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  CHAPTER ONE


   


  I flew as fast as I could through the air, pushing my body to its absolute limit to keep up with the roaring airplane beside me. Between the howling wind all around me and the loud airplane engines, I could barely hear myself think, but I could still see the smoke rising out of one of the engines quite clearly as the plane struggled to remain in the air. The pilot must have been really good, because so far he had managed to keep it in the air against all odds, but sooner or later the engine would burn out and the entire thing would go crashing down.


  Unless, that is, I could stop it. Which was looking increasingly unlikely with every passing second.


  I looked ahead. Through an opening in the clouds, I saw the Showdown City Airport stretched out before us. Showdown itself stood a little farther off, but not too far away. Assuming the plane made it to the landing stripe, I could easily see it crash into the airport’s main terminal, which would not only kill most of the passengers, but a good chunk of the airport workers and people waiting for their flights. That just made it all the more imperative I stop the plane.


  I tried to get under one of the wings to keep it in the air, but with nothing to grab, I just slid off, forcing me to use a combination of my super speed and flight powers to catch up. I caught glimpses of terrified passengers through the windows on the Alpha Airlines plane, but at the moment there was nothing I could do to assure them that everything was going to be okay.


  “Bolt!” said Valerie in my ear, her volume turned up unusually high so I could hear her above the roaring of the plane’s engines and the whipping wind all around me. “What is the status of Alpha Airlines Flight Two Seven Four?”


  “Not good,” I said. “Smoke from the engine is getting worse and the pilot is barely keeping the thing airborne. Looks like it’s going to fall out of the sky any second. Tell Brains and Vanish to evacuate the airport. It’s gonna be ugly.”


  “Affirmative,” said Valerie.


  My earcoms clicked off, but hearing Valerie’s voice reminded me of I got into this situation in the first place.


  Less than an hour ago, the pilot of Alpha Airlines Flight 274—inbound from Chicago—had reported that one of the plane’s engines had failed for reasons unknown when they were about an hour out from the Showdown City Airport. He estimated that the plane would be unable to land safely and that they needed help to make sure it didn’t crash.


  That was where I came in. When we got a message from the police informing us of this, Brains sent me to intercept the plane and do what I could to help it. My superpowers were well-suited for this sort of thing and I even had experience intercepting giant objects falling from the sky. It had seemed easy, so, of course, I didn’t hesitate to head out from the Braindome to catch up with the plane, which I found easily enough with Valerie’s help.


  The problem was that I had underestimated just how big, fast, and loud airplanes could be. This wasn’t a tiny two-person plane that a hobbyist might fly for fun. This was a full-sized commercial airline plane run by Alpha Airlines, one of the biggest airplane companies in the world. This particular model was the biggest they had, capable of holding over 850 passengers at once. According to the pilot, they didn’t have quite that many passengers on board, but it was pretty darn full and that meant it was even heavier than it normally was.


  And worse, it got faster and faster the closer it got to the airport. If I didn’t do something quick—


  Suddenly, the smoking engine exploded. Shrapnel and smoke flew back toward me, which I barely managed to avoid, forcing myself to fly up through the clouds to avoid getting hit.


  That was when I noticed the plane was falling now, the nose dipping toward the ground. At that angle, it wouldn’t even reach the airport. It would just crash straight to the ground and kill every single passenger on board.


  No time to think. Just act.


  I activated my super speed and rushed toward the plane, going underneath it. Activating my super strength, I grabbed the underside of the airplane Atlas-style and pushed up.


  It was heavy. I had lifted plenty of heavy things throughout my superhero career and, thanks to my super strength, most of it was easy. But I’d never tried to lift an entire airplane full of nearly a thousand people, plus their luggage and anything else on board. Every muscle in my body screamed in protest as I pushed the airplane up, but I ignored that and focused entirely on keeping this thing airborne.


  To my relief, I could feel the plane righting itself already, rising inch by inch as I pushed against it with every muscle in my body. In my mind’s eye, I could imagine the pilot and passengers alike being confused at this turn of events, wondering why they weren’t falling to their deaths like a stone thrown off a cliff. It would have brought a smile to my face if I wasn’t already using my face muscles and every other muscle in my body to keep this thing up.


  But maybe they weren’t going to survive after all, because we were now on course for a direct crash into the landing stripe. Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t force the airplane to stay up. Nor could I make it change direction. All I could do was watch as the black asphalt of the landing stripe grew closer and closer. At this rate, even I wouldn’t survive a direct crash like this. At least the passengers had the plane itself to take most of the impact. I, on the other hand, was going to take the brunt of the crash. At least I would probably instantly die upon impact, but that wasn’t a very comforting thought.


  Just as the plane broke through the last of the cloud cover, it came to an abrupt stop in midair. The stop was so abrupt that I was thrown off the underside of the plane and crashed into the landing stripe, landing flat on my back. Though the fall was far from lethal, it did jar me and make my head spin for a moment before I shook my head and looked up.


  I found myself staring directly up the nose of the massive Alpha Airlines plane hanging in the air above me. I could dimly make out the terrified and confused faces of the pilot and co-pilot in the cockpit, but I was more focused on the fact that the airplane itself had simply stopped in midair like someone had grabbed it with their hand. A part of me feared that the airplane would simply crash down on top of me, which would definitely kill me no matter how strong I was.


  “Hey, Bolt,” said a familiar voice behind me. “Long time, no see.”


  Startled by the voice, I looked up and saw a superhero standing behind me, holding out one hand toward the airplane, the other on his hip. He wore a costume similar to mine in design, except blue and yellow, and he had a cool cape as well. He looked to be about my age and had a lean, athletic body, with dark brown hair and deep black eyes which were looking at me with a degree of amusement.


  Although it had been a while since I saw him, I had no trouble recognizing the hero who stood above me now. “Strike? What are you doing here?”


  Strike’s friendly smile disappeared, replaced by a troubled frown. “Dizzy is missing, Bolt. And I need your help to find her.”




  CHAPTER TWO


   


  Before I could ask Strike what he meant, he slowly waved his outstretched hand. The airplane started moving again, but instead of crashing into the landing stripe, it slowly but surely floated by overhead. It floated for quite a few feet until Strike set it down further down the landing stripe, near the terminal. As soon as he set it down, the entrance popped open and a large inflatable slide popped out, which scared passengers immediately began sliding down. Police and emergency workers alike swarmed the plane, helping the terrified and confused-looking passengers get into the terminal, although I saw more than a few passengers—mostly elderly ones—being directed to the emergency vehicles sitting not too far away from the plane itself.


  I imagined that most of those passengers were going to suffer severe trauma after this, but at least they were alive. That situation could have ended so much worse than it did.


  Strike held out a hand toward me suddenly. “Need a hand?”


  Feeling slightly embarrassed by my position, I took Strike’s hand and he helped me up. “Thanks, man. If you hadn’t caught the plane like that with your telekinesis, everyone would have died.”


  “Magnetism,” Strike corrected. “I simply used my magnetism to catch the plane and move it.”


  “Right, magnetism,” I said, nodding. I rubbed my back, which ached from the pressure I had put on it. “You sure made it look easy.”


  “Trust me, it wasn’t,” said Strike, shaking his head. “I’ve moved big things before, but catching a plane of that size and putting it down? You don’t know how hard that is.”


  I had the feeling Strike was trying not to brag, which was just like him. Strike was the team leader of the New Heroes, a team of young superheroes for the Independent Neoheroes for Justice, just like the Young Neos were for the Neohero Alliance. The two of us didn’t always get along, but we had come to respect each other as leaders and superheroes in our own right ever since we first met each other. It had been a long time, though, since we last spoke to each other, although Strike looked about the same as always, though his suit looked different.


  “Regardless, you saved those people when I couldn’t,” I said. “I tried my best, but those airplanes are way heavier than they look.”


  “No doubt,” said Strike in agreement. “Anyway, with that out of the way—”


  “Strike!” said a female voice all of a sudden. “Mr. Strike!”


  Startled, the two of us looked over and saw what looked like a whole mob of journalists and reporters—complete with cameramen—rushing toward us across the tarmac. Soon we were surrounded on all sides by dozens of journalists, each one shoving phones in our faces as they attempted to interview us.


  “Mr. Strike!” said one of the journalists, a young woman with curly brown hair and a tag that identified her as ‘SHERRIE BROWN, USNN.’ “My name is Sherrie Brown and I am from the United States News Network. Can you tell us your initial thoughts on saving nearly a thousand people in one go?”


  A middle-aged man with gray hair suddenly shoved Sherrie out of the way and thrust his own phone in Strike’s startled face. “Mr. Strike, my name is James Costa from Neo Ranks News. Where do you put this on your impressive list of accomplishments? Is this near the top or closer to the bottom? Would you put this on par with your defeat of the supervillain Tsunami or—?”


  Strike held up his hands as if fending off a wild animal. “Hey, I didn’t do this by myself. Bolt here helped as well.”


  I tried to smile and look friendly, but I’ll admit to being a little jealous of all the attention Strike was getting. I knew Strike was really popular and had a tendency to command attention from people wherever he went, but it was still annoying that they all acted like Strike was the only guy who saved those people and completely ignored me. At least I knew Strike didn’t intentionally seek out fame, which made me feel a little better.


  Some of the reporters glanced at me, but the rest were all focused on getting the scoop directly from Strike. I could tell that Strike was feeling increasingly uncomfortable with all of the attention he was getting, but with reporters mobbing us on every side, it wasn’t like Strike could just walk away. Nor could I, for that matter, not without shoving aside reporters. But we also couldn’t talk to each other with these people mobbing us, so I needed a distraction.


  Suddenly, I pointed in a random direction and said, “Hey, is that President Plutarch dancing naked on top of the airport?”


  That did the trick. All of the reporters and cameramen turned their attention to the airport itself. Before they found out I was lying, I grabbed Strike’s arm and twisted my Teleportation Buckle.


  An instant later, Strike and I were standing on top of the Braindome in downtown Showdown, well away from the city airport. I let go of Strike, who didn’t seem very bothered by the teleportation.


  He did, however, look at me with a raised eyebrow. “Plutarch dancing naked on the airport? That’s an … interesting mental image.”


  I shrugged. “Media bait. The media is really obsessed with Plutarch for some reason, so I figured if I made up some outrageous lie about him, it would distract them long enough for us to escape.”


  Strike chuckled. “Frankly, I’m just jealous I didn’t think of it first. Last time I got mobbed by a bunch of reporters, I had to make up a lie about being late for a date with that singer, Carly Kendall. That also made all the gossip sites run articles on people speculating that I’m dating her. Some of them even said Carly and I got secretly married and eloped to Uzbekistan, of all places.”


  “I never get that kind of coverage from the media,” I commented. “Then again, I’m not sure I want it.”


  “It’s not as fun as it looks,” said Strike with a shrug. “Used to really bother me, but after a while, it becomes a game where you try to figure out the most ridiculous lies you can make and see how much the media will believe it. You’d be surprised at some of the fake rumors I planted out there which a lot of mainstream journalists still insist are totally true, despite not having any evidence for them.”


  I couldn’t help but smile at that. I hadn’t known this side of Strike before, but it was nice to see he had a sense of humor, at least. “That’s hilarious. Anyway, I think we should have some privacy here. The Braindome has a pretty strict ‘no journalists’ policy so you won’t have to worry about being mobbed by reporters here.”


  “Wonderful,” said Strike. He looked around at the buildings surrounding us. “Showdown is a lot bigger than I thought it was. Looked small on all the maps I consulted.”


  “Yeah, it’s size is deceptive,” I said. “And it’s definitely not boring. Lots of supervillains and criminals around here. Keeps us busy.”


  “Right,” said Strike. “Anyway, now that we’re alone, I should explain why I’m here.”


  “You said Dizzy was missing,” I said. “Right?”


  Strike nodded. “Yeah, she is.”


  I knew who Dizzy was. She was Strike’s girlfriend and another member of the New Heroes. I didn’t know her all that well, but I did know that she could induce dizziness and confusion in other people, hence her name. “What happened to her? Was she kidnapped?”


  Strike folded his arms over his chest. “I think so, but …”


  “But what?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “If she’s been kidnapped, then we have to find her.”


  “Yes, but it’s slightly more complicated than that,” said Strike. “Strike that, it’s way more complicated than that.”


  I frowned. “How much more complicated can a kidnapping be?”


  Strike sighed. “Because she wasn’t just kidnapped. She is still here … sort of.”


  “Okay, you’re not making any sense now,” I said. “Maybe you should start from the beginning. How did it begin?”


  Strike looked away suddenly as if trying to think of how to describe his situation. “Even starting from the beginning is too complicated. I might as well just put it as bluntly as I can: The NHA kidnapped her. And I want her back.”




  CHAPTER THREE


   


  “No way,” I said, shaking my head. “The NHA didn’t kidnap Dizzy.”


  Strike looked at me, this time with harsher eyes. “I would like to think the same thing, Bolt, but the evidence I’ve found points in that direction. Someone in your organization kidnapped Dizzy. And I suspect that that person is somewhere here in Showdown, along with Dizzy, though what they’re doing with her, I don’t know. It can’t be good, though.”


  “Start from the beginning,” I said. “When did Dizzy first disappear?”


  “One week ago,” said Strike. “She was in the New Heroes’ base in California—you know, the underground one—with me and the rest of the team. We just got back to base after a long day helping rebuild some buildings in San Francisco and Dizzy, as usual, went to bed first. She’s not much of a night owl, you know.”


  I nodded. “Continue. I’m listening.”


  A cold winter breeze blew through, causing Strike’s cape to flutter behind him, though he did not seem to take notice of it. “I didn’t think much of it at the time, but then things got … weird. During the middle of the night, the security systems in our base suddenly went crazy. Alarms blared and lights flashed and our computers informed us that an intruder had been spotted on the premises. So Slime and I went to check it out, but when we got to the main floor, we didn’t find any intruders.”


  “None at all?”


  “None at all,” Strike confirmed. “I had the whole team search the entire base for any intruders, but we didn’t find anything out of the ordinary. We even checked the doors to see if any of the locks were broken, but they weren’t. So we dismissed the alarms as a glitch or something. I even made a note to have Tech Wiz—the INJ’s main tech guy—come down in the morning and audit the system to make sure everything was okay.”


  “What did you do after that?”


  “Went back to bed,” said Strike with a yawn. “The rest of the night went by without any incident. It wasn’t until we woke up the next morning that we discovered something bad happened.”


  “And what happened?”


  “Dizzy was missing,” said Strike. He ran a hand through his short, blonde hair. “When she didn’t come down for breakfast, I went up to her room and found it was empty. Her bed was still there and all her personal belongings, but she herself was nowhere to be seen. I had the team search the base again, just to make sure that she wasn’t simply on one of the other floors, but we didn’t find her anywhere. We even searched the immediate area outside the base, but still didn’t find anything.”


  “Uh oh,” I said. “Did you tell anyone about this?”


  “I informed the INJ,” said Strike. “In fact, I personally called the Midnight Menace himself to let him know what happened. He told me he would put together a team to search for her, but given how short-handed we are with the reconstruction of San Francisco, well, I thought it would be a while before he could do that. So I took a leaf out of your book and decided to do it myself.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “My book? What do you mean?”


  “You’ve got a reputation among the INJ for acting against authority sometimes,” said Strike. “Some guys even think you’d make a better INJ member than NHA member, but it doesn’t matter. I normally don’t act independently like this, but Dizzy’s kidnapping really worries me and I want to find her no matter what.”


  I could understand that. If Blizzard had been kidnapped, I would definitely search for her myself, regardless of what anyone else thought. “But what makes you think the NHA is behind her disappearance? That seems totally out of character for the NHA.”


  “It might not be the NHA itself, but one of your teammates,” said Strike. “You see, when I went to Dizzy’s room, I found something quite … interesting. Let me show you.”


  Strike put a hand in his pocket and pulled out a small object, which he held out for me to look at. I recognized it right away: It was a Star Caller, a small, star-shaped communication device which the NHA used to use for communication between members before they were retired in favor of the more portable earcoms. It looked like a combination between walkie-talkies and old-fashioned cell phones from the 80s and 90s.


  “Is that a Star Caller?” I said in surprise. “Man, I haven’t seen one of those in ages.”


  “It is,” said Strike, lowering his hand. “The Star Caller devices were only used by you guys. The INJ never used them because we had our own communication devices for our teammates. That’s the main reason I assumed an NHA member must be behind this.”


  “But we don’t use them anymore,” I said. I gestured at my ears. “We use earcoms now, which are a lot more convenient for communication. I mean, I guess it’s possible someone in the NHA still has a Star Caller lying around, but it’s a really weird thing to take with you to a kidnapping.”


  “Unless the kidnapper wasn’t alone and needed to communicate with help on the outside,” said Strike. He looked at the Star Caller again with a troubled expression. “If so, then it might not just be one NHA member, but multiple.”


  “Let’s not jump to any conclusions,” I said, holding up my hands. “There’s still a lot we don’t know. Why did you come all the way here to Virginia in particular, by the way? Does the INJ have a base out here, too, that I’m not aware of?”


  Strike shook his head. “No. The INJ is primarily focused on the West Coast and the surrounding area. We let you guys deal with the East Coast and the areas around it. I came out here because I checked the Star Caller’s ID—”


  “ID?” I said. “What do you mean?”


  Strike looked at me as if I had just asked a really dumb question. “All Star Caller devices are registered to specific users, including their personal information like where they live, phone numbers, and so on. You didn’t know that?”


  I smiled sheepishly. “Like I said, Star Callers were phased out when I joined the Young Neos. I only used mine once or twice. I had no idea they were registered.”


  “Ah,” said Strike, nodding. “I see. Well, now you do, although I doubt that information will be very helpful for you.”


  I found it weird that Strike, who wasn’t in the NHA at all, apparently understood how Star Callers worked better than me. I always knew Strike was smart, but I didn’t know he was good with tech, too. “So, what did you find?”


  Strike held up the Star Caller again. “According to the Star Caller’s registration, it was registered to a man named Conan X. Longworth, from Showdown, Virginia, who is perhaps better known as the NHA agent and superhero Phaser.”


  “Never heard of him,” I said. “Is he around here?”


  Strike lowered the Star Caller again. “I imagine the reason you don’t know him is because he was kicked out of the NHA and became a supervillain.”


  “What?” I said in surprise. “When did that happen? And how do you know this?”


  “I did my research,” said Strike. “I don’t have access to the NHA’s membership database like you, so I used Google to find out more about him. I found some news articles from the turn of the century which state that Phaser was once the most famous superhero from Virginia before the NHA discovered that he was using his powers to rob banks without them knowing. They revoked his membership and kicked him out, so he became a supervillain instead and made it his mission to destroy the NHA.”


  “Bizarre,” I said. “How come no one told me about that?”


  “Probably because Phaser is also dead,” said Strike. “I found another article that states he was killed four years ago by an NHA agent named Brains after a failed bank heist. Supposedly, he was killed right here in Showdown, his hometown, which was is kind of ironic when you think about it.”


  “Brains killed him?” I said. I pointed at the roof of the Braindome we stood on. “Brains is here. This is actually his base in Showdown. He might be able to tell us about this.”


  “That’s another reason I came here,” said Strike. “I wanted to talk to Brains, so it looks like I got lucky. He might be able to tell me about Phaser and the circumstances surrounding his death because the articles I read were pretty vague on the details.”


  I frowned. “This doesn’t make any sense. How did the Star Caller of a long-dead supervillain end up in your base?”


  “I don’t know,” said Strike. “That’s one of the reasons I want to talk to Brains. He’s the one who killed Phaser so he might be able to answer my questions about him.


  “Well, I don’t see any reason to delay,” I said. “Let’s head down into the Braindome and see what we can find out.”




  CHAPTER FOUR


   


  Half an hour later, Strike, Brains, Vanish, and I sat around the table in the conference room of the Braindome. It had been easy to call Brains and Vanish for a private meeting because as I suspected, they both wanted to thank Strike for his help in saving that airplane. They thanked me as well, but it sure seemed like they thanked Strike even more, which would have made me jealous under other circumstances, but I was too intrigued by this recent odd turn of events to care about that. I wanted to find out the truth behind Dizzy’s kidnapping and if this Phaser guy was indeed related to it almost as much as Strike.


  As Strike explained the situation to Brains and Vanish, I paid closer attention to their expressions than usual. I wondered why neither of them had thought fit to tell me about the Phaser situation. Granted, it did happen four years ago, but I had never heard of an NHA agent going rogue before. Heck, I didn’t even know it was possible. Then again, it wasn’t like I had never met a hero who became a villain before, so maybe I shouldn’t have been so shocked.


  “That is why I am here,” Strike finished. “I hope you understand the situation now and will be able to help me with it.”


  “That’s awful, Strike,” said Vanish. “We’ll definitely try to help you find your girlfriend, especially if she’s somewhere here in Showdown. Right, Ryan?”


  Brains nodded. “Of course. You may not be a member of the NHA like us, but the NHA and INJ are still close allies. We’ll help you however we can.”


  “Great,” said Strike. He held out Phaser’s Star Caller. “This is the only piece of evidence I was able to find. It’s a Star Caller. More specifically, it’s a Star Caller that belonged to Phaser.”


  Brains’ face became pale as soon as Strike mentioned Phaser’s name, while Vanish cleared her throat and looked very uncomfortable. I guess they hadn’t been expecting him to say that, which made me wonder how bad Phaser must have been for both of them to react that way.


  “You said that belonged to Phaser?” said Brains doubtfully. “How do you know that?”


  “I checked its user registration,” said Strike. “It says it belonged to him. But if you doubt me, you can check for yourself if you want.”


  “No, no, I believe you,” said Brains, holding up one hand. “I can tell you’re telling the truth. It’s just that I haven’t heard Phaser’s name in years, so it was a big surprise to hear you mention it out of the blue like that.”


  “Four years, right?” said Vanish, looking at Brains uncertainly. “That’s how long ago it was?”


  “Yeah,” said Brains, nodding. He rubbed his forehead. “Four years ago … man, time sure does fly, doesn’t it?”


  “Yeah, I guess so,” I said. I leaned forward across the table, looking at Brains, who sat across from me in a comfy office chair. “How come you never told me about Phaser? Heck, how come you never told me that the NHA has had trouble with traitors in the past?”


  “The term for those kinds of superhumans is ‘turner,’” said Vanish, folding her arms across her chest. “That’s what we call superhero who become supervillains. They’re pretty rare, though, because most superheroes don’t want to become villains and vice versa.”


  “That’s why Phaser’s betrayal was so shocking to us at the time,” said Brains. He looked down at his hands on the table and shook his head. “Not a betrayal, not really. It was a revelation of his true nature. He was always a criminal scumbag who used his status as a NHA member to deflect attention away from his own criminal misdeeds. We were just too dumb to notice it until it was almost too late to do anything about it.”


  “We’ve gotten better about weeding out those kinds of guys before they join the organization, though,” Vanish added. “Haven’t had another traitor like him since.”


  “What about Thaumaturge?” I asked pointedly. “And the last incarnation of the Young Neos before my team?


  Vanish scratched her chin sheepishly. “Oh. Right. Aside from them, though, we’ve been careful about vetting potential members before signing them on.”


  “Then why did I find Phaser’s Star Caller in our base?” said Strike. He looked down at the communication device in his hands, a frown on his face. “It doesn’t make sense.”


  “Could it have been planted there by someone?” I said. “Like, say, a supervillain who wants to manipulate the NHA and INJ into fighting each other again?”


  I was thinking of an event that happened last year at the Neohero Summit, a conference where superheroes from all over the world gather to talk to each other about the latest news and events in the superhero community and the world at large. A certain supervillain had nearly succeeded in manipulating the NHA and INJ into declaring war on each other and was only stopped at the last minute by me and Blizzard. Strike had also helped and I could see in his eyes that he was remembering the same thing.


  “I wouldn’t rule it out,” said Brains, folding his arms across his chest. “There are more than a few supervillains out there who would like nothing more than to see the NHA and INJ fight each other. If that were to happen, it would leave a power vacuum for any wannabee supervillain to take advantage of.”


  “I don’t know,” said Strike doubtfully. “If whoever kidnapped Dizzy is trying to incite war between the NHA and INJ, then he’s not doing a very good job at it, because my first thought was to talk to you guys and find out if you knew anything, rather than declare war on the NHA or anything like that.”


  “I didn’t say it was an intelligent supervillain,” I said. “For every Mastermind, there’re at least ten Mimics. Besides, it’s just a theory. Maybe Dizzy’s kidnapper was someone else.”


  “What I find weird about this is Phaser’s Star Caller being there at all,” said Brains, stroking his chin. “When the Star Callers were retired early last year and replaced with earcoms, all NHA members were required to turn their Star Callers in. I was told that all of the returned Star Callers were going to be recycled, yet here we have one Star Caller that has clearly not been recycled.”


  “Did you guys manage to retrieve Phaser’s Star Caller after you killed him?” I said. “Maybe he never returned his at all and it’s just been floating out there in the world passing from person to person.”


  “No, I don’t recall retrieving Phaser’s Star Caller after he died,” said Brains, shaking his head. “Honey, do you remember if we did or not?”


  “I don’t think we did,” said Vanish slowly. She nodded quickly. “Yes, I remember. We were searching his body but couldn’t find his Star Caller. We assumed he destroyed it at some point to keep us from tracking him with it—you could track Star Callers—but apparently, we were wrong.”


  “Why didn’t you guys try to track it?” I said. “Seems like an oversight.”


  Brains shrugged. “They were cheap and easy to make, so losing one wasn’t a big loss. Plus, it isn’t like Star Callers are useful for anything other than long distance communication. Losing one isn’t a big deal.”


  “I bet it ended up on the black market,” said Vanish. She leaned back in her chair, looking thoughtful. “Happens every now and then. NHA technology is pretty popular on the black market because it’s good and rare. I’ve heard Star Callers can go for over a thousand dollars just for one.”


  “So, according to you guys, a Star Caller belonging to a dead ex-NHA member has just been floating around in the black market for almost two decades and then it just randomly popped up on the other side of the country in a girl’s room?” I said skeptically. “I’ve been involved in a lot of weird things, but this is definitely one of the weirdest situations I’ve been in.”


  “Weird to you, maybe, but serious to me,” said Strike. He put a hand over his heart. “Every second we waste here is another second Dizzy might be harmed. There has to be something we can do.”


  Brains stroked his chin. “The only suggestion I can make is that you might want to go check Phaser’s grave in the Showdown City Graveyard.”


  “Why?” I said. “If Phaser is dead, then I’m not sure what good checking his grave would do.”


  “It’s just a suggestion,” said Brains with another shrug. “I wish I could give you a better one, but that’s all I can suggest. Phaser might be dead, but it is pretty clear that someone is trying to pin Dizzy’s disappearance on him.”


  “I suppose it can’t hurt to look,” said Strike. “Not like we have any other leads at the moment, right? Besides, you don’t have to come if you don’t want to, Bolt.”


  “No, I’ll go if you’re going,” I insisted. “I don’t know Dizzy as well as you, but I consider you guys friends and I always help my friends.”


  “Then what are we waiting for?” said Strike. He stood up. “Let’s go now. We have no time to lose.”




  CHAPTER FIVE


   


  It didn’t take Strike and I very long to reach the Showdown City Graveyard. It was located near the outskirts of the city, which would have been a fifteen or twenty minute drive, but we didn’t drive. I flew using my flight powers, while Strike used his magnetic abilities to lift himself up on a piece of metal like a surfboard. I wondered if he surfed because he certainly treated the piece of metal like a surfboard as we flew through the air, his cape flapping behind him while we soared.


  Quite a few people looked up at us in surprise as we flew, but it seemed to me that most of the pedestrians on the streets below seemed more surprised by Strike’s appearance than my own. I guessed that the news about Strike saving that airplane and all the passengers on board must have spread already. It was kind of surprising how fast news spread, but that’s the Internet for you.


  So it took us about five minutes to reach the Showdown City Graveyard. As we landed inside the graveyard, I looked around at our surroundings just to make sure we were alone.


  I rarely came here, but I’d heard all sorts of rumors about the Showdown City Graveyard. Supposedly, it was haunted by the ghosts of the Native American tribe that had owned this land before the original colonists drove them off. But only at night. In the day, it was perfectly harmless, yet for some reason, as I looked around at the rows upon rows of headstones, I could not help but feel like we were being watched.


  “Is this the place?” said Strike, looking around curiously at our surroundings. “What a beautiful graveyard. Reminds me of the one my grandfather was buried in a while back.”


  Strike had a point. Despite the Graveyard’s haunted reputation, it was still considered one of the city’s top attractions and maintained immaculately as a result. All of the grass was a bright green, even in the winter, and kept uniformly short and trim. The cement pathways were wide and clear of debris. The headstones, mausoleums, and graves were all kept clean and in top condition. Even the older gravestones dating back to the early eighteenth century were still very readable and pristine. It was a hint of a city that valued its history, which I thought fit Showdown quite well.


  “Yeah, it’s pretty nice,” I said. “Surprised no one’s here, though. There’s usually at least a few people here at any one time.”


  “Maybe everyone is inside watching the news reports about the plane I saved,” Strike said thoughtfully. “Uh, I mean we saved.”


  I could tell Strike didn’t want to offend me, but I wasn’t that bothered by his slip. It wasn’t like I did all that much to stop or even slow down the plane. Had Strike not stepped in when he did, hundreds of people, including myself, would be dead right now.


  “Maybe,” I said. “Anyway, we need to find Phaser’s grave. Where did Brains say it was again?”


  Strike pulled out his phone and looked at the text message on it which Brains had sent to us for our reference. “Actually, Phaser doesn’t have a grave. His body was put inside one of the mausoleums.”


  “Oh, that’s right,” I said, scratching my chin. “Brains said Phaser came from a rich family, so they had a mausoleum built for him when he died, right?”


  “Right,” said Strike as he put his phone back in his pocket. “I suppose even supervillains have loved ones. Kind of weird to think about.”


  “Definitely,” I said. “So let’s see if we can find it.”


  It didn’t take us very long to find Phaser’s mausoleum. It was the biggest and newest mausoleum, standing in the center of the Graveyard like a castle towering over a small town. It was made entirely of marble and was so clean it was shiny, which seemed out of place in a graveyard. It was shaped kind of like a box, except with an impressive domed roof that reminded me of the Taj Mahal.


  Despite its beauty, however, the mausoleum was also covered in graffiti. It looked like whoever maintained this mausoleum had tried to scrub most of it away, but they must have given up at some point because there was some graffiti on it that looked pretty fresh. Most of the graffiti was pretty crude, even cruel, including a few that said ‘HE HAD IT COMING’ and ‘HE DESERVED IT.’


  “Whoa,” said Strike, staring at the graffiti-covered mausoleum in surprise. “I guess a lot of people must have hated him, huh?”


  “Looks like it,” I said. “And I can understand it. After all, everyone thought he was a superhero, so for him to turn out to be a supervillain must have seemed like a big deal at the time. Especially given how rarely that happens.”


  “Yeah, but defacing his mausoleum?” said Strike doubtfully. “I dislike turners as much as anyone, but I would never disrespect the dead.”


  “Same here,” I said. “But let’s keep looking around anyway and see what we can find. If we can’t find anything, we’ll just head back to the Braindome and figure out what to do from there.”


  The two of us walked up to the front door of the mausoleum. It was a pretty tall door, made out of marble like the rest of the tomb, and like the rest of the tomb, it was covered in crude, ugly graffiti. It also looked thick and heavy. It would probably take like ten strong men to open it, but I could probably open it with one hand if I had to, although even with my super strength it would definitely take some effort on my part. Not that I would ever do so, of course, because like Strike, I didn’t disrespect the dead even if the dead were supervillains who probably deserved it.


  “I don’t see anything,” said Strike, putting his hands on his hips. “Except more useless graffiti. I’m starting to think this is all pointless.”


  “Well, we haven’t really seen anything yet,” I said. “Let’s split up and walk around the mausoleum. Maybe we’ll find something if we look more closely.”


  I went to the right, while Strike went to the left. The mausoleum was huge, but it wouldn’t take either of us much time to walk around it. I took my time, however, carefully observing the side of the mausoleum as I walked beside it. Yet I still didn’t see much of anything except for more and more pointless graffiti. Seriously, it went from being interesting to boring in less time than it takes to cook a hot dog in the microwave.


  It wasn’t long before Strike and I met at the back of the mausoleum. Based on Strike’s frustrated face, I could tell he was more convinced than ever that this was a waste of time. I couldn’t blame him, honestly, because so far we hadn’t found anything that could help us find Dizzy.


  “Did you find anything?” asked Strike as we stopped in front of each other.


  I shook my head. “No. You?”


  “Nothing.” Strike sighed. “I knew this would be a waste of time. Let’s go back to the Braindome and regroup.”


  I turned to look at the back of the mausoleum and stroked my chin. “Let’s not leave just yet. We haven’t looked at the back of the mausoleum yet.”


  Strike sighed even more. “Look all you want. I’m going to get my surfboard and get ready to leave.”


  As Strike walked away, I studied the back of the mausoleum closely. Like the rest of the structure, the back was covered in ugly graffiti, though a lot less than the front and sides. Perhaps the graffiti artists didn’t see any reason to bother with the back for some reason or got bored and went to do something else. Regardless, I didn’t see any clues, so I was about to turn and head after Strike when I suddenly noticed something at the base of the wall.


  Crouching on my haunches, I looked more closely at the base of the back wall and noticed two dusty footprints. They were faint and nearly invisible in the daylight, but once you saw them, they were impossible to ignore. The footprints went forward a couple of steps before vanishing into the grass around us, which was odd because I didn’t see anywhere the footprints could have come from. It looked like the footprints had come from the mausoleum, which was definitely weird if true.


  “Hey, Strike!” I called. “Look at what I found.”


  Strike, still looking frustrated and annoyed, nonetheless walked over to me and looked down at the spot I was pointing at. His eyes narrowed and a curious frown crossed his features. “Are those footprints coming from the mausoleum?”


  “Sure looks like it,” I said. I pulled out my phone and snapped a few pictures for later reference. “Only problem is I don’t know who the footprints could belong to. They’re pretty big, though.”


  Strike walked up to the back of the mausoleum and ran his hands along its smooth marble surface. “Could it be that someone somehow came from inside the mausoleum?”


  I looked up at Strike in disbelief as he touched the back wall. “That’s ridiculous. Only Phaser’s body is in there and corpses can’t walk out on their own. Besides, there isn’t a door or anything for a person to walk out from, so—”


  I was interrupted by a soft click created when Strike tapped what looked like a loose marble tile on the wall. Suddenly, weird groaning sounds came from the wall and a portion of it slid away like a barn door, allowing us to look, startled, into the interior of the mausoleum.


  It was absolutely massive inside, but it was also pitch-black due to the lack of lighting and windows. The only lighting we had was the light pouring in from the sun behind us, which showed us an expensive-looking wooden coffin with handles attached on either side standing on top of a marble stand. But neither Strike nor I dared to enter, because our eyes were drawn to the coffin itself:


  The lid was open. And Phaser’s corpse was nowhere to be seen.




  CHAPTER SIX


   


  “And when you opened the mausoleum, his body was gone?” said Brains. He rubbed his forehead in exasperation. “Did I get all that right?”


  Strike, Brains, Vanish, and I were back in the conference room. Though Brains and Vanish had both been annoyed when we summoned them back here, they immediately started listening when we told them about the disappearance of Phaser’s corpse. I let Strike do all the talking because he was the one who discovered the secret entrance to Phaser’s mausoleum and was more invested in this mystery than I was.


  “You got that exactly right,” said Strike, who sat next to me. He held a cup of warm coffee in his hand, courtesy of the coffee machine set up in the corner of the conference room, although he barely even sipped it. “When we opened the back door, we saw his coffin was open and empty. Not a corpse in sight.”


  “Yeah,” I chimed in. “You saw the pictures we sent you. Empty as an eagle’s nest.”


  Brains continued to rub his forehead, like he was experiencing a bad headache, while Vanish patted him on the back and said to us, “Yes, we saw the pictures. But we still can barely believe it. Did the grave keeper, at least, confirm it?”


  I nodded. “Oh, yeah. We called Mr. Flint and asked him to come over and look at it himself. He went into the tomb and confirmed that the body was totally gone. We recommended that he call the police, but I’m not sure the police will be able to solve this mystery.”


  “How long has the body been missing?” asked Brains. “Could you tell?”


  “No,” said Strike, shaking his head. “Mr. Flint told us that it looked like it had been missing for a while, but he wasn’t sure himself.”


  “This doesn’t make any sense,” said Brains. “I was at this funeral. I saw his body in the casket. I saw them put that same casket into the mausoleum and lock it up tight. There’s no way the body could have been stolen at any point during the funeral.”


  “What about after the funeral?” said Strike. “Maybe when Phaser’s family built his mausoleum, they added a secret back door to allow themselves to get access to his body without anyone seeing. Probably during the night.”


  “But they have the front door already,” Brains pointed out. “Why would they need a back door? I mean, I guess it would make it easier to sneak around, but it seems like an odd thing to add to a mausoleum nonetheless.”


  “Hold on, guys,” I said, holding up a hand. “What if we’re looking at this wrong? What if no one stole the body at all?”


  “Then how do you explain its disappearance?” asked Vanish, tilting her head to the side. “Someone had to steal it, right?”


  “Not necessarily,” I said, shaking my head. “Remember the footprints we found? That looked like they were walking away from the mausoleum, rather than toward it?”


  “I remember those,” said Strike. “What of it?”


  I took a deep breath. “This is going to sound crazy, but bear with me: What if Phaser’s body wasn’t stolen? What if it just got up and walked away?”


  “Like a zombie?” said Strike in a skeptical voice. He rested his chin in his hand. “That’s even more ridiculous than my theory.”


  “Well, I mean, it’s possible, isn’t it?” I said. “It would explain the footprints, at least.”


  “Dead bodies don’t just get up and walk away on their own, Bolt,” said Brains. “You, of all people, should know this. We don’t even know if those are Phaser’s footprints or not.”


  “I know, but is it really that far-fetched?” I argued. “Think of all the weird and crazy things we’ve seen in our lives. We even lived through a dang alien invasion … twice. I’m not going to put a guy coming back to life and sneaking out of his own tomb outside the boundaries of consideration.”


  “Phaser didn’t have the ability to come back to life, though,” said Brains, folding his arms in front of his chest. “He could only phase through physical objects. He couldn’t do anything else other than that.”


  “Are you sure?” I said. “Maybe Phaser had an ally with that power, who came and brought him back to life after the funeral was over. Well, much sooner than that, of course, because the footprints we found were pretty recent. Still, could there be a supervillain out there with the ability to raise the dead?”


  “I suppose it’s possible, but I’ve never heard of any such supervillain before,” said Brains. “Certainly not in Showdown, at any rate. What do you think, dear?”


  Vanish tapped her chin in thought. “Frankly, I’m not sure. I don’t want to jump to any conclusions. I think we need to talk to Phaser’s family. Perhaps they will know why the mausoleum has a back door and where Phaser’s body might be.”


  “Good idea,” I said. “Where is Phaser’s family?”


  “Phaser doesn’t have any surviving family, though,” said Brains, shaking his head. “Aside from his shut-in brother, that is.”


  “Phaser has a brother?” I said.


  Brains nodded, albeit reluctantly. “He does, yeah. But I wouldn’t talk to him if I were you.”


  “Why not?” I said. “If he happens to know what happened to Phaser’s body—”


  “He hates supers,” Vanish interrupted. “All supers, heroic or villainous. And he’s been known to bring out his shotgun to deal with any supers who show up on his property.”


  “Really?” I said. “Why does he hate supers?”


  “Because we killed his brother,” said Brains. “That’s the gist of it. He’ll probably tell you other reasons, but that’s what it boils down to. He especially hates NHA members like us.”


  “You sound like you have some personal experience with him,” I observed.


  “Honey here was the one who Sam—that’s Phaser’s brother, by the way—got angry at and had a big, public shouting match over his death,” said Vanish, patting her husband’s arm. “He believed that Brains murdered Phaser and that the NHA was covering it up. We tried to correct him, but he wouldn’t listen to reason or evidence.”


  “He lives in the Longworth Family Mansion just north of the city,” said Brains, gesturing in a northerly direction. “In fact, his home isn’t very far from the graveyard. But he doesn’t come out or see anybody. He hires people to get his groceries for him and do other chores for him, but otherwise stays in his home all day and never comes out.”


  “But how does he afford to live in a mansion if he doesn’t leave the house?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “Seems weird.”


  “As I said, the Longworth family is very well off,” said Brains. “Being the lone surviving member of that family, Samuel has full control over the family fortune. He’s unmarried and childless, so the Longworth family line is probably going to end with him. And the fortune, if there’s anything left of it by the time he dies.”


  “Well, it looks like we now know where to look,” I said. I looked at Strike. “What do you say? Want to pay Sam a visit?”


  “I would not recommend it,” Brains advised. “As I said, Samuel Longworth is infamous for his hatred of supers. If you visit his mansion, well—”


  “We can take care of ourselves,” I insisted. “An old lonely shut-in armed with a shotgun sounds like a walk in the park compared to some of the bad guys we’ve faced. Plus, we won’t be long. And if he really doesn’t want to talk to us about this, then we’ll just come back here.”


  “I agree with Bolt,” said Strike. “Normally, I probably wouldn’t want anything to do with someone who hates supers, but if this Samuel Longworth guy can help me find Dizzy, then it’s a risk I am willing to take.”


  Brains sighed. “All right. You two are adults. You can take care of yourselves. But please be careful, okay? I don’t want either of you getting into unnecessary trouble.”


  “Don’t worry, Brains,” I said. “We’ll be just fine.”




  CHAPTER SEVEN


   


  The Longworth Family Mansion wasn’t hard to find. The Mansion was located to the north of Showdown, a few miles north of the Graveyard. It was located on a fairly large plot of about twenty acres, surrounded on all sides by beautiful oak trees that were missing leaves at the moment, probably due to the fact that it was winter. The property was surrounded by a tall fence, which Strike and I easily flew over without any real issue.


  The Mansion itself was a beautiful Victorian, about three stories tall. It stood alone on the property, save for a garage built next to it and a small shed off to the side hidden between a couple of trees. The front yard was quite large and looked like at one point that it might have been home to a flowerbed, but right now all of the flower pots were full of dirt and had no plants in them that I could see. In fact, the flower pots looked like they hadn’t been used in years.


  As Strike and I lowered onto the front lawn, that was the impression I got from the place: Neglect. Despite the beautiful appearance of the Mansion at first glance, a closer look revealed that the Mansion wasn’t as nearly well kept as it appeared. A few of the windows were cracked, while their shingles hung on their hinges. The exterior siding was faded and broken in a few places, while a stone birdbath lay on its side as if someone had knocked it over at some point and simply hadn’t seen any point in putting it back upright. It was also very quiet. Despite being near a busy highway, I heard nothing except for the muted chirps of a few birds hanging out in nearby trees.


  I normally liked flying into places, but only when I flew into beautiful places. For places like the Longworth Family Mansion, I probably should have just teleported in using my Teleportation Buckle. I still had it on me, after all, even though I didn’t use it.


  “This place is creepier than the graveyard,” said Strike as he picked up his surfboard and folded it up. “Much creepier.”


  I looked at the windows. Of the ones that were open, I did not see any lights on. By all appearances, the Mansion appeared abandoned. The only hint that someone lived here at all was the blue sedan sitting in the garage, but even that didn’t look like it had been driven for a while. “Feels lonely, honestly. Like whoever lives here just gave up on living.”


  “If this is where Dizzy is being kept, then I’m even more worried for her than before,” said Strike. “Come on. Let’s go knock on the front door and say hello.”


  Strike took one step forward, but just as his foot touched the ground, the ground beneath us rumbled and shook.


  Without warning, the ground opened up underneath us and we fell directly into the dark, seemingly bottomless pit below us. Strike screamed, but I activated my flight powers and grabbed him, keeping us both from falling any further.


  At least, I thought I had saved us until I heard something shoot out from beside us. A net came out of nowhere and slammed into us both, wrapping around us and sending us falling down again.


  We hit the bottom of the pit hard and found that it was made of dirt. My head spinning from the impact, I struggled to remove the netting, but it was made out of some kind of metal and had entangled both me and Strike.


  “Strike, are you okay?” I said as I tried to untangle the netting. “Were you hurt?”


  “Yeah,” Strike groaned, “just a bruise, I think. Nothing serious.”


  “Good,” I said. I pulled and tugged at the netting. “God, this is annoying. Why isn’t it breaking?”


  “Probably because we’re tangled together,” said Strike apologetically. He tried to get up, but due to the weird position we were in, he couldn’t. “Yeah, I’m stuck.”


  “Not for long,” I said as I grabbed the netting and started pulling at it. “At least, I hope so.”


  “Hey!” a voice above us suddenly called down. “Supers! I knew it!”


  Startled, Strike and I looked up at the top of the hole to see a man’s silhouetted face looking down at us. It was too dark for me to make out his face, but based on his voice, he sounded like an old man.


  “Are you Samuel Longworth?” I called out.


  “And what if I am?” said the man with a sneer. “Did you come to do to me what your kind did to my brother eighteen years ago?”


  “We’re not here to kill you, Mr. Longworth,” said Strike. He managed to sit up and look directly up at Longworth’s darkened face. “We’re here because we have some questions we need to ask—”


  “I won’t answer any questions from a couple of supers like you,” said Longworth with a sneer. “But I’m feeling generous today. If you two promise to fly away with your freakish powers and never come back here ever again, I will happily let you go.”


  “And what if we don’t leave?” I said. “Are you going to force us to leave? Because I don’t see how a scrawny old man like you can possibly force strong superhumans like us to do anything.”


  Longworth chuckled. “You supers and your arrogance. I don’t need to do anything. My pet cat, however, does.”


  I was about to ask Longworth what he meant by ‘pet cat’ when, without warning, the top of the pit closed and we suddenly found ourselves lying at the bottom of a deep, dark pit without any light.


  “What the heck?” said Strike. “What was that for?”


  “He’s trapped us in here,” I said. I raised my hand and channeled electricity through it, giving us a small red light by which to see. “Not a problem. I’m sure I can force the pit open with my super strength. Or maybe we could use your magnetism to open it if it’s metal.”


  “Okay, but first we need to untangle this stupid, dumb netting,” said Strike. “Let’s—”


  A deep growl suddenly cut off Strike. It came from the darkness all around us, but even with the red light from my hand, I found it impossible to see what was making that growling sound.


  “Did you hear that?” I said to Strike, glancing down at him.


  Strike nodded. He looked far more alert now, his eyes darting from side to side as he searched the pit for the animal that had made that noise. “I did, but I can’t see anything that might have made that noise.”


  “Maybe it was just the wind,” I said in a tone of voice that didn’t even convince me.


  “There’s no wind down here, though,” said Strike. He began struggling against the netting again. “Look, let’s just get out of this netting. Then you can fly up and open the pit and get us both out of—”


  The deep growl returned, but this time it sounded closer than ever. I still couldn’t see the source of the growl, but I sensed that it had to be somewhere close—perhaps very close—by. It must have moved, but I wasn’t sure how something that could growl so deeply could have moved without being heard. Despite my super strength, a chill of fear ran down my spine, making me feel even less safe than ever.


  “Strike, use your heat vision to melt the netting,” I said as I continued to look around the area. “It’s our best chance at getting out of here alive.”


  “But we’re so close that I might hit you,” said Strike.


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll be fine. You just focus on breaking the netting and—”


  An ungodly loud roar suddenly echoed through the pit. The sound bounced off the walls, which made it louder and harder to hear than ever. The roar was so loud that it was like being hit with a baseball bat straight across the temple.


  “What the hell was that?” said Strike in alarm.


  I opened my mouth to answer, but then I felt hot breath on the back of my neck. Fear rose up within me like a geyser, but I managed to calmly turn around to see what was breathing on me.


  And found myself face to face with a large, fully-grown saber tooth tiger.




  CHAPTER EIGHT


   


  My little light didn’t illuminate much, but I could already tell that this creature—which heavily resembled a saber tooth tiger—was much bigger than either me or Strike. Its head alone was twice as big as mine, while its metallic saber-like teeth were as thick as my forearms. Its huge, yellow eyes looked at me with a hungry glare, while its hot breath that smelled like blood and raw meat wafted over my face like a strong wind. In the shadows cast by my light, the tiger looked almost like a demon, especially when I noticed blood stains on its teeth.


  Suddenly, the tiger opened its mouth wide and tried to chomp down on my head, but I activated my super speed and pushed Strike and I away from the beast, narrowly avoiding its huge maw of a mouth that clamped down on empty air. We slammed into one of the walls of the pit, the tiger disappearing from our sight.


  “Ow,” said Strike in an annoyed voice. “Bolt, what was that for? Nearly crushed me.”


  “Sorry,” I said. “A saber tooth tiger was trying to bite down on my head. Acted without thinking.”


  “A saber tooth?” said Strike in disbelief. “That’s impossible. Those are extinct.”


  “Tell that to the tiger that nearly bit my head off with those fangs,” I said. “And now I can’t see it anymore, but it’s still around here somewhere. You really need to get to work on that netting.”


  “Fine, fine,” said Strike, “just don’t make any more sudden moves and—”


  Without warning, the tiger’s massive face came out of the darkness, maw wide open. I acted again, using my super speed to push us off to the side. Though the tiger once again faded out of view, I distinctly heard it slam its face against the stone wall of the pit and then moan in pain before going quiet again.


  “Dang it,” I said. “Was that the pet cat Longworth told us about?”


  “Not a very friendly kitty, is it?” said Strike. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. If you could stay still for just two seconds, I can have us out of this netting fast.”


  I was about to tell Strike I couldn’t make any guarantees when I heard another low growl from within the shadows. Then the tiger leaped into view again, howling like a monster.


  I didn’t move this time. Instead, I unfolded my pole and slammed it against the tiger’s open maw. The blow knocked the tiger off balance and sent it staggering off into the darkness again, but I could tell it wasn’t going to leave us alone forever. I could sense that the tiger was merely hungry before, but now it was enraged after repeatedly failing to capture us. That would make it dumber, maybe, but also far more violent and aggressive.


  I felt a tiny twinge of relief, however, when I felt heat on my back and heard a tiny snap, an indicator that Strike was hard at work on destroying the netting. I just hoped he would be able to free us fast enough because I didn’t know how much longer I could hold off this tiger. It didn’t help that the tiger seemed to be taking its sweet time, perhaps looking for an opening to exploit before attacking us again. If so, then maybe it was a lot smarter than I first gave it credit for.


  “Okay, Bolt,” said Strike behind me in a slightly strained voice, as though he was concentrating hard. “I’m slowly but surely breaking the netting. Give me another few seconds and you should be able to break it with your super strength.”


  “Hope you’re right,” I said, my eyes darting around, straining to see the tiger in the darkness. “Because we can’t keep dodging the tiger forever. Sooner or later it will catch up with us and once it does …”


  I let that thought trail off because I didn’t want to distract Strike even more than I already did. Nor did I want to divide my attention, either. I needed to remain fully aware of my surroundings because that tiger could somehow move without being heard and I didn’t want him to get the jump on me. Yet the darkness of the pit, combined with the absolute silence that had fallen on us, left me feeling antsy and anxious, wondering just where the tiger was and what it was going to do.


  Abruptly, the tiger appeared again, its massive maw bearing down on me. I tried to hit it with my pole staff again, but the tiger grabbed the pole staff with its mouth and ripped it out of my hands and threw it away. Then the tiger snapped at me again, but I held up my hands and grabbed the upper and lower halves of its huge mouth, using my super strength to hold it back. Even with my super strength, however, I couldn’t hold it back forever. I didn’t have the stability I needed to push it away and wouldn’t until Strike finished melting the netting, which I hoped he would, but it seemed to be taking him ages to get the netting weak enough for us to escape.


  The disgusting breath of the tiger washed over me as I forced its mouth open. My arms strained against the tiger’s massive bulk and I could sense that it was getting angrier and angrier with each passing second.


  “Strike?” I said through a strained voice. “Are you done yet? Because I don’t know how much longer I can hold back Fluffy here.”


  “Almost done …” said Strike. “Almost done … almost … done!”


  I heard several soft snaps behind me and felt Strike roll out from behind me. In the darkness of the pit, I couldn’t see him, but then a red hot laser beam lanced out of the shadows and struck the tiger. The tiger suddenly roared in pain and staggered to the side, its fur smoking from the impact of the laser. Strike fired another laser at it, but he missed and the tiger disappeared back into the shadows out of sight.


  “Dang it,” said Strike in annoyance. “It got away.”


  I jumped to my feet and threw off the remainder of the netting as I said, “Not for long.”


  I raised both my hands and channeled as much electricity as I could through them. Glowing orbs of red electricity suddenly exploded over my fists, casting a much bigger glow over the pit than my one hand did, and allowing us for the first time to see the full form of the tiger, which stood a few yards away from us staring at me in surprise.


  The tiger was just as big as I suspected, but it looked very strange. Metallic kneepads covered its knees, while its back was covered in a thick sheet of metal that almost looked like a seat. Its long, serpentine tail looked kind of like an electrical cord and even its yellow eyes looked more like a robot’s optics than real, organic eyes.


  “What the heck?” said Strike, taking a step back in surprise. “Is that a cyborg tiger?”


  “Sure looks like it,” I said, just as surprised as Strike. “Never seen anything like it, but that doesn’t make it harmless.”


  As if on cue, the tiger let loose another deep-throated growl, only I caught a hint of a metallic hiss to its growl as well, creating a unique sound I hadn’t heard anywhere else before.


  Without warning, the tiger reared back and leaped forward, its powerful hind legs sending it flying through the air toward us. It landed on the floor in front of us and raised one paw, ready to bring it down on me, its eyes wide with insanity and anger as its bloodlust overtook its rationality.


  But before the tiger could bring its paw down on me, a gunshot suddenly rang throughout the pit. Strike and I cringed, with Strike even covered his ears with his hands upon hearing the gunshot, but the tiger didn’t react. It just lowered its paw to the floor and keeled over onto its side. A quick glance at the bullet hole in the side of its head told me that it had just been shot … shot, and killed.


  “Huh?” said Strike, taking his hands off his ears now that the echoes of the gunshot were gone. “Who shot it?”


  “Sorry for scaring you,” said a soft yet clear voice in the shadows. “I was just trying to make sure I killed the beast before it killed you.”


  I turned my hands toward the direction the voice had come from, but I did not see anyone. It was still too dark down here, so I increased the energy I was pouring into my hands to increase the brightness, allowing us to see more of the pit, but more importantly, to see the man who had saved us.


  He was a Japanese man wearing a thick overcoat over his thin frame. He carried a pistol in his hand, which held by his side with the barrel aiming at the floor and his trigger finger on the side, which was how I knew he wasn’t going to try to shoot either of us.


  Even if he wasn’t practicing good trigger discipline, however, I knew he wouldn’t attack us. He was a friend of mine, although one I hadn’t seen in a while.


  “Triplet?” I said. “What are you doing here?”


  Triplet did not smile, but merely inclined his head toward me and Strike as if to acknowledge our existence. “I should be asking you that question because no one told me that there were other people on this case.”




  CHAPTER NINE


   


  Although the man standing before us was definitely Triplet, I couldn’t help but stare at him in disbelief. Triplet was a former NHA member and a good friend of my late dad, who later became one of my best allies after I started my own superhero career. Triplet was also a professional detective, using his intellect, skills, and powers to solve crimes that other people couldn’t. The two of us had worked together to solve a lot of cases and defeat many enemies, but it had been a long time since the last time we collaborated on anything. That was why seeing him here was quite a shock.


  “Who are you?” said Strike, frowning at Triplet. “I don’t think we’ve met.”


  “Mieko Hiro,” said Triplet without missing a beat. He held up a business card that was hard to read from a distance. “Better known as Triplet. I run Triple Eye Investigations. I take on cases from clients of all kinds, but specialize in solving cases associated with superhumans.”


  Strike snapped his fingers. “Hey, I think I remember you now. You helped the INJ prove that Samurai didn’t murder that mayor in Denver a few months back, right? Slime was telling me about you, but I wasn’t there when it happened so I never met you.”


  “Right,” said Triplet, nodding. “Not a particularly tough case to solve, but the INJ paid me well for it, so I can’t complain. You’re Strike, the leader of the New Heroes, correct?”


  Strike nodded. “How do you know my name when we’ve never met before?”


  Triplet grunted. “I do my research. Also, you were all over the news today after saving that airplane full of people. That was quite the display of power for a superhuman your age.”


  I found it amusing that even Triplet, a guy who was hardly mainstream, knew who Strike was despite never having met him. I guess Strike really was more famous than me, which for some reason made me feel a little jealous, even though fame wasn’t something I was particularly interested in. At least I knew Triplet better than Strike did, anyway.


  “Save the introductions for later,” I said. I stepped forward to spread my light more and make it easier for us to see Triplet. “Trip, what are you doing down here? I thought you were in New York. What are you doing in Showdown, Virginia, of all places?”


  Triplet holstered his gun, but he didn’t relax. Then again, he was never really relaxed whenever I saw him. He was probably too paranoid to be relaxed.


  “I prefer cases in NYC, true, but sometimes my work takes me out of the city,” said Triplet. He put his hands into the pockets of his overcoat, but he still looked alert and on edge. “This particular case was from someone who had heard of my services and needed me to investigate a case they didn’t trust anyone else to investigate.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “I don’t suppose you would mind telling us who your client is, would you?”


  Triplet smiled softly. “Perhaps you’ve forgotten, but I don’t reveal my clients’ identities to anyone. Protecting their privacy, which I excel at, in case you didn’t know.”


  “Right,” I said. “I forgot. Can you tell us more about this case you’re investigating, then?”


  “Sure,” said Triplet. He looked around again suddenly. “I’ll keep it quick because I don’t know when another one of those cyborgs will attack.”


  “Another one?” said Strike. He gestured at the dead tiger. “Are you saying there are more of these monsters down here?”


  “Down here, up there, all over,” Triplet replied. “Samuel Longworth appears to be a very prolific mad scientist. I’ve run into his type more than once over the years and they have a tendency to make tons and tons of experiments like this.”


  I gulped. I mean, I’d faced far worse than cyborg animals before and won, but that tiger had been tougher than I expected and it could have easily killed us if it wasn’t for my powers and the timely intervention of Triplet. “Okay, Trip. You tell us why you’re here and we’ll tell you why we’re here.”


  “Fair enough,” said Triplet. “I don’t like revealing the details of my cases to people, but since you two are inevitably going to be involved anyway, there’s no point in keeping any secrets.”


  Triplet walked over to the dead tiger and nudged it with his foot, as it to make sure it was really dead. “About a month ago, my client contacted me about a case in Virginia he wanted me to solve. My client asked me to investigate the disappearance of a young superhuman girl named Lauren Brooks.”


  “Her name sounds familiar,” I said. “But I can’t recall where I heard it before.”


  “She isn’t very famous,” said Triplet. “Her dad is a coal miner and her mom runs her own quilt shop. Anyway, Lauren went missing a couple of months ago and the police haven’t been able to find her. So my client asked me to do it instead, even paying for my expenses on my trip to Virginia to make sure I could find her.”


  “Your client must be loaded,” I said.


  “Perhaps,” said Triplet with a shrug. “In any case, I thought it would be a fairly simple missing persons case. I’ve solved a lot of missing persons cases and, while they can sometimes take time, they’re usually one of the easier kinds of cases for me to solve. I expected to take less than a week to solve it, but as usual, it turned out to be more complicated—and far bigger—than I originally imagined.”


  “What do you mean?” I said.


  Triplet turned around to face us, a serious frown crossing his lips. “It isn’t just one girl. Multiple girls of superhuman descent—including a few who haven’t started showing powers yet but probably will when they get older—have gone missing in Virginia over the past six months. By my count, there are at least six girls missing and no one knows where any of them are or if they are even alive.”


  I tilted my head to the side. “Weird. I’ve been here for three months now but haven’t heard about this. Seems like something Brains and Vanish would have told me about.”


  “Brains and Vanish are focused on Showdown,” said Triplet. “I imagine they don’t have the time or resources to patrol the whole state. Even if they did, however, they probably still wouldn’t know about it, because even the state government was unaware of the pattern until I put it together. One of the weaknesses of centralized organizations like the NHA is that they move very slowly, which is probably why Brains and Vanish haven’t figured this out yet.”


  “Ah,” I said. “So you say there’s a pattern?”


  “Yes,” said Triplet. “A pattern I’ve managed to trace all the way back here to Showdown. More specifically, to Samuel Longworth’s mansion just outside the Showdown City limits. I believe that Longworth might be behind these disappearances, or at least might know who is.”


  “Then how did you end up in this pit?” I said, glancing up at the closed ceiling above us. “Did he drop you in here, too?”


  Trip scratched the back of his head. “Unfortunately, yes. I didn’t see it coming, so I walked right into his trap. I didn’t even have time to split off any of my Thirds. And cell phone reception down here is either nonexistent or being blocked because I can’t call anyone for help.”


  “My phone doesn’t show any signal, too,” said Strike, who had pulled out his phone and was now scrolling down its screen with a curious and worried expression on his face. “Not good.”


  I didn’t check my phone or suit-up watch, but I suspected that my devices lacked signals as well, which meant that we were all on our own down here. “How long have you been down here, Trip?”


  “A few hours,” said Triplet. He dusted off his overcoat. “Not long enough to make me worried, but long enough to make me want to be stuck back in traffic in NYC again.”


  “How have you survived down here all by yourself?” said Strike in amazement. “That tiger alone nearly killed us. I couldn’t imagine surviving down here all by yourself for a few hours.”


  Triplet snorted. “Trust me, I’ve been in far worse situations before and survived. Helps that my Thirds are able to distract most of the creatures, but I will admit that I’ve had a hard time finding my way out. With how dark it is down here, everything looks and feels the same. It was sheer luck I stumbled upon you two.”


  “Good luck, in this case,” I said. “There is safety in numbers, after all.”


  “Perhaps,” said Triplet. He rolled his shoulders. “Now it’s your turn. What brings you two down here?”


  Strike explained all about Dizzy’s disappearance, as well as the strange disappearance of Phaser’s corpse from his mausoleum. Triplet, as usual, was a good listener, not interrupting until Strike finished his story.


  “Very interesting,” said Triplet. He stroked his chin and looked down at his shoes in thought. “How old is Dizzy?”


  “Seventeen,” Strike replied. “Why?”


  “Because that’s the average age of the girls I am looking for,” said Triplet, but he still didn’t look up at us. “I wonder if Dizzy’s kidnapping is connected to the kidnapping of Lauren Brooks and the other girls who went missing over the last couple of months, even though Dizzy is from California, not Virginia.”


  “Actually, Dizzy was born in Virginia,” Strike corrected, “although her family moved out to California when she was two, so she doesn’t remember much about it.”


  Triplet looked up at us again and I could tell that his mind was working in overdrive to make sense of this new information. “Was she, now? Very interesting. It would seem impractical to travel to the other side of the country to pick up just one girl, but maybe Longworth is crazier than I thought.”


  “Are you telling us that Longworth is kidnapping all these girls?” I said. “Why?”


  “That is what I am trying to figure out,” said Triplet. “Longworth is very much a mad scientist type, so I don’t know why he would want a bunch of teenage girls unless he is experimenting upon them in some way.”


  “Like the cyborg tiger,” I said. “Right?”


  “Maybe,” said Triplet. He gestured into the darkness that still surrounded us. “All I know is that this place is much bigger than it seems. It appears to me that Longworth has built an entire maze underneath his mansion, full of his creations and experiments. That’s one of the reasons I haven’t been able to find a way out yet. It’s just too big and has far too many dead ends.”


  “Brains didn’t mention Longworth having a maze full of monsters under his house,” I said. “Then again, he did say Longworth is a hermit, so maybe he had it built during all those years he spent alone and just didn’t tell anyone.”


  “Or maybe it’s always existed and we just didn’t know about it until now,” said Triplet. He glanced around. “This place seems too old to have been built within the last four or five years. In any case, we don’t need to know the origins of the maze in order to escape.”


  “Oh, that’s going to be easy after the tiger,” I said. I pointed upward. “I’ll just fly up and bash open the lid. A few good punches and you’ll soon be back in NYC rush hour traffic again.”


  Without waiting for either of them to respond, I flew straight up toward the ceiling of the pit. Although it was too dark to see it, I could sense that I was getting closer and closer to the ceiling, so I pulled back my fist and threw a superpowered punch at the ceiling as soon as I got close enough to it.


  My fist slammed directly into the steel ceiling, making a loud bong noise echo throughout the pit. Instead of breaking it open, however, I felt the ceiling recoil and hit me back, sending me falling down to the floor as shocking speeds.


  I crashed into the floor of the pit hard enough to make a small crater and I lay there, dazed and hurt, wondering what the heck just happened to me and where I even was.


  A flashlight suddenly flashed in my face, causing me to blink and hold a hand over my eyes to protect my vision. It was Triplet, who held a flashlight over me with his usual serious frown, while Strike stood next to him with a more anxious expression on his face.


  “What happened?” said Strike. “What knocked you down? Don’t tell me there are creatures hanging from the ceiling, too.”


  “I’m not sure what happened,” I said with a groan. “I punched the ceiling, but then the ceiling recoiled and sent me falling back down here.”


  “Sounds like Indestructonium,” said Triplet. He glanced up at the ceiling. “How Longworth got his hands on that stuff when only the government is supposed to have it, I don’t know.”


  “Indestructonium?” said Strike. He snapped his fingers. “Sorry, but I can’t do anything about that. My magnetic powers don’t work on Indestructonium, unfortunately. We’re out of luck.”


  “Then how are we supposed to get out of here?” I said as I sat up, dusting off my shoulders. “There has to be an exit.”


  “There probably is, but …” Triplet looked around again before shrugging. “I don’t know where it is.”


  I groaned. This was going to be a very long day.




  CHAPTER TEN


   


  With the lid a dead end, we decided to head down one of the many side tunnels diverging off from the pit. Apparently, the concrete walls of the pit actually had a few door-sized openings to allow travel between different rooms and chambers. Triplet had already explored a fair few of them, even using his notebook to draw out a rough map to use as our guide, but Triplet stressed that his map was far from complete and that there were still tons and tons of rooms and tunnels he hadn’t even found yet.


  Even if Triplet hadn’t stressed that, I wouldn’t have found his map very helpful. While it did give us a vague idea of the size of the maze, it completely lacked any sort of exit or escape route. That was, of course, because Triplet hadn’t found his way out yet, but it was still disappointing nonetheless.


  “It’s pretty clear that Longworth designed this maze to be inescapable,” said Triplet when I voiced my disappointment. He held up his map. “There probably is an exit somewhere, but I haven’t found it yet and I am not exactly optimistic that we will.”


  I put my hands on my hips. “I’ll just use my super speed and run around the maze until I find something. You guys can stay here and wait for my return.”


  “Are you saying we should split up?” said Strike, looking at me like I was stupid. “I know this isn’t a horror movie, but it’s pretty darn close to one and the one lesson I’ve taken from horror movies is that you should never split up.”


  “I didn’t know you were a horror movie fan,” I said.


  Strike shrugged. “What’s so weird about that? I just like horror movies.”


  “Strike is right,” said Triplet. He clicked off his flashlight, which wasn’t necessary anymore thanks to the dim lights along the walls of the tunnel that provided us with some illumination. “Splitting up down here is a bad idea, and I say this as a super with the power to literally split up. There are too many dangerous monsters down here to make that idea practical. Better to stick together until we can find a way to escape. Plus, we don’t want you running into the walls because it’s too dark for you to see where you’re going.”


  “My reflexes aren’t that bad,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “But yeah, I guess you guys are right. But I still hate the idea of wandering around down here aimlessly until we stumble upon the exit by sheer luck.”


  “I hate it even more than you,” said Strike. He looked up at the ceiling. “Dizzy might be in the mansion above us, maybe being experimented upon by this Longworth guy, and there’s nothing I can do to save her.”


  “Both of you need to learn some patience,” said Triplet, glancing over his shoulder at us both. “Despite what I said, I actually think we’re closer to finding the exit now than I was before I found you two. And it’s all thanks to your help.”


  I looked at Triplet in confusion. “Our help? What did we do to help?”


  Triplet pointed at the walls to our right. “See those walls? What can you see on their surface?”


  Frowning, I looked at the walls more closely as we walked by. Faded green arrows space in one foot intervals were painted on the surface of the stone walls, pointing in the direction we were walking. They seemed to be directional arrows as if to help whoever got lost.


  “I didn’t see those arrows until you used your lightning powers, which illuminated the walls and let me see them,” said Triplet, putting his hand back into his coat pocket. “They seem to be designed to help people find their way around down here.”


  “Meaning if we just follow the arrows, we’ll eventually find our way out of here?” I said.


  “Or it will lead us into a trap we can’t get out of,” said Triplet. “But you know me. I prefer to look at the bright side of things. Much more constructive than worrying about things going wrong.”


  I rolled my eyes, knowing Triplet’s cynical attitude, but I said, “Well, I hope you’re right because I don’t want to wander around down here forever.”


  “Trust me, I don’t, either,” said Triplet. “Regardless of what awaits us up ahead, we need to keep our wits about ourselves. There are still monsters down here, hungry monsters, and they aren’t going to leave us alone just because we killed one of their own.”


  I nodded and looked around us. The dim lights on the walls made it easier to see our surroundings, but just barely. Still, it was enough light by which to see that we were completely alone in this particular tunnel, but I still smelled dried animal droppings and a hint of raw meat, which made me wonder if Longworth fed his beasts raw meat to make sure they didn’t starve down here. Despite our apparent aloneness, I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone or something was watching us.


  Then, without warning, Strike whirled around and fired a laser beam into the shadows behind us. His lasers hit something and I heard what sounded like an engine blow up, followed shortly by a loud clunk as something made out of metal hit the concrete floor.


  “What was that?” I said, looking at Strike in surprise.


  Strike lowered his hand from the side of his glasses, his eyes still fixed on the darkness. “I heard something following us. Let’s see what it is.”


  Strike held out a hand toward the shadows. He must have activated his magnetic powers because a large, round metal ball suddenly flew out of the shadows. He caught the ball with one hand and held it up, allowing Triplet and I to see the object clearly.


  It was a metallic ball, slightly larger than a baseball. It looked pretty simple, with no features on it except what appeared to be the lens of a camera. Smoke rose out from the top of the ball, indicating where Strike’s laser beams had hit it.


  “What is it?” I said, looking at the machine curiously. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “A drone, I think,” said Triplet. “I saw one of these when I first got down here, but only from a distance. Taking the camera into consideration, I’m guessing Longworth uses these drones to keep an eye on his prisoners.”


  “You mean he knows we killed his pet cat?” I said. I waved a hand in front of the camera lens. “Hi, Longworth! Sorry for killing your cat, but it was wild and the poor thing needed to be put down. Might want to think about putting it in a cage next time you have visitors over.”


  “He probably can’t see you,” said Strike, turning the small drone over in his hands as to make sure it was broken. “It doesn’t look like it works anymore, so—”


  Without warning, the camera lens popped open and a dart shot out of the opening and struck Strike in the neck. Strike gasped in pain and dropped the drone, clutching his neck as the drone fell to the floor and rolled away out of sight.


  But I didn’t care about the drone. I put a hand on Strike’s shoulder and said, “Strike, what happened? Are you okay?”


  Strike gasped again and said, “N-No. The dart has some sort of poison in it. Feeling weak and … and …”


  Strike’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and he collapsed. Or would have, if I didn’t catch him at the last minute and gently rest him on the floor. I checked his pulse and found that it was still beating, which meant he was just unconscious, not dead, although that wasn’t very comforting given I had no idea what kind of poison that dart had in it.


  “He’s still alive,” I said, looking up at Triplet. “Just unconscious.”


  Triplet scowled. “Knew he shouldn’t have picked it up. Longworth is trickier than I thought. We’ll need to be even more careful in here because it looks like there are more than just monsters running around down—”


  Triplet was interrupted by an ear-piercing roar that seemed to make the entire tunnel shake. It came from somewhere up ahead, but the dim lights of the tunnel were not bright enough to let us see that far down. But I could hear something making its way toward us, one heavy footstep at a time, drawing closer and closer to us like a predator on the hunt.


  “Holy crap,” I said. “What was that?”


  Triplet’s face paled when he heard the roar. “Something you don’t want to see. Let’s get out of here. Now.”


  “Now?” I said. I gestured at Strike. “But Strike is unconscious.”


  “Then carry him,” Triplet snapped. He seemed unusually stressed, which made me wonder exactly what had just roared. “You’re strong enough to do that. Or drag him like a sack of potatoes. I really don’t care. Just grab him before it gets here.”


  I was about to ask Triplet what ‘it’ was when, without warning, a bright, almost blinding light filled the tunnel. It was like the headlights of a huge monster truck at midnight, forcing me to cover my eyes to avoid getting blinded.


  “Oh, no …” said Triplet, also covering his eyes, though he seemed to be trying to see through the light at the same time. “It’s here …”


  Before I could ask Triplet what he meant, there was another ear-piercing roar—much closer now—and this time, it was Triplet’s turn to suddenly collapse onto the floor, unconscious.




  CHAPTER ELEVEN


   


  “Trip!” I said, holding out a hand toward him as far as I could. “No!”


  I rose to my feet and tried to walk over to him to see if he was still alive, but then there was another roar that forced me to stop and slam my hands over my ears to protect my hearing. I looked toward the lights, squinting until they dimmed enough for me to see exactly what I was up against.


  The creature that stood in the tunnel looked like a full-sized grizzly bear, but like the tiger, it had obviously been cybernetically-modified to make it even deadlier than it normally was. Thick steel plates covered its back and limbs, while its eyes had been completely replaced with bright yellow lights that reminded me of headlights. Its claws were also metal and looked razor sharp, while a low whirring sound came from the creature’s body like gears were working furiously within. Its teeth appeared to be made out of the same metal as its claws and were probably just sharp, although I had no intention of finding out just how sharp they were personally.


  “A cyber bear,” I said, taking my hands off my ears and turning to face the beast. “A cybear, maybe?”


  The bear growled. It suddenly started making shifting and changing noises in its body, and then its back plate retracted backward and a small but deadly-looking laser cannon rose out of its back. A red dot suddenly appeared on my chest exactly where my heart was, which I realized was the laser cannon’s targeting system taking aim and locking on.


  I immediately flew straight up into the air just as the bear fired its laser, which missed my feet by inches. I flew toward the bear, but the cannon aimed at me again and fired, forcing me to bank to the right to avoid taking a hit. The laser struck the ceiling behind me, but I ignored the debris it sent falling as I flew toward the bear.


  I pulled back my fist and threw it at the bear’s face, striking the bear in the side of the face. The blow knocked the bear flat off its feet, causing it to fall onto its side, a stunned look on its ursine features. It did not get up again.


  “Huh,” I said, lowering my fist and putting my hands on my hips. “That was easy. Much easier than the tiger, at any rate. Then again, Strike and I were tied together when we fought the tiger, so that’s probably why this was easier because I didn’t have to hold back this time.”


  I shrugged and turned around, intending to go and check on Triplet and Strike, when without warning I heard whirring sounds coming from behind me. I turned around just in time to see the laser taking aim at me and, before I could react, it blasted me in the chest with a blue laser beam.


  The impact of the blast sent me flying. I hit the wall on the other side of the tunnel and fell to the floor, stunned and in pain. My chest was smoking from the impact of the laser, but luckily my costume had protected my skin from getting fried. Even so, my chest still burned with pain, making me wince when I touched the spot. It had been a while since I took a hit like that, but now I remembered why I hated getting hit by lasers in general.


  Shaking my head, I looked over at the bear, which had gotten back to its feet and was taking aim with the laser at me again. I was amazed that the bear had apparently only been playing dead, but I wondered if the cannon could move independently of the beast. It had to because bears weren’t exactly well-known for their aiming skills.


  But it didn’t matter. I scrambled to my feet, but instead of flying, I activated my super speed and rushed to the side to avoid the laser, which fired once again and hit the wall where I’d been standing mere moments ago. Rather than run straight toward the bear, however, I ran toward the wall. Once I got close enough, I jumped and began running up the wall and onto the ceiling, avoiding the repeating blasts of the cannon as it tried to shoot me down. Despite my super speed, the laser cannon missed me by only a few feet each time, forcing me to run as fast as I could to stay ahead, aware that if I slowed down even a little, I would get blasted and possibly even killed.


  When I reached the wall on the opposite side of the tunnel, I launched off it toward the bear, using both my super speed and flight powers to help me fly at super fast speeds. The laser kept shooting at me, but I easily avoided its blasts, diving in and out of the lasers that came at me like cannon balls.


  And then I smashed through the laser, breaking it off of the bear’s back and crashing to the floor. The bear roared in pain as I landed on the other side of the tunnel and stood up, dusting off my costume as I turned around to face it. Sparks were flying off the bear’s back, which was now much more exposed thanks to the destruction of the laser cannon, which lay smoking at the floor by the bear’s feet.


  I cracked a grin. “Might want to have a doctor take a look at that, buddy. Could be serious.”


  To my surprise, the bear stopped roaring and instead looked toward me. It then crouched down, making me think that it was about to jump at me, so I prepared to run underneath it should it try something like that.


  Instead, however, the bear’s claws retracted into its feet and were replaced by treads, of all things. Tank treads, to be more specific, while its metal plating extended until the bear was practically covered head to foot in a thick, metallic shell that looked nearly impenetrable. The only thing it was missing was a cannon, but given how I had just ripped off its cannon, that wasn’t terribly surprising.


  “Holy cow,” I said. “You’re a Transformer, too?”


  Abruptly, the bear-tank-thing shot toward me, its treads making it move much faster than it should have. Taken by surprise, I held out my hands to catch it, but the bear tank slammed into me and pinned me to the wall, squeezing the air out of my lungs. I gasped for breath and struggled to push the bear tank off me, but it was too heavy and I lacked the support necessary to be able to push it. Although my super strength had kept my spine from snapping like a twig upon impact, it was only a matter of time before the bear tank crushed me under its weight, which meant that unless I did something quick, I was definitely going to die.


  I banged my fists against its metal shell, but it was too thick for me to do any real damage. I even tried to electrocute it, but my electricity was practically useless against its shell. I doubted Longworth had designed this thing to counter my powers specifically, but it was doing a pretty darn good job of that anyway, making me fear that this thing was going to crush me to death and then go and finish off Triplet and Strike.


  A second later, however, the bear tank was yanked away from me as though it was attached to a rope. Gasping for air, I fell down onto my hands and knees, breathing in and out rapidly and wincing at the pain in my ribs, but then I heard a pained roar and looked up to see what where that had come from.


  The bear tank was now hovering in midair, almost making me think it also had levitation powers until I noticed Strike holding out a hand toward it. Strike was still lying on the floor, using one arm to prop himself up, while his other hand was pointed toward the beast. He looked tired and barely conscious, yet he still held the bear tank in the air with his magnetic powers like it was nothing.


  “Bolt!” said Strike. His voice was much weaker than usual. “I got it! Hit as hard as you can before I drop it!”


  I didn’t even hesitate. I shot into the air and slammed both of my fists as hard as I could against the bear tank, putting all of my strength into smashing into its shell.


  The impact of the blow sent the bear tank flying through the air until it crashed into the wall on the other side of the tunnel hard enough to send dust falling off the ceiling. The bear tank then hit the ground and stopped moving, although this time I could tell it was because it was out for the count now and definitely was not playing dead.
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  Panting and sweating from the effort of the fight, I slowly lowered back down to the floor and touched my ribs gingerly. Even that light touch made them hurt, forcing me to pull my own hand away from my rib cage instinctively. I didn’t think any of my ribs were broken, but they were definitely hurt and would probably keep hurting for a while.


  But I had to put my own pain out of my head for now, because Strike was lying flat on the floor again and I couldn’t tell if he was unconscious or even dead. I ran over to him and stopped by his side, kneeling next to him as I looked at his face.


  His skin was paler than normal and his breathing slightly ragged, but aside from that, he seemed normal. At least he was conscious, which was good because it meant he wasn’t dead.


  “Hey, Strike, how do you feel?” I asked. “Can you get up?”


  Strike groaned. “Not sure. I might be able to, but not on my own. I’ll need some support.”


  A groan nearby made me look up and see Triplet sitting up already. He was rubbing a bruise on his forehead that hadn’t been there previously, though he looked more annoyed than in pain at the moment.


  “Ugh,” said Triplet. “What happened?”


  “You got knocked out by that bear’s roars,” I said, nodding at the fallen bear tank. “Strike and I managed to take it out, though, so we should be fine for now.”


  Triplet looked at the bear tank with a mixture of fear and relief. “I barely escaped that thing the last time I saw it. Glad it’s dead, at least.”


  “Longworth is even crazier than we thought,” I said. “Or maybe more creative, depending on how you look at it.”


  “He’s nuts,” said Triplet as he slowly rose to his feet, dusting off his pants and overcoat. He looked over at us. “How is Strike? Is he okay?”


  “I’m fine,” said Strike. He winced and put a hand on his chest. “I just feel so weak, like I’ve come down with the flu or something like that. Not sure I will be able to walk on my own.”


  “I’ll help you,” I said to Strike, holding out a hand. “No way we’re going to leave you here by yourself. If that bear is here, then there are probably even more monsters like it nearby.”


  Triplet bit his lower lip. “Strike will slow us down, but I guess it can’t be helped. Can you still use your powers, at least?”


  Strike nodded. “Yeah. That’s how I helped Bolt take down the monster in the first place.”


  “All right,” said Triplet. “We’ll just have to hope that the poison injected into you will work its way through your system after a while. Until then, we’ll have to be extra careful about getting into fights with these monsters.”


  I looked from the dead bear to the destroyed drone, thinking about what just happened. Then it clicked in my head. “Trip, I think we should keep our eyes out not just for the monsters, but also for the drones. In fact, I think keeping an eye out for drones is even more important than being aware of the beasts, because the drones, I think, are how the beasts find us.”


  “No doubt,” Triplet agreed. “I don’t think it’s at all a coincidence that the bear attacked us as soon as we discovered the drone. My guess is that Longworth uses the drones to follow our movements and report them to the monsters, allowing the monsters to get the jump on us when we least expect it. Pretty good strategy, if I do say so myself.”


  “Good for Longworth, maybe, but bad for us,” I said. “If we can’t even see or hear the drones until it’s too late, it’s going to be very hard for us to destroy them before they summon more monsters.”


  Triplet put his hands into the pockets of his coat, a grim expression on his face. “You’re right. That’s why we need to find the exit and get out of here as fast as possible.”


  I nodded and helped Strike to his feet. Like Strike said, he seemed to have difficulty standing up on his own, much less walking. He had to lean on me for support, which definitely did slow us down, but it wasn’t like we had any choice. We weren’t going to abandon Strike on his own down here, to become food for whatever freakish scientific experiment Longworth had prowling around down here. No man left behind and all that.


  Even as we walked, still following the trail of the arrows, I could not help but look back over my shoulder every now and then, but I did not see anything or anyone behind us. I definitely didn’t see any drones, but that didn’t mean very much, given how silently they could move. I just hoped that Longworth had run out of drones to send after us.


  After a while, the tunnel branched off into two separate paths, one to the left, one to the right. The arrows pointed us to the right, so naturally, we went down the right tunnel, although cautiously, of course, because we had no idea what might lie ahead of us.


  “So,” I said to Strike as we walked, trying to loosen the tension somewhat with conversation, “where are the rest of the New Heroes if you don’t mind me asking?”


  Strike shrugged. “Slime and the Lightning Triplets are still back the home base. They wanted to help me find Dizzy, but I told them to stay there in case of emergency. Dizzy might be part of the team, but I still see this as being very personal.”


  “I see,” I said. “I know what you mean. Blizzard was in trouble not too long ago. Everyone was concerned about her, but not as much as me, I think.”


  “Probably,” Strike agreed. “I haven’t been able to sleep well at all since Dizzy’s kidnapping. I’ve been worried sick about her and what her kidnapper might be doing to her. Frankly, I’m even more worried about her now after what Triplet told us about all those girls being kidnapped.”


  “Yeah, it’s freaky,” I said. “Whatever is going on, Longworth seems to be behind it. The only question is, what is he doing and why?”


  “I don’t even want to think about it,” said Strike with a shudder. “I keep worrying that he might be performing all kinds of gruesome, ugly experiments on them, like—”


  Triplet suddenly stopped and held up a hand, forcing Strike and me to come to a stop as well.


  “Trip, what’s the matter?” I said. “Did you see someone?”


  “No,” said Triplet. “But I heard someone. Listen closely. Footsteps.”


  Strike and I both went quiet as we strove to hear the footsteps Triplet spoke of. It took me a couple of seconds before I heard a couple of footsteps somewhere in the darkness up ahead. It did not sound like a monster, but I still prepared myself for battle anyway just to be safe.


  “Those sound like a person’s footsteps,” said Strike. “Is there someone else down here other than ourselves?”


  “Possibly,” said Triplet. He rested one of his hands on the gun inside his coat. “Regardless, be prepared. Even if it’s a person, that doesn’t mean they’re on our side. Could be Longworth or maybe someone working for him.”


  I nodded and looked ahead. The footsteps were growing louder and louder now like the person was close, but I still couldn’t see them. It made me a bit anxious, but I tried to remain calm. We had managed to defeat two of Longworth’s monsters by now, and they had been tough and vicious, too. Whatever he was sending now surely couldn’t be any worse than what we had already killed.


  Finally, I saw a vague outline appear in the dim lights up ahead. It was shaped like a person, but it was still impossible to make out any real details. I couldn’t even tell what their sex was, just that they appeared humanoid.


  Triplet drew his gun and pointed it at the outline. “Stop right there! Or I’ll shoot.”


  The outline, however, didn’t even slow down. It simply kept walking at a slow, steady pace, like it was taking a nice stroll through the park on a sunny summer afternoon. It didn’t even say anything. It just kept coming and coming and I still couldn’t make out many details other than its general shape.


  Triplet didn’t hesitate. He pulled the trigger multiple times, shooting out several bullets in rapid succession, the gunshots echoing off the enclosed walls of the tunnel, but it seemed like none of the bullets hit their target.


  A chilling chuckle—closer to the sound a hyena would make than a human—came from the outline all of a sudden. “Mieko, Mieko, Mieko. Out of all of the superheroes I knew, I thought you, at least, would know better than to shoot at me. But I guess I was wrong. Or maybe you just don’t recognize me.”


  For the first time in a while, I saw fear cross Triplet’s face. He didn’t lower his gun, but his hand did shake slightly. “No. It can’t be …”


  I was about to ask Triplet who it was when the outline materialized into existence. It stepped into the light, allowing me to see for the first time just who this mysterious figure was.


  He was a tall, athletic man wearing a purple costume that looked an awful lot like mine, except he was missing a mask. His head was completely uncovered, showcasing his crazy blue hair that stuck up in all directions like the hair of an anime protagonist. His skin was chillingly pale and his eyes were bugged out, one of them even twitching. He appeared unarmed, but that didn’t mean he was harmless.


  “Who are you?” I said. “One of Longworth’s lackeys?”


  The supervillain chuckled again. “Lackey? More like equal. Because if it hadn’t been for my brother’s help, I wouldn’t even be here at all anymore.”


  My eyes widened. Now I knew why Triplet was so terrified of him and acted like he had just seen a ghost because, in a way, he had.


  “Allow me to introduce myself,” said the supervillain. He spread his arms wide. “I am Conan X. Longworth, but perhaps you know me better as Phaser. And let me tell you, being alive again just feels great.”
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  “Impossible,” said Strike. He coughed several times. “You can’t be him. Phaser died years ago, killed by—”


  “It’s him,” said Triplet. He didn’t hide the distaste in his voice as he looked upon Phaser. “I knew him when I was in the NHA. Looks and sounds just like him. He’s even wearing his costume.”


  “This old thing?” said Phaser. He ran his hands down his costume in a way that seemed sensual, which just made me uncomfortable. “It’s a little outdated, I will admit, but my dear brother kept it for me for the day when he would bring me back to life. That’s true brotherly love right there.”


  “You should be dead,” said Triplet. “I saw your body. I was even at your funeral.”


  Phaser smiled, revealing crooked, yellowing teeth. “You were? How sweet of you. I thought you hated me after I left the NHA. I guess you still have a soft spot for me after all.”


  “You didn’t ‘leave’ the NHA like I did,” said Triplet. “You betrayed us and became a supervillain, one I did my best to put behind bars.”


  Phaser chuckled. “You assume I was ever really a ‘superhero’ in the first place. No, I always intended to use the NHA for my own purposes. But I’m surprised to hear that you quit. I thought you were a proud card-carrying member of the organization.”


  “My reasons for quitting are my own,” Triplet replied. “I want to know how you came back to life. Did Longworth pull a Frankenstein and steal your body from its mausoleum and bring it back to life?”


  “How unoriginal,” said Phaser. “Which I am surprised to hear because I always took you for a clever one. My dear brother didn’t bring me back to life like that. No, his way was much better, although he did have to steal my body from my mausoleum anyway in order to pull it off.”


  “Robbing it from the back door?” I questioned.


  Phaser smiled. “You saw that? I suppose someone would. You see, we always planned to bring me back to life, but it wasn’t until recently that the technology necessary to do so was perfected. That’s why I had my brother build a back door in my mausoleum after my death, so he could always access it when he needed it.”


  “You mean this plan has been in the making for nearly four years?” said Triplet in shock.


  “Much longer than that, I’m afraid,” said Phaser. He rolled his shoulders. “I will admit, though, that I am still getting used to being alive again. The human body can be a bit stiff sometimes, which is why I’ve taken up yoga, although I’m not very good at it just yet.”


  “I don’t care how you came back to life,” said Strike. He tried to stand up, but he had to lean on me again for support, probably because he was still under the effects of the poison. “Your second life is going to be even shorter than the first if you don’t tell me where Dizzy is.”


  Phaser frowned. “Dizzy? I have no idea who you’re talking about. Have superhero names really gotten that lame since my death?”


  “Says the guy whose name sounds like it came straight out of Star Trek,” I said.


  Phaser put his hands on his chest. “I am offended, good sir, by your dig at Star Trek. The admirable Captain Kirk and his crew don’t deserve scorn from a kid like you. Besides, your name isn’t much better, Bolt.”


  “How do you know my name?” I said.


  Phaser waved his hands at me like I had just asked a dumb question. “I know all of your names because we’ve been watching you ever since you got here. Anyway, aren’t you Genius’s son?”


  “Yeah, I am,” I said. “What of it?”


  Phaser chuckled again, but more darkly than before. “Then I’m going to take even more pleasure in killing you because your father was always one of my least favorite superheroes. He never liked me even before I betrayed the organization. Perhaps he saw through my lies.”


  “I’m sure he did,” said Triplet. “Now, why are you here? Did you come to kill us?”


  Phaser ran a hand through his crazy hair. “Kill you? Don’t be so uncouth. I saw what you did to my brother’s creations. I would never dream of trying to kill you three. No, instead I’m here to make you an offer you can’t refuse.”


  “And you sound like a used car salesman, too,” I observed. “You just keep getting better and better.”


  “I did sell used cars before I got my powers, though,” said Phaser, putting his hands on his hips. “Used car salesmen are perhaps the most unjustly maligned profession in the entire world. No one knows just how much we suffer thanks to the unfair stereotyping we have to live with every day.”


  “Who cares?” I said. “If you’re not going to kill us, then what is your offer? And why should we listen to it? Three against one. We could overwhelm you if you want.”


  Phaser smiled. He gestured at his chest. “You saw how Triplet unloaded on me. Each and every bullet passed safely through my chest. I didn’t even feel it. If you want to try punching me, go ahead, but it will just be a big waste of time for all of us.”


  “He’s right,” said Triplet begrudgingly. “If Phaser still has the same powers that he did before he died, then that means he’s basically untouchable. I doubt even your lightning powers could harm him.”


  “See?” said Phaser. “Listen to your elders. It just might save your life.”


  I bit my lower lip, but I sensed that Triplet was right. If even bullets couldn’t kill him, then my fists had no chance of landing a solid hit on him. All we could do at this point was listen to his ‘offer,’ whatever that was, and keep our guard up in case he tried anything.


  “All right,” I said. “Tell us your offer. We’re listening.”


  Phaser rubbed his hands together excitedly. “Oh, joy! I was worried you might try to attack me anyway. I mean, it would have been amusing to watch, but it would have also been a waste of time, as I said.”


  I scowled. “Talk. Or else we’re going back the way we came.”


  “Okay, okay,” said Phaser, holding up his hands. “Now, it’s obvious that you three are trying to find out exactly what my dear brother is doing here. You’ve no doubt seen all of his cyborg animals, which are quite ugly things if I do say so myself, but that’s not the point.”


  “They’re abominations is what they are,” said Triplet.


  “For once, I agree with you,” said Phaser. “But you need to understand that my dear brother isn’t the mad scientist you think he is. He has a true heart for the suffering that people all over the world experience. He hates disease and how it harms and kills the body.”


  “He’s got a funny way of showing it,” I shot back. “Sending his deranged beasts to hunt down people in his own personal maze doesn’t seem like something a doctor would do.”


  “He brought me back to life,” said Phaser. Then he shrugged. “Well, he had help, anyway. But the point is, my brother doesn’t see any need for you to die. He needs your help.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “If he needed our help, he could have just asked.”


  Phaser shrugged again. “My brother sometimes has problems communicating what he wants. Really, though, he’s a good boy, despite all that.”


  “Get to the point,” said Strike. “What does he need our ‘help’ with?”


  Phaser put his hands together in a delighted way. “I am glad you asked! You see, my brother is attempting to discover the secret to eternal life. And he believes the secret lies in the neogene.”


  “The neogene?” I said. “It doesn’t exist. Neogenetics is a lot more complicated than just a single gene.”


  “You know what I mean,” said Phaser, waving off my statement. “I mean that he believes neogenetics could unlock the key to not merely resurrection, but eternal life itself.”


  “Is that why he’s been kidnapping superhuman girls?” said Strike. “To experiment on them and find out what makes them tick?”


  “As always, it’s more complicated than that, but that’s as much as I am allowed to share,” said Phaser. He held out a hand toward us. “If you come with me and agree to be part of my brother’s experiments, then not only will you help him discover the secret to eternal life, but you will also be guaranteed eternal life yourself.”


  “And what if we don’t come with you?” I said.


  Amusement flashed in Phaser’s eyes. “When did I say you had a choice?”




  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


   


  Phaser’s last sentence was ominous, but I didn’t see how he could force us to go with him. He was just one guy. True, his powers were fairly useful, but I didn’t think he could capture us. The only reason Phaser’s threat could mean anything was if he was not actually alone. That was a real possibility, but I doubted it myself because I didn’t sense anyone else around other than him. Still, I knew better than to let my guard down around someone like him. And I also knew better than to accept his deal, because in my experience, supervillains rarely ever upheld their end of the deal. It was in their nature.


  “Sorry, Phaser, but we’re not interested,” I said. “Even if your brother is trying to discover the secret to eternal life, that doesn’t justify kidnapping a bunch of innocent girls to perform all sorts of gruesome experiments on. Or trapping us down here and expecting his pets to tear us apart.”


  “I agree with Bolt,” said Triplet. “Do you really think any of us are dumb enough to fall for such an obvious trick? I knew you were never the brightest villain, Phaser, but I see that your resurrection must have taken a few IQ points off your total.”


  “I was smart enough to fool the entire NHA for years,” Phaser returned. “You might want to think about what you say. Don’t want to accidentally make out all your old friends to be a bunch of idiots.”


  “We’re still not agreeing to your demands,” I said. “So you can go and take your offer back to Longworth and—”


  “If I go with you, will I get to see Dizzy again?” asked Strike.


  Triplet and I both looked at Strike in bewilderment when he said that, but Strike wasn’t looking at us. He was looking at Phaser, his eyes locked onto the supervillain with a mixture of hope and curiosity in his minds.


  “Well, I don’t know if Dizzy is among the girls my dear brother kidnapped,” said Phaser. “But if she is here, then sure, I can take you to her.”


  “Strike, what are you doing?” I said. “You don’t seriously believe him, do you?”


  “Not exactly, but …” Strike shrugged. “I want to save Dizzy more than anything. If going with Phaser could help me find her, well—”


  “Phaser is a liar,” said Triplet. “Even if he isn’t lying, I wouldn’t trust Longworth to experiment upon me after seeing the results of his experiments down here.”


  “My brother won’t turn you into a cyborg if that’s what you’re worried about,” said Phaser. He put his hands together. “He won’t do anything to you at all, actually. He’ll simply use your DNA to help us better understand the human body and how to achieve immortality. That’s all.”


  Worryingly, I could see that Strike was actually listening to Phaser. He seemed to be becoming more and more convinced by Phaser’s arguments. I knew Strike cared deeply about Dizzy and all, but I wasn’t about to let him go along with Phaser by himself. Phaser came across as genuine, but a part of me was afraid that Phaser was lying or omitting critical information. After all, he was famous for fooling the entirety of the NHA into letting him join the organization, despite not being a superhero. If he could fool the NHA, then he could fool anyone.


  “Sorry, but we’re not interested,” I said. I waved a hand at Phaser. “Instead, I’d like to counter your offer with a few demands of my own.”


  Phaser raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And what might those be?”


  I began counting my demands with my fingers. “First, take us to your brother, wherever he is. Second, tell him we want nothing to do with whatever dumb experiments he’s running. And third, release all of the kidnapped girls, including Dizzy, and let us take you back to Ultimate Max, where a criminal like you belongs.”


  Phaser laughed. “Ha! You have a far better sense of humor than that old stick in the mud Genius ever did.”


  “I’m serious,” I said.


  Phaser laughed again. “’I’m serious,’ he says! Ha!”


  “The kid is serious, though,” said Triplet, putting one hand on his hip, while the other hand held his gun. “And I second all of his demands.”


  Suddenly, Phaser’s amused smirk vanished, replaced by a cold frown that sent chills up my spine. “I see. Well, even without speaking to my brother, I can already tell he will not honor, much less listen to, your demands.”


  “Then we won’t honor your demands, either,” I said. “So either get out of our way and let us find a way out of here ourselves or get ready to have your skull cracked.”


  Phaser shook his head. “Personally, I choose the third option.”


  “Third option?” I repeated. “What third option? I only gave you two?”


  A dangerous glint in Phaser’s eyes shone. “The third option is where I beat all three of you to a pulp and drag you half-dead back to my brother. He said he wanted you alive. He didn’t say you needed to be conscious.”


  Phaser suddenly became transparent and fell through the floor out of sight. Triplet aimed his gun at him, but Phaser’s grinning face disappeared before he could fire, leaving the three of us standing all alone in the tunnel.


  “Dang it,” said Triplet, lowering his gun. “We shouldn’t have let him get away. Once he starts phasing through solid objects, he’s nearly impossible to stop.”


  “But there’s got to be some way to beat him, right?” I said, looking around the tunnel for Phaser, although I didn’t see him anywhere. “Brains killed him, didn’t he? So he’s not invincible.”


  “Didn’t Brains tell you how he killed him?” Triplet said. He tapped the side of his head. “Used his telepathy to tear apart Phaser’s mind and crush his brain. As it turns out, Phaser’s powers still leave his mind quite vulnerable to mental attacks.”


  My eyes widened. “Brains can crush peoples’ brains?”


  “Yes, but he doesn’t like doing it,” said Triplet. “Too dangerous.”


  I put a hand on my head. “But none of us have mental powers, so how are we supposed to stop him?”


  Triplet looked at me with a grim smile. “Haven’t you wondered why it took so long to catch him? If we had known how to hurt him while he was intangible, he wouldn’t have lasted as long on the streets as he did.”


  “Are you telling me that he’s basically—”


  I was interrupted when I felt two hands close around my ankles. Looking down, I saw Phaser’s hands had phased out of the concrete floor and were wrapped tightly around my ankles like iron clamps. Phaser’s face suddenly appeared in the floor, a manic grin on his face.


  “Got you,” said Phaser with a giggle.


  Triplet immediately aimed his gun at my feet and fired. Phaser let go of my hands and vanished back into the floor, but Strike and I still had to dance away from the gunshot anyway to avoid getting bullets in our feet.


  “Hey, watch where you shoot that thing!” I said, looking up at Triplet, who was already reloading his gun. “Nearly blew my feet off.”


  “Sorry,” said Triplet, his eyes darting around. “I just didn’t want Phaser to drag you under. One of his favorite methods for killing his enemies was to drag them under the floor and then let them rematerialize once their heads were beneath it. Instant suffocation, in other words.”


  I gulped and looked at my feet. “Are you telling me that we need to watch out for that?”


  “Yep,” said Triplet. He suddenly glowed a golden color and two identical copies of himself appeared on either side. “Best way to make sure that doesn’t happen to you is to split up. And keep moving. Standing around looking like an idiot is a great way to get caught.”


  Triplet and his thirds immediately began walking around the tunnel, each one carrying an identical pistol, while Strike and I also started to walk around. Despite the relative silence of the tunnel, my senses were on high alert. I especially paid attention to the floor, because if Phaser was trying to ‘drown’ us, then that was where he was going to show up.


  Suddenly, Strike looked up and said, “Bolt, look out!”


  I looked up just in time to see Phaser falling through the ceiling toward us. He tackled into both of us, knocking us flat off our feet. I managed to throw Phaser off me, but when he hit the floor, he immediately phased through it out of sight.


  “Dang it,” I said, jumping to my feet and looking around again. “I didn’t know he was going to fall out of the ceiling, too.”


  “Oh, yeah,” said one of Triplet’s Thirds, looking over at me from the other side of the tunnel, “you want to watch out for the ceiling, too. That was another favorite tactic of—”


  Phaser’s hands suddenly appeared out of the wall behind the Third and grabbed his shoulders. Phaser then slammed the Third’s head into the back of the wall hard enough to knock him unconscious, causing the Third to fall down onto the floor. The other two Thirds winced in pain, while Phaser’s face appeared in the stone wall with a manic grin on his face.


  “Now, now, Mieko, I don’t need you telling your young friends all my secrets,” said Phaser. “If you do that, there won’t be any surprises left.”


  The other two Thirds pointed their guns at Phaser, but he disappeared into the stone again before they could fire.


  But he wasn’t gone for long. He suddenly fell out of the ceiling behind one Third and knocked him out with a single kick to the back of the head before diving back into the floor. The last Third—who had to be the original Triplet—took one step forward, but then Phaser jumped out of the floor in front of him and kicked him in the gut. The last Third gasped in pain before Phaser brought both of his hands down on the Third’s head, sending the last Third crashing to the floor, where he lay quite still with a trickle of blood coming out of his mouth.


  “Trip!” I said. “No!”


  I fired a lightning bolt at Phaser, but he quickly vanished into the floor before it hit him. I looked around again, searching for him, but Phaser was nowhere to be seen.


  “I don’t like this,” I said, looking around. “He’s too fast, his powers are too strong, and—”


  I was interrupted by a cry for help from Strike. Whirling around, I saw Strike lying on the floor, being slowly phased through the floor by Phaser. His ankles had disappeared, but his calves were already halfway there and soon his thighs and then his whole body would vanish if I didn’t do something quick.


  I ran over and grabbed Strike’s hands. Getting a solid grip on them, I began pulling as hard as I could to save him.


  “Don’t let go, Strike!” I said. “I got you! Just hang in there a little while longer and I’ll save you!”
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  Despite what I said, I wasn’t sure I could save him. Strike was now up to his thighs and soon he would be into the floor up to his waist. Once his head went under, there would be no saving him even with my super strength.


  But then I noticed that Strike wasn’t sinking into the floor as quickly as he used to. Indeed, I noticed I was now starting to pull him out, slowly and surely, inch by inch, until finally, I pulled him free of the floor entirely. I saw Phaser’s hands grasp at the air for a moment like he was trying to pull Strike back in, but then they vanished beneath the floor and Phaser was once again out of sight.


  “Thanks,” said Strike, panting hard. He rose to his feet, albeit slowly and uncertainly due to the poison in his system. “Sure thought I was a goner there for a second.”


  “No problem,” I said as I also rose to my feet. “But we’re not home-free just yet. Phaser is still active and probably going to strike again any second now.”


  “How are we supposed to defeat him?” said Strike. He gestured at Triplet’s fallen Thirds. “You heard Triplet. Aside from mental attacks, Phaser is basically invincible.”


  “I know,” I said, glancing around every now and then to make sure Phaser wasn’t in sight. “But we have to stop him. He’s not going to leave us alone just because we asked nicely.”


  “Still doesn’t change the reality of what I just said,” said Strike. “I’ve faced powerful bad guys before and survived—hell, I beat Tsunami once—but Phaser is way out of our league. Makes me wish Brains was with us right now.”


  “Brains isn’t here,” I said. “We’ve just got to think. There must be some way to beat Phaser that we just haven’t thought of yet.”


  Unfortunately, even I couldn’t think of how to defeat Phaser. Maybe if I better understood how his powers worked, I could do it, but I only knew what Triplet and Brains had shared with me, which was starting to seem like not enough.


  A thought suddenly occurred to me and I looked at Strike. “I know what we can do. I’ll fly in the air and you use your foldable board to fly.”


  “Why?” said Strike. “How is that going to help us?”


  “By keeping off the ground, Phaser won’t be able to catch us,” I said. “We might even force him to come out just to get us.”


  Strike shrugged. “Worth a shot.”


  Strike unfolded his board and tossed it onto the floor, while I flew up into the air just a few feet above the floor. Strike soon joined me, using his magnetic powers to make his board hover underneath his feet like a platform.


  “See?” I said, turning to look at Strike. “I feel safer already.”


  But then, without warning, Phaser lowered out of the ceiling behind me and grabbed my neck with both of his hands. Although Phaser did not look very strong, his grip was crushing on my windpipes and I couldn’t breathe at all. I acted instinctively and few away, ripping Phaser out of the ceiling, who let out a yell and fell to the floor below, letting go of me at the same time.


  Right before Phaser hit the floor, however, I turned around and rushed toward him. I caught Phaser in my arms and slammed him against one of the tunnel’s walls hard enough to make dust fall from the ceiling, putting one hand around his neck to make sure he couldn’t breathe or speak.


  “Nice try, Phaser,” I said, “but I’m not nearly as stupid as I look.”


  Phaser couldn’t talk due to my hand around his throat, but he did roll his eyes and phase through my hand and into the wall I held him against. In an instant, my hand was touching the cold stone wall that I had been forcing Phaser against less than a second earlier.


  I cursed under my breath. “Dang it! Why didn’t I see that coming? Stupid.”


  “Glad we agree on something,” said Phaser, rising out of the ground behind me suddenly. “Too bad it will be the last thing we ever agree on.”


  I turned around just in time to see Phaser punch me. His fist didn’t connect with my chest, however. Instead, it went through my chest and out the other side, like my chest wasn’t even there.


  You wouldn’t think something like this would hurt, but it did. My heart suddenly started beating rapidly and my blood pressure rose through the roof. Sweat broke out on my forehead and breathing became hard and labored. I gazed into Phaser’s eyes, seeing the glee in his eyes as he looked upon me with a grin on his ugly lips.


  “What … are you … doing to me?” I said, barely able to get the words out.


  “Inducing a heart attack, naturally enough,” said Phaser. “You see, my powers sadly don’t allow me to steal someone’s organs from their bodies, but when a part of my body phases through another, it disrupts your body’s natural rhythms. If my arm stays inside another person’s body long enough, it can kill them outright, which is what I am doing to you. Hearts are very fragile, you see.”


  I was no doctor, but I could tell that Phaser was telling the truth. Even worse, I felt like I couldn’t move. My body was entirely focused on my heart, which felt like it was about to explode. I tried to draw breath but couldn’t. In my mind’s eye, I could see my heart explode in my chest, leaving me nothing more than a corpse fit only to be fed to Longworth’s beasts. Maybe that was the fate Phaser had in store for me, Triplet, and Strike.


  “Stop!” Strike suddenly shouted behind Phaser. “Let him go now!”


  Without taking his arm out of my chest, Phaser looked over his shoulder. This allowed me to see Strike, who was standing on the floor now, his board folded up and strapped to his back again. With his long, flowing cape behind him and his perfectly done black hair, Strike looked like a force to be reckoned with.


  “Stop?” Phaser said. “Or what, you’ll try to punch me? You do know you can’t even touch me, right?”


  “I’m not going to punch you,” said Strike. “In fact, I don’t even want to fight you. I want to take you up on your earlier offer to go to Longworth.”


  Phaser paused and, although I couldn’t see his face, I could tell Strike had gotten his interest. “Really? Are you sure? Because if this is a trick—”


  “No trick,” Strike insisted. “I’m no good at tricks. I just want to see Dizzy again. That’s all.”


  I tried to warn Strike to go away, but Phaser’s arm was still through my heart, so all I could manage was a very disgusting-sounding hacking sound that neither Phaser nor Strike paid attention to.


  Phaser tapped his chin with his other hand. “This might not be a trick, but surely there is a catch. There is always a catch.”


  “You’re right,” said Strike. “In exchange for me going with you, I want you to spare Bolt and Triplet. You don’t have to free them from the maze, but don’t kill them, at least.”


  “Hmmm …” Phaser seemed to be taking his sweet time responding to Strike. “Why can’t I just kill them both and take you as my prisoner? It would be easy, you know.”


  Strike raised an eyebrow. “Tell me, Phaser, have you ever wondered what keeps this tunnel from crashing down on us all?”


  Phaser tilted his head to the side. “What do you mean? It was built to support the ceiling. It’s not magic.”


  I will admit to being as curious as Phaser about what Strike was getting at, but I was too busy trying not to die of a heart attack to say anything. I just hoped that Strike knew what he was doing.


  Strike, however, shook his head. “I mean specifically. Tunnels like these typically require support braces of some sort to keep the tunnel from caving in and killing everyone inside. Personally, I don’t see any, but I suspect there are some embedded in the ceiling out of sight. Am I right?”


  Phaser’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah, there are. That’s how I got up to the ceiling. When I’m phased, I can still interact with objects to some degree, but only if I am very careful about it.”


  Strike nodded. “I suspected as much.” He held a hand out to his side. “I wonder what would happen if I ripped those braces out of the ceiling. Do you think the entire tunnel system would cave in or just this branch? Furthermore, I wonder if your brother’s big, fancy mansion would survive such a collapse.”


  “If you’re threatening to kill me, you picked a lousy way to do it,” said Phaser, although I could tell he was unnerved by Strike’s threat just the same. “Even if you collapsed the entire tunnel on me, my powers would allow me to survive it. You guys wouldn’t, though.”


  “I’m not threatening you,” said Strike. He put a hand on his chest. “I’m willing to give my life if it means saving Dizzy’s. I know Dizzy. She’s smart and resourceful. If she’s here, then I’m sure she would be able to save herself if I caused the tunnel system to collapse. Depends on where she is, I guess, but I think she could do it. Can’t say the same about your brother, though, who didn’t look all that resourceful the last time I saw him.”


  Phaser actually gulped. He glanced up at the ceiling very briefly, but Strike must have noticed it, because he flashed a smirk, like he knew that he had finally gotten under Phaser’s skin.


  “But I don’t have to destroy the tunnels and kill us all,” said Strike. “If you spare Bolt and Triplet, I will happily come with you to wherever you want me to go and participate in any experiment your brother needs me to do. You have my word.”


  Phaser bit his lower lip. I will admit to being amazed at how Strike had managed to get leverage over Phaser. I always knew that Strike was smart, but I had no idea just how clever he really was. No wonder so many people loved him.


  Finally, Phaser nodded. “Very well. Dear brother would kill me if I let him destroy his precious maze, even though it isn’t his to begin with. Besides, it would take too much time to dig out your bodies, which would probably be ruined by all of the dirt and rock crushing them into pieces.”


  Phaser suddenly yanked his arm out of my chest. I immediately fell to my hands and knees, gasping for breath, but my heartbeat was already returning to normal now that the foreign object was out and the pain was practically gone. I prayed a brief prayer of thanks for my survival, despite not being very religious.


  Then I heard footsteps and looked up to see Phaser already standing in front of Strike.


  “No …” I said, holding out a hand toward them, “Strike …”


  But it was no use. Phaser put one hand on Strike’s shoulder and then the two of them sank into the floor below out of sight.




  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


   


  I stared at the spot where Phaser and Strike had been standing less than a second ago, breathing hard. I half-expected Strike to rise out of the floor announcing that he had defeated Phaser, but realistically, I knew Strike was gone. He was wherever Phaser had taken him, sacrificing himself to save me and Triplet and maybe even Dizzy, if she was indeed here. I had no doubt in my mind that Longworth was going to perform all sorts of horrific experiments on Strike, yet he had given himself up anyway just to save us.


  Damn it. Strike wasn’t just popular because of his good looks. He was a real hero, willing to give his life to save us. I wish I had thought of it first so he wouldn’t have to put himself in that situation.


  My thoughts were interrupted by three groans. I looked over to see Triplet and his Thirds regaining consciousness. The Thirds were huddled around Triplet, who was lying on the floor with his hands on his head. The two Thirds both touched Triplet’s chest at the same time and then, one flash of light later, they were gone and Triplet was all by himself.


  “Goddamn,” said Triplet. He sat up and rubbed his forehead, wincing at the pain. “Forgot how much it hurts to absorb both Thirds at once after they’ve taken so much damage. Sometimes, I hate my power.”


  My heartbeat back to its regular rhythm, I sat up and said to Triplet, “Hey, Trip! Are you going to be okay?”


  “Think so,” said Triplet, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’ve endured worse.”


  Then Triplet looked around suddenly. “Wait, where is Phaser? And Strike?”


  “They’re both gone,” I said. I leaned against the wall, feeling tired and exhausted. “Strike made a deal with Phaser to spare us in exchange for going with Phaser to Longworth. To see Dizzy, of course.”


  Triplet cursed. “Dumb kids putting himself in danger to save his girlfriend. Why am I not surprised?”


  I scowled. “Haven’t you ever had a girlfriend, Trip? Or someone you love? Or are you just a cynical old man?”


  Triplet suddenly looked at me with the most heated expression I had ever seen on his face. “Don’t act like you know me, kid, or who I’ve loved. You might be able to lift cars, but that doesn’t mean you understand what I’ve been through.”


  Triplet’s sudden anger threw me totally off-guard, so I said, “Sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m just … frustrated.”


  To my relief, Triplet nodded. “I understand. But you should still be careful about what you say. Otherwise, you might just regret it.”


  “Right,” I said. I put a hand on my chest and shuddered. “I can’t believe how close I came to dying back there. A couple more minutes and my heart probably would have stopped entirely.”


  “Did he stick his arm through your chest?” asked Triplet suddenly.


  I nodded. “Yeah. Interfered with my heart’s rhythm.”


  “I remember that,” said Triplet. “After he quit the NHA, he often used that method to kill anyone who tried to catch him. He killed quite a few NHA members between the time he quit and the time Brains killed him. I’m surprised he spared you at all, to be honest. Maybe his resurrection has made him a bit more merciful.”


  “Mercy had nothing to do with it,” I said. I shook my head. “He just cared about himself. Strike threatened to bring the ceiling down on all of us if he didn’t spare us.”


  “And I bet the kid could have, given the kind of power he wields,” said Triplet. He slowly stood up and dusted off his overcoat. “Sometimes, I’m glad the INJ got their hands on Strike. A young superhuman with that kind of power would be a dangerous weapon in the wrong hands.”


  I also rose to my feet, but I had to lean against the wall for support. A part of me kept worrying that Phaser would pop out of the wall behind me and pull me in, but of course, Phaser was gone and likely wasn’t coming back for a while, if ever. I just hoped that Strike knew what he was doing and was going to keep Phaser from coming after us again. Phaser could have easily killed us earlier and it really seemed like dumb luck that he hadn’t.


  “In any case, we’re alive, and that’s what matters,” said Triplet. He looked over at me. “Can you walk, Bolt?”


  I pushed myself off the wall and took a couple of wobbling steps forward before stopping. “Think so, but I’m going to have to be careful because I’ll trip if I’m not.”


  “Same here,” said Triplet. He worked the kinks out of his neck and grunted. “I forgot just how strong Phaser was. He’s no Omega Man or even you, but his lean physique is very deceptive.”


  “Tell me about it,” I said with a wince. “So what do we do now?”


  “Now?” said Triplet. He shrugged. “Keep moving forward. It isn’t like we have any other option.”


  I looked down the dark tunnel ahead of us, unable to see much other than the dim lights that lined the walls on either side of the tunnel. “If we keep going like this, it’s only a matter of time until Phaser comes back or we find a way out of here and confront Longworth.”


  “Looks like it,” said Triplet. He looked at me questioningly. “Are you afraid?”


  I gulped. “Yes.”


  Triplet, to my surprise, nodded. “Good. If you had said no, it would have told me you were an idiot who didn’t learn from his mistakes. By admitting you are afraid, you’re going to be far better prepared to fight Phaser when we run into him again.”


  “When we run into him again?” I said. “How do you know we will?”


  “It’s inevitable,” Triplet replied. “Longworth won’t be happy with just Strike. He knows we can take down his monsters. Longworth strikes me as the kind of guy who doesn’t take chances. I imagine he’ll send Phaser back to finish us off, probably very soon.”


  “How are we supposed to beat him if he comes back for round two?” I said. I looked down at my hands. “Bullets don’t hurt him, my fists are useless, lightning powers don’t work on him either … he’s practically invincible. Even Strike didn’t really defeat him but outwitted him. I have a feeling we’re not going to be able to outwit Phaser the next time.”


  “I don’t have any more answers than you do, Bolt,” said Triplet. He looked down at his feet. “But I also know we won’t have much choice in the matter. We can either turn around and run around the maze, not knowing where we are going, or keep going forward and risk running into Phaser again. I know neither option is good, but that’s just how life is sometimes.”


  I looked at Triplet suddenly. For the first time since I’d known Triplet, I didn’t really see him as an older, distant figure who knew and understood life better than me. Instead, I saw another man—one older and more experienced than me, that was true—who, like me, didn’t have all of life’s answers and was trying to do his best with what he got.


  It was a bizarre feeling and I didn’t quite know how to react. Was this another part of growing up? Coming to the realization that the adults you knew in your life were not as powerful or all-knowing as you thought they were? It made me feel uncomfortable, but at the same time, now that I noticed it, it was impossible to ignore.


  Triplet holstered his gun and looked at me. “Well, kid? Do you need any help walking or—?”


  I shook my head. “No, thanks. I think I can walk on my own. Feeling better now that there isn’t another man’s arm in my chest.”


  Once again, Triplet nodded. “Then let’s continue and see what awaits us ahead.”


  So the two of us continued walking down the tunnel. I did not know what Triplet was thinking, but I knew that I was now a lot less confident about what lay up ahead than I was when we first got in here. I felt just like I did when I fought the Neo-Killer, only even worse, because at least the Neo-Killer could be touched.


  Phaser could not. And that made all the difference.




  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


   


  Luckily for us, we did not run into Phaser or any of Longworth’s other beasts. Indeed, the tunnels were eerily quiet, although every now and then we would hear the patter of mice as they darted across the floor in the darkness.


  This gave both of us a lot of time to think. I wish it didn’t, because I didn’t want to think about our odds now. Stuck down in this seemingly endless maze, full of monsters that liked to eat human flesh, with a crazed ex-superhero who nearly killed us and would probably try to kill us again sometime soon, missing one of our own already, no communication to the outside world … it all contributed to feeling like a rat in a cage.


  “I don’t get it,” said Triplet aloud, speaking for the first time in several minutes.


  Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked at Triplet and said, “Don’t get what?”


  “This maze,” said Triplet, gesturing at the tunnel in which we walked. “It’s huge. It must have taken years to build. Yet when I researched the Longworth Family Mansion before coming here, I didn’t find any mention of a maze built underneath it.”


  I frowned. “It is weird, but aren’t the Longworths really rich? Rich people usually waste their money on stuff like this.”


  “The Longworths are wealthy, true, but their wealth has diminished greatly over the last several decades,” said Triplet. “Phaser was especially bad about wasting their wealth in his first life. It’s estimated that Phaser spent more than half of the family fortune on getting equipment for his various crimes.”


  “His brother didn’t try to stop him?” I said in disbelief as we turned a corner. “If my brother tried to waste our resources like that—”


  “Phaser is the older of the two, so the wealth was passed on to him when Longworth Senior died,” said Triplet. “Samuel didn’t get any say in how the money was spent until Phaser died and what was left of the fortune was passed on to him. That was still a ridiculous sum of money, but it surely couldn’t have been enough to build something like this, not without completely bankrupting Longworth and rendering him homeless.”


  “Do you think someone else built this place, then?” I said, glancing at the ceiling. “But who? And why?”


  “I can’t say,” said Triplet. “Ever since I got here, I’ve had a bad feeling about it. In my time, I’ve learned to trust my gut whenever it warns me about something. And this place has set off all kinds of alarms in my body ever since I first stepped foot in here, and it wasn’t because of the cyborgs, either.”


  I gulped. “You don’t think it’s haunted, do you?”


  “Nope,” said Triplet, shaking his head. “It’s more than that. I feel like we’ve walked into something a lot bigger than either of us realize. And I don’t like it.”


  “Same here,” I said. “I just want to get out of here and go home. This sucks.”


  “Only way to do that is if we keep going forward,” Triplet replied. “And—hey, do you hear that?”


  “Hear what?” I said.


  “Water flowing somewhere,” said Triplet. He came to a stop and held up a finger. “Listen.”


  I stopped and listened. I immediately heard what Triplet did: Water flowing somewhere nearby. It sounded almost like a river and it also sounded very close. In fact, it sounded so close that I wondered how I had missed it. I guess I had just been so caught up in our conversation that the sound hadn’t even registered in my ears.


  “Is that a river?” I said, looking at Triplet in confusion. “Down here?”


  “Maybe,” said Triplet. He drew his gun from his overcoat and held it before him. “Don’t let your guard down. River or no, I have a feeling we’re going to run into yet another dangerous situation. Maybe another cyborg beast.”


  I nodded and prepared my electricity, my hands glowing with red light as electricity flowed through my body. The two of us continued to advance, but much more slowly now, keeping our eyes and ears open for any potential traps or ambushes. We did not run into anything out of the ordinary, however, until we emerged out of the tunnel and into a much larger chamber than I expected to see.


  The chamber into which we had emerged was huge. Shaped like a dome, the ceiling soared over us, with bright lights on the walls allowing us to see the source of the flowing water.


  It wasn’t merely a river, but an outright waterfall. Gallons and gallons of water poured down the waterfall endlessly, splashing into a pool below, which eventually turned into an artificial river of some sort. The river snaked across the bottom of the chamber into three separate branches that went down other tunnels, tunnels too dark and long for me to follow. There were no people or animals here from what I could see, although I did see what looked like an observation tower near the top of the waterfall. The chamber was also quite cold in comparison to the rest of the maze and the floor, walls, and ceiling were damp with water.


  “Whoa,” I said, staring up at the waterfall with my mouth hanging open. “Is that an actual waterfall? Down here?”


  “Looks like it,” said Triplet. “This was definitely not mentioned in any of the articles I read about this place.”


  I followed the movement of the river, looking up and down it as I tried to figure out where the water went and what it was all for. “This place must be much bigger than I thought. But why would Longworth need a waterfall, of all things?”


  “Perhaps it’s hydroelectric,” said Triplet. “Could be providing his mansion with power.”


  “What kind of mansion needs a hydroelectric dam to power it?” I said, looking at Triplet in bewilderment. “It’s a big mansion, I will admit, but even big mansions don’t require this kind of power to stay active.”


  “Then it is probably powering something else,” said Triplet. His eyes narrowed. “Something even bigger than the mansion, perhaps the maze itself.”


  It boggled my mind to think that Longworth had apparently had a gigantic underground hydroelectric dam—complete with waterfall—to power the maze. It made me think that Triplet was right and this place hadn’t actually been built by Longworth, but that did not answer the question of who had built it and why. It just made the mystery that much more puzzling and, in a way, frightening, although I could not explain what was so scary about all of this.


  I looked over the platform we stood on. I estimated we were about a hundred feet above the ground, while the waterfall was probably twice that. We were far enough away from the waterfall that we didn’t have to worry about getting sprayed with water, but close enough that the platform was damp and our clothes were becoming damp as well. A set of half-rusted stairs led off the side down to the lower level and a long metal bridge spanned the river not too far away from us.


  “Let’s head down,” said Triplet, turning to face the stairs. “Looks like the tunnel continues on the other side of this chamber. Hopefully, it goes up, rather than down.”


  Before Triplet could take a step forward, I grabbed his arm and said, “Wait a sec.”


  Triplet looked over his shoulder at me with a questioning gaze. “What?”


  “I don’t like this situation,” I said. “It feels too easy. I feel like Longworth or Phaser set a trap for us and they’re just waiting for us to walk into it.”


  Triplet frowned and looked out over the chamber. “Possibly, but I don’t see anything.”


  “Let me fly out real quick and check it out first,” I suggested. “I’m stronger and faster than you, so if it turns out to be a trap, I’m more likely to survive it. Once I determine that it’s safe, I’ll let you know.”


  I could tell Triplet didn’t like the idea of having to wait, but he finally nodded and said, “All right. But be quick. I don’t want us separated for very long.”


  I nodded and flew into the air over his head. I crossed the length of the chamber easily and then did a circuit around the ceiling. This brought me close to the observation tower at the top of the waterfall, but as I passed by it, I did not see anything within. No lights, no movement, no sign that this tower had been used at all recently. And by ‘recently’ I meant that in the last decade. It was eerie.


  Still, it was better than being full of enemies just waiting to take us down. I then landed on the bridge, testing its stability to make sure it wasn’t going to collapse underneath my feet abruptly. It creaked slightly under my weight but otherwise held.


  I looked up at Triplet and waved at him, shouting, “It’s safe to come down now!”


  I saw Triplet nod. He was about to make his way down when he froze suddenly and began pointing at the river frantically. I could see his mouth moving, but the roar of the waterfall combined with the distance made it impossible to hear what he was saying.


  That was when a gigantic tentacle burst out of the water, wrapped around my waist, and lifted me off the bridge with crushing strength.
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  The massive tentacle wrapped around my chest, doing its best to squeeze the life out of me. I gasped for air as the tentacle tightened its grip on me, doing everything in its power to crush me to death. Putrid slime rubbed off the tentacle onto my costume, filling my nostrils with something that smelled like sewer water and dead fish.


  Although taken by surprise, I nonetheless activated my super strength and, with a shrug of my shoulders, broke free of the tentacle. The tentacle immediately went back into the water, but then another tentacle shot up into the air toward me like a cobra. I flew backward out of its range, however, and looked down at the water to see just what the heck was trying to kill me.


  I expected to see a giant squid rising out of the ocean, but instead I saw what looked like a gigantic metal shell breaking the surface of the flowing water. A massive turtle head poked out of the water, its dull eyes glaring up at me with what looked like frustration and annoyance. Where a turtle’s legs normally would have been instead were four identical tentacles, each one covered in suckers that looked very uncomfortable to the touch.


  “Holy cow,” I said. “Is that supposed to be some kind of combination between a turtle and a squid?”


  The monstrosity of science did not, of course, respond. Instead, it lashed out at me with its tentacles again, which I easily dodged. The turtle-squid creature let out a deep growl, seemingly out of frustration at the fact that I was smart enough to stay outside of its reach.


  “Okay, you’re freaky,” I said as I observed the monster carefully, “but not very smart. Being in the water would be a huge advantage … if I couldn’t shoot lightning bolts.”


  I fired a red lightning bolt into the water, expecting to fry the turtle-squid or at least hurt it so much that it decided to run away.


  Abruptly, the turtle-squid pulled its tentacles and head back into its metallic shell and disappeared beneath the water. When my lightning bolt struck the water, it created a small explosion that sent water flying into the air and caused red electricity to run up and down the length of the river in a light show that would have made a rock band jealous.


  When the lightning ceased running along the water, the river returned to normal, but I didn’t see the turtle-squid anywhere.


  I cracked a grin. “Didn’t expect me to take the easy route, now did you?”


  But my grin fell off my face like a dropped bucket when the turtle-squid’s metallic shell reemerged from the water, completely unharmed by the electricity. In fact, it looked better than ever, as if my attack hadn’t happened at all.


  “What the heck?” I said. I lowered myself closer to it, unsure if the monster was dead or not. “How did it survive that? Its shell can’t be that tough, can—”


  A tentacle suddenly shot out of the shell and wrapped around me. Before I could react, the tentacle pulled me directly into the water and under the surface.


  I barely had time to catch a breath before I hit the surface of the water and disappeared underneath. In contrast to the surface, the water was incredibly dark. I could barely see anything, but that didn’t matter when I was struggling to find air to breathe.


  But then the tentacle slammed me down against the floor of the river and I gasped. I quickly closed my mouth, but that brief gasp had already caused me to lose a good deal of my air. The tentacle continued to bash me against the floor again and again, clearly trying to smash me to death. And it was starting to work because I had run out of air and found my lungs filling with the disgusting river water, at least when I wasn’t being smashed against the floor over and over again.


  My survival instincts kicked in. I activated my super speed, flight, and super strength all at once and immediately shot upward. The tentacle, to my surprise, held on tight, making me think for a moment that even my powers wouldn’t save me, but then I suddenly broke through and went flying up through the water faster than a speeding bullet.


  In the next instant, I broke through the surface of the water and into the air. The tentacle tried to hold me down, but I broke its grip with another shrug, but then another tentacle came out of nowhere and wrapped around me. It tightened around me considerably, which I normally would have been able to break, but I was so exhausted from escaping the last tentacle that I had no strength left to break free of this one.


  All of a sudden, gunshots rang throughout the chamber and the tentacle let me go. Gasping for air, I looked down at the bridge and saw Triplet standing on the bridge. But he wasn’t alone. His Thirds stood on either side of him, shooting their guns at the turtle-squid’s tentacles, making surprisingly good hits despite how small they were in comparison to the tentacles.


  Despite their size, they must have annoyed the turtle-squid, because its tentacles rushed down toward them. Just one tentacle was big enough to crush all three of them into paste and they weren’t fast enough to dodge, so I activated my super speed and shot down through the air toward them, racing with the tentacle to see who would reach Triplet first.


  As it turned out, I was the faster of the two. I slammed into one of Triplet’s Thirds, knocking it into Triplet and then his other Third, the three becoming one again, allowing me to pick up Triplet and shoot up into the air toward the ceiling. I felt the tentacle try to catch me, but I soon flew outside its reach and stopped near the ceiling. I turned around to see the turtle-squid’s tentacles retract back into its shell and the turtle-squid itself disappear beneath the water, no doubt preparing itself for another attack from me.


  “Trip, what were you doing?” I said, looking at Triplet, who I held in my arms with no problem.


  “Saving your life,” Triplet replied. “What does it look like I was doing?”


  “Getting yourself killed,” I said in annoyance. “That thing is way too big and powerful for you to take on. Heck, even I’m having trouble with it and I’m much stronger than you.”


  “I’ve faced far worse than that and survived,” Triplet said. “But thanks for saving me anyway, although it doesn’t solve how we’re going to beat this thing.”


  I looked down at the rushing river below. The turtle-squid was nowhere to be seen, but I knew it was just waiting for the right time to strike.


  “Maybe I should just fly us over to the other side of the chamber,” I said, nodding at the exit on the other side. “The turtle-squid’s tentacles have a limited reach.”


  “What makes you think that thing will even let us leave?” said Triplet. “I could easily see it crawl out of the river to come after us. I’m not sure what purpose Longworth built this thing for, but I imagine it must be some kind of guard dog.”


  “But it’s a turtle-squid.”


  “Figure of speech.” Triplet sighed. “In any case, I’d feel safer if that thing was dead, so we’re going to have to come up with a way to kill it.”


  “Electricity doesn’t work,” I said. “It just retreats into its metal shell, which as far as I can tell doesn’t conduct electricity. I guess I could try lifting it out of the water and throwing it away, but I’m not sure that would work, either.”


  “I’ve got an idea,” said Triplet. “The only reason your electricity doesn’t work is because it retreats into its shell, right?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “What about it?”


  “What if we could distract it long enough for you to electrocute it?” said Triplet. “Would that work?”


  “I guess so,” I said slowly, “but it seems kind of risky.”


  “Don’t worry about me,” said Triplet. “I’ll distract it. You just focus on killing it once you see an opportunity.”


  I still didn’t like the idea, but Triplet was right that this thing needed to die. I had a feeling that the only reason it hadn’t left the river yet was because it didn’t have a need to. If we tried to leave, that would definitely give it reason to come after us. Better to deal with it now than later.


  Lowering to the floor, I put Triplet down and then shot up into the air. As soon as I passed over the river, the turtle-squid emerged again and all four of its tentacles came flying at me. I managed to avoid getting hit by them, but then I heard gunshots and realized that Triplet was already attempting to distract them.


  And it was working. The combined gunshots from him and his Thirds were causing the tentacles of the turtle-squid to go away from me and focus on him. Most of Triplet’s shots missed, but it apparently didn’t matter, because enough hit to make the turtle-squid consider him the bigger threat, apparently.


  That worked for me. I flew up into the air and aimed at the water. One good shot and—


  “Bolt!” Triplet shouted. “Help!”


  I whirled around just in time to see Triplet—running away from the tentacles by himself now, with his Thirds nowhere to be seen—crossing the bridge spanning the river. He was running and gunning, occasionally shooting his gun over his shoulder at the three chasing tentacles.


  Wait. Three chasing tentacles? Where was the fourth?


  That was when I noticed the fourth tentacle come falling down toward Triplet. Triplet saw it coming, too, and jumped forward. He managed to jump out of its reach, but he still landed on the bridge.


  In the next instant, the tentacle crashed and through the bridge, breaking the bridge cleanly in two and sending Triplet falling into the raging river below with a terrified look on his face.




  CHAPTER NINETEEN


   


  I didn’t even say anything. I just rushed down toward the river, all thoughts pushed out of my head except for one: Save Triplet.


  But when I was about halfway there, a tentacle came out of nowhere and slapped me out of the air. The sudden attack sent me veering off course. I crashed into the floor and rolled several times before coming to a stop, gasping for breath and feeling pain in my whole body. It felt like every bone in my body was smashed to bits, but I still managed to push myself up enough to see Triplet’s hat disappear down the middle branch out of my sight.


  “Triplet!” I screamed. “Triplet, no!”


  But there was no response. Even if Triplet was still alive, he wouldn’t have been able to hear me over the roar of the waterfall. Heck, I could barely hear myself above the racket.


  Still, I forced myself to my feet and looked at the turtle-squid. Its tentacles were still weaving and waving through the air like snakes. I was outside of their range now, which was probably why they weren’t attacking me, but that didn’t mean I was home-free just yet. No doubt the turtle-squid was waiting for the right moment to attack me, waiting for me to slip up and give it an opening so it could continue pummeling me like a sandbag.


  The only problem, of course, was that I was done playing with this thing and had no intention of allowing it to lay even one more suction cup on me. Yet without Triplet to act as a distraction, there was no way I could electrocute it.


  My eyes darted to the abandoned observation tower at the top of the waterfall. Then again, who said electrocution was the only way to kill it?


  Taking a deep breath, I launched into the air and flew straight toward the observation tower. The turtle-squid’s tentacles tried to catch me again, but I easily avoided them and reached the tower at the top of the waterfall. Up here, the roaring of the waterfall was so loud that I could barely hear myself think, but I didn’t need to hear my own thoughts to know what to do next.


  I landed near the base of the waterfall and checked its foundation. It appeared to be built into the top of the waterfall, but I also noticed it was quite rusty from years of exposure to water. What I was about to do might not work, but I had a good feeling it would.


  I curled and uncurled my fists a few times before taking another deep breath and then slamming my fist as hard as I could into the side of the tower.


  The tower shuddered under the blow, but it still stood, so I hit it with another punch and then another, each blow fueled by my super strength. Fist-shaped dents appeared in the base of the tower, but soon the dents gave way to holes as I tore at its foundations, hitting faster and harder with each blow until—with one final smash—I sent the tower falling to the bottom of the waterfall below.


  But I didn’t stop there. I flew down and caught the tower on my back and shoulders. It was heavy—nearly as heavy as the Alpha Airlines plane I had caught—but I managed to hold it just long enough to fly it over the shell of the turtle-squid. Its head and limbs had retracted into the shell again, but that wouldn’t save it from what I was about to do.


  With a yell, I threw the tower directly down at the floating metal shell below. The tower crashed into the shell and both of them sank beneath the water out of sight, the crash sending gallons of ice-cold water flying into the air high enough that even I got splashed by it.


  As I watched, the tower sank down deeper and deeper until it apparently hit the bottom, although the tower was too tall to go under completely. Half of it stood out of the river, while the other half was completely submerged. It was wide enough to nearly block off the river entirely, but luckily there was enough room on either side for the water to continue to flow, if at a slightly slower pace than normal.


  I waited a couple of seconds to see if the turtle-squid would rise again, but the tower didn’t even budge. Either the impact of the crash had outright killed the beast or maybe the tower was too heavy for the monster to push off its back. Regardless, the fight was over, which meant I could finally relax.


  Or could I?


  I looked down the river, looking for Triplet, even though I knew he was long gone by now and I wasn’t sure which of the three branches he disappeared down. I wanted to go and save him, but that would require going down each tunnel—which were completely dark, from what I could tell—and trying to find him relying solely on my eyesight. Even then, I might have to check all three before I found him, which would probably take hours, hours I didn’t really have.


  My hands balled into fists. I shouldn’t have agreed to Triplet’s plan. If we had simply skipped the turtle-squid entirely and moved on, he would still be here and still be alive. As it was, there was a good chance that Triplet was dead and there was nothing I could do to save him.


  With a sigh, I turned away and began walking toward the entrance to the tunnel on the other side of the chamber.


  First Strike, now Triplet … how could things possibly get worse?




  CHAPTER TWENTY


   


  I reached the tunnel on the other side of the chamber with no difficulty and entered just as easily. It was identical to the tunnel from which Triplet and I had emerged earlier, only I noticed it slightly inclined upward. This filled me with hope because maybe it meant I had already hit the bottom of the maze and had nowhere to go but up from here. I might even find Longworth’s lab, wherever that was.


  But I still kept my guard up. Though this tunnel seemed empty and devoid of life, I knew from experience that this maze was far more dangerous than it looked. I needed to be more cautious than ever, given how I was all by myself now. I couldn’t even rely on Valerie for help, because she was being blocked by the jammer Longworth was using to prevent signals from getting in and out of this place. I could only hope that Brains and Vanish would notice that Strike and I had not returned from our visit to Longworth and would come over to investigate, but would they get here in time to help us?


  I was especially worried about Strike. There was no telling what Longworth was doing to him. I sincerely doubted that Longworth had simply allowed Strike to reunite with Dizzy. Most likely, Strike was made part of Longworth’s experiments against his will. Strike was a strong guy, but he wasn’t invincible and Longworth still had leverage over him with Dizzy.


  Mostly, I found myself wondering just what the heck was going on here. A massive, sprawling maze full of cyborg animals with a taste for human blood, a massive waterfall seemingly designed to provide power for a single mansion, Phaser somehow coming back to life, superhuman teenage girls being kidnapped … it was all very strange and incomprehensible. Even worse, I had a feeling that I might not live long enough to find the answers I needed.


  My thoughts were interrupted by a tapping sound up ahead. I paused and listened intently, trying to locate the exact source of the sound. It was soft but consistent, like a machine doing the same exact move over and over again. Had I stumbled upon another one of Longworth’s machines? Or was it something else?


  It didn’t sound very scary to me, but I wasn’t going to let my guard down, especially while I was alone. I continued to advance, but slowly and cautiously. That was easy to do because I was still pretty exhausted from my earlier fight with the turtle-squid. I was also soaking wet and far too aware of the water dripping off my body onto the floor, but hopefully not loud enough for whatever was making the tapping sound to hear.


  I soon emerged into yet another chamber, but unlike the last, this one was significantly smaller. It was about twice as big as my room back in the Braindome, but that wasn’t saying much because my room wasn’t very big. Unlike the other chamber, it was shaped more like a normal room, although it was also very well-lit with the fluorescent bulbs on the ceiling providing enough light by which to see.


  At first, I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. On the other side of the room was yet another exit that seemed to lead to yet another tunnel, but in between me and that exit was what looked like a large machine of some sort. It looked kind of like a power generator like the kind Hero Island had to provide backup electricity in the event that the island lost power, but much bigger. It was connected to the ceiling and floor and the tapping sound came from within the generator. Up close, the tapping sound was much louder, but it was still rather soft.


  The room, as far as I could tell, was completely empty, but unlike the last chamber, it did not seem to be abandoned. The machine was humming along, for one, and the floor and walls were clean like they had just been washed recently.


  Surely this couldn’t be the power generator for the whole facility, could it? Then again, if the waterfall from before was supposed to be a hydroelectric dam, then maybe this was what it was powering. Of course, it might not be a power generator at all. It might even be a weapon.


  In any case, I had had enough adventures for today. Normally my curiosity would have motivated me to examine it, but I just wanted to get the heck out of here and didn’t care about anything else. Luckily, it looked like I could just walk around the generator and keep going, so I decided to do just that.


  Man, this was going to be easy. After the turtle-squid, walking past an electrical generator was almost as easy as taking a walk in the park. I guess Phaser could have set a trap for me, but I kind of doubted that, because I had a feeling I would have sensed if there was one.


  As I walked past the generator, I noticed what looked like a tiny computer monitor built into the side. I had no idea what it was used for, but if I had to guess, I would say it probably allowed Longworth to study the power levels of the generator. That was probably what the various lines, graphs, and numbers meant, but I wasn’t interested enough to stop by.


  That is until I distinctly heard a feminine voice say, “Help.”


  I came to an abrupt stop and looked over at the generator. Not only was I sure I had heard a female voice come from the generator, but I even recognized it. Although slight static-y, its cool monotone was instantly familiar to me from years of listening to her voice and talking to her all the time.


  “Valerie?” I said, turning to face the generator. “Is that you?”


  Static buzzed from the generator in response, making me think I must have been hearing things, but then I heard Valerie again. “Help … please help … can’t hang on much longer …”


  The words abruptly broke off into unintelligible static. Worried, I walked up to the generator’s control console and rested my hands on either side of the keyboard. “Valerie? Hello? Are you still there? How are you talking to me through this generator? Can you hear me?”


  “Affirmative,” said Valerie, “but … not Valerie. I sound like her, but—”


  More harsh static, making it impossible for me to hear what she said, but a second later her voice came clear again and said, “Run … don’t stay here … get out of here and … never come back …”


  The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I felt like I was listening to the recording of a woman dying or maybe being tortured to death. I looked to the left and right briefly, but still didn’t see anyone in here other than myself.


  “If you’re not Valerie, then who are you?” I said, leaning in closer to the generator. “What is your name? Are you one of Longworth’s prisoners?”


  “Yes,” said the female voice which sounded way too much like Valerie for comfort. “Sort of … don’t have much time … can barely communicate—”


  Harsh static—harsher and louder than before—blasted from the generator’s speakers, making me cringe and pull back, but then the woman resumed speaking: “… too late. Longworth too powerful … death awaits you …”


  “What do you mean about Longworth being too powerful?” I said. “He’s just making cyborgs, right?”


  “Longworth not alone,” said the female voice as if she had to force herself to speak. “Allied with a terrible man, awful man, who—”


  Suddenly, the female voice was cut off, but not by static. It was a deep, droning sound like a freight train’s smokestack bellowing. I would have stepped away from the computer if I hadn’t been so interested in finding out just what the heck was going on.


  “No,” said the female voice again, this time far more panicky than before, “they’ve found me, they’ve got me, it’s too late, I miscalculated, I—”


  “What happened?” I said, leaning in closer. “What’s going on? Who found you?”


  “Abaddon,” said the female voice. “The Destroyer. It wants me. It wants all of us.”


  “All of us?” I said. “All of who?”


  “He’s back,” said the female voice, apparently ignoring my questions. “Back …and worse than ever … oh my god …”


  “Who’s back?” I said. “Abaddon? Who’s that?”


  “Run!” said the female voice urgently. “Run now, while you still—”


  This time, her voice was not interrupted by static. Instead, she suddenly screamed in pain, screaming so loudly that the speakers made weird noises. I stepped back instinctively, putting my hands over my ears to protect my hearing.


  Yet as quickly as it began, the screaming stopped, as if the woman on the other end—whoever she was—had been killed, which was very likely the case.
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  Lowering my hands from my ears, I stared at the generator’s monitor uncertainly. It was back to normal now, showing the basic power levels of the generator as well as the rest of the maze. Looked pretty detailed, too, but I didn’t care about that. I was more interested in this woman, whoever she was, and what she meant about ‘Abaddon,’ plus ‘The Destroyer,’ whatever the heck that was.


  I walked up to the monitor and stared at the graphs a little bit more closely than before. Unfortunately, this was where my lack of mathematical expertise hindered me because I couldn’t make sense of any of the graphs, bars, and numbers displayed before me. The only legible thing was what appeared to be the name of the maze—’UNIT VA’—but even that was useless. It did hint, however, that perhaps there were more ‘units’ than this place, but what kind of person would own multiple underground mazes on the same scale as this one?


  I tapped the screen hesitantly, but nothing happened and I did not get a response. All I got was the sense that I had just heard the last words of a terrified woman, one of Longworth’s prisoners. Most of what she said didn’t make any sense to me, but it was obvious that she must have pulled off an escape attempt only to end up being recaptured and killed by someone called Abaddon. I guess Phaser wasn’t the only supervillain working with Longworth, because Abaddon sounded like the name of a supervillain to me, although I had never heard of a supervillain with that name before.


  I wondered how this woman had even managed to contact me. For that matter, how did she know I was even in here? Did she have access to the maze’s cameras? I looked up at the ceiling but did not see any cameras in the corners. Either the cameras were extremely well-hidden or maybe the generator itself had a camera attached that allowed a person on the other end to monitor who was in the room.


  My best guess was that the woman was one of the girls who Longworth had kidnapped for his evil experiments, but even that theory didn’t make sense. Triplet claimed that they were teenage girls. This woman I just spoke to sounded like a full-grown adult. Even weirder, she sounded just like Valerie, if a bit more emotional than her, which just added to the bizarreness of this all.


  I bit my lip and glanced at the exit. It was still unguarded, but now I was having second thoughts about continuing on. Why did she tell me to run away? Did she know who I was and what I could do? It sounded to me like she was ranting, but maybe there was more to her ranting than at first glance.


  Perhaps I should try to connect to her again. Maybe she didn’t die at all but just shut off her end so she could get away from Abaddon. It was worth a shot, after all.


  I walked up to the computer monitor and leaned closer to it, trying to see how I could possibly connect to other people with this, but unfortunately, I didn’t see anything as simple as a button I could press. The keyboard at the base of the monitor was even less helpful, being that it was just a random series of numbers probably used for this place’s password.


  I tapped the screen again and said, “Uh, lady? Are you still there? Can you hear me?”


  Abruptly, the screen changed, but it did not show a woman’s face. Instead, I found myself face to face with an ugly old man. He was rail thin and wore what appeared to be a white lab coat over his thin frame, horn-rimmed glasses perched on his beak-like nose. I could only see him from the neck up, but I could see what appeared to be an extensive laboratory in the background, although it was hard to make out much on such a small screen.


  “Ah!” I said, jumping back. “You’re not a woman.”


  “Indeed I am not,” said the old man with a vicious chuckle. “I thought you would recognize me, seeing as we have already met once, but it was from a distance, so allow me to introduce myself: I am Samuel Longworth, the owner of this maze. You have already met my brother.”


  My eyes widened. “You’re Longworth? Man, you’re even uglier than I thought.”


  Longworth sneered. “Show some respect for your elders, brat. Didn’t your dead dad ever teach you manners?”


  “Only to elders who deserve it,” I said, “which someone like you does not.”


  I expected Longworth to keep arguing the point, but instead, he simply shrugged and said, “Never mind that. We have far more important things to discuss.”


  “How did you know I was in here?” I said. “Did you see me on the generator’s camera?”


  “Yes,” said Longworth. “I noticed someone using the generator’s camera, which wouldn’t make sense unless someone was in here. So I toggled over to the generator’s camera, and lo and behold, I am finally face to face with Lightning Brat.”


  “Bolt,” I said in annoyance. “Just Bolt.”


  “Whatever,” said Longworth. “I’ve always hated superhero names and could never get them right. But it doesn’t matter. What really matters is finally being able to speak with you like men.”


  “Men don’t talk to each other on the other side of a screen like this,” I said. “Real men talk face to face in real life, not where they’re ‘safe.’”


  “I don’t care about whether I am a ‘real’ man or not,” said Longworth dismissively. “What I do care about, however, is making sure you don’t ruin any of my plans.”


  I cracked Longworth a smile. “Kind of hard to ruin your plans when I don’t know what they even are.”


  “Nonsense,” said Longworth. “A cat can spill a pot of ink across a manuscript that took years to write without even understanding what a book is. You are no different.”


  “I’m a cat?”


  “No, you idiot,” said Longworth. “You’re an obstacle to my plans. Originally, I thought you and your friends would perish very easily, but you’ve survived for far longer than you have any right to and killed one too many of my beasts. This is unacceptable. If you got any further, you’ll ruin everything I’ve worked so hard to build.”


  My eyes darted to the exit off to the side. “Well, geez, man, if that’s the case, then I should probably get going. Don’t know what you’re doing here, but it doesn’t sound right, so I think I’m just going to go right ahead and keep going if that’s all right with you.”


  I pushed myself off the console, but before I could take even one step away, Longworth suddenly said, “Do you really want the blood of innocent people on your hands, Bolt?”


  I froze and looked back at the computer monitor. “What?”


  “I said, do you want innocent people to die?” said Longworth. He leaned forward, a ghoulish grin on his face. “Because that is what will happen if you go any further. People you know … people you love … will die.”


  “Who are you talking about?” I said. “Strike?”


  “Perhaps,” said Longworth. He sat back. “Or perhaps I am referring to someone else. You know quite a few people, don’t you?”


  I put both my hands on the monitor and glared directly at Longworth’s ugly face. “Get to the point, Longworth. What are you trying to tell me?”


  “It’s very simple,” said Longworth, stroking his long chin, “if you keep going forward, I won’t hesitate to kill your friends.”
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  “My friends?” I said. I slammed my hands against the sides of the monitor. “Are you talking about Strike and Dizzy?”


  “That’s part of the surprise, you see,” said Longworth with a chuckle. “The point is, if you surrender now, then I will spare their lives. But if you must insist on keeping up this nonsense, then prepare to be responsible for the deaths of several innocent people.”


  Okay, I was starting to see the family resemblance between Longworth and Phaser. Not physically—the two couldn’t be any different—but socially. They were both sociopathic jerks who clearly got off on endangering innocent lives. It was a shame Longworth and I weren’t in the same room together, otherwise I would have bashed his ugly face in.


  “Suppose I surrender,” I said. “What will happen to me?”


  “You will be taken prisoner,” said Longworth. He licked his lips. “I can see many uses for you in my experiments. You are a fairly unique superhuman, as you are no doubt aware. I would love to be able to take you apart and find out what makes you tick.”


  I shuddered at Longworth’s words. “And if I fight?”


  “Your friends will die,” said Longworth. “And you, too. My younger brother has been itching for a rematch against you. He was holding back last time, but he promised me he won’t hold back this time.”


  I hesitated. I knew Longworth was referring to Phaser, but his statement raised a good question: Why hadn’t Phaser come back to kill me and Triplet as soon as he got rid of Strike? Had Longworth ordered him not to? If so, why?


  “I would suggest taking this offer,” said Longworth. “Phaser brought back your friend—a very fine specimen for experimentation purposes—while your other friend was lost in the battle with the turtle-squid. It seems to me that you are all out of allies, whereas I have not only my brother but a variety of cyborg animals to defend me. Who do you think would win in a head-to-head fight?”


  I bit my lower lip. “I wouldn’t bet against me if I were you, Longworth. I have a tendency to beat the odds.”


  “So I’ve heard,” said Longworth, “but some odds can’t be beaten no matter how strong you are. You may think you are invincible, but just because you are a superhuman doesn’t make you a god. It merely makes you that slightly harder to kill.”


  “Yeah, I’ve been told that,” I said. “By lots of people, actually. Funny how none of them are alive anymore but I still am. You might want to use that big scientist brain of yours to calculate those odds.”


  Longworth scowled. “We’re getting off-topic. I am here to offer you a truce. If you agree to surrender and join me, then I will not kill the innocent people in my possession. If you refuse, then I will not only take their lives but yours, also. I have taken human life before. I am not afraid to do it again.”


  I eyed Longworth dubiously. I had no doubt he had innocent people in his possession, but I questioned whether he would actually kill any of them. He needed people for his experiments, it sounded like, so I doubted he would just kill people for the heck of it.


  On the other hand, I couldn’t forget the terror and fear I heard in the voice of that woman not even five minutes ago. She had mentioned Longworth and Abaddon and had probably been killed. Longworth would probably not tell me anything about Abaddon, but that was fine. It just confirmed how evil Longworth was to me.


  “Well, Longworth, I can tell you don’t know me very well if you think issuing vague threats at me will make me do anything,” I said casually. “How about I escape your maze, go up to your lab, kick you and your brother’s butts, save my friends, and then get the heck out of here? I think that’s more my style than becoming your next guinea pig.”


  “Maybe, but it would not be the wisest thing to do,” said Longworth. “Let me show you just how serious I am.”


  Longworth moved the camera off to the side, showing a large cage behind him. At first, I didn’t see anything, but then the camera finally focused and I saw a teenage girl with blonde hair lying on the floor of the cage unconscious. She was firmly tied up with rope and the cage in which she was held prisoner looked strong enough to survive a nuclear blast. She was very pretty, with an impish face that made her look younger than she was. A metallic band, kind of like a tiara, was wrapped firmly around her forehead, though I had no idea what it actually was.


  “Who is that?” I said.


  “Her name is Stacy Abernathy,” said Longworth, “but you probably know her better by her other name, Dizzy.”


  I gasped. “Dizzy? Of the New Heroes? Strike’s girlfriend?”


  “Yes,” said Longworth. “The one who your friend was desperately searching for. She is here, along with many other young women close to her in age. I haven’t gotten around to experimenting on her very much yet—been very busy recently, as you might have guessed—but I could spare her for a demonstration of the seriousness of my threat if you wish.”


  I had a click somewhere off camera and then a metallic band wrapped around Dizzy’s head began to glow. Suddenly, Dizzy’s eyes snapped open and she started screaming in pain, rolling across the floor and jerking unnaturally. It looked like she was having an awful nightmare, one she couldn’t wake up from.


  I couldn’t take seeing her in pain anymore, so I said, “Stop it! Stop what you’re doing to her. Stop hurting her.”


  Abruptly, the band stopped glowing and Dizzy stopped screaming and jerking. She lay on her side, breathing in and out hard. She seemed to be barely conscious, perhaps because of the intensity of the pain she just experienced.


  Suddenly, the camera panned back to Longworth, who was still grinning like the psycho he was.


  “That’s what I like to hear,” said Longworth. “Begging for mercy, asking me to stop. Shows just how strong you supers are, doesn’t it?”


  My hands shook. “I could break your neck.”


  “I could kill her,” said Longworth. He tapped his forehead. “That was one of my Control Crowns, in case you couldn’t tell. Normally, I just use it to ensure compliance with my orders, but every now and then I find it necessary to teach my experiments a lesson. A very, very painful lesson. Sometimes lethally so, in fact.”


  Then Longworth leaned in closer, letting me see his big ugly face in even greater detail. “Apply enough pain to the human body and it simply … shuts down. Pain is your friend, but too much pain and it suddenly isn’t your friend anymore. Know what I mean?”


  I didn’t answer. What else was there to say after that hideous display of torture?


  “So answer my question again,” said Longworth. “Will you peacefully surrender—and thus ensure the survival of this beautiful young woman—or are you going to keep resisting, even if it means her death? Take your time. I’m patient.”
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  Right now, I hated Longworth’s irritating smirk more than anything else in the world. But I had to admit that he had good reason to be smirking because he had me in a very good trap.


  Dizzy wasn’t my girlfriend, but I did consider her a friend and I didn’t like abandoning my friends to their deaths. Plus, even if I didn’t like Dizzy, I liked and respected Strike. I didn’t want to think about what Strike would do to me if he found out I allowed Dizzy to die just because I didn’t want to go along with Longworth’s demands.


  On the other hand, I had no intention of being part of Longworth’s ‘experiments.’ The way he spoke, it sounded like he treated them like slaves. No way was I going to allow myself to become a slave. I would rather die than give up my freedom, especially to someone like Longworth.


  But was I willing to let someone else die for the sake of my own freedom?


  “Come on,” said Longworth. “I know I said I am patient, but I don’t have all the time in the world to wait for your decision, you know. I am a very busy man.”


  “You sound just like your brother.”


  “We’re brothers,” said Longworth. “Why wouldn’t we sound similar?”


  I bit my lip again. It was starting to look like I had no choice here but to accept his offer. If it would ensure Dizzy’s survival, then I had to take it. Besides, I could always figure out a way to save myself afterward. I was good at getting out of tricky situations like this.


  “All right, Longworth,” I said. “I’ll surrender. Just please don’t hurt Dizzy, okay?”


  Longworth smiled. “Wise choice. Very wise choice. I will send my brother to pick you up and—”


  “Bolt!” said a familiar voice off-screen. “Bolt! Don’t listen to him! It’s a trap!”


  My eyes widened. “Strike, is that you?”


  Longworth’s smile quickly turned into a scowl as he looked over at something off-screen to his right. “What do you think you’re doing? You’re not supposed to—”


  “It’s a trap!” said Strike again. “Don’t surrender! He’s going to—”


  Shut up!” Longworth snapped. He snapped his fingers again. “Shut up now!”


  Strike suddenly began screaming in pain just like Dizzy, prompting me to say, “Strike? What’s going on? Strike?”


  “Ignore him,” said Longworth, looking at me suddenly. “He’s another experiment who simply doesn’t know his place.”


  But I shook my head. “No. Strike was warning me about you. You’re not going to spare Dizzy at all, even if I surrender, are you?”


  “Listen here, kid,” said Longworth, leaning forward again, “if you continue to stand against me—to stand against us—you will be in for a world of pain that you can’t even imagine. You will be in so much pain you will be begging me to—”


  I never got to hear the end of Longworth’s threat, because I smashed my fist directly into the monitor, cutting off his rant before he could say much more. Smoke and sparks shot out when I hit it, but I paid no attention as I stepped away and shook my fist. It hurt slightly from the punch, but at the same time, the pain was nothing in comparison to the satisfaction I felt at destroying that monitor.


  “Did you see that, Longworth?” I said, raising my voice, even though I wasn’t sure he could hear me anymore. “That’s what I’m going to do to you when I see you in person. Only it’s going to be much, much more painful for you.”


  No response, but frankly I didn’t expect one. I just wanted to get that off my chest. Regardless of what Longworth said, I took Strike’s word far more seriously than his. If Strike was saying this was a trap, then I had no choice but to believe him. But I was worried about Dizzy and Strike. What would Longworth do to them, now that I had basically told him to get lost? Would he kill them? Or simply torture them? I had no idea and I was afraid to find out.


  But I was going to find out anyway, sooner or later. Either I would find Longworth’s lab and confront him there or I would run into Phaser and he would tell me what Longworth was doing. Then again, if I ran into Phaser, he would probably just try to kill me, rather than talk to me.


  I shook my head. The longer I waited, the more likely it became that Phaser or one of Longworth’s other minions would find me. Like Triplet said, I needed to keep moving forward, regardless of what awaited me. Plus, it was the only way I would be able to find out whether Strike and Dizzy were okay.


  With renewed determination, I ran out the exit, ready for whatever Longworth and Phaser had in store for me.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


   


  To my relief, this exit did not lead into yet another tunnel. Instead, it became a winding metal staircase that went straight up. Unfortunately, it was too dark to see how high up it went, but I was excited about the possibility that it might lead me all the way up to Longworth’s lab. At the very least, it might take me to the next level of the maze, which would bring me closer to the surface and closer to freedom in general.


  Despite my excitement, however, I did not run up the steps as fast as I could have. Instead, I took them slowly and cautiously, trying not to make too much noise. I didn’t want to announce my presence to Longworth before I even showed up, but neither did I want to waste any time climbing the stairs when there was a strong possibility that my friends were in danger. Rushing headlong into danger was usually my MO, but sometimes it was better to be safe than sorry.


  Luckily for me, I did not run into anyone else on my way up the stairs. Every now and then I would hear a distant roar somewhere below me—most likely one of Longworth’s many creations—but I told myself not to worry about that and to keep moving. It seemed unlikely to me that any of Longworth’s beasts would be after me now, but at the same time, I did stop every now and then to look down and make sure I wasn’t being followed. I was more worried about Phaser following me than any of Longworth’s beasts, however, because I had already lost to Phaser once and I wasn’t looking forward to the inevitable rematch with him, especially in a tight space like this.


  That did make me think about how I could beat him, though. All of my usual powers and techniques were useless against him. Even my pole staff was no use against his powers. And I didn’t have mental powers that would allow me to attack his mind, his only real weak point. It was times like these that I wished I had some powerless gas of my own to use. If I could use it on Phaser, he wouldn’t be able to use his powers, but unfortunately, I did not have any on me. That was a mistake I would correct when I got out of this place … if I got out, that is.


  I wished Triplet was still with me. He was no more useful against Phaser in a fight than I was, but he knew Phaser and Phaser’s powers better than me. It would have been nice to have an ally with me, but as far as I knew, Triplet was dead. Or if not dead, then lost forever in the complex waterway system of Longworth’s maze, which was basically the same thing when you thought about it.


  That meant I was all on my own here, going to confront the big bad himself with nothing but my wits and skills. I was used to that by now, but that didn’t make it any easier to accept.


  Finally, after what felt like hours of walking, I reached the top of the stairs and found a simple metal door closed. The door, I discovered, wasn’t even locked, but I didn’t open it right away. Instead, I pressed my ear against its cold metal surface, straining to hear any sounds on the other side, voices that might indicate whether there were other people here or not.


  That was when a hand phased through the door and wrapped around my neck. Before I could do anything, my whole body became intangible with the hand and I was yanked through the solid metal door and onto the other side.


  I found myself face-to-face with Phaser, who grinned and said, “Hello, Bolt. Long time, no see.”


  Before I could say anything, Phaser whirled around and threw me bodily through the air. I spun crazily through the air for a second before I hit the floor, landing flat on my back, but I was only stunned for a little while. I jumped to my feet and took up a fighting stance, but when I looked back at the door, Phaser was already gone.


  “What the heck?” I said, looking around wildly. “Where did he go?”


  “I’m right here,” said Phaser’s voice somewhere behind me. “Just turn around and look.”


  I whirled around and saw Phaser standing on the other end of the room. He stood on top of a metal platform sticking out the wall, leaning on the railing with a cruel grin on his blue lips. Behind him was another door, which had to be the way out of this room.


  As a matter of fact, I didn’t know where I was. The room into which Phaser had pulled me was probably the largest chamber in the maze I had been in so far, not counting the waterfall room. It was twice as big as the generator room, with a ceiling so high that I felt like I was standing in an aircraft hanger. All around me, I saw large computer monitors, desks, and various scientific equipment scattered everywhere, with a hint of chemicals in the air that kind of smelled like bleach.


  “Where is this place?” I said. I looked up at Phaser suddenly. “Is this part of the maze?”


  “Yes and no,” came a familiar sneering voice from above. “This is my laboratory, where I have been hard at work making new discoveries for the good of humanity.”


  I looked above and saw Longworth himself floating down toward me. He was sitting in a floating chair that looked familiar, but I wasn’t sure where I had seen it before. It was a round chair with what looked like a small computer monitor, keyboard, and buttons set in front of him. I did not see how he was steering it, but he moved it as naturally as if it was part of his own body.


  “Longworth,” I said. I stepped forward. “Where are my friends?”


  Longworth chuckled. “You mean the ones I killed?”


  My eyes widened in shock and anger. Without thinking, I hurled a red lightning bolt at Longworth, but to my surprise, the lightning bolt hit some kind of invisible energy barrier around Longworth and disappeared. A second later, the lightning bolt shot back out of the barrier and hit me in the chest, sending me staggering backward from the blow. My immunity to electrical damage meant it didn’t hurt as much as it could, but the rebound still took me by surprise.


  “Sorry,” said Longworth. “I guess I forgot to mention that my chair is equipped with an energy barrier that deflects most attacks. It can also absorb and fire back energy attacks, as you just saw, which makes it very useful for these kinds of confrontations.”


  I looked up from my smoking chest and scowled. “You killed my friends. You’re a mon—”


  “I was just joking,” said Longworth, holding up his hands. “Can’t you kids take a joke nowadays?” He looked at Phaser. “I don’t remember being this sensitive when I was a kid, brother. Do you?”


  “No, brother, I do not,” said Phaser, shaking his head, “although to be fair, my memory has been a bit spotty ever since you brought me back to life, so I may have forgotten a thing or two about our youth.”


  “If you two are done talking, then maybe we can get to the point where I kick both of your butts, save my friends, and get the heck out of here,” I said, folding my arms over my chest. “I do have places to be, you know.”


  Longworth laughed. “How amusing! You seriously believe we’ll simply let you defeat us and walk away. I am humble enough to recognize my own limitations, of course, but even I am not dumb enough to let you go out into the world, where you can tell the government about my less-than-legal experiments and ruin all of our plans for good.”


  “I didn’t say you were going to let me go,” I said. I held up my hands, which began crackling with electricity. “I said I’m going to kick your butts. Your permission is not necessary.”


  Phaser leaned on the railing, his own irritating smirk plastered on his lips. “I seem to recall that I was the one who kicked your butt the last time we met, but I suppose my poor memory could be deceiving me.”


  “I have footage of that fight from the security cameras,” Longworth said. “You most certainly did kick his butt.”


  Phaser looked at Longworth irritably. “Would you stop taking things so literally? Of course I remember kicking his butt. I don’t need footage to prove it.”


  “I was simply trying to be helpful,” said Longworth, who didn’t hide his own irritation at Phaser’s tone. “As you yourself said, the resurrection process messed with your memory, so—”


  “Are you two done arguing with each other now?” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “Or are you going to fight me? I’m ready for Round Two, Phaser.”


  Actually, I wasn’t, but I thought that if I looked confident, then perhaps Phaser would feel worried, which might make him mess up.


  “Me? Fight you?” said Phaser. He ran a hand through his hair. “But if I do that, I might mess up my perfectly coiffed hair. You do not want to know how long it takes to make it look so good.”


  “If you don’t want to fight me, then tell me where my friends are and get the heck out of the way,” I said.


  Longworth laughed. “Just because we don’t want to fight you doesn’t mean we’re not going to fight you. We’re simply going to fight you on our terms.”


  I was about to ask Longworth what ‘his terms’ were when I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. I looked to the side just in time to see a large sheet of metal crash into me and slam me into the door into the maze. The sudden blow knocked the air out of me and, despite my best efforts, I couldn’t move the metal sheet off me. It felt like it was magnetized to the door behind me, but I didn’t see any magnets that could do that.


  Then I heard footsteps walking toward me and looked up to see who was approaching me.


  Walking toward me, his eyes blazing with suppressed energy, was Strike. And he looked ready to kill me in cold blood.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


   


  “Strike?” I said in alarm. “Strike, what are you doing? Why did you attack me? It’s me, Bolt. We’re on the same side.”


  But Strike, apparently, did not hear me. He simply snarled and fired his lasers at my face. His aim was slightly off, however, allowing me to dodge it by moving my head to the side, although the lasers still left a burning spot where they stuck.


  Not wanting to risk getting blasted again, I summoned my super strength and tore the metal off me. I shot up into the air just as Strike fired another laser beam at me and narrowly avoided getting blasted again.


  I landed on the other side of the lab and looked over at Strike, who was looking at me now with deep hatred etched on his features.


  “What the heck was that for, Strike?” I said. I dusted myself off. “Dang near blew my face off.”


  “Don’t bother talking to him, Bolt,” said Longworth in a gleeful tone. “He couldn’t hear you even if he wanted to. The only voice he hears is my own, and right now I am telling him to kill you dead.”


  That was when I noticed the metal band with a blinking red light on it on his head. It resembled the Control Crown that Dizzy wore, which meant that Longworth was telling the truth about Strike being under his control. And he was also incredibly angry, although whether he was angry at me or Longworth, I couldn’t tell.


  Not that it mattered, because Strike was preparing to shoot me with his lasers again, so I took off into the air. But I didn’t get very far before Strike raised his hand up and a chunk of the metal floor flew up and slammed into me. The impact sent me falling down to the floor again, where I crashed and rolled for several feet until I hit the legs of one of the desks.


  Shaking my head, I looked up just in time to see one of Strike’s laser blasts flying at me. I jumped out of the way at the last second, however, and the lasers struck the desk and blew it up, sending chunks of burning wood and sparking computer wires flying everywhere as I rolled back to my feet, panting and sweating from the effort.


  “Hey, watch the equipment!” Longworth called out. “That stuff isn’t cheap, you know!”


  Strike hesitated when Longworth spoke, which was the moment I needed to activate my super strength and rush toward Strike. I didn’t like having to fight my friend, but I figured his Control Crown wouldn’t work if he was unconscious. If I could just get one good hit in, I could knock Strike out and then go and deal with Longworth and Phaser, who were the real enemies around here.


  But just as I was about to punch Strike, he raised his hands and a chunk of the metal floor rose up in my path. My fist hit the metal wall and left a big dent in it, but I didn’t pierce it.


  Instead, I pulled my fist away, but then the wall fell toward me and I was forced to catch it with both my hands to avoid getting crushed underneath. But then Strike appeared off to the side and fired his lasers at me.


  The lasers struck me in the side and sent me flying off out from underneath the metal floor tile. I hit the floor hard enough to dent the metal tiles, my head spinning briefly before I shook it and scrambled to my feet. I looked up to see Strike walking toward me, his cape fluttering behind him with each step.


  Dang it. I knew Strike was a powerful hero and experienced fighter in his own right, but this was the first time I got to see the full extent of his powers and skills. Even brainwashed, he was a force to be reckoned with. I now knew how he defeated Tsunami the first time.


  But I was still stronger. I activated my super speed and rushed around Strike. He fired his lasers at me, but I dodged them easily and reached his back. I grabbed his cape and wrapped it around him as fast as I could until soon Strike’s arms and legs were bound with his own flowing cape. He immediately began trying to break free, but I had tied his cape around his body so tightly that I doubted he could do it.


  “There,” I said, taking a step back from the struggling Strike. I reached for his Control Crown. “Now time to take this—”


  But Strike looked up at me and fired his lasers at my hand. The lasers struck my hand, causing me to gasp in pain and pull my hand back. At the same time, Strike looked down at his cape and, with a couple of quick lasers, sliced through it. The tattered remains of his cape flew off Strike as he punched me in the jaw, which sent me staggering backward as Strike followed it up with another one.


  But I activated my flight powers and flew up into the air, causing his second punch to miss me by a mile. Strike looked up at me as I flew high into the air near the ceiling, well outside of his reach.


  “Hey, Strike!” I said, waving down at him. “Bet you can’t get me up here!”


  I thought Strike was going to try to shoot me, but instead, he pulled out his metal surfboard, tossed into the ground, and jumped on it. A second later, Strike came rocketing up toward me, firing his lasers in quick, dangerous bursts that forced me to fly around to avoid getting hit.


  Soon, Strike was chasing me all around the room, me flying as fast as I could while avoiding his blasts at the same time. Below, I could hear both Longworth and Phaser laughing at our little chase like they were watching a good movie. It frustrated me how much fun they were having, but I couldn’t deal with them until I took care of Strike. And I couldn’t take care of Strike unless I first destroyed his Control Crown, but getting close enough to deal with that was a whole ‘nother ballgame.


  Then a brilliant idea popped into my head. Without hesitation, I turned around in midair and flew straight toward Strike. A look of surprise appeared on Strike’s brainwashed features as I soared toward him, but then his angry scowl appeared again and he started firing lasers at me again. I avoided them by banking down hard, going underneath his metal board as he flew past me.


  But as his board flew above me, I punched the board’s underside hard enough to not only smash my fist through it but also send Strike falling off it. Strike cried out suddenly as he fell off his board toward the floor below, his arms and legs flailing pointlessly while his cape fluttered behind him.


  He didn’t have much of a chance to save himself. Strike hit the floor hard and immediately stopped moving, blood leaking out of the back of his head and making him look very dead.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


   


  Uh oh. I immediately tossed Strike’s board aside and landed on the floor beside him.


  “Strike?” I said, kneeling over him. “Strike, can you hear me? Strike?”


  I checked his pulse and sighed when I felt it pumping as strong as ever. I had been worried that the fall might have killed him, but it looked like it just knocked him out. That was the good news.


  The bad news was that his Control Crown was still blinking, which meant it was still active, which meant that Strike was still under Longworth’s control. But not for long. I reached over to remove the Control Crown, my fingers nearly brushing its metallic surface—


  Suddenly, it became hard to breathe. My heart burned and I couldn’t get any oxygen. I looked down at my chest to see one of Phaser’s ghostly hands sticking through my back and chest, clenched tightly into a fist.


  “Not so fast, kid,” said Phaser’s slimy voice in my ear. “Defeating Strike was impressive, but we can’t let you just remove his Control Crown like that. It would make things far too inconvenient for us, you understand.”


  My breathing became hard and rapid. I remembered how Phaser nearly killed me the first time by sticking his arm into my chest, but I had no intention of dying that way. I needed to escape and I needed to escape now before he finished me off.


  With a grunt, I activated my flight powers and shot up into the air. As soon as Phaser’s hand left my heart, I found I could breathe again, but I landed on the other side of the lab, well away from both Phaser and Longworth. I put my hands on my knees, breathing hard as I watched Phaser stand up and turn to face me, a disappointed scowl on his face. 


  “Running away already?” said Phaser. “You sure seemed brave earlier. Are you afraid we’ll sic another one of your friends on you?”


  I gritted my teeth. “Nah. Just catching my breath. Going to need it for when I beat in that ugly face of yours.”


  “You’ll never defeat my brother,” Longworth sneered. “Strike might have failed to kill you, but my brother definitely won’t.”


  “Keep telling yourself that, Longworth,” I shot back. “It might help you feel better about your epic failure.”


  “Failure?” said Longworth. He chuckled. “I haven’t failed at all. Actually, I am on the verge of massive, massive success. And it’s all thanks to you and your annoying friends.”


  “The key to immortality, right?” I said as I stood up and rubbed my back. “Phaser here mentioned that you were trying to discover it. Did you actually manage to succeed or are you just overly-excited?”


  “Oh, I didn’t find the key to immortality, brat,” said Longworth. “I merely perfected it. And I couldn’t have done it without the DNA samples I got from your friend Strike here. His DNA provided me with the final clues I needed to perfect the process.”


  I frowned. “Perfected it? What do you mean?”


  “I agree,” said Phaser. He ran a hand through his blue hair. “Any process that created me must be perfect already. You can’t improve upon perfection.”


  “So you say, brother, so you say,” said Longworth. He rubbed his hands together eagerly. “Regardless, the point is that my plans have succeeded. There is nothing you can do to stop me now. Even if you killed me yourself, you would still fail.”


  “Oh, yeah?” I said. “Want to test that theory?”


  “Of course not,” said Longworth. “Not unless, I suppose, you want all of these cute girls to die.”


  Longworth snapped his fingers. The ceiling opened up suddenly and a large metal cage descended from within. The cage descended until it hung several hundred yards above the floor, which was still low enough for me to see who was in it.


  Seven teenage girls lay on the floor of the cage, each one tied up and unconscious. They all wore identical Control Crowns as well and the blonde-haired girl I saw told me all I needed to know about who these girls were.


  I looked over at Longworth. “Are those the teenage girls Triplet was looking for? The ones who have been missing over the last month or so?”


  “The very same,” said Longworth with a nod. “Including your friend, Dizzy, whose DNA samples have been very helpful in my experiments.”


  “What did you do to them?” I said. “Did you kill them?”


  “Kill them? No, why would I do that?” said Longworth. He gestured at the cage. “They are simply asleep at the moment, but I can wake them up anytime I like. Control Crowns are such useful little devices that I have a hard time believing I built them myself sometimes.”


  My hands balled into fists. “So you do have the girls after all. Triplet was right.”


  “Does it matter much, now that your detective friend is dead?” said Longworth. “There’s nothing you can do to save these girls. You saw what I did to Dizzy. I can do so much more—so much worse—if you keep trying to fight me.”


  I tried to estimate how much time it would take me to break open the cage and free the girls before the Control Crowns overwhelmed them with pain and killed them all. Then I realized that even if I did free them, the Control Crowns would still be active, which meant Longworth could still kill them anyway. What I needed to do was simple: Take out Longworth.


  But how? Longworth was well-protected by the energy field which his chair generated. Even if he didn’t have that, however, there was still Phaser, who would undoubtedly protect his brother if I tried to take him out. I needed some way of distracting Phaser, even just for a few minutes, but how?


  I glanced over my shoulder at the door behind me. Maybe if I pretended I was going to run back into the maze, I could take advantage of that moment to escape. Certainly, Longworth and Phaser wouldn’t see that coming, which was reason enough to do it.


  Without saying anything, I turned around and rushed toward the door. I heard Longworth yelling at me to stop, but I didn’t stop. I was just waiting for the moment when Phaser would appear in front of me. Once he did, I would turn around and take out Longworth before either of them knew what was happening.


  Right on cue, Phaser phased up through the floor and in front of me. He held out his hands, which were already phasing out of reality, but he never got to touch me, because at the last possible second I turned on my heel and shot into the air toward Longworth like a bullet.


  I crashed into the shield surrounding Longworth’s chair hard enough to send it flying backward. The chair bounced off the door behind us hard enough to send Longworth flying out of his seat onto the floor. Before the mad scientist could get up, I grabbed the collar of his lab coat and put one finger, glowing with electrical energy, against the back of his head. I felt Longworth tense under my grip, perhaps listening to the crackle and pop from my electric finger and knowing what might happen to him if he tried to resist.


  “Gotcha, jerk,” I said. “Maybe next time, invest in some seat belts. That will save you a lot of pain.”


  I looked up. Phaser was still on the other side of the room, a stunned expression on his face. Clearly, he hadn’t been expecting me to turn the tables the way I did. I couldn’t help but smirk at him, shooting him a warning look that if he tried to stop me, he’d lose his brother.


  “Please,” said Longworth in a pleading tone, shaking under my grip, “don’t kill me, please don’t kill me. I don’t want to die.”


  I snorted. “I won’t kill you if you deactivate the Control Crowns and let Strike and the girls go. Oh, and I also need you and Phaser to surrender. I’m sure the guys at Ultimate Max will be able to find a cell big enough to fit the two of you.”


  “No, I would never do that,” said Longworth. “I did not come this far, spend this much time, money, and effort, just to end up in a prison cell.”


  “Life’s like that sometimes, bud,” I said. “You work really hard to achieve your goal and sometimes it just doesn’t work. I suggest whining less. It makes you look like a kid.”


  Suddenly, Longworth stopped shaking. He turned his head just enough to allow me to see a mad grin on his face, a sharp contrast to his fearful, pleading tone from even just a few minutes ago. “And I would suggest you treat your elders with more respect, brat, because we’re not nearly as weak as we look.”


  I was about to ask Longworth what he meant when a dark shadow fell over me suddenly. When I looked over my shoulder to see who it was, I saw a large fist coming down straight toward my face.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


   


  My super speed kicked in instinctively and Longworth and I rushed over to the side, narrowly avoiding the large fist that slammed into the floor where Longworth and I had been standing mere moments ago. We skidded to a stop against the railing and, without letting go for Longworth, I looked over to see just who had tried to crush us.


  The figure who stood in front of the door was someone I had never seen before. He was a powerfully built man in white and gold armor, his face hidden behind a gold-plated knight helmet. Spikes ran along the sides of his arms and legs, giving him a threatening appearance. He had to be at least a head taller than me and carried what appeared to be a long sword at his side, although it was currently sheathed.


  The man turned to face us and held up his fists, which were covered in thick gauntlets that reminded me of hammers. Though his face was hidden underneath his helmet, I could sense he was ready to take me on.


  “Who the heck is that?” I said. I shook Longworth. “Answer me!”


  Longworth’s face broke into the most disgusting grin I had ever seen. “That, my dear sweet child, is Abaddon the Destroyer. As you might have guessed from his name, he isn’t very nice.”


  Abaddon … I had heard that name before recently, back in the generator room. It had been uttered by the mysterious woman who sounded like Valerie, but I hadn’t given it much thought since then. Perhaps I should have because Abaddon definitely looked like a threat.


  “Abaddon, huh?” I said. “Another one of your experiments?”


  “Of course not,” said Longworth. “He’s a friend. Well, an ally, at any rate.”


  Abaddon grunted. He still didn’t move, but I could tell the only reason he wasn’t attacking me was because I still held Longworth prisoner. This was still a tough situation for me, though, because between Abaddon and Phaser, I was probably going to have to fight for my life soon, regardless of what I did to Longworth.


  “Well, he doesn’t look that tough,” I said.


  “I am far stronger than I appear, Bolt,” said Abaddon. Although his voice was slightly muffled through his helmet, there was something familiar about it, like I had heard it somewhere once before. “Would you like a demonstration of my power?”


  My eyes narrowed. “How do you know my name?”


  “Because we’ve met before,” said Abaddon. “And not too long ago.”


  “I think I’d remember if I’d met a guy like you before,” I said. “Your appearance is pretty distinctive.”


  “Let me show you my face,” said Abaddon. “Perhaps that will remind you about who I am.”


  Abaddon undid the straps connecting his helmet to his armor. Then he took his helmet off his head and looked at me.


  I was struck by how familiar the man looked. I was sure I had never seen him before, but his general facial structure, his brown hair, and his gray eyes all reminded me of someone, although I still couldn’t place where I’d seen him before. He was a man in his late thirties or early forties if the streaks of gray in his hair were any indication. He seemed to be pretty well-built, given the shape of his armor and reminded me of men who used to play sports in high school when they were younger.


  “Recognize me?” said Abaddon. “Or do I really look that different?”


  “Still don’t know who you are,” I said. “But you do seem familiar.”


  Abaddon smiled. That smile was so familiar that I finally recognized him even before he spoke, but I couldn’t believe what my own eyes were showing me.


  “I am Seth Richards,” said Abaddon, holding his helmet under his arm like a football. “Long time, no see, Bolt.”


  Although I kept an iron grip on Longworth, I had to admit that seeing Seth Richards in the flesh shook me harder than I would like to admit. “You can’t be Seth Richards. Seth died last month when his yacht sank while he was in the stateroom. Plus, you’re way too young to be Seth Richards. Seth was a guy in his sixties. You look like you’re in your thirties or maybe forties.”


  Seth chuckled. “I anticipated you would respond this way. Yes, I did die last month … or my body did, at any rate. My old, frail, broken body.”


  “Your body?” I said. “Are you telling me that your mind is—”


  “In a new body?” Seth finished for me. He patted his armored chest. “Correct. This is a clone of my body, admittedly a younger clone, but borne from the same DNA as my original body. When my yacht sank into the sea, only my body was lost.”


  I eyed Seth carefully. “Do you mean that your mind was somehow transferred from your old body into your new, cloned body?”


  Seth tapped the side of his head. “Yes. Every now and then I like to ‘back up’ my consciousness, so to speak, in a computer database. That way, when my current body dies, I can simply upload my backup into my new body, thus ensuring I can live forever. When I died in the yacht last month, a signal was sent to the cloning facility I run to activate my new clone.”


  “Impossible,” I said. “That can’t be possible.”


  “It’s perfectly possible, my young friend,” said Seth. “Look at the proof before you. I got the idea from Mecha Knight, who you know is also a consciousness put inside a machine, although I’m a consciousness put into a cloned organic body.”


  I gulped. “What the heck are you doing here, then? Are you working with Longworth?”


  “Other way around, Bolt,” said Seth. He gestured at the room around us. “Longworth is working for me. I am the one who paid for and built this entire maze and laboratory. Without me, this place wouldn’t even exist.”


  I looked down at Longworth, who had been strangely quiet during this entire confrontation. “Is he telling the truth?”


  “Yes,” said Longworth, who winced like he thought I was going to punch him in the face. “Without his backing, I honestly couldn’t afford to even live in my mansion, much less operate a full-scale scientific lab like this. The Longworth family inheritance isn’t what it used to be.”


  I suddenly looked over at Phaser, who still stood in front of the door to the maze. “If Seth is a clone, then is this Phaser also a clone of the original?”


  “Bingo, kid,” said Phaser. He took a step forward, a vicious grin on his lips. “This isn’t the body I died in. This is a newly-grown body, made from the remains of the original. Only my mind is original, but that is because I had it copied before Brain destroyed it, though I think I still have a screw loose or two.”


  “The plan was always to resurrect my brother,” said Longworth quickly. “I’ve been working for Seth for well over fifteen years, carrying on Project Revival’s goals even after that project was shut down. It wasn’t until recently, however, that I felt I had come far enough in my experiments to safely resurrect Phaser. That’s why we built his tomb with a secret back door so we could get his body when the time was right.”


  I looked at Seth again, who had not moved an inch from where he stood. “Mecha Knight told me Project Revival was shut down, that you shut it down when you weren’t pleased with the results.”


  Seth chuckled. “Technically, I did shut it down, but only the other eleven facilities. Of all of the Vaults, Vault A is the only one I kept operational for my own purposes.”


  “Wait, Vault A?” I said. I looked around again at the lab. “Don’t tell me that this place is—”


  “One of your father’s Vault, yes,” said Seth, nodding. He waved one of his arms to indicate the lab. “This entire maze was the biggest Vault, as well as the one which produced more clones than any of the others. Longworth was the project manager of Project Revival even then, although he had to answer to me, of course.”


  My eyes widened. “If this is one of Dad’s Vaults, where’s the AI … assistant …”


  Suddenly, I understood who that voice I’d heard earlier had belonged to. It had belonged to the AI who ran this Vault. It explained why she sounded so much like Valerie because all of the AIs were really just different versions of her. Those must have been her last words that I heard earlier.


  “Are you talking about Diana?” said Seth. “She is offline. Despite having been designed to assist us, she proved to be very … unhelpful.”


  “Tried to sabotage our project, you mean,” Longworth grumbled. “Stupid program was more loyal to Genius than to us. She deserved to be deleted.”


  Although I had already assumed Diana was dead, I still couldn’t help but feel disgusted at how casually they admitted to deleting her. I didn’t know Diana, but I was partial to the AI assistants like Diana and it made me angry to hear about how they essentially killed her because she did not want to go along with their plans, whatever those were.


  “So what is the aim of Project Revival, then?” I said to Seth. “The real goal, I mean? It wasn’t just to revive good people who died before their time, was it?”


  Seth’s smile was chilling. “Now, now, Bolt, I’m not going to reveal all my secrets to you quite so easily like that. I’ve already told you far more than you need to know. Far, far more than you need to know.”


  “What are you going to do, kill me?” I said. I firmly grabbed Longworth’s neck, making him freeze. “I’m no scientist, but from what I understand, Longworth here is the brains of your little operation. If I kill him, then Project Revival will basically come to a halt. At least, I bet it would be really inconvenient for you guys if I killed him.”


  Seth tilted his head to the side. “I thought superheroes didn’t murder people.”


  “Would it really be murder after all of the crud he put me and my friends through?” I said. “And if you’re really concerned about him, let me, Strike, and the girls go and I will be happy to spare his life.”


  “I am sorry, Bolt, but I cannot do that,” said Seth, shaking his head. “If I let you go, you will undoubtedly alert the NHA, INJ, and G-Men of what is going on here. I have come too far to allow outside forces to interfere with my plans. I hope you understand that.”


  “Well, then,” I said. “It looks like we’re at an impasse. I’m not going to let Longworth go until you agree to let me and my friends go. But you don’t want to let me and my friends go, yet you can’t attack me without putting Longworth’s life at risk.” I chuckled. “I’m not as smart as my old man, but I feel pretty proud of myself for putting you guys in this situation.”


  Seth smirked. “The only person whose life is in danger here, Bolt, is yours.”


  Before I could ask Seth what he meant by that, my heart rate suddenly slowed and I found it incredibly hard to breathe, making me let go of Longworth, who quickly crawled away outside of my reach. Confused at first, I looked down at my chest and saw a familiar clenched fist sticking out through my chest, glowing softly under the lab’s lights.


  And when I looked over my shoulder, I saw Phaser standing behind me, his face in a huge, nasty grin that told me I had just been played.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


   


  Dang it. In all of my conversation with Seth, I had forgotten about Phaser. Or, rather, I forgot to keep an eye on him. I guess I assumed he wouldn’t dare attack me while I held his brother’s life in my hands, yet here he was, putting his arm through my heart like he did before. Seth must have been distracting me long enough for Phaser to sneak up and take me out. I would have felt ashamed and embarrassed by allowing myself to be distracted like this if I wasn’t currently focused on the pain in my heart and the knowledge that I was slowly but surely dying.


  And this time, no one was coming to save me. Triplet was dead. Strike was still unconscious, but even if he wasn’t, his Control Crown would have prevented him from coming to my aid. Nor could I expect last minute help from Brains and Vanish, who probably didn’t even know anything was wrong. I was all on my own now and there was nothing I could do about it.


  Frantically, my eyes darted around the lab as I tried to find anything I could use to save myself. But no matter where I looked, I just saw enemies: Phaser behind me, Longworth to the side, and Seth before me. If this was how I was going to die, then it was an awful way to go. I had hoped to die surrounded by friends and family, but instead, I was going to die surrounded by three of my enemies. Life sure could suck sometimes.


  Even worse, it was becoming harder and harder to think over the pain in my heart. I wanted to punch Phaser, but I was too weak to draw upon any of my powers to save me. All I could do was just stand there and feel my life drain away bit by bit.


  But then my eyes fell on my Teleportation Buckle. I had forgotten all about it during my trip into the maze, or the Vault, which is what this place really was. The Teleportation Buckle was still attached securely to my belt. I couldn’t use it to teleport out of here because the Vault had an anti-teleportation field around it, but then maybe I didn’t need to teleport out of here. Maybe I just needed to get away from Phaser.


  Breathing hard, I slowly moved my hand down to my belt buckle. Even a movement as simple as that was almost impossible to do, taking as much energy and effort as it took to lift a car above my head. Nonetheless, I found myself making progress until my hand landed on my Buckle.


  “What are you doing, kid?” said Phaser, his voice—and stinking breath—in my ear. “Rubbing your lucky buckle? I used to have a lucky belt buckle I wore everywhere when I was your age, but I’m pretty sure your luck has run out.”


  I grimaced and looked over my shoulder at Phaser. “Actually, I think I still have a little bit left.”


  I twisted the Teleportation Buckle at that moment. Before Phaser’s startled eyes, I teleported away from him and reappeared next to Strike. With Phaser’s arm no longer in my chest, I felt like I could breathe again, but I didn’t relax for even one moment. I bent over Strike and ripped the Control Crown off his head, tossing it aside and letting it clack against the floor a few feet away.


  As soon as I removed the Control Crown off his head, Strike’s eyes snapped open and he sat up. “Whoa, where am I? What happened?” He looked at me. “Bolt? What are you doing here?”


  “Saving your life,” I said, my voice slightly out of breath due to the aftereffects of Phaser’s arm. “Now get up. Going to need your help to save Dizzy and the girls. I’ll explain later.”


  To my relief, Strike didn’t ask any questions. He just got to his feet and raised his hands toward the large metal cage above us, but before he could use his magnetic powers to tear the cage apart, Phaser popped out of the floor in front of us. He reached for Strike’s legs, but I grabbed Strike and flew him into the air, narrowly avoiding Phaser’s grabby hands. I heard Phaser curse us both as we flew, but I ignored him and the two of us landed on top of the cage.


  “There,” I said, letting go of Strike. “Should be safer up here. You know what to do.”


  Strike nodded and fired a laser at the cage’s roof, puncturing a large enough hole for us to see all the girls. As soon as the hole appeared, Strike thrust a hand forward and all of the Control Crowns flew off their heads and into Strike’s hands, who immediately crushed them into a ball and tossed the broken remains over the side of the cage, which landed somewhere on the concrete floor below.


  When the Control Crowns were taken off their heads, the girls began to stir. Most of them looked even more confused than Strike did when they woke up, except for Dizzy, who immediately looked up and smiled the biggest smile I had ever seen on her face. “Strike!”


  “Dizzy!” said Strike, kneeling down and peering through the hole at her. He wore a smile almost as big as hers, except his was a lot more tired. “Are you all right? How do you feel? Can you stand?”


  “I think so,” said Dizzy. She nodded at the ropes around her wrists and ankles. “Except for these ropes. They’re too tight.”


  I clasped a hand on Strike’s shoulder, making him look up at me suddenly. “Strike, I need you to take care of the girls. Get them out of here.”


  “What are you going to do?” asked Strike with a frown. “Sure could use your help.”


  “Distract Phaser and Seth,” I said. “They’ve already made it clear they aren’t going to let us leave here alive, so I’ll keep them busy while you get the girls to safety. Got it?”


  For a moment, Strike looked like he was about to argue with me, but then he nodded and said, “Got it. Stay safe, Bolt.”


  I nodded in return and then flew off of the cage and down onto the floor. Almost as soon as my feet touched ground, Phaser popped out of the floor again and tried to punch me, but I activated my super speed and rushed to the side, avoiding his fist and stopping only when I was on the other side of the room.


  “Nice try, Phaser, but I’m not falling for the same trick twice,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “Maybe try something else other than your whack-a-mole impersonation.”


  “Something else like this?” said Seth, who appeared behind me suddenly. He held up his hand and a large golden hammer appeared in his hands, which he swung at me like a blacksmith working on an anvil.


  Taken by surprise, the hammer struck me in the back and sent me flying. I landed on my feet, however, and looked over at Seth, who held the hammer in his hands like a baseball bat.


  “I didn’t know you were a superhuman, Seth,” I said. “Can you teleport or something?”


  Seth shook his head. “Not superhuman. The Abaddon Armor—another one of Longworth’s inventions—does, however, allow me to go toe-to-toe with even the strongest superhumans. Short-range teleportation, like the stunt you pulled off earlier, is but one of the many tricks this suit allows me to pull off.”


  I opened my mouth to tell him I wasn’t impressed by his toys when I felt two hands grab my ankles and pull. I sank into the floor all of a sudden until I was halfway stuck in it up to my waist. I struggled to free myself, but the concrete floor was too solid for me to make any real progress.


  Phaser then popped out of the floor and squatted down, grinning at me like a fool. “Silly brat. You should always watch your feet whenever I’m around.”


  Seth walked up to me and raised his hammer above his head. “I believe you called Phaser a whack-a-mole impersonator, Bolt? Let’s see how you handle becoming a whack-a-mole yourself.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


   


  A gunshot suddenly rang out throughout the lab, the sound echoing off the concrete walls of the lab. Phaser slammed his hands over his ears, while Seth actually dropped his hammer (thankfully not on me) and staggered to the side, clutching a gap in his armor where his body was exposed.


  “What the …?” said Seth, looking down at the bloody hole in his side. “Who shot me?”


  “Sorry,” said a familiar voice from the other side of the room. “You’re a big target.”


  I looked over toward the entrance to the maze and was both surprised and delighted to see Triplet standing there. His trademark overcoat and hat were missing, leaving him standing in his barely dry blue button-down shirt and black slacks, but he otherwise looked okay despite having been swept downstream a river the last time I saw him.


  “Trip!” I said, waving my arms at him. “You’re alive! I can’t believe it.”


  “Nice to see you again as well, kid,” said Triplet, never lowering his gun. “I was a little worried that you might not have made it this far, but I should have known better. You have a knack for surviving things most people can’t.”


  “Triplet?” said Phaser, staring at Triplet with a dumbfounded expression. “I thought the turtle-squid killed you!”


  Triplet aimed his gun at Phaser. “Dang monster nearly did. Took me forever to get back up here when I reached the spot where the water empties out. Didn’t think I was going to make it at first, but I’ve always prided myself on exceeding expectations, especially the expectations of my enemies.”


  Triplet fired again, but Phaser turned intangible and the bullets passed through his body harmlessly.


  “Well, it doesn’t matter that you’re still alive,” said Phaser with a snarl. His hands twitched. “I always wanted to kill you myself, anyway.”


  Phaser, still intangible, rushed toward Triplet. Triplet lowered his gun and tried to run, but Phaser shoved him against the wall and phased his arm through Triplet’s chest. Triplet gasped as Phaser’s arm interfered with the movements of his heart, which I knew from experience meant he was experiencing absolutely debilitating pain. The only problem was that Triplet was not strong enough to handle the pain, which meant he was probably going to die before anyone could save him.


  “I love seeing the look of terror on your face,” said Phaser, whose voice I could still hear quite well despite how far away he was. “It looks like your noir detective act isn’t enough to keep you brave even in the face of death.”


  “Suck … on … eggs … you monster,” said Triplet, who sounded like he was in even worse pain than I was.


  Phaser chuckled. “Childish insults as your last words? And here I thought you might have some parting words for your young friend here. What a waste of oxygen you are.”


  Triplet’s eyes widened, but it looked like he was completely out of breath. He probably only had seconds to live now and there was nothing I could do to save him.


  All of a sudden, Phaser shook his head and looked around, a confused expression on his face. “Huh? What? Where am I? Why is everything … spinning?”


  Phaser pulled his arm out of Triplet’s chest and stepped backward, his body fully solid once again. He stumbled briefly like a drunk man before regaining his balance at the last second, but he was still pretty tipsy. He looked around drunkenly, scratching the top of his head in complete and utter confusion.


  “Phaser, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Seth snapped. “Finish the detective!”


  Phaser looked over at Seth suddenly, a bewildered expression on his face. “Finish the what now?”


  Triplet—who was leaning against the wall clutching his heart—raised his gun and aimed it directly at Phaser’s chest. “Finish this.”


  Triplet pulled the trigger and fired. Phaser gasped, looked down at the bloody hole in his chest, and then immediately collapsed onto the floor, although I couldn’t tell if he was dead or just unconscious.


  Triplet lowered his gun to his side, panting hard. “That felt better than it should have, honestly.”


  “Brother!” Longworth suddenly screamed. He was still up on the platform, clutching the railing for support, his eyes bugged out behind his glasses. “Brother, no! Don’t be dead. Not again. Not after everything I did. This must be a nightmare, a horrible, vile nightmare.”


  “Sorry, Longworth, but this isn’t a nightmare,” I said, looking up at him. I pointed a finger at him. “This is reality. Your brother is dead. You have lost.”


  Longworth clutched the railing so tightly his knuckles turned white, but then he turned around and rushed toward the door. I realized he was trying to escape, but neither Triplet nor I were close enough to stop him from escaping.


  But then Strike landed in front of him with a three-point landing. Longworth skidded to a stop, but before he could do anything, Strike slammed him in the chin with a powerful-looking uppercut. The blow sent Longworth falling down flat on his back, knocking his head against his computer desk on the way down. He did not get up again.


  Strike shook his hand and stood up to his full height, looking down at Longworth with disgust. “That was for me and Dizzy, you jerk.”


  Whoa. Remind me to never get on Strike’s bad side or threaten Dizzy.


  Then Strike looked up at us and waved. “Hi, guys! If you’re wondering why Phaser looked so confused earlier, it was because of Dizzy. She used her powers on him to confuse him into becoming tangible. You can thank her if you want.”


  I looked up at the cage and saw Dizzy’s smiling face poking out from between the bars. She was waving down at us, while the other teenage girls all looked somewhere between horrified and just plain confused at everything going on around them. I guess Dizzy, being a superhero herself, was more used to these kinds of dramatic, tense situations than they were.


  “Thanks, Dizzy!” I said, waving up at her. “Now, then …”


  I twisted my Teleportation Buckle—which had thankfully not been pulled under the floor with my legs—and teleported back onto the floor. With my legs no longer in the concrete, I was able to stand at my full height and face Seth, who had retreated a few feet away from me, a scowl marring his handsome face.


  “And then there was one,” I said. “With both Phaser and Longworth down, I’d say all your plans were just flushed down the toilet.”


  Seth looked like he was about to explode, but then he took a deep breath and said, in a much calmer voice than I was expecting, “If you think taking out two of my subordinates is enough to stop me, then you really have no idea who you are dealing with.”


  Seth suddenly pulled his helmet back on his head. He held out his hand and his hammer flew back into it like it was magnetized or something.


  I readied myself for a fight, but Seth didn’t come rushing at me. Instead, he jumped into the air and swung his hammer at the chains holding up the cage with the girls. The chains shattered upon impact and then the cage—no longer supported—fell directly down on me.




  CHAPTER THIRTY


   


  The cage fell too fast for me to catch, with the girls all screaming for their lives inside. I held my arms over my head, but I knew it was going to hurt no matter what I did.


  When the cage was just inches above my head, however, it stopped abruptly. Puzzled, I looked up at the cage, wondering why I was not currently being crushed to death under the weight of the cafe, until I heard Strike shout, “Bolt, are you all right?”


  I looked over at where Strike stood. He was holding his hands out, a strained look on his face, and I realized he was using his magnetic powers to keep the cage from falling down on and crushing me. It wasn’t as big as the plane he had captured earlier, but I guess he must have been tired from all of the fighting because his face looked strained from the effort.


  “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said. “Thanks for the catch.”


  “No problem,” said Strike. “But Seth is getting away!”


  I looked over my shoulder and saw Seth rushing toward the door to the maze. Triplet raised his gun to shoot him, but Seth swung his hammer and knocked the gun out of his hand. Triplet immediately split into his Thirds and they scattered, confusing Seth, who looked around as he tried to figure out who he should go after first.


  But I wasn’t about to let Seth get away. I activated my super speed and rushed toward him. I body-slammed his back, sending Seth flying into the wall. He slammed into the wall hard and, before he could recover, I grabbed his arms and twisted them behind his back, forcing him to drop his hammer and cry out in pain as I bent his arms nearly to the breaking point.


  “Nice try with the cage thing, Seth,” I said, not bothering to hide the hate in my voice now, “but you’re going to have to be faster than that to escape me.”


  Seth growled. “Faster? I don’t need to faster than you. I just need to be smarter than you.”


  Suddenly, a portion of the back of his armor slid aside and a tiny spray gun poked out of his armor. The spray gun suddenly shot all over my face, spraying me with a disgusting yellow gas that had to be powerless gas. The stinky gas was sprayed all over my eyes, mouth and nose, making my eyes water and causing me to cough, which broke my concentration long enough for Seth to free his arms from my grasp.


  Seth whirled around and planted a solid punch to my gut. I gasped in pain and doubled over, but when another punch from Seth came, I caught it with my hands. That normally wouldn’t have been a problem with my super strength, but the powerless gas had taken away my powers for the moment, so it took far more effort to hold his fist back than it normally would have.


  That was when a kick came out of nowhere and struck me in the knees, making me fall onto the floor. I expected another kick, but then Seth rushed through the door and slammed it shut behind him.


  Triplet ran up to the door and immediately began trying to open it, but then he cursed and said, “No good. He locked it on his way in.”


  “He’s gone?” I said, looking up at Triplet.


  “Not unless I have anything to say about it,” said Strike behind us.


  I looked over my shoulder in time to see Strike—who had lowered the cage onto the floor—walking over to us. He held out a hand toward the door and clenched his hand into a fist.


  The metal door snapped off its hinges and was thrown aside. Triplet made a move to enter, but I held up my arm and said, “You two, stay here and take care of the girls and Longworth. It’s too dangerous to go after Seth and someone needs to make sure the girls are kept safe.”


  “Are you sure?” said Strike. “Because if you need our help—”


  “I’ll be fine,” I said. “And I’ll be back in a flash.”


  Without waiting for either of them, I rushed down the stairs into the stairwell after Seth. I expected to find him still somewhere on the stairs, but I didn’t encounter him at all as I ran. There was no room for him to hide in the stairs, either, so he must have run very fast to get ahead of me. But I was faster.


  When I reached the generator room, an arm shot out in front of me and I ran into it full force. The blow knocked me off my feet, but I rolled to the side just in time to avoid Seth’s hammer before it smashed down onto the floor where my head had been.


  Rising to my feet, I saw Seth, wearing his full suit of Abaddon Armor, standing on the other side of the doorway. With his helmet covering his face, I couldn’t see his expression, but I didn’t need to. If I wanted to see his face, I would just tear his helmet off his head personally.


  “Okay, Seth,” I said, holding up my fists. “I see you’ve decided to fight instead of run. That’s a little different from most baddies I deal with, but it’s not going to help you any more than running.”


  Seth did not respond. He just rushed toward me, swinging his hammer, but even with his suit enhancing his speed, he was still rather slow and clumsy. I activated my super speed and zoomed around him, easily avoiding his hammer. I then grabbed Seth’s shoulders and threw him across the room at the opposite wall.


  Seth crashed into the wall on the other side of the room hard enough to leave a dent in the wall. Despite that, he still tried to stand, but I ran at him and slammed him against the wall, pinning his head against the wall with my hand around his neck.


  “Not this time, Seth,” I said through gritted teeth. “You’re not going anywhere except a prison cell in Ultimate Max with your name on it.”


  Still, Seth didn’t say anything. He was clearly trying to throw me off him, but I was too strong for him to do anything except wriggle awkwardly underneath me.


  “Got nothing to say?” I said. “Or is your helmet making it hard for you to speak? Here, let me help you with that.”


  I reached over and grabbed Seth’s helmet with my free hand. With a grunt, I ripped the helmet off his head and tossed it aside, but I was shocked by what I found underneath it:


  It was the face of a robot. Two glowing red optics, plus a simple line that was apparently supposed to be the mouth. Blocky and shaped like thumb, it was most definitely not Seth’s face, not unless Seth was actually a robot on top of being a clone of himself, anyway.


  “What the—?” I said. “How—”


  “Surprised?” Seth’s voice came from the robot’s mouth, but it sounded like he was talking over the phone. “I knew you would be. You were expecting to catch me, but what you failed to realize is that I am prepared for every contingency. Knowing I might end up in this situation, I created this robot to wear the Abaddon Armor for when I cannot. One of the advantages of the Abaddon Armor is how easy is to put on and take off, which I took advantage of to trick you.”


  “Where are you?” I said. “Tell me now.”


  “Somewhere you can’t get me,” Seth replied. “But don’t worry. I can assure you that this won’t be the last time we meet. Destiny has not yet decided to separate us. We will meet again, but next time, I will win.”


  Abruptly, the robot began making a weird beeping noise, almost like a countdown timer. Then a robotic voice that sounded nothing like Seth’s voice began to say, “Ten … nine … eight … seven … six … five … four … three …”


  Realizing what was about to happen, I let go of the robot, but I didn’t have time to escape. The robot suddenly exploded, the impact sending me flying head over heels until I hit the floor hard enough to crack my skull and knock me unconscious.




  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


   


  My head spun and I dipped in and out of consciousness every now and then. Sometimes, I would see bright lights around me and hear people talking—voices I couldn’t understand or recognize—only for the lights and voices to fade out and be replaced by the darkness of unconsciousness. Whenever I got close to consciousness, I would struggle to get up, but just as often I would also just lie there, hoping the pain would go away and that I would be able to simply sleep forever. Sometimes I would also feel people, hands, touching me, moving me around or shaking me, but like the voices, I couldn’t tell who was touching me or why.


  Eventually, however, the periods of darkness grew shorter and shorter, while the periods of light became longer and longer. The voices I heard every now and then would become much more distinct and I would even be able to catch a few words, but it still took a while before I could identify the sources of the voices themselves. Even the pain started to subside until eventually, I felt stiff and tired, but not painful.


  Then, like someone flipped a switch, consciousness returned to me and my eyes snapped open. I suddenly sat up, breathing and sweating hard.


  The first thing I noticed was that I wasn’t wearing my costume, but rather a blue patient’s gown. The second thing I noticed was that I was sitting in a hospital bed, which made me wonder if I was in the hospital. If so, I didn’t remember going here. All I remembered was having the robotic Abaddon explode in my face. The explosion must have knocked me out. Not surprising, honestly, given how powerful it had been. It didn’t help that I’d been very tired from all of the fighting I did. It was amazing I wasn’t dead, to be honest.


  Rubbing the back of my head, I looked around and realized I wasn’t in a hospital at all. I was actually sitting on a bed in the Braindome’s medical room, where Braindome workers and dwellers stayed whenever they got harmed in battle. It wasn’t as well-equipped or big as a real hospital, but it was sufficient for most of our needs and we could always transfer our members to the St. Francisco’s if we absolutely had to.


  I was also the only person in the room, though I noticed my earcom lying on the bedside table beside me. Snatching the earcom off the table, I inserted it into my ear and, tapping it once, said, “Valerie, are you there? Can you hear me?”


  “Hello, Bolt,” said Valerie in her usual monotone voice. “I am pleased to hear from you. How are you doing? Do you feel well?”


  I groaned and lay back down, rubbing my forehead as I said, “I guess so, but I’m not sure what happened. Last thing I remember is getting blasted by that robot that exploded. Was I knocked out?”


  “Yes,” said Valerie. “From what I have gathered, Strike went down after you into the maze and dragged you out all by himself. He and Triplet then led the scared girls out of the maze to safety. The girls are currently being reunited with their families by the Virginia state government.”


  I sighed in relief. “Good to hear. I was worried about that for a bit. What about Triplet? Is he okay?”


  “He’s fine,” said Valerie. “I actually managed to speak with him before he left. He said he needed to go back to New York City to talk to his client in order to inform him that the case was solved. He seemed excited about getting paid for his work.”


  I frowned. “You mean he didn’t stay long enough to say goodbye?”


  “He did come to the Braindome with you, Strike, and Dizzy,” said Valerie, “but like I said, he said he needed to return to New York City as quickly as possible, so he couldn’t stay around forever. I believe he spoke with Brains and Vanish about what happened down there, but other than that, he simply came and went.”


  My frown deepened. Triplet could be pretty rough sometimes and I still thought he would make a great NHA member, but I knew that he was a real hero deep down and I had nothing but respect for him. He’d helped me too many times for me to think otherwise. Still, I wished he could have been a little friendlier, but hey, I understood where he was coming from. Business was business and I didn’t want him to spend more time here than he absolutely needed to.


  “So how long have I been out?” I said.


  “One day,” said Valerie. “Closer to a day and a half, actually. Part of that, however, was medically-induced. You took a terrible beating down there, which would have killed a normal human. They worked hard to fix you up, but I would suggest not moving around too much.”


  “Why not?” I said. I stretched my arms and legs. “I feel fine, Val. A little tired, maybe, but I think I could get up and walk around if I wanted to.”


  “I would not recommend it,” said Valerie. “I just wish I could have been down there with you, but Longworth’s maze was protected by some kind of signal disruption device that prevented me from connecting to your suit-up watch or your earcom. Otherwise, I definitely would have been down there with you.”


  I smiled. “Thanks, Val. I know you would have helped if you could, but—”


  Suddenly, the door to the medical room opened. I immediately looked up to see Brains and Strike enter. Strike didn’t look much better than me, especially with that bandage wrapped around his head, but unlike me, he could still walk. Brains, on the other hand, looked fresh and clean, although the frown lines on his face told me he was a lot more worried than he let on.


  “Bolt,” said Brains as he and Strike stopped at the end of my bed. “I thought I sensed activity in your brain waves that suggested you’re awake. We also heard you talking to someone in here, but I don’t see anyone.”


  I sat up, using the fluffy pillows for support, and gestured at my ear. “Just talking to Val. She’s been filling me in on everything that’s happened since I got knocked out. Said you dragged me here.”


  I said that to Strike, who stood with his arms folded in front of his chest. I noticed he still hadn’t replaced his torn cape, which hung in tatters off his shoulders.


  “Like a sack of potatoes,” said Strike. He gestured at the tatters of his cape hanging off his shoulders. “Just a bit of revenge for what you did to my cape here.”


  “Hey, you did that yourself,” I said. “Or just blame Longworth, seeing as he’s the one who brainwashed you in the first place.”


  “Sorry about that,” said Strike. He rubbed the back of his head. “When I convinced Phaser to take me with him, my original plan was to take down him and Longworth. But then Abaddon attacked me and put a Control Crown on my head before I had a chance to do anything else.”


  “No problem, bro,” I said, waving off Strike’s apology. “I know you wouldn’t destroy your cape yourself. You don’t hate me that much.”


  Strike chuckled at that, while Brains clapped his hands together and said, “Good to hear you so chipper. The doctor said you would need to rest in bed for a few days, but it sounds to me like you’re already raring to go.”


  “Yep,” I said with a nod. “I am. By the way, how is Dizzy? Is she doing okay?”


  “She’s fine, thankfully,” said Strike. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Right now, she and Vanish are cooing about how cute Joey is and talking about girl stuff. As much as I missed Dizzy, it was a relief when Brains said we should go check on you.”


  Brains chuckled. “You learn to live with it, Strike, especially when you’re married. I’m sure Dizzy and Vanish are glad that they don’t have to listen to us talk ‘guy stuff.’”


  “Speaking of guy stuff, what happened to Longworth?” I said, looking from Strike to Brains and back again. “Is he still around?”


  “Not anymore,” said Brains, shaking his head. “The G-Men showed up yesterday and hauled him off to prison. Additionally, the G-Men have also confiscated his house and property, which includes the maze underneath.”


  I scowled. “Of course they would. I imagine they’re probably very interested in Longworth’s cloning technology.”


  “Imagine an army of Cadmus Smiths,” said Strike. He shuddered. “I wish I couldn’t.”


  I shuddered even more. “Or even worse, an army of Shades, each one devoted to trolling me for the rest of my life.” I looked at Brains. “Is there any way for the NHA to take the maze away from them or—?”


  Brains shook his head. “Nope. The G-Men can pretty much seize any property they want because of eminent domain. Not sure how they can claim to have an interest in Longworth’s maze, though, or the cloning technology within it.”


  Remembering how the G-Men had originally gotten their hands on Fisticuffs, I could see how the G-Men could justify taking Longworth’s maze, as well as whatever technology and information inside his computer database. I disliked the idea of the G-Men having access to that tech, but on the other hand, perhaps they would find enough evidence to incriminate Seth Richards as well and bring him to justice. I liked to imagine the G-Men kicking down the front door of Seth’s mansion and dragging him out in chains to be shipped off to Ultimate Max or wherever bad guys like him went.


  “I mean, I suppose we could try to sue the G-Men over it, but it’s really hard to win lawsuits against those guys,” said Brains. “Plus, the Leadership Council would murder me if I tried to sue the G-Men without their permission, which is another reason not to do it.”


  “Yeah, I guess so,” I said with a sigh. “I still wish we had access to the maze, though. There’s probably all sorts of information in there that could help us figure out exactly what Seth Richards is up to.”


  “Does it really matter?” said Strike. “I mean, I know Seth is a bad guy, but at this point, I’m not sure how much of a threat he could really be. He himself said the maze was his biggest cloning facility, and with his top scientist in chains, I bet his whole empire is going to crumble down around him pretty soon, especially if the G-Men can get Longworth to talk. I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you. It’s only a matter of time before Seth gets busted.”


  I wasn’t quite as optimistic as Strike about Seth getting arrested, but I didn’t want to be a Debbie Downer, so I said, “Well, I hope you’re right. Wait, what about Phaser? Is he—?”


  “Still alive,” said Strike with a scowl. “Even though he looked dead, when I went back into the maze after we got the girls out, his body was gone. There was just a puddle of blood where he was lying, but I didn’t see his body anywhere.”


  “How did he survive?” I said. I put a hand on my chest. “Triplet shot him in the chest.”


  “Guess he must have missed his heart or something,” said Strike with a shrug. “All I know is that he’s still out there somewhere, so I’d suggest keeping your guard up in case he decides to come after you for revenge or something.”


  I gulped, knowing how effective Phaser’s powers were for pulling off assassinations, but maybe Phaser’s injury would force him to take a break for a while, at least until we could catch him and put him behind bars along with his brother. “So when are you and Dizzy going back to California?”


  “Tomorrow,” said Strike, putting his hands on his hips. “The team is going to be really happy to see her again. I’ll make sure to mention how you helped save her. Honestly, Bolt, if I didn’t have your help, I’m not sure I could have ever saved her.”


  I smiled. “Anytime, Strike. I always help my friends with their problems, no matter what.”


  Strike nodded. “All right. Well, I think we’ll just leave you here to rest. As much as I don’t want to hear Dizzy talking about how cute that kid is, I really do want to spend as much time with her as possible before we leave.”


  “I’ll go with you,” said Brains. “And Bolt, if you need anything, just shout, okay?”


  With that, Brains and Strike left the medical room, leaving me lying all by myself in the medical room with no company other than Valerie, who had gone quiet again. I was fine with that, however. I needed some time to think about everything that happened.


  Despite Strike’s assurances that Seth was going to get arrested, I doubted that myself. Sure, losing Vault A undoubtedly was a setback, but Seth struck me as the kind of guy to have all sorts of backup plans in case of emergencies. I couldn’t predict how he would spin this to help himself, but I was sure that as long as he could continue to draw breath, he wouldn’t stop whatever he was trying to do.


  Still, it wasn’t constructive or helpful to think about such things, so I pushed those thoughts out of my mind for now and closed my eyes, allowing my mind to drift off to some much-needed sleep …




  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


   


  Somewhere in New York City …


   


  Triplet pulled his collar up a little closer around his neck as a fiercely cold November wind blew through just then. As much as Triplet liked New York City, there were times when he wished the weather could be more like Texas. Today was one of those days: Raining all day long, with freezing temperatures that threatened to turn the city’s many streets and sidewalks into frozen death traps for the unwary. Even someone like him, who was always careful when walking on ice, could easily slip and crack his skull on the pavement if he wasn’t careful.


  Maybe I should start wearing a helmet now, Triplet thought as a bicyclist went zipping past him, forcing several pedestrians to jump out of the way and causing several cars to honk angrily. That way, if I fell, at least I wouldn’t have to worry about cracking my skull open like an egg.


  Luckily, Triplet did not need to spend too much more time out in the cold, wet weather. Up ahead, he saw the stoop and front door of his client’s house. The orange outdoor light looked quite inviting in the cold, dark weather and he caught a glimpse of Christmas lights through the window on the door. The Christmas lights stirred a sense of nostalgia in him. He didn’t celebrate Christmas that much—being a bachelor with no real family to speak of and even fewer friends meant holidays weren’t very fun to celebrate—but the sight of those lights reminded him of his childhood when his parents would put up the Christmas lights and decorations.


  ‘Course, it’s not even Thanksgiving yet and my client already has Christmas decorations up, Triplet thought as he walked up the stoop. Guess they’re ready to get done with the holiday season just like me.


  Triplet rapped on the door three times in rapid succession and waited. He didn’t have to wait long. The door opened and he found himself standing face to face with an elderly black man wearing a dignified black suit who, despite his advanced age, still had a full head of hair, although most of it was gray.


  “Ah, Mr. Hiro,” said the black man in a soft, refined voice. “What an unexpected visit. Are you here about Mr. Richards’s case?”


  Triplet gave a friendly smile, despite how cold it was. “Better than that, Martin. I solved the case and am here to collect my payment.”


  Martin—who was the family butler for Triplet’s client—gaped at him. “You solved it? Already?”


  “That’s what I said,” said Triplet. “Of course, I’ll understand if Mr. Richards isn’t home—”


  “Oh, no, no, he’s home,” said Martin, holding up his hands. “I am simply astonished that you managed to solve the case so quickly. I am sure Mr. Richards will be more than happy to pay you for your trouble. This case has been vexing him greatly over the last month and I am sure he will be very pleased to hear that you have solved it. Please come in.”


  Martin held the door open for Triplet, who entered, grateful that he no longer had to stand outside in the cold New York City weather. The entryway of Mr. Richards’ house was much warmer than outside, making Triplet feel like he had walked into a fireplace. Indeed, he could hear the crackling of wood somewhere ahead of him as he followed Martin up the stairs to the second floor, probably to Mr. Richards’ study, which was where Triplet’s client spent most of his time.


  When they got to the door to his study, Martin stuck his head inside and said something Triplet couldn’t hear, but he did hear an affirmative tone from Mr. Richards.


  Martin looked over his shoulder at Triplet. “Mr. Richards would like to see you now. I’ll leave you two alone so you can discuss this case in private.”


  Martin stepped aside as Triplet entered Mr. Richards’ study and closed the door behind him. It was even warmer in here than it was out in the rest of the hall, with a merrily crackling fireplace off to the side. A large portrait of an elderly man adorned the wall above the fireplace, which Triplet understood was one of Mr. Richards’ ancestors, although he did not know who it was. It was an impressive painting, though, so realistic that it almost looked like a photograph instead of an artist’s representation of a seventeenth-century judge.


  “Mr. Hiro,” said a voice on the other side of the room. “Welcome to my study.”


  Triplet—who had been briefly mesmerized by the large painting above the fireplace—started and looked in the direction from which the voice had come from. A large wooden oak desk, covered with papers, a lamp, and a laptop computer, stood off to the side, with two large bookshelves on either side behind it.


  Sitting behind the desk was a man who Triplet almost mistook for Seth Richards, but there were obvious physical differences. For one, the man wore a dark blue suit and red tie. His facial features were softer than Seth’s. His hair was a good deal darker than Seth’s, too, but his eyes blazed with the same intelligence and drive that Triplet had seen in Seth’s eyes back in the maze.


  “Ho, ho, ho, Mr. Richards,” said Triplet, turning to face him. “Saw the Christmas lights were up already. I didn’t take you to be the kind of guy who would skip Thanksgiving.”


  Mr. Sean Richards—Triplet’s client and the son of Seth Richards—shrugged. “It wasn’t me. My son, Ethan, wanted the Christmas lights up now, even though Thanksgiving isn’t over yet. I usually leave Christmas decoration to Ethan anyway, so I allowed him to do it.”


  Triplet frowned. “Ethan’s here? I thought you told me he was staying with your ex-wife this Thanksgiving.”


  “It was a last minute arrangement,” said Sean. He adjusted his glasses. “Susan said she didn’t want to take care of him, so she let him come over and stay with me over Thanksgiving. He’s going back to her house on Black Friday, however, so he isn’t going to be here forever.”


  There was a hint of pain in Sean’s voice, probably due to how much his divorce with his wife had messed him up. Triplet didn’t know the full details of the divorce—it had happened well before Sean hired him for this case—but he wasn’t about to start asking Sean about a subject that was obviously very personal.


  Instead, Triplet said, “Can I take a seat? It will be easier to talk to you that way.”


  “Certainly,” said Sean. He gestured at the chair in front of his desk. “Please take a seat.”


  Triplet quickly sat down in the comfy armchair. It was a nice change of pace from walking around in the cold weather, especially with the fire roaring in the fireplace behind him. If he wasn’t here on business, Triplet could have easily fallen asleep in this chair.


  Sean tapped a few keys on his laptop and clicked his mouse a couple of times before closing his laptop and looking directly at Triplet. “Okay, what did you find?”


  Despite how comfortable he was, Triplet leaned forward, his hands clasped together tightly. “I solved the case.”


  Sean nodded. “That is what Martin told me. I’m shocked, honestly, that you solved it so quickly.”


  Triplet didn’t smile. “Martin said the same thing. Apparently, you two forgot when I told you how good of a detective I am.”


  Triplet didn’t want to sound sarcastic, especially when dealing with clients, but he had had a pretty tough week, especially inside the maze, and his patience was wearing thin. He was mostly just interested in getting paid now, although he was also interested in figuring out the connection between Seth and Sean Richards.


  “Apologies if I didn’t believe you,” said Sean. “I’ve hired a lot of detectives of varying quality over the years. I just wasn’t sure at first if you were the real deal or another person with a mouth bigger than your actions.”


  Triplet shrugged. “Being able to split into Thirds is useful for solving cases.”


  “Undoubtedly,” said Sean. He suddenly sipped a cup of steaming coffee Triplet had not noticed. “But continue with your report.”


  “All right,” said Triplet. “You know those girls you hired me to find? The ones that went missing in Virginia? Well, I found them. They were all kidnapped by a man known as Samuel Longworth. Do you know that name?”


  Sean paused, his cup of coffee halfway between the desk and his mouth. “It sounds … familiar. I seem to remember a man named Longworth from my childhood, but I can’t remember for sure.”


  “I’m sure you do,” said Triplet, “because Longworth wasn’t working by himself. He was working under the orders of a man named Seth Richards.”


  Sean nearly dropped his coffee, but he caught it at the last second and simply spilled a little bit onto his desk. But Sean, apparently, did not notice the coffee stain on his desk, because he was looking at Triplet with a mixture of fear and confusion.


  “Did you say Seth Richards?” said Sean, slowly and hesitatingly.


  Triplet nodded. “I did. Is he your father?”


  Sean sighed and gently lowered his coffee cup onto the desk. “No point in denying it, but yes. Why was Longworth working for him?”


  “Unfortunately, that wasn’t very clear to me,” said Triplet. “From what I gathered, Seth—your father—is trying to perfect the process of cloning human beings. He apparently had Longworth and his brother kidnap those teenage girls as part of that plan, but I am unsure how the girls played into the cloning process.”


  Sean shook his head and muttered, “So he’s still at it? Can’t say I’m surprised. But why now?”


  Triplet tilted his head to the side. “Do you have any more questions or—?”


  “Yes,” said Sean quickly. “My father. Is he—?”


  “Still alive, as far as I know,” said Triplet. He sighed. “But he got away before I could interrogate him. I don’t know where he is now, although Longworth might.”


  “Where is Longworth?”


  “Headed to Ultimate Max, from what I heard,” said Triplet. “The G-Men showed up shortly after me and a couple of superheroes stopped him. Took him off our hands. They also confiscated his lab, along with all of the evidence of your father’s involvement.”


  Sean’s shoulders slumped. “Meaning I can’t simply hire you to go to Longworth’s lab and poke around for a bit.”


  “Unless you’re willing to pay extra,” said Triplet. He leaned back in his chair, draping both of his arms over its back. “But frankly, I don’t want to get on the wrong side of the G-Men. I’m not their biggest fan, but I also don’t want to get arrested, either. Do you know what I mean?”


  “Don’t worry, Triplet,” said Sean with a wave. “I won’t make you do anything illegal. Besides, you already did everything I asked you to. I will make sure Martin transfers your payment from my account to yours first thing tomorrow morning. You have my thanks.”


  “You’re quite welcome, Sean,” said Triplet. “I’m always pleased to help a client solve their case.”


  “Right,” said Sean. “But before you leave, can I ask who were the superheroes who helped you?”


  Triplet raised an eyebrow. “What? Oh, those two. Bolt, from the Neohero Alliance, and Strike, from the Independent Neoheroes for Justice. Two young guys, but very brave and strong. Trustworthy as well. Couldn’t have solved it without their help.”


  Sean nodded. “I believe I’ve heard of them. I’m glad to hear that they helped. I wish I could have met them myself.”


  “They’re not hard to get a hold of, if you want to,” said Triplet.


  Sean shook his head quickly. “No, I don’t think I will. I don’t have anything to say to them, really. You solved the case and those girls are well. That’s all I need to know.”


  Triplet’s eyes narrowed. He had worked with enough clients to tell that Sean wasn’t going to simply go back to his ordinary business even after he paid Triplet. In particular, Triplet suspected that the news about Seth’s return had probably shaken Sean a great deal and changed whatever plans he had come up with before. And Triplet had to admit, he was also curious about Seth and the entire Richards family and their drama.


  But I’m not being paid to look into that, Triplet reminded himself. So I won’t.


  “Well, it was nice talking to you again, Mr. Richards,” said Triplet. He rose from his chair. “But I need to get back to my office. I look forward to receiving my payment tomorrow morning.”


  “Of course,” said Sean. “Happy Thanksgiving, Triplet, and Merry Christmas as well.”


  “Same to you.”


  Triplet turned and left Sean’s office. He found Martin waiting on the other side, who led him back down the stairs to the front door. Martin once again thanked Triplet for his help and even offered him a warm cup of coffee, which Triplet took with thanks because he would need it outside.


  Stepping onto the street outside Sean’s house, Triplet looked up one last time at the house. He thought he caught a glimpse of a boy—Ethan, most likely—staring at him from one of the upper windows, but it was just for a moment and the face was gone.


  Triplet shook his head and started walking down the street, sipping his piping hot cup of coffee as he walked. His analytical mind wasn’t sure about this family or how their drama tied into what was happening in Showdown, but he hoped that Bolt did not get sucked into it.


  Or me, for that matter, Triplet thought as snow started to fall from the sky. I’ve had enough excitement to last me until the New Year.


  -
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  The Superhero's Clone


   


  Chapter One


   


  Eighteen years ago …


   


  “Project Revival is dead,” said the voice over the laptop. “It’s over. Finished. We are done.”


  Those words hung in the air like the webs of a spider in the corners of the ceiling. It was rather impressive when you considered how the two men sitting around the small metal table in the center of the room were the room’s only two inhabitants.


  One of the men was a young man in his twenties. Though athletic and well-built, he was obviously not the kind of man who could be mistaken for an athlete. His messy brown hair, thick horn-rimmed glasses, and sharp, piercing gaze told of a man who was more at home behind a computer screen attempting to work out complex programming problems than a man who liked to play touch football on the weekends. His white lab coat even made him look like a scientist, though the insect-like helmet on his lap and gauntlets covered with buttons made it clear he was not ‘just’ a scientist.


  Sitting across from him was another curious figure. Unlike the young man, this man was clad head to foot in a suit of black and silver armor that looked like something from the Middle Ages, except updated to modern times. Blue eyes glowed from within the eye holes in the helmet, while a sword was sheathed at his side. He looked more machine than man, which was a lot truer than it first seemed.


  In between them sat a bulky laptop computer. Its screen showed no face, but instead a black background with the word ‘BENEFACTOR’ in all capital letters written on it. The laptop itself was hooked up to a couple of high-tech speakers designed to make the voice’s words clearer, as well as hooked up to a microphone to allow the two men to speak to it. Or rather, to the faceless man on the other side whom neither of them had actually seen but had worked together with closely over the last year or so.


  “It’s official?” said the man in the white lab coat, looking at the laptop.


  “Indeed it is, Genius,” said the voice on the other end. “I just sent out an email to all workers to cease all cloning operations and shut down every Vault in the country, with orders to seal each Vault securely and ensure their entrances are well-hidden from curious eyes.”


  “What about the Vaultwork?” said the man in the black armor in a monotone voice unlike that of a robot.


  “It will remain active, but closed off from the wider Internet, Mecha Knight,” said the voice. “We don’t want a repeat of what happened with Holly.”


  The armored knight, Mecha Knight, nodded curtly. “Of course.”


  “It’s quite sad,” said the voice. “When we first started this project, I really believed we would advance humankind’s scientific understanding. Think of how much the world would change if we had perfected the cloning process.”


  “A world where supervillains could infinitely clone themselves to repeat their crimes, time and again?” said Genius. He was doodling on a piece of paper, though it was clear from his comment he was paying close attention to the conversation. “That is not a world I want to live in, Benefactor.”


  The voice—belonging to a man known only as Benefactor—chuckled. “Come now, Genius. If you really believed that the cloning process would be used primarily by villains, you would never have agreed to lend your scientific prowess to the project in the first place.”


  Genius stopped doodling and looked at the laptop, his gaze cold. “When I first signed up for Project Revival, I was blinded by emotion. I didn’t seriously consider all of the ramifications of helping you. Now I wish I did.”


  “You have emotion?” said Benefactor in surprise. “You are even more robotic than Mecha Knight, and he’s actually a robot. No offense, Jack.”


  “None taken,” said Mecha Knight. “Although I am not entirely without emotion, either, despite my mechanical body.”


  “I am still human,” said Genius softly. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “A human with powers, perhaps, but no less human than anyone else, still subject to the same vices and temptations as anyone.”


  “True,” said Benefactor. “You know, one of the reasons I’ve always respected you two is because of your down-to-earth personalities. Unlike some supers, you’ve always acknowledged your humanity and certainly never tried to pass yourself off as the next step in humanity’s ‘evolution’ or some crap like that.”


  “Humility is necessary in order to keep us from becoming the very villains we’ve sworn to fight,” Mecha Knight replied.


  “Agreed,” said Genius. “More than a few villains I’ve met became that way only because they didn’t acknowledge their limitations.”


  “Absolutely true,” Benefactor agreed. “Still, if things had been just a bit different, I am sure we could have perfected it. We could have beaten death itself, even.”


  Genius shook his head. “I understand what you mean, but it’s not possible. You can’t defeat death. You can put it off, but sooner or later, everyone dies. And I do mean everyone. And they don’t come back.”


  Genius put a lot of emphasis on those last two sentences to make it clear where he stood, but Benefactor simply said, in his usual chipper voice, “I guess you’re right. Maybe it was arrogant of me to assume that I could combine my wealth with the brainpower of two of the smartest men in the world to beat death. In a world where men can blow up whole cities with a thought and women can fly, I guess there are some things that can’t be changed after all.”


  “It would appear so,” said Mecha Knight, though Genius caught a hint of disappointment in his voice. “Will any of our data be made available to the medical establishment, at least? It would be a disappointment if the discoveries we made during the process went to waste.”


  “Absolutely,” said Benefactor. “I plan to personally, although anonymously, donate our research to science departments in many of the best universities in the country. Hopefully, it will result in some amazing scientific discoveries that will aid humanity.”


  “Would that really be wise?” said Genius. “The nature of our experiments were … questionable, to say the least.”


  “It will be just fine,” said Benefactor glibly. “Science must always be used for the good of humanity, which means making our knowledge available to as many people as possible. That is the only way humanity can progress to greater heights.”


  Genius nodded, though he was still slightly skeptical about it himself. “Right. Are there any last things we need to deal with before we leave?”


  “Yes, there is one last thing,” said Benefactor. “I need you and Mecha Knight to sign a nondisclosure agreement regarding your involvement in Project Revival.”


  Genius and Mecha Knight both looked down at the sheets of paper in the center of the table that were in a folder. Mecha Knight took his first and scanned the contract, while Genius took his and looked it over curiously.


  “An NDA?” said Genius, looking at the laptop again. “Why do we need to sign these?”


  “Because I don’t want the details about Project Revival to leak out to the rest of the world,” said Benefactor. “It would be very dangerous if the Vaults—and the knowledge contained within them—were to fall into the wrong hands, wouldn’t you say?’


  Genius nodded. He pulled a pen out of his coat pocket and signed his name along the bottom of the NDA. “Very well. I have no intention of speaking about this Project to anyone. What about you, Mecha Knight?”


  Mecha Knight hesitated for a second, but then he pulled out his own pen and scratched his name along the line at the bottom. “Fine. I can live with not telling anyone about this.”


  “Very good,” said Benefactor. “You two can leave your NDAs here. My assistant will stop by later to pick them up and deliver them to me. We’ll send you your copies in the mail later on.”


  Genius and Mecha Knight both pushed their NDAs back to the middle of the table and then Genius said, “Is that it, then? Are we finally done?”


  “I believe so,” said Benefactor. “That is, unless either of you have some last issues we need to address?”


  “No,” said Genius as Mecha Knight shook his head. “I don’t think so.”


  “Excellent,” said Benefactor. “Well, I must say it has been a great honor working alongside you two over this last year. Despite the ultimate failure of this project, I believe the knowledge we learned from will help science advance into new frontiers. This is likely the last time I will speak to either of you ever again, but I wish you two the best of luck in all your future endeavors. Thank you.”


  With that, the word ‘BENEFACTOR’ on the screen was replaced by a message stating ‘CONNECTION TERMINATED.’


  Genius looked at Mecha Knight. “What do you think, Jack?”


  Mecha Knight folded his hands on the table. “I think I will be glad to be back on Hero Island. The others are probably wondering where we are.”


  “Same here,” said Genius. “Ashley is probably worried about me. Kevin has been more of a handful than we thought and he isn’t even a year old yet.”


  “Children are a lot of work, aren’t they?” said Mecha Knight idly. “I don’t have any myself, but my sister has a few and I am surprised she ever gets anything done given how much effort they require.”


  “I can barely get anything done with Kevin around,” said Genius, shaking his head. “Every time I sit down to work, he cries. And even stranger, he only stops crying when I hold him and not Ashley, at least most of the time.”


  “I guess he’s going to be a daddy’s boy, isn’t he?” said Mecha Knight.


  “Most likely,” said Genius. Then he frowned and looked at the NDAs they just signed. “I’m glad Project Revival is over, honestly. I’m not a religious man, but I am starting to think that there are things humans are just not meant to mess with.”


  “I can hardly argue with you about that,” said Mecha Knight. He pressed a hand against his chest. “But I can’t say I am not a little disappointment, for reasons you understand. If Project Revival had worked …”


  “If it had worked, Jake would have remembered me,” said Genius. “He didn’t. What we cloned—created—wasn’t Jake. If Project Revival had gone on, I am sure it would have harmed you as well.”


  Mecha Knight lowered his hand. “Perhaps you’re right. This body of mine has served me well so far, but I miss feeling human.”


  “Like aches and pains after you get beat up by a supervillain who can bench press a mack truck?” said Genius, rubbing his shoulder.


  Mecha Knight shook his head. “No, I don’t miss that. It’s the small things. Water on my lips. Drinking a hot cup of coffee on a cold winter morning. Feeling another human being’s skin against my own. This body saved me from death, but I sometimes wonder at what cost.”


  “Life is better than death, Jack,” said Genius. “If we hadn’t built your body, you would be dead now.”


  “True,” said Mecha Knight. “This way, I guess I’ll live forever until someone accidentally deletes my consciousness, I suppose.”


  “Don’t look at it that way,” said Genius. “There are a lot of people who would gladly trade their life for yours. You still have a role to play, both in the Neohero Alliance and the world at large, regardless of what body you have.”


  Mecha Knight nodded, although he didn’t seem entirely convinced by Genius’ argument. “You’re right. I probably shouldn’t worry about it so much.”


  Genius smiled. He stood up and picked up his helmet, holding under his arm. “Well, I’d say it’s about time for us to go. I told Ashley I would be back home in time for dinner and you know how she gets when I’m late.”


  Mecha Knight also stood up. “Don’t worry. I’ve seen what happens Ashley when she gets angry. I understand.”


  Genius nodded and the two of them walked toward the door. Genius opened it and allowed Mecha Knight to leave first, but he paused before leaving and looked over his shoulder one last time at the laptop that had been Benefactor’s only connection to them. The ‘CONNECTION TERMINATED’ message was still displayed on the screen and Genius wondered for a moment if he would ever see Benefactor again.


  Probably not, Genius thought, shaking his head and closing the door behind him. He sounds so old that I bet he’s going to die sometime soon. In some ways, that’s sad, but like I said, you can’t escape death. Eventually, it catches you … and never lets go. 


  -
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