the foreign, the exotic, and the unique. The Blood Gems fit that description quite well, don’t they?”

It was clear to Switch that the Collector would not simply reveal all his plans to her, so she said instead, “How did you get The Atlantis?”

The Collector raised an eyebrow. “You mean this place?”

“Yeah,” said Switch, nodding. “The last I heard, The Atlantis had disappeared into the Atlantic Ocean after Tsunami’s arrest. How did you find it?”

The Collector smiled. “The Atlantis is part of my collection, too. When I first heard about it on the news, I made it my mission to find it. How many other mobile undersea palaces exist that you can name? Very few. So Amphibian and I searched for it and got lucky when we came across it off the Gulf of Mexico a month ago. We then took over the ship and have been living in it ever since.”

“What happened to the crew?” said Switch. “I know that some of the crew was arrested with Tsunami, but I also know that a lot of The Atlantis’ crew was still on board the submarine when it escaped.”

“Amphibian and I … relieved them from their duty,” said the Collector with a chilling smile. “Right, Amphibian?”

Amphibian nodded. “Amphibian had fun breaking their necks, yes he did.”

Switch gulped. These guys killed Tsunami’s crew. Not that I am going to cry about that, but it does mean that these two are far more dangerous than they let on. Better not let my guard down around them.

Aloud, Switch said, “So you don’t have any real ambitions? Are you just wandering the seas ‘collecting’ things you consider interesting? No plans for world domination or anything like that?”

“I’m simply a modest collector, Switch,” said the Collector with a humble shrug. “All I have ever wanted to do in my life is collect the things I find interesting.”

“No, that’s not all you want to do,” said Switch. “I can tell you have bigger ambitions, whatever they are. You’re just keeping them close to your vest.”

The Collector stopped throwing the Blood Gems from hand to hand and paused. “You’re smarter than you look, Switch, I’ll give you that, but that’s all I’m going to give you for now. My plans are for me and me alone. A collector doesn’t talk to his collection. Well, not a sane collector, anyway.”

And you’re definitely not ‘sane’ by any definition of the word, Switch thought, though she didn’t say that aloud because she didn’t want to be slapped by Amphibian.

“Anyway, I’m a bit bored of talking to you now,” said the Collector dismissively. “Amphibian, take her back to her room. I have several more chores for you to do today and I want you to get started on them promptly.”

“Yes, master,” said Amphibian with a quick bow. “Will have her chained up again right away.”

“Chained up?” Switch repeated. “You mean you aren’t going to put me in one of those display cases?”

The Collector looked at Switch wryly. “Why? Do you want to be put in suspended animation? I mean, we could do that, if you really wanted, but I’ve never met someone who has voluntarily chosen to be put in suspended animation before.”

“I don’t want that,” said Switch in annoyance. “I just don’t understand why I’m being treated so … special, I guess you would say, in comparison to the rest of your collection.”

“Because I’ve got special plans for you, Switch, for you and your brother once I get him,” said the Collector. He held up the Blood Gem. “And for your precious Blood Gems as well. Don’t worry, though. It won’t hurt … much.”

The Collector giggled when he said that. Based on the way Amphibian smiled, Switch wondered if this was some kind of strange in-joke between the Collector and Amphibian. She wondered if Fuse and Ion were in on it as well.

Who cares if they are or not? Switch thought. Whatever the Collector’s got planned for me and Bait probably isn’t good, which is why I need to escape The Atlantis as soon as possible.

As Amphibian led Switch away from the Collector, however, she could only reflect that that was far easier said than done.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

For the third time in as many months, Bait found himself walking through Cell Block Z of Ultimate Max prison, flanked on either side by prison guards armed with guns that could fire powerless pellets. This time, Bait was not going to see Electrica, his mother. Instead, he was going to see Tsunami, his father.

Then again, given how they’re both infamous supervillains, I don’t know whether that makes this trip much different than my previous two trips to prison, Bait thought, glancing at the jail cells on either side of the dim hallway as they walked. In any case, I just hope that Tsunami is willing to talk to me. He might still be pissed off about me punching him in the face that one time.

Bait was amazed that Headmaster Johanson had agreed to let him do this at all. As he had expected, Johanson had initially reacted very negatively against the idea of seeking Tsunami’s help. And Bait perfectly understood that. Tsunami was a mad man, easily one of the most dangerous supervillains in the world, and that was before you got to his god complex. Under any other circumstance, Bait would have been more than happy to let Tsunami rot in prison for the rest of his sorry life.

But with Switch missing and the location of The Atlantis unknown to them, Bait didn’t think they had much of a choice here. Tsunami was the only person in the world who could help them find The Atlantis. At the very least, Tsunami might have some idea of where it might be, even if he didn’t know who had stolen it or how to track it.

That was the reasoning Bait had used to convince Johanson to let Tsunami help. Johanson had conceded that it made sense, but he warned Bait not to take Tsunami lightly. Though Tsunami was currently imprisoned, he was still a very sly and clever man, a cunning manipulator, who wouldn’t hesitate to use Bait to further his own agenda, whatever it may be.

Bait, of course, already understood all of that. Even so, he was hardly annoyed with Johanson’s reminder about Tsunami’s nature. Unlike Switch, Bait didn’t get offended whenever people showed genuine concern toward him. Even if he was confident that he would not let Tsunami manipulate him, Bait knew his own limits as a person and had already prepared himself for any mind games Tsunami might play with him. The guards had assured Bait that Tsunami, like all Ultimate Max prisoners, received regular doses of powerless gas to render him unable to use his powers, but Bait knew that Tsunami’s powers were the least dangerous part of him.

“Here we are,” said one of the guards escorting Bait, coming to a stop before a door. “Number twenty-four, Tsunami.”

Bait looked at the door, which was labeled ‘NUMBER 24, TSUNAMI,’ just as the guard said. It looked no different from the doors of the other prison cells in Cell Block Z, but Bait tensed nonetheless, knowing that this door was one of the only things keeping the man inside from escaping.

The guard undid the various locks and then stepped aside to allow Bait to enter. Bait thanked the guard for his help and entered the cell, closing the door behind him on his way in. As he entered, he felt the powerless pellets in his pocket which the guards had given him just in case he needed them. He didn’t think he would—at least, not if the guards had done their job and rendered Tsunami powerless like they said they did—but it was always better to be safe than sorry.

Tsunami’s cell was different from Mom’s cell. Whereas Mom’s cell was padded with rubber and Mom herself had been tied up with a rubber straitjacket, Tsunami’s cell was made entirely of concrete. It was also hot and the floor was covered with a thin layer of sand. It felt kind of like walking into the desert, not helped by the bright light shining down from the ceiling, which seemed to be the primary source of the heat.

At the back of the cell was Tsunami himself, but he looked a lot worse than the last time Bait had seen him. Though still a big and strong man, Tsunami’s skin looked coarse and hardened, which made him look far older than he actually was. His bald head shone with sweat, while chains wrapped around his body were tied securely to the walls behind him. He sat with his head on his chest and looked almost dead, as if the heat had killed him.

As soon as Bait entered the cell, Tsunami raised his head. His dark eyes shone with the same malevolent intelligence which always animated them, still moist and wet in sharp contrast to his cracked lips and dried appearance.

“Bait,” said Tsunami. His lips crackled when he spoke. “I didn’t expect to see you again. Is it Father’s Day or something? Time is hard to keep track of in here.”

Bait just stared at Tsunami uncertainly. “Why do you look like a corpse? And what’s with the sand and heat?”

Tsunami shrugged. “Each Cell Block Z prisoner receives a special cell designed to counteract their powers specifically. My water-based powers require moisture in order to be effective, so my cell is kept as close to moisture free as possible. Not that it matters. Even if this cell was a literal aquarium, I would still be unable to use my powers due to the powerless gas they spray me with every twelve hours.”

“That explains why your cell is different from Mom’s,” said Bait, glancing around the cell again. “Feels like I walked into an oven.”

“Yes, I’ve heard that Electrica’s cell is padded with rubber,” said Tsunami. “Not that I would know myself, given how I haven’t even seen her since my arrival. Cell Block Z prisoners aren’t allowed to interact with each other, you see, not even if they were once lovers. I guess they don’t want us plotting an escape together or something.”

Bait looked at Tsunami in surprise. “You sound like you miss Mom, even though you didn’t seem to care much for her the last time we talked.”

“Oh, I still hate her for keeping you two away from me, don’t misunderstand,” said Tsunami. He sat back against the wall of his prison. “In truth, I don’t want to see her, because I have a feeling that she would try to kill me if she saw me. Water doesn’t conduct electricity very well, you see.” He sighed. “Then again, that was one of the reasons I loved her so much. The danger of being harmed or killed by her was … arousing, to say the least.”

Bait grimaced. “Ugh. Don’t mention ‘Mom’ and ‘arousing’ in the same sentence, okay? That’s just disgusting.”

Tsunami smiled his cracked lips. “One of the joys of fatherhood I missed out on was embarrassing my children, so I’m taking every chance I get with you and Switch to do just that. Think of it as a way to make up for all those years apart.”

“You don’t actually care about us,” Bait snapped. “You wanted to use us as living weapons, remember?”

“Doesn’t mean I can’t still crack a few dad jokes here and there,” said Tsunami with a mischievous smile.

Bait shook his head. “Look, I didn’t come here to catch up on old times. I’m here for one reason and one reason only: I need your help.”

Tsunami sat upright a little more when Bait said that. “Did you just say that you need my help? What do you need my help with? Sinking a small country? Destroying an enemy navy? Or maybe you just need a cup of water.”

“I don’t need that kind of help,” said Bait. “It’s Switch. She’s missing. Again. Kidnapped.”

“I didn’t do it this time,” said Tsunami quickly. “So if you think I can tell you where she is—”

“I know you’re not behind it this time,” Bait interrupted. “But someone is using your old submarine, The Atlantis, as their base of operations.”

Tsunami’s eyes narrowed. “Someone has stolen my palace? Without my knowledge?”

Bait nodded. “Yes. I don’t know who it is, but—”

“Where is it?” said Tsunami. He leaned toward Bait so much that his chains strained against his chest. “I want to know.”

“If I knew that, I wouldn’t be here,” said Bait, folding his arms in front of his chest. “I came to find out if you might know how to find it. But hey, real smooth, expressing more concern over your lost submarine than your own flesh and blood.”

Tsunami sat back, a calm expression returning to his face, but he still seemed upset by this news. “My own flesh and blood have betrayed me. To me, you and your sister are dead. You’d still make great weapons, don’t get me wrong, but I no longer feel any parental concern for either of you. What do I care if someone else tries to harm or kidnap you? It is the same as hearing of strangers being attacked and has the same emotional effect on me.”

Ouch. Bait had known that Tsunami didn’t really love him or Switch, but to hear it come so frankly from Tsunami’s mouth like that was like receiving a gut punch.

I thought I didn’t want his approval or love anymore, Bait thought. Guess a part of me still wants to make the old man proud. Bad sign.

Aloud, however, Bait said, “Well, whether you love us or not, the point is Switch has been kidnapped and the only way to rescue her is by finding The Atlantis. The NHA can’t really do that. Well, they can’t do it well or quickly, and by the time they do find her—”

“She will probably be dead,” Tsunami finished. “Is that correct?”

Bait nodded quickly. “Right. I see you understand what is at stake. And because you obviously don’t like the fact that someone stole your submarine—”

“Mobile undersea palace,” Tsunami interjected.

“—submarine,” Bait repeated, this time more firmly than before, “we obviously both have a reason to save Switch. Therefore, you have no reason to deny my request.”

Tsunami was quiet for a few seconds, as if pondering Bait’s words. Bait didn’t see what there was to think about. He was right, after all. Both he and Tsunami had a vested interest in finding The Atlantis, so it made sense for the two of them to work together. Even if all Tsunami did was tell Bait how to find The Atlantis, that would be enough.

But then Tsunami turned away from Bait and said, “No.”

Bait blinked. “Did you just say no?”

“I did.” Tsunami glanced at Bait in annoyance. “You know what that word means, right?”

“Yeah, I do, but—”

“Then you can leave and go back to that stupid school of yours,” said Tsunami. “We have nothing left to discuss. Better leave quickly. Your sister might be dead already.”

“Wait a minute,” said Bait hastily. “You can’t just reject my offer without explanation.”

“Why can’t I?” said Tsunami indifferently. “As a United States citizen, I have the right to enter into or reject any partnership offered to me. It is part of my rights.”

“I was told you rejected your US citizenship when you became a supervillain twenty years ago,” Bait said.

Tsunami glared at Bait. “The point, my dimwitted son, is that I don’t owe you anything. I’ve already rejected your claim to an explanation on the basis of blood. You have no other grounds to demand anything from me.”

Tsunami’s glare was intense. Even after two months of being underneath this heat, Tsunami somehow managed to maintain a strong glare nonetheless.

But Bait didn’t run away. He stood his ground and met Tsunami’s glare with his own steely gaze. “No. I want to know why you don’t want to help.”

Tsunami sighed. “Stubborn as a mule, just like your mother. Fine. I don’t want to help you because there’s no motivation for me.”

“No motivation?” Bait repeated. “What do you mean? You seemed upset that someone else has your sub.”

“I am, but if I help you locate it, then it will probably end up in the hands of the NHA, INJ, or maybe even the G-Men,” said Tsunami. “Probably the G-Men. Cadmus Smith is very good at confiscating weaponry and technology he deems a ‘threat’ to the security of the United States, and the last thing I need is the government dissecting my mobile undersea palace in order to figure out how to build their own. Or worse, that idiot Plutarch turning it into his own luxury mobile undersea palace where he invites all his rich friends to party.” Tsunami shuddered. “I can’t think of anything worse than that.”

Bait bit his lower lip. He didn’t know what would happen to The Atlantis if they found it, but Tsunami’s concerns seemed logical enough. He definitely didn’t think that the government would let something as potentially destructive as The Atlantis merely float the seas unsupervised or end up in private hands that might use it for nefarious purposes.

Then Tsunami looked at Bait again. “If you can guarantee that I will get my palace back into my possession if I help you, then I’ll be happy to help you find it. Otherwise, I’d rather spend another two months in this sweltering cell, knowing that my palace is at least not in the hands of the government.”

Bait frowned. There was no way he could guarantee that to Tsunami. He wasn’t a powerful government official or high-ranking NHA member. He had virtually no power or influence, especially in decisions as serious as this. And frankly, he wasn’t sure that he wanted Tsunami to have The Atlantis again. Tsunami would obviously use it for supervillain or outright criminal purposes. For that matter, Bait didn’t know what Tsunami would do with The Atlantis while in prison.

But at the same time, Bait just couldn’t say no. Tsunami was their best bet at finding Switch. He didn’t know if Switch’s kidnapper was going to kill her or not, but the only way to find out how she was doing would be to work with Tsunami. And right now, Tsunami was in a better position to bargain than he was.

Finally, Bait said, in a reluctant tone, “All right, Tsunami. I’ll make sure that you get The Atlantis after this is over. At least, I’ll talk to the Leadership Council about it and see if I can convince them to do that.”

Bait didn’t sound convincing, not even to himself, but at this point, he was willing to say almost anything to Tsunami to make him help.

Much to his surprise, Tsunami nodded and said, “Wise choice, my son, one I doubt you will regret.”

Oh, I doubt that, Bait thought with a gulp. Because I’m starting to regret it already and we haven’t even started.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Switch was awakened by the door to her room bursting open and Amphibian hustling inside. Shaking her head, Switch looked around and saw that she was still hanging from the ceiling by those same damn chains. She cursed under her breath.

“Hey, mean girlie, no cursing now,” said Amphibian as he walked over to the wall where the chains were anchored. “Not very ladylike, you know?”

“I’m not a lady,” Switch growled. “I am a woman, you sick frog thing.”

“Amphibian,” Amphibian corrected without looking at her. “And calling Amphibian ‘sick frog thing’ is even less ladylike. Amphibian understands why you don’t have a boyfriend.”

Switch would have responded to that with more than a bit of outrage, but she closed her mouth. There was no point in making quips to Amphibian. Though he was good at pretending to be dumb, it was obvious that his strange speech patterns hid a fairly clever intellect. At the very least, he didn’t get upset very easily, which Switch found frustrating, because she got upset easily and hated it whenever she met someone who didn’t get as frustrated as her.

I hoped this was all a bad dream, Switch thought as Amphibian began to lower her to the floor. I hoped that when I woke up, I would have been back in my dormitory in the Academy, but it looks like this is every bit as real as I feared.

As Switch lowered to the floor, she looked at Amphibian and said, “Why am I being lowered to the floor? I already had a bathroom break over an hour ago. Are you going to let me free?”

Amphibian shook his head. “No. Master has test for you. Thinks you will pass it, but Amphibian isn’t convinced.”

“Test?” Switch repeated. “What kind of test?”

“Amphibian is not supposed to say,” said Amphibian. He gave her the most shit-eating grin she had ever seen in her life. “But Amphibian thinks it will be funny to watch you struggle in it.”

Switch scowled. If Amphibian was amused by whatever the test was, that meant it was either extremely dangerous or extremely humiliating or perhaps both.

Either way, it’s not going to be good for me, Switch thought as she sank closer to the floor. I hope it’s short, at least.

Once Switch was safely lowered to the floor, Amphibian helped her to her feet and then walked her through the door and down the hallway. If Switch remembered correctly, her prison cell was located on Deck Two. For some reason, she thought that the test was going to take place in the Throne Room, mostly because the only reason she had been let out of her room at this point was to go down there, save for bathroom breaks and the like.

But they never went to Deck Four. Amphibian led her past the elevator, down a short set of steps, down a hallway, and around a corner before they stopped in front of the entrance to a room labeled ‘EXERCISE & TRAINING CENTER.’

Switch knew where they were now. The Atlantis, due to its massive size, had a variety of different rooms for many different purposes. One of them was the Exercise & Training Center, which was where members of the crew used to work out. Back during Switch’s first visit to The Atlantis, she had gone down to the Exercise & Training Center a few times, though not as often as she’d like, because it was usually full of crew members and she didn’t like training in a room full of men she didn’t know. She remembered, however, how big the Center had been. It was nearly as big as the Academy Gym and a lot fancier, too.

“Am I about to undergo a physical fitness test?” said Switch, looking at Amphibian. “Not that I mind working out, but I thought the test was going to be something more … dangerous, to say the least.”

“Go inside,” said Amphibian, as if Switch had not spoken at all. “Collector is waiting. So is your opponent.”

“My opponent?” said Switch, but Amphibian just shoved her through the doors and she almost fell onto her face before she regained her balance and looked around the Center.

Unlike the Throne Room, the Exercise & Training Center was more or less unchanged from her last visit. A large set of dumbbells stood off to the side, while many exercise machines and benches were scattered along the perimeter of the room. It even smelled the same: seaweed and sweat, which was a strange combination that Switch doubted she would ever get used to.

The only major difference was that the middle of the room had been cleared away, leaving a wide-open space for a fight of some kind. And standing in the center of the space was the Collector and Fuse.

The Collector wore gym shorts and a sleeveless black shirt, which emphasized his skinny arms and shoulders. He even had a sweatband around his head, like he was ready to do an intense workout session, though Switch thought it looked silly on him.

Fuse, on the other hand, wore his usual blue costume, his arms folded in front of his chest. He was frowning when Switch entered—maybe he didn’t like being around the Collector all that much—but when he saw Switch, a smile she didn’t like appeared on his lips.

“Hey, Switch,” said Fuse, waving at her when she entered. “Nice to see ya. Enjoying your stay on The Atlantis?”

“No,” said Switch bluntly. “I’m not.”

“Well, I guess hanging upside down in a bare chamber would make for a shitty hotel room,” said Fuse. He winked at her. “But I like that honesty of yours. Always an attractive quality in a girl.”

Switch turned her attention to the Collector, because Fuse was annoying. “All right, I’m here. What’s the test?”

“Straight to the point as well,” said Fuse. “Love that.”

The Collector, on the other hand, looked less enthusiastic about Switch’s bluntness than Fuse. He stroked his chin as he said, “Not even a hello? I thought your parents had taught you some manners.”

“My parents are supervillains,” said Switch in a deadpan voice. “Supervillains aren’t exactly known for their manners.”

“True,” said the Collector, again apparently missing her sarcasm. “But it doesn’t matter. What matters is that you are here and obviously ready and willing to do the test. That’s good, because it will mean I will have to use less force on you.”

“Less force?” said Switch. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t worry, cutie,” said Fuse, winking at her again. “The only one who will be using force on you around here is yours truly. Pay no attention to the Collector.”

“What are you talking about?” said Switch. She stepped backward, even though she knew that her chains prevented her from running away. “You aren’t going to beat me, are you?”

Fuse opened his mouth to speak, but the Collector shot him a cold glare and said, “Fuse, please keep your mouth shut and let me explain. You’ll ruin the surprise otherwise.”

Fuse closed his mouth, but he obviously didn’t look very happy about that. Switch, on the other hand, thought that telling Fuse to shut his trap was the smartest thing this Collector guy had done so far.

“Now,” said the Collector, turning to look at Switch again, “the test is going to be quite simple. You will spar with Fuse in the middle of this room.”

Switch frowned. “Spar? Like, fight?”

“Right,” said Fuse, nodding. “Though I can spar in other ways, especially with pretty girls.”

The Collector glared at Fuse again. “What did I tell you about talking?”

“Sorry, boss,” said Fuse sheepishly. “You know how I get around pretty girls.”

“Yes, which is exactly why I am beginning to regret choosing you and not Ion to fight her,” said the Collector with a sigh. He looked at Switch once more. “It will be simple. You two will spar until one of you is the victor. You may use your powers however you like, but no weapons, because that would be just unnecessarily brutal.”

Switch looked at the Collector skeptically. “So all I need to do is kick this guy’s ass and then … what? What is this test supposed to prove?”

The Collector scratched his cheek. “I want to see if your powers are really as fantastic as everyone says they are. If you’re going to be part of my collection, then I would like to know everything you can do. As a collector, I know the full capabilities of each thing in my collection. Part of the fun of collecting things is learning about what they can do.”

Switch’s skepticism only increased when the Collector said that. “There has to be more to it than that.”

The Collector raised an eyebrow. “If there was, do you really think I would tell you?”

Switch frowned. “No, I don’t.”

The Collector nodded, a smirk on his face. “Good. You haven’t been here for even a day and you already understand me. You’re much smarter than you look.”

“Not the first time I’ve been told that,” said Switch. “Most people underestimate my intelligence. Usually to their detriment.”

“Maybe you should try looking less stupid and more people wouldn’t underestimate you so often,” the Collector suggested.

“Hey, I don’t care if a girl looks stupid,” said Fuse with a smile he appeared to think looked charming but which Switch thought looked creepy. “As long as she’s pretty, I don’t care how intelligent a girl is.”

Switch shook her head. “Let’s stop talking about how intelligent I am and just start the test already. I’m done talking.”

“All right,” said the Collector. “Amphibian and I will step outside of the circle so you two can fight without worrying about harming either of us. Amphibian, take off her chains.”

Amphibian quickly untied the chains around Switch’s body. When the chains fell to the floor around her, Switch immediately started rotating her shoulders. They had gotten stiff from lack of movement and she wanted to take this brief moment before the fight began to get her muscles moving again.

Wonder what would happen if I tried to run, Switch thought, glancing over her shoulder at the doors on the other side of the room. Fuse and maybe Amphibian would probably catch me before I could get very far. Best not to risk getting a beating. Amphibian is probably looking for an excuse to hit me again and me trying to escape would be exactly the excuse he would need to do that.

“All right,” said the Collector, who was sitting on one of the benches up against the wall, with Amphibian standing next to him carrying Switch’s chains in hand. “On your mark, get set, fight!”

Switch immediately fired ten nail bullets at Fuse. But Fuse raised his hand and a shield made of energy appeared before him, which the nail bullets harmlessly hit against and landed on the floor with a clatter.

“You’re fast,” Fuse said. “I thought that being in those chains would have slowed you down, but apparently not. My turn.”

Fuse waved his hand again and his shield disappeared. Two boxing gloves made of light appeared over his hands and he rushed toward Switch with shocking speed. He aimed a punch at her face, but Switch jumped to the side and rolled several feet away from Fuse before coming to a stop. Hopping to her feet, Switch looked over her shoulder at Fuse, who had now taken a boxing stance, which made her wonder if he was actually a boxer of some sort.

“Nice reflexes,” said Fuse. “And smart thinking. I wouldn’t want to be hit by these babies, either. Made of light, but solid as concrete.”

“I thought you were going to go easy on me because you like me,” said Switch, turning to face Fuse slowly.

Fuse smirked. “Oh, it’s quite the opposite. I go easy on girls I dislike. Girls I like, on the other hand, I’m happy to go hard on, if you know what I mean.”

Unfortunately, Switch knew exactly what she meant and she couldn’t stop herself from glancing at the lower half of Fuse’s body briefly before snapping her attention back to him before he noticed.

But Fuse just smiled knowingly, as if he had seen what Switch did, and then rushed toward her again. This time, Switch shot several nail bullets at him, but Fuse dodged them as easily and gracefully as a cobra. He got up close to Switch and slammed his right fist into her gut.

He hadn’t been lying when he said that his light gloves were as hard as concrete, because that was what his punch fell like. With a gasp of pain, Switch collapsed onto the floor and clutched her stomach, breathing hard and trying not to scream from the pain where Fuse had punched her. Fuse stood above her, looking down at her with amusement.

“What did I say about how I treat girls?” said Fuse with a slightly mocking tone. “I’ll go easy on you if you agree to go out with me.”

Switch bit her lower lip. She didn’t want to say anything, partly because she knew that if she did, she would just scream in pain. But she was also starting to find Fuse irritatingly attractive. He had a rather muscular body and there was something about his Canadian accent that she liked.

What am I doing? Switch thought. This isn’t the time to think about boys, Switch. Focus on winning this fight.

“Give up?” said Fuse, tilting his head to the side. “Remember, we’re only supposed to fight until one of us wins. If you want to surrender, I’ll accept it, though I’d be a bit disappointed if you gave up so easily.”

Easy for you to say, because you weren’t the one who got punched in the stomach, Switch thought, wincing at the sharp pain in her abdomen. Damn it.

Switch knew that she would not be able to beat Fuse in a straight fight. He was too fast and too strong. His ability to make solid light constructs was especially annoying, because her nail bullets couldn’t pierce them and he was very creative in their usage.

I need to disable his powers somehow, Switch thought. But how?

Her eyes suddenly flicked up at the ceiling. More specifically, she was looking at the fluorescent lights shining down on her and Fuse. A plan formed in her mind, one that might just allow her to turn the tables. But she would need to be fast and hope that Fuse didn’t see it coming.

Ignoring the pain in her gut, Switch raised both hands and aimed them at the ceiling. She fired ten nail bullets at the lights, which flew up so fast that Fuse couldn’t follow their trajectory. He just looked up just in time to see the nail bullets strike the fluorescent lights and blow them up.

Immediately, the Exercise & Training Center was plunged into utter darkness. Switch heard Fuse curse in surprise, as well as Amphibian ribbit and the Collector gasp, but she didn’t care. She swept Fuse’s legs out from underneath him. As soon as he hit the floor, she climbed on top of him and put her index finger against his neck.

“Don’t move,” Switch muttered in as low and threatening a voice as she could muster. “Try to throw me off and I won’t hesitate to put a nail bullet in your neck.”

Underneath her, Fuse went very still. She could feel his heart beating underneath her and realized that his chest was very solid. Still, she didn’t take her finger off his neck. She just waited for his response.

All of a sudden, a light flashed on, causing Switch to wince. She looked toward the light, squinting her eyes, and saw that it was the Collector and Amphibian. Amphibian was holding a flashlight, which he aimed toward Switch and Fuse, while the Collector stood by his side, a surprised look on his gaunt features.

“Whew,” said the Collector when he saw Switch and Fuse. “When the lights went out like that, I thought for sure that you were going to take advantage of that moment to kill us all, or at least Fuse. But I see that it was merely part of a larger strategy to beat him.”

Switch nodded. “Yes. I remembered that Fuse can only create solid light constructs when he has light to work with. So I thought that if I knocked out the lights, then I would render him practically powerless.”

The Collector clapped. “Clever thinking, Switch. Very clever. And that’s high praise coming from me. You see, most people aren’t as clever as me, so I rarely praise others in this manner. Wasn’t that clever of her, Amphibian?”

Amphibian looked displeased. “Yes, master. Amphibian will have to fix lights, though.”

“Oh, that will be easy,” said the Collector, waving off Amphibian’s concern. “I say that this test was a resounding success and that you, Switch, are the undisputed winner. You can get off Fuse now if you like.”

For a moment, Switch considered just putting a nail bullet in Fuse’s neck and then shooting the Collector and Amphibian while she was at it. But then she removed her finger from Fuse’s throat and rolled off him. As soon as she was off him, Fuse sat up and rubbed his neck, perhaps to make sure it wasn’t bleeding or wounded.

“Well, I can’t say I saw that coming,” said Fuse, looking at Switch with a strange look in his eyes. “You really did take me by surprise, I’ll admit it.”

“Good,” said Switch. “I—”

“But don’t think that means I’m going to stop chasing you,” said Fuse with a wink. “Next time, I’ll beat you and then we can go on that date I mentioned. Deal?”

“Enough banter,” said the Collector before Switch could say anything. “Amphibian, put her chains back on her and take her back to her cell. Fuse, you stay here. I want to talk.”

A worried look crossed Fuse’s features when the Collector said that last sentence. Switch almost felt sorry for him when she saw the terror on his face, but then she reminded herself that Fuse was one of the people who had kidnapped her in the first place and any sympathy she felt toward him vanished instantly.

Still, as Switch stood up to allow Amphibian to start winding her chains around her again, she could not help but feel lucky that Fuse liked her. Maybe she would be able to take advantage of that at some point to get out of here.

Unless Bait saves me first, Switch thought as Amphibian wrapped the chains around her body. Which seems less and less likely with each passing day.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

The abandoned docks of New York City were quiet and eerie tonight. Thick clouds hung in the sky overhead, leaving little room for the moon and stars to shine. Abandoned warehouses, docks, and ships were scattered everywhere, and the whole place smelled of a mixture of seaweed, sewage, and garbage. There were no lights on in any of the buildings, in sharp contrast to the rest of New York, which was ablaze with light, but Bait sensed that just because the lights weren’t on did not mean that the buildings were uninhabited.

This was hardly the place for a teenager—superhuman or otherwise—to be, yet Bait found himself here nonetheless, walking down the main boardwalk, his Blood Gem glowing softly in the chest compartment of his costume. He didn’t have any weapons on him—he wasn’t old enough to get a concealed carry permit—but the longer he was in this place, the more he wished he had illegally brought a gun or something anyway. He may have had super strength, but that didn’t mean much against gang bangers who used guns.

But Bait wasn’t alone. Walking by his side was Tsunami, who walked down the darkened boardwalk as if it was main street in a peaceful small town in rural America. He showed no fear or worry about any criminals who might be watching them from the shadows, but then, Tsunami rarely showed any sort of fear anyway. He really did seem to think he was a god who was too powerful to worry about such pitiful mortal concerns as fear.

He looks a lot better than he did three days ago when he was let out of prison, Bait thought. Guess that’s what three days of eating and drinking filling food does to you.

It was true. When Bait first went to visit Tsunami in prison four days ago, Tsunami had been a weakened, dried up version of himself. Now, however, after four days of freedom, Tsunami was close to looking like his old self again. His body was more filled out, his hair was already starting to grow back, and he had managed to wash off all of the sand which had gotten onto his skin. His skin looked softer now and he himself looked younger than he did before. Tsunami had explained to Bait that it was the prison itself more than anything which had ruined his looks and that he expected to look better and better as the days went by. It didn’t hurt that Tsunami had gotten a navy blue suit, which actually went along pretty well with his trident.

The only jarring feature on Tsunami was the blinking collar around his neck, which had a capsule of powerless gas attached in the very center. Every now and then, Tsunami would tug at the collar, but so far had not made any serious attempt to remove it. The collar in question was designed to unleash a huge blast of powerless gas onto Tsunami should he try to remove it. It was the prison’s way of ensuring that even if Tsunami tried to take advantage of his temporary freedom to escape, he would be rendered totally powerless if he somehow managed to remove the collar.

Tsunami had assured Bait that he had no intentions whatsoever of removing his collar, but Bait doubted that. He knew Tsunami well enough to know that Tsunami’s manipulative, plotting mind was likely already coming up with a plan to not only remove the collar, but make sure its powerless gas was used on one of his enemies instead. Bait hoped that it wouldn’t take them long to find Switch, because the longer it took to find her, the more time Tsunami had to figure out how to remove his collar without rendering himself powerless.

Not that Tsunami would get very far even if he did that, however. Walking on Bait’s right was Brains, who had volunteered for the mission when the Leadership Council sent out a message to the rest of the NHA asking for someone to mind Tsunami. Brains had been the most logical choice, because his ability to read minds meant that he would be able to react appropriately should Tsunami even think of escape.

That’s probably why Brains looks so pissed off right now, Bait thought, glancing at Brains. He’s probably reading Tsunami’s mind and seeing all of the bad things Tsunami wants to do. I can’t imagine it’s pleasant.

Looking up at Tsunami, Bait said, “How much farther until we find the place you said would help us find The Atlantis?”

“Not much farther now,” said Tsunami. He pointed up ahead. “Another block and we’ll reach my friend’s place.”

“And who is your friend again, exactly?” said Bait. “Another supervillain?”

“The man who built The Atlantis,” said Tsunami, glancing at Bait. “Didn’t I tell you that already?”

“No,” said Brains in an annoyed voice. “You just said that there was someone who could help us find The Atlantis. You didn’t say who he was.”

Tsunami smirked at Brains. “Why didn’t you read my mind and find out? You can do that, can’t you?”

“You have a telepathic barrier that I can’t break,” said Brains. “Just where did you learn how to do that, anyway? Telepaths are rare and it’s even rarer to find one who would be willing to teach someone—especially a supervillain—how to block unwanted telepathy.”

Tsunami shrugged. “In the criminal underworld where I used to run, you could get all sorts of interesting things for the right price. Not all telepaths wish to play the hero like you. Some merely want to profit off their own powers.”

“I don’t like it,” said Brains. “Telepathy is a powerful gift, one that should not be used lightly or to make money.”

“Now I remember why I hate you,” said Tsunami. “You’re too much of a goody two shoes.”

“Guys,” said Bait, holding up his hands before Brains could respond. “Can we stop arguing for a second? If we’re going to save Switch, then we need to focus on working together for now.”

Brains nodded and looked away. “Right, Bait. I shouldn’t let Tsunami bait me into saying something stupid.”

“Why would I need to bait you into doing what just comes naturally to you?” said Tsunami with a smirk.

Brains glared at Tsunami again, but kept his mouth shut. He looked like he was starting to rethink the wisdom of going to Tsunami for help, and Bait couldn’t blame him. Bait expected Tsunami to betray them at any moment, which was why he had the detonator for Tsunami’s collar in his pocket where he could easily reach it.

Eventually, Tsunami stopped in front of a building and said, “Here we are. I believe this is where my friend made his base of operations.”

Bait looked at the building which they had stopped in front of. It looked like an abandoned, rundown warehouse, not too different from the other abandoned warehouses in this part of the city. The windows were boarded up, while crude graffiti was sprayed all over the walls. It hardly looked like the place where you would expect something as fantastic as building a mobile undersea palace would take place.

Tsunami knocked on the door politely and then stood still. Bait moved slightly out of the way of the door, just in case the person on the other side greeted them with a gun, but Tsunami looked perfectly at ease, as if he was going to his neighbor to get a cup of sugar. Brains also stepped slightly off to the side, but he never took his eyes off Tsunami in order to make sure he didn’t get away.

Finally, a slit in the door opened and one red eye appeared in the opening. “Who is it?”

Tsunami smiled and stepped forward. “Gerald, it’s me, Lord Tsunami.”

“Tsunami?” said the voice on the other side, which apparently belonged to someone named Gerald. The eye squinted. “Yeah, you look like him, all right, but what’s with the suit? I thought you wore coral armor. And that weird collar on your neck doesn’t really suit your style.”

Tsunami rubbed the collar around his neck. “It wasn’t my idea. The prison guards put it on my neck in order to ensure I wouldn’t escape.”

“Wait, you’re out of Ultimate Max?” said Gerald, his eye widening. “How did you manage that?”

“Technically, I’m still under arrest,” said Tsunami with a shrug. “Hence the collar. I’m out only for a short period of time. Once I finish the job I’ve been given, it’s back into the slammer with me.”

“Job?” said Gerald. His eye turned toward Bait and Brains, as if he had noticed them for the first time. “Wait a minute, those two look like supers. This isn’t a sting, is it?”

Bait opened his mouth to answer, but it was Tsunami who said, “Oh, no. You see, I am helping these two find a certain something that once belonged to me. Though they look like holier than thou superheroes who save cats from trees and help little old ladies cross the street, they’re both bored with the superhero life and have pledged themselves to serve me if I aid them.”

“Turners,” said Gerald with a chuckle. “Ah, I love ‘em. Those types of guys are the best. Extremely vicious, but always barrels of fun. Sorry for accusing you of that, Tsunami. Just can’t be too sure in this line of business, you know?”

“Oh, I understand completely,” said Tsunami. “Now, will you let us in so we can discuss the matter we are investigating? It’s private and I don’t want the ears on the street to hear.”

“Sure thing,” said Gerald. “Just hold on a moment. I’ve got a hundred and one locks on this door and half of them don’t even have keys anymore.”

The slit closed shut, but Bait heard the sounds of metal locks and chains being undone on the other side. It almost sounded like this warehouse had even more security than a bank, but Bait didn’t care about that. He just looked at Tsunami with a questioning gaze. “Turners?”

“Criminal slang for superheroes who’ve gone rogue,” Tsunami explained. “There aren’t too many of them, but they’re usually more vicious than your average criminal or supervillain because they have to prove that they’re not spies from the NHA, INJ, or G-Men. I’ve known more than a few myself.”

“Traitors, in other words,” said Brains. He scowled. “Why did you tell your friend we’re turners?”

“Because it was the only way he would let you two in,” said Tsunami in a patient voice, as if explaining that one plus one equals two to a very dense kindergartner. “Gerald is very paranoid, so I often have to lie to make him trust me. If it helps, you don’t have to say anything. I’ll do all the talking so he doesn’t suspect a thing.”

Bait had to admit that that made sense, but he still didn’t like it. He was no ‘turner’ and had no intention of becoming one. Even if it was just to assuage the fears of a paranoid criminal, Bait still felt uncomfortable with that label.

I wonder if they have a term for the opposite, Bait thought. A supervillain who becomes a superhero. Like Arachnid.

Bait still found it hard to accept that Arachnid had once been a supervillain. It explained Arachnid’s cold, harsh tendencies, but Bait just couldn’t imagine brave and heroic Arachnid ever engaging in criminal behavior. He felt bad for never asking Arachnid about his past when he had been alive.

Bet he has an interesting past, Bait thought.

The sound of chains and locks being undone suddenly ended and then the door opened, revealing a pitch black interior that smelled of mildew and mold.

“Enter,” said Gerald, whose voice came from somewhere within the shadows. “And don’t waste any time. I don’t want anyone seeing you three enter my workshop.”

Tsunami nodded and entered without saying a word. Bait and Brains followed and found themselves standing in a pitch black hallway, which became even darker when the door suddenly closed behind them with a loud crunch. Bait looked over his shoulder and heard Gerald putting the locks back up, but he couldn’t see the criminal.

“All right,” said Gerald, whose voice came from directly behind him. “Let’s go to my workshop, which is just a few feet down. I hate talking business in the dark, especially with turners.”

The four of them walked down the hallway until they emerged, quite abruptly, into a wide open room that was surprisingly well-lit. It was a workshop of some sort, though Bait had a hard time figuring out what, exactly, Gerald built in here, because he saw a variety of devices and machines sitting on tables and chairs scattered all over the room. Some of them looked familiar, such as a car engine, but others looked totally alien, like the strange gun-like weapon that might have been a laser blaster of some sort. The walls were covered with tools, ranging from simple hammers to complicated saws and everything in between.

“Impressed?” said Gerald from Bait’s side. “You should be. Not too many people get to see my workshop, especially not turners.”

Bait looked to his left to finally see Gerald and nearly jumped when he did.

The man standing before Bait looked unlike any man he had seen before. He was short and stout, coming up to Bait’s waist, but instead of having two eyes like a normal human, he had one large, cyclopean red eye in the center of his forehead. He wore a dirty white t-shirt and coveralls, as well as some old work boots, but somehow that merely enhanced his strange appearance, rather than take away from it.

“What are you looking at?” Gerald snapped. “Never seen a one-eyed man before? Geez.”

“Bait here is merely surprised by your appearance,” said Tsunami smoothly. “You do know that most men aren’t one-eyed, don’t you?”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” said Gerald, waving off Tsunami’s explanation with one hand. “Still don’t like it. Tell the brat to stop staring and I won’t brain him with my hammer.” He then looked at Brains and frowned. “What is wrong with your brain? It looks weird.”

“It’s my helmet,” said Brains in irritation, tapping the side of his helmet. “And it looks no stranger than your face.”

“Right, whatever,” said Gerald as he walked over to a nearby work bench and sat on the stool in front of it. “I think you should dump the get up, because you’re a turner now and all. Just a suggestion.”

Brains looked annoyed at Gerald’s criticism of his costume, but Bait said, in a hesitating voice, “So, are you a superhuman yourself or—”

“Yep,” said Gerald, nodding. He gestured at his eye. “Hyper vision. I was born with one eye, but I can shoot lasers, see through things with x-ray vision, and do lots of other things besides. My friends call me Tunnel Vision.”

Brains started. “Tunnel Vision? You mean you are the wanted inventor who makes weapons and tools for supervillains?”

“That’s me,” said Gerald with a bright voice. “And I do a damn good job of it, too. Haven’t been caught by those NHA, INJ, or G-Men bastards yet.”

“I’ve never heard of you,” said Bait. “Are you really that dangerous?”

“He is,” said Brains. “He’s the primary creator of tools and weapons for supervillains and other criminals. He’s been on the NHA’s most wanted list since the late nineties and the G-Men have him in the top five most wanted supervillains. He’s not very strong himself, but he’s very skilled with mechanics and engineering and he’s willing to sell his services to anyone with cash.”

“Hey, you’re making me blush here,” said Gerald. “I’m not that great. Plutarch, on the other hand, he was a great supervillain. Too bad he decided to go straight and become the President. He was once my biggest customer, bar none. Felt like a billionaire myself whenever his orders for weapons came in, let me tell you.”

“Presumably, however, business has been booming recently,” said Tsunami. “Right?”

Gerald shrugged. “Eh, you know, it has its ups and downs. How’s The Atlantis, by the way? Still chugging along?”

“Did you build The Atlantis?” said Bait in surprise.

“Sure did,” said Gerald. “My biggest project to date, but Tsunami paid well and I couldn’t say no to such good money, especially with Plutarch out of the supervillain business. Took a long time to build, but I’m pretty proud of it.”

Tsunami folded his arms across his chest. “Actually, I was about to ask you how The Atlantis was doing, seeing as you have seen it sometime recently.”

Gerald looked at Tsunami so fast that he must have gotten whiplash, because he rubbed his neck as he said, “What makes you say that?”

Tsunami stepped forward, his eyes fixed on Gerald. “Because someone else has The Atlantis now and is using it without my permission, that’s why.”

Gerald suddenly started sweating. He tugged at the collar of his shirt as he said, “Really? Huh, well, I guess it makes sense that someone would take it, what with you being in prison for the last couple of months and all, but—”

“Don’t play dumb with me, Gerald,” said Tsunami with a hiss. “I’m no fool. I can tell when I’m being lied to and you are lying like a lawyer to me right now.”

“He’s right,” said Brains suddenly. “I’m reading Gerald’s mind right now. He sold The Atlantis to someone named the Collector.”

Tsunami’s face went pale. “The Collector?” He looked at Gerald more sternly than before. “Who is the Collector and why did you sell him The Atlantis?”

Gerald was sweating so hard right now that his white shirt became stained with his sweat. “I … I, well, uh, you see, a couple months ago I was in a tight spot, financially-speaking, and then your crew came back to me with The Atlantis because it was damaged and they needed it fixed. ‘Course, once I learned you weren’t in charge of it, I just took the sub for myself and intended to sell it to the highest bidder ‘cause I needed the cash, you know?”

“What about my crew?” said Tsunami. “What happened to them?”

“Sold ‘em to the Collector along with the sub,” said Gerald quickly. “Guy wanted them for some kind of experiment, I think. Not that they were happy about it, but I had no choice. Nor did they, for that matter, because that Collector guy can be very persuasive when he wants to be. All I can say is that they’re probably not alive anymore.”

“Who is the Collector?” said Bait, stepping closer to Gerald. “And why did he want The Atlantis?”

Gerald gulped. His one eye darted from side to side, like he was looking for an escape route. “He’s a rich guy. Really rich, though he doesn’t get sarcasm. Don’t know where he came from, but he offered me a deal I couldn’t refuse. Don’t know why he wanted The Atlantis. Said something about wanting to add it to his ‘collection,’ but I don’t know what he meant by that and didn’t ask because hey, free money, right?”

“And why did you think it would be okay to sell my palace to him?” said Tsunami, his voice low and threatening.

Gerald held up his hands. “I-I just thought you were never gonna get out of prison, so I didn’t think you’d miss your, um, sub, I mean palace. Please don’t kill me.”

Tsunami looked like he was about to kill him anyway, but instead he simply nodded and said, “I see. Well, I suppose that that clears up matters somewhat.”

“Are you going to leave now?” said Gerald, lowering his hands, a hopeful look on his face.

Tsunami shook his head. “No. Tell us where The Atlantis is so we can go to it.”

Gerald gulped again. “I don’t know where it is. Sorry.”

“Didn’t the Collector tell you where he was going to take it?” Bait asked.

Gerald had a thoughtful look on his face, as though trying to remember what the Collector had said to him. “He mentioned something about taking it to Antarctica, but I don’t know what he meant by that. I think he just wanted to get away from civilization. Didn’t seem like the social type to me, if you get what I mean.”

“Antarctica?” said Bait. He looked at Brains and Tsunami with a puzzled look. “Either of you two know what that means?”

Brains shook his head, but Tsunami’s eyes widened with understanding. He immediately looked away, as if seeing into the distance, before looking back at Bait and Brains with a grim expression on his face.

“I know exactly what that means,” said Tsunami, his voice low. “And unless we get there quickly, there won’t be much of a world for us to save.”

What stood out to Bait the most about Tsunami’s voice was not that it was low, but rather that it was tinged with a real sense of fear. It was the first time Bait had ever heard fear in Tsunami’s voice, and it shook him more than anything Tsunami actually said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

The last three or four days (Switch wasn’t sure how much time had passed due to the lack of a calendar or sun for her to look at) were pretty much a repeat of the day of the test with Fuse. At around noon each day, Amphibian would come to her cell, lower her down to the floor, and take her to the Exercise & Training Center, where Switch would be given an opportunity to train with an opponent. She no longer trained with Fuse, however, or even with Ion. Instead, she trained with those strange cyborgs that had attacked her and her classmates on the beach what seemed like a lifetime ago now.

As a result, Switch learned a few interesting things about the cyborgs. First, they were not ‘cyborgs,’ but rather ‘biomechanical anthropoids,’ which was what the Collector referred to them as. That was too much of a mouthful for Switch, however, so she continued to think of them as cyborgs in her mind.

Not that it made much of a difference what she called them or what they were actually called, because every time she sparred with these cyborgs, she would find herself almost defeated. Though their movements were hardly graceful, the cyborgs were still quick and strong. They had grips like iron, capable of locking their mechanical fingers around her body or arms with the tightness of steel clamps. More than once, Switch found herself having to surrender after being pinned down by them, because without Bait’s super strength, Switch didn’t do so well against them in melee combat.

That didn’t mean Switch always lost, however. What she discovered about the cyborgs was that, while deadly up close, they were pretty much a joke if you used ranged weapons on them. If she could get in a few nail bullets early on in key spots, such as the knees, then the fight usually ended in Switch’s favor. It helped that the Collector forbid his cyborgs from bringing in guns or other long-ranged weapons into the Exercise & Training Center, though Switch found that surprising, given how she thought that the Collector must have hated seeing his minions get defeated by Switch time and again.

But Switch was beginning to think that the Collector wasn’t even remotely disappointed whenever Switch thrashed one of his cyborgs. He always stood off to the side, notepad in hand, taking down notes during the fight. He never showed her his notes or explained what, exactly, he was taking notes about, but Switch figured he was analyzing her fighting style and the full extent of her powers. No doubt the Collector would explain that that was because he liked to know everything about his collection, but in truth, Switch suspected that the Collector had deeper reasons for analyzing her.

She no longer bought the lie that the Collector was simply into collecting interesting or exotic or unique things. She was certain that the Collector, like any supervillain, had world domination or something close to that in mind and he wanted to use her and possibly Bait to achieve that goal. It explained why the Collector didn’t simply put her into suspended animation like he did to that Pokacu alien. He wanted her in tiptop shape for his real plan, whatever it was.

The question was, then, how was Switch going to escape. She never had a chance to slip away to the escape pods, because whenever she was not eating, going to the bathroom, or beating up cyborgs, she was chained in her cell, hanging upside down from the ceiling, staring at the floor whenever she wasn’t asleep. Not that she ever got a good night’s sleep. Hanging upside down from the ceiling with thick, metal chains wrapped around your body wasn’t exactly conducive to getting a good night’s rest.

And the food wasn’t very good, either. It was mostly bread, generic meat, and water. It kept her alive and she wasn’t dying of hunger, true, but it was still nowhere near as good as what she got at the Academy. It didn’t help that Amphibian sometimes complained to her about how food and water kept going missing in The Atlantis’ store room and how he was sure that Fuse and Ion were the ones stealing it, even though he had yet to catch them in the act.

What Switch needed to do, she knew, was get to one of the escape pods. That was how she had escaped from The Atlantis the first time and she didn’t see why it couldn’t work again. The problem, of course, was actually getting to the escape pods. She recalled that they were all situated on Deck One, while she was on Deck Three, meaning that even if she somehow figured out how to free herself from her cell, she’d have to risk making her way through the upper decks unseen or unnoticed by the Collector and his minions if she was to get to the pods.

Yet it was her only chance of escape, as far as she could tell. She supposed she could have waited to see if Bait was coming to save her, but she had already decided that she needed to save herself, because there was no guarantee that Bait would ever find The Atlantis.

So Switch kept her eyes open for a chance to escape. She was determined to take advantage of whatever opportunity offered itself to her, no matter how slim it might be. While she still didn’t quite know what the Collector had in store for her, she was not interested in sticking around long enough to find out.

It was three days after her capture that an opportunity to escape appeared. It was shortly after yet another training session with a cyborg, which went worse than usual due to the fact that this cyborg was wearing thicker armor, which the Collector said was to test the exact strength of her nail bullets. Her nail bullets did manage to pierce the cyborg’s armor, but they did not go all the way into the cyborg’s body and were stopped halfway through due to the thickness of the armor itself.

When Switch was taken back to her cell by Amphibian and tied up, she discovered that Amphibian didn’t quite chain her up as tightly as before. She was hanging from the ceiling, wincing at the spot on her chest where the cyborg had punched her, when she felt an itch on her back. She tried to reach it instinctively and found that her arm had more freedom than it had before. The chain, though still tight around her body, was looser than she thought and she was able to move her right arm around with some degree of movement.

He must have forgot to make sure my chains were tied tightly enough, Switch thought, unable to hide the smile on her face. It’s my lucky day.

Switch wriggled her arm back and forth, slowly but surely squeezing it out of the chains. Even with the chains being looser than usual, it was hard to do, because the chains were still tight. It didn’t help that all of the blood rushing to her head made her feel dizzy all the time.

Miraculously, however, Switch managed to pull out her right arm. She looked at her hand in surprise, a large smile on her face.

Can’t believe it, Switch thought. Maybe I won’t need Bait’s help after all.

Switch tried to pull her left arm out, but for some reason she couldn’t. Yet even if she could have, that would not have helped her, because she would still be dangling from the ceiling like a living pinata.

Unless I break the chain connecting me to the ceiling, that is, Switch thought, looking up at the chain connecting her to the ceiling. One good shot from my nail bullets and those links will break like glass.

Aiming her right hand at the chain, Switch fired one nail bullet at the chain. The nail bullet cut through one of the links with a slight sound of metal snipping metal and then Switch abruptly fell to the floor in a clatter of chains. She hit her head when she fell, making her feel dizzy as she lay there in a pile of heavy metal chains. She felt the back of her head, but it was bruised, rather than bleeding, thankfully.

But Switch paused and listened for the sounds of anyone on the outside coming to check on her. Those chains had been very noisy when they fell and it seemed likely to her that they would attract the attention of anyone outside of her cell if they heard the noises created by the chains. She lay very still, straining to hear the sounds of people rushing to check, but after a minute or two of waiting, no one burst through the door to check on her.

Switch sighed. Close one. I should have figured out a quieter way to free myself. Then again, would it even be possible to drop a bunch of chains on a metal floor ‘quietly’? At least I’m free, even if I didn’t do it perfectly.

Slipping the now even looser chains off her body as quietly as she could, Switch rose to her feet and stretched her limbs for a moment to regain the feeling in all of them. Then she walked over to the door and, shooting the lock off with one nail bullet, she cracked open the door just wide enough for her to stick her head out the gap and look up and down the hallway outside.

As Switch thought, the hallway was totally empty. It didn’t even have any security cameras. Switch recalled Amphibian mentioning something about removing The Atlantis’s security cameras because the Collector didn’t trust them, but she didn’t care about that right now. All she cared about was the fact that everything was working out well for her so far. She just hoped that her luck didn’t run out before she was able to find and gain control of one of those escape pods on Deck One.

Stepping out of her cell, Switch closed the door behind her and looked up and down the hallway again. She was trying to decide how to get from Deck Three to Deck One without being seen. The Atlantis may have lacked security cameras, but she knew it had cyborg guards patrolling its corridors and hallways. If she ran into one while trying to make her escape, then her entire escape attempt would be ruined and she would end up back in her cell again, if not somewhere even worse.

The elevator would be the quickest way to Deck One, Switch thought, looking down the hallway in the direction in which the elevator lay. But if it’s already in use, then I might run into one of The Atlantis’ crew, which would definitely ruin my escape plan. It might be safer to use the stairs.

During Switch’s first stay on The Atlantis two months ago, Dad—Tsunami—had mentioned that The Atlantis had a set of stairs connecting the different Decks together. He warned her against using them, however, because they were much slower than the elevator and were really only supposed to be used in emergencies or when the elevator was not working for some reason.

This seems like an emergency to me, Switch thought. Assuming the Collector’s crew is following Tsunami’s policy, then I should have no trouble making my way up the stairs.

Switch turned the opposite way and walked down the hallway quickly. Though Deck Three seemed empty at the moment, Switch could not entirely relax, because she feared that at any moment a member of the sub’s crew would step out of the doors on either side of the hall, see her, and sound the alarm. She was more than willing to fight, of course, but if most of the sub’s crew attacked her at once, then she would be overwhelmed by sheer numbers alone.

But for a long while, the only sound in the hallway was her own footsteps against the metallic floor and her own breathing. It seemed like an eternity, however, before she saw the door to the stairs not far up ahead. She picked up the pace, hoping to enter the stairs quickly and knowing that she was that much closer to freedom than before.

But when Switch was about halfway to the stairs, she saw the doorknob on the door to the stairs start to turn. For a split second, Switch wasn’t sure whether to stand and attack whoever was coming from the stairs or run.

In the end, Switch pulled open the door to another room in the hall and closed it tightly behind her before the person coming from the stairs saw her. She leaned against the door in the dark room as closely as she could, her ear against the door in order to listen to whoever was on the other side.

A few seconds later, Switch heard a door open and close. Then she heard footsteps—possibly a cyborg, based on how heavy they were, though they were somewhat muffled by the door she leaned against—walk past her room without pausing or stopping to check. Switch sighed in relief. Likely it was just one of the cyborg guards doing his rounds. She didn’t worry about the guard going to check on her cell. She had closed the door to her cell on the way out and locked it from the outside, too, for good measure. The guard would likely not notice anything out of the ordinary and therefore would not alarm its fellow guards of her disappearance.

I’ll wait just a little while longer before I leave this room, though, Switch thought. Just to be safe.

A sudden, sharp intake of breath behind her nearly made Switch squeal in surprise. Instead, she just whirled around, but was unable to see anything due to the darkness of the room. But she was aware that she was not alone. She could sense another being in here with her, though who, she couldn’t tell.

“Hello?” said Switch in a low whisper of a voice. “Who’s there?”

No answer, aside from a sharp exhale of breath. It sounded like someone was snoring, but somehow, Switch knew that she hadn’t merely intruded on someone’s nap time. She ran her hands along the wall on either side of the door until she felt the light switch and flipped it. She immediately wished she hadn’t.

Switch found herself in a small room, not much bigger than her own cell. It was rather dingy and grimy, however, as if the Collector and his crew didn’t take very good care of it, but that was not her biggest concern at the moment. What most caught her attention was the person lying on the medical bed on the other side of the room.

The person looked almost like a patient in a hospital, complete with a blue hospital gown, but that was about where the similarities ended. The person had dead gray skin and was as skinny as a rake. The person was so skinny that Switch had a hard time at first deciding whether it was a man or a woman. She decided it was a man, based on the fact that it didn’t appear to have breasts, but there was no way to be certain.

The person—who looked dead, but was probably just unconscious—was hooked up to a variety of different medical machines, most of whose functions Switch could not define. The only machine she grasped was the IV drop machine, which appeared to be pumping some sort of clear liquid into the person’s veins. A walking cane was leaned up against the wall next to the bed itself.

I’ve never seen this room before, Switch thought. Then again, The Atlantis is a rather large submarine. There are lots of rooms I’ve never been to before.

Switch hesitated. Should she try to find out who this person is or leave the room and make her escape attempt? She likely didn’t have much time before one of the Collector’s minions found out she was missing from her cell. Every second she spent on something else was another second she could have spent escaping.

But seeing this mysterious figure here lying in this room like this troubled Switch even more. Knowing what she did of the Collector’s character, she doubted that this person was here of their own free will or that the Collector was giving this person free medical help. Likely, he was part of the Collector’s ‘collection,’ a thought which sent shivers down her spine every time she thought about it.

It wouldn’t hurt to check on this guy just briefly, Switch thought. If I get a good look at his face, maybe I’ll find out who he is. And if I don’t, then I’ll just tell the NHA about him when I get out of here.

Switch walked up to the man lying in the bed and looked down at him. With the blankets drawn up to his chest, it was hard to tell how tall he was, but she guessed that he was about her height, maybe an inch or two shorter. His face was remarkably, well, unremarkable, though it reminded her of the Collector for some reason. The only part of his face that stood out to her was his unusually long nose, which looked more like the beak of a bird than a human nose. He also smelled of dried leather, even though he didn’t appear to be wearing any leather whatsoever.

Huh, don’t recognize him, Switch thought, leaning over the bed’s railing to get a good look at him. But he looks so awful. I don’t know what the Collector is doing to you, dude, but—

Abruptly, the man’s eyes snapped open and his right hand flew up and grabbed Switch’s neck. With a surprisingly strong grip, the man brought Switch’s face down to his own, his black eyes wide with anger and fear.

“Oh, no you don’t, Collector,” said the man in a hiss of a voice. “No more experimentation, not on me or anyone else. Today, you will die and your entire scheme will come crashing down around you like a sandcastle.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Tsunami burst out of the front door of Gerald’s workshop, kicking the door open so hard that he nearly knocked it off its hinges. He stormed out into the street, while Bait and Brains scrambled after him. Tsunami was heading directly to the sea, but before he could jump off the pier, Bait grabbed his arm and said, “Hey, Tsunami, where are you going? What did you mean about Antarctica back there?”

Without looking back, Tsunami slammed his arm into Bait’s chest. Bait gasped and let go of Tsunami, falling to the street while Tsunami resumed his march toward the ocean.

“Tsunami!” Brains shouted. “Get back here, now!”

Again, Tsunami ignored him. He stopped at the edge of the street, right where the street ended and the sea began, and then tensed like he was about to dive into the ocean and swim all the way to Antarctica himself.

But Bait drew the detonator out of his pocket and, holding it up with his thumb hovering over the detonation button, said, “Don’t move, Tsunami. I’ve got the detonator right here and I’m perfectly willing to use it to render you powerless. It would be rather hard for you to swim all the way to Antarctica without your ability to breathe underwater or control water, wouldn’t it?”

For a moment, Tsunami looked like he was going to ignore Bait’s warning and jump into the water anyway, but then he paused and stood up straight. He turned around to face Bait and Brains, but his expression showed that he clearly didn’t want to look at them or waste time talking to them when he could be doing something he considered more important.

“All right,” said Tsunami in a reluctant voice. “Forgive me for my haste. Sometimes, if a situation is particularly urgent, I’ll forget about everything else and focus entirely on the solution to the problem, often ignoring other problems that might affect me. That’s how I lost to you and your sister the first time, Bait. I was so focused on getting the Blood Gems that it never occurred to me that you would try to stop me.”

“Maybe you should be the one called Tunnel Vision, instead of Tsunami,” said Bait as he slowly rose to his feet, keeping the detonator in full view of Tsunami the entire time to make sure he didn’t try anything. “Because that does seem to be a problem of yours.”

Tsunami scowled. “You’d have tunnel vision, too, if you knew what the Collector is trying to get in Antarctica. Or, at least, what I think he is trying to get, though I can’t imagine why else he would go to such a remote region of Earth if not for that thing.”

“If it’s so important, would you mind telling us what it is?” said Bait. “I mean, Brains can read your mind, but I can’t.”

“His telepathic barrier means I can’t actually read most of his thoughts,” said Brains. “So I’m curious to find out what you’re so worried about, as well.”

Tsunami sighed impatiently. “Very well. You see, during my long, distinguished supervillain career, I would disappear for weeks or months between crimes. The media usually interpreted that as me running back to my lair to lick my wounds after the walloping I would receive from whichever superhero I happened to annoy that week, but in truth, I was actually in the ocean, exploring the ocean’s depths for my own enjoyment.”

Bait looked at Tsunami skeptically. “I didn’t know you did anything for your own enjoyment. Everything you do seems like part of a larger plan.”

“Parents are people, too, Bait,” said Tsunami, rolling his eyes. “I do have hobbies, you know.”

“That’s not what I—never mind,” said Bait, shaking his head. “So you explored the ocean. Good for you. What did you find?”

“Lots of interesting things,” said Tsunami. “Shipwrecks from centuries past, filled with gold, rubies, and jewels and fantastic treasures of all kinds; unique sea creatures that even modern scientists are ignorant of; and once, even a sunken Pokacu spaceship from the first Pokacu invasion. Truthfully, though, I focused mostly on shipwrecks, because I could sell the treasure I found there to interested parties on the surface, which was my main form of income for a good chunk of my supervillain career. Being able to breathe underwater and withstand the crushing depths of the ocean can be quite profitable.”

“Uh huh,” said Bait. “So what, did you store all your treasure in Antarctica and are afraid that the Collector is going to find and take it all away from you?”

“Hardly,” said Tsunami, shaking his head. “I don’t have any treasure in Antarctica, for one. Like I said, I sold almost all of the undersea treasure I found. I never kept any of it on me longer than I needed to in order to sell it to some rich person with an interest in history. No, I’m afraid of the thing I once discovered in Antarctica five years ago now, something that I nearly woke up.”

Brains raised an eyebrow. “’Nearly woke up’? You talk about it like it’s a living creature of some kind.”

Tsunami smiled grimly. “That’s because it is alive. Or was. It might have died since I last saw it, but I doubt it, because the creature I found under Antarctica’s seas was ancient and likely had been there for many eons prior to my discovery of it.”

“Start from the beginning,” said Bait. He held up the detonator. “And just a friendly reminder not to run off in the middle of the story or you’ll lose your powers.”

“I had no intention of running, but whatever,” said Tsunami. He folded his arms across his chest. “Five years ago, after a particularly successful heist, I traveled to Antarctica. I’d always wanted to go there, because even as a child, the place had always captured my imagination. The intense coldness in the waters around it didn’t bother me in the slightest, because by then I’d already adapted to extremely cold waters due to my experiences in other parts of the world. The ocean is very cold near the bottom, so I was confident that I would be able to handle the extreme cold of Antarctica.”

“And you didn’t have any trouble with it?” Bait said. “Not even slightly?”

“Oh, it did make me shiver, but it wasn’t bad enough to make me retreat,” said Tsunami. “After several weeks of traveling through the undersea, I eventually arrived at Antarctica. Or, rather, the seas around Antarctica, because while I may have been able to handle extremely cold water, I was not prepared to handle cold land. Not that I minded, because I discovered that Antarctica had many interesting things to look at under the seas around it, including a tunnel I discovered which led underneath the frozen continent.”

“Really?” said Brains. “A tunnel that led underneath the continent. I’m no expert on Antarctica, but I’d think that someone would have found something like that before.”

“It was well hidden,” said Tsunami. “Had I not been paying attention, I would have missed it entirely. It was blocked by a large chunk of rock, which made it blend in with the rest of the sea floor. If I hadn’t noticed small fish swimming in and out of the crevice between the rock and the hole, I would have missed it entirely. I used my powers to remove the rock and then entered the tunnel with little else but my trident and the flashlight mounted on my head.”

“Don’t you have night vision for seeing underwater?” said Bait. “Why did you need a flashlight?”

“Because my night vision doesn’t work for all levels of darkness, Bait,” said Tsunami. “Plus, it is useful for scaring away certain kinds of fish. Anyway, the point is I went into the tunnel, which extended for several miles underneath Antarctica. I determined that the tunnel had been artificially made by a group of intelligent beings at some point, because it was too smooth and even to have been made by nature’s chaotic hand. That just increased my interest in it even more, because I thought I might have found a creation from an early civilization that may have once lived in Antarctica, perhaps one predating all others.”

“How could an ancient civilization build an underwater tunnel that stretches under a continent?” said Bait. “I know that the people of old were a lot smarter than we give them credit for, but without modern technology, I don’t see how that could be done.”

Tsunami’s smile grew even grimmer. “When did I say it was a human civilization? The evidence I saw suggested that it may have been a nonhuman civilization.”

“Pokacu?” said Brains. “Or even the Starborn?”

“Neither,” Tsunami said. “All I know is that it must have been terribly advanced, because the tunnel still stood even eons after they vanished. The tunnel seemed to be a transportation tunnel. I originally assumed that the people who made it must have used it to move between the mainland and the sea without having to dock on the beach”

“That seems like an awful lot of work just to bring trading ships in closer to the mainland,” said Bait.

“Which is precisely why my original theory was wrong,” said Tsunami. “It wasn’t a tunnel built for transportation at all. Rather, it was a prison, built for one thing and one only: To contain a sleeping monster.”

“A monster?” said Bait. “What, like Godzilla or something?”

Tsunami smirked. “This isn’t the movies, Bait. Godzilla doesn’t exist in real life. But yes, I can confirm that the monster is … large. Much larger than even the largest living creature on Earth. It slumbers beneath Antarctica, where it has likely lain for untold eons.”

“What does it look like?” said Brains, who sounded extremely skeptical. “Did you get a good look at it?”

Tsunami shrugged. “It was very dark in there, even with my flashlight and night vision. I couldn’t see all of it, but if I had to describe it, I would say it looked somewhat like the Lochness Monster, though as I said, it was dark and it was sleeping and its form took up much of the cave, so I couldn’t see its entire body. I saw enough to know that it could cause trouble on the surface should it ever be released, however.”

“And how did you know it was sleeping, rather than dead?” said Bait. “If it had been down there for eons, like you think, then I don’t see how it could be alive. Maybe the cold water preserved its body, but—”

“When did I say that it was in water?” said Tsunami. “It was on land and its body was burning hot. It nearly burned my flesh, which was why I couldn’t get too near the creature. The beast radiated heat from its body, like a furnace. I also saw its body rising and falling, like it was still breathing.”

“Assuming this monster actually exists—and I have severe doubts about that—why didn’t you wake it up and use it for your own ends?” said Brains. “Given how you have expressed a desire to become a god, I’d think you’d do anything to get closer to that goal.”

“Then you thought wrong,” said Tsunami. He put a hand on his chest. “I may be arrogant, cold, manipulative, cruel, and lacking sympathy for those weaker than me, but even I know my limits. And that monster I found under Antarctica … that behemoth … is as outside of my control as the sun and moon are. If I awoke it, it probably would have killed me and then gone on to kill the rest of humanity or ravage the Earth to the point where humanity would be back in the stone age.”

Bait gulped. Tsunami was easily one of the strongest superhumans in the world, almost on par with Omega Man in terms of sheer power, but if even he was afraid of this mysterious sleeping beast under Antarctica, then Bait realized that they were truly screwed if that thing ever awakened.

But maybe he’s lying, Bait thought. He might have just made this up just to scare you and Brains. I wouldn’t put it past him.

But somehow, Bait knew that Tsunami was not lying this time. And that thought filled him with more terror than he would ever like to admit.

“Hence, I kept its mere existence a secret from the rest of the world,” said Tsunami. “After all, how can I rule a planet that has been destroyed? I didn’t even tell my crew about it or Electrica when I was still with her. I don’t consider myself much of a hero, but truly, I think I deserve a few props for keeping Earth safe from such a giant creature simply by my refusal to talk about it.”

Bait could not help but smile when Tsunami said that. It reminded him of something Switch would say if she had been in Tsunami’s position. Guess we really are his children, huh?

Brains, on the other hand, frowned more deeply than ever. “Then how did this Collector person find out about it?”

“I have no clue,” said Tsunami with a shrug. “I don’t even know for sure if that’s what he wants. But I can’t think of what else he could want in Antarctica aside from that monster. I don’t know why he might want it, but given how he stole my palace, I suspect he has world domination in mind. Perhaps he is convinced he can control the beast and make it do his bidding.” He smiled grimly. “What a fool.”

“Then we need to get to Antarctica right away,” said Bait. “If we leave now, maybe we can get there before the Collector does.”

Brains pursed his lips. “I’ll admit I’m very skeptical about this story, but it’s the only real lead we’ve got. I’ll contact Hero Island and have them send us some backup and a vessel we could use to get there. I’m thinking we’ll need all the help we can get, especially if the Collector manages to—”

Brains was interrupted by something shooting out of the water and striking him in the shoulder. With a cry of pain, Brains fell onto the street, while Bait and Tsunami looked at the water quickly.

“What was that?” said Tsunami, his eyes scanning the still, dark water on the wharf.

“Don’t know,” said Bait. He knelt down next to Brains. “Brains, are you okay?”

“No,” said Brains through gritted teeth, clutching his bleeding shoulder. “Bullet put in my shoulder. Not the first time I’ve been shot, but that doesn’t make it any less painful.”

“Someone shot you,” said Bait. “But who—”

He was interrupted by the sound of something rising out of the ocean. He looked toward the ocean and saw something rising from it. It wasn’t just one something, though, but multiple somethings. They were all identical, but it wasn’t until they were about halfway out of the water that Bait recognized them for what they were:

Cyborgs. Dozens of them. And each one was armed with a gun they were aiming at Bait, Tsunami, and Brains.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Switch couldn’t breathe. She stared down at the razor thin man lying on the bed under her, his grip on her throat tightening with every passing second. She didn’t understand how a man who was so thin, even emaciated, could be so strong, nor why he called her the Collector when she clearly looked nothing like him.

Switch grabbed the thin man’s arm and yanked it off her throat. She staggered backwards, gasping for breath, while the thin man turned in his bed and reached toward her as far as he could, swinging his arm up and down in a vain attempt to get her

“Get back here, Collector,” said the man with a snarl. “Come here again and let me rip your throat out, you little—”

“I am not the Collector,” Switch said. “I’m a teenage girl, for Pete’s sake. I look absolutely nothing like the guy. You must be blind or something.”

The man blinked several times, as if trying to understand what she just said. He lowered his hand, which hung uselessly off the bed, and said, “Oh, I see now. Yes, you’re not the Collector. My bad.”

Rubbing her throat, Switch looked at the man in disbelief. “’My bad’? Is that all you have to say after nearly ripping my throat out?”

“What else can I say?” said the man with a shrug. “Sorry? I thought you were the Collector because he comes to check on me every now and then. But looking back, I should have realized that something was up, because the Collector never comes in here by himself and he definitely doesn’t lean over me where I can get him. He knows me too well.”

The man lay back down in his bed with a sigh that sounded slightly painful. “Maybe next time, maybe next time.”

Switch listened again. She didn’t hear anyone out in the hall, so she assumed that no one had heard their brief scuffle. Even so, Switch couldn’t stay here forever. She would need to leave soon in order to get to the escape pods so she could get the hell out of here to her freedom.

Before Switch could turn to leave, however, the man turned his head toward her and said, “Who are you, anyway, young girl? I’ve never seen you before. Are you one of his new minions or something?”

“No,” said Switch, shaking her head. “I’m part of his ‘collection,’ as he calls it. Which basically means I’m his prisoner.”

“Just like me,” said the man bitterly. “I should have known he would start to kidnap people. Told me as much before he did this to me. The fool.”

Switch hesitated. She really needed to go, but she was so curious about this man and his real identity that she couldn’t help but ask, “You mean the Collector put you in this situation? What did he do to you?”

The man frowned and looked up at the ceiling. “Paralyzed me. I can’t move much on my own, not as much as I used to anyway. This stuff he pumps into my body at all times of day has made me move very, very slowly. Half the time, I have no idea if this is a dream or not.” He looked at Switch suddenly. “This isn’t a dream, is it?”

Switch shook her head. “No, I don’t think so.”

The man sighed in relief. “Thank God. I can never be sure nowadays, because this liquid stuff messes with my mind as well as my body. It’s why I haven’t been able to escape, and won’t until the Collector is done with me.”

“Done with you?” Switch repeated. “What’s he doing to you? Who are you, anyway?”

“My real name isn’t important,” said the man with another sigh. He looked at Switch again, this time with more intensity than before. “Call me the Giver. I am the Collector’s brother.”

Switch’s eyes widened. “You’re the Collector’s brother? I didn’t know he even had a brother. Or family at all, for that matter. He doesn’t seem like a real person half the time.”

The Giver chuckled. “My brother has always been that way. Disconnected from normal people, very socially awkward in a lot of ways. He’s gotten worse, however, since he started calling himself the Collector and began building up that awful collection of his.”

Though Switch knew that she didn’t have all the time in the world to talk to the Giver, she could not deny that she had always been very curious about the Collector and his history. And here was a man claiming to be the Collector’s brother, who might be able to shed some light on him, which might help Switch understand exactly what was going on here.

“Tell me more,” said Switch, taking a step closer to him in order to hear him better. “Why did he do this to you? Where did the Collector come from and what is he trying to do? Can you tell me that?”

The Giver looked at Switch skeptically. “Why should I tell you any of that? I don’t know you. You claim to be one of his prisoners, but maybe you’re a spy sent by him to mess with me. He’s done that before.”

“If you tell me about your brother, I’ll free you,” said Switch. “That’s what I’m in the middle of doing, by the way. Trying to escape this hellhole. And I’m perfectly willing to take you with me if you just tell me the story of your brother.”

The Giver seemed to take an eternity to consider her words, but then he nodded slowly and said, “All right. I’ll tell you what I know, though I don’t know if it will be of much help. My brother is a cunning man, though not invincible, as he seems to think.”

“All right,” said Switch. “Go on. Tell me about your brother, the Collector.”

The Giver coughed briefly before folding his hands over his lap. “My brother and I were born to the same Jewish immigrant family to the United States fifty years ago—”

“Fifty years ago?” Switch repeated. “Your brother doesn’t look fifty years old.”

“He’s always looked younger than he actually is,” said the Giver with a shrug. “Anyway, we were born closely together, about a year apart, but we’ve always been mistaken for twins. In high school—”

“Excuse me, but can you get to the relevant part?” said Switch. “Like, how the Collector became who he is and what he’s planning to do?”

The Giver looked annoyed at Switch’s interruption, but then he nodded and said, “Very well. Both of us lived fairly uneventful lives until that fateful day in nineteen eighty-six, when the superhuman population explosion happened and superhumans started appearing all over the world. My brother and I both gained powers on that day, which changed our lives forever.”

“The Collector is superhuman?” said Switch. “Interesting. I didn’t think he had any powers.”

“Oh, he has powers, all right, though they’re not very useful for fighting,” said the Giver. “He has the power to control peoples’ minds.”

“Mind control?” said Switch with a gulp. “He’s not any good with it, is he?”

“Oh, he’s very good with it,” said the Giver, nodding. “Better with his powers than I am with mine, at any rate. Had lots of practice when he lived in New York City, where he’d often take days out in the streets where he would do nothing except mind control random people to make them do dumb things. He said it was just harmless fun and that he never got anyone in trouble, but even back then, I realized that anyone who liked to control the minds of other people had many serious problems of his own.”

Switch rubbed her hands together. She wondered if the Collector had used his mind control powers on her at any time during her imprisonment here. She didn’t think so, but she knew so little about how the Collector’s powers worked that she couldn’t be sure if everything she had done while in The Atlantis had been under her own free will so far.

“But what about your powers?” said Switch. “What can you do?”

The Giver raised a hand and his skin suddenly turned into stone. “I can turn my skin into stone. Useful for defense and can make me a little stronger, but in comparison to mind control, it is quite useless.”

Switch rubbed her neck. That explained how he was able to get such a tight grip on her neck earlier. She thought his hand had felt thicker than normal.

The Giver lowered his hand back onto his bed. “Anyway, my brother was always into collecting, even before he got his powers. As a child, he collected stamps, toy trains, and bugs, but as he grew older, so did his tastes in collecting. And when he got his powers, I think that’s what pushed him over the edge. He was no longer content with simply collecting normal things. He wanted to collect one-of-a-kind items, the kind of things you can’t get in a store or on the normal commercial market.”

“The unique, the exotic, and the foreign,” Switch recited. “Right?”

“You’ve heard his catch phrase, then,” said the Giver. “Yes, that’s what he wanted. He used the wealth we inherited from our parents to start his collection. He began with ancient artifacts from history, such as stone tablets from ancient Samaria and idols dug up from archaeological sites in the Middle East, but his tastes quickly turned toward the esoteric and strange. He began delving into books that claimed to hold knowledge of pre-human civilizations, as well as participating in occult rituals which I still don’t understand to this day. He changed … and not in a good way.”

Switch didn’t think of the Collector as being someone who was very interested in the occult, but she supposed that it made sense. The Collector was interested in strange things and the occult was certainly full of strange things.

“I still didn’t think much of his collection, however, until the day he told me about something he had discovered in a book he read a while ago,” said the Giver. He rubbed his forehead. “My brother had read about an ancient monster resting beneath Antarctica, left behind by an ancient race of non-human beings who had been trying to do away with it. He said he wanted to go to Antarctica and add it to his collection, because the book had described it as unique, exotic, and foreign.”

“Is that where he got his catch phrase?” said Switch.

The Giver shrugged. “Perhaps. All I know is that I read that book to find out more about this so-called Antarctic monster. I thought it was just a silly myth or fairy tale at first, but when I read about it … I knew it was real and that if my brother found it, the world would be doomed.”

“What is this ‘Antarctic monster’?” said Switch. “What does it look like? What can it do?”

“I don’t know the answers to all those questions,” said the Giver. “But I do know that the book described it as a terrible creature, a veritable giant that could breathe fire. It was even described as a spirit of evil, a literal demon, though I happen to think it is just a very powerful, but mortal, creature. Nonetheless, the book’s description of it terrified me.”

“How was it described?”

“It was described as burning whole cities down by itself. It killed millions of people. It took pleasure in playing with its victims before killing them in cold blood. It showed no mercy to its enemies and always betrayed its allies in the end. It had no name, except the Evil One, similar to a title that is sometimes used to describe Satan in the Bible.”

Switch sharply breathed in. “Are you saying that the Collector is trying to add Satan to his collection?”

“The beast isn’t actually Satan,” said the Giver. “But it is powerful and destructive, maybe even evil. It was sealed away underneath Antarctica by the remnants of the civilization it destroyed and it has remained there ever since.”

Switch brushed her hair out of her eyes. “This is bad. Very bad.”

“Quite,” said the Giver with a nod. “I tried to convince him not to wake it up, but my brother ignored me. He had his minions kidnap me and put me in this room, where I have been resting for God knows how long at this point, unable to tell anyone about my brother’s plans or stop them myself.”

“Why didn’t he just kill you?” said Switch. “Wouldn’t that be easier than just keeping you alive like this?”

“My brother doesn’t hate me,” said the Giver. “I think he thinks that I just don’t understand what he’s doing. He probably thinks that I will understand once he awakens the beast and adds it to his collection, but I know he won’t be able to control it. He must be stopped, no matter the cost.”

Switch hesitated. She wasn’t sure if she believed half the Giver’s story. It sounded too fantastical, too much like something out of a bad fantasy novel.

I go to a school for superheroes, Switch told herself. I’m not sure that gives me license to doubt this guy’s story about an ancient beast sleeping under Antarctica.

Even so, Switch didn’t know if she wanted to stop the Collector. Sure, it would be the right thing to do, but no one would be around to see her do it and praise her for it. And one of the main reasons she wanted to be a hero was because of the praise and fame they usually got for saving the day. She really just wanted to leave this place and go home.

And leave the Blood Gem behind? Switch thought. Come on. That is Mom’s only gift to you and Bait. It is the only family heirloom you’ve got. Are you just going to let the Collector keep it?

No, Switch decided, she wasn’t. She needed to retrieve the Blood Gem from the Collector’s trophy room, and perhaps in the process she’d stop the Collector himself.

“All right,” said Switch. “I’ll stop him. I’ll make sure that his brilliant plan to take control of that monster fails.”

“Good,” said the Giver. “I just hope we’re not too close to Antarctica, because if we are, then it may be too late.”

“Don’t worry,” said Switch, patting him on the shoulder. “Even if we’re right off the coast of Antarctica, I’ll stop him. And if I have to figure out how to turn this whole ship around myself, then I’ll—”

A loud alarm suddenly blared in the room. It was so loud that Switch immediately slammed her hands over her ears, while the Giver cringed.

“What is that?” said the Giver, looking around in alarm. “What’s with the alarm? Did something happen?”

But Switch knew what the alarm was for, even though she had not been the one to set it off. There was one reason and one reason only for why the alarm was blaring and it was this:

The guards had discovered that her cell was empty and they were now coming for her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

“What is that alarm?” said the Giver, looking around in surprise. “Is there an intruder?”

“It’s me,” said Switch, lowering her hands from her ears as she looked around hurriedly. “They must have found my empty cell. I—”

“Attention all crew members of The Atlantis!” a voice in a speaker in the back right corner of the ceiling suddenly boomed. “Prisoner Nineteen’s cell on Deck Two is empty and Prisoner Nineteen herself is missing. All guards must abandon their current duties to find her, but be warned, Prisoner Nineteen is dangerous.”

Switch would have liked being called ‘dangerous’ under other circumstances, but under these circumstances, she didn’t know if being called ‘dangerous’ meant that she would be killed or just beat up really badly if any guards ran into her.

“I need to go,” said Switch, looking at the Giver again. “Need to get out of here before the guards inevitably check this room for me.”

Switch turned to go, but then the Giver reached out and grabbed her arm. “Wait a moment. You promised to free me if I told you the Collector’s story. Take me with you. I don’t want to be here any longer.”

“But you’ll slow me down,” said Switch, looking over her shoulder at him in irritation. “It would be much quicker if I—”

“If you don’t take me with you, I’ll keep you here until the guards come and check,” said the Giver. “I may not be as strong as I used to be, but I’m still more than capable of keeping a teenage girl like you from getting anywhere for a while.”

The Giver looked quite serious when he said that. Switch considered just punching him and running, but she decided that she didn’t want to waste any time arguing and fighting with an old man, so she said, “All right, fine. But if you get us caught, then I’m going to leave you here the next time I try to escape.”

The Giver chuckled as Switch went around disconnecting the tubes from his body. “Next time you try to escape? Young girl, I don’t think my brother intends for you to have a next time, if he manages to get you this time.”

“All the more reason to hurry,” said Switch. “Now shut up and let me free you.”

It took a surprisingly short time for Switch to disconnect all the wires and tubes attached to the Giver’s body. She at first tried to pick him up, but found that even in his emaciated state, he was still too heavy for her to carry. It was times like these that she wished that she had thought to trade powers with Bait before her kidnapping. Having the strength of a teenage girl, even one who had gotten as much training as she, sucked.

So instead Switch helped the Giver to his feet and started walking him toward the exit. The Giver leaned on her for support, which slowed her progress considerably even when she gave him his cane. Even so, Switch knew better than to complain, because now that the Giver was out of bed, he was in an even better position to ruin her escape plans. She would just have to live with it.

Cracking open the door, Switch peered out into the hallway where the alarm was still blaring and flashing. To her surprise, there weren’t any cyborgs currently patrolling this hallway, which seemed odd to her, because this was the same hallway down which her cell lay. Perhaps they were already at her cell, trying to figure out how she escaped, but regardless, Switch was not one to question luck whenever it threw her a bone, so she pushed open the door and made her way toward the door to the stairs. The stairs were likely being watched, but so was the elevator, so Switch decided that the stairs were still their best bet for getting out of here.

Before Switch could open the door to the stairs, however, she heard the sound of heavy feet stomping on the metal floor above the noises made by the alarms and looked down the hallway. Six cyborg guards, half armed with a sword and the other half armed with a rifle, were running toward them from the other end of the hall. One of the guards was shouting, but between the blaring alarm and the loudness of the guards’ footsteps, Switch had no idea what it was yelling, though she could guess pretty easily.

Switch kicked the door open and entered as quickly as she could. Once she and the Giver were through, Switch put the Giver near the stairs’ railing (which he held onto for support) and then turned to face the door. She held up a finger and fired a nail bullet into the doorknob.

“What is that supposed to do?” said the Giver, raising his voice to be heard above the alarm.

“Jam the door,” said Switch, turning around to face him again. “With that nail bullet in the lock, it will be impossible for the guards to open it normally.”

“I doubt that will hold them for long,” said the Giver grimly. “Those cyborgs are superhumanly strong.”

“I didn’t say it would hold them forever,” said Switch. “Now come on. The escape pods are on Deck One and I don’t want to waste any more time than we already have.”

Switch started climbing the metal stairs, but she had to go slowly, because the Giver was not a very fast walker. She no longer had to support him—he held onto the stairs’ railing for that—but his movements were still quite sluggish after spending who-knows-how-long tied down to that bed with those strange fluids being fed into his system.

It wasn’t until they got to the first plateau, however, when Switch heard the sounds of the door being attacked below. Looking over the side of the railing, Switch saw that her nail bullet worked, keeping the door from being opened normally. But she could see it was already starting to strain under the blows it was receiving from the cyborg guards on the other side and she didn’t know how much longer it would last against their attacks.

Looking over her shoulder at the Giver, Switch shouted, “Come on! We don’t have much time. They’ve almost broken down the door!”

“I’m going as fast as I can, young woman,” said the Giver in irritation. “Spending ten years hooked up to that awful crap without exercise or good food has a tendency to make even young people slow.”

Switch opened her mouth to to respond, but at that moment, the door below was blasted open and fell onto the floor with a loud clang. Switch looked down again just in time to see the cyborgs rush through the open doorway.

Alarmed, Switch reached over and grabbed the Giver. “Come on! If you’re not going to go fast yourself, then I’ll drag you along myself if I have to.”

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” said the Giver, still holding onto the railing.

“What? Why?” said Switch, looking at the Giver in shock. “Have you suddenly decided you like being your psycho brother’s prisoner now?”

The Giver shook his head and pointed up with his cane. “That’s why.”

Switch looked up in the direction the Giver was pointing and her heart failed her. Another half dozen cyborgs were coming down the stairs from Deck Two, armed with the same kind of weapons that the cyborgs below them wielded. Switch looked up and down, but realized that they were well and truly boxed in.

The Giver sighed and leaned against the railing. “It was nice to feel hopeful again, but I should have known we wouldn’t escape. And when we’re inevitably dragged before my brother, I have a feeling he’s going to do something much worse than hook me up to those tubes again.”

“Would you shut up?” Switch snapped. “I’m trying to figure out how to get us both out of this situation alive.”

The Giver shrugged, but said nothing. He looked like he was already resigned to his fate, which annoyed Switch, but she didn’t pay him any further attention. She just looked up at the cyborgs coming down and then down at the cyborgs coming up, trying to find some way to get past the guards without getting hurt or killed.

Well, they’re probably not going to kill us, Switch thought. We are the Collector’s prisoners, after all. Still, that doesn’t mean they’re going to treat us very gently, either.

The only solution that Switch could see was to fight, but even Switch knew that she couldn’t take on twelve armed cyborgs by herself, especially with them coming from two different directions like this. But the way Switch saw it, it was better to fight and fail than to simply be taken prisoner, so she said, “We’re going to fight.”

“We?” the Giver repeated in a questioning tone. “I didn’t volunteer myself for this.”

“Too bad,” said Switch. “Unless you want to go back to being hooked up to those tubes and wires like some kind of weird robot, then you’re going to help me fight those jerks.”

The Giver sighed. “Very well. I suppose I’ll do my best, but don’t expect much from me. Even in my youth, I was never much of a fighter.”

Switch rolled her eyes. She prepared her nail bullets and looked up and down. The cyborgs coming from either end were very close now and would be upon her and the Giver any second. She found herself almost hoping that the cyborgs killed her, because she didn’t want to go back to being part of the Collector’s ‘collection.’

The guards were almost upon them now. From above, the cyborgs were making their way down the last few steps. Below, same with the others. Switch estimated they had just a few seconds before the cyborgs reached them.

“Get ready,” said Switch to the Giver. “Once they’re upon us, we need to hit them with everything we’ve got.”

The Giver nodded. He held his cane like a sword, which didn’t look terribly impressive.

But I’ve got to make do with what I’ve got, Switch thought. And right now, the Giver is all I’ve got as far as allies go. Sometimes, I think the universe hates me.

The guards from both ends reached the landing at roughly the same time. They ran toward Switch and the Giver from both directions, their metallic footsteps and their shouts mixing with the constant blaring alarms of The Atlantis to make an absolutely deafening cacophony. Switch held out her arms in both directions, ready to fire her nail bullets at once, while the Giver took an awkward fighting stance with his cane that told her that the Giver had been telling the truth when he said he hadn’t been much of a fighter in his youth.

At that exact moment, Switch somehow managed to hear two small thwips from above and then felt something sticky yet firm attach to the back of her costume. Before she knew what was happening, Switch was yanked up off the floor. She rose quickly against her will, too stunned to respond. She could only stare down, dumbfounded, at the cyborgs below as they crashed into each other, the sound of their metal and organic bodies crunching together audible even above the sound of the alarms.

A cry behind her made Switch look over her shoulder. The Giver was also rising quickly through the darkened stairway, his thin limbs dangling uselessly through the air. He was cursing and screaming, yet he did not fall or even change his trajectory very much. The two of them simply zipped straight up into the air, as if taking an elevator, and then in the next instant they found themselves lying on a plateau outside a door labeled ‘DECK TWO’ before them.

Panting and sweating, Switch sat up and said, “What was that?”

“I don’t know,” said the Giver, who was lying on the floor in a fetal position, clutching his heart as if it was about to give out. “Perhaps God took pity on us and rescued us in our time of need.”

“I’m no god, but I am pretty fast,” said a voice above them. “Besides, a god suddenly appearing out of nowhere to save the day would be pretty anticlimactic, wouldn’t it?”

Switch looked up directly above them and saw a man in a purple and green costume clinging to the ceiling above. Though his costume had a few rips and tears in it—including a large scar across his left cheek—Switch had no trouble at all identifying the man who had spoken.

“Arachnid!” said Switch, unable to hide the joy in her voice. “You’re alive! I can’t believe it.”

Arachnid nodded. “Yes, but I won’t be for much longer if we waste time talking. We can catch up on the way to the escape pods. Follow me.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

“Talk,” Tsunami snapped, kicking Light Gun in the gut. “Talk, you little idiot, or I’ll sap all the moisture from your body and leave your corpse a rotting, ugly husk of its original self, you little—”

“Tsunami, stop threatening him,” said Bait in an annoyed voice. He gestured at Light Gun. “He’s unconscious. He can’t hear a thing you’re saying.”

Tsunami paused mid-kick and looked at Bait with annoyance. “I know he is. I just want to kick him because I hate him.”

Bait rubbed the back of his head. “Really, Tsunami? You’re that petty?”

“It isn’t petty,” said Tsunami. “I’m punishing him for annoying me.”

Bait sighed. Yeah, he’s definitely Switch’s dad, though I’m not sure at all if I’m his son or if there was a mix up at birth.

Bait, Tsunami, and Brains stood around the unconscious Light Gun. With Light Gun’s defeat, there were no more members of the Collector’s crew to fight. As far as Bait could tell, he had defeated all of the cyborgs by himself and they weren’t in danger of being attacked anymore. Even so, Bait sometimes glanced toward the sea anyway, just to make sure that there weren’t any cyborgs hiding in the water waiting for the right moment to strike.

“Personally, I think you’re just frustrated that we couldn’t get him to talk before I knocked him out,” said Brains. Brains wasn’t clutching his shoulder anymore. As it turned out, he carried a small first aid kit on him at all times, so Bait had bandaged up Brains’ wounds with that kit and it was no longer bleeding. “If I hadn’t knocked him out, we could have asked him where The Atlantis is, as well as find out more about the Collector.”

“Why else do you think I was trying to defeat him myself?” said Tsunami. He gestured at the unconscious Light Gun. “Now that he’s out cold, we’ll never find The Atlantis.”

“Or save Switch,” said Bait. “You know, your only daughter and all that.”

“Yes, her, too,” said Tsunami in an offhand manner.

“And stop the Collector from waking up that monster sleeping under Antarctica,” said Bait in a casual manner. “Can’t forget that, because if it wakes up, it will be, like, the apocalypse or something like that.”

“Yes, that’s all well and good, but it doesn’t help us,” said Tsunami. He folded his arms in front of his chest. “I have no idea how we’re going to find The Atlantis now.”

Bait looked at Brains. “Couldn’t you read Light Gun’s mind and find out what he knows?”

“I suppose I could,” said Brains. “But it might take me a while. Unconscious minds are usually harder to read than conscious ones, at least for me. Still, I’ll see what I can find.”

Brains looked down at Light Gun and narrowed his eyes again. He was quiet for a few minutes, standing very still and showing no signs that he was conscious himself until he suddenly looked up at Bait and Tsunami. “Okay, I found out that The Atlantis is very close to Antarctica now. They’re just off the coast and are looking for that hole Tsunami mentioned, the one that leads to the lair of that sleeping beast.”

“See?” said Tsunami. “What did I tell you? The Collector is after that sleeping monster. I knew it.”

“That’s all well and good, but how are we supposed to get there in time to stop them?” said Bait, putting his hands on his hips. “None of us can teleport, you know, except for your wife.”

“Vanish is taking care of my son, Joey,” said Brains. “And besides, you know how her powers work. She can only teleport a certain distance before having to stop, and the fact is that the sea is no place for a teleport user of any kind to stop in. That’s assuming she could even teleport there fast enough.”

“Do you think it’s possible that Light Gun had some sort of vehicle he used to get here?” said Bait, looking down at Light Gun again. “Something that would allow him to travel from Antarctica to the United States in less than an hour.”

“I didn’t see any evidence of such a vehicle in his mind,” said Brains, glancing at Light Gun. “But if he does have a vehicle like that, I’d imagine it would be under the sea.” He looked out toward the sea, frowning. “And we don’t have any way of searching the ocean for a vehicle of any kind.”

“Excuse me, but did you forget about me already?” said Tsunami. “Not only can I control the sea, but I can also feel what it feels, sense anything hidden under the waves. I’ll find it, no worry.”

Tsunami held out a hand toward the sea. For a moment, the sea looked perfectly ordinary, splashing against the docks and smelling like seaweed and garbage, without any changes that Bait could see.

But then Tsunami closed his fist and something rose out of the ocean as though being pushed up by some kind of undersea creature. The vehicle which now rested on the water’s surface looked like a smaller version of The Atlantis, big enough for two or three people from what Bait could see.

“Whoa,” said Brains. “What is that?”

“One of The Atlantis’ miniature submarines also known as minisubs,” said Tsunami, looking at the sub with longing. “They can hold about four people at a time and are useful for making trips to and from land.”

“Switch told me about The Atlantis’ escape pods,” said Bait. “Is that what they look like?”

Tsunami snorted. “The miniature subs are different from the escape pods. Escape pods can hold only three people at a time and need to have a destination programmed into them before they can go anywhere. Minisubs, on the other hand, are not only bigger—up to four people at a time—but can also be piloted in any direction. They also have missiles and guns attached for defense, unlike escape pods, which are completely weaponless.”

“Wow,” said Bait, looking at Tsunami, impressed. “You sure know a lot about The Atlantis.”

“What king doesn’t know every square foot of his palace?” said Tsunami. “I was intimately involved in the construction of The Atlantis, including these minisubs and escape pods. I can even pilot them myself if I have to.”

“So this thing will take us to The Atlantis?” said Brains, looking at the minisub with more than a hint of skepticism in his eyes.

“It can,” said Tsunami, nodding. “Each minisub can be programmed to return to The Atlantis automatically if a certain code is entered into the controls. It should not take me very long to enter that code and have us on our way to my palace.”

“Even if this minisub can take us to The Atlantis, it will still take us a long time to get to Antarctica,” said Brains. “Assuming that this minisub is extremely fast and doesn’t run into any obstacles between here and Antarctica, it will still take us hours to get there, and by the time we do, the monster might already be awakened.”

Tsunami smirked. “You’re assuming that these minisubs are ordinary submarines which operate by the ordinary laws of physics. This is not true.”

“Are you saying that your minisubs have a way of traveling the gap between America and Antarctica in less than an hour?” said Bait. “How? It can’t fly, can it?”

“Of course not,” said Tsunami. “But it can teleport.”

“Teleport?” Bait repeated. He looked over at the minisub, which was now floating quietly on the waves. “How can it teleport? I know that teleportation tech exists, but it’s not very widespread and most people have no access to it.”

“I am not ‘most people,’” said Tsunami. “When I had The Atlantis constructed, I had Tunnel Vision add a teleportation device to each minisub. And they work, trust me, because I’ve used them before to great effect.”

“Where did Tunnel Vision get the technology that would let the minisubs teleport?” said Brains skeptically. “It’s not like such tech is commercially available or anything like that.”

“Tunnel Vision has his ways of getting what he needs, no matter how legally questionable his methods may be,” said Tsunami. “In any case, our choice is clear. We will take the minisub directly to The Atlantis. The teleportation will likely take a few seconds, so if we’re lucky, we should have this entire mission finished within the next hour or so.”

Bait nodded. He thought they were extraordinarily lucky to find such a device, but he was so happy about saving Switch that he didn’t question it. At this point, all he cared about was saving Switch and didn’t feel much of a need to question anything else.

“Hold on, you two,” said Brains, holding up a hand. “We can’t just up and leave. Not yet, anyway.”

“What?” said Bait, looking at Brains. “Why not? We’ve got the minisub and Tsunami knows how to pilot it. What else do we have to wait for?”

Brains gestured at the unconscious Light Gun. “We need to make sure Light Gun here doesn’t get away. As a member of the NHA, I’m supposed to arrest any supervillains I defeat. If we leave him here alone, then he might wake up and get away to commit more crimes.”

“Is that really a big priority right now?” said Tsunami. “Who cares if he gets away or not? Going to The Atlantis is far more important than making sure that a random low level thug goes to jail.”

“You’re not a superhero, so you wouldn’t understand,” said Brains, folding his arms across his chest. “Until my fellow NHA members get here to take Light Gun to prison, I’m not going to leave him behind.”

Bait’s hands balled into fists. “Come on, Brains. This is our best chance to save Switch. Don’t you want to save her?”

“I do,” said Brains, “but at the same time, I don’t want to let this guy get away, either.”

“Can’t you just tie him up and leave him here for your friends to find?” said Tsunami. “Surely they would understand if you were in a hurry.”

Brains shook his head. “I didn’t bring any handcuffs or anything that could hold him down. With his ability to turn into light, he would be able to escape any bindings I might put on him very easily. Best to stay here and keep an eye on him.”

Bait looked from Brains to the minisub and back again. He wanted to leave right away. He had no idea what Switch’s current status was, but he doubted she was safe. And with the knowledge that the Collector might be trying to awaken a giant beast that could destroy the world, it was more urgent than ever that Bait got to Antarctica and confronted the Collector before he could succeed in his mad quest.

“Hey, I’ve got an idea,” said Bait. “Brains, why don’t Tsunami and I go to The Atlantis while you stay here and keep an eye on Light Gun? We technically don’t need your help to get to The Atlantis, you know.”

Brains’ eyes widened. “You two, alone? Never. That would be stupid. I would never leave you alone with Tsunami. He’s crazy.”

“I think Bait’s plan is good, myself,” said Tsunami with a shrug. “I could probably handle the entirety of the Collector’s crew myself, if it came down to it. Your help is entirely unnecessary.”

“Besides, it isn’t like I’m at Tsunami’s mercy,” said Bait. He held up the detonator. “As long as I have this, I doubt Tsunami will try anything. Right, Tsunami?”

Tsunami looked at the detonator as if he was trying to make it explode through sheer willpower alone, but he nodded slowly and said, “Yes. I’d rather not end up powerless again. I was sprayed with that garbage once before and it is not an experience I wish to undergo again.”

“See?” said Bait to Brains. “Even Tsunami knows better than to try to turn on me as long as I have this. We’ll be fine.”

Brains bit his lower lip. He looked like he really didn’t want them to go at all, but then he finally nodded and said, “All right. You two can go, but Tsunami, if you try to harm Bait or Switch, I will make sure it is the last thing you ever do. You hear me?”

“Loud and clear,” said Tsunami cheerfully. “Now come along, Bait. We don’t know how close the Collector is to starting the apocalypse, so we might as well head out without another delay.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

As Switch, Arachnid, and the Giver ran up the flight of stairs to Deck One, Switch could not help but stare at Arachnid’s back, because he was ahead of her and leading her and the Giver up the stairs. She was sure that he was some kind of illusion, maybe another one of the Collector’s tricks, but his large back looked very real to her, as real as the steps under her feet. Yet she still couldn’t quite accept his appearance here, because she had assumed that he had died back at that beach in New York.

“Arachnid, it’s so great to see you again!” Switch shouted as they climbed the steps. “How did you survive being attacked by Fusion? We thought you were dead.”

“I didn’t die,” said Arachnid without looking over his shoulder. “I was hurt, but I survived.”

“Amazing,” said Switch. “But how did you get to The Atlantis, then? You didn’t follow it all the way to the bottom of the ocean, did you?”

“Nope,” said Arachnid, shaking his head as he turned a corner to climb another set of stairs. “I managed to stow away on board The Atlantis after I was thrown into the water, because I wanted to save you from Fusion. I’ve been hiding in The Atlantis’ storage room ever since, surviving mostly on the sub’s stored food and water. Hasn’t exactly been a very comfortable existence, but it was better than drowning to death.”

“So you’ve been on The Atlantis for all this time and didn’t come to rescue me?” said Switch as she, Arachnid, and the Giver stopped on the next landing, where a door labeled ‘DECK ONE’ stood.

Arachnid turned to look at her. “I would have come to save you sooner, but I wanted to be careful. I needed to come up with a good escape plan in order to get us both out of here alive, so I spent a lot of time studying The Atlantis’ security system as well as figuring out the best escape route. I wanted to have it set up in such a way that I would not waste any time trying to figure out where to go or how to get us out of here when I decided to save you.”

“Oh,” said Switch. “Then why did you choose to save me now?”

“Because I overheard the alarm and the speaker that announced your escape,” said Arachnid. “I was hoping to meet up with you and then work together with you to get out of here. Looks like that’s basically how it worked out.”

“Well, I’m just glad to see you again,” said Switch. “I really thought I was all on my own in here and that I would have to rescue yourself.”

“There’s no way you could have,” said Arachnid, shaking his head. “The Atlantis’ security systems are too good. Make one wrong move and you will find yourself trapped between two groups of armed guards who aren’t afraid to use violence to subdue escapees.”

“I know,” said Switch. “So what are we waiting for? Let’s go through the door.”

Arachnid shook his head again. “No. The hallway is probably crawling with guards. We need to take a different route to the escape pods.”

“What different route?” said Switch. “It’s not like we can just walk through walls or anything.”

“We don’t need to,” said Arachnid. He pointed up. “We’ll just go through there.”

Switch and the Giver looked up at where Arachnid was pointing. Directly above the door was a large air vent, which looked big enough for Switch to fit through fairly comfortably.

“We’re going to travel through The Atlantis’ ventilation system,” said Arachnid, lowering his hand. “I’ve already mapped it out. With luck, we should be able to find and enter the room where the escape pods are with little difficulty.”

“Really?” said Switch. “Man, that’s convenient. Are you sure the ventilation system is big enough for all of us?”

“Oh, it is,” said Arachnid. “It’s how I’ve been able to move around The Atlantis without being seen. Quite handy. Now let me open the vent.”

Arachnid hopped onto the wall and then removed the vent above the door. He lowered a thick string of webbing, which Switch grabbed and climbed up as quickly as she could. Upon entering the vent, Switch was surprised at just how roomy it was. There wasn’t enough room to stand, but there was definitely enough room to crawl.

Switch crawled forward a few feet, leaving enough room for the Giver—panting and wheezing—to climb in after her with his cane hanging off his shoulder. Then Arachnid climbed in and closed the vent securely behind them before turning around and saying, “Switch, keep going forward and, when we reach a fork, go left. The vent feeding into the escape pod room will be the first vent we run into after that.”

Switch nodded and started crawling forward. She didn’t worry too much about making noise. Despite the fact that their crawling made a lot of noises, she figured it was probably drowned out by the alarm outside. The alarm was severely muted in the ventilation system, to the point where it was more like a minor annoyance than a headache-inducing siren, but Switch knew that the alarm was just as loud as ever on the outside. She just hoped that the cyborgs wouldn’t figure out where they were before they got out of here.

As they crawled along the ventilation system, they occasionally passed vents, which allowed Switch to catch a glimpse of what was happening on the outside. Usually, she didn’t see anything except for a cyborg or two running up and down the hallway below searching every room for Switch, but she still tried to avoid making too much noise. She hoped that the cyborgs didn’t put any guards in the escape pod room, because if they did, then that was going to make their escape attempt that much harder.

Eventually, Switch, Arachnid, and the Giver came upon the fork that Arachnid had mentioned before. Remembering what he told her about going left, Switch turned in that direction and continued crawling for another yard or so until she arrived at a vent. Peering through the vent’s grating, Switch couldn’t see much of the room, but she could see enough to tell that it was indeed the escape pod room, exactly where Arachnid said it was.

“Switch, did you find the vent I told you about?” said Arachnid from behind her. “The one to the escape pod room?”

Switch nodded without looking back over her shoulder. “Yeah, I did. Should I open it? I don’t see any guards down there, so it might be safe to enter.”

“Go ahead,” said Arachnid. “And hurry. At some point the cyborgs are going to realize where we’re going and will send someone to check. I want us all to be long gone by the time they realize where we are.”

Once again, Switch nodded and then started punching against the grate with her hands. Unfortunately, it was too solid to break with her hands, so Switch fired a few nail bullets into the corners and then pushed it down. The grate fell onto the floor below with a loud clang, but Switch doubted that any of the cyborgs had heard it over the noises made by the alarm. Switch jumped out of the ventilation system and landed onto the floor below. She moved out of the way of the vent to give the Giver and Arachnid room to land. As she did so, she looked around at her surroundings, because it had been a while since she had last been to the escape pod room.

A dozen escape pods—round and not much bigger than herself—stood in holes in the wall, ready to be ejected into the sea as soon as possible. She recognized the escape pods easily, because she had taken one herself to escape The Atlantis the first time and they weren’t easy to forget. She also noticed a control panel on the left wall, which was probably the controls for the escape pods that would allow them to program the location they needed to go.

A strand of webbing fell out of the vent and the Giver slowly climbed down it. He nearly fell once or twice, but managed to make it to the floor without too much difficulty. A second later, Arachnid fell to the floor and landed with even more grace than Switch, doing a three point landing before he rose to his feet and looked around at their surroundings as if to make sure they were safe.

“All right,” said Arachnid. “Looks like we’re in the right room. Thank God.”

“Even better, the guards don’t seem to have realized we’re here yet,” said Switch, rubbing her hands together eagerly. “Okay, Arachnid, what are we going to do now?”

“Take one of the escape pods and get out of here,” said Arachnid. He looked at the Giver. “You wouldn’t happen to know about how to program the pods to take us to where we want to go, would you?”

The Giver shrugged. “Just because I’m the Collector’s brother doesn’t mean I understand the technology he uses. I can barely program a simple laptop. Figuring out these escape pods is well beyond my pay grade.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Arachnid. “I’ll figure it out. I used to be a hacker, so I’ll just fiddle with the controls until I figure out how it works.”

“You’d better hurry,” said Switch, glancing at the door. “I bet they’ll figure out where we are any minute now and then come bursting in.”

Arachnid turned and fired two large web balls at the door. The web balls splattered against the door, completely covering it with the thick, sticky webbing.

“There you go,” said Arachnid, lowering his hands. “My webbing is as strong as a steel cable. Should they attempt to open the door, they’ll find it as impassable as if I had blocked it off with thick chains. It won’t last forever, of course, but it should give us more than enough time to figure out how to program these escape pods.”

Arachnid walked over to the control panel on the wall and began tapping keys. Meanwhile, Switch and the Giver stood somewhat awkwardly under the vent, watching Arachnid work hard on the control panel.

“So he’s your friend?” said the Giver, looking at Switch curiously.

Switch nodded. “My teacher, actually. Why do you ask?”

“Just curious,” said the Giver with a shrug. “He looks familiar, like I’ve seen him somewhere before, though not sure where.”

The Giver’s words sparked a memory in Switch’s mind of something she’d heard recently. “Arachnid used to be a supervillain and assassin with the nickname Bloody Knife. Maybe that’s where you’ve heard of him before.”

The Giver looked over at Arachnid in alarm. “Wait, you mean he’s the Bloody Knife?”

Fear was etched into each one of the Giver’s words when he said that. He even trembled slightly and took a step backwards, fear covering his face.

“Yeah, that’s what I heard,” said Switch. “But he’s good now. He’s a superhero. He won’t harm us.”

“Maybe he won’t harm you, but that doesn’t mean he won’t harm me,” said the Giver with a gulp. “Kind of surprised he doesn’t recognize me. Then again, I guess that it has been a while since we last saw each other. I didn’t recognize him, after all.”

“Why would he harm you?” said Switch. “And what do you mean that he doesn’t recognize you? Did you used to know him before he became a superhero?”

The Giver opened his mouth, perhaps to answer, but before he could say anything, there was a loud clang at the door. It sounded like someone had hit the door with a battering ram. That notion was reinforced by another clang, which was even louder than the last.

“Uh, Arachnid?” said Switch, looking over at Arachnid nervously. “I think someone is taking a battering ram to the door.”

“Doesn’t matter,” said Arachnid without looking at Switch or the Giver. “As I said, my webbing is as strong as steel. It will take them a few hours, at the least, to break down the door, and by the time they do, all three of us should be—”

Arachnid was interrupted by another loud clang, but it was followed by the hinges creaking and the door itself nearly popping out of its jam. Another clang and the door fell forward, snapping the webbing on the way down, and crashed onto the floor with a clang that was so loud that all three of them jumped at the sound.

“What the hell?” said Arachnid, turning to look at the door. “Who knocked down the door? That shouldn’t even be possible. My webbing should have kept it secure.”

“Secure?” came a voice from outside the door, a voice with a Canadian accent. “If you think that webbing can ever be secure, then you have a lot more problems than being held hostage on this ship, my friend.”

Two figures stepped through the doorway. One was a young man in a blue superhero costume, while the other was a young woman in a solid red costume. The young man had solid light gauntlets over his fists, which Switch realized must have been how they battered down the door.

“Fuse, Ion,” said Arachnid, his hands balling into fists. “I should have expected you two to come after us.”

Fuse smirked. “What can I say? We just love your company so much that we want to make sure you stay here. By force.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

The interior of the minisub was a lot more cramped than Bait had thought it would be. Though it had enough room to hold six people according to Tsunami, that didn’t mean much when you considered just how small it was. Bait sat in the cockpit next to Tsunami, who sat in the pilot’s seat, working hard at getting the minisub up and running. The control panel sitting in front of them looked too complicated for Bait to understand, but Tsunami’s massive hands danced along the switches and buttons as if he used it every day.

“You said you just needed to put in a code to get it to take us back to The Atlantis,” said Bait, glancing at Tsunami. “Why are you pressing all of these other buttons instead?”

“Because I need to get the engines up and running,” said Tsunami as if Bait was being stupid. “The minisub was off when I pulled it out of the water. Plus, I want to make sure that the Collector and his minions didn’t somehow damage it. I will never forgive them if I discover that they’ve harmed The Atlantis in some way. Never.”

Bait sighed. He was starting to wonder if it would have been better to stay on land with Brains and wait for the NHA to show up. He didn’t look forward to spending the next hour or so alongside Tsunami, even if Tsunami had promised not to betray him. Bait fingered the detonator in his pocket. He would need to make sure he always had quick access to it, just in case Tsunami was lying, which seemed likely, given Tsunami’s manipulative tendencies.

All of a sudden, Bait heard an engine roar to life somewhere behind him and the minisub started to vibrate.

“There we go,” said Tsunami, sitting back in satisfaction as the control panel lit up. “It is now active, which means that we can go to The Atlantis now.”

Tsunami tapped a code into a keyboard below the control panel. He tapped it in so fast that Bait couldn’t follow, but a second later, a monotone voice over a speaker in the center of the control panel said, “Minisub teleportation system activated. Transportation to The Atlantis eminent. Please ensure that all crew members are buckled in and secured in their seats.”

Bait raised an eyebrow. “Buckled in? What, is this an airplane or something?”

“I’d do what the computer voice says if I were you,” said Tsunami as he put on his seat belt. “The teleportation system only teleports things which are securely tied down or attached to the minisub itself. A failure to do so means you will be left behind, rather than teleported with the minisub itself, and that is no fun, let me tell you.”

With a gulp, Bait quickly buckled in his seat belt. It was thick and strong, making it hard for Bait to move, but he guessed that was intentional in order to make sure that the person sitting in the passenger’s seat wasn’t left behind. Bait did, however, wonder what being ‘left behind’ was like. Would Bait just be sitting in the water or would he end up somewhere else?

Before he could ask Tsunami, the computer voice said, “Teleportation to The Atlantis in three … two … one …”

One moment Bait was looking out the windshield at the darkness of the New York night, barely illuminated by lights from the city itself; in the next, Bait found himself staring instead at solid blackness, much darker than any blackness he had seen in his life and certainly darker than the darkness of the night.

“Teleportation successful,” said the computer voice. “The minisub has been successfully teleported in the vicinity of The Atlantis. Please pilot the minisub carefully to The Atlantis’ docking bay in order to ensure a safe return.”

Bait looked at Tsunami. “We’re near The Atlantis? But I can’t see anything.”

“That’s because we’re at the bottom of the sea,” said Tsunami. “Let me turn on the exterior lights. That should show us The Atlantis.”

Tsunami flipped a switch. Immediately, lights outside turned on, banishing most of the darkness and allowing Bait to see their new surroundings for the first time.

In front of them was The Atlantis. There was no mistaking the huge sub for any other vehicle, though now that Bait saw it, he thought it looked more like a moving palace than a submarine and now understood why Tsunami always referred to it as such.

“There it is,” said Tsunami in a voice of hushed awe. He leaned closer to the windshield, his eyes locked on The Atlantis. “How I’ve missed it. It looks to be in good shape. Thank God.”

“Yes, that’s nice and all, but I want to know if Switch is safe,” said Bait. “Why don’t we get this minisub over there and board the sub?”

“Right,” said Tsunami, nodding. “Allow me to pilot it. It should not take me more than—”

“Minisub Number 6!” a voice crackled over the speaker in the center control panel. “This is Anthony from The Atlantis speaking. Was the mission successful?”

“Mission?” said Tsunami. “What mission?”

“The mission to capture Bait,” said Anthony, his voice slightly suspicious. “Remember? That’s the job which the Collector gave you. The plan was to capture Bait and bring him to The Atlantis in order to complete the Collector’s plan. And what’s wrong with your voice? You don’t sound like Light Gun.”

Tsunami faked a cough. “Uh, sorry, I just, er, got sick while I was on the surface. A small cold, that’s all.”

“I see,” said Anthony, though he didn’t sound like he believed them entirely. “Well, was the mission successful or not? You’re back earlier than expected.”

Bait kept his mouth shut. The last thing he needed was to reveal to this Anthony fellow that they weren’t Light Gun. Best to keep silent until they could actually board The Atlantis.

“Why, it was a complete success,” said Tsunami, whose voice now sounded disturbingly like Light Gun’s falsetto. “I managed to capture the dumb brat rather easily, along with his Blood Gem. He’s currently on this minisub in chains. I even sprayed him with some powerless gas to make sure he couldn’t use his super strength to escape.”

Bait looked at Tsunami in alarm, but said nothing. Why is he telling him that?

“Really?” said Anthony in an approving voice. “Well, I guess I shouldn’t have doubted your ability, Light Gun. I see the Collector was wise to trust you. He’ll be really pleased to hear that, especially after the mess that’s been happening here on the ship.”

“Mess?” Tsunami repeated. “What kind of mess do you mean? Did something bad happen?”

Anthony huffed. “Oh, it’s nothing. The girl, Switch, somehow escaped her cell and is trying to escape. She’s with the Giver—you know, the Collector’s brother—and that spider guy, what’s his name, Arachnid, I think?”

Bait breathed in. Arachnid was still alive? That was great news, even if Bait didn’t know how Arachnid had survived. He listened more closely than ever, not wanting to miss even one word of Anthony’s report.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Tsunami. “Do you think it is safe for us to board The Atlantis, given the situation you’ve just described? It might make more sense to wait until you’ve recaptured the girl. Keep the twins apart and all that.”

“No, it’s safe for you to board the sub,” said Anthony. “Like I said, the Collector needs some good news and he’ll be happy to hear this. Plus, Fuse and Ion have got the escapees cornered, so I imagine it won’t be long now before the girl is back where she belongs.”

“All right,” said Tsunami. “Please open the bay doors for me so I can enter.”

“Sure thing,” said Anthony. “I’m opening them now, but better be quick. This Antarctic water isn’t very good for The Atlantis, which is why I hope we leave this place soon.”

The speaker clicked off, causing Bait to look at Tsunami again and said, “Did you hear what he said? Switch is already in the process of freeing herself and Arachnid is with her.”

Tsunami frowned. “Yes, I did hear that. I can’t say I am surprised. Switch is very much like Ariana, her mother. That she’s already in the process of saving herself is very much something Ariana would do in that same situation. Still, we might as well board the sub and start cracking skulls. In particular, I’d like to crack the skull of the Collector for daring to steal my palace from me.”

Bait nodded and sat back in his seat, a feeling of relief washing over him. He couldn’t believe their luck. He had thought for sure that he and Tsunami would have to fight their way through The Atlantis’ crew of cyborgs just to get close to Switch, but if what that Anthony guy said was true, then saving Switch would be a lot easier than he thought.

But I don’t like what he said about Fuse and Ion cornering them, Bait thought, gripping the bottom of his seat with both hands as Tsunami flipped switches and pressed buttons. Those two were a big enough challenge for us when we first fought them. If Switch and Arachnid are on their own, then they might not be able to beat those two.

Abruptly, the speaker on the control panel crackled again and Anthony’s voice came again. “Minisub Number Six, this is Anthony from The Atlantis again.”

“Uh, yes?” said Tsunami, quickly changing his voice to his impression of Light Gun’s voice again. “What is the problem, my friend? We’re trying to get to The Atlantis.”

“That’s exactly the problem,” said Anthony, his voice cold. “I just received a message from Light Gun—the real Light Gun—telling me not to let Minisub Number 6 into The Atlantis because it is being piloted by Tsunami and Bait.”

“What?” said Tsunami, but then he caught himself and changed his voice back to Light Gun’s falsetto once more. “I mean, that’s totally ridiculous. Tsunami is in prison, and while Bait is on board, he’s a prisoner, not an accomplice. I think you must have received a false message.”

“No, it was definitely real,” said Anthony. “The call came from Light Gun’s number, but it doesn’t matter. The Collector gave me orders to do whatever is necessary to protect The Atlantis. Prepare to meet your maker, deceiver.”

The speaker turned off abruptly, prompting Bait to say, “Tsunami, what are we going to do?”

“Try to get onto The Atlantis anyway,” said Tsunami, who sounded less panicked than Bait, but still quite worried. “If we’re fast enough, we should have no trouble getting to The Atlantis well before they—”

Immediately, the minisub’s radar system started flashing, causing Bait to look at it and see two small dots heading directly for the minisub.

“What are those dots?” said Bait in confusion. “And why are they coming to the minisub so fast?”

Tsunami’s eyes widened. “Those aren’t dots. Those are missiles fired from The Atlantis and they’re heading directly for—”

Tsunami was interrupted by two loud explosions from outside the minisub. The impact of the explosions nearly threw Bait off his chair, but he clung to his seat as the minisub spun out of control closer and closer to the sea floor until it finally crashed into the sea floor. Bait slammed his head against the back of his seat and lost all consciousness.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Switch thought she heard a couple of muted explosions just outside The Atlantis, but between the blaring alarms and the ringing of the fallen door in her ears, she dismissed the sound as just her mind playing a trick on her.

Besides, even if I actually heard some explosions, that doesn’t mean I have to worry about them, Switch thought, looking at Fuse and Ion apprehensively. I have a few more important things to worry about at the moment than whatever is going on outside The Atlantis.

Fuse looked at Switch and frowned. “Switch, why are you trying to escape? I really thought we had something special going between us for a while there. Were all of those times we trained together and got to know each other a lie?”

“If you thought we had something special between us, then you’re even more delusional than I thought,” said Switch. She raised her hands. “Now leave right away or I’ll fill every last inch of your body with my nail bullets.”

Fuse smirked. “Is that supposed to be a euphemism for something? Because if so—”

“Fuse, stop bantering with the prisoner,” Ion snapped, hitting him in the back of the head. “She’s the enemy, not a girl you’re supposed to flirt with. You don’t flirt with the enemy.”

Rubbing the back of his head, Fuse looked at Ion and said, “But what if the enemy is cute?”

Ion just slapped her face and sighed. Switch actually felt for her, because she felt that way about her own brother a lot, though she didn’t let her sympathy make her forget just who these people really were.

“If you two are trying to recapture Switch, then forget about it,” said Arachnid. He stepped forward, with no hint of fear in his body language. “You’ll have to go through me to get her and the Giver.”

Fuse looked at Arachnid in amusement. “Forgive me for not showing proper respect to my elders, but didn’t you say that to us the last time we fought? Remind me, Ion, how that ended.”

Ion smiled a vicious smile. “With him beaten to a pulp and thrown into the ocean.”

“Right,” said Fuse, nodding. “The only difference now, of course, is that we’re going to make sure you stay dead. The Collector said to bring both Switch and the Giver back alive, but he didn’t say what we should do to anyone else we might run into. What do you say, sister?”

“I say we kill him and get this over with,” said Ion, punching her fist into her other hand. “He deserves it for breaking into The Atlantis and—”

Ion was interrupted by a glob of web coming out of nowhere and striking her in the eyes. She cried in pain and staggered backwards, desperately trying to remove the webbing from her eyes. Switch immediately looked at Arachnid, who held one hand out like he was ready to fire more webbing.

“I remember how your power works, girl,” said Arachnid. “You need to be able to see your enemy in order to paralyze them. Rather a useless power if you can’t see, isn’t it?”

“Sister!” said Fuse. He turned toward Arachnid. “You jerk. I’m going to take pleasure in beating you to a pulp.”

Fuse ran toward Arachnid, but then Arachnid leaped into the air and clung to the ceiling. Fuse looked up just in time for Arachnid to shoot two lines of web, which stuck to his shoulders. He was lifted off the floor, despite his protests, and then bounced up and down rapidly like a yo-yo.

“Hey!” Fuse cried as he bounced up and down rapidly. “Let me down now or I’ll—””

Abruptly, Arachnid let go of the webbing and Fuse fell to the floor, landing flat on his stomach in quite an undignified position. Fuse tried to get up, but then Arachnid landed on his back and fired two web blasts at his hands, webbing Fuse’s hands to the floor.

“There,” said Arachnid. “Now, I want you to be a good boy and stay here while me and my friends escape. If you try to come after us, I’ll do a lot worse than just web your hands to the floor.”

Switch blinked. She knew that Arachnid was a very experienced and competent superhero, but seeing him wipe the floor with Fuse and Ion like that was another thing entirely. She almost felt sorry for the two, but then remembered how they had been the ones to kidnap her in the first place and all her sympathy for them vanished into thin air.

Fuse, however, just growled. Immediately, the webbing burst off his hands as the solid light constructs appeared on his hands. He pushed himself up, but Arachnid jumped off him and landed several feet away and took a fighting stance.

Fuse, however, did not rush toward Arachnid to fight him. Instead, Fuse ran over to Ion, who was still struggling to remove the webbing from her eyes, and said, “Sister, we must fuse! It’s the only way we can beat him.”

“I’m afraid you have a point, brother,” said Ion with reluctance. “I’d rather we didn’t, but it’s obvious we can’t beat him on our own.”

“Sorry, but I’m not going to let you two fuse again,” said Arachnid.

He thrust both hands at Fuse and Ion and fired two large balls of webbing at them. But Fuse held up a hand and a solid wall made of light appeared in between them and Arachnid. The web balls struck the wall and splattered against it, but they did not break through it.

“Now, sister!” said Fuse. “Before they breach the wall!”

Fuse took Ion’s hand and squeezed it. Just like the first time, a bright purple light exploded from their hands, enveloping their whole being, and though the light wall Fuse made vanished, neither Arachnid nor Switch took advantage of it. They just watched as the light grew brighter and brighter until it suddenly went away, revealing Fusion standing in Fuse and Ion’s place.

“There,” said Fusion in that same strange androgynous voice from before. They smiled. “Time to die.”

Fusion suddenly vanished and reappeared behind Arachnid. Switch called out to Arachnid to watch out, but Arachnid already ducked before Fusion could hit him in the back of the head. He responded with a solid kick to Fusion’s abdomen, sending them staggering backwards from the blow, but Fusion recovered quickly and lunged toward him. But Arachnid fired a web line to the ceiling and flew up it quickly, narrowly avoiding Fusion, who fell to the floor in a failed attempt to tackle Arachnid.

Hanging upside down from the ceiling, Arachnid fired several web blasts in quick succession at Fusion, but Fusion rolled out of the way and avoided the blasts. Rising to their feet, Fusion summoned a hammer made of solid light and sent it hurtling through the air toward Arachnid, but Arachnid fell off the ceiling, avoiding the hammer at the last minute, which crashed into the ceiling hard enough to leave a deep dent where it collided.

“Whoa,” said Switch, staring at the ceiling as the hammer vanished. “Arachnid would have been squished if he hadn’t dodged at the last second.”

“I agree, but I think we should take advantage of this fight to get away,” said the Giver, nervously glancing toward the door. “It probably won’t be long before more of the Collector’s minions show up, and once they do, we’ll be outnumbered.”

Switch looked at the Giver in disbelief. “And leave Arachnid here on The Atlantis all by himself? No way. I’m not going to leave him at the mercy of these people. I thought he died once already and I don’t want to go through that again. I want us all to get out of here alive.”

The Giver rubbed his forehead. “That’s a nice sentiment and all, young woman, but sometimes you can only save yourself. Besides, Arachnid seems perfectly capable of taking care of himself, doesn’t he?”

“I suppose he is, but I still don’t want to abandon him,” said Switch. “If you want to leave, you can, but I’m going to help Arachnid beat Fusion and then we can all escape together. The two seem evenly matched so far, but maybe if I help, we can turn the tide of the battle.”

Before the Giver could argue with her, Switch turned and ran to the battle. Arachnid was now engaging in close combat with Fusion. The two superhumans were trading blows, though Arachnid dodged more blows than Fusion landed. But Fusion was clearly the stronger of the two, because every blow they landed seemed to leave Arachnid winded and he would only barely manage to dodge the next punch.

Fusion has their back to me, Switch thought, raising her hands. If I can shoot them with my nail bullets, that will distract them long enough for Arachnid to take them out or at least land a few solid blows.

Switch fired ten nail bullets at Fusion, but before the nail bullets could land, Fusion disappeared, leaving Arachnid punching at the air. Switch shouted belatedly for Arachnid to dodge, but she was too late. Though Arachnid tried to jump to the side to avoid being riddled with nail bullets, he nonetheless got nailed a couple of times in the shoulder and staggered backward, clutching his bleeding shoulder and cursing under his breath.

“Arachnid!” Switch shouted in horror. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to hit you! I—”

A large shadow appeared over Switch. She looked over her shoulder to see Fusion standing above her, but before she could do anything, Fusion grabbed her arms and slammed her into the floor. Then Fusion put a hand around her neck and tightened their grip, making her gasp for air.

“Switch!” said Arachnid in alarm. “Let her go!”

Out of the corner of her eye, Switch could just barely see Fusion smirk. “If you care so much for the girl’s life, you’ll immediately surrender. Otherwise, our grip might slip and we might just break her poor little neck. The Collector often says we don’t know our own strength, so don’t take it too personally if it happens.”

Switch didn’t doubt that Fusion could carry through with that threat. Whether Fusion had super strength in addition to their other powers or they were simply naturally strong, Switch knew that she was in a dangerous situation. She couldn’t talk, nor did she dare to, because she didn’t want to provoke Fusion and make them kill her.

“You’re really willing to kill her?” said Arachnid. “I thought your boss needed the twins in order to succeed in his plan.”

Fusion’s smirk suddenly turned into a frown. “The Collector doesn’t need any twins other than us. We have tried to convince him of that, but he is too obsessed with these two. Besides, the Collector doesn’t need to know we killed her. He would believe us if we said it was an accident.”

Switch gulped. The sheer hatred in Fusion’s voice when they talked about her and Bait made her realize that her situation was even more precarious than she thought. She wondered where this hatred for her and Bait came from. Was it from Fuse or Ion? Or did Fusion exist as an independent being and had developed this hatred of them on their own?

I really need to stop psychoanalyzing the crazy giant person threatening to break my neck, Switch thought. I need to figure out how to get out of here on my own. I don’t want Arachnid to surrender.

“If you kill her, I’ll make both of your halves wish that they’d never been born,” said Arachnid.

“Then we suppose you don’t care much for the girl’s life,” said Fusion. “Now I see why they called you the Bloody Knife. You’re certainly as deadly as one, that much we’ll give you.”

Arachnid bit his lower lip. His hands balled into fists, but Switch could tell that he wasn’t going to risk her life. Arachnid may have been a supervillain at some point, but it was clear to Switch that he was no longer as evil as he once was.

But it’s still a sticky situation for him, Switch thought, trying her best not to panic. And for us. And unless he figures out a way to save me and beat Fusion, I’m afraid it will end badly for all of us.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Bait opened his eyes and immediately groaned. The back of his head was throbbing like it had been split open. He touched the back of his head and felt some blood, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as it felt. Even so, touching his head made the pain spike, causing him to gasp in pain and clutch his head.

God, it hurts, Bait thought. Where am I? What happened? And why is everything so dark?

That last thought was a legitimate question. Bait couldn’t see his own fingers in front of him. The only lights came from the control panel before him. A few buttons were blinking, but it wasn’t nearly enough light to see by. He also had the impression that he was hanging upside down.

It took Bait a moment to remember what happened. He and Tsunami had been taking a minisub to The Atlantis, only for their deception to be discovered by someone on The Atlantis, who had then shot missiles at them. The last thing Bait recalled was seeing those two dots on the radar system—the missiles—and then hearing a large explosion as the missiles struck the minisub. Beyond that, his memory was blank.

I must have lost consciousness when the missiles hit the minisub, Bait thought. But if that’s the case, then how long have I been out? Is the minisub still floating or not?

Bait raised his suit-up watch and, tapping its screen, activated its flashlight feature. Luckily, the watch still worked and a bright, white light shone from its edge, allowing him to see that he was still in the cockpit of the minisub, although he also discovered that he really was hanging upside down in his chair. The only reason he hadn’t fallen was because his seat belt had kept him secured to his seat, but he could feel the seat belt struggling against the weight of his body, threatening to snap at any moment and drop him on the ceiling of the minisub below.

I’m alive, Bait thought. Thank God. But what about—

A grunt beside Bait almost made him jump out of his seat. He turned his flashlight to the left and found Tsunami in a very similar position to him. The only difference was that Tsunami was slumped forward slightly, his head hanging motionlessly like the head of a corpse. But he was still alive, from what Bait could tell, though unconscious based on his shallow breathing.

Well, he’s alive, too, I guess, Bait thought. Whether that’s a good thing, though, remains to be seen.

In any case, Bait didn’t like the utter silence which reigned over the minisub, so he reached over and shook Tsunami’s large shoulder, saying, “Hey, Tsunami, wake up. We’re still alive.”

Tsunami’s eyes fluttered open. He grunted and rubbed his forehead, perhaps where he had smacked it against the control panel of the minisub when the impact happened. “Ugh, I have a splitting headache. What happened?”

“The minisub got hit by those missiles,” said Bait. He gestured around them. “I think the minisub crashed upside down on the sea floor. At least, I think so. It’s the only explanation I’ve got for why we’re hanging upside down like this.”

“Upside down?” said Tsunami. He looked at the windshield and groaned. “Yes, I think you are right. When the missiles hit, they must have struck the engines, which sent the minisub falling to the sea floor. I imagine it can’t move anymore, but maybe …”

Tsunami reached over and flipped a switch. “Computer, status report on damage to the minisub.”

“Damage critical,” said the same monotone voice from before. “Engines A and B knocked out. Engine C is still in working condition, but it is cracked and leaking fuel. It is unable to raise the minisub by itself. Teleportation function is also offline, but air levels are still sufficient and should last for another six hours at current consumption levels.”

“Six hours?” said Bait. “What happens if we run out of air after six hours?”

Tsunami looked at Bait with a grim smile on his face. “We die. But don’t worry. It might happen sooner than that. The pressure of the ocean might crack the minisub open like an egg and flood the entire minisub with water. Then we could drown. Well, you will drown. I’d probably survive. The lack of air would definitely kill us both, however.”

Bait’s eyes widened. “Then we need to get out of here before we run out of air.”

“Agreed,” said Tsunami. “Easier said than done, however. All of the minisub’s hatches are on its roof, which is currently embedded in the sand of the sea floor. I suppose I could break open the windshield, but the resulting flood would be hard to fight and you’d probably die.”

Bait gulped and looked around uncertainly. “Why are we even still alive in the first place? Why didn’t that Anthony guy just shoot missiles at the minisub when it crashed?”

“He probably thought we died upon impact,” said Tsunami casually. “Not an unreasonable assumption, given how he knocked out half of our engines. He probably thought he hit the air supply and that we’d died of suffocation after a while. He didn’t strike me as a particular thorough or conscientious employee.”

“Why are you so chill about this?” said Bait. “We’re stuck on the ocean floor, in a minisub that is basically an underwater tomb, and we have no way to escape it. Also, we’re going to run out of air in six hours and we have no way to replenish it.”

“Did you forget who I am?” said Tsunami. “I am Lord Tsunami, King of the Seas. I can swim in the water without drowning, so if I can make a hole big enough for me to escape, then I should be fine.”

“Yeah, but you seemed to have forgotten that I can’t breathe underwater,” said Bait. He gestured at the windshield. “If I go out there, I’m going to die no matter what.”

“Not unless I protect you,” said Tsunami.

“Protect me? How?” said Bait. “We don’t have both Blood Gems, so if you were thinking of trading powers with me—”

“Nothing so silly as that,” said Tsunami, shaking his head. “One of my powers is the ability to pass my water breathing powers to whoever I am in physical contact with underwater. It isn’t quite the same thing as being able to actually breathe underwater, of course, but it’s close enough for our purposes.”

Bait looked at Tsunami uncertainly. “You mean you can really do that?”

“Really,” Tsunami said, nodding. “I’ve done it a few times in the past. In fact, I used it when I took Ariana on our first date back when we first met. Our first date was a tour of the bottom of the ocean, where I showed her all of the ocean’s most beautiful—and darkest—secrets. Fatherly advice: If you ever take a girl out, I recommend taking her to the bottom of the ocean. Women tend to find it very impressive.”

Bait opened his mouth to say that he didn’t know how he was going to take any girls he might date to the bottom of the ocean, but then his Blood Gem burned in his chest and he grabbed it instinctively.

“Bait, what’s the matter?” said Tsunami. “Does your chest hurt?”

Before Bait could answer, he had a sudden vision. Instead of hanging upside down in the minisub, he found himself standing in a strange room he didn’t recognize. It looked like the interior of a small submarine—not very different from the minisub, actually—but the lights were on and it was being piloted by a couple of the Collector’s cyborgs. Through the windshield before him, Bait could see that the cyborgs were piloting the submarine through some kind of large tunnel, though he didn’t recognize it.

“Ah, there you are,” said a strangely high-pitched, yet still masculine, voice behind him. “I knew you would show up eventually.”

Bait whirled around and saw a tall, yet deathly thin, man reclining in a throne-like chair. He had a strange mechanical eye piece over his right eye and wore a simple black t-shirt and jeans, but what most caught Bait’s attention was the orange gem in his hand: Switch’s Blood Gem, shining as brightly as ever.

“Who are you?” said Bait. “And why do you have my sister’s Blood Gem?”

The man smiled. “Call me the Collector. It’s what everyone else does.”

“So you’re the man who kidnapped my sister,” said Bait. He looked down at his hands. “But how did I get here? I was in the minisub with Tsunami just a second ago.”

“Oh, you’re not actually here,” said the Collector, lazily tossing Switch’s Blood Gem from hand to hand. “I summoned you.”

“Summoned me?” said Bait. “How can you summon me if I’m not actually here?”

The Collector stopped throwing the Blood Gem and then held it up for Bait to see. “Just another one of the properties of the Blood Gems. You can use them to summon the mind of its twin’s user to speak with them. What, didn’t you and your sister know that about them?”

“No, we didn’t,” said Bait, shaking his head. “We didn’t know that was even remotely possible.”

“I am appalled by how little you two know about these Gems,” said the Collector, shaking his head. “Shameful, just shameful. You had them for ten years, yet you know as little about them as the average person knows about quantum physics.”

“And just what makes you an expert on them, Mr. Collector?” said Bait with a huff. “You’ve had them for an even shorter period of time than us.”

“Ah, but unlike you, I’ve done my research,” said the Collector. “I research everything in my collection, both before, during, and after I acquire it. Part of the fun of collecting rare and exotic things is researching them and finding all about their unique histories and abilities. There’s still much I don’t know about these Blood Gems, but I know more than you do, anyway.”

Bait’s hands balled into fists. “So if I tried to punch you in the face, you wouldn’t feel it?”

“Exactly,” said the Collector. “It would be about as effective as punching the wind. You are here because I want you to be here and I can easily send you back to wherever you were before.”

“I’m not in much the mood to talk,” said Bait. “Maybe we can continue this conversation in The Atlantis, when I break in and rescue Switch. How does that sound?”

The Collector’s smile became more amused. “Oh, that won’t work for me, because I’m not on The Atlantis anymore.”

“You’re not?” said Bait. “Then where are you?”

The Collector gestured at the submarine. “In one of The Atlantis’ other miniature submarines, currently heading to the beast which sleeps under Antarctica, and with Switch as my prisoner.”

“Already?” said Bait. “I thought you were going to wait until your servants captured me so you could take me and my sister to it.”

The Collector shrugged. “That was the original plan, but really, I only need the two Blood Gems to do it. I already have your sister’s, but I don’t yet have yours. I’d like for you to give it to me.”

Bait put a hand over his Blood Gem. “I’m not going to just ‘give’ it to you, not even if you ask nicely. I’m not that naive.”

“But don’t you want to get your sister’s Blood Gem back?” said the Collector, waving the Blood Gem back and forth briefly. “I know the Blood Gems’ history, which is how I know these are more than just artifacts which make you more powerful. They’re family heirlooms, as priceless as virtue and equally as rare. I am surprised you are okay with me keeping it.”

“I’m not,” said Bait. “I want to save both Switch and her Blood Gem. And I’ll do it without giving you my own.”

The Collector shrugged. “I was told you have a tendency to play the hero, but I didn’t realize how into that role you were. Perhaps we can make a deal. Deals are how I’ve gotten most of my collection, so I’m quite familiar with how they work.”

The Collector leaned forward, holding the Blood Gem in both hands, his eyes on Bait. “Come to the chamber where the Beast sleeps and confront me. If you can get the Blood Gem from me, I will let you have it, but if you cannot get it from me, then I will take yours and use them both to awaken the Beast. How does that sound?”

“Terrible,” said Bait. “And an obvious trap. Your lame attempts to manipulate me to play your dumb little games won’t work.”

A flash of anger appeared across the Collector’s face before it was replaced by his usual stoic expression. “And your attempts to play the tough guy are even less convincing. You will come to the cave and you will meet me in real life, where we will continue this conversation and hopefully come to some kind of agreement that benefits us both equally.”

“Not awakening that Beast will benefit us both,” Bait pointed out. “Why do you even want to awaken it, anyway? It will destroy the whole world if you wake it up.”

The Collector sat back. “Legends aren’t always true, you know. As I’ve said, I am a collector of the foreign, the unique, and the exotic, and that beast fulfills all three basic criteria with flying colors. Besides, you assume I have no way to control it. Who says that I don’t?”

“Whatever you’re planning to do, it’s insane,” Bait insisted. “Turn back now and return the Blood Gem to my sister. If you keep going, you’re going to hurt a lot of people.”

“You sound just like my brother,” said the Collector with a pout. “Always doubting me, always criticizing everything I do … it’s annoying, to be honest. And now, I tire of you. You know where I am and where I will be. It is your choice whether to meet me or not. I trust you’ll make the right choice, particularly if you care about the well-being of your sister.”

When Bait blinked again, he found himself back in the minisub, hanging upside down in his seat, the straps tight against his body.

“Bait, are you okay?” said Tsunami, looking at Bait in confusion. “For a moment there, you completely zoned out. You didn’t respond to anything I said and even shaking you did nothing.”

Bait blinked his eyes several times and looked out the windshield. It was too dark to see outside, but in his mind’s eyes, he could see the Collector’s minisub making its way through the darkness of the tunnel, getting closer and closer to the Beast which had slept for untold eons, a beast that could destroy the world.

Bait looked at Tsunami again. “We need to get out of here. The Collector is about to wake up the Beast and we need to stop him before it’s too late.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

“Well?” said Fusion, their voice impatient. “What are you going to do, Arachnid? Let the girl die or surrender and die yourself?”

Arachnid had not moved an inch since Fusion had offered their ultimatum. He stood very still, his hands balled tightly into fists, but he didn’t say a word. Switch could tell that he was angry at being put in such a position, though Switch didn’t know if he was angry at Fusion for threatening her life or at herself for putting him in this position in the first place.

It’s all my fault, Switch thought. I was just trying to help, but somehow I made this situation worse. I should have just stayed back and let him handle it.

She tried to convey to Arachnid how sorry she was through looks alone, but she wasn’t sure she succeeded. She couldn’t take her eyes off his bleeding shoulder, which was probably causing him a lot of pain right now. She thought it was amazing how he managed to keep a cool and calm demeanor despite his wounded shoulder.

Fusion’s grip on her neck tightened. “No answer? Very well. We’ll kill the girl and then kill you.”

Arachnid, however, smiled when Fusion said that. “I’d like to see you try.”

“What?” said Fusion. “Are you stupid, too? Because in case you hadn’t noticed, we have the power here. With one good squeeze of our hand, we could pop off the girl’s head like—”

Fusion was interrupted by the sound of solid wood smacking into the back of their head. They cried out in pain, taking their hand off Switch’s throat to grab the back of their head.

At the same time, Arachnid shot two lines of webbing at Fusion. The webbing struck Fusion in the chest and, before Fusion could do anything, Arachnid yanked them back with surprising strength. Fusion flew toward Arachnid, but Arachnid ducked at the last second, causing Fusion to fly directly into the wall behind him. They crashed into the wall with a horrible dull thud, but before they could recover, Arachnid yanked the webbing again and slammed them into another wall and then into another, moving almost faster than Switch’s eyes could follow. Arachnid threw Fusion around so much that Fusion didn’t even have a chance to scream. The only noise they made was the sound of their body crashing into the walls.

Finally, Arachnid slammed them against the wall once again and then immediately webbed them up, sticking them to the wall with so much web that their whole body was covered. The only part of their body which was left exposed was their head, but given the way it slumped, Switch knew that Fusion was out for the count.

Even so, Switch could not help but stare in amazement at Arachnid. He was panting now and still clutching his bleeding shoulder, but he otherwise looked fine despite the obvious amount of exertion he had to put into doing that.

“Are they … are they defeated?” said Switch, taking her hands off her head as she glanced at the webbed up fusion.

Arachnid nodded. “Yes. Just knocked out, though. Not dead.”

Arachnid grimaced and clutched his shoulder even tighter, prompting Switch to say, “Is your shoulder all right?”

“No,” said Arachnid with a grimace. He removed his hand and shot a small glob of web onto it. “This web will work as a makeshift bandage for now, but it will need actual medical attention at some point, probably once we get back to the Academy.”

Switch wasn’t sure how well webbing worked as even a makeshift bandage, but before she could voice that opinion, she heard a voice behind her say, “Young woman, are you okay?”

Switch looked over her shoulder. The Giver stood behind her, holding his cane above his head like a sword. His eyes were wide and fearful, like he had just gotten off a roller coaster, and his hands shook.

“Were you the one who distracted Fusion long enough for Arachnid to beat them?” said Switch, sitting up and rubbing her throat.

The Giver nodded shakily. “Yes. Fusion didn’t seem to consider me a threat, which I suppose is why they didn’t pay any attention to me.” He looked over at Fusion with a look of sadness. “I wish I didn’t have to do it. Those two are just a couple of frightened kids who don’t know what they’re doing.”

“Wait, do you mean you know them?” said Switch, glancing at Fusion again in uncertainty. “Fuse and Ion?”

The Giver lowered his cane and leaned on it. “Yes. They are my grandchildren, actually. They used to be good kids until the Collector took them and turned them into his personal servants … well, I suppose living weapon would be a better term, given how he values them for their powers, rather than for who they are.”

Switch frowned. That reminded her a lot of her dad and how he saw her and Bait as merely living weapons he could use to enforce his will. She wondered if she and Bait would have turned out like Fuse and Ion if they had ended up under their father’s control. She shuddered at the thought.

“Enough talk,” said Arachnid. He glanced over his shoulder at the open doorway. “The alarm is still going off and the cyborgs are likely still searching for us, if they aren’t already on their way here. We need to take the escape pod and get out of here now, while we still have time.”

Arachnid walked over to the control panel and started typing again, but then paused and said, “Interesting. It looks like one of the escape pods is already ready to take off.”

“It is?” said Switch as she rose to her feet, dusting off her costume as she did so. “Who programmed it?”

“Not sure, but—” Arachnid was interrupted by a gunshot in the hallway. Half a dozen cyborgs suddenly appeared in the doorway, but before they could get far, Arachnid fired several web blasts at them. The blasts knocked the cyborgs back and also covered the door in a thick layer of webbing, though Switch could already hear them on the other side trying to tear through it.

“Does it matter who programmed it?” said the Giver. “Let’s just take it and go. I don’t even care where it might take us. At this point, anywhere is better than this awful place.”

As hesitant as Switch was to enter the pod, she had to admit that the Giver had a point. With the cyborgs nearly upon them, they didn’t have the luxury of choosing where they would go. She just hoped it would take them as far away from The Atlantis as possible.

Arachnid tapped a few keys on the panel and then one of the escape pods opened. The Giver entered first, followed by Switch, and then Arachnid. As soon as Arachnid entered, the hatch shut just as the first of the cyborgs tore through the webbing covering the door to the escape pod room. The cyborgs were shouting in their incomprehensible language, but Switch heard only a few of their words before the hatch shut and the escape pod suddenly ejected out of The Atlantis.

“Whew,” said Switch, leaning back in her seat with a sigh. “That was a close one.”

“Very,” said the Giver, who was shaking even more than Switch. “But at least we made it out alive.”

“Alive, perhaps, but not entirely well,” said Arachnid.

Switch looked at Arachnid quizzically. “Are you talking about your shoulder? Because I thought you were saying earlier that your webbing was keeping it from getting infected.”

“I’m not talking about my shoulder,” said Arachnid. “I’m talking about the escape pod.”

The Give frowned. “What about it? It seems to be perfectly functional to me. Air levels are good and it is currently speeding away from The Atlantis even as we speak. Soon, we’ll be far away from that living hell and back in civilization again.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” said Arachnid. He pointed out the window above the door. “Look and tell me what you see.”

Switch stood up and walked over to the door. Peering through the window, she couldn’t see very much due to how dark the water was, but she did see the lights shining on the exterior of The Atlantis. They were getting smaller and smaller, but it wasn’t just because of the distance they were putting between them. As the escape pod motored through the water, Switch noticed that she could now see The Atlantis as though she were looking through a telescope, with more and more of its massive exterior vanishing the farther away they got from it.

“That’s weird,” said Switch, looking over her shoulder at Arachnid. “Why does it look like we’re inside a telescope?”

“Not a telescope, Switch,” said Arachnid, shaking his head. “But a tunnel.”

The Giver gripped his straps tightly. “A tunnel? Do you mean the same tunnel which leads to the sleeping beast?”

Arachnid nodded. “I think so, unless there happens to be another tunnel that just so happens to be located near the tunnel to the beast.”

Switch looked out the window again. They were so deep inside the tunnel now that she could just barely see the lights from The Atlantis. “But why are we heading into the tunnel? That’s not much better than The Atlantis. Shouldn’t we be heading toward land?”

“Remember what I said about the escape pod already having a destination programmed into it?” said Arachnid grimly. “I think that the Collector or one of his lackeys must have programmed the escape pod to go into the tunnel, to wherever this monster sleeps. Probably to ensure that we couldn’t escape to land and get to freedom.”

Switch banged her fist on the window, but then sat back down in her seat, her shoulders slumped. “And since it is impossible to change an escape pod’s course once it’s been set, that means we have no other choice but to wait until we arrive at our destination. Do you think they’ll send any of the cyborgs after us?”

“I doubt it,” said Arachnid. “If they programmed the escape pod to send us to the beast, then it is highly likely that they want us to go there. Why, I can’t say, although I doubt it’s any good.”

The Giver held his cane closer to his chest. “I know why. My brother wants to kill us. When he awakens the beast, he’ll have it kill us all as its first victims. It’s the only explanation which makes sense.”

“I don’t doubt it myself,” said Arachnid, “but somehow that strikes me as too simplistic. The Collector seems like a master manipulator, from what I’ve seen of him, and I have no doubt that he could kill us if he wanted, but—”

“Trust me, Arachnid, I know my brother,” said the Giver with a shudder. “He certainly can be manipulative, but truthfully he prefers the direct route whenever possible.”

“Well, I guess we’ll find out which one of you is right soon enough, won’t we?” said Switch with a sigh, resting her chin in her hands. “Whatever happens, I bet there will be a fight, so we might as well get ready for it.”

Even though Switch said that, she couldn’t help but disbelieve it herself. If, as the Giver said, the Collector wished to bring them to the Beast so it could kill them when it awakened, then it didn’t matter how much they prepared for the fight, because there was no way the three of them could survive against such a powerful Beast.

I wish Bait was here, Switch thought. I don’t know if he would be of much more help, but at least I wouldn’t feel so alone and afraid.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Bait and Tsunami stood on the ceiling of the upturned minisub, facing the windshield. Even with the flashlight feature of his suit-up watch activated, Bait couldn’t see much beyond the dark, shadowy waters on the other side. He had no idea if a gigantic sea monster was waiting to eat them or if the path to freedom was clear.

But even if Godzilla himself were lying with his mouth open before the minisub, Bait would have been willing to go out there. More than anything, he wanted to save Switch, and the only way to do that was to find and defeat the Collector. He was willing to brave anything to do that.

I’m not going to lie, though, Bait thought, looking at the windshield with more than a hint of apprehension. I’m not looking forward to swimming through the dark water, that’s for sure.

“Ready, Bait?” said Tsunami. Tsunami had removed his shirt, showing off his powerful, large muscles. He was also not wearing any shoes, which he said would make it easier for him to swim. Tsunami flexed his muscles. “I’m ready when you are.”

Bait bit his lower lip. “You’re sure this will work?”

“Of course,” said Tsunami, nodding. “Remember what I told you about my first date with Ariana? And she’s not the first person who I’ve helped in that way, either. As long as we remain in physical contact with each other, you will be perfectly safe from the negative effects of the sea.”

“I know, but …” Bait shrugged. “I can’t swim.”

Tsunami looked at Bait in confusion. “What?”

“I … can’t swim,” said Bait, somewhat more lamely under Tsunami’s shocked expression. “I can sort of float, but not swim.”

“Why?” said Tsunami. He asked it in the same tone someone might ask if you admitted you couldn’t read. “You’re my son. Surely you should be able to swim?”

“Mom—Electrica—always kept us away from the sea when we were younger,” said Bait. “And we didn’t go swimming in pools very often due to the fact that we were always on the move, so I just never learned. Switch is a better swimmer than me, but not by much.”

Tsunami shook his head and smiled that same manipulative smile he always wore. “It’s not a big deal. I’ll be carrying you with me the whole time, so you don’t have to rely on your own swimming abilities—or lack thereof—to get you through the water.”

Bait gulped. “Okay. Just as long as you don’t let go of me.”

“I won’t,” Tsunami promised. “Honest.”

Though Bait didn’t trust Tsunami’s promises, he had no choice, so he said, “All right. I’m ready.”

Tsunami reached over and grabbed Bait’s right forearm. “Okay. Now I want you to use your super strength to break open the windshield. Once it’s open, we’ll dive into the ocean immediately. But be aware, because the water will rush in quickly and it can easily sweep you away if you’re not careful.”

Bait nodded and raised a fist. “Don’t worry. I’m prepared for anything that happens next.”

“Very well,” said Tsunami. He gestured at the windshield. “Then shatter it and let us go after the Collector and end this once and for all.”

Once again, Bait nodded. He looked at the windshield, tightened his fist even more, and then pulled his fist back and slammed it into the windshield as hard as he could.

The windshield shattered upon impact and water suddenly began pouring through the hole, like a burst dam. The water slammed into Bait’s lower legs and nearly knocked him over, but Tsunami’s firm grip kept him upright.

“All right, Bait, here we go!” Tsunami shouted over the sound of the rushing, ice cold water.

All of a sudden, Tsunami dived through the hole, dragging Bait along behind him. Bait tried to catch a lungful of air before he went under, but Tsunami was too fast and soon Bait found himself in the water.

At first, Bait thought that Tsunami’s powers hadn’t worked. He held his breath, trying to avoid breathing in water, but as they swam through the opening in the windshield out into the wider ocean, Bait opened his mouth and realized that he could breathe as perfectly fine as if he was on dry land. Looking down at his clothes, Bait saw that they were perfectly dry, as was his hair. Had Tsunami not been dragging him along through the water, Bait could have almost believed that he wasn’t on the ocean floor at all.

Looking around at his new surroundings, Bait was amazed at how pitch-black it was. The windshield had made it look extremely dark, but outside of the minisub, the water was as black as tar. His tiny little wrist flashlight paled in comparison to the complete and utter darkness which surrounded them on all sides. He did see a few lights above them, but he figured they were the lights from The Atlantis.

They swam smoothly through the water, so smoothly that it was more like flying through air than swimming. Bait didn’t even need to kick his legs. Tsunami simply pumped his legs so hard that they were able to swim at a very quick pace. It wasn’t even all that cold. While it was a lot colder than the interior of the minisub, it was warmer than Bait had expected. Maybe some of Tsunami’s own body heat had transferred to his body in the process.

“Wow, Tsunami,” said Bait, looking at the back of his father’s head as they swam. “It works. It really works. I can breathe underwater just as easily as if I was on land. And I don’t even feel the water pressure, either.”

“I told you so,” said Tsunami without looking over his shoulder. “Did you doubt me? If so, you should really have learned better than to doubt me. Unlike Ariana, I am an honest man and never lie.”

Bait would have debated that point, but decided that he didn’t want to piss off Tsunami and make him let go of him accidentally, so Bait said, “And we’re moving so quickly, too.”

“We would be moving much faster if I wasn’t lugging you around,” said Tsunami with a snort. “Even so, we should reach the tunnel in a timely manner, and then the Beast itself isn’t very far from the tunnel’s entrance.”

“How can you see where you’re going?” said Bait curiously. “It’s utterly pitch-black.”

“As I said, I have night vision which allows me to see well on the bottom of the ocean,” said Tsunami in a matter of fact way. “Right now, I can see about as well as I do on a bright summer day.”

“Do you see any potential obstacles between here and the tunnel?” said Bait.

Tsunami shook his head. “Negative. There’s my palace above, but it doesn’t look like it’s going to get in our way or try to slow us down. Nor do I see any sea creatures which might try to stop us, though I can’t blame them, because I’ve earned something of a reputation among the beasts of the sea as a force to be reckoned with.”

Bait looked at Tsunami skeptically. “I didn’t know sea creatures could understand things like reputations.”

Tsunami shrugged. “All animals know what to do when sharks are around. Being more dangerous than a shark, most undersea creatures know to avoid me whenever I’m around. And those who don’t … well, they will find out sooner or later.”

Bait rolled his eyes, but said nothing. He was content to let Tsunami drag him through the water to the tunnel. His arm was already starting to hurt, but he knew it wouldn’t be long before they reached their destination, and once they did, then he might be able to rest.

Unless we have to fight that monster that the Collector is trying to awaken, Bait thought. Which I hope we are not.

All of a sudden, Bait heard the sounds of something rushing through the water toward them. He looked around, but didn’t see anything, so he said to Tsunami, “Tsunami, do you hear that? It sounds like something is—”

Something large rushed past them so quickly that the waves it sent off almost made Bait lose his grip on Tsunami. But he managed to tighten his grip at the last minute as he and Tsunami were thrown off course.

Looking over his shoulder, Bait said, “What the hell was that?”

Tsunami had stopped and was now floating in the water, looking down as well. “I’m not sure, but—”

A large explosion erupted from underneath them. The shock wave of the explosion sent them reeling through the water, while the light from the explosion briefly illuminated the dark sea around them. It helped Bait see two more missiles rushing toward them from The Atlantis, moving swiftly through the water like arrows fired by a master archer.

“Missiles,” said Tsunami with a growl. “Somehow they must have known we survived the crash and now they’re trying to blow us up.”

“But the Collector wanted to meet me,” said Bait in alarm. “Why are they trying to destroy us if their boss wants me alive?”

“No idea, but we’ll figure that out later,” said Tsunami. “For now, I’m going to increase my speed. Hold on tight, because I don’t want to lose you.”

Bait tightened his grip on Tsunami’s forearm just before Tsunami suddenly shot through the water toward the tunnel. Though Bait couldn’t see anything due to the fact that the light from the previous explosion had faded by now, he thought he could hear the missiles rushing through the water toward them anyway. He wished that the sea wasn’t so dark, because he had no idea how closely the missiles were following them or whether they were outrunning them or not.

One of the missiles suddenly shot past them, just barely missing Bait’s feet. A second later, another explosion rocked the sea and briefly illuminated the area long enough for Bait to see the second missile was actually following them now.

“Tsunami, one of the missiles is following us!” Bait shouted. “How is that possible?”

“Heat seeker, most likely,” said Tsunami, pumping his legs so fast that they were a blur. “The Atlantis does have heat seeker missiles in its arsenal, which I am beginning to regret buying from Gerald.”

“Can we lose it?”

“We’ll try.”

That was hardly reassuring to Bait, but he said nothing as they shot through the water toward the tunnel. The light from the second explosion had faded now, but Bait could still hear the missile following them. He had a hard time judging its distance from them, however. He had a sense that they had only seconds before the missile hit them and blew them both to kingdom come.

“We’re almost there …” said Tsunami, who sounded like his voice was straining now. “Almost there …”

Bait didn’t like how strained Tsunami’s voice sounded. He feared that Tsunami’s legs would suddenly give and the missile would catch up to them and blow them up. He thought that the missile couldn’t be more than a couple of feet away from them now and gaining every second.

I need to make him stronger, Bait thought. I wish I could make him stronger. Spending all that time in prison made him weaker than he normally is.

Bait put a hand on his Blood Gem. He remembered how, a few months ago, when he and Switch had first defeated Tsunami, that he had been able to provide her with an extra boost in power to help her control Tsunami’s powers. He wondered if he could do the same to Tsunami.

Worth a shot, Bait thought, even though he doesn’t have a Blood Gem himself, but maybe I don’t need one to make him stronger. Maybe the fact that we’re related is good enough.

Bait focused on giving Tsunami a boost, trying to remember how he had felt back in Seaside. It took him a moment, but then he suddenly felt his strength enter Tsunami.

At the same time, Tsunami’s legs suddenly increased in speed. They started going even faster than before, so fast that the water looked like a blur around them and even made Bait a little sick. He still couldn’t tell how close the missile was to them, but he could sense that it was not as close as before.

Abruptly, Tsunami shouted, “We’re here! The tunnel!”

Though it was hard to tell due to how fast they were going, Bait thought he sensed their surroundings change as they entered the hole. Not that it mattered, however, because just as they passed through the tunnel’s threshold and entered the tunnel itself, there was another explosion, but this one a lot closer to them than the previous two. The roar was deafening underwater, sending a shockwave of heat toward them. The waves struck Bait and Tsunami hard, almost separating them from each other, but they both held on tightly as the explosion rocked the tunnel.

Glancing over his shoulder, Bait saw just enough from the light of the explosion to see the tunnel entrance collapsing. Even when the light faded, Bait could still hear rocks and dirt falling over the entrance, loosened by the missile’s explosion. The collapse lasted for a few seconds, but by the time it was over, the tunnel was eerily quiet.

Floating in the water, Bait looked at Tsunami. “The tunnel is blocked.”

Tsunami nodded once. “Yes, I see that. It looks like we won’t be going out through that entrance.”

“Is there another one we can use?” said Bait. “Another exit?”

Tsunami shrugged. “I don’t know. I didn’t find one the last time I was here, so as far as I know, that was our only way out. Now we’re trapped like rats.”

Bait gulped. He found the idea of dying miles below the surface terrifying, but at the same time, there was no point in panicking, because as far as he knew, Switch was still up ahead with the Collector.

“By the way, where did that extra boost in strength come from?” said Tsunami, looking at Bait curiously. “Did you give it to me?”

Bait nodded slowly. “Yes. It’s something that I did to Switch back when we fought you in Seaside. I gave her some of my strength so she could handle your water powers better.”

“Interesting,” said Tsunami. “I hadn’t known that was possible. Does it have something to do with your Blood Gem?”

“I don’t think so,” said Bait. “I mean, I use to think that, but given how I just did it with you, maybe having a Blood Gem is irrelevant.”

“Yes indeed,” said Tsunami. “Tell me more about it.”

Bait shook his head. “No. Not here, anyway. We still haven’t reached our destination yet. The Collector and Switch are somewhere up ahead. If we move quickly, we might be able to get to the Beast before they awaken it.”

Tsunami looked disappointed by Bait’s refusal to talk more about this mysterious power of his, but then he nodded and said, “I suppose you have a point. We do have a world to save, after all, and we might as well be the ones to save it, given how we live on it.”

With that, Tsunami turned and began swimming through the tunnel. He moved at a slightly slower pace than normal, but given how short the tunnel likely was, Bait didn’t complain.

What he did dislike was how Tsunami had seemed interested in learning more about Bait’s power. He didn’t like the way Tsunami looked at him, as if he was trying to figure out how to take advantage of Bait’s ability for his own deranged needs. Granted, Bait still had his detonator—which had somehow managed to survive all of the excitement—but Bait didn’t like the idea of Tsunami plotting anything. He hoped that Tsunami would not try to do anything to him after their fight with the Beast.

Assuming they survived, that is.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

“Did you hear that?” Switch said, looking at Arachnid curiously.

Arachnid—who sat in the seat opposite her—raised his head and looked at her in confusion. “Hear what?”

“An explosion.” Switch looked toward the hatch. “I heard an explosion come from behind us.”

“An explosion?” the Giver repeated skeptically. “Granted, my hearing isn’t as good as it once was, but I’m pretty sure I would have heard an explosion if it had happened so close to us.”

“Not right behind us,” said Switch. “More like near the tunnel entrance.”

“What could cause an explosion underwater?” said Arachnid. “The Atlantis?”

“I don’t know,” said Switch. “I just wanted to know if you two had heard it.”

“Maybe The Atlantis fired missiles at the entrance to block it off,” said the Giver. “Not that that would make any sense—because then my brother would be trapped in here just like us—but no one ever said that my brother’s minions are smart.”

“But if the tunnel entrance is blocked off, then doesn’t that mean we’re trapped in here?” said Switch, unable to hide the fear in her voice. “How are we going to get out?”

“Maybe there’s another exit somewhere in here,” said Arachnid. “It’s possible there could be another way out, maybe built by the same people who built this tunnel in the first place.”

“How likely is that, though?” said the Giver. “This tunnel was designed to contain the Beast. I’m not sure why the people who tried to seal the Beast away in the first place would design another way for it to escape.”

“Then we’ll find our own way out, one way or another,” said Arachnid, “preferably after we defeat the Collector and stop his insane scheme.”

“Are you sure we can do that?” said Switch doubtfully. “I’m normally ready to win, but the Collector seems a lot smarter than we thought.”

“My brother was a chess champion in his youth,” said the Giver. “It doesn’t surprise me that he’s made all sorts of contingencies to ensure that he wins. We should be prepared for anything at this point.”

Switch nodded, but she was not feeling particularly prepared. It was hard to know what to prepare for, after all, given that they didn’t quite know what the Collector had. Especially if the Collector managed to awaken the Beast. Then they would not be able to save themselves, much less the whole world.

The escape pod came to a stop. It was so abrupt that Switch would have been thrown off her seat if she hadn’t been strapped in. As it was, she just ended up having the straps press against her chest uncomfortably.

Suddenly, a voice over the escape pod’s intercom said, in a monotone, “ATTENTION PASSENGERS! ESCAPE POD NUMBER ONE THREE TWO HAS SUCCESSFULLY LANDED AT ITS PROGRAMMED DESTINATION. PLEASE REMAIN SEATED UNTIL THE ENGINE HAS SHUT OFF AND THE AIRLOCK HAS BEEN RELEASED.”

“Looks like we’ve arrived,” said the Giver in a grim voice. “How exciting.”

Switch undid her straps and stood up, as did Arachnid and the Giver. Just as they stood up, the hatch popped open, but none of them approached it just yet. They looked at each other, uncertain about whether to leave the pod or not.

“I’ll go first,” said Arachnid. “If it’s dangerous out there, I’m better equipped to deal with it than either of you.”

“But you’re still hurt,” Switch pointed out. “I’m small and fast. I’ll scout quickly and then be back in a flash.”

Arachnid frowned, but nodded. “Very well. But don’t step outside. Just poke your head out and tell us what you see.”

Switch nodded and then walked over to the hatch. She pushed it open and then stuck her head out of the opening, grabbing either side of the open doorway in order to make sure she didn’t fall out of the pod.

What Switch saw amazed her. As far as she could tell, they were at the shore of a small lake in an absolutely enormous, dome-shaped cavern. The roof of the dome was so tall that it vanished into the darkness above, though it wasn’t entirely dark in here. Strange glowing blue crystals stood along the walls, providing enough illumination by which to see. It was also rather warm in here, much warmer than she expected, though not boiling by any means.

“Switch, what do you see?” said Arachnid. “Do you see the Collector or the Beast anywhere?”

Switch pulled her head back in and looked at Arachnid. “No, but I didn’t really see much. The air is breathable, though, and there’s light to see by.”

“Hang on,” said Arachnid. “I’m going to see if I can find the Collector’s minisub.”

Arachnid jumped out of the hatch before Switch or the Giver could say anything. A second later, Arachnid appeared in front of the hatch, a grim expression on his face. “Found it. Come out and see.”

Curious, Switch climbed out of the hatch and landed on the solid earth below. As Arachnid helped the Giver out of the hatch, Switch looked to the left and saw a minisub stationed right up against the shore of the lake. There was nothing to confirm it, but she guessed that that was the Collector’s minisub. She didn’t see any people on it, but if the minisub was here, then it was likely that the Collector was here as well.

“Okay,” said Switch, turning to face Arachnid. “What should we do next?”

“Surrender peacefully,” said a familiar high-pitched male voice behind her. “And no one has to get hurt.”

Switch whirled around. At first, she didn’t see the source of the voice, but then a light blared on and she saw who had spoken: It was the Collector. He stood not far away from them, smiling triumphantly. By his side stood Amphibian, who was rubbing his hands together eagerly and making excited croaking noises, while about two dozen cyborgs armed with rifles and swords stood behind both of them, a silent army ready to destroy whoever they were ordered to attack.

“Brother,” said the Giver, his voice hard. “I didn’t expect to see you again so abruptly.”

The Collector’s smile never wavered, which made him look extremely creepy to Switch. “Well, I just wanted to have a welcome party for you and your new friends. After all, it isn’t every day that you get to see the awakening of a god.”

“What god?” said Arachnid. “I don’t see any god.”

The Collector sighed. “Amphibian, show them the god.”

“Yes, master,” said Amphibian.

Amphibian pulled a large button out of his pocket and pressed it. Abruptly, a bright light from the top of the minisub flashed on. It was huge, probably about as tall as Arachnid, and its brightness illuminated nearly the entire cavern. But Switch paid little attention to the light itself, because her attention was caught by the enormous creature which the light revealed.

It was absolutely massive. The creature towered over everyone in the area, even larger than the minisub. It was lizard-like in appearance, curled up in a ball as if asleep. A large spiked tail wound around its body, while dragon-like wings clung to its sleeping body like a blanket. Its eyes were closed, but it had brilliantly purple eyelids that looked more like gems than eyelids. Huge horns—probably about as long as Switch’s legs—stuck out of its forehead, while the tips of its large, sharp teeth poked out from underneath its lips.

The Collector spread his hands. “Behold, the God of Antarctica, the Sleeping Beast, the End of Worlds, the Resting Dragon itself.”

Switch’s jaw fell open. “Did you just call that thing a dragon? But dragons don’t exist.”

The Collector lowered his hands. “Don’t exist anymore, you mean. They did once, long ago, and this creature is the last of its kind. Hence why I want it, because any creature which is the last of its kind is inherently foreign, exotic, and unique.”

“A dragon,” Arachnid repeated in a low voice. He sounded in awe himself. “Never would have guessed it.”

“But …” Switch ran her hands through her hair. “How? And why?”

“There are many mysteries about this creature that I don’t know,” said the Collector with a shrug. “But one thing I do know is that it once roamed the earth ages ago, before humanity started writing things down or keeping records of any kind. Its destructive power, however, caused it to be feared by the inhabitants of this continent, who banished it underneath this continent forever. The name of these people is lost to history, but some sources call them the Primordians. Has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”

“You mean ancient people actually beat this thing?” said Switch. “With what, sticks and stones?”

“Oh, the Primordians were a far more advanced people than your average caveman,” said the Collector, waving off Switch’s question as if it was silly. “They were even more advanced than us. They created technology we can only dream of and most of it has been lost to history … save for a few small things that have managed to endure the passage of time, such as this.”

The Collector pulled a small object out of his pocket and held it up. It was Switch’s Blood Gem, which glowed orange softly in the darkness of the cavern, though its glow was muted due to the bright lights from the Collector’s minisub.

“My Blood Gem,” said Switch. She held out a hand. “Give it back. Now.”

The Collector smirked. “You aren’t interested in finding out why I called it one of the Primordians’ tech? Truly, you lack imagination and curiosity, though I can’t deny that I already knew that even before you got here. Your training sessions more or less proved that.”

“It’s not technology,” said Switch, folding her arms in front of her chest. “It’s a rock. A rock that glows and can do all sorts of cool things, but it’s just a rock.”

“It’s more like magic than tech,” Arachnid pointed out, “given how we don’t know how it works.”

“I believe a famous science fiction author stated that sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic,” said the Collector, lowering the Blood Gem to his chest. “Especially if that technology was created by a more advanced race, such as the Primordians. If even half of the rumors about the Primordians were true, then they were as far above us, technologically-speaking, as we are above apes.”

“How do you know the Primordians made it?” said Switch.

“Research, my dear,” said the Collector. “As my brother could tell you, I love research, especially when it comes to the foreign, the exotic, and the unique. But I do more than just a simple Internet search. I travel the world, seeking out sources and people whose information isn’t available through your average online search engine. I went back to the very source of the Blood Gems: The Temple of the Primordians in South America, where your great-great-grandfather, Steven K. Alder, first discovered the Blood Gems.”

Switch’s eyes widened. “But didn’t you say the Primordians were from Antarctica? How did they have a temple in South America?”

“As I said, they were technologically advanced,” said the Collector. “They had the capability to travel all over the world, much like we do today. They had small colonies here and there, but most of them are lost to history, save, of course, for the Temple of the Primordians in Brazil. Or, as it is known to most people, the Temple of the Blood Gems, which is where the gems got their name in the first place.”

“So you went there and found out that the Blood Gems were created by the Primordians?” said Switch in a questioning tone. “How?”

“I studied the carvings and reliefs on the walls,” said the Collector. “The Primordians were great artists, by the way. Even now, millions of years later, most of their art is still quite legible, if a bit faded. The locals couldn’t tell me much about what the carvings meant, but I recognized much of the symbolism from my own independent research. And that was how I learned the history of the Blood Gems.”

The Collector raised Switch’s Blood Gem again. This time, Switch noticed that the dragon sleeping behind the Collector was glowing softly—the same color as the Blood Gem itself.

“Long ago—so long ago even I don’t know how long ago it was—the Primordians were attacked by this dragon, what they called the Sleeping Beast,” said the Collector, gesturing at the dragon behind himself. “It appeared out of nowhere one day and attacked the continent. Whole cities fell before its might and millions perished … that is, until the Primordians managed to steal a small amount of its blood and infuse it into two identical gems. With these gems at their disposal, the Primordians had a way to control—though not kill, because it was too powerful to kill—the Sleeping Beast.”

“Gems,” said Switch, “you don’t mean—”

“The Blood Gems,” the Collector finished. “Yes, that is exactly what I mean. The original purpose of the Blood Gems was to control and banish the Sleeping Beast. In this gem—and in your brother’s gem—flows the blood of the dragon itself.”

Instinctively, Switch touched the compartment on her chest where her Blood Gem normally went. “You can’t be serious. This all has to be some kind of strange joke.”

“It’s no joke,” said the Collector, shaking his head. “Haven’t you noticed how your Blood Gem is glowing the same color as the Sleeping Beast? That’s because now that it is close to the dragon, it is already starting to wake it, though the Blood Gem won’t be able to wake the Sleeping Beast by itself.”

“But I still don’t understand,” said Switch. “Why can the Blood Gems allow two related superhumans to trade powers and do other things if they come from the blood of a dragon?”

“Even I don’t know the answer to that,” said the Collector. “But my theory is that they put more than just the blood of the Sleeping Beast inside it. My guess is that they used genetic material from superhumans, though where and how they got it, I can’t say. Not that it matters. Once I have both Blood Gems, I’ll be able to awaken the Sleeping Beast and control it.”

“Brother, you know that’s foolish,” said the Giver. “You won’t be able to control it. You must stop obsessing over adding more and more dangerous things to your collection. You will doom us all.”

“I forgot why I had you hooked up to those tubes before,” said the Collector in annoyance, “but now I’m starting to remember. Perhaps I should have just killed you instead. I guess I let my brotherly love get the best of me.”

“I see a big hole in your plan, though,” said Arachnid, folding his arms in front of his chest. “You said you need both Blood Gems to control it, right? But you only have one.”

Switch smiled triumphantly. “Exactly! Even if everything you said is true, it doesn’t matter, because Bait is nowhere near here and neither is his Blood Gem.”

The Collector smiled chillingly. “Are you sure about that?”

Before Switch could figure out what the Collector meant, she heard a sudden explosion from the water behind her. She, Arachnid, and the Giver looked over their shoulders in time to see a column of water rise out of the rest of the water. It rose high, higher than the Collector’s minisub, until it towered over everyone in the cavern.

And standing atop the column were the last two people Switch ever expected to see here: Bait and, even more confusingly, Tsunami. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Bait had always thought that walking on water was something reserved for people from religious stories. Hence why he was skeptical when Tsunami suggested that they rise out of the water on a column of water, which he claimed would somehow be able to support them like a column made out of solid material like concrete or rock.

But now, as Bait stood on top of the column, he could not help but realize that he had underestimated Tsunami’s powers yet again. Though the column felt wet—kind of like walking on the wet floor of a shower—the water was still clear below him. He could look straight down and see through the ‘floor’ as if it was glass, when in fact it was actually clear water. It was an unsettling feeling.

A hand rested on Bait’s shoulder, causing him to look at Tsunami. As usual, Tsunami looked smug, as if feeling proud about proving Bait’s earlier doubts wrong.

“Well?” said Tsunami. “What do you think? I’m making the water support us. Not a power I use very often, but a useful one whenever I need it.”

“Yeah, it’s … discomforting, to say the least,” said Bait, glancing down again.

“Don’t worry, we won’t be up here forever,” said Tsunami. He looked down and pointed with his trident. “Look, we have an audience.”

Bait looked in the direction Tsunami pointed. Below, a minisub and escape pod were moored at the shore of the cavern, but a little further inland stood Switch, Arachnid, a strange old man he didn’t recognize, and the Collector, who had a dozen armed cyborgs standing behind him like soldiers ready to go to war. And behind all of them was a massive creature, curled into a ball, which Bait realized was the Sleeping Beast he had heard so much about.

“There it is,” said Tsunami in a low voice, his eyes never leaving the gigantic creature that had slept for eons. “Exactly as I remember it, except it’s glowing for some reason.”

“Probably doesn’t matter,” said Bait. “We’re going to save Switch, even if that means fighting the damned thing ourselves. You ready?”

“Of course,” said Tsunami, tightening his grip on his trident and flashing Bait a vicious smile which scared even him. “Dibs on the Collector. He is going to learn firsthand why you shouldn’t steal from me.”

Bait nodded, but before they could hop off the column, Switch suddenly shouted below, “Bait! Don’t come down here! Run! Now!”

“What?” Bait shouted back, his voice echoing in the cavern. “Why?”

“The Collector!” Switch shouted. “He’s trying to—”

A gunshot echoed through the cavern. Switch had stopped talking, which made Bait think for a split second that she had been shot—that she had even died—and for a moment, white hot rage flowed through his veins.

But then Bait noticed Switch still standing. The strange old man he had noticed before, on the other hand, was lying on the ground, clutching his chest, which seemed to be bleeding. One of the cyborgs was aiming its rifle at Switch, but lowered the weapon and stared at the strange old man, perhaps trying to make sense of what just happened itself.

“Oh, dear,” said the Collector with a sigh. “Dear old brother must not be as slow as I thought. He must have seen my servant about to shoot Switch and jumped in the way at the last possible moment. I guess that’s why he’s called the Giver. He just gave his life for her, after all.”

“That’s your brother?” Bait said in shock. “And you don’t care that he’s bleeding and might die?”

The Collector shrugged. “What can I say? He never approved of my hobby. Why should I care if he perishes or not?”

Bait’s fists shook. He knew nothing about this Giver person, but if there was one thing he hated, it was people who spoke so flippantly about harming their own siblings. The Collector didn’t look even remotely concerned about his brother’s injury. Indeed, Bait suspected that the Collector would probably be happy if his brother died here and now, if only because then he wouldn’t get in the way of his ‘hobby.’

“You’re sick,” said Bait. “Even sicker than I thought. That’s your own brother, your own flesh and blood. How can you say that about him?”

“You don’t even know him, but you’re acting like I kicked your favorite puppy,” said the Collector. He shook his head. “People are so confusing sometimes.”

Switch was kneeling over the Giver, apparently trying to help staunch the flow of blood from his chest, but Arachnid still stood. He seemed to be keeping a careful eye on the cyborgs now, probably to make sure that none of them tried to shoot Switch while she was helping the Giver. Bait had no idea how Arachnid was still alive, but he couldn’t help but feel relief, because he still didn’t trust Tsunami even after all of this and was glad to see an adult he could trust was down here with them.

“Well, your collecting days are over, Collector,” said Bait, pointing at him. “You’re going to jail, you and every last one of your crazy servants. You came very close to success, but you fell just short of victory.”

The Collector simply tilted his head to the side. “Isn’t it interesting how people tend to project their own weaknesses onto other people? You say I’m going to fail, that my plan is about to fall one step short of success, and yet it is you who is about to fail. Had you not shown up at this precise moment, my plan would have failed. As it is, it is about to succeed. Thank you.”

Bait had no idea what the Collector meant by ‘Thank you,’ but then he heard the sound of something swimming below and he looked down. A large, amphibian creature with frog-like features was swimming up through the column toward them at lightning speeds. Before Bait could fully process the creature’s appearance, it burst out through the top of the column in between Bait and Tsunami.

“Master’s plan will succeed!” the frog-like humanoid screeched.

It’s tongue shot out of its mouth and attached to Bait’s Blood Gem. Then it pulled and the Blood Gem flew out of Bait’s chest compartment and into the mouth of the humanoid.

Without hesitation, the frog-like humanoid leaped off of the column and landed next to the Collector. Rising to its feet, the frog-like humanoid opened its mouth and deposited the now very slimy Blood Gem into the Collector’s open hand.

“Thank you, Amphibian,” said the Collector as if the creature had just delivered his morning paper. “Excellent work. You came up on them when they least expected it.”

“Thanks, Master,” said the creature, which was apparently named Amphibian. “Amphibian smart. Amphibian clever, though not as clever as Master.”

“Very few are,” said the Collector, nodding. He looked at the purple Blood Gem in his hand and his face cracked into the craziest grin Bait had ever seen on the face of another human being. “Yes, it’s mine. I finally have both now. And now, nothing can stop me from getting what I want.”

It took Bait a moment to realize that the Collector had Switch’s Blood Gem in his other hand. Both Gems were now glowing brilliantly, but so was the Sleeping Beast. In fact, the Sleeping Beast was glowing the exact same colors as the Blood Gems, alternating between orange and purple like some kind of light show. The Sleeping Beast had still yet to move, but it looked a lot less frozen to Bait, as if it was thawing out after being in the freezer for so long.

A deep chuckle beside Bait made him look to his right. Unlike Bait, Tsunami didn’t look even remotely disturbed by this recent turn of events. He was just chuckling, like someone had told him a great joke that only he was privy to.

“A wonderful plan, Collector,” said Tsunami. “I should have seen it coming myself. Still, it’s not nearly as clever as you thought it was, because you forgot to anticipate one subtle, but vital, factor.”

“Oh?” said the Collector, looking up from the Blood Gems in annoyance. “And what would that factor be?”

“Me, obviously,” said Tsunami. “Behold the Lord of the Seas’ might.”

A gigantic wave of water rose up behind their column. It went higher and higher, until it disappeared into the darkness above, and still it rose. Soon, it towered over even their column, so huge that Bait was sure it could flood the entire chamber without leaving a single space.

“Do you see this?” said Tsunami, gesturing at the wave. “With this wave, I could crush you and your silly little band of cyborgs into utter oblivion. You cannot win, so don’t even try.”

The Collector stared at Tsunami for a second before looking at Amphibian and saying, “Amphibian, my friend, did you happen to steal anything else from the boy when you stole the Blood Gem from him? Something that might help us deal with Tsunami, perhaps?”

Amphibian nodded. “Yes, Master. Amphibian slipped it out of his pocket while he wasn’t looking.”

“Then perhaps Amphibian can do me a favor and use it,” said the Collector. “If you don’t, then Tsunami could be a real problem.”

“Real problem, yes,” said Amphibian as he dug through the pockets of his wetsuit. “Ah, here it is.”

Amphibian pulled a small device out of his pocket. In the brief instant between Amphibian holding up the device and pressing the button on it, Bait realized that the device in Amphibian’s hands was the detonator that could blow up the powerless gas collar around Tsunami’s neck.

Then Amphibian pressed the button with his thumb.

Tsunami’s collar exploded. A large cloud of powerless gas—much larger than Bait thought would fit in there—enveloped Tsunami’s head and shoulders. Tsunami started hacking and coughing, but then the water column suddenly collapsed under their feet and both Bait and Tsunami fell into the water below.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Switch watched as Bait and Tsunami—Bait screaming, Tsunami hacking and coughing—fell into the water with a loud splash. A second later, the massive wave that Tsunami had created also fell, crashing into the water hard enough to send waves splashing onto the shore. The escape pod was knocked from the shore and disappeared beneath the crashing waves, while the minisub shook, its light flashing crazily for a second, but did not drift away. A particularly large wave crashed against the shore and splashed Switch, instantly soaking her in ice cold ocean water that made her shiver.

Nonetheless, Switch managed to shout, “Bait! No!”

She rose to jump into the water after him, but then Arachnid grabbed her arm and said, “Switch, no. The waves are too violent and the water is too cold. If you go in after Bait, you’ll just get yourself killed.”

“Your teacher is correct,” said the Collector behind her in a lazy voice. “Plus, having all of that water falling on top of them like that couldn’t have been good for their health, either. I’d say that Tsunami would survive, but given how that powerless gas disabled his powers, he’s probably no better off than your brother.”

Switch stared at the water for what felt like an eternity, hoping against hope that Bait would poke his head out of the water and show that he was okay. Hell, she would have even been happy to see Tsunami. But the longer she stared at the violent, churning waves and the longer she went without seeing Bait or Tsunami, the more she started to fear that both of them were dead.

“With all of the interruptions out of the way, I think it’s time we got this show on the road,” said the Collector. “Time to awaken the Beast.”

Switch looked over her shoulder to see the Collector had his back to them now. His retinue of cyborgs formed a loose wall between him and the others, with Amphibian at the head, his ugly frog-like features twisted into a cruel mockery of a smile.

“No …” Switch said, turning around. “No, don’t …”

“Now!” the Collector shouted, his voice high and insane. “Awaken, Sleeping Beast! Become the centerpiece of my collection of the foreign, the exotic, and the unique!”

The Collector raised both of the Blood Gems into the air. They were now glowing so brilliantly that they looked more like mini suns than rocks, sending rays of orange and purple flying in every direction. It was the most dazzling sight Switch had ever seen in her life, but she shook her head to snap herself out of it.

“You killed my brother!” Switch screamed. “I’m going to kill you!”

Switch raised both of her hands and fired ten nail bullets at the Collector. But then five of his cyborgs jumped in the way and took the entirety of the attack, each cyborg taking a couple of nail bullets to the chest. Strange green blood leaked out of the holes where the nail bullets entered their bodies, but the cyborgs themselves did not scream or show any hints of pain. They just stood their ground, staring stoically at Switch as if daring her to keep shooting.

“Silly girl,” said Amphibian with a chuckle. “The cyborgs are committed to protecting the Collector no matter what. There is nothing you can do now, for Master’s plan is already in motion and can’t be stopped now.”

A deep rumbling sound filled the cavern just then, which came from the Sleeping Beast’s throat. Its scales kept changing colors—from purple to orange and back again—but the Sleeping Beast had yet to actually move.

“We have to stop it,” said Switch. She looked at Arachnid desperately. “Come on, isn’t there anything you can do to stop it?”

Arachnid shook his head. “No. I could yank the Gems out of his hands with my webbing, but his cyborgs would likely block my attempts at that. All we can do is stand by and wait for whatever is going to happen.”

“But—”

Switch was interrupted by another sound. It wasn’t a rumbling sound. Instead, it sounded like metal scraping against metal. She had no idea where the sound came from or why it was so loud until she noticed that one of the Sleeping Beast’s wings was moving slightly. It was a very, very slight movement, barely noticeable to the naked eye, but Switch had always had good eyes and she noticed it immediately.

Switch wasn’t the only one who noticed the Sleeping Beast’s movement. The Collector said, in that same mad voice, “It’s moving! It’s awakening! Yes, awaken, my Beast. End the rest of eons which has claimed you. See the new world that has evolved since your slumber. Gaze upon it and pronounce your judgment upon it, as is your right.”

Switch had no idea what the Collector was babbling about, but she wasn’t sure that the Collector did, either. She was starting to think that the Blood Gems—which were flashing like a light show—were bending the Collector’s sanity, perhaps even breaking it entirely. Maybe it was another one of the Blood Gems’ hidden powers.

Before the startled eyes of every person in the cavern, the eyes of the Sleeping Beast started to flicker open. At first, the Sleeping Beast appeared to have trouble opening its eyes, like they were very heavy curtains, but eventually, the Sleeping Beast’s eyelids flapped open, revealing deep, purple eyes that stared at humans for the first time in its entire existence.

And then—for the first time in eons—the Sleeping Beast awoke.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

The events immediately following the explosion of Tsunami’s powerless collar happened to Bait like a slide show. First the water column became fluid under them; then they fell straight down; then they crashed into the water; and then, not one second after they sank beneath the surface of the water, something huge crashed above and Bait suddenly found himself being tossed about by the twisting and turning waves of the water.

The Antarctic water was ice cold. The shock of falling into the ocean stunned Bait, which was the main reason he sank beneath the surface immediately upon landing. He was only snapped out of his stunned state by the crashing waves, but they were throwing him about so much that he couldn’t control where he went or what he did. It was like being caught in a tornado, only much worse.

The force of the water made Bait go deeper underwater. He spun crazily, hit his head against something he couldn’t see, and gasped for breath. Unfortunately, all that did was fill his lungs with ice cold water, making him scream to expel as much as he could. He tried to hold his breath, but he had no breath to hold. All he could do was struggle to hold onto consciousness as the water beat him into submission.

He had no idea where Tsunami was, but then, he had no idea where he was, either. Underwater, with the waves twisting and churning constantly, Bait couldn’t tell if he was facing up or down or wherever. All he knew was that he was underwater and that he didn’t have air. All other thoughts—thoughts of saving Switch, of stopping the Collector, of getting the Blood Gems back—faded into the back of his conscious thought as his survival instincts kicked in and tried to save him, but even his survival instincts were useless against the power of the wild sea.

I’m going to die, Bait thought. I am going to die. I am going to die. I am going to die.

Bait’s lungs burned. The freezing water bit at his exposed skin, while the pressure of the water pummeled him like a sledgehammer. He found himself now actively wishing for death. It would be infinitely better than having to struggle futilely against the remorseless cold of the sea.

Suddenly, a strong hand grabbed Bait’s bicep and pulled. Bait now felt the sensation of being pulled along, but who or what had grabbed him, he couldn’t say. All he could do was futilely kick his legs in order to help whoever was helping him, though he didn’t have much strength left to make much of a difference.

Abruptly, Bait burst through the surface of the water. He gasped for air, his lungs stinging as he inhaled warm air into his cold lungs. He breathed in and out as much as he could, feeling like a thirsty man finding an oasis in the middle of the hot desert.

“Breathe in as much air as you can, Bait,” said a voice beside him. “You’ll need every last bit of it if we’re going to survive this.”

Panting, Bait looked to see who had spoken to him. It was Tsunami, floating beside him, one arm grasping Bait’s bicep, the other holding his trident. Tsunami’s hair clung to his scalp and he was clearly shivering, yet he looked okay despite that.

“T-Tsunami?” Bait said, his teeth chattering. “I th-thought you were dead.”

“Do you really think I’d die that easily?” said Tsunami with a snort. “Please. It will take a lot more than taking away my powers and dunking me in cold water to take me out.”

“B-But without your water powers, h-how are you still swimming?” said Bait. “You should be frozen.”

“Didn’t I ever tell you about one of my hobbies?” said Tsunami. “Frozen water swimming. It’s quite relaxing, especially if you have the ability to control water. Even without it, though, I’ve always been a born swimmer. My water powers just made it easier.”

Shivering and panting, Bait looked toward the land. It was hard to see much due to the splashing waves, but Bait thought he saw the Collector holding up the Blood Gems, which were flashing like strobe lights.

“Oh, good,” said Tsunami. “It looks like the Sleeping Beast still hasn’t awakened. If we hurry—”

All of a sudden, something large stirred on the land. Then the massive head of the Sleeping Beast slowly but surely rose. Its eyes were the same shade of purple as Bait’s Blood Gem, while its orange scales were the same shade as Switch’s Blood Gem. Its head had to be at least as tall as Bait, maybe even bigger, and he thought he could fit in its whole mouth and still leave room to spare.

“Crap,” said Tsunami. “I didn’t expect it to actually awake. This complicates things quite a bit.”

“W-What are we waiting for?” said Bait, looking at Tsunami. “Let’s g-go and help everyone. W-We can t-take them by surprise.”

“Dumb boy,” said Tsunami. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m powerless. I know how to fight, but there’s no way even I would survive long against the Collector’s minions and their weapons.”

“B-But I still have my powers,” said Bait. “I c-can still fight.”

“You can barely talk,” said Tsunami. “No, we need to be smart about this. Let’s get to land anyway. It’s not good to be in this freezing water for long.”

Tsunami began swimming toward land, but rather than head to the portion of the shore where the minisub was parked, he swam over to the edge farthest away from Switch and the others. Once they got close enough, Tsunami hauled himself up onto the shore and then dragged Bait up with him. Bait tried to help, but his body was so stiff from the cold water that he couldn’t do much except awkwardly kick the water.

But when Bait got out of the water, he shivered. “D-Damn. It’s like s-stepping out of a hot shower in the winter.”

“You’ll be fine after a while,” said Tsunami, brushing his wet hair back. He glanced in the direction of the Sleeping Beast. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s noticed us. Not that I’m surprised. That dragon is rather distracting.”

Still shivering uncontrollably, Bait pushed himself up and looked toward the Sleeping Beast. He thought he heard the Collector ranting and raving in front of it, but he was too far away to hear what the Collector was saying. But he could tell that the Sleeping Beast was listening to the Collector, though its eyes seemed to be focused on the Blood Gems in his hands.

“This is quite the pickle we’ve found ourselves in,” said Tsunami in a casual voice. “If my water powers still worked, I would be assaulting the Sleeping Beast with fists made of water. As it is, I only have my trident, which I doubt is strong enough to pierce any of its scales.”

Bait’s teeth chattered. “T-Then how do we stop it?”

Tsunami shrugged. “How should I know? I’ve never fought the thing before. We might not even be able to kill it. It might—and, indeed, probably will—kill us all and then destroy the world. We might be able to hope for the rest of the world to fight it, but I’m skeptical that even Omega Man could defeat such a beast.”

Bait gritted his teeth. “F-For being the L-Lord of the Seas, you’ve got a really limited mindset, you know that?”

“It’s called being realistic,” said Tsunami, “though I can’t fault you for not knowing that. You’re just a kid, after all. One of these days, you’re going to learn that you can’t fix every problem and that sometimes, you will simply fail. Another bit of fatherly advice I should have given you earlier.”

Bait just grunted and looked back toward the Sleeping Beast. As much as he disliked Tsunami’s plan of doing nothing and letting the Beast kill them all, Bait had to admit that it was starting to seem like it was their only option for ‘dealing’ with the creature.

Even if it escapes, the NHA, INJ, and G-Men will be able to deal with it, Bait thought. At least, I hope they will.

But Bait knew he couldn’t let the Sleeping Beast escape. Maybe the adults would be able to stop it, but given its obvious size and power, he guessed that it would only be after it killed millions of innocent people and destroyed hundreds of cities. He had to figure out a way to stop it, because that is what a hero would do.

But without our Blood Gems, Switch and I are useless, Bait thought. Somehow, we need to get our Blood Gems back from the Collector. If we can get those, we might be able to control the Sleeping Beast.

Bait suddenly looked at the Collector’s minisub, which was still tied to shore. Though the waves had knocked it around a little, it was still upright and functional, based on the fact that the light on top of it was still active.

Bait looked at Tsunami. “D-Do the minisubs have missiles?”

“Yes,” said Tsunami, nodding. “Torpedoes, more specifically. Why?”

“B-Because I have a plan,” said Bait, “a plan to beat the Sleeping Beast, but w-we’ll need to be quick and stealthy. Right now, no one knows we’re alive, so this is the p-perfect chance to do it. And if it works, then all of u-us will be getting out of here alive.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

Staring at the Sleeping Beast, Switch was almost convinced that the events of the last four days—ever since Fusion appeared on that beach in New York and kidnapped her—were all part of a terrible nightmare she was having and that she would awaken from any minute now. She knew that when she woke up, she would be back in her bed in her dorm at the Academy and she’d get up and go to the Cafeteria for breakfast, where she would eat with Bait and his friend Tommy like she usually did.

But Switch knew this was no dream, no nightmare. Everything was one hundred percent real, and there was nothing more real at the moment than the Sleeping Beast itself.

The Sleeping Beast had looked impressive even curled up in a ball sleeping, but awake, it was awe-inspiring. Its orange scales shone brilliantly, like there was a light within its massive body which glowed at all times. Its purple eyes were beautiful and even seemed intelligent, if a bit sleepy, which was understandable, given how the Sleeping Beast had slumbered for an untold number of years. Its wings were folded against its back, but Switch could tell that the wings were impressive in their own right. Its long, spiked tail lay on the ground behind it, while its massive claws dug into the earth underneath it, claws that looked sharp enough to turn Switch into swiss cheese.

No one spoke for a long while as they looked at the Sleeping Beast … no one, that is, except for the Collector. He still held the Blood Gems in his hands, but now he was laughing, a mad laughter that made Switch’s skin crawl.

“Welcome, Sleeping Beast!” said the Collector in a voice half-mad with laughter. “Welcome to the land of the living, to the new world that evolved while you rested. You are even more beautiful awake than asleep.”

The Sleeping Beast looked down at the Collector. Its dragon features made it impossible to read its thoughts, but the Sleeping Beast appeared to be drawn to the Blood Gems glowing softly in the Collector’s hands. It did not seem to be focused very much on the Collector himself.

“Yes, Sleeping Beast, I am the one who awakened you,” said the Collector. “I, Alastair Hearthstone, also known as the Collector, am the one who awakened you from the slumber which you were cast into ages ago. Now you can walk the earth again, just as you did in eons past. Freedom is yours again.”

The Sleeping Beast blinked once or twice. Switch figured that it must have still been waking up from its long slumber and was perhaps trying to make sense of the Collector.

“But not everyone wants you awake again, Sleeping Beast,” said the Collector. “There are many people who tried to prevent your awakening, who didn’t want you to rejoin the land of the living. They would rather you spend the rest of your days in endless slumber, never to enjoy life itself again.”

The Collector suddenly whirled around and pointed at Switch, Arachnid, and the Giver. “Those three are who I speak of. They have all attempted, in their own ways, to prevent your awakening, but I’ve opposed them every step of the way. Eliminate them, Sleeping Beast, and let them be an example of what happens to those who stand in your way.”

Switch looked at the Sleeping Beast apprehensively. Oddly, the Sleeping Beast was not looking at her or her friends. It was still staring at the Collector and the Blood Gems … and unless Switch was mistaken, it looked angry.

The Sleeping Beast’s throat began to glow like fire. The Collector looked over his shoulder and smiled his approval. “Oh, is that your legendary fire breath I read about in the old legends? Seems a tad overkill for three tiny humans, but I suppose you want to make sure these three are dead. Arachnid, in particular, has an annoying habit of somehow surviving things he shouldn’t have.”

Smoke began to pour out of the Sleeping Beast’s nostrils and the corner of its mouth, but it didn’t yet open its mouth. It did, however, rear back its head, perhaps as a prelude to unleashing its fire breath.

Switch didn’t try to run or fight. She just stared up at the Sleeping Beast, wondering what it would feel like to be completely fried to a crisp. She hoped that death would come quick to her, because she didn’t look forward to burning to death.

The Collector turned to face them again, his mad smile tearing across his mouth like a knife. “If you could only see the looks on your faces, then you’d understand why I’m so amused. You look like deer in the headlights of a truck that is about to hit them. I wonder, when the Sleeping Beast unleashes its fire breath upon you, whether it will leave charred bones or simply turn you all into one great big pile of—”

At that moment, the Sleeping Beast opened its mouth and unleashed a stream of white-hot flame, but it wasn’t at Switch, Arachnid, and the Giver. No, the Sleeping Beast aimed directly at the Collector, who had just enough time to look up at the incoming flames before they crashed into him.

When the fire breath struck the ground, it was like a bomb went off. The cyborgs standing around the Collector went flying, the ground broke under the impact of the flames, and Amphibian disappeared in a flash of fire, his throaty cry for help suddenly cutting off. Waves of heat washed over Switch, who bent over the Giver, putting her hands on her head, closing her eyes to avoid being blinded by the bright light. She felt flames licking at her hair and costume, heard rock being torn out of the ground, and felt the earth shake underneath her. She was almost afraid that the earth would split open under her and send her, Arachnid, and the Giver all falling into a bottomless pit to their deaths.

But a few seconds later, Switch heard the Sleeping Beast shut off its flames. She took her hands off her head and looked up to see the aftermath of the Sleeping Beast’s attack.

It looked like a meteor had struck the ground. Where the Collector had once stood was a pile of ashes in the middle of a deep, blackened crater that was perhaps a foot or so deep. The earth around it was cracked and torn up in several places, large wisps of smoke rising from the blackened dirt. A few cyborgs who had not been in the direct path of the fire nonetheless lay scattered around the crater in various states of melt. The legs of one cyborg, in particular, had been completely melted off, while its upper body was simply charred to a crisp.

Intense heat radiated from the crater. It wasn’t quite as intense as the fire itself, but still very hot. It was like standing in front of an open oven turned all the way up. Switch was actually sweating, as were the Giver and Arachnid. Looking down at her clothes, Switch noticed that she was covered in soot and dirt, which would have upset her normally, but under the present circumstances, she could only note it in a detached, clinical way. Perhaps the emotional reaction would come later, when she had the time for it.

“Well, I guess we know what the Sleeping Beast’s flames do to someone,” said Arachnid in a soft voice, looking at the pile of ashes which had once been the Collector. “Guess he had to learn it the hard way, huh?”

Switch nodded, but then she remembered something and she said, “The Blood Gems! They weren’t destroyed, too, were they? I need to check.”

Switch rose and ran over to the ashes. The heat grew even worse the closer she got to the crater and she heard Arachnid telling her to come back, but she didn’t care. The Blood Gems were the only family heirlooms she and Bait had. Maybe Bait was dead, but that didn’t mean she would just let the Blood Gems be destroyed as well.

Dropping to her knees before the ashes, Switch started digging through the ashes, desperately flinging handfuls of ash aside as she searched for the Blood Gems. For a moment, she was afraid that the Blood Gems had been destroyed along with the Collector. That very thought was almost enough to paralyze her.

But then the tips of her fingers brushed against a smooth, hard surface. She plunged both of her hands into the ash and then pulled out both Blood Gems. Aside from being covered in ash, they looked good as new, which made Switch wonder what the hell these things were made out of that they could take a direct blast of white hot fire that reduced a fully grown human man to ash in seconds. They weren’t even as hot as she thought they would be.

There was, however, one difference from how they normally looked: They were completely gray, lacking any color whatsoever.

“Huh?” said Switch, staring at the colorless Blood Gems blankly. “What happened to their color? How am I supposed to know which one is mine and which one is Bait’s if they aren’t color coded?”

A deep, rumbling growl above her made Switch look up. The Sleeping Beast was now looking directly down at her, smoke trailing from the corners of its mouth and its nostrils. Its purple eyes were glowing, while its throat was not, which probably meant that it wasn’t going to destroy her with flames, but she still didn’t like the way it was looking at her.

“Back off,” said Switch, shaking the Blood Gems at him. “I’ve got these Blood Gems and I’m not afraid to use them.”

The Sleeping Beast snorted, though it was hard to tell if it was amused or not. But the Sleeping Beast raised a clawed foot and held it over her. Its movements were somewhat slow and awkward, but Switch still didn’t try to move, because its foot was too big for her to avoid. She just stared up at the Beast, her throat dry, waiting for its foot to come crashing down on her and end her life.

That was when a missile came out of nowhere and blew up in the Sleeping Beast’s face. The Sleeping Beast roared in agony, its roar so loud that Switch momentarily went deaf. The Sleeping Beast staggered backwards, clawing at its own face, each step of its massive feet sending tiny tremors through the ground.

“What the hell?” said Switch. She looked over her shoulder. “Where did that missile come from?”

She immediately spotted the source: The Collector’s minisub. It was lifted partway out of the water, high enough that its torpedoes were aimed upward. Then she noticed someone was holding up the minisub and she realized, with a start, that it was Bait.

“Is that Bait?” said Arachnid, looking at the minisub in surprise. “I thought he and Tsunami died when the water fell on them.”

“Obviously, they must have survived,” said Switch, unable to hide the happiness in her voice. “But it doesn’t matter. Tsunami must be inside the minisub shooting the torpedoes, while Bait is using his super strength to hold it up and maybe even aim it.”

“Is that even possible?” said the Giver, glancing toward the minisub in confusion.

“I’ve seen crazier,” said Arachnid with a shrug. “I’m still interested in finding out why Tsunami is even here in the first place.”

“Guys!” Bait shouted, his voice loud despite the obvious strain holding the minisub up was doing to him. “Get over here! We’re going to escape the cavern via the minisub while the Sleeping Beast is distracted!”

Switch nodded and, rising to her feet, rushed toward the minisub along with Arachnid, who held the wounded Giver in his arms. They didn’t get very far, however, before a roar—this one full of anger—shook the air, causing Switch to look over her shoulder again.

The Sleeping Beast looked no worse the wear despite taking a torpedo to the face. It was growling deeply, its throat starting to glow fire red again.

“Bait, it’s going to shoot its flame breath again!” said Switch, looking toward Bait. “Shoot it!”

Before Bait could respond, a torpedo suddenly fired from the minisub’s bottom. It flew over their heads and struck the Sleeping Beast in the face again. At that same time, the Sleeping Beast unleashed a torrent of fire, but because the missile hit it in the face at the same time, its aim was off and it ended up burning the right side of the cavern.

But Switch paid little attention to that. She just stopped in front of Bait, along with Arachnid, and said, “Bait! I’m so glad to see you’re still alive. When we saw you fall into the water, we—”

“We can catch up later,” said Bait. He was visibly straining, his muscles working even as Switch watched. “My super strength isn’t unlimited. You guys need to get on the sub and get on now.”

“I’ll go first,” said Arachnid. “Me and the Giver. Then I’ll lower a web line for you two.”

Arachnid shot a web line up, which attached to the railing above. He started climbing it, moving quickly even with the Giver holding onto his back. Once he reached the surface of the minisub, he turned around and said, “Switch, grab on and start climbing. We don’t have much time.”

Switch hesitated and looked at Bait. “Bait, what about you? Are you going to get on, too?”

Bait shook his head. “Not yet. Think we need to shoot one more missile to make sure it doesn’t follow us.”

Switch still hesitated, but she knew there was no talking Bait out of this. She grabbed the webbing and started to climb, but before she could get very high, there was another huge roar, followed by the flapping of wings. She looked over her shoulder again and saw the Sleeping Beast soaring toward them, its sword-like teeth bared and its eyes wide with hatred and anger.

Suddenly, another torpedo fired out of the minisub, but the Sleeping Beast flapped its wings and went up, allowing the torpedo to pass harmlessly by underneath it. The torpedo exploded against the back wall, making the whole cavern shake and sending debris falling down from the ceiling.

Her eyes widening in fear, Switch climbed the rest of the way up. She just pulled herself over the side of the railing just as the Sleeping Beast landed on the ground in front of the minisub. The impact of its landing made the entire cavern shake again, including the minisub. Switch grabbed onto the railing, holding on for dear life as Bait struggled to steady the minisub in his grasp.

“Switch!” Arachnid, who was poking his head out of the minisub’s hatch, shouted. “Come on! Get inside before it gets here!”

Switch, however, didn’t dare move from her position on the deck of the minisub. She just looked up at the Sleeping Beast, which was looking down at them with the deepest sense of hatred she had ever seen on the face of another living creature. She was paralyzed with fear, barely able to even think in the face of such a god-like monstrosity.

Suddenly, the Sleeping Beast reached over with its two forelegs and grabbed the minisub. It yanked the minisub forward and Switch was sent flying over the railing with a yelp. She landed on the ground next to Bait, who was clearly struggling to hold the minisub, but even his super strength didn’t seem to be a match for the natural strength of the Sleeping Beast itself.

“No … you … don’t, you stupid beast,” Bait said through gritted teeth. “You’re not getting any of us.”

Abruptly, the Sleeping Beast shoved the minisub backwards. Bait let go and fell to his hands and knees, while Switch covered her head as the minisub flew backwards and splashed into the water. It bobbed up and down in the water of the cavern, but thankfully did not sink. Switch realized, however, that the minisub was too far away for either her or Bait to get onto.

That meant they now had to fight the Sleeping Beast. Alone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

Every muscle in Bait’s body was strained and exhausted. Though Bait’s super strength meant he could lift things that even the world’s best bodybuilders could never hope to, even he had his limits, and lifting up the front end of that minisub pushed him all the way up against them. It didn’t help that he was still recovering from being plunged into the ice cold Antarctic water, of course.

Under other circumstances, Bait would have been happy to drop the minisub, but when he looked up at the Sleeping Beast, he knew that he and Switch were completely screwed.

“Bait, are you all right?” said Switch, kneeling down by his side and putting a hand on his back. “Can you still stand?”

“Y-Yeah,” said Bait, his breath hard. He tried to stand and immediately stopped. “No, actually, I can’t.”

Switch grimaced and looked up at the Sleeping Beast, which was now staring down at her and Bait as if trying to decide how much of a threat they were. “We’re screwed, aren’t we?”

“Yes, yes, we are,” said Bait. “What about the Blood Gems? Can’t we use them to control the Sleeping Beast?”

Switch produced the two Blood Gems from her pockets. They were stone cold gray. “I don’t think so. The Collector couldn’t stop the Sleeping Beast from destroying him even with the Blood Gems in his hands. I think the Blood Gems are good for waking up or putting to sleep the Sleeping Beast, but they can’t actually control it.”

Bait cursed under his breath. “Do they still work, at least? Can we use them to put the Sleeping Beast back to, well, sleep?”

Switch shook her head. “Nope. They’re powerless, I think. That’s what the gray means.”

Bait cursed even more foully under his breath. “Great. Just great. Give me my Blood Gem back anyway. I feel naked without it.”

Switch handed Bait his Blood Gem, which he put into his chest compartment. It didn’t feel like it normally did, however. It just felt like extra weight. Still, Bait was happy to have it again anyway.

“Why hasn’t it killed us yet?” said Switch, looking up at the Sleeping Beast again apprehensively. “Is it waiting for something?”

“I don’t know,” said Bait. “Maybe it’s waiting to see what we’ll do before it does anything. Not that there’s much we can do against it, of course.”

Then the Sleeping Beast raised its clawed foot and held it above Bait and Switch. Bait would have run if he could or if there was anywhere to run to. As it was, they were backed up against the water and the Sleeping Beast had the land covered.

And then the Sleeping Beast brought its clawed foot down on them. Switch screamed, but Bait shoved her to the ground and, activating his super strength once again, held up his hands palms upward to catch the Sleeping Beast’s foot. He braced his exhausted muscles for whatever was about to happen next.

The Sleeping Beast’s foot crashed down on him with nearly identical force to the force expelled by the water earlier. Bait almost immediately buckled—his feet sank deeper into the earth and he thought he heard a few bones crack—but he grunted loudly and pushed as hard against the Sleeping Beast’s foot as he could. And, though the Sleeping Beast was clearly pushing as hard on him as it could, he managed to hold it at bay.

But if his every muscle had been screaming before, they were dying now. The minisub was nothing compared to the sheer weight of the Sleeping Beast. It was like trying to hold up a mountain and Bait thought he could feel his muscles tearing themselves apart due to the strain, but he told his muscles to hold on just a little while longer.

“Switch,” said Bait, his voice strained so much that even he could barely hear it. “Go. Get into the water and swim to the minisub. Get out of here. Now.”

“And let you die?” said Switch. She shook her head. “No way. We’re all getting out of here alive, and that includes you.”

Bait would have called Switch stupid just then, but the Sleeping Beast growled and he suddenly felt the weight on the foot increase dramatically. The earth cracked further under his feet and his feet sank in another inch or so. His muscles felt like they were about to burst open. Not just his muscles, but his whole body was on the verge of blowing up against the weight being forced down upon him. He thought that maybe a few of his internal organs had already done just that, but he couldn’t tell for sure due to how much pain his whole body was in.

Suddenly, Switch put her hands on his back. He looked over his shoulder at her, shocked.

“I am going to help you, Bait, no matter what,” said Switch. “So don’t look so surprised when I keep my word, all right? Just because I’m not a goody two shoes like you doesn’t mean I don’t keep my word.”

Bait didn’t say anything, mostly because he couldn’t. Switch’s help didn’t make things easier for him. If anything, it made it harder. Switch was weaker than him even without his super strength. There was nothing she could do to help him, yet the sight of her sticking by his side even when she could have run made him feel a little better anyway.

Switch started pushing against his back. Bait also tried to push against the Sleeping Beast’s foot, but his efforts were useless. The Sleeping Beast didn’t budge even one inch under his efforts. It was only a matter of time before it crushed him and Switch underfoot and then escaped the cavern to destroy the world again, just as it did in the old days.

That was when Bait felt something flow from Switch’s hands into his back. It reminded him of the power boost he had given to Tsunami earlier and he realized, even through the pain and strain dominating his mind, that Switch was doing the same thing to him. She was giving him some of his own power, increasing his own strength.

All of a sudden, all of Bait’s pain and exhaustion vanished. He now felt wide awake, like he had gotten a good night’s sleep. His muscles tightened again, while his breath became sure and steady. He stopped sweating. His body even felt bigger, though he couldn’t confirm that.

But Bait was stronger and—with a yell of triumph—he shoved the Sleeping Beast backward.

The Sleeping Beast staggered backwards, a startled look on its dragon features. Each one of its footsteps sent a small tremor through the ground, but Bait didn’t care. He just stood up, his body flowing with renewed strength, while Switch stood next to him, a surprised look on her face.

“Talk about getting a second wind,” said Switch, staring at the Sleeping Beast, dumbfounded. “How did you do that?”

“I didn’t,” said Bait. “You did. You gave me some of your power, just like how I gave you some of my power in Seaside three months ago. We can make each other stronger that way.”

“Wow,” said Switch. “I hadn’t even realized I was doing that.”

Bait nodded, but then looked over at the Sleeping Beast. It was lying on the ground in a comical fashion, as if it had fallen over onto its side, but then it pushed itself up and growled deeply at them in a way that told Bait that they had just earned their spot as the Sleeping Beast’s worst enemies for life. “Don’t celebrate too soon, Switch. The Sleeping Beast is still a threat.”

“How do we beat it?” said Switch. “Punch it with your new strength?”

Bait shook his head. He put his hand on his Blood Gem. “We put it back to sleep with our Blood Gems. That’s the only way to beat it for good.”

“But they’re powerless,” said Switch, touching her own Blood Gem sadly. “How are we supposed to use them if they can’t be used anymore?”

“Maybe they’re less powerless than we think,” said Bait. “Let’s draw upon our connection to them. It’s our only hope.”

Bait closed his eyes and focused as hard as he could on reconnecting with his Blood Gem. He couldn’t feel anything at first and almost thought that this entire exercise was futile, but then he felt a small, burning sensation in the very depths of the Blood Gem, a sensation he recognized all too well from the many times he used his Blood Gem. He drew upon the burning sensation, trying to fan it into a larger flame. The burning sensation grew stronger and stronger, until the Blood Gem itself felt burning to Bait’s touch.

Opening his eyes, Bait saw that his Blood Gem was glowing its normal purple color again. Switch’s Blood Gem was glowing orange again, but their Blood Gems weren’t just glowing. They were crackling with energy, sending sparks flying every which way.

The Sleeping Beast, meanwhile, seemed to realize what they were trying to do. Its throat started glowing again and it opened its mouth to unleash a stream of fire, a stream of fire that would have definitely destroyed not just Bait and Switch, but the minisub behind them as well if it was allowed to be unleashed.

But Bait and Switch held up their hands and said, in unison, “Sleeping Beast, your time still hasn’t come. Go back to sleep!”

The Sleeping Beast’s throat immediately stopped glowing. The Sleeping Beast’s eyes started drooping and, despite its obvious efforts to fight it, the Sleeping Beast’s eyes slammed shut.

And then, not a second after its eyes closed, the Sleeping Beast fell onto the ground with an earthshaking thud. It did not move again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

With a gasp for air, Switch fell to her hands and knees. Her whole body shook and she shivered, despite the heat of the cavern lingering from the flames spread by the Sleeping Beast. Before them, the Sleeping Beast had fallen into an awkward position, but with its eyes closed so firmly, it looked as if it was sleeping very well.

All it needs is a blanket and pillow and it will probably get a better night’s sleep than I’ve gotten in four days, Switch thought with more than a hint of jealousy. I wonder if I could use my Blood Gem to put myself to sleep for a while.

“Switch, are you okay?” said Bait, looking down at her with concern on her face. “You look shaken.”

Switch looked up at Bait in annoyance. “Just my nerves getting the best of me. And why aren’t you shaking? You were almost dead back there.”

“I’m still benefiting from the power boost you gave me earlier,” said Bait with a smile. He flexed his muscles. “Feels great. You should try it sometime.”

Switch rolled her eyes. “Maybe you should give me a power boost, like you did before. How about that?”

Bait opened his mouth, but then Switch heard something slicing through the water behind them and she looked over her shoulder. The Collector’s minisub was moving toward them. It stopped just off the shore of the cavern and then the hatch opened. Arachnid climbed out of the hatch first, followed by Tsunami. The two of them ran along the sub’s surface and jumped across the small gap between the minisub and the ground, landing on a few feet away from Switch and Bait.

“Switch, Bait, are you two okay?” said Arachnid, walking over to them with a concerned look on his face. “You both look awful.”

Switch couldn’t argue with that. Between Bait’s soaked costume and her own soot-covered one, she figured they probably looked less like heroes who had saved the day and more like homeless people. “Yeah, we know. Where’s the Giver?”

“Back on the minisub,” said Arachnid, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “He’s resting, but we need to get back to The Atlantis quickly in order to get him the medical attention he needs. I did what I could with the minisub’s medical kit, but I’m no doctor and he’ll need professional medical attention soon if he’s going to survive.”

Switch nodded. She tried to rise to her feet, but again, she was too exhausted and she nearly fell down again before Bait caught her and supported her with his arms. She was grateful for that, because she wasn’t sure she could walk on her own.

Arachnid suddenly looked over her shoulder. “Tsunami, what are you doing?”

Switch and Bait turned around to see Tsunami standing in front of the Sleeping Beast. He was running a hand along its massive scales, his back to everyone. Switch hadn’t even noticed him go past them to the Sleeping Beast, though she doubted it was because Tsunami was particularly great at stealth and more due to the fact that she was very tired.

“Hmm?” said Tsunami. He turned around, but as he did so, he slipped something into the pocket of his torn pants. “Did someone say my name?”

“Yeah, I did,” said Arachnid. He gestured at Tsunami. “Get away from that thing. The last thing we need is someone waking it up again.”

Tsunami shrugged. “You know that the Sleeping Beast can only be awakened by the Blood Gems, right? And since I don’t have the Blood Gems, I can’t wake it up. I was just fascinated by its scales. They’re as hard as steel. Those torpedoes didn’t even leave a scratch on them. I imagine they’d make a better set of armor than my old coral armor did.”

Switch scowled and looked at Bait. “What is he even doing here in the first place? I thought he was in Ultimate Max.”

“But I was,” said Tsunami, folding his arms in front of his chest. “I was let out on good behavior, however.”

“No, you weren’t,” said Bait. “I got him out of prison because I needed his help locating The Atlantis. But he’s going right back in as soon as we get back home, now that we’ve saved you.” He looked at Tsunami. “And don’t even think about resisting. Not that you can, what with your powers being negated and all.”

“I suppose you have a point,” said Tsunami. “Without my powers, there’s not much I can do to escape you three. As long as The Atlantis is safe, I am happy to go back to my little prison cell.”

Switch narrowed her eyes. That didn’t seem like something the Tsunami she knew would say. Tsunami would never willingly go back to prison, even if his powers were briefly negated. She suspected that Tsunami had a plan of some sort, one that involved whatever he slipped into his pocket, but at the same time, she was too tired to think about that. She decided just to be grateful that Tsunami wasn’t going to put up some last form of resistance before they left.

At that moment, however, something leaped out of the water, flew over Arachnid’s head, and landed before Switch and Bait. The thing—which moved too fast for her to follow—punched Bait in the face and then grabbed Switch, holding her by the neck in such a way that they could easily break her neck if they wanted. She gasped for air, but her gasp was cut off when the person who had captured her increased the pressure on its neck.

“Don’t resist, mean girlie,” said Amphibian’s voice in her ear. “Or Amphibian will snap your neck, yes he will.”

Switch gulped. She had forgotten about Amphibian during their conflict with the Sleeping Beast. She had assumed that Amphibian had died with the Collector, but she supposed that he must have simply been knocked into the water instead.

“Hey, let my sister go, you jerk,” said Bait, rising to his feet and rubbing his face. “Do it now, or else.”

“Amphibian will be more than happy to let mean girlie go, but only in exchange for the minisub,” said Amphibian, his slimy fingers cold against Switch’s throat. “Master may be dead, but Amphibian doesn’t have to die, too. Amphibian will let you four rot away here in this cavern, yes he will. But no sudden moves. Otherwise, the mean girlie will die and that wouldn’t be very fun for any of you, now would it?”

Both Bait and Arachnid looked like they were ready to kick the crap out of Amphibian, but it was obvious that they couldn’t do much against him without putting Switch’s life at risk. Switch herself wasn’t in any position to save herself, but she did make a mental note to tear off Amphibian’s head with her bare hands if she somehow survived this, because the bastard deserved it.

“Come on,” said Amphibian in an impatient voice. “Why so slow? If you value her life, give Amphibian minisub. He needs it to get out of here.”

A deep chuckle came from near the Sleeping Beast, causing Amphibian to look over in that direction. Switch followed his gaze as best as she could and saw Tsunami approaching, his trident in hand, an amused smirk on his face.

“Stop,” said Amphibian in a panicky voice. “Take one more step closer and Amphibian will kill mean girlie.”

Tsunami’s chuckle just deepened. “No, you won’t. I see through your bluff quite clearly. You won’t kill her.”

“Yes, Amphibian will,” said Amphibian, though his voice slightly cracked. “How do you know Amphibian won’t?”

Tsunami stopped several feet away from them and rested the end of his trident on the ground. “Because if you pluck even one hair off her head, I will harm you in a thousand different ways you can’t even imagine. And that’s just with my trident. Imagine what I will be able to do with you once my powers return.”

“Shut up,” said Amphibian, his voice now trembling. “Amphibian isn’t afraid of you. Amphibian isn’t afraid of anyone.”

Tsunami’s smirk grew wider. “Your brave words are betrayed by your cowardly tone. But if you want to call my bluff, then so be it. Kill Switch—kill my one and only daughter in the whole wide world, my own flesh and blood—and see just what happens when you do that. It will be an interesting and fun experience for all of us … well, at least for me, anyway.”

Amphibian was now trembling behind Switch. This would have been a good opportunity to break his grip on her, but Switch kept her place. She didn’t know what Amphibian was going to do and she didn’t want to spook him and make him possibly harm her due to his nerves.

Then, without warning, Amphibian shoved Switch forward and ran away. Switch fell to her hands and knees. At the same time, Tsunami raised his trident, aimed, and threw it at the fleeing Amphibian. The trident flew over Switch’s head straight and true. The trident struck Amphibian in the back and he fell onto the ground as dead as a doornail.

Panting, Switch heard footsteps coming toward her and looked up to see Tsunami now standing over her. He held out a hand toward her, wearing what looked like a genuine expression of concern on his face.

“I hope he didn’t hurt you too much, Switch,” said Tsunami. “Let me help you up. You look like you can’t stand on your own.”

Switch gulped, but before she could say anything, Bait appeared and pushed Tsunami back. Tsunami staggered backwards, almost losing his balance, but he managed to retain it in the end and stood upright, dusting off his massive chest as Bait helped Switch to her feet.

“You stay away from her,” said Bait, glaring at Tsunami like he was trying to shoot lasers from his eyes at him. “Lay even one hand on her and I’ll make sure you never touch her—or anyone else—ever again.”

Tsunami met Bait’s glare with a cool gaze. “Is it now a crime for a father to show concern for his daughter? Or do you still not trust me?”

“The latter,” said Bait. “And for good reason.”

Tsunami shrugged again. “Very well. I’ll go retrieve my trident and then we can leave. I’m getting sick of this cave anyway.”

With that, Tsunami walked past them toward the dead Amphibian lying not far away. Bait started helping Switch walk toward the minisub, though Switch tried her best to walk on her own.

As they approached the minisub, Switch could not help but look over her shoulder at Tsunami. He had ripped the trident out of Amphibian’s body and was now kneeling by the water, apparently washing the blood off of the trident’s tips.

Switch didn’t trust Tsunami—there was no way she ever could—but she thought that she might have seen a glimpse of the caring father he could have been when he offered to help her up. Was it possible that deep down within Tsunami’s heart, there existed a genuinely fatherly side of him that cared about both her and Bait?

No, I don’t think so, Switch thought, shaking her head as she looked away from him. Tsunami will never view us as people. He doesn’t even see us as weapons he can use anymore. He just sees us as his enemies because we oppose him. He only saved me because Amphibian worked for the Collector, not because he actually cared about me.

But as much as Switch told her that, she wasn’t sure she believed it. She wasn’t sure she believed it at all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

One week later …

 

Once more, Bait was walking through the hallways of Ultimate Max prison, more specifically along Cell Block Z. He came here so often that the two guards who escorted him to Cell Block Z not only recognized him, but even told him their names and asked him how school was going. He told Jerry and Ralph—the two large guards walking on either side of him, armed with guns that could fire powerless pellets—that school was fine and that he was still getting good grades, which seemed to please the guards. Perhaps they were actually growing fond of him, rather than simply viewing him as another guest to escort through Cell Block Z safely.

“So you’re here to see your dad again?” said Jerry as he, Bait, and Ralph walked past cell after cell full of dangerous supervillains and criminals. “Is that it?”

Bait nodded. “Yep. How’s he been since he came back to prison?”

“Surprisingly civil,” said Ralph. “Before, he used to spend a lot of time ranting at us about how he was going to escape, but ever since coming back to his cell, he’s been pretty quiet. He’s even thanked us for bringing him his daily meals.”

“It’s weird, if you ask me,” said Jerry. “I think he’s planning something. Don’t know what, but I doubt it’s anything innocent.”

Bait didn’t disagree with that. He still found it suspicious how Tsunami simply agreed to go back to Ultimate Max without a fight. Maybe Tsunami had been smart enough to realize that he wouldn’t stand a chance against Arachnid, Bait, and Switch without his powers, but Bait doubted it. He would have to be careful about what he told Tsunami today and keep an even more careful eye on Tsunami’s reactions. That would tell him everything he needed to know about what, if anything, Tsunami was planning.

They stopped in front of Tsunami’s cell, which Jerry opened for Bait. As usual, Bait was given a handful of powerless pellets and then he entered, closing the door behind him on his way in to ensure privacy.

Tsunami’s cell was almost exactly the same as it had been the last time Bait had been here. The floor was dusty with sand, bright, hot lights shone from the ceiling above, and Tsunami sat against the wall wearing a straitjacket, as well as chains connected to the walls. The only difference was that Tsunami looked slightly less annoyed than he did the first time Bait came here. He almost looked relaxed, as if he had accepted his fate and was learning to live with it.

Yeah, right, Bait thought. Like the ‘Lord of the Seas’ would ever accept being behind bars for the rest of his life.

Tsunami smiled at Bait when Bait entered. “Hello there, Bait. I didn’t expect to see you again so soon. Did you miss your old man?”

Bait shook his head. “No. If I could go the rest of my life without seeing your stupid face again, I would be very happy.”

“Harsh words coming from my own son,” said Tsunami. “But expected. Even though I helped you and Switch stop the Sleeping Beast, you still refuse to show me gratitude. That’s just like Ariana. She never showed any gratitude toward me, either, no matter what I did for her.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” said Bait. “If you keep talking to me like that, I think I’m just going to turn around and leave. I’ve got better things to do than stand around and let you act all passive aggressive toward me. Like doing my homework for Ethics class, for one.”

Tsunami frowned. “Then why are you here in the first place? I didn’t ask you to come visit me. Are you, perhaps, being less honest than you let on?”

Bait folded his hands behind his back. “I’m here because I thought you deserved to know what’s happened since we got back to America last week. You were as deeply involved in that whole fiasco as anyone, so I figure you deserve to know about everything that’s happened since then.”

“Good,” said Tsunami. “Ever since coming back to this place, I’ve been kept in the dark about everything happening outside Ultimate Max. The guards haven’t told me anything or even given me a newspaper to peruse. Part of it is the policy regarding Cell Block Z prisoners. Our information about the outside world is extremely limited. Anything to keep us from breaking out of here, I suppose.”

“Hey, I’m not doing this because I like you or anything,” said Bait. “I’m just doing this because, like I said, I think you deserve to know. I promised you when we got back that I would tell you what happened to The Atlantis and I’m going to keep my promise. Unlike you, I actually keep my promises.”

“Then let’s start with The Atlantis,” said Tsunami. “What is its current condition?”

“The Neohero Alliance has it,” said Bait. “It’s currently docked at Hero Island, where it is under tight security. I don’t know what they’re going to do with it, but I assume they’re going to take it apart to find out how it works and maybe even make their own.”

Tsunami’s face went pale when Bait said that. “Take it apart? If you do that, it will be completely ruined.”

Bait shrugged. “Hey, I just said I assume. For all I know, they might sell it to the G-Men instead. I’m sure the federal government would be able to find a good use for a giant submarine.”

“If they are wise, they won’t,” said Tsunami. “If I hear that my palace has been damaged in some way, then I will—”

“You’ll what?” Bait interrupted. “Make more empty threats? Face it, Tsunami. You can’t do a damn thing about anything, much less threaten the NHA and the G-Men for scratching the paint on your ‘palace.’ You’ll just have to live with the knowledge that your sub isn’t yours anymore and that you can’t control what is going to be done with it.”

Tsunami’s scowl deepened even further, but he apparently thought better of continuing to argue the point, because he said, in a forced calm tone, “I see. What about Switch? How is she doing?”

“Better,” said Bait. “So is the Giver, for that matter. Both of them were healed by Healing Touch—the NHA’s resident healer—and are expected to make full recoveries. Arachnid was healed as well, but he’s already back to work at the school and doesn’t seem to be slowing down in the slightest.”

Tsunami breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m glad to hear that Switch is well. For a while there, I was worried that she might have been too exhausted by the fight with the Sleeping Beast to recover.”

Bait looked at Tsunami skeptically. He recalled how Tsunami had saved Switch from Amphibian back in the cavern under Antarctica last week, but even now, Bait would never believe that Tsunami had any sort of genuine compassion or concern for either him or Switch.

Yet he didn’t say that aloud. Instead, he said, “Speaking of the Sleeping Best, it’s still asleep in its cavern underneath Antarctica, if you care.”

Tsunami raised an eyebrow interestedly. “You mean that the NHA or the G-Men haven’t tried to move it?”

Bait shook his head. “No. Arachnid told the NHA about the Sleeping Beast, but the Leadership Council agreed that it should stay where it is. Mr. Miner did, however, make a trip to Antarctica to seal the hole to its resting place. They haven’t even told the government about it because they are afraid the G-Men might try to get it.”

Tsunami snorted. “The G-Men will find out eventually, you know. I imagine Cadmus Smith will come by my prison cell sometime to ‘talk’ to me and find out what I know. Perhaps he will even offer me my freedom or something in exchange for the information.”

“I doubt it,” said Bait. “You’re never getting out of this prison ever again, even if the G-Men come to you seeking information about the Sleeping Beast. And would you tell them about it, if they asked?”

Tsunami shrugged in his straitjacket awkwardly. “How am I supposed to know? Cadmus can read minds. He might be able to bypass my mental barrier and steal the information from my mind directly.”

“I suppose we’ll worry about that when we get there,” said Bait. “Well, that’s all I have to report. I don’t have much else to say to you, so I’m going to leave and go back to the Academy now. This will probably be the last time I see you, so—”

“Hold on,” said Tsunami suddenly. “What happened to the Collector’s brother? The Giver, I think his name was? Is he still alive?”

Bait nodded. “Yes. He’s staying on Hero Island at the moment, where he’s helping the NHA sort through his brother’s collection. He’s doing surprisingly well despite taking that bullet to the chest. I think his powers may have saved him there.”

“And what about those other twins?” Tsunami said. “Fuse and Ion, I think you told me were their names. The ones who could combine into one person.”

Bait looked at Tsunami in annoyance. “They’re both gone. Remember when we got back to The Atlantis and found one of the escape pods missing? They’re missing. No one knows where they were.”

“I remember that,” said Tsunami. “I was simply trying to find out if any new information about those two had been discovered.”

“Nothing yet,” said Bait. “And if we do find them … well, I’m not sure what will happen to them. Maybe they’ll be forced to attend the Academy like Switch and me. They were about the same age as us, I think.”

Tsunami nodded, though he didn’t look very interested about Fuse and Ion. Given how Tsunami had never met the two, it made sense that he cared little about their eventual fates, though Bait found it odd that Tsunami asked about them at all. Perhaps Tsunami was simply trying to make Bait waste time by asking him questions.

“All right, then,” said Tsunami. “You can leave now, if you wish. I think I will take a nap, because I have nothing better to do, because my next meal won’t be for a few hours at least.”

Bait’s eyes narrowed, but he nodded and said, “Fine. See you later … never.”

Bait turned around once again and left the prison cell. He let out a sigh of relief when he closed the door behind him. He would never be able to feel safe or relaxed around Tsunami, not even when he was bound in a straitjacket and sprayed with powerless gas every few hours.

But now, he’s not escaping again anytime soon, Bait thought as he followed Jerry and Ralph down the hall toward the exit. Switch and I are safe, the Blood Gems are back in our possession, and Arachnid is back in the Academy. I’d say our future looks bright. And with any luck, Switch and I will both become real superheroes at some point.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

As soon as Bait closed the door and left the room, Tsunami relaxed. All throughout the conversation, he had been worried that Bait might sense that he was hiding something. He suspected that Bait suspected he was planning something, but luckily, Bait had not accused him of anything, nor had he tried to search him.

Bait must really believe that I’m as helpless and incapable of escape as I was before he got my help, Tsunami thought, a smile curling his dried lips. He’s a smart boy, I will give him that, but he’s still not smart enough.

Tsunami shifted his straitjacket, loosening it. He had learned how to loosen his straitjacket enough to give his arms a wider range of movement over the last three months or so, though he had kept this ability of his secret from the guards. Not that that was very hard to do. The guards of Ultimate Max prison, although brutal and efficient, were not particularly observant or intelligent. Everyone believed that the combination of regular dosages of powerless gas, the straitjacket itself, and the heat and dryness of his cell had sapped Tsunami of the strength and drive he needed to escape.

It does make it harder to get out of here, I will admit that, Tsunami thought as he struggled with his straitjacket. But it certainly isn’t the insurmountable obstacle which everyone thinks it is. But I will continue to let them believe that until it’s too late to stop me.

Once Tsunami had loosened his straitjacket enough, he shook the sleeves and two objects that he had managed to smuggle into prison fell out of his straitjacket into his lap.

One of the objects was a scale he had stolen from the Sleeping Beast. He had managed to pluck it off the Sleeping Beast’s unconscious form shortly after Bait and Switch defeated it. The scale was small, not much bigger than his hand, but it glowed a brilliant orange color in the hot light above.

But Tsunami’s attention was drawn to the other object, a small radio communicator he had sneaked out of The Atlantis when he and the others left the cavern. It was based off the earcom devices used by members of the NHA, INJ, and G-Men to communicate with each other over long distances, but modified for Tsunami’s own purposes.

It was a tricky balancing act, but eventually Tsunami managed to insert the device into his ear and tapped it once.

“Tsunami, is that you?” said a voice with a New York accent. “I’ve been waiting to hear from you for a long time. What took you so long?”

“My apologies,” said Tsunami. “Being in prison isn’t conducive to making calls in a timely manner, especially when you are as closely monitored as I am.”

“You’re always late to call me,” the voice said. “Why, I ought to hang up right now and go back to living that quiet life I used to live before you called me. Just making weapons and tools for supervillains and criminals, not getting myself involved in … whatever it is you’re involved in. I heard it had to do with a dragon or something?”

“Gerald,” said Tsunami, rolling his eyes. “You’ve never lived a quiet life and you know it. Besides, you know that I can pay well. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have answered this call, would you?”

“No, I wouldn’t have,” said Gerald in a reluctant voice. “Money is money, after all, no matter who it comes from. And you’ve been a great client in the past.”

“Indeed I have,” said Tsunami.

“So what do you want me to do?” said Gerald. “When you called me a week ago, you said you needed me to do you a favor. What is it? Want me to get The Atlantis back for you from the NHA? Because if so, forget about it. I ain’t about to risk attacking Hero Island and getting my ass handed to me six ways from Sunday. I ain’t your ex gal, you know.”

“At some point, I will need to retrieve The Atlantis,” said Tsunami, slumping slightly against the wall. “But for now, I want you to look for someone for me. Two someones, actually, though sometimes they’re just one someone.”

“You ain’t making sense again, Tsunami,” said Gerald in exasperation. “How can two people be one sometimes? Is all that powerless gas getting to your head or something?”

“Never mind,” said Tsunami. “I need you to find two people, two teenagers who are superhumans. Can you do it?”

“People searching isn’t my specialty, but I know a guy who might be able to help,” said Gerald. “Who are these two and why do you want me to find them? Got some plan for them?”

Tsunami smiled, even though Gerald couldn’t see him. “Their names are Fuse and Ion. As for why I need them … one man—even one as powerful as me—can’t stage a prison break all by himself, after all.”

-
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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.
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