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  CHAPTER ONE


   


  I stood with my hands on the clear glass wall, staring at Blizzard—my girlfriend—sleeping on the other side. With her eyes closed and her hands folded on her stomach, she looked like she was just taking a nap … or would have, anyway, if it wasn’t for the IV drip attached to her hand. Or her skin, which was normally a dark brown, but was now a sickening gray. Even her snow white hair looked thinner and grayer than usual, especially at the tips. Her chest rose and fell in an irregular rhythm and my blood pressure would spike every time there was a gap for longer than a few seconds, but then I would calm down again when she resumed breathing. Her heart monitor showed steady, regular spikes, but it barely reassured me that she was going to be okay.


  “Bolt,” said a man in a kind voice behind me. “I understand how much Blizzard means to you, but we need to talk. Staring at her won’t cure her.”


  Reluctantly, I tore my gaze away from Blizzard and turned to face the man who had spoken. He was a rail thin middle-aged man in a white costume, similar to mine in material and design, except his had a blue hand on the chest. He was sitting at a small table with a clipboard and a pen before him, which had notes written on it in a barely legible scrawl. “Are you sure there’s nothing that you can do for her, Touch?”


  The man—real name Orson Karl, but better known as Healing Touch, the local healer and head doctor for the Neohero Alliance—nodded grimly. “I am sorry, but it’s true. I’ve been working hard to heal her, but she hasn’t gotten any better. In fact, I would say she’s only gotten worse under our care, despite giving her the best medical care available.”


  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You’re Healing Touch. You can heal any disease with, well, a touch, can’t you? How can you not just touch her and will her sickness away?”


  Healing Touch sighed and rubbed his forehead. “My powers are not magic, Bolt. In order to heal a disease, I first need to understand it. And I don’t understand this disease afflicting Blizzard at all. I have checked all of my medical books and even consulted with some of my doctor friends outside the NHA, but no one knows what it is or how to heal or even treat it.”


  I bit my lower lip. “But you’re the greatest superhuman doctor in the world. If you can’t heal her …”


  “Neomedicine is still a very new area of medicine,” said Healing Touch. He picked up the clipboard and scanned it, though I wasn’t sure what he was looking for. “Doctors and physicians are still struggling to understand how disease affects superhumans differently from normal humans. Some doctors have even predicted that, with the rise of superhumans, would also be the rise of superhuman diseases, though for a while there I wasn’t sure that would happen.”


  I glanced over my shoulder at Blizzard’s prone form again. “Are you telling me that Blizzard has been infected with a disease only superhumans can get?”


  “That’s my current theory,” said Healing Touch as he put the clipboard down again and folded his arms in front of his chest. “It explains why all of the usual methods have failed to cure her. I believe this same sickness has affected Vanish as well, although she seems to be taking it better than Blizzard, perhaps because she is older and has a more developed immune system.”


  My hands balled into fists at my sides. “Is this why you called me out all the way back here to Hero Island? Just to tell me that Blizzard has come down with a disease exclusive to superhumans that has no cure?”


  “I didn’t say it had no cure,” Healing Touch added hastily, “I just meant that it may be a while before we find a cure and—”


  “Then why did you call me out here in the first place?” I said, throwing my hands into the air. “Just to tell me that my girlfriend is going to die?”


  “I didn’t call you out here to tell you that,” said Healing Touch, holding up his hands as if to pacify me. “I just wanted to give you an update on her situation. I just thought it would be easier for you to understand the situation if you saw it for yourself in person, rather than hear it over the phone or via text or something like that.”


  My hands shook, but I said, in a calm voice, “What about her parents and her sister?”


  “They were here yesterday,” said Healing Touch, lowering his own hands onto his lap. “They’ve been calling me every day to find out how she is progressing. They are very concerned about her, which is only natural, although it is a little annoying sometimes because I don’t always have something new to tell them.”


  “Did you tell them what you just told me?” I said. “That Blizzard’s illness is new and there might not be a cure for it?”


  “I did,” said Healing Touch, nodding. “They were not happy to hear that, and it took me hours to convince them that the safest place for Blizzard right now was here. Her father seemed to think that they just needed to find another doctor to tell them something different, even though I told them that nearly every reputable doctor in the country would tell them exactly the same thing.”


  I nodded. I wasn’t surprised. Blizzard’s parents were hugely supportive and protective of her, especially her dad. I wished I could have seen them before I got here, but I suppose it was for the best. I didn’t want them to blame me for Blizzard’s condition, not when I wasn’t responsible for it. “I see.”


  “But I just don’t understand how she got sick,” said Healing Touch, glancing at the clipboard again. “You told me she inhaled a huge amount of powerless gas in an enclosed environment over a long period of time, yes?”


  I nodded again. “Yeah. And the gas was mixed with poison, too, to make it even deadlier. I guess it must have somehow created a disease with no cure or something.”


  Healing Touch shook his head. “What kind of madman would do such a thing? I cannot imagine why someone with enough chemical knowhow to combine powerless gas with poison and unleash that on someone. Why not put that knowledge to more constructive use?”


  I looked at Blizzard again, thinking about how she looked when the EMS people pulled her out of that office in Showdown full of powerless gas. “Some people just like to kill, Touch. They want people to suffer, even if those people did nothing wrong.”


  I was thinking about the Neo-Killer. He had been a serial killer who targeted superhumans, though he had a special hatred for me due to his belief that I was responsible for the destruction of San Francisco. He had gone out of his way to make my life a living hell, up to and including poisoning Blizzard. The last I saw, the Neo-Killer had been caught in an explosion of one of Dad’s underground Vaults, but when I went to look for it later, his body was missing, so I wasn’t sure where he was or if he was even still alive.


  All I knew was the mere thought of the Neo-Killer was enough to make my blood boil. Wherever he was and whatever he was doing now, I just hoped he was suffering even worse than me. He deserved it.


  “Very true,” said Healing Touch. “I should know that, given how much experience I’ve had as a superhero. Still, I guess I’ve always been someone who believed in helping people, rather than hurting, so I have a hard time imagining why someone would want to do the opposite.”


  “Same here,” I said. I ran a hand through my hair. “How much longer do you think Blizzard has before … well …”


  Healing Touch hesitated. That wasn’t a good sign.


  “Touch?” I said. “Did you hear my question? How much longer does Blizzard have before she dies?”


  Healing Touch gulped. “Well, it’s hard to say, given the unknown nature of this disease, and it’s possible she might survive because even a doctor like me could be wrong, but—”


  “Touch,” I said flatly. “Get to the point.”


  Healing Touch took a deep breath. “In my professional opinion, if Blizzard does not recover soon, she will be dead in a week.”




  CHAPTER TWO


   


  I didn’t even hesitate. As soon as Healing Touch said that, I turned on my heel and marched straight out of the room. I heard Healing Touch calling at me to come back, but I didn’t bother to look over my shoulder or go back. I just walked—almost ran—through the hallways of Hero Island Hospital, passing nurses, patients, and visitors on my way toward the front door. A few people looked at me funny as I passed and a handful even called my name. But I just ignored them and walked faster and faster, until I reached the front door and emerged outside into the crisp October air, the smell of saltwater entering my nostrils as the rays of the sun rained down overhead.


  Instead of running off, however, I flew straight up into the air and landed on the roof of the Hospital. I sat down and pulled my knees up to my chest, staring out at the excellent view of Hero Island that the Hospital afforded me. I could see the Tower of Heroes, the Justice Statue, the Hero Island Museum, and pretty much every other major building of note, but I wasn’t really focused on the beautiful sight before me. I was thinking about what Healing Touch just told me about Blizzard and how much time she had left before she died.


  One week … Why did he have to tell me that? And why did he say it so abruptly? I wasn’t normally one to get highly emotional, but that news was just a punch to the gut. Prior to hearing this news, I had had hope that Blizzard would make it through, that soon she would be back on her feet again, and we could go out on dates again like we used to. I had even planned on taking Blizzard on a ‘sky date,’ which was basically where I held her and flew her around Showdown. I did that once in another city and she really liked it, so I had hoped to do it again.


  But if Healing Touch was right, then I would never be able to take Blizzard out on another date ever again. It seemed like the Neo-Killer was going to get one last kill even after he died. I wished I could punch that monster in the face again, but even if I could, that wouldn’t make Blizzard feel better and I knew it.


  “Bolt?” said Valerie’s cool monotone voice in my ear all of a sudden. “Your vitals suggest you are feeling severe emotional distress at the moment. Did something happen?”


  Snapping out of my thoughts, I said, “You mean you weren’t listening to what Healing Touch said?”


  “My apologies,” said Valerie. “I was in the process of figuring out which Vault we should visit next. I did not think you needed me for this checkup with Healing Touch. Did he say something important?”


  I sighed. No point in getting angry at Valerie for doing her job, so I said, “He said Blizzard has a new disease that can’t be cured, and she’s going to die in a week.”


  “I thought so,” said Valerie without hesitation. “Healing Touch normally doesn’t take this long to release patients from his care. According to the Hero Island Hospital’s website, most patients are released within a day or two of being admitted. That Blizzard has been here for a month and her condition has only gotten worse confirms what I was thinking about her likelihood of survival.”


  “Glad you’re happy,” I said bitterly, watching as a boy and his mom—probably a couple of tourists—entered the Hospital below me, without looking up at me. “Guess someone has to be.”


  “My apologies, Bolt,” said Valerie. “I did not mean to be insensitive to your obvious emotional distress. I was merely offering the observation that—”


  “I know what you were doing, Val,” I said. I sighed. “And I’m not angry at you, but this is the worst news I’ve heard in a while and it’s going to take some time before I accept it, if I ever do.”


  “I understand,” said Valerie. “Although I lack emotions like you, I’ve observed humans long enough to understand that it can take a while before your emotions settle after hearing such terrible news. I remember how long it took you to get over your father’s death not too long ago.”


  I scowled. “Another happy memory. You’re just on a roll today, aren’t you, Val?”


  “My apologies again,” said Valerie, “I was simply—”


  “Could you just shut up for a minute?” I said. “I want to be alone. Go and alphabetize Dad’s Vaults or something stupid like that.”


  “Alphabetizing Genius’s Vaults will not take me more than—”


  I tapped my earcom twice and Valerie’s voice went quiet. A part of me felt bad for abruptly hanging up on her like that, but right now I wasn’t in the mood to talk to her or anyone else. At some point, I would need to get down from her and go back into the Hospital, but I was too upset to do that right now. I knew I would probably have to apologize to Touch for storming out like that, but that would be later. Right now, I just wanted to stew in my misery, even if that meant I looked like a kid while doing it.


  “Well, well, well,” said a familiar female voice behind me, “if it isn’t Mr. Maturity himself.”


  Startled, I almost fell off the edge of the Hospital’s roof, but then a shadow tendril emerged from a nearby window and caught me. Surprised, I didn’t do anything as the tendril raised me up and deposited me back on the roof gently, though this time further away from the edge, probably so I wouldn’t fall again. The tendril then dissipated into nothing, allowing me to stand up and turn around to see who had spoken.


  A young woman with short dark hair stood not far from me. She wore a dark leather uniform, with a patch with the word ‘G-MEN’ emblazoned on it in gold lettering. She was slightly shorter than me and nowhere near as muscular, but she regarded me with an amused smirk on her lips and her hands on her hips.


  “Shade?” I said, staring at the G-Man agent in disbelief. “When did you get here? And how long have you been following me?”


  “Oh, I got here about an hour after you did,” said Shade, her smirk never leaving her lips. She held up a cotton candy stick out of nowhere and licked her lips. “I got a bit distracted by this cotton candy that one of the vendors here was selling. It’s strawberry, my favorite.”


  She took a bit out of the cotton candy and swallowed it. “Ah. Delicious.”


  My eyes narrowed. Shade was a G-Man agent, which meant she worked for the Department of Superpowered & Extraterrestrial Beings. Although the G-Men allegedly existed to protect the United States from superhuman and alien threats, in my experience, they were rarely up to any good and usually used ‘for the greater good’ as an excuse to do the worst stuff. I’d had quite a few, mostly negative encounters with them, especially with Shade, who I still wasn’t sure if she genuinely liked me or if she simply liked to troll me. In any case, I had to be careful around her, because if Shade was here, then that meant she probably wanted something.


  “Got bored spying on innocent people for Camus and decided to come down and pay me a visit?” I said.


  Shade finished eating her cotton candy and tossed the stick away. “Actually, this trip is for work rather than pleasure. We heard that your girlfriend, Snowflake—”


  “Blizzard,” I corrected.


  “—whatever her name is,” Shade continued without missing a beat, “is very sick. Deathly sick, based on what I overheard Healing Touch tell you.”


  “Were you eavesdropping on us?” I said indignantly.


  “Sure,” said Shade without a hint of shame. “What’s the point in being able to blend in with the shadows if you can’t eavesdrop on people? Seriously, for being such a fast superhuman, you sure are slow sometimes.”


  I sighed in exasperation, but said, “You’re right. Blizzard is sick. And she is going to die in a week if we can’t cure her.”


  “How sad,” said Shade, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “I never liked her all that much—or any of your bratty friends, for that matter—but I can’t say I will enjoy seeing her die. The Neo-Killer already took poor Phobia from us. Losing another super to him would be very devastating.”


  I knew who Phobia was. He was a G-Man agent originally assigned to the Neo-Killer case, although he was killed by the Neo-Killer himself around the same time the Neo-Killer poisoned Blizzard. I never got to know him very well, but Phobia came across as the only honest G-Man agent I’d met. “Yeah, Phobia’s death was tragic. Seemed like a good guy.”


  “He was,” said Shade, nodding. “He got along with everyone and always worked hard on whatever case he was given. He was the guy who recruited me into the G-Men in the first place, so I feel like I owe him for that.”


  “Really?” I said. “I didn’t know that.”


  “Yep,” said Shade. She shrugged. “Doesn’t matter now, though, given how he’s dead. He’s not the first G-Man to die in the line of duty, and sadly, he won’t be the last, either.”


  Shade seemed to be expressing actual sadness at Phobia’s death, which struck me as weird because I had never thought that the G-Men actually cared about each other. Then again, Cadmus had seemed very disturbed that one time Shade nearly died, so perhaps there was more camaraderie among them than I thought. Sure would be nice if they could show some of that camaraderie to the rest of us, though.


  “What’s your point, Shade?” I said. “I know you aren’t here just to comfort me. Let’s cut to the chase.”


  “So pushy,” said Shade, rolling her eyes. “But very well. Cadmus would probably yell at me for wasting so much time, so let’s get to the point.”


  Shade gestured at the roof below us. “You know Blizzard’s supposedly incurable disease? The one that you said would kill her in a week?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, what about it?”


  Shade’s smile seemed to take on a far more sinister appearance. “It’s not actually incurable. The G-Men have the cure … and we are perfectly willing to give it to you.”




  CHAPTER THREE


   


  I stood there, stunned, staring at Shade in disbelief. “No, you don’t.”


  “What, do you think I would joke, or worse, lie about something as important as curing an ill girl?” said Shade. She shook her head. “I did not know you had such a low opinion of my character. I would be offended if I cared.”


  “How can you have a cure for a brand new disease that no one has ever discovered before?” I said. “Your claim is ridiculous by itself.”


  “Oh, Bolt, you really underestimate the intellect and abilities of the G-Men’s top scientists,” said Shade. “Here, let me show you.”


  Shade pulled a small bottle out of her pocket and held it up for me to see. Thick purple liquid—somewhat like grape jelly in appearance—shoe under the autumnal rays of the sun overhead. It was a small bottle, barely bigger than Shade’s fist, but if it could do what she said it could do, then I needed it.


  “What is that?” I said. “It looks like grape jelly.”


  Shade lowered the bottle and held it close to her chest. “This isn’t grape jelly. It’s a liquid called TH8, or, as we like to call it, Miracle. It can heal any wound it is applied to, as well as heal any sickness if ingested. I’ve heard it tastes like crap, but it does work, I can assure you of that.”


  “And you say this can heal Blizzard,” I said. “Right?”


  “Right on,” said Shade, nodding. She fingered the bottle casually. “If she drinks it, then it should heal her of her sickness, no matter what it is. Especially since this stuff was reverse-engineered from the blue glue that the Pokacu used.”


  I held out a hand. “Give it to me. Now.”


  Shade held it away from me. “No. It’s G-Men property.”


  I eyed Shade carefully. “What’s to stop me from just taking it from you? I’m very fast.”


  “I’ll just disappear into my shadows and leave you all alone here,” Shade replied. “You might be fast, but do you really want to risk losing this forever? I wouldn’t, but I guess your risk tolerance is different from mine.”


  Lowering my hand to my side, I said, “Then why are you telling me about it at all? Are you deliberately messing with me?”


  “I’m not messing with you at all,” Shade said, shaking her head. “I do intend to give you Miracle … however, I need you to do something first. Cadmus, actually, needs you to do something first.”


  I groaned. “I should have seen this coming. You guys never do anything out of the goodness of your heart.”


  “Of course,” said Shade. “That’s a great way to get taken advantage of. This way, you always get what you want.”


  I shook my head and turned around. “Forget this. I don’t need to play with you guys. I’ve let you guys play me enough. You can go and tell Cadmus to shove it.”


  I was just about to take off when Shade said, “Oh, wow. I guess you don’t care if Blizzard dies after all, huh?”


  I froze but did not look over my shoulder at her. “I don’t want her to die, but—”


  “But she will,” said Shade. “She will die in a week if she isn’t cured of her disease. And it’s not like you have any alternatives. If Healing Touch can’t heal her, then I am fairly sure that no one can. Even the G-Men’s healer isn’t as good as him. Miracle is your only hope at saving your girlfriend’s life, but I suppose you don’t have to take it if you don’t want to.”


  Every fiber of my being was telling me to just fly away and forget about her, but Shade’s comments about letting Blizzard die unless she was fed Miracle made me hesitate. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to at least hear what the G-Men wanted me to do. I could always say no, after all. It wasn’t like Shade was my boss or anything like that.


  With a sigh, I turned around to face Shade. “Okay, Shade, tell me what you guys need help with and I’ll decide if I want to help or not.”


  Shade smiled. “So you really do care about your girlfriend after—”


  “Get to the point,” I said. “Or I’ll just fly off and report you to the Council. Now that I think about it, I’m not sure you’re even supposed to be here.”


  “All right, all right,” said Shade, holding up her hands. “I’ll give you a brief rundown of the situation and you can decide whether to accept it or not.”


  I nodded. “All right. Go ahead and start. I’m listening.”


  Shade nodded. “Okay. Tell me, have you heard about someone named Red Tide?”


  I shook my head. “No, I never have. Who is he?”


  “A supervillain,” said Shade. “Here, let me show you a picture of him.”


  Shade pulled her phone out of her pocket and, after a couple of swipes, held it up for me to see. I could now see an image of a man dressed like a generic pirate, complete with pirate hat and cutlass, standing on top of what looked like an old-fashioned sailing ship, his arms folded in front of his chest and a wicked grin on his face. He was very fat and had a weird reddish tint to his skin, making him look sick, although something told me that he was perfectly healthy in this image.


  “This is Red Tide,” said Shade, holding her phone closer for me to see. “Real name Desmond Carnegie, although he hates being called that. He’s an international supervillain in charge of his own crew and ship, The Red Tide.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “He named his ship after himself?”


  “Yep,” said Shade. She stowed her phone away in her pocket again. “As you might guess, Red Tide has a bit of an ego, although it’s not entirely unwarranted. He’s wanted in multiple countries all around the world, mostly for piracy, although he’s thrown in some rape and murder for good measure.”


  “What kind of powers does he have?” I said.


  “He can release paralyzing toxins from his skin that also happen to poison anyone they land on,” said Shade. “His toxins are powerful enough to kill a fully grown man in less than five minutes, and that’s assuming he doesn’t kill you himself before then. He’s quite slippery because he has a tendency to flee onto his ship with his crew and disappear into the sea whenever he angers the local authorities of whatever country he happens to visit.”


  “If he’s an international villain, what does the G-Men want with him?” I said. “I though you guys only dealt with American villains.”


  “Oh, we deal with international villains when they come to America for a visit,” said Shade. “Sometimes we even work with governments from other countries to capture criminals that have been a problem for both of our countries. For example, we’ve done a lot of missions with MI7, which is the British equivalent of the Department of Superpowered & Extraterrestrial Beings. They make good tea.”


  I frowned. “Okay, this Red Tide guy sounds bad, but I don’t see why you guys can’t deal with him yourself.”


  “I still haven’t explained to you why we want him,” said Shade. “So, as you might guess, Red Tide is wanted for piracy. He has a tendency to steal rare artifacts and weapons and sell them to the highest bidder. Last week, he raided one of our facilities on the coast of Florida and stole a prototype weapon we’ve been working on.”


  My frown deepened. “Based on your tone, I’d guess it’s more than just a prototype, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah,” said Shade. “It’s a brand new, top secret weapon that is supposed to be used by the American military. In fact, it’s so top secret that even I don’t know what it is. That’s how secret it is. It is also very dangerous.”


  “Dangerous,” I repeated. “Exactly how dangerous are we talking here?”


  “Dangerous enough to destroy whole cities,” said Shade. “That’s what Cadmus told me, anyway. He knows what it is, but he wouldn’t tell me. Said I didn’t have security clearance, thought I think he just didn’t trust me to keep it a secret.”


  “Given what you just told me, I would agree with Cadmus about that,” I said. “Even so, I don’t see what this has to do with me.”


  Shade tossed the bottle of Miracle from hand to hand. I kept a careful eye on it because I was worried she might drop it and I had no idea how easy that stuff was to replace. “It’s a matter of national security, which means it will affect everyone at some point or another. Cadmus thinks Red Tide stole the weapon to sell it to the Chinese or Russians. It’s a matter of keeping our weapons and our secrets with us, rather than have them leak out all over the world for everyone and their dog to see.”


  “I see,” I said. “Is the weapon really that powerful, that it could potentially give China or Russia an edge over us in a military conflict?”


  Shade shrugged. “The military doesn’t have any plans to go to war against either of those two countries anytime soon, but it would still be in our best interests to remain a step ahead of the competition. Based on what Cadmus told me, the weapon isn’t something I would want our foreign rivals to get their hands on.”


  I stroked my chin. “What do you want me to do? Find Red Tide and get the weapon back from him before he sells it to the highest bidder?”


  “Bingo,” said Shade. “If you could also capture Red Tide himself and haul his butt to Ultimate Max, that would be great, too, but at a minimum, we just need you to retrieve the weapon.”


  “Huh,” I said. “International espionage, eh? That sounds more like something up your alley than mine. I’m not very stealthy.”


  “Cadmus insisted that you be the one to do it,” said Shade. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t on his orders.”


  “But why can’t you guys do it yourselves?” I said. “Did President Plutarch slash your budget so much you have to outsource your own espionage?”


  “Actually, Congress just approved a higher budget for our department this past year, so we’ve got a surplus,” said Shade. “As for why we want you to do it, that’s easy: Red Tide doesn’t know who you are. He’s really paranoid about government agents getting onto his crew, but since you’re not G-Men, he will be less suspicious of you.”


  “Let me get this straight,” I said. “You want me to sneak onto a pirate’s crew, steal a powerful weapon he stole from the government, and return it to you guys.”


  “Exactly,” said Shade, giving me the thumbs up. “You’re a good listener, you know that?”


  “And in exchange, you’ll give me some of that Miracle stuff so I can heal Blizzard?” I said.


  “Yup,” said Shade. She stopped tossing the bottle from hand to hand and held it up again. “One good gulp of this stuff and your girlfriend will be good as new.”


  My eyes locked onto the bottle of Miracle she held up. “Have you spoken to the NHA about this? I’m not sure Brains and Vanish would be happy if I just up and left to go on a mission for the federal government without telling them.”


  Shade shrugged. “As I said, this mission is top secret. I mean, what they don’t know can’t hurt them, right?”


  I wasn’t so sure about that. “But if I leave without telling them where I’m going, then they’ll get worried and start looking for me. And they might just find me, which would ruin your mission, wouldn’t it?”


  “Make up an excuse,” said Shade. “Tell them you need some time off work to mourn your girlfriend’s inevitable death or something. I’m sure they’ll understand.”


  “I still don’t know,” I said. “I don’t like lying to either Brains or Vanish. I’d much rather be upfront with them about this, even though I’m not sure they would let me do this.”


  “Come on, Bolt,” said Shade. “You’re an adult now, aren’t you? Yeah, you’re under the leadership of other people, but you still have the right do to what you want.”


  “Not unless I want to get kicked out of the NHA,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m already on thin ice with Brains for constantly disobeying orders. This might just push him past the breaking point. Can’t risk it.”


  Shade nodded and turned around. “Well, I see. Can’t say I’m not a little disappointed, but I understand your decision. I know Cadmus wouldn’t like it if I went behind his back to complete a mission for another organization, after all. No, sir. He wouldn’t like it at all.”


  Then Shade held up the Miracle bottle again, holding it so that the sun’s rays hit it just right. “But you know, as much as your girlfriend annoys me, I always admired your dedication to her. I thought you would be willing to do anything—and I do mean anything—to ensure her safety, but I guess I was wrong. Love, apparently, doesn’t win out over job security, which again I understand, but it’s so pragmatic that it seems kind of out of character for you.”


  I gulped. I didn’t want to admit it, but Shade’s words struck a little too close to home. My reasons for refusing her mission made sense, but then I thought about what Healing Touch said about Blizzard dying in a week and there being no known cure for her disease. If Shade was telling the truth, then I was giving up the only chance in the world I would have to save Blizzard, all because I was worried for my own position in the NHA than her life. If Blizzard knew about this, would she be disappointed in me? What kind of a boyfriend was I, anyway, by abandoning her like this just because I was worried about what would happen if the others found out what I did?


  Before I could say that aloud, however, Shade opened a shadow portal and stepped through it.


  “Shade!” I said, holding up a hand. “Wait!”


  But I was too late. The portal closed behind Shade and then vanished, leaving me standing all alone by myself on the rooftop of the Hero Island Hospital.


  I lowered my hand and cursed. “Dang it. I shouldn’t have hesitated. Now, what am I going to do?”


  Without warning, a soft feminine hand appeared on my left shoulder, causing me to look to the right and see Shade’s face just inches from my own. She stood behind me as if she had just emerged from the shadows, with one arm wrapped around my shoulders. In her other hand was the bottle of Miracle, shining in a tantalizing way under the light of the sun.


  “Did you just say my name, Bolt?” said Shade. “I thought I heard you ask me to wait, but I wasn’t sure.”


  I nodded. “Yeah, I did. I wanted to tell you that I accept the mission. I’ll do whatever you need me to do. Just give me Miracle.”


  Shade’s face broke out into a rather disturbing smile. “Perhaps you’re a better boyfriend than I thought, kid. All right. Let’s get you started.”




  CHAPTER FOUR


   


  The next day, I teleported back to Showdown, Virginia. More specifically, I teleported to the rooftop of the Braindome, where I was stationed on my continuing mission out here. As my body materialized onto the Braindome’s roof, I found myself shivering in the cold October air, though I didn’t focus on it too much. I looked around for a moment to confirm I was alone and then walked over to the elevator, pressing the down arrow button and standing back to wait for the elevator to come back up and take me down into the Braindome itself.


  A part of me felt like coming back to the Braindome was a waste of time, considering how little time Blizzard had left, but I knew it was necessary. If I just left Hero Island and went directly to Red Tide, that would just make everyone wonder where I went and likely prompt the NHA to launch a search for me. I needed to get permission from Brains to leave first, which might be hard because I had already taken yesterday off, and with Vanish still in the patient room, the Braindome was lacking in the manpower necessary to deal with Showdown’s crime. Certainly, Brains couldn’t handle all of the criminals by himself.


  I felt a little guilty about that, but I also told myself that this would be for the greater good. Once I finished this mission, everyone would understand why I needed to do what I needed to do. I could come back and continue to help Brains and Vanish get a handle on Showdown’s criminal scene. It would all be worth it in the end.


  “Bolt?” said Valerie in my ear all of a sudden, snapping me out of my thoughts. “I have just received a message from Brains.”


  Startled, I put my hand on my earcom even as the elevator door opened behind me. “Really? What is it? Does he know I’m here?”


  “Yes, but he needs your help,” said Valerie. “There’s a bank robbery in progress in downtown Showdown at the Showdown City National Bank. Brains is already there dealing with the robbery, but he says he needs your help because there are too many robbers for him to handle. Says it’s the Iron Ring Gang trying to rob the bank.”


  I nodded. “Okay. Send him a message telling him that I’m on my way.”


  Without even waiting for Valerie to answer, I flew up into the sky above the city and shot toward the general direction of the bank. I probably could have teleported there with my Teleportation Buckle if I wanted, but this particular bank wasn’t very far from the Braindome and I knew where it was, so it was actually easier just to fly there. Plus, flying was a lot more fun than teleporting, even if it was a little slower.


  It wasn’t long before I saw the Showdown City National Bank nestled between several other buildings, including an apartment complex and a grocery store. Even from above, I could see the doors to the bank had clearly been torn open by someone. It looked like someone had actually blown the doors open because they barely hung on their hinges and were scorched black.


  But most of the action seemed to be on the front steps of the bank. Brains was fighting several Iron Ring Gang robbers at once. Though Brains was hardly a bodybuilder, he still dove in and out of their attacks with ease, no doubt using his telepathy to predict their attacks and dodge them. He also made sure to sneak in a few attacks of his own, kicking or punching them in strategic places that made them go down for the count.


  And there was definitely no doubt which gang these guys belong to because even from a distance I could see the distinctive iron rings that all members of the Iron Ring Gang wore through their noses. The Iron Ring Gang was a small but annoying criminal gang based in Showdown, who primarily focused on pulling off petty thefts and drug dealing. Although they were a small gang, they still gave us a lot of grief, especially after Earth King’s death opened a power vacuum in the Showdown criminal underworld. It was a little surprising to see them robbing a bank, but I suppose they were getting ambitious now that Earth King was dead.


  “Hey, Brains!” I shouted as I flew down closer to him. “Need any help?”


  Brains dodged a punch from an Iron Ganger and lashed out with a kick, striking him in the groin and sending him falling down to the steps with a yell. Another Iron Ganger pulled out a gun, but Brains shot him a warning look and a glassy look appeared in the Iron Ganger’s eyes before he dropped the gun and dropped into a heap on the steps unconscious.


  Looking up at me, Brains shouted, “No, but the other Gangers trying to make a getaway. If you could get them for me, that would be—”


  Brains was interrupted by the screeching of tires on pavement. A second later, a sleek black getaway car shot down the street past the steps of the bank. It went almost too fast for my eyes to follow, but I caught a glimpse of a couple of Iron Gangers driving the thing, one at the driver’s seat and the other in the passenger’s seat before they zoomed past us like a race car.


  “Those are the guys I was talking about!” said Brains, pointing at the back of the speeding car. “They’ve got over a million dollars in cash in that car and if they get away, we’ll never see any of it ever again!”


  I nodded. “Don’t worry, Brains! I’m on it.”


  I flew toward the getaway car, increasing my speed more and more as I attempted to catch up with the vehicle. It didn’t take me very long before I was upon it, but then one of the Iron Gangers leaned out of the passenger’s side and began firing at me with his gun, forcing me to zigzag crazily through the air to avoid getting shot. That forced me to slow down slightly, which allowed the getaway car to get even farther ahead of me. But if these guys thought they were going to get away that easily, they had another thing coming for them.


  I suddenly banked hard to the right, going around a tall parking garage that briefly blocked my view of the getaway car. I heard the Iron Ringer’s gunshots cease, but in the next instant I passed the parking garage and found myself ahead of the getaway car, which was still driving at full speed down the street. I saw a woman carrying groceries jump to the side as she tried to avoid the speeding vehicle, while a homeless man took cover behind a fire hydrant, narrowly avoiding getting hit by the getaway vehicle.


  With a smile on my face, I shot down toward the street and landed in the road hard enough to make a small crater. I landed directly in front of the speeding car, but at the last second it swerved and went into the parking garage to my left, smashing through the barricade as the Iron Ringers tried to escape me.


  But I wasn’t about to let them get away that easily. I activated my super speed and shot after them into the parking garage. Turning a corner, I saw the Iron Ringers’ car had stopped and the Iron Ringers themselves were desperately trying to empty the car of several sacks full of money. Big sacks, too, by the looks of them, which seemed too heavy for all of them to carry on their own. This was going to be easy.


  Without warning, a wall of concrete shot up between me and the Iron Ringers. Skidding to a stop, I just barely avoided crashing into the wall, throwing out my hands to catch myself before I collided into it. Surprised, I took a step back and looked at the concrete wall in confusion.


  “Where did this come from?” I said, staring up at the wall, puzzled. “Ah, well. It will be easy to break.”


  I pulled back my fist, but before I could smash the wall apart, I heard movement to my left and looked in that direction just in time to see a huge fist made of concrete flying toward me. The concrete fist slammed into me hard enough to send me flying backward. I hit the floor of the parking garage, bounced once, and then crashed into the bed of a pickup struck hard enough to break the back window. The impact left me stunned, but I quickly shook my head and got to my feet, rubbing the back of my head as I tried to regain my bearings.


  “Okay, who did that?” I said, looking around. “Show yourself, unless you’re too scared to show your face.”


  “Amusing words, coming from a man who wears a mask,” said a guttural voice that seemingly came from the concrete floor of the parking garage.


  Before my startled eyes, a humanoid figure rose from the concrete floor, like a person rising from water. Concrete fell off of him like water until he soon stood at his full height, allowing me to see him for the first time.


  He was a huge, bulky man, with shoulders twice as wide as mine. His arms and legs were thick and blocky and his skin looked like concrete. He wore no clothing that I could see, but the way his body was meant he didn’t really need it. His face appeared to be covered by a thick concrete helmet, from which two harsh blue eyes peered out at me.


  “Never seen you before,” I said. “New around here?”


  The concrete man grunted. “Call me Mixer. Don’t bother introducing yourself, because I know who you are already. My fellow Iron Ringers told me.”


  “Mixer, huh?” I said. “Let me guess, you control concrete?”


  Mixer nodded. “Yes. I already know what your powers are, so you don’t need to explain them to me.”


  I nodded myself. “Sure. I didn’t know the Iron Ring Gang had a superhuman. Thought they were just a bunch of normal humans.”


  “I am a relatively new recruit,” said Mixer. “I used to work for Earth King until his death, so I went to work for the Iron Ring Gang instead. Rumor has it that you were involved with Earth King’s death.”


  “Wasn’t me,” I said, shaking my head. “Someone else killed him, though you can blame me if that makes you feel better.”


  Mixer took a step forward. “I won’t feel good until you’re dead and unable to stop my allies from getting away with the money.”


  Without warning, a giant concrete hand burst out of the floor and grabbed me. Its fingers tightened around my body all of a sudden, squeezing the air out of my lungs and making me gasp.


  “And luckily for me, that will be very soon indeed,” said Mixer with a dark chuckle.




  CHAPTER FIVE


   


  Mixer’s attack took me by surprise, but I was already recovering from the shock. With a grunt, I shrugged my shoulders and broke the concrete fist into pieces. Even before the pieces of the fist fell to the ground, I rushed toward Mixer and aimed a punch directly for his chest.


  But Mixer suddenly formed a hole in his body, which my fist harmlessly flew through. Then, before I could pull my arm back out, the hole closed, trapping my arm in Mixer’s body. I immediately started tugging on it, but Mixer’s concrete was surprisingly thick and I didn’t have enough leverage to pull myself out.


  “Keep trying, kid,” said Mixer as I struggled to free myself. “Perhaps if you work really hard, you will eventually succeed.”


  Without warning, Mixer slammed his fist into my face. The blow came so fast that I didn’t even see it coming. Before I had time to process the pain, Mixer punched me again, this time with his other fist, and immediately started pummeling on me as hard and fast as he could. I raised my arm to protect my face, but that was the only form of defense I could put up against his nearly endless onslaught. I needed to get on the offense, but with my arm trapped in Mixer’s body, I couldn’t get far enough away from him to fight back efficiently.


  So I channeled electricity through my trapped arm. But the electricity seemed to do little as it danced along Mixer’s body, earning me another chuckle from the man made of concrete.


  “Electricity? Really?” said Mixer. “Perhaps you’ve forgotten what kind of power I have. I am made of concrete, not water. Try again.”


  Another punch to the face shattered my concentration and I once again found myself being pummeled under his huge fists. This was no good. He could really kill me at this rate, and if he did that, then I wouldn’t be able to stop his fellow Iron Ringers from getting away with the money. I had to put an end to this quick.


  Without thinking, I activated my super speed again, but not on my legs. Instead, I focused on channeling it through my right arm, the one stuck in his torso, hoping to vibrate it hard enough that it would shatter Mixer’s concrete. I had no idea if this would work, but it was my only hope of escape at this point, so I had to give it a shot.


  At first, my arm didn’t feel any different, but after a few seconds of channeling super speed, it began to vibrate. After another few seconds, it was vibrating so much that cracks were starting to appear in Mixer’s chest. Mixer himself must have noticed this because he suddenly stopped punching me and looked down at my arm in confusion.


   “What are you doing?” said Mixer, looking at me with a puzzled expression on his face. “Why is your arm vibrating?”


  I smiled. “Because I’m about to kick your butt.”


  With a heave, I pulled my arm straight out of his chest, leaving a gaping, broken hole where my arm had been just moments before. Mixer cried out in pain and shock, but I wasn’t done yet. I punch him in the stomach and then followed it up with a kick to the chin, the two blows sending him staggering backward in shock. He put a hand over the hole in his chest and glared at me with hateful eyes.


  “Clever move, kid,” said Mixer, his voice slightly tinged with pain, “but it will take a lot more than that to kill me.”


  “Kill you?” I said. “Nah. I just need to take you down.”


  Without hesitation, I rushed toward Mixer at super speed. Mixer raised his hands and a concrete wall rose up before me, but I didn’t stop this time. I just smashed through the concrete wall like it was nothing and headed straight for Mixer. Surprise appeared in Mixer’s eyes, but before he could do anything else, I slammed my fist directly into his face.


  The blow smashed through Mixer’s helmet and knocked him flat on his back. His eyes rolled into the back of his head and he stopped moving, although I could tell he was more unconscious than dead.


  But I didn’t have time to sit and check on him. I whipped my head in the direction of the getaway car and saw, to my dismay, that it was already empty and the other Iron Ringers were nowhere to be found. Although I had managed to defeat Mixer, I had still given the Iron Ringers more than enough time to escape, along with all of the bags of money.


  But maybe not. I noticed a single hundred dollar bill sitting on the ground leading up to the upper floors of the parking garage, which must have been dropped by one of the robbers as they escaped. They probably didn’t go down to the first floor, seeing as Mixer and I had blocked off that path, so that meant they had probably gone up. Which meant that I might still be able to catch them if I’m lucky.


  Without further ado, I activated my super speed and rushed up to the next floor, hoping against hope that I could catch up with the robbers before they got away. A part of me feared that they might have used the elevator up here to get away. If they did that, then I definitely wouldn’t be able to catch them and they would get away with all of the money, which was something I couldn’t allow.


  When I finally got up to the second floor of the parking garage, however, I saw a sight that forced me to come to an abrupt stop.


  All four of the Iron Ringer robbers I had been chasing were sitting in the middle of the parking garage floor, tied together with thick steel chains that were so tight they appeared to be cutting into the flesh of the robbers. Even weirder, all of the money bags they had been carrying on their backs were scattered all around the room. Hundreds and hundreds of one hundred dollar bills were scattered on cars, on the floor, and a few even on the robbers themselves. It looked kind of like someone had knocked open a big pinata full of money, although I didn’t see anyone here other than the Iron Ringers themselves who could have done it.


  “What the hell?” I said, staring at the tied up and seemingly unconscious Iron Ringers chained up together. “What’s going on here? This isn’t some kind of trick, is it?”


  “It’s no trick, kid,” came a fake-sounding deep voice from between two cars. “While you wasted time dealing with that concrete idiot below, I took care of these robbers myself.”


  From between a hummer and a minivan emerged a guy who looked like he was straight out of a really edgy comic book. He wore a dark leather costume with more pouches and spikes than I could count. A gigantic gun that looked too big for his hands to hold clung to his back, with scars running along the side of his face. He wore a patch over one eye, though most of his face and head was covered with a weird helmet that had a lot of spikes on it. Muscles bulged under his leather clothing, so big that I wondered how he even moved, although they didn’t look real to me.


  “Okay, so who are you?” I said, looking at this newcomer skeptically. “Another super associated with the Iron Ringers?”


  The guy made a disgusted sound. “Me associated with these losers? Don’t make me laugh. These morons are just a bunch of losers who couldn’t get a job. I took them down easily, powered only by my rage and despair against this meaningless world.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “Your what?”


  “You wouldn’t understand,” said the guy. He turned away from me, though it seemed to be more for drama than anything. “Superheroes like you think good and evil are real and that there’s a difference between heroes and villains. In truth, the world is dozens of shades of gray. Gritty, edgy gray. The same color as this concrete.”


  “Uh, sure,” I said, not sure where he was going with this. “So are you with the NHA or the INJ or—?”


  He whirled around suddenly and drew his huge gun from his back, which he aimed at me. “I’m not with any of your ‘superhero’ organizations, kid. I’m a lone wolf, dedicated to cleaning up the streets of Showdown all by myself. Criminal scum makes me puke, but self-righteous, ineffectual ‘superheroes’ like you give me literal cancer.”


  “I—What?” I said. “I don’t even know your name and you’re already insulting me.”


  “You want to know my name?” said the guy. He pointed at the floor. “I wrote it in the blood of my enemies right there.”


  I squinted and saw faint, barely legible words scrawled on the pavement near the Iron Ringers. “Edgar Vigilant?”


  “No, you idiot,” the guy snarled. “Edge Vigilante. What, are you illiterate, too?”


  “It’s not my fault you wrote your name in really faint red ink,” I said in annoyance as I gestured at the words on the ground.


  “Blood of my enemies,” Edge corrected.


  “No, that doesn’t look like blood to me,” I said, squinting at it again. “Yeah, that definitely isn’t blood. I don’t even see any cuts on the Iron Ringers.”


  “Oh, what would you know about blood?” Edge snapped. He pouted like a kid. “You don’t know pain and suffering like I do. Blood may flow through your veins, but I’ve swum in oceans of it during my time on the streets. You wouldn’t know what blood looked like if I splashed a gallon of it in your face.”


  “Uh huh,” I said. “Well, thanks for catching those guys anyway, but did you break the bags open? Because there’s money everywhere and that’s going to take a long time to clean up.”


  “I did what I needed to in order to stop them,” said Edge with a sneer. “You would have wasted time worrying about money if you had gone after them, but I just went in straight for the kill. That’s why criminals on the streets fear me more than you because pain is the only language criminals understand.”


  I looked at the Iron Ringers and noticed that one of them was waking up. “Hey, you there. Ever heard of Edge Vigilante?”


  The Iron Ringer who had woken up—a fat, bald man with bad teeth—shook his head. “No, who’s that?”


  “That’d be me,” said Edge, jerking a thumb at his chest. “Edge Vigilante. I witnessed my parents get murdered when I was five and spent my childhood fighting for survival on the dangerous streets of Showdown. Now I’m a vigilante who has taken the law into his own hands and isn’t afraid to do the things that other more ‘proper’ superheroes are too good to do.”


  Both the Iron Ringer and I just stared at Edge with confusion.


  “Um, what?” I said. “You saw your parents get murdered when you were five?”


  “Yeah,” said Edge, nodding. “That’s another thing separating me from you. You lived a good family life, but I had to struggle every step of the way and see the world for what it was. The streets molded me into the man I am today, and I am going to clean up these streets whether you approve of my methods or not.”


  “Uh huh,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “Well, I guess we could work together if you want, although I’m not impressed by your edgy backstory.”


  “I don’t need your kind,” said Edge, once again turning his back to me. “The streets of Showdown continue to run with the blood of innocents when they should be running with the blood of criminals instead. You wouldn’t understand that or why I am a lone wolf who will always be alone.”


  I was about to make a comment about how I didn’t like how he was implying he was going to murder a bunch of people he deemed ‘criminals’ when my earcom crackled and I heard Brains’ voice say, “Bolt! Where are you? Did you manage to catch the getaway car?”


  “Yeah, Brains, I did,” I said, glancing at the Iron Ringers. “Sort of. I had some help.”


  “Help?” said Brains in confusion. “Who helped you?”


  “Some guy named Edge—” I stopped speaking when I looked over at where Edge had been standing and saw that he was gone, with no trace of where he went.




  CHAPTER SIX


   


  About an hour later, Brains and I stood outside the parking garage where the Iron Ringers had tried to make their getaway, watching as Showdown police officers hauled the captured Iron Ringers into their squad cars. I also noticed a single hundred dollar bill fly down from the second floor and land on the ground below, which a greedy-looking police officer picked up, only for his fellow officer to slap it out of his hand and give him a disapproving look. I suppose he was trying to make sure that his fellow officers didn’t take any of the money, which was all supposed to go back to the Showdown City National Bank.


  “Well, I’m glad this is over with,” said Brains, his hands on his hips as we watched the officers work. “Bank robberies are my least favorite crime to stop, even if they’re usually easy. Mostly, it’s because of the clean-up afterward, when you have to try and find all the money they stole. It’s going to take days to pick up all of that cash, and we’ll probably miss a good chunk of it.”


  I nodded. “And we didn’t catch Mixer, either. He’s still at large.”


  “He was the superhuman you said was working with the Iron Ring Gang, right?” said Brains. He shook his head. “This isn’t a good development. The Iron Ring Gang was hard enough to keep under control when they were just normal humans. With a bona fide supervillain on their side, things are definitely going to get worse before they get any better here.”


  Then Brains looked at me curiously. “By the way, exactly how did you manage to catch all those robbers? I had a look at the crime scene earlier and it looked to me like they managed to get a head start on you thanks to Mixer’s distraction.”


  “That’s the thing,” I said. “I didn’t take them down. A kid calling himself Edge Vigilante did it instead.”


  Brains tilted his head to the side. “Edge Vigilante? Who is that?”


  “Honestly? I have no idea,” I said with a shrug. “He just showed up wearing lots of leather and ranted to me about lone wolves and how the world is really fifty shades of gray or something like that. I didn’t understand most of it.”


  “Was he a superhuman?” said Brains.


  “I think so, but I’m not sure,” I said. “He didn’t use any powers and I didn’t see him do anything particularly superhuman, other than pulling off a pretty impressive disappearing act when I wasn’t looking.”


  “Hmmm,” said Brains, stroking his chin. “This is very strange. I’ve never heard of this Edge character. Did he tell you anything else about himself and where’s he from or what he wants to do?”


  “All I know is that he thinks us superheroes are a bunch of losers and that he’s going to save Showdown from crime all by himself,” I said. “I think he might be crazy, but I don’t know for sure.”


  “Sounds like it,” said Brains. “Well, I’ll ask the police to keep an eye out for him and to report to me if anyone sees him. Last thing we need is having some kid running around Showdown trying to play superhero when he’s not even associated with the NHA or INJ.”


  “Agreed,” I said, nodding again. “I wish I knew where he went, but like I said, he disappeared before I could talk to him.”


  “Based on what you told me, I expect him to pop up again sometime soon,” said Brains. “In any case, I think our job here is done. The police are going to haul these guys off to jail and close off the crime scene until they’re done gathering all the evidence they can find. You and I need to head back to the Braindome and fill out a report on this for our records.”


  “Sure,” I said, but then I hesitated. “Hey, Brains, can I ask you something?”


  Brains, who had pulled out his phone and seemed to be texting someone, glanced up at me. “Yeah, Bolt, what is it?”


  I hesitated again. I needed Brains to give me at least a week off so I could go and infiltrate Red Tide’s group, but I wasn’t sure he would allow me so much time off so soon after I just got back from seeing Blizzard. “I was wondering if I could have this week off.”


  Brains looked up at me again, this time with more interest. “This week off? You mean the whole week?”


  I nodded slowly. “Yeah.”


  Brains frowned. “For what reason? You just got back from Hero Island seeing Blizzard, didn’t you? By the way, how is she doing? Is she well?”


  I gulped. “No. Blizzard isn’t doing well at all. The disease that infected her has no known cure. Even Healing Touch can’t heal her.”


  Brains’ typing fingers paused above the screen of his phone. “Wow. That’s awful. I am sorry to hear that. Are you sure they can’t cure her?”


  “That’s what Touch told me,” I said. “He said her illness cannot be cured and he’s not sure if she will ever get better.”


  I didn’t tell him about Touch’s estimation of how much time she had left, mostly because I didn’t want to make Brains even more worried than he already was. It wasn’t like he could do anything about it.


  “That is even worse than I thought,” said Brains. “Vanish is suffering from the same illness as Blizzard, but she’s been getting better and better all the time. She’s still not well enough to go out into the field again, but I think she’s going to be okay. Wonder why.”


  “Touch told me it was because Vanish is older than Blizzard and has a better immune system than her,” I said with a shrug. “Different people respond to illnesses differently, I guess.”


  “No doubt,” said Brains. “But I still don’t understand why you want to take a week off. Is there something you need to do or somewhere you need to go that requires that much time off?”


  I almost blurted out ‘yes,’ but instead, I said, in a much more measured tone, “I want to go see my Mom in Texas again. It’s been a while since I last saw her and I want to see how she’s doing. Plus, her birthday is coming up pretty soon and I have a gift I want to give her.”


  That was a lie. Although it had been a few months since I last saw Mom, her birthday definitely wasn’t coming up and I didn’t have any gifts to give her. I just needed some way to convince Brains to give me a week off so I could go and save Blizzard and this was the best lie I could come up with. It seemed odd to lie to a telepath, but I knew from experience that Brains did not intrude on peoples’ privacy and read their thoughts without his permission. Therefore, I wasn’t afraid of him finding out about my lie, at least not that way.


  To my relief, Brains seemed to agree with me, because he said, “I understand about wanting to see family. I like going out to see my parents up in Norfolk as often as I can. If you want to spend the week with your mom, that’s fine by me.”


  “What? Really?” I said. I gestured at the parking garage and the police cars surrounding it. “You don’t need my help with the criminals around the city?”


  “I think I can handle it by myself for now,” said Brains. “After Earth King’s death, organized crime really has fallen through the floor here. Even the Iron Ring Gang still aren’t on the same level as Earth King yet. Heck, even the presence of Mixer doesn’t bother me that much. And if something does happen here, I can always call in back up from the rest of the organization.”


  “Wow,” I said. “Thanks, Brains. I really appreciate it.”


  “No problem,” said Brains, looking back down at his phone. “Sorry about Blizzard, by the way. I hope that they can find a way to cure her anyway.”


  I nodded once more. “Yeah, me too, Brains. Me too.”




  CHAPTER SEVEN


   


  At midnight that night, I stood on the rooftop of the Braindome by myself, my arms folded in front of my chest as I patiently waited for Shade to show up and take me to wherever Red Tide was. The night air was cold, although thankfully it hadn’t started snowing here yet. Even so, I shivered slightly when a cold breeze blew through, although my costume’s cold resistance kept me from freezing.


  I had told Brains earlier that I planned to leave as early tomorrow morning as possible, but in truth, I was going to leave tonight at midnight. This mission was extremely time sensitive, mostly because of my personal deadline. If I didn’t get the weapon back in a week, then Blizzard was going to die, whereas if I managed to pull this off, then I could get Miracle and potentially save Blizzard. A part of me was worried about what would happen if I failed, but I pushed such thoughts out of my head. I couldn’t doubt myself, not yet, not when Blizzard’s life was riding on the success of my actions.


  “Bolt,” said Valerie in my ear suddenly. “You aren’t seriously going through with this mission, are you?”


  “Valerie?” I said. “I thought you were asleep.”


  “As an AI, I don’t need sleep the way humans like yourself do,” said Valerie. “I simply noticed you were awake well past your bedtime and I wanted to find out why.”


  “Well, yeah, I’m going to do this mission,” I said. “I don’t trust the G-Men any more than you do, but if they have the cure to Blizzard’s disease, then I have no choice but to help them.”


  “It seems too risky to me,” said Valerie. “I do not like the idea of letting the G-Men use you to run their own errands. It seems like it could easily blow up in your face.”


  “Honestly, Val, I can’t really argue with you on that,” I said. My hands balled into fists. “But I’m not doing this because I want to. I’m doing this for Blizzard. I’m doing this to get the cure for her condition. If that means risking my own life, then so be it.”


  “Aw, you really are a good boyfriend, aren’t you?” said Shade’s voice behind me. “That is so adorable.”


  I started and looked over my shoulder. Shade was leaning against the entrance to the Braindome, her usual amused smile on her lips. She wasn’t alone, though. Standing next to her was a man in a suit I didn’t recognize. He was a black guy with skin so dark it practically melted into the shadows, which stood out in stark contrast to his brilliant white suit. If I had to put an age on him, I would say he was somewhere in his early thirties, although his incredibly dark hair made him look younger. He stood with his hands in his pockets and looked pretty harmless, but I knew from experience that G-Men agents were rarely harmless.


  “When did you get here?” I said, turning to face Shade and the strange newcomer, whoever he was. “I didn’t hear you show up.”


  Shade pushed herself off the door and strode over to me with her hands behind her back. “Just a few minutes ago, but I overheard you talking about saving your girlfriend’s life. That’s really romantic. Right, Al?”


  “Quite,” said the man with a nod. “Reminds me of how I felt about my ex-wife before my divorce.” He shook his head. “Ah, to be young and stupid again.”


  “Um, Shade?” I said as Shade walked around me, looking me over as if to make sure I was unarmed. “Who is this guy?”


  “Him?” said Shade, stopping beside me and looking over at the man she called ‘Al’ a second ago. “Oh, how rude of me. Allow me to introduce Alphonse Prince, a fellow G-Man agent and one of our top spies.”


  Alphonse walked up to me and held out a hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Bolt.”


  Although I generally distrusted G-Men agents, I nonetheless took his hand and shook it just to be polite.


  As soon as the skin of my hand came into contact with his, however, my palm burned and I yanked my hand back. “Ouch! What was that?”


  But Alphonse did not appear to be listening to me. His eyes had gone distant for a moment as if he was looking at something I couldn’t see. “Hmm, interesting. You’ve been through even more than your case file suggests.”


  “What do you mean?” I said. I looked at Shade. “What did Alphonse just do?”


  “Oh, I forgot to tell you Alphonse’s powers,” said Shade, rubbing the back of her neck sheepishly. “When he shakes your hand, he can see your memories. All your memories. It’s why his code name is Fingerprints.”


  Alarmed, I looked at Fingerprints and said, “That’s a huge invasion of my privacy. Would have been nice to warn me before you did that.”


  Fingerprints shook his head and his eyes became clear once again. “Apologies for not warning you ahead of time. I assumed Shade had already told you about me.”


  “Actually, Shade didn’t even mention you to me,” I said. “I had no idea you were going to be here.”


  Fingerprints sighed. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Shade does have a tendency toward sloppiness in her work. Her reports are atrocious.”


  “I’m not sloppy,” Shade insisted. “I just don’t sweat the details. Big difference.”


  “You say tomato, I say tomahto,” said Fingerprints. “But if it makes you feel better, Bolt, I only see the memories you remember. Those you’ve forgotten are locked to me unless someone reminds you about them.”


  “Uh uh,” I said, not sure whether to believe Fingerprints’ statement about his powers. I looked at Shade again. “Why is he here? Did Cadmus send him to steal my memories?”


  “Nope,” said Shade. She reached up and patted Fingerprints on the shoulder. “He’s going to be your partner for this mission. As I said, Fingerprints is our top spy and knows a thing or two about infiltrating hostile groups to gather intelligence and information.”


  “I was a CIA agent before I was transferred to the G-Men after my powers manifested,” Fingerprints explained. “So I have a lot of experience with spying.”


  “Your last spy who tried to ‘help’ me ended up trying to kill me,” I said. “Isn’t he still on the run somewhere?”


  “I am nothing like Mimic,” Fingerprints insisted. “I never liked him even when he was part of the G-Men. Always did think he was a bit of a snake, more so than most spies, I mean.”


  I folded my arms in front of my chest. “So what is Fingerprints here going to do? Help me infiltrate Red Tide’s crew?”


  “Pretty much,” said Shade. “We know how clumsy and awkward you are, so we figured you could use some help, and Fingerprints here is the best help you can get without paying for a private spy out of pocket.”


  “There are private spies?” I said.


  “Sure,” said Shade. “But they’re too pricey for you to afford, so you get stuck with Fingerprints instead.”


  Fingerprints pursed his lips, clearly not pleased with the implication behind the word ‘stuck,’ but before he could say anything, I said, “If we’re all here, then let’s go. I’m ready to get started.”


  Shade held up a finger. “Wait a second. You can’t just go run off and join Red Tide’s crew in your normal costume.”


  I put my hands on my chest. “I can’t?”


  “No,” said Shade, shaking her head. “It’s too distinctive and recognizable. We’ll need to get you dressed up in something different. Same with you, Fingerprints.”


  “Of course,” said Fingerprints. “I’m less recognizable than you, Bolt, but in order to successfully infiltrate the group, we will need new outfits so we can fit in better.”


  “As long as they’re not embarrassing, I’m fine with whatever you guys have for me,” I said. “I only care about saving Blizzard. That’s the only reason I’m here.”


  Shade suddenly smiled evilly. “Of course. I would never think of embarrassing you, not ever. So let me show you what I got for you and you can put it on. And then we can finally get this mission started.”




  CHAPTER EIGHT


   


  If there was one thing I should have understood about Shade, it was that she was a liar, plain and simple. I mean, it sort of goes without saying—she is a G-Man agent, after all—but I think she would be a liar even if she didn’t work for the federal government. Being a G-Man just gave her an excuse to lie her butt off about everything and anything as long as she could justify it as a matter of national security, although I didn’t see how you could call dressing me up in the tackiest, most embarrassing clothes ever could be described as a matter of national security.


  Okay, maybe I was exaggerating a bit, but not really. The clothes Shade provided for me fit well enough, but they looked weird. I had to wear an over-sized lime green pea coat on top of a puffy white shirt and brown leggings that made me feel like I had walked straight out of the Pirates of the Caribbean movies. The leather boots I wore were comfortable enough, but I was so used to walking around without shoes on my feet that it was kind of awkward to walk around in. Oh, and then there was the bright red bandanna she tied around my head so tightly it felt like my skull was about to pop. She even tried to get me to wear an eye patch, but I shot that down on the basis that it would be incredibly impractical.


  As Fingerprints and I walked down a boardwalk, I couldn’t help but fidget with my clothing, tugging at the collar of my shirt or pulling at the sleeves of my coat, which seemed slightly too short for my body. I felt a little envious of Fingerprints, who wore similar clothes to mine, but they looked a lot better on him and seemed to fit him better than mine did. In particular, his pea coat was a deep navy blue, which made me wonder why Shade chose such a tacky color for mine. Probably just to troll me, which seemed to be her main goal in life.


  “Stop messing with your clothes,” said Fingerprints without even looking at me as we passed by an empty skiff that smelled like Red Tide. “You’re going to draw unnecessary attention to yourself.”


  “Too late to worry about that, bud,” I said, gesturing at my lime green pea coat. “Pretty sure my pretty pea coat here has already attracted all the attention we don’t need.”


  “You can blend in anywhere as long as you act like you’re supposed to be there,” said Fingerprints, moving around an open barrel of fish that was in our way. “Even if you don’t look like you belong.”


  Suddenly, a mean-looking thug with a knife stepped out a dark alley to our right, but Fingerprints shot him a warning look and the thug immediately retreated into the shadows with a terrified look on his face.


  “And the occasional mean look to show that you mean business,” said Fingerprints, returning his attention to the boardwalk before us.


  I looked over my shoulder, but the thug with the knife did not bother to follow us. Guess he must have been easily spooked, or maybe Fingerprints was just that intimidating.


  In any case, I returned my attention to our path as well, but I couldn’t help but look around at our surroundings as we walked. Shabby wooden buildings stood all along the boardwalk to our right, while to our left were multiple docks with ships and boats of varying shapes and sizes docked. The air stank of Red Tide, spill beer, and saltwater, the stench of beer becoming especially strong whenever we passed an open bar full of boisterous sailors. Sometimes a cat with a Red Tide in its mouth would dart in our path, glare at us with the evil eye, and then disappear into an alleyway or behind a dumpster. And every now and then we’d pass by random drunk sailors passed out in front of bars, which Fingerprints barely acknowledged anymore than the trash and Red Tide strewn everywhere.


  All in all, Hooktown, Florida—a tiny coastal town on the west coast of Florida—was one of the strangest towns I had ever been in. It was definitely different from Showdown, Virginia, but mostly it felt like a throwback to the olden days when pirates were more common than they are now. It helped that Hooktown had apparently been founded as a pirate colony sometime in the 1800s, according to Fingerprints, who had apparently done his homework before the mission.


  As a result, most of Hooktown’s regular inhabitants could trace their ancestry back to the original pirate colonists, at least when they weren’t drunk out of their minds. It was also a popular place for international sea criminals from all around the world to visit because the place was so lawless and out of the way that there were very few law enforcement or government officials out here. I did see a police station a block or two back, but it didn’t look like it was open very often.


  And, if the intel Shade gave us was correct, this was also where Red Tide and his crew were currently docked. Hooktown was well-known for its lawless reputation, of course, but apparently, no one knew why Red Tide himself was actually here. I guess we were about to find out.


  “So where is Red Tide again?” I said, glancing up at Fingerprints as we walked.


  “I believe he’s at the Dead Man’s Inn,” said Fingerprints as we passed a drunk sailor sitting up against a barrel, holding a half-empty glass of beer in his hand (which he helpfully offered to me, but I ignored him as we walked). “Our contacts in Hooktown tell us that that is his favorite bar and he always stops there for a drink whenever he’s in town. His ship should also be docked not far from there.”


  I nodded, but then I said, “If his ship is close by, then why don’t we just raid it instead of infiltrating his crew? I bet his ship is unguarded and—”


  “It’s not,” Fingerprints said. He looked at me sharply. “And I better not hear such a stupid idea come from your mouth again. Part of being a spy is being patient. We do not rush things or get ourselves into situations we cannot easily get ourselves out of. Remember, the plan is to steal the weapon and get off the ship long before Red Tide and his crew even suspect something is off about us.”


  “Seems like a lot of work to me,” I said, jamming my hands into the pockets of my pea coat. “Would be easier to smash and grab.”


  Fingerprints opened his mouth to speak, but then he closed it and pointed up ahead. “There. Our destination.”


  Fingerprints was correct. At the end of the block was a building that was larger than all of the others around it. It was a shabby inn with a sign hanging above the door with the words DEAD MAN’S INN EST. 1889 written on it. The doors were wide open, which allowed us to hear the hearty singing and swearing of the dozens of sailors, pirates, and criminals inside. Every now and then a sailor would stagger out of the bar, barf into the ocean, and then, without missing a beat, turn around and head back into the bar, probably to get more beer so they could throw up again. The stench of alcohol and smoke was stronger here than anywhere else in the town, mixed together with the stink of barf to create a smell that was almost as pleasant as a skunk’s butt.


  “That’s it?” I said. “Looks like they’re having a party.”


  “Red Tide, no doubt,” said Fingerprints. “Probably paying for all the beer. It must be a celebration of some sort.”


  “What are they celebrating?” I said. “Red Tide’s birthday?”


  “Doubt it,” said Fingerprints. “Only one way to find out.”


  Fingerprints entered the bar and I followed, albeit reluctantly because the overwhelming stench of alcohol and smoke was almost enough to make me gag. But I forced down my gag reflex and focused on my surroundings as we stepped through the open doors into the bar itself.


  The Dead Man’s Inn was bigger on the inside than on the out, or so it seemed to me. Dozens of wooden tables stood in a scattered, haphazard fashion all over the floor, each one seating a dozen or so singing and drinking pirates and sailors each. Men with hook hands, peg legs, eye patches, and more sang and drank with abandon, while off to the side, a platform rose with a full-sized band playing. They seemed to be playing sea chanties I didn’t recognize, because both the tunes and lyrics of the songs were unfamiliar to me, although I, unfortunately, recognized all of the swear words that seemed to make up about 90% of the lyrics of each song.


  The bar itself was constantly busy as the bartender—a huge, fat man who an X-shaped scar on his cheek—constantly filled and refilled glasses of beer, which he handed out to the scantily-dressed barmaids in a surprisingly efficient method. It was set up so the barmaids were always bringing him empty glasses and the bartender himself was always refilling them. Had to admit I was impressed because you didn’t expect that kind of efficiency in a place like this. It helped that the barmaids, despite their appearances, took no crud from the pirates, deftly weaving their way in and out of the greedy groping hands that tried to touch them every time they went out to deliver or bring back beer glasses.


  “Whoa,” I said, my eyes darting from side to side rapidly as I tried to take it all in. “This is way more than I was expecting. It really is a party.”


  “Don’t let yourself get distracted,” said Fingerprints, who, unlike me, seemed to take it all in with relative ease. “Remember what we’re here for. We need to find Red Tide and convince him to let us join his crew.”


  “Should we split up?” I said, looking at Fingerprints. “It’s not a very big place, but we might—”


  I was interrupted by a barmaid accidentally walking into me, spilling dark brown beer all over me and this other pirate sitting at the table nearest to us as she attempted to regain her balance.


  “Oh, I’m sorry!” said the barmaid. Her accent was weird, kind of like a mixture between a Southern and a pirate accent. “Didn’t mean to do that. Wasn’t watching where I was going.”


  “It’s not a problem,” I said, wincing when I felt the cold beer soaking through my pea coat. “I’m fine. I—”


  I was interrupted again by a pirate sitting at a nearby table standing up and suddenly whirling around, a fearsome scowl on his face. He was a huge guy, easily a head taller than me, with bulging muscles running along his huge tattooed arms. Based on his bloodshot eyes, I could definitely tell he had been drinking a little too much.


  “Hey! Who spilled beer on me?” said the man. His eyes locked on the barmaid I had been speaking to. “Was it you, you useless little witch?”


  “I’m sorry!” said the barmaid in alarm. “I didn’t mean to. It was an accident.”


  “Accident?” the man repeated. He raised his big fist. “I’ll show you an accident, you little—”


  “Hey, man,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “It was just a mistake. She didn’t mean to spill beer on you. No need to lose your mind over—”


  Without warning, the man wrapped a huge hand around my throat and lifted me up off the ground. His bloodshot eyes narrowed on me as I gasped for air and kicked out my feet, trying desperately to keep myself from choking.


   “Oh, and who are you? Her boyfriend?” said the man with a slight slur. He pulled back his fist. “I’ll beat your little face in first and then knock your girlfriend around a bit. Teach you a lesson for spilling beer all over me, you little brat!”




  CHAPTER NINE


   


  Although I was probably stronger than the man holding me, I was too surprised to react right away. His grip was like iron and my throat grew tighter and tighter with each passing second. If I didn’t do something quick, this mission was going to be over before it even started.


  With a grunt, I kicked at the man’s arm, aiming specifically at his elbow. Even without my super strength, I was able to land a hard enough blow that the man cried out in pain and dropped me.


  Falling to my feet, I pulled back my fist to throw a punch at him, but then a hand wrapped around my wrist and I looked over my shoulder to see who it was.


  Fingerprints stood behind me, his hand wrapped firmly around my wrist. Although he was nowhere near as strong as me, just looking at his displeased expression was enough to cool me down.


  Still, I said, “Al, what are you doing?”


  “Stopping you from jeopardizing our mission,” Fingerprints hissed in a low voice that only I could hear. “Let me deal with the big lug. You just stand back and try not to look stupid.”


  Fingerprints shoved me backward suddenly, causing me to windmill my arms in an attempt to stay upright as Fingerprints walked right up to the huge drunk sailor without a hint of fear in his steps. The drunk sailor was massaging his elbow, whispering foul curses and threats under his breath as he tried to deaden the pain.


  “Oy, just who do you think you are, now?” said the man, glaring at Fingerprints. “Going to back up your stupid little friend there? You don’t look as stupid as him.”


  “That’s because I’m not,” said Fingerprints in a calm, professional voice. “Apologies for my young friend here. He’s not as experienced a drinker as I am, so sometimes he can get a little excited when he has a little to drink. I will make sure to keep a closer eye on him next time to make sure he doesn’t slosh his beer around as much.”


  At first, I thought the man was going to punch Fingerprints, too. He looked like he wanted to, with his hands balled so tightly into fists that his knuckles were white and his eyes practically bulging with hate.


  But then he apparently thought better of it, because he took a step back and grunted, “All right. But if he spills beer on me again, he’s dead.”


  With that, the man walked away. He stomped his way across the inn to the men’s bathroom on the other side of the room, practically slamming the door shut behind him on his way in. I made a mental note to avoid running into him later if possible.


  “Thanks for the save,” I said, turning my attention to Fingerprints, who had put his hand back into the pockets of his pea coat again. “Thought we might be forced to blow our cover there, ‘cause I probably would have had to use my super strength to take him out.”


  “Which is exactly why I stepped in,” said Fingerprints. “The last thing we need is for our cover to be blown so soon.”


  “Cover?” said the barmaid from before, the one who had spilled the beer on the guy accidentally. “What are you two talking about?”


  I had completely forgotten that the barmaid was standing near us, though now that I wasn’t being choked to death, I could see her a lot better. She was a few inches shorter than me, although she looked to be maybe a year or two older than me if that. She wore a somewhat revealing dress and had long dark hair done in braids that kind of reminded me of Treehugger. She had picked up all of the dropped mugs and was looking at me and Fingerprints with curiosity.


  “It’s nothing,” said Fingerprints, waving her off. “I think you should take those dropped mugs back to your boss. He’s starting to look rather impatient up there.”


  “Oh, of course,” said the barmaid. She hesitated before saying, “Thanks for stepping in, by the way. I’m used to dealing with angry drunks, but I think that guy literally would have killed me if you hadn’t stepped in.”


  “No problem,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t like seeing women get beaten up.”


  “Thanks,” said the barmaid. “By the way, my name is Alisha. What’s yours?”


  I opened my mouth to answer, but then Fingerprints rested a hand on my shoulder and said, “My apologies, but my friend and I here are going to be late for a meeting with someone. Do you happen to know where Captain Red Tide, captain of the Red Tide, is?”


  Alisha’s face drained of blood as she realized just what Fingerprints said. “You’re looking for Red Tide? Uh, he’s sitting at his usual place over there.”


  Alisha pointed to the right side of the room, but there were so many pirates and sailors dancing and singing that I couldn’t see Red Tide. But I did hear even more riotous laugher explode from that corner of the room, including one voice louder and deeper than any of the others which was undoubtedly Red Tide’s.


  “Thank you, Alisha,” said Fingerprints with a slight bow. “I—”


  But Alisha was already gone well before Fingerprints could finish thanking her, disappearing into the crowd of partying drunks before we even realized it.


  “Huh,” I said. “She seems to be in a hurry.”


  “She seemed nervous when we mentioned looking for Red Tide,” said Fingerprints, scratching his chin. “She must think we’re business associates of his.”


  “And why would that make her nervous?” I said.


  “Because she is afraid she might have delayed us from getting to our meeting with him,” said Fingerprints simply. “Red Tide is feared around these parts for his sheer brutality. He’s been known to rain hellfire down on anyone who attempts to interfere with his business.”


  “So she was worried we might tell Red Tide about her and put her life at risk?” I said.


  “Something like that,” said Fingerprints. “In any case, we at least know where Red Tide is now, so let’s go and introduce ourselves.”


  With that, Fingerprints led the way through the crowd of dancing, singing drunks, easily maneuvering through the unwashed pirates and sailors as if he did this sort of thing every day. I was a little less lucky, bumping into or against dancing or drinking pirates, but luckily none of them had the quick temper of the guy who nearly choked me out.


  Soon, we reached the spot where Red Tide and his crew were located, but we didn’t approach just yet. We stood near one of the few empty tables in the place, staring at Red Tide and his crew.


  They were a fairly large group—about a dozen in all—with Red Tide himself sitting at the head of the table, beautiful young women under either side of his arms. Red Tide looked just as disgusting in real life as he did in the picture Shade showed me, only he was a lot bigger and fatter than I expected. He downed beer after beer, occasionally stopping to chat with a Japanese-looking man who sat near him or grope the women who sat with him. I wasn’t sure who the women were, but given their fairly blank expressions, I could guess the only reason they tolerated Red Tide’s presence was because he was paying them. He must have been paying them very well if they were willing to put up with his behavior.


  As for the rest of his crew, they were rowdier and louder than the rest of the pub put together. They yelled and joked and sang with each other, or else boasted of their accomplishments to anyone sitting nearby, probably exaggerating the details to make themselves sound better than they were. The only ones who stood out to me were the Japanese man I noticed earlier—who seemed to be the only one abstaining from beer entirely—and a big woman nearly as fat as Red Tide himself, who was completely bald and who I mistook for a man until I looked a little closer.


  “There they are,” said Fingerprints, squinting his eyes. “Red Tide and his crew. I recognize most of them from the debriefing I received, though some of them are unfamiliar to me. Still, it’s nothing we can’t handle.”


  “What should we do?” I said, looking at the pirates as they sang and drank together. “Walk up to them and ask to join their crew?”


  Fingerprints shook his head. “No. Too obvious. Red Tide looks drunk, so I doubt he’s in any condition to listen to—”


  “Come on, man,” I said. “We don’t have all the time in the world to sit around and plan. Look, I’ll just go up to him and ask if we can join his crew. It’s that easy.”


  I turned to walked toward Red Tide, but then Fingerprints put a hand on my shoulder and said, “Wait. Red Tide is notorious for being hostile to strangers and—”


  I shrugged off Fingerprints’ hand. “I don’t care. I’ll make him let us join if he doesn’t want to. You can stay back here if you like.”


  Before Fingerprints could say anything else, I marched up to Red Tide’s table without fear or hesitation. I noticed that some of his crew members—including the Japanese man from before—were looking at me as I approached, but I ignored them in order to focus on Red Tide, who did indeed seem too drunk to pay attention to anything else around him except for the next swig of beer and his girls.


  I tapped Red Tide on the shoulder and said, “Hey, I want to talk to you.”


  Red Tide suddenly looked over his shoulder at me. Up close, he smelled worse than ever, like a combination of alcohol and wet animal fur, of all things. Now I understood why those women at his side looked so blank. It was probably all they could do not to look at Red Tide with the disgust he deserved.


  “Eh?” said Red Tide with a slight hiccup. “Who are you, young lad?”


  Oddly enough, he had a Scottish accent, but I ignored that in order to say, “My friend and I here want to join your crew.”


  Red Tide hiccuped again. “Say that again, boy. Didn’t quite catch it.”


  I sighed, but said again, in a clearer voice, “My friend and I here want to join your—”


  Red Tide suddenly punched me in the gut. Despite my super strength, the blow made me double over, although it was more out of surprise than anything. I hadn’t expected Red Tide to hit me like that, or so hard and fast. Perhaps he wasn’t as drunk as he looked.


  “Piss off, boy,” said Red Tide with a snort. “I’m not looking for hired help at the moment and am perfectly happy with me crew. Perhaps you can go and harass one of the other pirate captains for a job. I hear old One-Leg Johnny is looking for a punching bag.”


  The rest of Red Tide’s crew exploded into laughter, aside from the Japanese man, who merely sipped his water politely.


  Scowling and feeling more than a bit embarrassed, I stood upright again and said, “No. My friend and I want to join your crew. I know we don’t look like much, but we’re not going to turn around just because you said no.”


  “So you won’t take no for an answer then, eh?” said Red Tide. He gulped down another glass of beer in one go and then burped. “All righty, then. You look like a strong young man, as does your silent friend. How about a duel?”


  “A what?” I said.


  “A duel, matey,” said Red Tide. “Not with me, of course, but with one of me crewmates. If you can defeat a member of my crew in a one-on-one fight, then I will let you and your friend join my crew.”


  I glanced at Fingerprints behind me in disbelief before looking at Red Tide again. “You’re not serious, are you?”


  “I’m perfectly serious, lad,” said Red Tide with another hiccup. “’Tis what all members of me crew have to do before they join. I don’t take no weaklings on my ship. If you want to serve me, you have to prove you can keep up with the rest of us.”


  I bit my lower lip, but at the same time, I couldn’t say no. I was pretty sure I was strong enough to take on any and all of Red Tide’s men, even if I held back. Plus, if I walked away from this, we wouldn’t get another chance to get onto his ship again, so I had no choice but to accept it.


  “All right,” I said. “I’ll duel anyone you want. How does that sound?”


  “Perfect, me boy,” said Red Tide. He suddenly rose from his chair, shoving aside the two women on either side of him at the same time. “Now, let’s take this outside. I want to give my fighter as much room to fight as possible. And with luck, this whole silly duel will be over in time for more drinks.”




  CHAPTER TEN


   


  Less than ten minutes later, Fingerprints, myself, and Red Tide and his crew stood outside the Dead Man’s Inn. We stood on the boardwalk near the ships, a good distance from the inn itself, although not so far that I couldn’t hear the shouts and singing coming from the drunks within. A warm wind blew off the ocean just then, bringing with it the stink of Red Tide, algae, and old ships covered in both.


  Red Tide’s crew had formed a loose circle around me, Fingerprints, and Red Tide. Although none of them had their weapons drawn, quite a few carried large, burning torches that helped to illuminate the makeshift battlefield that we had turned the boardwalk into. Despite the lack of weapons, I could sense that Red Tide’s crew were all ready to make sure that neither Fingerprints nor myself tried to make a run for it.


  Behind me, Fingerprints stood with his hands in his pockets. Although he looked calm and collected, I knew he was still annoyed at me for going against his advice and getting us into this situation. I understood that Fingerprints, as a spy, preferred stealth and subterfuge over open confrontation, but he didn’t understand that sometimes the direct way was the best way to solve a problem. Besides, Red Tide struck me as the kind of guy who respected a man who just came up to him and made it clear what he wanted, although I still kept a careful eye on the supervillain anyway just to be safe.


  Red Tide himself stood opposite me, his massive arms folded in front of his chest. Under the shadows cast by the torches, Red Tide’s appearance looked far more demonic, especially with the amused smirk on his thick, crusty lips.


  “Are you ready to get started, lad?” said Red Tide, tilting his head to the side in a mocking way when he spoke. “Because I’m getting tired of waiting and want to get this silliness over as soon as possible.”


  “Yeah, I’m ready,” I said. “I’m always ready, actually. I’ll take on anyone you’ve got. I’m not afraid.”


  Red Tide chuckled. “Strong words coming from such a young brat. But very well. Richard!”


  At first, I didn’t know who ‘Richard’ was until a hulking monster of a man stepped out from the loose circle and walked up next to Red Tide. He was an absolutely massive man whose muscles looked more like carved rock than human flesh, with a large, lopsided grin on his big face. He was bigger than Red Tide and me by at least a foot and probably heavier than the two of us put together.


   He was also, unfortunately, the same guy who had tried to kill me back in the bar after Alisha accidentally spilled beer on him. And based on the way he glared at me, I could tell that he hadn’t forgotten that.


  “Young lad, meet Richard,” said Red Tide, gesturing at the huge man standing beside him. “Richard, meet, um … boy, what’s your name?”


  “Charles,” I said, using the false name which Fingerprints and I had agreed on prior to coming here. “Charles Reynolds.”


  “Right,” said Red Tide. “Charles Reynolds. But I understand that you’ve met him already.”


  “Yeah,” said Richard with a rumbling voice. “I know him. Which is why I can’t wait to punch his stupid little face in.”


  “Don’t worry, Dick, you’ll soon get a chance to do that,” said Red Tide, patting Richard on the back. “But first, I need to establish the rules of the duel, seeing as little Charles here doesn’t know what they are. Right, boy?”


  I nodded, although I hated the condescending way he spoke about me. I didn’t say that aloud, however, because I needed to avoid annoying Red Tide as much as possible if I was going to get onto his crew.


  “Then let me begin,” said Red Tide. “The rules of the Pirate Duel are very simple: Two combatants step into the ring together. The first to be knocked out of the ring or to surrender is the loser. So if you want to win, both of you, then you need to either knock the other guy out of the ring or make him surrender.”


  “What about fighting to the death?” Richard said in his booming voice. “Can we do that?”


  “Killing is certainly allowed,” said Red Tide without missing a beat. “Killing your opponent in cold blood is a perfectly valid victory condition, but it’s not necessary in order to win. I would recommend doing it, however, because allowing your enemy to live after you gave them such a thorough beating is always a bad idea in the long run, but that’s just me.”


  I gulped. I could see the glee in Richard’s eyes at the idea that murder was allowed here. Now I was starting to understand why Fingerprints had wanted to approach Red Tide in a different manner, but it was too late for me to step out of this now. I would have to just do my best.


  “Also, powers are perfectly acceptable,” Red Tide continued. “If you are a superhuman, then you can use whatever powers you have to help you win. Are you a superhuman, boy?”


  Remembering the story Fingerprints and I had agreed to, I said, “No, I’m not.”


  The reason I lied about that was because my superpowers were pretty distinctive. Fingerprints had stressed that we should avoid drawing unnecessary attention to ourselves and so using our powers was out of the question for now. Then again, it seemed to me that we had already drawn a lot of unnecessary attention to ourselves, so maybe using my powers wouldn’t be that big a deal. Better to be safe than sorry, at least.


  “Oh, boy,” said Red Tide with a chuckle. “You have truly dug your own grave, boy, but I won’t ruin the surprise for you. Just know that Richard here is a superhuman, but I’m not going to tell you what his powers are out of respect for his privacy.”


  I scowled. Red Tide clearly wanted me to lose and not telling me Richard’s powers was a good way to ensure that. But I wasn’t entirely useless. I had been doing a lot of powerless training recently, and I did have my foldable pole staff with me, so I would just have to rely on that and hope that would be enough against whatever powers Richard had.


  “Now that we have that out of the way, let the duel begin!” Red Tide cried out, taking a step back to join the loose circle.


  As soon as Red Tide said that, I rolled my pole staff out of the sleeve of my coat and rushed toward Richard. As I ran, I extended the staff, which I swung directly at Richard’s head, aiming to get in a good head shot and hopefully take him out before he got a chance to use his powers.


  But right before my staff hit the side of his head, Richard vanished into thin air. Surprised, I staggered forward, nearly losing my balance before I found my footing and looked around, turning around in a complete circle several times as I said, “Where is he? Where did he go?”


  “He’s right behind ya, boy!” Red Tide shouted.


  Puzzled, I looked over my shoulder, but I didn’t see anything. But then something I couldn’t see slammed into the small of my back and I fell flat on my stomach. With a gasp, I let go of my pole staff. I tried to reach for it, but at that moment, Richard reappeared on my back and grabbed the top of my head with one of his hands and pulled back. I could feel the strain on my neck as Richard pulled my head back, forcing me to look up into his eyes as the huge man grinned up at me.


  “Oh, if only you had your girlfriend to splash some of that beer onto me, boy,” said Richard with a chuckle even deeper than Red Tide’s, “’cause then your spine might not get snapped in two tonight.”




  CHAPTER ELEVEN


   


  Panic flooded through me as I realized that Richard was trying to snap my neck by pulling back on it unnaturally. The only reason he hadn’t succeeded yet was because my body was naturally stronger than most, but it wouldn’t be long before he put enough pressure on it to snap it.


  Instinctively, I gave myself just enough super strength to push up. That sudden movement made Richard let go of my neck and roll off my body, but I didn’t look at him. I just grabbed my pole staff and jumped to my feet, whirling around to begin laying the smack down on his fat face.


  But when I turned around, Richard was missing again.


  “Dang it,” I said, looking this way and that again. “Where the hell is he? Can he turn invisible?”


  “No,” said Richard behind me suddenly. “But good guess.”


  Richard’s huge, tree-trunk-like arms wrapped around me and lifted me off my feet. Richard squeezed me up against his chest so hard that I couldn’t even breathe.


  “Let’s see how long it takes for your spine to snap,” said Richard in a strained voice in my ear. “Probably only a few minutes before it—”


  With a grunt, I lashed out with one of my legs and kicked him in the knee. That hurt Richard enough to loosen his hold on me, so I broke free of his grasp and fell to my feet. Once again, I whirled around to slam my pole staff into him, but like before, he was gone even before I realized it, my pole staff hitting nothing but the empty air where he had once stood less than a second ago.


  Laughter and jeers erupted from the circle around me. Red Tide’s crew seemed to be having the time of their lives, pointing and laughing at me for no reason that I could discern other than Richard was embarrassing me.


  “Oh, man,” said one of Red Tide’s crewmates, a skinny man with a long beard, “I love watching Tiny fight! He always knows how to put on a good show.”


  Tiny? Was that his supervillain name? Odd name for a guy his size. It didn’t seem to relate to his powers from what I could tell. As far as I could tell, Richard had some guy of invisibility, or possibly teleportation powers. Tiny didn’t imply any of that, unless …


  Unless Richard couldn’t actually turn invisible. If Richard couldn’t actually turn invisible, then that meant that I was completely misinterpreting his powers. Yet what sort of powers allowed Richard to appear and disappear, seemingly at will, other than invisibility and teleportation?


  “Charles, look out!” Fingerprints cried suddenly.


  I jumped to the side just as Tiny’s massive arms came out of nowhere again to hug me. Tiny, who apparently hadn’t been expecting that, staggered forward, allowing me to whirl around and slam my pole staff into the side of his head.


  But right before my blow could connect, Tiny vanished before my eyes.


  No, he didn’t vanish into thin air like a ghost. As I watched, he actually seemed to shrink, his head becoming so small that I soon couldn’t see it at all. In fact, it wasn’t just his head that shrank, but his whole body, until soon I was all by myself in the middle of the circle again, only now I knew I wasn’t alone at all. Tiny was still here, but he was just too small to see.


  “Neat trick, Tiny,” I said, my eyes darting along the ground at my feet as I searched for him. “But I’ve got your powers figured out now. You’re a size-changer. You can become as small as an ant and then as big as a person at will. Am I right?”


  “Right you are, boy,” said Red Tide suddenly, making me look over my shoulder at him. He had one of his girls with him, his arm draped over her shoulder as he drank from another big frothing mug of beer. “Tiny here can become as small as he wants. Very useful power, especially for sneaking into high-security places … or kicking the butts of stupid kids who pay more attention to the peanut gallery than the actual fight.”


  Before I could ask what he meant, Tiny blew up underneath me. He grew big fast enough to slam into my stomach, sending me flying straight up into the air on impact.


  My body wanted to activate my flight powers before I fell, but I resisted and allowed myself to fall down straight toward Tiny, who caught me in his hands and threw me onto the ground as hard as a bag of ice. Jarred by the impact, I tried to get up, only for Tiny’s boot to come out of nowhere and hit me in the gut and knock the air out of me.


  That prompted even more laughter from the audience, as well as a few insults that definitely weren’t family-friendly. Despite that, however, my attention wasn’t on the audience, but on Tiny. I was getting tired of being beaten by him because he could use his powers and I couldn’t. Time to put that powerless training into action.


  Tiny lashed out at me with another kick, but I rolled away at the last second and his huge boot missed me by a mile. Getting to my feet, I whirled around and slammed my pole staff, not into his head, but into the small of his back, which he left completely undefended.


  A loud crack broke the air as my staff connected with Tiny’s back. The blow actually sent Tiny staggering forward and he even cried out in pain. I moved forward to hit him once more, but then Tiny shrank again and I couldn’t see him anymore.


  “Hey, Tiny, where did you go?” I said, looking this way and that for any sign of Tiny. “Are you afraid of me now or something? You seemed so confident earlier. I know six-year-old girls who handle pain better than you.”


  The mood in the audience had shifted. Now Red Tide’s crew was looking at me with a mixture of shock and disbelief. I guess Tiny must rarely get hit, which made sense because his powers were extremely useful for dodging most attacks. But I was playing for keeps now and it was only a matter of time before Tiny decided to return to his original size in an attempt to take me out.


  Without warning, Tiny grew back to his original size behind me and grabbed at me with his hands. But I was expecting that. I ducked under his massive arms and slammed my pole staff into Tiny’s bulging belly. Tiny roared in pain again before shrinking again, but I could tell even before he disappeared that he wasn’t going to waste time anymore. He was angry now and angry people had a tendency to make really stupid mistakes. I just had to hope he was going to make the mistake I knew he was going to make. It was going to be tough, but—


  Suddenly, I heard movement behind me. Without thinking or hesitation, I whirled around and saw Tiny growing back to his normal size. Time seemed to slow down around me as I watched Tiny go from being barely visible to being the size of a six-year-old boy to reaching the size of a twelve-year-old, which was when I acted.


  Gripping my pole staff firmly, I brought it directly down on Tiny’s not fully grown head. A loud snap echoed off the water as my pole connected with his skull. Tiny instantly collapsed onto the ground, his eyes rolled into the back of his head even as his body finished growing back to its normal size. An ugly dent in the shape of my pole stood out on his head, while blood leaked out of both of his ears and his nose. Yet he didn’t get up or even move.


  A stunned silence fell over the assembled members of Red Tide’s crew. Some of them were looking at Tiny with disbelief etched on their features, but most of them were looking at me with a mixture of surprise and even fear. I guess none of them had expected me to defeat Tiny. Even Fingerprints looked more surprised than relieved by my actions, like he couldn’t believe it, either.


  The only person in the circle who didn’t seem surprised was Red Tide. The girl under his arm was gone, replaced instead by two frothing mugs of beers. Red Tide downed both of them in one go before tossing the now-empty mugs aside and striding up to me, a strange, evil-looking smile on his face as he approached me.


  Unsure what he was going to do, I stood my ground, holding my pole staff firmly in my hands. If Red Tide was going to attack me, I wanted to be ready to defend myself. Of course, if he used his paralyzing toxins on me, then it wouldn’t matter if I had my pole staff or not.


  Red Tide stopped at Tiny, yet he didn’t even look down at the fallen member of his crew. He just continued to look at me with that crooked grin on his lips, his eyes having somehow become even more bloodshot than usual just within the last few minutes.


  “You put on quite a show there, boy,” said Red Tide in an intimidating voice. “Tiny was one of our best members. Few men have ever fought him and lived to tell the tale.”


  I rested my pole staff on my shoulder to look confident. “I’ve fought worse.”


  A tense silence existed between me and Red Tide all of a sudden, made even tenser by the expectant expressions of his crewmates all around us. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Fingerprints reaching for a gun in his pea coat, probably just in case a fight broke out.


  Then, without warning, Red Tide laughed. “Ha! Good one, my boy. That’s exactly the kind of attitude you need if you’re going to be part of my crew. Welcome aboard, boy, to the crew of the Red Tide. It’s good to have another killer on board because we’re going to need them if we’re going to make the whole ocean our kingdom.”




  CHAPTER TWELVE


   


  After that, Red Tide and his crew went back into the Dead Man’s Inn to party. They all tried to buy me drinks, but I had to keep refusing because I wasn’t twenty-one yet. I was worried that that might make them suspicious, but they were apparently all too drunk to notice that I wasn’t drinking myself. The only one who seemed to notice was the Japanese guy, whose name I still didn’t know, who also didn’t drink. He seemed to glance at me every now and then from his seat near the end of the table, but he didn’t say anything about it, either, although I got the feeling that he didn’t trust me very much.


  Fingerprints, on the other hand, did drink, but not as much as Red Tide and the others, of course. The two of us didn’t get to talk much due to sitting on opposite ends of the table, but every now and then he would glance at me with an expression that clearly told me didn’t understand how I had made that work. I would just shrug and go back to listening to Red Tide’s drunk stories, which always seemed to end with him killing people and stealing their loot.


  As for Tiny, he woke up pretty quickly after the fight was over, but instead of coming back to the Inn to party with us, Red Tide sent him back to the ship to get it ready for sailing tomorrow. Evidently, Red Tide didn’t want a ‘loser’ drinking with him. Tiny seemed extremely angry about that, but he wisely did not argue the point with Red Tide. He did, however, shoot daggers with his eyes at me, which was a good reminder not to let myself get too cocky because I had a feeling Tiny wasn’t simply going to forgive and forget this.


  But we didn’t stay in the Dead Man’s Inn for very long. Red Tide abruptly stood up and announced that it was time for us to return to his ship, the Red Tide, so we could all get a good night sleep for tomorrow’s voyage. He did not specify what he meant by ‘voyage,’ but I assumed that we were probably going to sail to whoever Red Tide was going to sell the weapon to.


  The Red Tide was a large sailing ship. At first glance, it looked like an ordinary, old-fashioned wooden sailing ship docked not too far from the Dead Man’s Inn, but as we got closer, I began to see that it had more than a few modern upgrades. The ship’s cannons looked more like lasers than normal cannons, while thick metal sheets covered its hull. It had three big sails, but from the look of them, they seemed more for decoration than practicality, which made me wonder why they were there at all. And it was definitely a massive ship, easily big enough for the whole crew to sleep in and with room for more, although as far as I could tell, Red Tide’s dozen or so pirates were the only members of his crew.


  “Here we are, lads,” said Red Tide, gesturing at the massive sailing ship as we approached it. “Me pride and joy, the Red Tide. Ain’t she a beauty?”


  I grimaced when I inhaled a strong pungent scent of, well, Red Tide that blew in on a sudden midnight breeze. “Yeah, I guess so. How tough is she?”


  “Toughest ship on all of the Seven Seas,” Red Tide replied. Despite having consumed an inhuman amount of alcohol, he seemed shockingly sober, with the only clue to his intoxication being his bloodshot eyes and slightly slurred speech. “Ain’t that right, Katsuki?”


  The Japanese man—who must have been Katsuki—nodded as Tiny lowered the ramp for us to enter the ship. “Indeed. It can handle military-grade artillery without suffering any holes or leaks. It would take a MOAB to do any real damage to it, and even then, such a bomb would need to be followed up by an air strike just to make sure it works.”


  I looked at Katsuki curiously. “How do you know so much about ships?”


  “I am the crew’s shipwright,” said Katsuki. Unlike Red Tide, he showed no signs of intoxication at all, probably because he hadn’t drunk anything. He gestured at the Red Tide. “I built this ship myself and know every corner of it like the back of my hand.”


  “Best dang shipwright in the world,” said Red Tide, slapping Katsuki on the back abruptly. “Wouldn’t know what I’d do without him. Picked him up in Japan a few years ago and he’s been one of my most trusted mates ever since.”


  “I am also in charge of security for the ship,” said Katsuki. He brushed back his long dark hair. “That’s why I didn’t drink, aside from the fact that I dislike alcohol. Someone needs to be sober enough to make sure that the ship is safe, after all.”


  Ah. That explained why Katsuki and Red Tide seemed so close. I wondered if that was why Katsuki had been keeping a close eye on me and Fingerprints ever since we joined the crew. He likely didn’t trust us, but that was fine because we didn’t trust him or Red Tide, either.


  Once the ramp finished lowering, we all walked up it without further ado. As soon as everyone was on board the ship, the crew scattered. Red Tide and Katsuki went off to discuss something I couldn’t hear, while the rest of the crew went off to their quarters, which were apparently scattered all around the ship. One of the crew members—a small, monkey-like man with a rusted knife in his belt—even climbed up the rope to sleep in the crow’s nest, while the rest of us went below deck to where most of the sleeping quarters were.


  Because Fingerprints and I were the newbies, we ended up being shown to our quarters by Hilda, the large, drunk blonde woman I had noticed before. Unlike Red Tide, who handled his beer very well, Hilda seemed to struggle to stay sober and conscious, managing to show us to our quarters—a tiny room with two hammocks that was barely big enough for both of us—before staggering away back to her quarters while muttering something about how she was going to have a horrible hangover in the morning.


  Not that we minded that, however. With Hilda gone, this was the first opportunity the two of us had to talk to each other in private since we arrived in Hooktown. Admittedly, the room was very small and smelled like wet animal fur for some reason, but the walls of the ship were thick enough that we felt comfortable talking to each other down here, although we kept our voices low enough so that any potential eavesdroppers wouldn’t hear us.


  “Whew,” I said as I laid down in my hammock, which swayed slightly under my weight. “Can’t believe that worked.”


  “You mean your plan?” said Fingerprints, who, unlike me, wasn’t lying in his hammock. He was walking around the small room, bending over every now and then to inspect a corner or standing on his tiptoes to examine the ceiling a little more closely.


  I frowned, putting my hands behind my head as I said, “What are you doing?”


  “Looking for bugs,” said Fingerprints. He stopped and turned to look at me. “There don’t seem to be any, so I think it’s safe for us to talk.”


  “Bugs?” I said. “Are you an arachnophobe or something?”


  “I’m talking about devices that allow people to listen in on our conversations,” Fingerprints explained. “Red Tide is supposed to be a controlling captain, so I figured he would have every room in the ship bugged in order to listen in on the conversations of his crew. But I haven’t found any, so I assume it’s safe for us to talk.”


  “Geez, good thinking,” I said, glancing around the room. “I was so tired that it never even occurred to me to look for something like that.”


  “Part of being a spy is knowing when you are being spied upon,” Fingerprints replied as he sat down on his hammock and laid down, putting his hands on his stomach. “I do this with every room I enter. It’s a good habit to get into, especially on these types of missions, where hiding our true identities is necessary in order for us to succeed.”


  I nodded and decided I would have to keep that habit in mind myself next time I needed to do something like this. “So, what do you think so far?”


  “About the mission?” said Fingerprints. He chuckled. “We’ve been lucky. Very lucky. Red Tide is supposed to be very picky about who he lets on his crew. I can only guess you got him in a good mood tonight because there’s no way in hell he would have let us join otherwise.”


  “I just took the direct route,” I said with a shrug. “Like I do with everything. Seems to work out for me pretty well so far.”


  “True, but that was a gamble and you know it,” said Fingerprints. “Especially against Tiny. He was one of the crew members I wasn’t debriefed on, so I didn’t know his powers. It’s a miracle you managed to beat him without having to use your own powers and end up revealing our identities in the process.”


  “I’ve been practicing my powerless training recently,” I said. “Lots of superhumans just flat out don’t do it. They rely on their powers too much to protect themselves and have no backups in case they can’t use them.”


  “Ain’t that the truth?” said Fingerprints with another chuckle. “I am a powerless training practitioner myself. Although my powers are useful for spy work, they don’t offer me any great advantage in battle, aside from sometimes allowing me to disorient foes who aren’t aware of my abilities. That’s why I prefer spy work over the usual missions most G-Men get.”


  “Yeah,” I said, nodding. “What will we do tomorrow, then?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” said Fingerprints, looking at me in surprise. “We find out where the weapon is located and where we are going. We should also find out what kind of security they have put around the thing so we can come up with a plan to steal it from them without them knowing.”


  I began to sit up. “Why not go look for it now? Everyone is asleep and we’re still awake.”


  “I wouldn’t risk it,” said Fingerprints. “I bet at least one of the pirates are staying up to act as the night watch. It would too risky to wander around this ship at night without knowing her layout and end up getting spotted. As the newest members of the crew, they already don’t trust us very much, and doing something like that might give them an excuse to kick us off the ship entirely.”


  I lay back down on my hammock. “What if I told them I was looking for the bathroom?”


  Fingerprints rolled his eyes. “Forget about it. Anyway, it’s getting late. I’m going to go to sleep now. You should do the same because we are going to have a big day ahead of us tomorrow and we will need all the sleep we can get.”


  With that, Fingerprints rolled over onto his side so his back was facing me. A second later, I heard loud snores coming from his nostrils as he apparently fell asleep instantly. I guess Fingerprints had been a lot more tired than he let on.


  I also rolled over onto my side so my back was facing his, but I didn’t go to sleep right away. I was thinking about Blizzard, wondering how she was doing and whether her condition was worsening or getting better. I knew Fingerprints was right when he said we should wait until tomorrow before we start snooping around, but that gave us even less time to save Blizzard. Tomorrow, Blizzard would only have six days left before the virus killed her, which meant we didn’t have much time left.


  I put my hand on my ear to talk to Valerie, but then I felt nothing in my ear and remembered that I had removed my earcom before coming here. We didn’t want to risk Red Tide and his men finding out who we were, so I had removed nearly every identifying piece of equipment on me. The only thing I still wore was my suit-up watch, which was so inconspicuous that I doubted any of Red Tide’s crew had noticed it.


  My hand falling to my side, I closed my eyes and forced myself to go to sleep. Like Fingerprints said, we had a big day ahead of us tomorrow, so I needed to make sure I was well-rested for it.




  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


   


  It seemed like as soon as my head touched my pillow, the door to our quarters burst open and Hilda jumped in and yelled, “Wake up, you two! It’s time to get to work!”


  Startled, I sat up so fast that I accidentally fell off my hammock onto the floor, while Fingerprints grunted and raised his head, blinking sleepily as he stared at the large blonde woman standing before us.


  “Already?” said Fingerprints with a yawn. “We just went to bed. It can’t possibly be morning already.”


  “Oh, but it is,” said Hilda. That was when I noticed she had a thick German accent, which I had completely missed the night before, probably due to how late it had been. “Look at your watches if you don’t believe me.”


  Rubbing my head, I glanced at my suit-up watch and saw that Hilda was correct: It was seven in the morning eastern standard time, which was weird because it didn’t feel like it was morning. Guess I must have slept so well that I didn’t even wake up once last night. I certainly did feel refreshed, although with my head pounding from my fall this morning, I could have been better.


  “Come on, come on,” said Hilda, gesturing at us to get up. “Captain Red Tide gave me the responsibility of showing you two landlubbers around the ship. After that, I will assign both of you your duties as part of the crew.”


  Rising to my feet, I found it weird how Hilda had been dead drunk the night before, but she seemed perfectly sober and awake now. Either she was like Red Tide and could handle her alcohol better than she appeared or else she had some way of quickly recovering from her hangovers that I didn’t know about. Either way, I was in no mood to question the lady in charge, so Fingerprints and I followed her out of the room and onto the top deck of the ship.


  As we emerged onto the top deck, I saw activity all around us. The rest of the crew must have awoken before us because everywhere I looked, I saw pirates working. Some were steering the massive steering wheel above us, while others were adjusting the sails in accordance with the direction of the wind, and still others were fishing or tossing bad food and drink overboard. Some appeared to be running to and fro, barking out orders to their fellow mates or delivering messages from one end of the ship to the other. I was amazed at how active everyone was despite all of the alcohol they had consumed last night. It made me wonder if they were all equally immune to hangovers like Hilda and Red Tide or if they were so used to getting drunk and then getting up early the next morning to work that it didn’t even bother them.


  “This is the top deck,” said Hilda, waving one large hand in an arc to indicate the entire deck. “This is where the bulk of the work is done, even in storms. Likely, I’ll have you swabbing the deck, but you might also have to do other things. Depends on what work needs to be done and all that.”


  “Uh huh,” I said, glancing up at the crow’s nest. “What about the crow’s nest? Do we have to anything up there?”


  “No,” said Hilda, shaking her head. “Crow’s nest is already occupied by Crow. It’s his job and he doesn’t like it when someone else tries to take it from him, especially a newbie like you.”


  “You mean the crow’s nest is manned by someone named Crow?” I asked innocuously.


  “Yes,” said Hilda bluntly. “Anyway, as you can see, we have already set sail from Hooktown and are currently en route to our next destination.”


  Hilda was right. When I looked out over the side of the ship, I couldn’t see any towns or land anywhere. Just endless blue ocean water and waves, with the occasional seagull flying by overhead with a fish caught in its mouth. Despite the frenzy of activity on the deck, the sea seemed strangely peaceful, with no storm clouds or anything.


  Of course, being this far from civilization meant that Fingerprints and I were on our own if anything went wrong out here. Given the somber expression Fingerprints wore, I could tell that he knew that as well, which made it hard to enjoy the beautiful view all around us.


  Then Hilda led us back down to the lower decks again, but instead of taking us back to our rooms, she led us to the room where the cannons were. As I suspected from last night, these cannons were not ordinary cannons at all. Instead of firing cannonballs, they were shaped like large lasers, connected to what seemed like a huge battery on the opposite wall. The cannons appeared to be off, but I could still hear a low hum of energy coming from the battery as if it was constantly active.


  “This is the cannon room,” said Hilda, gesturing at the huge cannons. “As you can see, these are our cannons. They are laser cannons, meaning they fire beams of pure concentrated light that can set whole ships ablaze.”


  “That seems surprisingly high tech for a pirate ship,” I said.


  Hilda looked at me with a mischievous smile. “This is a modern pirate ship, boy. Why should we limit ourselves to yesterday’s technology when today’s technology is so much better?”


  I couldn’t argue with that, so instead, I said, “Will we get an opportunity to use these cannons anytime soon?”


  “You two?” Hilda said. She laughed. “Of course not. This is very expensive, dangerous technology, far too priceless to put into the hands of newbies like you. You won’t even be allowed to touch these for months unless we get into a tussle and require some extra hands on deck, though I doubt we’ll ever end up in a situation like that.”


  “Where did you get these cannons from, if I may ask?” asked Fingerprints, his hands in his pockets as he looked at the weapons curiously. “I’ve never seen anything quite like them before.”


  “Katsuki built them himself,” said Hilda, “although we purchased quite a few of the parts from a weapons dealer friend of ours in New York. Captain Red Tide wanted the best, most advanced weapons available to us, and so far, they’ve proved to be some of our most dangerous weapons. Very few ships of any size can withstand a full blast from these babies. Even tiny islands are no match for the full power of our laser cannons.”


  That seemed almost like an exaggeration to me, but Hilda seemed quite serious when she said that. I could only assume that these cannons were a large part about why Red Tide and his crew had so far managed to evade capture from nearly every government in the world. I definitely didn’t want to imagine what would happen if I got blasted by those lasers.


  After the laser cannons, Hilda gave us a quick tour of the galley (which also doubled as a dining room), the storage hull, and the various other parts of the Red Tide that we needed to be acquainted with. It was almost too much for me to take in all at once and surprised me by how big it was, but I could tell that Fingerprints was listening very carefully, no doubt constructing a mental map in his mind of the ship’s general layout. I wish I was smart enough to do that, but I would just have to trust that I could rely on Fingerprints in the event we needed to find a particular room or part of the ship in order to pull off our heist.


  The tour ended at the equipment room, which was basically the room where all of the weapons were kept. It was a pretty large room, too, with a wide variety of guns, knives, and even swords that were available for use for every member of the crew. I will admit to spending an inordinate amount of time looking at the guns because even though Fingerprints and I were on a fairly strict deadline, I found it nearly impossible to say no to a bunch of fancy and interesting guns.


  “And that’s all,” said Hilda as the three of us stepped out of the equipment room. “You can take any weapons you want, but you need permission from me or Captain Red Tide before you do so because we don’t want all of our weapons to disappear or end up being used for things we don’t want them to be used for.”


  I nodded as Hilda closed the door behind us and looked around at the hallway we had emerged into. “I guess we’re going to head back up to the top deck, then?”


  “Of course,” said Hilda as she locked the equipment room door. “The top deck needs a good swabbing, so you two, as our newest cabin boys, can do that.”


  Fingerprints raised an eyebrow in reference to the ‘cabin boys’ line, but I just suppressed a grin at the idea of calling Fingerprints a boy. He might not have been a very old man, but he wasn’t a young kid, either. I wasn’t sure if Hilda would understand the joke or not, so I didn’t say anything about it.


  But then I noticed another door directly across from the equipment room. It was locked with a padlock, but it was completely unmarked otherwise. Indeed, if I hadn’t noticed the padlock, I doubt I would have noticed the door at all.


  “Hey, Hilda,” I said, pointing at the door. “What’s behind that door?”


  Hilda turned around to look at the door and scowled. “That? That’s none of your business.”


  “None of my business?” I said, looking at Hilda curiously. “I thought the whole point of this tour was to familiarize us with the ship’s layout. How can we know the ship if we don’t know what’s inside every room?”


  “Maybe I need to use different words,” said Hilda. “When I said ‘That’s none of your business,’ I meant that if you kept asking me about it, I would chuck you over the starboard and let you swim back to Florida. Got it?”


  The way Hilda glowered at me was enough to tell me that her threat was one hundred percent serious, so I simply nodded and said, “Aye, aye, ma’am. I completely understand.”


  But even as I said that I exchanged a quick, knowing look with Fingerprints which Hilda did not notice. I was glad to see that Fingerprints caught my look, because he nodded slightly and gestured at the door to indicate he was thinking what I was thinking: Namely, that this unmarked door that was none of our business was probably the room where the weapon was being kept, which meant we knew exactly where to look for the weapon once we decided to steal it.




  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


   


  Unfortunately, we didn’t have time to investigate the room ourselves, because as soon as we reached the top deck, Hilda thrust brooms and buckets of soapy water into our hands and immediately set us to work scrubbing the whole deck.


  Normally, I wouldn’t care about scrubbing. A good deal of my time in the NHA, prior to being assigned to Showdown, had been spent helping the Hero Island Janitorial Team perform basic maintenance work on Hero Island. That included scrubbing the Justice Statue, a massive statue designed to symbolize the unity and trust between the Neohero Alliance and the Independent Neoheroes for Justice, the two largest superhero organizations in the country. I couldn’t count the number of times I spent scrubbing seagull droppings off the heads and shoulders of the Statue, a tedious task that left me feeling exhausted each day.


  But scrubbing the poop was a lot harder than scrubbing the Statue. For one, the Red Tide was constantly in motion and I wasn’t used to standing, much less working, on a ship. Fingerprints, who said he spent a lot of time on ships, didn’t seem bothered by the way the waves of the ocean made the Red Tide rise and fall, but I was. It took me a while to find my footing and even longer to figure out how to mop the poop without knocking over my bucket of soap water. It didn’t help that quite a few of our so-called crewmates would take every opportunity to mess with us, ranging from spilling drinks onto the deck to ‘accidentally’ knocking our buckets of soap water over.


  What should have been a fairly simple task ended up taking several hours to complete. By the time the lunch bell rang, Fingerprints and I were both exhausted from the work we did. I was glad when I heard the lunch bell ring, because I hadn’t eaten anything since last night (Hilda forced us to skip breakfast so we could keep up with the rest of the crew) and was looking forward to getting some food in my stomach, even if, as I suspected, it was no good.


  But before any of us could head down to the galley to eat our meals, Captain Red Tide stepped out of his captain’s quarters near the back of the ship and walked up to the railing separating the steering wheel from the rest of the ship. His mere presence was enough to make us stop and look up at him, every member of the crew wondering what he was going to talk to us about.


  Red Tide looked a lot better today than he did last night. His eyes were no longer bloodshot and he stood far taller. Although he was still a fairly short guy, from a distance and above us, he radiated an authority that even I couldn’t question. I now understood why the rest of the crew listened to him so much.


  “All right, you scoundrels and fools,” said Red Tide in a booming voice, which rang out in the air like a gunshot. “I can see the desire for food in each of your ugly, stupid eyes, but I am not going to let any of you eat just yet. I have some important news to share with you all because it has forced me to change our plans.”


  Despite my hungry stomach, I perked up when he mentioned the important news. I wondered what it could be and why it caused Red Tide to change our plans. Hell, I didn’t even know what our ‘plans’ were just yet. I could tell that the rest of the crew was wondering the same thing.


  “All right,” said Red Tide, resting his hands on the old wooden railing in front of him. “As you all remember, last week we successfully stole a prototype weapon from the G-Men at the behest of a client of ours, who told us he would pay good money if we could get it for him. Never one to turn down such a generous offer, especially for such an easy mission, I accepted his offer and led our successful raid.”


  All of the crew nodded when Red Tide said that. I noticed Fingerprints had his hands in his pockets, but based on his expression, I could tell he was pretty annoyed at being reminded of the G-Men’s failure to protect the weapon. I had to suppress a grin so Fingerprints wouldn’t think I was not taking this mission seriously and looked back up at Red Tide to continue to listen to his little speech.


  “The original plan was for us to meet our client at a private island of his somewhere between Florida and Cuba,” Red Tide continued, “but last night I received a message from our client asking us to meet him personally on his private yacht tonight after dusk.”


  Murmurs of surprise and confusion quickly spread through the crowd of assembled pirates before Red Tide raised a pistol and fired it into the air. The sudden gunshot made everyone look at Red Tide again, who cocked an amused grin before holstering his gun at his side again.


  “I know I told you that it would be another few days before we arrived at our client’s island, but instead we have mere hours before we meet him,” said Red Tide. “So I expect all of you to be on your best behavior and don’t act like the idiots you are. The money we’re being paid for this project is the most money we’ve ever been paid for a single raid. Once the transaction is complete, we’ll be so rich that I’ll be able to cover the whole ship in gold plates and buy us all the beer we can drink!”


  It seemed to me that the comment about buying all the beer we could drink must have been what set everyone off because the whole crew cheered and whistled upon hearing that. Fingerprints and I were the only ones who didn’t cheer, but that was because I found this change in schedule troubling. It meant that Fingerprints and I had even less time to retrieve the weapon than we originally thought. And if we were going to meet on a yacht, then that meant that getting away with the weapon would be even trickier than we expected.


  “Now, you can all go and stuff your faces, because tonight we are going to have so much money we won’t even be able to count it!” Red Tide declared.


  More cheering from the crew as they made their way below deck to the galley, except, of course, for me and Fingerprints. The two of us hung out toward the back of the crew, speaking in low enough voices to make sure none of the pirates could hear us.


  “They’re going to deliver the weapon already?” I said under my breath, walking close to Fingerprints to make sure only he could hear me. “I thought we would have a few more days, at least.”


  “Agreed,” said Fingerprints in an equally low voice, “but I guess their client wants his weapon now. That means we have even less time than I thought.”


  “Then we need to push up the theft,” I said. I looked over my shoulder. “With everyone at lunch, I could slip out right now and—”


  Fingerprints grabbed my upper arm, making me look at him in surprise. He wore a very serious expression, which became slightly covered in shadow when we went down the steps into the lower decks with the rest of the crew.


  “Don’t,” said Fingerprints. “If you go now, someone will notice. Plus, I suspect the weapon’s room is protected by a variety of security measures, meaning it won’t be easy to break into.”


  “But if we wait until tonight, then we might not be able to get it at all,” I said. “I mean, they’re going to find out about us either way, so why not just do it right away?”


  Fingerprints shook his head. “Still too risky. It would be difficult to escape once we do it. In order to pull this off, we’re going to need to time it just right so we can escape without being caught.”


  I scowled. “So what, are we going to have to wait until later?”


  Fingerprints nodded. “Yes. The best time to do it will be once the weapon has been removed from its room. If we can get it sometime between the moment it’s taken out of its room and the moment it is given to the client, then we might be able to pull this off.”


  My scowl deepened, but at the same time, I couldn’t really argue with Fingerprints’ point. It would be suspicious if both of us ran off to try to steal the weapon right now. The plan was to retrieve the weapon and get off the ship without anyone noticing. This change of plans on the client’s part almost threw off our own. I just hoped that Fingerprints was right about retrieving the weapon later because I didn’t even want to think about what the consequences might be if we didn’t.




  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


   


  The rest of the day was spent cleaning the deck, as well as helping out with any other odd jobs that needed to be done around the ship. Fingerprints and I often worked together, but sometimes we had to separate to do different tasks. That always made me worried whenever that happened, because I didn’t want us separated for long in case someone found out who we really were.


  Mostly, however, I was worried about the incoming transaction tonight. I still disagreed with Fingerprints’ idea about waiting to retrieve the weapon until tonight, but at the same time, I wasn’t so sure that my idea of breaking in and taking it right now was the best response, either. I reasoned that I could potentially fly both of us off the ship to make a quick escape if I had to, but then I thought about how far away from shore we were and how long I would be able to keep that up. I was pretty strong and Fingerprints wasn’t a very big or fat guy, but having to hold both him and the weapon (the size and weight of which I didn’t know) as I flew across the ocean sounded exhausting even to me. It made me wonder if Fingerprints had an escape plan or not. If so, I imagine it probably wasn’t useful anymore, because it had probably been designed with the thought that we were going to the client’s private island, not that we were going to meet them on their private yacht in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico.


  At this point, I was hoping that Fingerprints had sent a message back to the G-Men to let them know about this change of events. I still didn’t like or trust the G-Men that much, but I did trust them a lot more than Red Tide or any members of his crew. At the very least, I would appreciate the backup. Perhaps Cadmus would feel nice enough to send someone to rescue us if things got dicey. Then again, Cadmus’ ‘niceness’ had nothing to do with it. He would only help us because the mission needed to be complete, not because he was a nice guy at heart or anything like that.


  In any case, nighttime came far too quickly. As the sun set on the horizon, casting its orange rays onto the darkening sea, Crow, sitting in the crow’s nest, called out, “I see a ship heading toward us!”


  Fingerprints and I—who were busy scrubbing algae off the side railings of the ship—looked out in the direction Crow pointed. At first, I just saw a tiny dot on the horizon, barely bigger than my thumbnail, but as it drew closer and closer, I got a better look at it. It was a fancy-looking yacht, so sleek and modern that it looked almost like a jet than a boat. It moved quickly and easily through the ocean waves, although I couldn’t see anyone on board. I did, however, catch a glimpse of an outlined figure standing in what looked like the control deck, but then the windows darkened and I couldn’t see anything else.


  “There they are!” said Red Tide, who I had not heard come up behind me. He shoved past me and Fingerprints and leaned against the railing, a big grin crossing his deformed features. “My, that yacht’s a beaut, ain’t she? Not as beautiful as the Red Tide, of course, but beautiful enough for a yacht.”


  I had to admit there was a certain beauty to the yacht and the way it glided across the water without making a noise. Indeed, if Crow hadn’t pointed out the yacht at all, I probably wouldn’t have even noticed it until it was right next to our ship.


  As the yacht drew closer, the rest of the crew began to gather around the railing, until it seemed like the entire crew of the Red Tide was watching the yacht approach us.


  “Wonder if that hot lady will be there,” said one of the pirates behind me in a low whisper to another pirate standing next to him.


  The other pirate chuckled. “I hope so, too. Need me some eye candy after being around a guy as ugly as you all day.”


  The two pirates then began to argue among each other, but I paid them no attention because my attention was on the yacht, which had finally reached us. It was a fair bit smaller than the Red Tide, but something told me it was no less capable of defending itself in the event of an attack, even though I didn’t see any weapons on it.


  And still no one stepped out, which made me wonder if the yacht had any people on it at all until a woman stepped out onto the main deck. My jaw dropped when I saw her—fact, I think the jaws of every man on the ship dropped in perfect unison.


  She was absolutely gorgeous, possibly the most beautiful woman I had ever seen in my life. Tall and thin, she had a figure that you only saw in certain videos on the Internet kids weren’t supposed to watch. Her pale skin contrasted beautifully with her black hair, while her tight-fitting white dress left nothing to the imagination. She seemed really athletic, too, which really added to her appeal. I had to tell myself that Blizzard was my girlfriend and I wasn’t interested in any other women, but that was sadly harder than it should have been. I didn’t know her age, but she looked like she had to be in her mid-twenties at the latest.


  “Whoa,” I said under my breath to one of the pirates standing next to me. “Who is that?”


  Unfortunately, the pirate who stood next to me apparently did not hear what I said. His eyes were locked on the woman below as if she was a delicious meal prepared just for him. Now that I noticed it, every man on the ship was looking at her that way. Even Fingerprints couldn’t hide his interest.


  The only man who seemed unaffected by her charms was Red Tide, who raised a hand and waved at her. “Hello, Janet! Pleased to see you again. Is your husband on board?”


  The woman, apparently named Janet, brushed back her hair in an undeniably sexy way and said, in a voice that made me melt, “Aye, Captain Tide. Seth is ready for the exchange if you have the weapon.”


  Somewhere in the back of my mind, I found myself wondering what husband would send such a beautiful woman out by herself to greet a bunch of lustful pirate men who weren’t exactly known for respecting women. But it was hard to think about such things when she was out there, her beauty akin to the sun in its radiance and power.


  “Good to hear!” said Red Tide. “Bring your yacht a little closer so we can lower the ramp. I will personally deliver the weapon to Seth myself. You can tell him that.”


  “Aye,” said Janet again in that same irresistibly sexy voice of hers. “I will go and tell him that.”


  With that, Janet turned around and strutted back into the yacht. I think all of us guys were at least a bit disappointed when she stepped into the yacht and the door closed behind her, although for me, it was like waking up from a weird dream. I suddenly found that I could think clearly again, which was odd because I hadn’t even realized I wasn’t thinking clearly at all.


  Abruptly, Red Tide whirled around and shouted, “What are you idiots doing? Stop standing around and get that weapon out! Or else each and every one of you drooling morons will swim back to Florida without life jackets.”




  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


   


  It didn’t take long for Katsuki and Hilda to emerge onto the top deck carrying a long, metal case between them. The case was about as long as a full-grown man and had no indication about what it was other than the words ‘TOP SECRET’ stamped on the lid. The two pirates dropped the case onto the deck and stepped away, both panting and sweating from the weight of the thing.


  “Hey, why did you put it down?” asked Red Tide incredulously. He gestured toward the lowered ramp, which was lowered onto the deck of the yacht. “We ain’t putting it down until we get it to the client.”


  “Sorry, Captain,” said Katsuki, whose face was red from the exertion. He wiped the sweat off his brow. “It’s simply very heavy and we were barely able to lift it between the two of us. Not sure we can carry it all the way to the yacht.”


  Sensing an opportunity, I stepped forward and said, “Captain, Fred and I here can lift the case for you if you’d like. We’re strong and don’t mind a little physical labor, right, Fred?”


  ‘Fred,’ of course, was Fingerprints’ fake name, but he nodded in agreement as if I had just referred to him by his real name. “Yes. We will handle it with the gentlest care.”


  Red Tide looked at the two of us with skepticism in his eyes. “Hmm, you two do look strong, but to be safe, I will have two other guys help you. And don’t drop it. If it falls into the sea, you’re going in with it. Got it?”


  “Of course,” I said.


  With my super strength, I could have easily lifted the entire case with one hand and carried it on my shoulders, but the crew of the Red Tide still thought that Fingerprints and I were normal humans, so I had to rely on my natural strength to lift it. Even then, it wasn’t as hard as it could have been, especially when two other members of the crew grabbed the handles on either side. With the four of us, what must have weighed two hundred pounds suddenly felt very light, although we had to be careful as we walked down the ramp so we wouldn’t lose our grip and send it falling into the ocean between our ship and the yacht.


  I kept my eyes on the case as we walked, trying to figure out what the weapon was. I know it was supposed to be a top-secret government weapon, but in my experience, the government rarely had good reason to keep secrets, especially the G-Men. Unfortunately, x-ray vision wasn’t one of my powers, so all I could guess was that it was probably something heavy, which wasn’t very helpful.


  When we reached the yacht, we didn’t put the weapon down yet. Red Tide led us to the door that Janet had used to enter the yacht. He went inside first and then our little group followed, with the door closing behind us automatically. It was a little unnerving, but I soon forgot all about my nerves when I saw exactly where we were.


  We had entered what appeared to be a large penthouse. The floor was covered in shag rugs and solid wood, while a crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling that made it seem like daylight in here. There was even a fireplace in one corner, although it didn’t seem active at the moment, while the scent of fresh wood and leather filled our nostrils. A large sofa shaped like a semicircle sat in the center of the room on top of what appeared to be a rug made out of tiger flesh, while a large flat screen TV stood opposite it that had the most recent video game systems, of all things, hooked up to it. I also heard what sounded like classical music playing softly in the background, but I couldn’t determine where the speakers were.


  A set of stairs with golden rails went up to the second floor, which I assume must have been the client’s—Seth’s—bedroom. The door, from what I could tell, was made out of pure gold, which struck me as really extravagant.


  I whistled under my breath to Fingerprints as we lowered the heavy steel case onto the floor. “Whoa. Fancy, isn’t it?”


  “Of course it is,” said Red Tide, who had apparently heard me whispering. “As I told you wax-eared idiots earlier, our client is a very wealthy man who will make all of us very wealthy for this job.”


  “You said that about the last guy we did a job for,” one of the other pirates mumbled. “Then you spent all the money on booze.”


  “And it was the best booze I ever drunk,” said Red Tide without missing a beat. He sighed. “The booze I will be able to buy with this money will be—”


  Red Tide was interrupted by the door at the top of the stairs opening. Two people stepped out of the doorway and began making their way down the stairs. One of them was Janet, whose mere appearance suddenly made it very hard for me to think rationally.


  The other one, however, I did not recognize. He was much older than Janet. Whereas Janet was probably in her mid-twenties, this man was clearly in his late fifties. His gray hair and wrinkled skin was a dead giveaway to his age, yet he looked better than most older men his age. He walked with his back straight and his very large chest out. Even with his black-and-white pinstripe suit on, I could tell this was one old guy who didn’t let himself go. Janet clung to his arm like a loyal puppy, her eyes not on anyone else but him as they made their way down the stairs toward us.


  The man, however, seemed to pay Janet no attention whatsoever. He looked down at us and his eyes first landed on the case before abruptly looking at me. Unless my own eyes were playing tricks on me, I thought I saw a glimmer of recognition in his eyes, but then he looked away from me. Maybe I reminded him of someone he knew because I had never seen this guy before in my life.


  “Captain Tide,” said the man as he and Janet reached the bottom of the stairs. “I am pleased to see that the mission was a success and you retrieved the weapon.”


  A glance at Fingerprints showed he rolled his eyes when the man used the word ‘retrieved’ to describe an outright theft, but luckily for us, the man apparently didn’t notice that.


  “It was easy,” said Red Tide, putting his hands on either side of his large waist. “The government never saw it coming. I’ve stolen candy from babies that was better protected than this thing.”


  “Yes, of course,” said the man, although he seemed to be humoring Red Tide more than anything. “And I take it that these men are your crew?”


  “Parts of it, yes,” said Red Tide. He gestured at me and Fingerprints. “These two are my newest. They joined just last night, as a matter of fact, after beating one of my own in combat.”


  “Indeed?” said the man. His eyes darted to me and this time I saw that he did recognize me, which was weird because I still didn’t recognize him. “Seth Richards. This is my wife, Janet.”


  Seth introduced Janet with the same enthusiasm that a kid might introduce their young annoying sibling. Janet smiled at me and Fingerprints when he mentioned her, which almost caused both of us to melt from her beauty.


  “No need to introduce yourself to my grunts, Mr. Richards,” said Red Tide, suddenly standing between us and the Richards without a hesitation. He gestured at the case. “Here is the weapon, as promised. And it’s in one piece, too. I made sure these dingbats didn’t so much as bump it accidentally. It is in perfect condition.”


  “Excellent job, Captain,” said Seth. He stroked his chin. “Do you mind if I take a peek at it now? I don’t doubt your word, but I’ve been looking forward to getting this particular weapon for a while now and I can’t wait any longer to look at it.”


  Red Tide held out a hand. “First, give me the money, like we agreed. Then you can look at it all you want.”


  Seth smiled, which was a chilling expression on his face for some reason. “What happened to Red Tide the businessman who wants to please his customers? I will pay you. I simply want to see the weapon first.”


  Although Seth’s words and tone were pleasant enough, Red Tide suddenly lowered his hand to his side and stepped to the side. I wasn’t sure, but it looked like Red Tide was actually afraid of Seth, even though Red Tide was the one with the powers here, unless Seth happened to be a superhuman as well.


  “Uh, sure, Mr. Richards,” said Red Tide. “Here, I will open it and show you it myself.”


  Red Tide bent over and began undoing the locks and straps holding the lid down. It wasn’t long before the lid popped open and Red Tide opened it entirely. Eager, I leaned over to see what it was—


  And got sprayed with a face full of powerless gas.




  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


   


  Coughing and hacking, I staggered away from the case, my eyes watering from the gas. I could barely see anything and tried to rub the gas out of my eyes, but that just made my eyes tear up even more.


  “Charles?” said Fingerprints, who I heard somewhere nearby, also hacking and coughing. “Charles, are you there? What happened—”


  Something hard and heavy slammed into the back of my head and I fell to my knees. I heard Fingerprints fall nearby and then felt a couple of strong hands snap heavy manacles around my wrists. Still hacking, I struggled to break free, but that just earned me another slam to the back of the head that left me even dizzier than before.


  “Nice try, kid,” said Red Tide’s voice, which sounded strangely distant now for some reason, “but you didn’t think I was going to let you see the weapon that easily, were you?”


  Blinking hard, my vision gradually began to clear, until soon I could see everything again.


  I was down on my knees. Fingerprints knelt beside me, although based on the way he was bent over, I could tell that his vision still hadn’t cleared. His hands were shackled behind him with thick manacles and a glance over my shoulder showed that mine were restrained the same way.


  We were also surrounded. The other two pirates who had helped us move the case stood on either side of us, guns drawn and aimed at our heads. Red Tide himself still stood where he had before, but his arms crossed his chest and he was grinning like the devil now. Seth and Janet had also remained in their positions, with Seth smiling in an amused way and Janet smiling in a rather ditzy way like she didn’t quite grasp what was going on but was pleased that Seth was pleased nonetheless.


  “What …” I coughed hard. “What was that?”


  Red Tide kicked the case toward me. “That was a trap, my young, stupid friend.”


  Blinking again, I looked into the case and saw that it was indeed empty. Only a spray bottle of powerless gas, attached to some kind of squirting mechanism, sat in the dark, soft-lined interior of the case. Other than that, I didn’t see any sort of super special secret weapon that could potentially give America’s enemies an edge over us militarily.


  “Oh, the look on your face is priceless,” said Red Tide with a chuckle. “Look at the stupid kid. He really thought we had a weapon.”


  I blinked again. “You mean you don’t?”


  “Clearly, he failed to inherit his father’s intelligence,” said Seth, although he sounded more amused than condescending like Red Tide. “A disappointment, because his father was truly an intellect for our times.”


  “Eh, this kid and his government pal here thought they had us fooled,” said Red Tide. He shook his head. “They think I’m an idiot just because I have a pirate accent. Let this be a lesson: Never underestimate Captain Red Tide or his crafty brain.”


  “I don’t understand,” I said. “What happened? Did you have this planned the entire time? Was there ever really a weapon at all?”


  Red Tide laughed. “Of course there was—and still is—a weapon. But guess what? It ain’t here. It’s still back on the Red Tide, hidden in my personal quarters, which is the only place it could possibly be. Don’t hide gold on a pirate ship where pirates can get it.”


  Bewildered, I said, “But this case—”


  “Oh, it used to have the weapon in it,” said Red Tide, gesturing at the case dismissively, “but once I found out who you two really were, I had Katsuki swap out the real weapon for that powerless gas. That way, when we opened it, you and your friend here would be sprayed in the face and become as harmless as hens. Brilliant plan, if I do say so myself.”


  “How did you find out who we were?” asked Fingerprints. His face was stained with tears, but his vision seemed to have returned because he was looking at Red Tide now. “We kept our identities secret.”


  “That would be thanks to the tireless effort of Tiny here,” said Red Tide. “Tiny, come out and play.”


  Abruptly, Tiny grew to his full size, standing next to Red Tide with the most self-satisfied grin on his face I had ever seen on the face of another human being.


  “Tiny here spied on you two last night when you thought you were alone in your cozy little room together,” said Red Tide, slapping Tiny on the shoulder. “He overheard every word you guys said and relayed it all to me. That’s how I found out who you are, Charles … or should I say Bolt, son of the late, great Genius?”


  My eyes widened. “Why did you have Tiny spy on us? I thought we had earned your place on your crew.”


  Red Tide threw back his head and laughed. “Ha! What a silly question. Rule number one of being a pirate: Trust no one, including—no, especially—your own crew. And that goes double for new crew members who coincidentally show up the night before a big, lucrative business deal is about to go down.”


  I knew everything had been too easy for us, but that didn’t stop me from feeling embarrassed and ashamed of myself anyway. “So once you realized who we were, why didn’t you just kill us? You could have killed us in our sleep last night.”


  “Because I told him not to,” said Seth, speaking up for the first time since the gas was sprayed in my face. “You see, Red Tide and I were on the phone together last night. He informed me about the spies—that is, you two—who had clumsily infiltrated his crew. He intended to eliminate them, but I convinced him to allow them to live just a little while longer, at least until I could get a good look at them.”


  “And I still don’t see the point of it,” said Red Tide with a grunt. “Spies and traitors ought to be killed as soon as they are discovered. They’re like rats. You don’t want them in your kitchen and you certainly don’t want them on your crew.”


  “My reasons for sparing them are my own, Captain,” said Seth in his usual cool, pleasant voice. “In particular, I am pleased to find that the young man is Bolt, as I suspected he was. He looks just like his father, albeit without any glasses.”


  “Father?” I said. “You knew my dad?”


  “You could say that,” said Seth vaguely. “In any case, I am glad to see you, although I am sorry to say that even I didn’t expect our first meeting to be under such … delicate circumstances.”


  “Delicate shmelicate,” said Red Tide. “Can I kill them now? Please?”


  Seth stroked his chin. “No, not yet. At least, not the boy. I don’t care about the G-Man agent. They can all burn in hell for all I care.”


  “I am pleased to see we are of one mind about those accursed G-Men,” said Red Tide in a pleasant voice. He looked over at Fingerprints and grinned. “I knew that the G-Men wouldn’t take that theft lying down, but I thought they would have sent a more competent spy to infiltrate my crew.”


  Fingerprints smiled all of a sudden. “There is no spy more competent than me. I am a spy without peer.”


  “And you’ve got an ego, too,” said Red Tide with a snort. “Can’t say I’m surprised. You G-Men always have thought you were better than the rest of us.”


  “It’s not that we think we’re better than you,” said Fingerprints. “It’s that we know we’re better than you. Especially now that you told us exactly where the weapon is.”


  Without warning, Fingerprints shook the sleeve of his pea coat and some kind of tiny metal ball fell into the palm of his hand. He dropped the ball onto the floor and then kicked it at Red Tide and the Richards.


  As soon as the metal ball bumped against the tip of Red Tide’s boot, the ball exploded into a huge cloud of smoke.




  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


   


  A thick cloud of black smoke suddenly enveloped the entire stateroom. Everyone began coughing and hacking, including myself. It didn’t help that the smoke was so thick that we couldn’t see anything, which made it even worse.


  “Hey, what was that?” said Red Tide, whose voice was punctuated by nearly uncontrollable coughing. “I can’t see a damn thing in this smoke!”


  I felt the same way as Red Tide, but before I could voice that thought, I felt a hand wrap around my lower arm and I found myself being pulled along through the smoke by someone I couldn’t see.


  A second later we burst out of the stateroom onto the main deck of the yacht. In contrast to the smoke cloud inside, the air out here was crystal clear and I could actually see, which allowed me to see that Fingerprints—whose hands were no longer cuffed together—was busily closing the door to the stateroom. Even more interesting, Fingerprints’ hands were no longer chained together.


  “What the heck?” I said. “How did you free yourself?”


  Fingerprints stepped back and pointed his watch at the door. A laser shot out of it and struck the lock, melting it closed in one hit like a welder burning a piece of metal. He then turned around to face me and held up his watch. “Laser watch. Had it cut through my cuffs without them noticing.”


  “Really?” I said in surprise. “You didn’t strike me as the techy type.”


  Fingerprints looked at me with a deadpan expression. “My power to see the memories of anyone I touch isn’t very useful in combat.”


  “Ah,” I said. I turned around and raised my cuffed hands. “Can you use your laser to break these? I would do it myself, but I’m still powerless thanks to that gas, so—”


  Fingerprints aimed his watch and fired a laser that neatly split the cuffs, making them both fall off of my hands onto the deck of the yacht.


  “Thanks, man,” I said, rubbing my wrists, “so what should we—”


  I was interrupted by the sound of gunfire. Looking up, I saw several of the pirates who had stayed behind on the Red Tide were shooting at me and Fingerprints. Unfortunately for them, it was very dark, so their aim was quite a bit off, but Fingerprints and I nonetheless hid behind a table on the deck that we overturned. Luckily for us, it was a fairly thick, metal table, but I could still hear the bullets whistling past overhead or striking the metal table with a repetitive clunk, clunk, clunk, which caused me to wince with every shot.


  “Looks like we’re pinned down,” said Fingerprints, glancing around the side of the table and shooting a laser before pulling himself back around. “It may be too dark for them to aim, but they don’t need to have great aim with the numbers they have.”


  “But we can’t just hide behind this table forever,” I said, wincing at a particularly loud clunk right behind my right ear. I nodded at the door to the stateroom. “Sooner or later Red Tide and the others will get out and then we’ll be trapped on either side.”


  “I know,” said Fingerprints. He raised his watch. “I sent a distress signal to the G-Men headquarters, but I’m not sure they’ll be able to send help in time to save us.”


  I cursed under my breath. If I hadn’t just gotten a face full of powerless gas, I could have easily flown or run over to the pirates and started cracking skulls. As it was, I was completely powerless for the moment, at least until the gas wore off. That could be anywhere from a few minutes to a few hours, time we really didn’t have. Even if we did escape, it would mean abandoning the weapon, which would mean the mission would be a failure and I wouldn’t get the cure for Blizzard’s illness.


  That thought more than any made me scowl. I raised my right arm and activated my suit-up watch, causing my costume to shoot out and wrap around my body. Soon, I was covered head-to-toe in my black-and-red full body costume, tossing my green pea coat aside as I got into a crouching position.


  “Prints,” I said, looking at him. “I’m going to need you to cover for me.”


  “Cover for you?” Fingerprints repeated, raising his voice to be heard over the gunshots on the other side of the table. “What do you mean?”


  “I’m going to make a run for the ship,” I said. I patted my chest. “My costume is bulletproof, but I still don’t want to get hit, so I need you to distract them for me.”


  “Distract them?” said Fingerprints. “Are you mad? You’re going to get yourself killed.”


  “The weapon is still on board the ship,” I replied. “It’s in Red Tide’s cabin. If I can get in there, then I can get the weapon, and we can get out of here.”


  “Suicidal,” said Fingerprints. “We need to stick together. It’s the only way we’ll survive.”


  “This wasn’t a suggestion,” I said. I pulled out my collapsible staff and, with one shake, snapped it to its full length. “Cover me! I’m going in.”


  Rising to my feet, I dashed from around the table toward the ramp connecting the Red Tide to the yacht. The pirates immediately noticed me and aimed their guns at me, but then Fingerprints’ lasers began firing at them, causing some of the pirates to duck while others aimed their guns at Fingerprints. That left no one to stop me from getting onto the ramp.


  No one, that is, except for a man who suddenly rushed down the ramp toward me at a shocking speed. I just barely managed to jump out of the way and narrowly avoided his attack, but even as he rushed past me, he ran around me and stopped in front of the ramp, folding his arms across his chest as he looked upon me with a challenging expression on his face.


  Okay, I had no idea who this guy was. He wore a red and blue bodysuit that reminded me of a NASCAR racer’s uniform, except more formfitting. He even wore a racing helmet on his head, his face hidden under a visor until he flipped it up, revealing a familiar face in the lights from the yacht.


  “Katsuki?” I said in shock. “What are you wearing?”


  Katsuki smiled. “I’m not just the crew’s shipwright. I’m also a speedster. I normally don’t use my powers, but when Captain Red Tide told me you had escaped, I decided it was time to break out the old costume. Back in Japan, I was known as Nijū Sutorīku, but you can just call me Dual Streak.”


  “Dual Streak, huh?” I said. “I’ve fought speedsters before. You don’t scare me.”


  Dual Streak chuckled. “Then you are even more foolish than I thought.”


  Without hesitation, Dual Streak rushed toward me again. I swung my pole at him, but I was still under the effects of the powerless gas, so my movements were slower and weaker than they normally were. I only realized that just as my pole missed Dual Streak, who rush under the pole and punched me hard in my stomach, which I had left exposed.


  Although Dual Streak did not seem to have super strength, getting punched in the stomach by a speeding fist still hurt like hell. I cried out in pain and doubled over, but Dual Streak swept my legs out from underneath me and I fell flat on my back. He raised a foot and brought it down on my head, but I raised my pole at the last second and caught his foot on my pole.


  “You’re tough, I’ll admit,” I said through gritted teeth, “but you’re gonna need more than speed to take care of me.”


  “Quite true,” said Dual Streak without missing a beat. “Exactly why I brought help.”


  I didn’t know what meant until he jumped off me. At first, I thought he was going to attack me again, but before I could get up, I suddenly felt movement underneath me and in the next instant, I found myself rising off the ground. Looking down, I saw that Tiny was growing underneath me, rapidly returning to his original size until he was back to his full height, holding me over his head with both of his massive hands.


  “Gotcha, punk,” said Tiny, his voice full of vicious hate. “You don’t know how long I’ve been waiting to do this.”


  Tiny suddenly whirled around until he threw me bodily through the air. I sailed through the air, arms and legs flailing uncontrollably until I went over the side of the yacht and hit the ice cold water with a splash and immediately sank underneath it.




  CHAPTER NINETEEN


   


  The sheer iciness of the water startled me so much that I nearly let go of my pole staff, but I shook my head and managed to swim back to the surface. My head bursting through the water, I gasped for air and began kicking my legs, treading water in the choppy, dark waters all around me. Luckily I was still close to the yacht, but I could not see any way to climb back on board, at least until I spotted a small ladder on the side that seemed to have been built to allow people to climb back on board.


  Before I could swim over to it, I heard footsteps and looked up in time to see Dual Streak and Tiny appear at the edge of the ship. The two of them were armed now, however, and they pointed their guns at me.


  Without hesitation, I dove back beneath the surface of the water. Just in the nick of time, too, because at that moment Dual Streak and Tiny shot their guns. Bullets sailed past me on either side and at least one of them struck my shoulder, making me open my mouth in shock from the pain before closing it quickly to keep air in my lungs. Unfortunately, I had let too much air out when I gasped and my lungs were already burning from the strain of holding my mouth shut.


  At that moment, however, I suddenly felt the effects of the powerless gas wear off. A grin crossed my lips when I felt power and strength flood my limbs again because it was time for the party to get started.


  Without hesitation, I activated my flight powers and shot up through the dark water. I burst through the surface of the sea and soared over Tiny and Dual Streak, who both wore shocked looks on their faces when they saw me flying. I landed on the deck behind them hard enough to leave a small dent in the wood and rose to my feet, looking at the two pirates with a smile on my lips.


  “Hey, guys,” I said. “You don’t look so confident now that my powers are back. I guess all that taunting before was just a lot of hot air?”


  Dual Streak shook his head. “Powers or not, we will kill you.”


  With that, Dual Streak shot toward me. But he wasn’t the only speedster in town. I activated my own super speed and rushed toward Dual Streak. He was clearly surprised by that and tried to move out of my way, but I managed to catch him before he could get very far and spun around and threw him at Tiny. Dual Streak slammed into Tiny and the impact of the blow sent both of them stumbling backward over the side of the yacht into the water below.


  Before I could go check on them to make sure they were down for the count, however, I heard several gun pumps behind me and then Red Tide himself said, “Don’t move another inch, boy, or your friend gets it.”


  I slowly turned around until I found myself face to face with nearly the entire crew of the Red Tide, plus Seth and Janet Richards. The pirates were pointing their guns at me, leaving me no room to run or dodge, while Red Tide stood just outside their semicircle, his hands on Fingerprints. Although Fingerprints was not cuffed, he did look very still, with a slightly greyish tone to his skin. His eyes darted at me, but that seemed like the only part of his body that he could move.


  “How did you get out of the stateroom so quickly?” I said in surprise. “I thought Fingerprints locked it.”


  “There are more ways out of our stateroom than the front door, you know,” said Seth Richards. “That was how we took your government spy friend by surprise.”


  “Aye,” said Red Tide. He grinned, revealing his crooked, yellowing teeth. “Idiot never saw me—or my spores—coming, right, spy?”


  Fingerprints didn’t respond, but I realized he couldn’t. I recalled how Shade had explained to me what Red Tide’s powers were. He must have used his spores to paralyze Fingerprints when he wasn’t looking. It definitely explained how he caught Fingerprints, who should have already recovered from the powerless gas by now like I did.


  “Not a very talkative one, is he?” said Red Tide. “Ah, well. I’m not terribly interested in talking to him. I want to talk to you, Bolt.”


  “Me?” I said. “Why?”


  “Because you’ve caused me quite a bit of trouble already,” said Red Tide. “You just took out two of me best men, for one, and also nearly stole that weapon. So unless you want to see your friend here die—and trust me, killing a G-Man agent would bring me nothing but the purest joy—I suggest standing down. For your own good, of course.”


  My hands balled into fists. Although my powers were back, I wasn’t confident that I was fast enough to take down Red Tide and his crew before they killed Fingerprints. Even if I shot a red lightning bolt at Red Tide, that wouldn’t stop the rest of his crew from shooting at me, or even worse, at Fingerprints. Once again, I had underestimated Red Tide. I cursed myself for making the same mistake twice.


  “You look very frustrated, Bolt,” said Seth. “Why not do what Red Tide says and stand down? It would be easier for everyone if you did. Then someone might not have to die tonight.”


  “Easy for you to say,” I shot back. “You’re not the one who’s going to have to die if you don’t agree to the demands of a literal pirate.”


  Seth suddenly frowned. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Just like your father, you speak authoritatively on things you know nothing about.”


  “Enough talking,” said Red Tide. He pointed at me. “Okay, boy. Here’s the deal. If you agree to stand down and let us take you prisoner, we’ll spare your government friend here. Keep fighting and, while you might just be able to beat us, your friend here will die. I’ve seen how fast you can run, but I know you aren’t faster than a speeding bullet.”


  Red Tide was right. I could probably wipe the floor with every pirate here, but only at the cost of Fingerprints’ life. And, although I still didn’t care for the G-Men, there was no way I was going to let him die. I didn’t think of him as a friend, necessarily. It was just that I didn’t make those kinds of sacrifices. It went against my moral code, sacrificing my friends in order to ‘win.’ It wasn’t something a hero—super or otherwise—would do.


  “All right,” I said, holding up my hands. “I give up. Just don’t kill Prints, okay?”


  Red Tide’s ugly grin became even uglier. “Of course. I am a man of my word.”


  Red Tide removed his knife from under Fingerprints’ throat. Although Fingerprints was still paralyzed, I could see a look of relief appear in his eyes, although at the same time he seemed a little angry I negotiated with what basically amounted to a terrorist. I tried to show Fingerprints that I didn’t plan to let them take us prisoner forever, but I wasn’t sure he saw my eyes or how they looked.


  Then Red Tide gestured at one of his pirates, who walked up to me carefully, as if I was a snake or wild animal, and then pulled out a pair of handcuffs and cuffed my hands together behind me. Though these cuffs were tough, I felt like I could break them without a second thought, but I didn’t because the pirates still had Fingerprints. I just hoped I would be able to find an opportunity to free us soon, but it probably wouldn’t be anytime soon.


  Red Tide turned to face Seth. “What do you think, Mr. Richards?”


  “I’m pleased that you managed to recapture the prisoners,” said Seth, stroking his chin again as he looked at me, “but I think I will take over Bolt from here. You can have the government spy. It’s Bolt I want.”


  I didn’t like how he said ‘It’s Bolt I want.’ He made me sound like I was some kind of exotic creature he was trying to add to his collection. I bet he even had a cage to put me in, although I wasn’t sure how he could build a cage that could possibly hold me.


  “Very well,” said Red Tide. “I’ll have my men take Bolt down to the cell and then I’ll also have them deliver the weapon itself onto your yacht. How does that sound?”


  “Perfect,” said Seth. “And, of course, I will pay your fee for all your hard work.”


  “Just what I like to hear,” said Red Tide. He looked at his crew. “Okay, you idiots, time to get moving! Get that kid down to the yacht’s cage and then we’ll head back to Hooktown to celebrate yet another successful job!”




  CHAPTER TWENTY


   


  Again, I could have freed myself at any time, but I chose not to. The Red Tide Pirates still had Fingerprints as their prisoner. As long as they had him in their grasp, I couldn’t risk anything. All I could do was watch as Tiny and Dual Streak—who had both been pulled back on board by a couple of their fellow pirates—dragged the paralyzed Fingerprints up the ramp to the top deck of their ship. I tried to catch Fingerprints’ eyes one last time, but they dragged him on his back and he couldn’t raise his head to look at me. The last of Fingerprints I saw was the soles of his ships disappearing over the lip of the ramp out of my sight.


  Then I was abruptly led back into the yacht by Hilda and five of the other members of the crew. They took me through the stateroom and down into what seemed to be a narrow metal-plated hallway somewhere below the main deck. This hallway was very spartan in comparison to the extravagance of the stateroom, but I didn’t get to see too much of it before they opened a door and shoved me into a pitch-black room. Surprised, I fell onto my knees and heard Hilda sneer behind me, “Don’t hurt yourself now, boy. Otherwise, Mr. Richards will get angry, and trust me, you do not want to see him when he gets angry.”


  Hilda said that last sentence with a laugh and slammed the door shut behind me without further explanation, plunging me into darkness. A second later, however, an automatic light on the ceiling turned on, instantly illuminating the room—prison cell, really, was what it was—I was lying in.


  It was a fairly small room, with a single cot in one corner and a toilet and sink in the other. The walls, floor, and ceiling were covered in thick metal plating and there were no windows, although there was a single air vent above me which must have been where the air conditioning came through. It reminded me of my prison cell in Ultimate Max, which I had spent a brief period of time in when I was arrested for crimes I didn’t commit. It was a place I didn’t want to see again.


  Still, it wasn’t entirely hopeless. I jumped to my feet and instantly snapped the handcuffs around my wrists. I walked up to the metal door, pulled back my fist, and slammed it as hard as I could against the door’s surface.


   To my shock, the door didn’t even budge under that attack, even though I had hit it with super strength. Taking a step back, I looked from my fist to the door again, wondering if I was imagining things or if my fist had actually failed to leave so much as a dent on the thing.


  “Don’t waste your strength, Bolt,” said a voice behind me. “Even Omega Man himself wouldn’t be able to escape from this cell.”


  Startled, I whirled around and was shocked to see Seth Richards sitting on my cot. I hadn’t seen him when I entered the room, yet he sat there as if he had been waiting for me for hours. He even had a glass of wine in one hand, which he sipped occasionally, his gray eyes calmly focused on me.


  “What do you mean?” I said. “Omega Man is the strongest man in the world. Even if I can’t, I’m sure he would be able to escape from this place.”


  Seth Richards shook his head. “No. This cell is made out of Indestructonium. You’re familiar with it. Ultimate Max’s cells are built of the same stuff.”


  I groaned. “Great. I was just thinking about how much this cell was like my cell in Ultimate Max. I hate my life sometimes.”


  “Don’t,” Seth advised. “Life is a beautiful thing. Even the worms of the earth are beautiful, in their own twisted way.”


  I marched up to Seth and stood right in front of him, just inches away from his smug face. To his credit, he didn’t show any fear at all. He merely sipped his wine and made a satisfied sigh. “Ah, Italian wine. Reminds me of the canals of Venice, which is where I went on vacation this year. Have you ever been? I think you would enjoy it.”


  “I don’t have any positive associations with Venice,” I said flatly. “Let me go. Now.”


  Seth chuckled. “So much like your father, I feel like I’ve been transported back in time twenty years.”


  “How do you know my dad?” I said. “He never mentioned you to me.”


  “He didn’t?” said Seth. “Oh, well. Can’t say I am surprised. Genius did go to great lengths to forget about Project Revival, as well as everyone associated with it. I suppose it doesn’t help that I disappeared for a while, either, although I never did give up the dream, not entirely, anyway.”


  I froze. “Project Revival? How do you know about that?”


  Seth continued to smile up at me as he sipped his wine. “Because I bankrolled it, of course.”


  My eyes widened. “Are you … are you Benefactor?”


  Seth nodded. “That’s the alias I went by back then, yes. Nowadays, though, I prefer my given name, Seth Richards. I’m not a superhero like you or your dad, so I don’t need a fancy name.”


  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Benefactor was one of the three key figures involved with Project Revival, which had been a secret project designed to perfect the cloning process. The other figures involved in Project Revival had been Dad and Mecha Knight, but up until today, I hadn’t known who Benefactor was or why he had been involved in Project Revival. I hadn’t even known he was still alive, yet if this man was telling the truth, then he was the infamous Benefactor who I had heard so much about and yet knew almost nothing about.


  “You seem surprised,” said Seth. “I take it you don’t believe me?”


  “It’s not that,” I said. “It’s just that you’re not what I expected Benefactor to look like.”


  Seth raised an eyebrow. “What, were you expecting me to dramatically reveal my true identity to you during our final climactic duel? Despite my immense wealth, I’m a simple man with simple tastes. I like beautiful women, fine wine, and yachts. I don’t need unnecessary drama in my life. Life is dramatic enough as is.”


  I put a hand on my forehead. Seth being Benefactor certainly explained a lot of his cryptic talk earlier, but at the same time, it opened up so many other questions I wasn’t sure where to begin.


  So I started with the most obvious one: “Why?”


  “Because,” said Seth without missing a beat or changing his expression. He sipped his wine. “Next question.”


  I shook my head rapidly. “No, I mean, why did you have Red Tide take me prisoner? Why didn’t you have him kill me?”


  “Because I’m not a monster,” said Seth, rolling his eyes. “Unlike Red Tide, I don’t see any point in mindlessly murdering everyone who opposes you. Besides, I don’t really hate you. You’re the son of a former colleague of mine, after all. Killing you would be like killing Genius, which is not something I would do if he was alive.”


  “What about Fingerprints?”


  “What about him?” said Seth sharply. “As I said, all of those G-Men agents can burn in hell for all I care. In my humble opinion, the G-Men are a waste of taxpayer money. People like to say that rich guys like me have all the say in modern politics, but frankly, it’s the bureaucrats who really control everything, including Cadmus and his little team of sociopaths.”


  I had to admit, despite my reservations about Seth, I agreed with him on the G-Men. I mean, not that I wanted Fingerprints to die, but the idea that the G-Men were useless and had done more harm than good to America was quite appealing. Perhaps Seth wasn’t as bad as I thought he was.


  “That makes two of us,” I said, “but if you don’t want me dead, what’s with locking me up here? And why do you even have a cell made of Indestructonium on your yacht at all? I know you’re rich and all, but it seems like a weird thing to add to a yacht, of all things.”


  Seth sipped his wine. “Because I knew I would meet you someday, Bolt, and I wanted to be ready for it. Given everything you’ve been through so far, I didn’t think you would be open to the idea of talking to me, so I wanted to make sure I had you exactly where I wanted you, no more, no less.”


  I hesitated. “Well, if all you wanted to do was talk, I would have been more than happy to speak to you. I’ve been curious about you ever since I learned about Project Revival. You didn’t need to have a pirate capture me to convince me to talk with you.”


  “Janet is always telling me I make things more complex than they need to be,” said Seth with a shrug. “But hey, it worked, didn’t it? We’re now standing face to face and talking to each other like true men. What could be better than that?”


  I folded my arms in front of my chest. “So, what did you want to talk about, exactly? Project Revival?”


  Seth shook his head. “No, nothing like that. That’s old news. Happened a long time ago. No, I want to talk to you for a bit about something more recent: Your girlfriend’s disease.”


  “Blizzard?” I said. “What do you know about her sickness?”


  Seth lowered his wine and looked me straight in the eyes. “I can cure her, but only if you will do something for me first.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


   


  “You can heal Blizzard?” I said, staring at Seth dumbfounded. “For real?”


  “For real,” Seth confirmed.


  I just stared at Seth for a second or two, unsure what to say. “Uh, the G-Men have already promised to give me a cure for her if I helped them, so—”


  “And you trust them?” Seth said, interrupting me as if I hadn’t said anything. “Where is your father’s skepticism? Genius never trusted the G-Men, you know. He knew they were liars at heart, each and every one of them. I am surprised you allowed them to use you like this.”


  My hands balled into fists. “I know they’re not to be trusted, but you don’t understand. Blizzard is going to die in a week. Less than a week now, actually, unless we can cure her disease in time. The G-Men have something called Miracle that can cure any disease or injury. It’s my only hope.”


  “I see,” said Seth. “But it’s still foolish to trust those liars to do anything. Still, I understand where you’re coming from now, but my medical resources are much bigger than theirs. I could have my scientists whip up a serum that could not only cure Blizzard of her illness but make her better than ever.”


  I looked at Seth doubtfully. “Are you sure about that?”


  “Positive,” said Seth. “As you might have noticed, I am a man of wealth. You might even say money is my superpower, in the same way that super strength is yours. With a word, I can have the serum created and shipped to Hero Island tomorrow at no charge to yourself.”


  “Wow,” I said. “Are you serious?”


  “One hundred percent,” said Seth. “Normally, I don’t offer my services so freely, but since you’re Genius’ son and I still have a lot of respect for him, I decided to do this favor for you. How does that sound?”


  “Fantastic,” I said. “Almost too good to be true.”


  Seth chuckled. “’Too good to be true’ … ah, I love that phrase, even though it’s used pretty negatively most of the time. But I like to make people feel that way about my work. It’s how I’ve managed to get so wealthy over the years, by providing people with services they say are too good to be true. It’s how you dominate in business and life in general.”


  I nodded but then paused. “There has to be some catch I’m not aware of. Maybe you’re not making me pay for it, but surely you expect something from me.”


  Seth sipped his wine again, but this time a little bit more slowly than before. “Ah. Perhaps you inherited some of your father’s intelligence after all.”


  I grinned. “Strings can be hard to see, but they’re always there.”


  “Quite true,” said Seth with a nod. “I could never get anything past Genius and it seems like you are the same. I do have something I would like you to do in exchange for the cure. It’s a small thing, really, shouldn’t take you very long to do at all.”


  I folded my arms in front of my chest. “Then go on. I’m listening.”


  Seth lowered his wine glass and his smile—normally calm and cool—seemed to take on a more sinister appearance. “I need you to kill Cadmus Smith.”


  I paused. “Wait, what?”


  “You heard me,” said Seth. His tone was as light and easy as ever. “Cadmus Smith, the Director of the Department of Extraterrestrial & Superpowered Beings, needs to die.”


  My mind raced. “Why? I mean, I don’t like Cadmus anymore than you do, but killing him—”


  “Because he’s evil,” said Seth simply. “Tell me, what, exactly, do you know about Cadmus?”


  I paused. “He’s the leader of the G-Men. He can read minds. And he’s old. Really old. Maybe old enough to be my grandfather, but he doesn’t look it thanks to his powers. Oh, and he’s also a lying jerk who is really good at manipulating people.”


  Seth nodded. “You only know the basic facts about Cadmus. Not surprising. Cadmus has always been a very secretive man. He knows better than most that knowledge is power and that the most powerful man in the world is the man who has the most knowledge. He’s nearly as intelligent as Genius, I would wager, but he lacks Genius’ inherent sense of justice and righteousness.”


  “So is there something about Cadmus I don’t know?” I said. “Everything you’ve told me about him is something I already knew about Cadmus.”


  “Then let me tell you something Cadmus doesn’t want you to know,” said Seth. He leaned forward, still holding his wine in his hands. “He’s not the patriot he likes to make himself out to be. He’s the real power in the government, not the President, Congress, the House, or even the Supreme Court. His longevity in the government—first in the military, and then in the bureaucracy—has given him too much power. That is why he needs to die.”


  “You think he’s corrupt, then,” I said. “A corrupt bureaucrat.”


  “Oh, he’s so much more than that,” said Seth as he sat upright again. “Most bureaucrats aren’t immortal. Knowledge is power, but longevity is a power all on its own, for knowing and understanding history is itself power.”


  Seth put his wine glass down. “Let me make something clear, Bolt: I hate corruption. Especially government corruption. I wish to see government corruption rooted out like the weed it is. And Cadmus is not merely a weed, but a malignant tumor that should be utterly eradicated without mercy.”


  Even though I was way stronger than Seth, I had to take a step back. The intensity in his voice and the light in his eyes struck me as the kind you might see in the eyes of those Middle Eastern terrorists declaring their loyalty to Allah. It was a sharp contrast to the cool, rational rich guy I had been speaking to just moments before. And it was kind of unnerving, to be honest.


  “Cadmus may be immortal, but he’s not unkillable,” said Seth. “Admittedly, he is hard to kill, but only because he’s survived so many assassination attempts that it’s very hard to take him by surprise. But I think you could do it. You have the power to get rid of him, or anyone else you wish, for that matter.”


  “I know, but …” I shifted my weight from foot to foot. “Killing Cadmus would definitely get me branded a criminal from the government. Last time that happened, I just barely got pardoned. I’m not interested in going back to Ultimate Max or getting hunted down by the G-Men again.”


  “You don’t need to,” said Seth. “I will protect you. Join me and I will make sure that both you and your girlfriend are safe from whatever consequences may result from this. The government can’t reach me.”


  I wondered what Seth meant by that, but I had a feeling that he wasn’t lying. He spoke too confidently to be lying to me. I got the feeling that he really would protect me from the government if I went ahead and killed Cadmus. Yet that didn’t make me feel any better about what he was asking me to do. If anything, it made me feel worse, because I didn’t know how he could possibly protect me from the full might of the United States federal government.


  “Think of it this way,” said Seth. “You told me that your girlfriend, Blizzard, has less than a week to live. Killing Cadmus might get you branded a criminal, but wouldn’t you rather have your reputation in tatters if it meant Blizzard would live? Doesn’t that sound like an acceptable trade-off to you?”


  I hesitated. In my head, I saw Blizzard lying down prone on her hospital bed in the Hero Island Hospital, her skin gray and her heart monitor barely beeping.


  But at the same time, I saw something else in my head as well. I saw Shade standing on top of the Hero Island Hospital, telling me the exact same thing that Seth was. Using my desire to save Blizzard to do what she wanted me to do, rather than what I wanted to do.


  And wasn’t that it? Everyone, it seemed, was using, or trying to use, me to achieve their ends, rather than my own. They didn’t give a damn about me or Blizzard. Even Seth, who claimed to care, probably didn’t, not really. Behind those fanatical eyes that burned for justice, I could sense something far more sinister. And I wasn’t sure I wanted anything to do with it.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “What you’re asking of me is a lot, maybe more than I am willing to sacrifice.”


  To my surprise, Seth nodded. “I understand. I’ll give you time to think about it. Anytime you want to talk, simply say my name and I will appear.”


  Before I could say anything else, Seth—and his wineglass—vanished into thin air. It didn’t look like teleportation, however, but like someone had shut off a projector or something. Had Seth spoken to me through some kind of 3D hologram system or something?


  I didn’t know. All I knew was that Seth had said nothing about letting me go if I said no. Or ever, for that matter.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


   


  Without hesitation, I immediately tapped my earcom to call Valerie, but I heard nothing but static in my ears. A glance at my watch showed that I didn’t have Internet in here. Figured. I bet Seth’s yacht was jamming all signals in and out of my cell. No doubt he didn’t want me calling for help or even letting people know where I was at all.


  So I began walking around the length of the room, searching for a way out. I tried opening the door again, but it was locked tight and even with my super strength, I couldn’t break the lock, which must have been made out of Indestructonium like the rest of the room. It didn’t take me long to walk around the room a few times, carefully checking every corner, but I didn’t see any way out. Aside from the door, the only thing connecting me to the outside world was the vent in the ceiling, but it was too narrow for me to even consider climbing through. I half-wondered what would happen if I shot a lightning bolt through it, but something told me that wouldn’t do anything except make things more difficult.


  With a sigh, I sat down on my cot. I wish I had brought my Teleportation Buckle along because then I could have teleported out. Unfortunately, I had chosen not to bring it along this time, because I didn’t have anywhere to hide it on my person and it wouldn’t fit in the suit-up watch with the rest of my costume. And yeah, I also didn’t think this mission would take very long to do. Now, however, it was starting to look like I was going to be here for a while, perhaps long enough for Blizzard to die.


  That was my real concern. Frankly, I didn’t care much for my own well-being. Part and parcel of being as close to invincible as a superhero can get. I was, however, concerned for my friends and family. If Blizzard died because of my failure, then it was going to be all my fault. I didn’t think I could even live with the knowledge that Blizzard died because of me.


  Maybe I should accept Seth’s offer. What did I care about Cadmus, really? He was the biggest jerk I knew. More than once I had fantasized about punching his smug face out. It wouldn’t even be that difficult to do. Cadmus might have had an intellect second only to Dad’s, but brains didn’t make very useful helmets. One well-placed superpowered punch and bye bye Cadmus. I bet even a lot of the G-Men didn’t like him, though I had no idea how they actually felt about their leader.


  But however much I hated Cadmus, I wasn’t sure Seth was any better. I still didn’t know what he wanted that weapon for. For that matter, the fact that he was willing to hire a pirate as bloodthirsty as Red Tide showed me that maybe he wasn’t as pure as he liked to make himself appear. Whether Seth was really disgusted with the corruption in the government or he just said that to get on my side, I didn’t trust anyone who willingly worked with supervillains like Red Tide. I didn’t even care that he had known Dad. In fact, it bothered me that Dad and Mecha Knight had apparently worked willingly with Seth so many years ago.


  Mecha Knight had explained the purpose of Project Revival to me, but I still felt like I was missing something important. Seth might know the true purpose of it—maybe even know who unleashed the clone of my uncle Jake—but he didn’t strike me as the type to tell me that. I wondered if the government weapon was related to that, or what Seth’s game really was.


  I shook my head and stood up. I hated sitting around thinking. Some people might be okay with that, but for me, I couldn’t stand it. I needed to act, to move around and do stuff. But what was I supposed to do in here? I was trapped like a rat in a cage, as much as I hated to admit it. This was actually even worse than the time I was in Ultimate Max because at least there I had managed to make some of the prisoners my allies.


  Here, however, I was literally alone. Fingerprints was a captive of the Red Tide Pirates, and probably dead or dying by now. I couldn’t contact Valerie or anyone else. In fact, the only person who knew I had gone anywhere, Brains, didn’t even actually know where I was. Brains would probably only start looking for me once a week passed and I didn’t return, but who knows what kind of condition I would be by then? I might not even be alive at that point, and no, it wasn’t because I thought the G-Men would kill me for taking out Cadmus.


  Frustrated, I turned around and slammed my fist into the wall behind me as hard as I could. The room shook slightly upon impact, but otherwise, nothing happened. My fist left no dent, but it felt good to release my anger. It would have been better if that punch had actually freed me, but I guess you had to live with what you had.


  That was when I heard a soft click from the door, which sounded like the lock being undone. Was someone coming to check up on me? I wondered who it could possibly be. Surely Seth wasn’t coming to see me in person. And it definitely couldn’t have been Janet, because I didn’t think Seth would send in his wife alone in a room with me. Then again, Seth let Janet greet the Red Tide Pirates all by herself, so who knew what he was thinking?


  In any case, I moved over to the spot behind the door, readying myself to jump on whoever came in. If it was one of Seth’s servants, I would tackle them to the floor and make them let me out. If it was Seth himself, I would do the same. I decided I would just have to retrieve the weapon somehow and get that back to the G-Men. As much as I distrusted the G-Men, I wasn’t sure that I wanted to help Seth take them down, or for that matter, why he wanted them taken down at all.


  Then the door opened and someone stepped inside. He was kind of a short guy, but I didn’t wait too long to pounce on him. I tackled the guy from behind, earning a surprised gasp from him, and we both hit the steel floor below us. The guy struggled against me, but I grabbed his arms and twisted them behind him hard enough to make him cry out in pain.


  “Don’t move, whoever you are,” I said, no strain in my voice as I forced him down. “Or I’ll snap both of your arms into itty bitty little pieces.”


  “Hey, get off me,” said the guy. His high-pitched voice was strangely familiar, and now that I got a better look at him, I thought he even looked familiar with his leather outfit and tons of belts. “I’m on your side, idiot. I’m trying to save you.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “Do I know you? You don’t look like anyone I know.”


  The guy twisted his head to look at me. He wore a strange spiky helmet, with a patch over one eye, but his other eye was unobstructed, allowing me to see just how angry he looked.


  “What do you mean you don’t remember me?” said the guy. His voice broke like a teenager’s as he tried to sound deep and menacing. “Remember back in Golden City when I took out those Iron Ringers for you?”


  I paused and then gasped. “Your name isn’t Edgar Vigilant, is it?”


  The guy groaned. “No, moron. It’s Edge Vigilante. And I’m going to save your dumb butt.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


   


  Startled, I let go of Edge’s arms and stood off him. Edge immediately jumped to his feet and turned to face me. The scowl he wore on his face would have been awfully intimidating if he wasn’t at least a head shorter than me and a lot thinner than me. He had ditched the big rifle for a smaller gun holstered at his side that nonetheless looked even bigger than his head.


  “I didn’t expect to see you again, Edge,” I said. I paused and then added, “Just what the heck are you doing here, anyway? How did you even know I was here?”


  “It doesn’t matter,” said Edge. Now that I had heard his real voice—which sounded like a high-pitched teenager going through puberty—his fake deep voice just sounded ridiculous, like Christian Bale in the Batman movies. “How I got here is my business. What matters is that I, once again, have to step in and save you. What a load you are.”


  I put my hands on my hips. “You can drop the voice now, kid. I can tell you’re probably just like fourteen or something—”


  “I am old as darkness and evil itself,” Edge replied. “I am the reincarnation of the flames of hell itself and—”


  “Yeah, I know, you’re the edgiest edge ever,” I said, cutting off Edge’s monologue short. “Listen, I still don’t know who you really are, but thanks for saving me anyway. I really didn’t know what I was going to do there. I mean it.”


  Edge suddenly looked away from me. “Eh, it wasn’t that hard. I do this sort of thing all the time.”


  Although Edge was clearly trying to look cool and detached, I could tell he was actually a little embarrassed by my genuine praise. Yep, definitely a fourteen-year-old edgelord. Despite that, I couldn’t help but chuckle, because I had been somewhat like him when I was his age, although nowhere near as edgy.


  “What are you laughing at?” Edge snapped, glaring at me.


  “Nothing,” I said, holding up my hands. “I was just thinking that we need to go. Seth will probably find out you helped me escape soon, and once he does … well, I don’t want to see what he’s going to do.”


  “That’s why we need to leave right away,” said Edge. “There’s an unguarded lifeboat we can use to get out of here. I’ll show you where it is.”


  Edge was about to walk past me, but I put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Wait, not yet.”


  Edge looked up at me incredulously. “Not yet? Why not? Do you want him to find us?”


  “No, but there’s something else I need here,” I said. “The government weapon. I need to find it and bring it back to the G-Men.”


  “That thing?” said Edge. “Forget about it. We need to get out of here stat.”


  “My girlfriend will die if I don’t get it,” I said. “I know you probably just hit puberty and are just now starting to consider the benefits of girls, but this is important to me. If I don’t get this weapon, I won’t be able to get the cure for her disease and then she will die.”


  “You’re just going to get yourself caught again,” said Edge. “Or worse. Seth Richards isn’t nearly as nice as he seems.”


  “Sounds like you speak from personal experience,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “Want to let me know how you know him? Or why you’re even here in the first place?”


  Edge looked away again. “You know my backstory. My parents were killed before my eyes when I was five and I’ve grown up on the streets swimming in oceans of—”


  A sudden ringing noise came from Edge’s pocket. Hastily, Edge patted his clothing until he found the pocket with his phone, but he pulled his phone out too fast and it fell onto the floor. That was how I caught a quick glimpse of the caller ID—which said ‘MOM’ in all capital letters—before Edge scooped up the phone and answered it, saying, “Mom, what is it? Can you call me back later? I’m doing something important and—”


  Whatever Edge said was interrupted by a rather shrill sound on the phone. He cringed and for a moment looked more like the fourteen-year-old boy he was, rather than the badass vigilante he liked to imagine he was. “Okay, okay, Mom, I got you. See you later. Bye.”


  “Mom?” I said, unable to hide my grin as Edge shoved his phone back into one of his many pockets. “I thought you said your parents were dead.”


  “She’s my step-mom,” said Edge in the most unconvincing voice ever, not helped by the fact that he only switched back to his fake deep voice halfway through his sentence. “And anyway, it doesn’t matter. I need to get out of here and you should do the same.”


  “Sorry, Edge, but I don’t have a curfew like you,” I said as I turned around. “If you want to run away, that’s fine, but I’m not leaving until I get that weapon.”


  I walked out of the room and into the hallway of the yacht, but then I heard footsteps behind me and looked over my shoulder to see Edge following me. He wore a very sour frown like he was upset that things weren’t going his way. Definitely a kid, but I still had no idea what his deal was.


  “What?” I said. “I thought you said you didn’t want to help me.”


  “Well, given how often you get yourself into trouble, I figured I should follow you to make sure you don’t get yourself killed or something,” said Edge in his gruffest voice. “Besides, I know where the weapon is, while you don’t, so you need my help to find it at all.”


  It was pretty obvious to me that Edge had been hoping I would run away with him and had just come up with that excuse to explain his own change of plans, but frankly, I didn’t see any issue with having some backup, even if Edge was just a kid. Wasn’t so long ago that I was his age, after all, although after everything I’d been through, I felt a lot older than the nineteen I was.


  “All right, then,” I said. “Lead the way, my friend, and I will follow.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


   


  Edge might have been a fourteen-year-old kid who read too many nineties comics, but I had to admit he had skill. He clung to the shadows of the yacht, his dark costume blending in so seamlessly with the darkness that a few times I lost him entirely. He could move incredibly quietly when he wanted to, as well as quickly. In comparison to him, I was pretty clumsy, despite my best efforts to match his exact steps and movements.


  According to Edge, the government weapon had been taken, not to the stateroom, but to the yacht’s cargo hold. It seemed strange to me that a yacht, of all things, would have a cargo hold, but Edge assured me that Seth’s yacht was specially designed to transport cargo that he didn’t want the government to know about. It made me wonder how Edge knew so much about Seth Richards, but again, I didn’t ask him, partly because there was no time to talk, partly because I didn’t want Edge’s spiel on the tragic deaths of his parents and how he had to raise himself on the street or something, especially now that I knew about his step-mom.


  We moved through the lower levels of the yacht quickly and easily. As it turned out, Seth Richards didn’t have any of his servants on board this yacht. It was almost entirely automated, although Seth himself could apparently take control of it if necessary. It made me wonder if Seth got his money from the tech industry or something because that seemed too advanced for your average aging billionaire to grasp.


  It wasn’t long before we reached the door to the cargo hold, which stood before us on the level below the level I had been imprisoned in. It was locked with an electronic lock that required a password. Not knowing the password, I opted at first to smash it open with a fist before Edge revealed that he knew the password and that it would attract less attention if we used the password instead of resorting to property damage.


  I will admit to being skeptical at first until Edge actually input the password on the keypad, making a soft click come from the door, which Edge pushed open without a second thought and entered. I went in after him and looked around at the cargo hold we had entered.


  The yacht’s cargo hold was surprisingly spacious, with a high enough ceiling that I didn’t have to worry about scraping my head. It was rather hot, though, almost uncomfortably so, perhaps because there weren’t any vents for air conditioning. I guess that Seth didn’t think it was necessary or something when he remodeled his yacht. At least it was well lit, with fluorescent lights on the ceiling providing more than enough light by which to see.


  Aside from a few unmarked crates, my eyes were immediately drawn to the large steel case—about the size of a full-grown human being—in the middle of the hold. It looked like the empty one from before, the one that had sprayed me and Fingerprints with powerless gas, but I suspected that this one was the real deal, because it had more locks and straps around it than the first. Even with all of those extra locks and straps, however, it would be very easy for me to open.


  “There it is,” I said excitedly. “The weapon!”


  I ran over to the case and immediately began tearing at the locks and straps. Edge walked over to the other side of the case, a curious look in his single visible eye. “What is that?”


  “I don’t know,” I said as I snapped locks and ripped apart straps. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. All I know is that it’s a powerful weapon that the government doesn’t want to fall into the hands of our enemies like Russia and China.”


  Edge rolled his eyes. “Ugh. Politics. The domain of liars and scam artists even worse than the typical scum you find on the streets.”


  “You can just say you’re a kid and you think politics is boring, you know.”


  “I am not a kid,” Edge protested. “I am a full-grown adult and I demand to be treated as such.”


  “Uh huh,” I said as I snapped the final lock with a quick chop of my hand. “Anyway, this is it. You should stand back. Last time I opened this, I got a face full of powerless gas. In case it’s another trap, I need you to stand a good distance away for your own safety.”


  To my relief, Edge didn’t even hesitate to take several steps away, although his eyes never left the case. I guess he was just as curious about this weapon as I was. Well, soon both of our curiosity would be satisfied and the two of us would finally find out what all this fuss was about. Whatever the weapon might be, I seriously doubted it was anywhere near as dangerous as the G-Men said it was.


  I flipped the lid of the case open and peered inside. Luckily, this time I didn’t get a face full of powerless gas, but what I saw inside the case made my jaw drop. “No way …”


  “What is it?” asked Edge cautiously. “Is it safe to look?”


  I didn’t answer, because I couldn’t believe my own eyes. Yet I also didn’t dare look away, because I half-expected it to disappear as soon as I did.


  What lay in the case wasn’t a weapon at all. Not a gun, sword, knife, or even a bomb. Yet I could see why they called that thing a weapon because, in the right hands, it very well could be.


  Lying on the bottom of the case, his arms crossed in front of his chest and his eyes closed, was the clone of my uncle Jake Johnson, perfectly whole and in one piece.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


   


  There was no mistaking the man lying in the case for anyone but Uncle Jake. Although Uncle Jake had died when I was about a year old, I had seen plenty of pictures of him from before his death and the man below looked almost exactly like him. Same wavy red hair, same pale skin, same square jaw. He looked slightly more muscular, but other than that, I had no trouble recognizing him.


  But this wasn’t Uncle Jake. Not the original, anyway. This was his clone, the only successful clone to come from Project Revival. I had met him once before what seemed like an eternity ago back in Vault F, where the two of us teamed up together to defeat the Neo-Killer. Last I saw, Fisticuffs had run off to find out who he really was, but I had no idea if he had survived the self-destruction of the Vault until now. He still wore the same sleek black bodysuit from before and even had the hawk-like motorcycle helmet sitting under his hands.


  He looked for all the world like he was taking a soft nap, but his unnatural stillness told me that he was doing more than just taking a nap. He was in some kind of induced coma, I bet, although I wasn’t sure how to awaken him.


  “Huh?” said Edge. He said that in his normal voice, but then shook his head and said, this time in his fake deep voice, “Who is that?”


  “My uncle,” I said. “Or a clone of my uncle.”


  Edge looked at me skeptically. “A clone of your uncle? What’s he doing in this box? Where is the weapon?”


  “My young lad, Jake Johnson—formerly known as the Crimson Fist in his heyday—is the weapon the government doesn’t want to fall into the wrong hands,” said a familiar calm voice behind us. “A weapon that could change the very notion of modern warfare in ways even I can’t imagine just yet.”


  Edge and I whirled around to see Seth Richards standing in front of the only exit out of here. He wasn’t alone, however. Janet stood with him, looking as beautiful and attractive as ever, but now I eyed her as carefully as I eyed Seth. Neither of them looked like much, but the fact that they were willing to confront two superheroes alone in a cramped place set off my alarms like nothing else. My eyes darted from side to side, but I did not see anyone else in here other than me, Edge, Seth, and Janet.


  “How did you know we went down here?” I said. “Edge broke me out without tripping any alarms.”


  “Hidden security cameras, of course,” said Seth. He no longer held his wine, but he looked just as smug as he did back in the cage. “We saw the entire thing happen. We didn’t know for sure that you would head down here, but I considered it likely, seeing as you want to save your girlfriend’s life, which you can do if you get the weapon and return it to the G-Men. Therefore, once we saw you break out, we headed down here as soon as possible.”


  Although Seth appeared to be unarmed, I didn’t let my guard down. I hoped Edge kept his guard up as well, but he seemed extremely uncomfortable in the presence of Seth. He looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here, which was understandable, because Seth made even me feel unsafe around him. I could only hope that Edge wouldn’t let his nerves get the best of him in a fight.


  I gestured at Uncle Jake’s clone. “I don’t understand. The last time I saw Fisticuffs was back in Vault F, right before it self-destructed. When we went to look later, we couldn’t find his body. So how did he end up here?”


  Seth chuckled. “There was a delay between the time you left the Vault and the time you returned, wasn’t there? Three days, if I recall correctly.”


  “Are you telling me someone got into the Vault and recovered Fisticuffs’ body before I got there?” I said. “But it didn’t look like anyone had been there when we returned to check on it.”


  “That is exactly what I am saying,” said Seth. “As for who it was, it was the G-Men, obviously. They took greater interest in the Neo-Killer case after Phobia was killed in action, but they allowed you to take care of him. I am not quite sure how they did it, but the G-Men broke into the Vault after you left and recovered Jake Johnson’s body. He looked awful when they found him, and they even thought he was dead at first, but when they found his heart still beating, they patched him up good as new. Although they kept him in suspended animation to make sure he couldn’t get away.”


  “You sound like you were there when it happened,” I said. “Were you?”


  “Not in person,” said Seth, “but you need to realize that I’ve been keeping a very close eye on this entire situation ever since the Neo-Killer first made his presence known to the world. Indeed, I’ve been involved in it far before then, right, Janet?”


  Janet nodded. Her dreamy, slightly dead expression creeped me out. “Yes, Seth, dear. You are right, as always.”


  Seth kissed Janet on the head and looked over at me, his cool smile never leaving his lips. “After all, I was the one who informed the Neo-Killer about you in the first place.”


  My pulse seemed to stop. “Wait, what?”


  “You heard me,” said Seth. “Haven’t you wondered how the Neo-Killer knew you were the one responsible for the second Pokacu invasion? Did he never tell you that someone told him about that little fact?”


  I gulped. “I remember he mentioned someone telling him, but I didn’t know it was you. I didn’t even know you knew that.”


  “I’ve been watching you very closely for a very long time, Bolt,” said Seth. He brushed back his silver hair. “I’ve seen you grow and mature as a man and a superhero. I’ve seen you defeat some of the most dangerous supervillains on the planet, traverse different universes, and learn secrets that would shake the whole world if they were widely known. There is very little about you that I don’t know.”


  Despite wearing my full body suit, I suddenly felt like I was standing naked before Seth. “Why? Why did you send the Neo-Killer after me? Thanks to you, dozens of superhumans are dead thanks to his actions. What do you have against me? Against people like me?”


  Seth squeezed Janet’s shoulder. “Nothing. Not one thing.”


  “So you did it all for no reason?” I said. My hands shook. “Because of you, Blizzard got sick and might die. And you acted like you were my friend earlier.”


  Seth shrugged. “There’s no need to go around proclaiming unpleasant truths all the time. Prudence is as important a quality as honesty.”


  “You can take your prudence and shove it,” I snapped. I pointed a finger at Seth. “Just a wild guess, but were you also the one who brought back Holly in the Vaultwork?”


  “Good guess,” said Seth. “That would be my handiwork as well. Or, rather, the work of the programmers who work for me. I’m not much of a tech guy myself, despite my interest in science and technology from a young age.”


  “First the Neo-Killer, then Holly,” I said. “If you don’t want me dead, you’ve got a funny way of showing it.”


  “I don’t want you dead at all, Bolt,” said Seth. “I still consider Genius a friend, despite our falling out. I respect his memory by sparing you. I just wish you would understand that.”


  “Understand that the Neo-Killer nearly killed me and my girlfriend because you gave him a target to blame for his problems?” I said. “Yeah, right.”


  “I will admit I didn’t think the Neo-Killer would attempt to kill you,” said Seth with another shrug. “The reason I pointed him to you is because I wanted to see if you were as strong as your reputation suggested. The only snag was that poor David—that’s his real name, in case you didn’t know—was a lot more emotional and, well, crazier than I expected.”


  “That’s putting it mildly,” I said dryly. “And what was your grand plan for Holly? Decided to destroy the Internet for the good of society or something like that?”


  “Hardly,” said Seth. “Holly was supposed to be a weapon, one I planned to sell to the highest bidders. I am glad you destroyed her, though, because she turned out to be less than satisfactory for my purposes.”


  I glanced over my shoulder at Fisticuffs, who was still asleep behind me. “Are you going to sell Fisticuffs, too? Is that why you wanted him?”


  “Not exactly,” said Seth, shaking his head. “I have other purposes in mind for him, but really, the reason I wanted him back was simple: He is mine.”


  I looked at Seth again. “He’s yours? What do you mean?”


  “I funded Project Revival,” Seth replied, “and I also freed him a few months ago from his suspended animation and only lost him because I underestimated him. By all rights, Jake Johnson is my property. Looking at it that way, the Red Tide Pirates didn’t really ‘steal’ him so much as they returned what is rightfully mine.”


  “He’s a person,” I said.


  “He’s a clone,” Seth corrected. “But the distinction is irrelevant now. What matters is that he is mine and mine to do with as I see fit.”


  “Not unless I free him first,” I said. “If I can get him out of here, then—”


  Without warning, two strong hands closed around my throat, instantly cutting off my air. Gasping, I looked over my shoulder and saw Fisticuffs standing upright. He was staring at me with soulless eyes, his iron grip tightening around my throat like a clamp.


  Seth’s smile became more like a smirk. “You’re assuming he even wants to be free. That, I am afraid, is an assumption you won’t live long enough to correct.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


   


  I was completely taken aback by Fisticuffs’ strength. I knew that he was a strong guy and all, but he seemed even stronger than me. I struggled to remove his hands off my throat, but his grip was like iron and all I succeeded in doing was waste precious time and air that I didn’t have.


  Instead, I kicked back and struck Fisticuffs in the knees. That seemed to work, because his grip on my throat loosened, allowing me to rip his hands off me entirely. I whirled around and threw a punch at his face, but Fisticuffs’ fists grew bright red and he blocked my punches with his own. My fists slammed into Fisticuffs’ hands like a rocket, yet they held up despite my best efforts to push back against him.


  Then, faster than I expected, Fisticuffs’ hands exploded into bright red crimson energy and he shoved me back with shocking strength. I staggered backward and nearly lost my balance, but then Fisticuffs hopped out of his case and began pummeling me. His superpowered punches, powered by that weird red energy his body generated, hit me hard in multiple spots at once, but particularly in my face and chest. I managed to raise my arms to protect myself, but it left me on the defensive and seemed to spur on Fisticuffs to come at me harder and faster than ever.


  Fisticuffs’ relentless offense left me on the defensive. I hated being on the defensive, but there was nothing much I could do about it. Suddenly one of his punches got through and hit me in the chest hard enough to send me flying.


  I landed hard on the wooden floor at Seth and Janet’s feet. Janet made a small frightened noise and clung to Seth more closely, while Seth’s smirk looked even more smug upside down then it did right side up.


  “You look a little tired, my boy,” said Seth. “Perhaps you need a nap after your long day.”


  Before I could respond to that, Fisticuffs fell on top of me, straddling my waist with his legs and grabbing the collar of my costume. He then slammed his fist into my face again and again, each punch coming faster and harder than the last until, finally, he hit me one last time so hard that my nose broke. He then pushed me down and pinned me under his strong hands, making it nearly impossible for me to get up and move around.


  “Very efficient,” Seth said as if he was watching someone test drive a brand new car. “I wasn’t so sure that Fisticuffs here could beat you in a fair fight, but it seems I underestimated him. That’s good. It means he will serve as a good base for the army I intend to build.”


  “Army?” I said. My words came out slightly slurred and hard to understand because there was blood in my mouth from my broken nose and my cheeks were swollen from the blows I had taken. “What army?”


  “You’ll find out soon enough,” said Seth. He then let go of Janet and bent over to look me in the face a little bit closer. “I can end this anytime, Bolt, as long as you agree to join me. Fisticuffs only attacks you on my orders. One word from me—just one word, that’s all—and he will stop pummeling you into dust. I’ll even give you the cure for Blizzard’s disease, just to sweeten the deal. What do you say?”


  I spat blood in his face. “Eat dirt.”


  Seth’s smirk turned into a frown and he stood up again. “Unreasonable, yet I can’t say I am surprised. Genius was much like you. Although a paragon of rationality and logic, he had a stubborn streak in him that made it so he wouldn’t give up no matter what. I see you inherited that particular trait of his. Unfortunately, I don’t think it will serve you nearly as well as it served him.”


  Seth looked at Fisticuffs. “Jake, beat him into unconsciousness. If that means breaking a few bones here and there, then so be it.”


  Fisticuffs merely nodded once in response to Seth’s orders. He grabbed my collar again and pulled my head up. He raised one fist, which blazed with crimson energy, and aimed it squarely at my face. I would have tried to move, but I was still too dazed from the repeated, never-ending blows to do much more other than stare at the incoming attack that would surely kill me once it went through. Seth may have wanted me alive—God knows why—but somehow I sensed Fisticuffs wasn’t exactly good at controlling the lethality of his powers just yet.


  Then, without warning, a loud gunshot went off in the hold. The gunshot’s noise was magnified by the tight space, making everyone cringe, except for Fisticuffs, who cried out in pain and fell off me. He rolled away and landed on his side, clutching a bleeding gun wound in his side. His blank eyes seemed a little less blank now, but he was still clearly under Seth’s thrall.


  But I didn’t pay any attention to Fisticuffs. Instead, I looked over at who had shot him, wondering who could have possibly done that. It couldn’t have been Fingerprints, who was still in the possession of the Red Tide Pirates.


  Instead, it was Edge. He had pulled that stupidly huge gun off his back and was pointing it at Fisticuffs, smoke rising off the barrel. He was breathing in and out rapidly and, despite his edgy costume, I could tell this was probably the first time he had actually shot another human being before. His whole body shook and his one exposed eye was so wide with shock that it looked like it was about to fall out of its socket.


  “Who are you?” said Seth, staring at Edge with confusion and disapproval. “Oh, I see. You’re the one who freed Bolt, aren’t you?”


  Edge nodded. “Y-Yeah. I’m Edge Vigilante, a dark crusader for justice and good on the s-streets of Showdown. I strike fear into the hearts of my e-enemies and go w-where other superheroes are too afraid to go.”


  Seth’s smirk returned, this time smugger than ever. “You’re a kid. A scared kid, at that. Put that gun down. You might shoot your eye out.”


  Edge suddenly aimed his gun at Seth and Janet. Janet squeaked in fear and clung tighter than ever to Seth, but Seth, as usual, looked completely undisturbed by the fact that someone was aiming a gun at him. I wondered if that was a regular occurrence for him.


  “N-No,” said Edge. His stutter caused his voice go high and low randomly. I doubt he was even consciously trying to mask his voice anymore. “You’re the b-bad guys. I’m going to take you two in. Same as any street c-criminal.”


  Seth rolled his eyes. “You’ve read too many comic books. Or maybe you think you’re going to be like Bolt here when you grow up? Looking at his current state, I can’t say he makes for a very good role model. Boys your age typically like winners, don’t they?”


  Edge sniffled. “Bolt is more than a w-winner. He’s a h-hero. A real one. Not like you.”


  For the first time, I thought I caught a glimpse of anger in Seth’s face before his cool smugness returned. “Low standards, kid. You don’t know what I’ve done to make the world a better place.”


  “I k-know all about it, but I also know you’ve been a horrible man,” said Edge. He gulped. “The reason I came here tonight was to confront y-you for your crimes.”


  Seth tilted his head to the side, again with amusement on his lips. “And what gives you the authority to come after me? Are you with the G-Men, the NHA, the INJ, or even the police? You seem a little too young to belong to any of those organizations. I doubt even the Young Neos would accept you.”


  “I’m not with anyone,” said Edge. “I’m just a lone man trying to find justice in a w-world that doesn’t have it.”


  “Way too many comic books,” said Seth. “And in such a lame voice, too. If you really want to scare me, then you should drop the melodramatic dialogue. It doesn’t help.”


  “You want me to really scare you?” said Edge. “Fine. I’ll t-tell you exactly who I am.”


  Edge reached up and tore his helmet off his face. “I’m your grandson … and I am going to teach you a lesson for hurting my family.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


   


  Seeing Edge’s face for the first time was surprising. He looked even younger than I believed. He looked closer to twelve than fourteen and even had a little baby fat still on his face. His short brown hair and intense black eyes, however, even made me feel a little wary. His skin, admittedly, was pretty pimply, but I didn’t look much better when I was his age.


  What stood out to me most, however, was his eerie resemblance to Seth. He looked like what I imagined Seth must have looked like when he was a teenager, if slightly fatter. Same general face shape, features … hell, their noses were exactly the same. It felt like I was looking at Seth’s clone, but if what he said was true, then he was just his grandson, not his clone.


  For the first time, genuine shock appeared on Seth’s face. He seemed unable to believe his eyes. It was rather satisfying, I will admit, to see such a smug jerk finally at a loss for words, as if Edge’s presence was something he had literally not seen coming.


  “My … grandson?” said Seth. He sounded lost and confused and looked more like the old man he was than a brilliant mastermind or schemer. “Impossible. I don’t have a grandson.”


  “Yes, you do,” said Edge. He had stopped stuttering, but I could see tears forming at the edges of his eyes. “The only reason you don’t know it is because you’re an awful grandfather who doesn’t care about anyone other than himself.”


  Seth pursed his lips. I guess even he couldn’t deny the obvious physical resemblances between himself and Edge. “I see my son has been busy since I last spoke to him.”


  “That was eighteen years ago,” said Edge. He wiped the tears out of his eyes. “Before I was born, but I’ve seen what you did to my parents. I know that if they hadn’t gotten in your way, they would still be here, still be with me.”


  My eyes widened in shock. So Edge’s parents really had died after all? I suddenly felt incredibly guilty for thinking his story was too ridiculous to be true.


  “I didn’t owe my disobedient son anything, or that girl he liked, either,” said Seth without a hint of remorse in his voice. “He didn’t understand what I was trying to do, and he certainly wouldn’t understand what I am trying to do now. Some days I’m not even sure he is actually my son.”


  “You ruined us,” said Edge. “Our lives, my life … all because my dad didn’t like what you were doing. You like to act like you’re the good guy, but you’re just as bad as any random street criminal. You just got more money, that’s all.”


  Seth’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know what Ethan told you, but I don’t really feel like convincing you otherwise. Grandson or no, if you shoot me, then I will make sure you are destroyed.”


  “I know that,” said Edge. He sniffled. “When I first decided to become Edge Vigilante to take you down, I knew I could get in trouble. But I don’t care. I’m going to take you down, here and now. At least then you won’t be able to ruin any other lives.”


  Without further ado, Edge pulled the trigger on his gun and another loud gunshot went off.


  At first, I thought Seth had been hit because he cried out when the gunshot went off. But then I noticed that Seth was completely unharmed, although Janet wasn’t.


  Janet stood in between Seth and Edge, her arms extended out to either side. She was still smiling that same mindless smile she always wore, but there was a bit of a grimace to it as well, like she was in pain. Not surprising, given the large, bloody bullet hole in her chest. Blood stained her pure white dress, making her look like the victim of a serial killer in a murder movie or something. Even Edge seemed surprised by what she did, lowering his gun with a look of disbelief on his face.


  Then Janet looked over her shoulder at Seth and gave him her beautiful smile. “So sorry, honey. I did my best.”


  With that, Janet’s eyes rolled into the back of her head and she collapsed onto the floor in a stone-like heap. She did not rise again or even move. She was quite clearly dead.


  Seth just stared at Janet’s body for what seemed like an eternity. The look on his face was a mixture of anger, disbelief, and, oddly enough, resignation. He stood as still as a statue, which made me wonder for a second if he had just died on the spot as well.


  “Janet,” said Seth under his breath suddenly, “my sweet, beautiful Janet. I will make sure your sacrifice was not in vain. You will rise again. That much I can promise.”


  Then Seth suddenly looked over at Fisticuffs. I had forgotten all about Uncle Jake’s clone in all of the frenzy confusion. Despite the bullet hole in the side of his body, he was already rising to his feet again, clearly ready to go another round with me.


  “Jake,” said Seth in a sharp, unusually cold voice. “Eliminate both of the brats. Now.”


  Fisticuffs, his gaze still blank, nodded and then rushed toward us. I tried to get up, but Fisticuffs just jumped over me and kept running toward Edge. Edge pointed his gun at Fisticuffs, but before he could fire it, Fisticuffs smashed his crimson fist into the ground, making it explode in Edge’s hands and making Edge cry out in pain. Then Fisticuffs followed it up with a kick that sent Edge flying. Edge slammed into the wall on the other side of the hold and fell down onto his stomach and face, groaning in pain and clutching the spot where he had been kicked.


  Knowing Edge stood no chance against Fisticuffs, I struggled to get onto my feet. I heard movement and looked up to see Seth disappear through the hold’s exit. A part of me wanted to follow him, but I knew that I couldn’t just abandon Edge to Fisticuffs. I had to stop Fisticuffs before he pounded Edge into meat.


  Gasping and coughing, I got to my feet just as Fisticuffs walked up to Edge and raised his foot, very clearly intending to smash his boot down on Edge’s skull.


  “No!” I shouted. “Edge!”


  Activating my super speed, I rushed toward Fisticuffs and body-slammed him so hard he was sent flying. Fisticuffs slammed into the ceiling hard enough to leave a dent shaped like his body and he fell down to the floor and lay there for a second, stunned.


  “Bolt?” said Edge, looking up at me with puzzled eyes. “Why did you save me? Why didn’t you go after Seth?”


  “Because your life is more important than catching the bad guy,” I replied. “Now, stay here. Fisticuffs isn’t down yet.”


  I was right. Fisticuffs was already rising to his feet, although slower than before. I guessed that the injuries he had collected so far were starting to add up, but he was still basically a young man in the prime of his life. I had a feeling it would take a lot more time before Fisticuffs went down for good.


  Activating my super strength again, I rushed toward Fisticuffs and began running around him, hitting him in random places on his body so fast he could barely even react. Fisticuffs’ attacks were now wild and without thought or aim. He kept trying to hit me, but I moved too fast for any of his blows to connect. Despite my own injuries, I felt like I could do this forever.


  At least until Fisticuffs stuck out his leg all of a sudden and I tripped over it. I went bowling over head over heels until I crashed into a crate. Dazed from the impact, I nonetheless managed to look up in time to see both of Fisticuffs’ red fists falling down on me.


  Without hesitation, I caught his fists with my hands and held him back as much as I could. I looked Fisticuffs in the eyes, trying to establish some sort of connection, but his blank vision made that almost impossible.


  “Jake!” I said through a strained voice. “Uncle Jake, it’s me, Kevin! Your nephew. You know who I am. You don’t want to kill me. I know you’re just a clone, but surely you have to realize who I am.”


  For a moment, I caught a hint of recognition in Fisticuffs’ eyes. For the briefest second, Fisticuffs was gone and Uncle Jake—the uncle I had never known but heard so much about—appeared, shock and confusion on his face as he looked down on me.


  But then Uncle Jake was gone and Fisticuffs was back. He leaned down on me even harder than before, clearly attempting to overwhelm me through sheer physical strength alone. That was how I knew reason was useless at this point. Whatever Seth did to Uncle Jake left him unable to reason or talk. The only language he spoke was pain … and I was more than prepared to speak fluently to him in that language.


  I charged red electricity through my hands and into Fisticuffs’ fists. Fisticuffs cried out in shock as lightning rushed through him. He tried to let go of me, but I quickly grabbed his hands, channeling more and more electricity from my hands into his body as I could.


  Fisticuffs hung on a good while longer than I expected him to, but then he suddenly stopped screaming and collapsed onto the floor at my feet, his body smoking and his eyes wide with terror and pain.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


   


  Breathing hard, I checked Fisticuffs to make sure he wasn’t dead. I felt his chest rising and falling and felt thankful that he had survived. Frankly, I wasn’t sure how he survived having so much electricity pumped into his body. Yes, superhumans were typically made of sterner stuff than normal humans, but I had pumped him with enough electricity to power a small house. His suit must have protected him from the worst of it. It seemed to be made of a material that didn’t conduct electricity very well, although it obviously hadn’t been designed with my electricity in mind.


  With a sigh, I stood up and looked over to where Edge lay, saying, “All right, Edge, Fisticuffs is down. That means it’s safe for us to—”


  I stopped talking as soon as I saw that Edge was missing. I whipped my head this way and that, searching for Edge, but I didn’t see him anywhere in the entire cargo hold. Uh oh. That wasn’t good.


  All of a sudden, I heard a crackling sound in my ears and then Valerie’s familiar monotone voice. “Bolt! I have finally managed to connect to your earcoms. For some reason, I couldn’t connect for a while there and—”


  “Nice to hear you too, Val,” I said, “but I’ve got to go. A kid’s life is in danger, and if I don’t find him quick, there’s no telling what might happen to him.”


  “A kid?” said Valerie in confusion. “What has happened since we last spoke? Should I call for back up from the NHA?”


  My hands balled into fists. “No, not yet, but be on standby. I might need it.”


  Leaving Fisticuffs where he was, I activated my super speed and rushed out of the hold, smashing the door off its hinges with one punch and rushing up through the lower decks to the upper deck. It didn’t take me long to reach the top deck, where I came to an abrupt halt and rotated on the spot, desperately searching for Seth and Edge.


  “Edge!” I shouted, putting my hands around my mouth. “Edge, where are you? Are you still here? Edge!”


  I heard the click of a gun and looked at the door to the stateroom. It was open now, but it was too dark to see who stood within it until two figures stepped out of the shadows and into the lights on the yacht’s deck.


  It was Seth and Edge. Seth stood next to Edge, a gun pointed at Edge’s head. Edge stood very still with fear on his face. He looked at me with terrified, pleading eyes, more closely resembling the scared kid he was now than the vigilante he pretended to be. Seeing his face like that filled me with rage I couldn’t explain, but I didn’t rush at Seth just yet.


  “So you defeated Fisticuffs, I presume?” said Seth. “I heard his screams of pain from all the way up here. His death must have been quite painful.”


  “He’s not dead,” I said flatly. “Just unconscious.”


  “You should have killed him,” said Seth. “That’s a mistake you supers make. In this world, if you show mercy to your enemies, then you will not live long enough to regret it.”


  “Spoken like a real villain there, Seth,” I said. “Let Edge go. He’s just a kid.”


  “A kid who tried to kill me,” said Seth. His smile was chilly. “I think that entitles me to self-defense, does it not? Besides, he came after me, alone. I guess he still thinks he’s an actual superhero or something like that.”


  Edge gulped, but said nothing. I could tell he wanted to talk, but was probably afraid Seth would blow his brains out if he did. I couldn’t blame him. I had powers and even I found Seth’s expression and demeanor somewhat frightening. I was just glad he hadn’t sprayed me with any powerless gas, although I kept a close eye on him just to make sure he didn’t have any hidden traps waiting to spring on me.


  “He’s not just a kid,” I said. “He’s your grandson. Doesn’t that make a difference?”


  Seth’s unchanging facial expression made what he said next so much worse. “As I said before, I don’t have a grandson.”


  I wish I understood the weird family dynamic between Seth and Edge, but there was no time to figure it out, so instead, I said, “I noticed you haven’t shot him yet. Is it because you want something from me?”


  “Of course,” said Seth. He pressed the barrel of the gun against Edge more firmly than before. “I’m not a killer. I dislike taking innocent blood. I simply need you to agree to join me. Then I will let the boy go. I will even personally drop him off at the nearest port so he can arrange transportation back to his home, wherever that is.”


  I hesitated. I was trying to tell if Seth was serious about that offer or not, but his facial expression was almost impossible to read. He could have been telling the truth or he could have been lying to my face. I wondered if Seth had practiced the art of hiding his thoughts like that or if it just came naturally to him. Either way, it was starting to look to me like I didn’t have much of a choice now.


  I didn’t want to accept his offer, but I knew that even with my super speed, I wouldn’t be able to save Edge from a point-blank gunshot. I might not be able to read Seth’s face very well, but one thing I could read was his body language, which showed that he was serious about shooting Edge if I didn’t do what he wanted. But I also didn’t want to join Seth, whose plans, I felt, were probably not entirely benign, despite what he told me earlier about hating corrupt governments.


  Yet what else was I supposed to do? Seth had me. I didn’t want to admit it, but he did. I guess I could lie and then take Seth out when he didn’t expect it, but he seemed too smart to fall for such an obvious trick. If he suspected I was trying to trick him, he would probably just go ahead and shoot Edge. Then again, if he did that, it would leave him with no leverage over me. On the other hand, it would also result in Edge dying, which was the very thing I was trying to avoid.


  “How do I know you won’t just kill Edge even if I say yes?” I said.


  “I’m not an idiot,” said Seth. “I am aware that if I kill the boy anyway, then you won’t hesitate to kill me in response. I am, after all, but a powerless old man. I couldn’t beat you in a fight, which is why I needed Fisticuffs.”


  I didn’t want to admit it, but Seth had me. So long as he had Edge, the only real option left to me was accepting his offer and becoming his minion. I hated the very thought of that idea, but what other choice did I have, realistically-speaking?


  My eyes met Edge’s. Despite the fear in his eyes, I could see that Edge was just as angry about this situation as I was. No doubt he wanted me to save him and stop letting Seth control the situation, but I tried to tell him through my eyes that I was stuck. The only way this situation could be worse is if Seth sprayed me with powerless gas.


  Then, abruptly, Seth looked over my head and frowned. “What is that?”


  I didn’t trust Seth, but the genuine confusion in his voice made me look over my shoulder into the dark sea around us.


  At first, I didn’t see anything until I noticed what looked like a large sailing ship making its way toward us through the darkness. It sailed silently and smoothly through the dark ocean waters, making no noise as it drew closer and closer to us.


  “No way,” said Seth in disbelief. “What are they doing back here? I paid them their fee. Why did they come back?”


  Seth was right. That wasn’t any old sailing ship. That was the Red Tide, the personal ship of Captain Red Tide and the Red Tide Pirates. Even though it had left over half an hour ago now, they had apparently turned it around at some point and come back.


  “Think they forgot their booty?” I said, glancing at Seth, who still held the gun to Edge’s head.


  Seth shook his head. “As I said, I already paid them. I cannot imagine why they would come back … unless …”


  Suddenly, the Red Tide drifted off to the left. Doors opened along the side, but I didn’t see what was poking out of them until a glowing red laser blazed through the darkness like the sun.


  It took me a moment to realize what I was looking at: The Red Tide’s laser cannons.


  That realization hit me perhaps one second after the laser cannon fired and struck the yacht.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


   


  The impact of the laser sent all three of us falling onto the deck. Seth had to let go of Edge in order to fall on his side, while Edge just took that moment to roll away several feet away from him, but he didn’t get up because the Red Tide fired yet another laser, which directly hit the hull and made even more noise. Smoke from the yacht’s engine started filling the air and the yacht itself started to keel and sink as the holes blasted into its hull began taking on water.


  “What the hell do those idiots think they’re doing?” Seth yelled, propping himself up on his elbows to look out over the ocean at the Red Tide. “Are they drunk already?”


  I was just as confused by this turn of events as Seth, but unlike him, I acted. I fired a small lightning bolt at his gun, blasting it out of his hands and sending it flying somewhere into the darkness around us. Seth groaned and pulled his hand close to his chest, but I wasn’t done yet. I got to my feet and rushed over to Seth, grabbing him by the collar of his shirt and slamming him against the door to the stateroom. Seth gasped in pain and looked at me with fear in his eyes for the first time.


  “Got you, jerk,” I said, not bothering to hide the hatred in my voice. “Suddenly, threatening to kill an innocent kid doesn’t seem like such a bright idea, now does it?”


  I expected Seth to start pleading for mercy, but to my surprise, he simply smiled. “Perhaps it wasn’t my greatest idea, but I always learn from my mistakes.”


  All of a sudden, the yacht shook like an earthquake when another laser blast from the Red Tide hit it. The sudden shaking threw me off balance, allowing Seth to push me off him. I staggered backward as Seth opened the door to the stateroom behind him and slammed it shut. Not wanting him to get away, I ran up to the door and yanked on it, but it was locked.


  Right before I could use my super strength to rip the door open, however, I felt someone tap my shoulder and looked over it to see Edge standing before me. His eyes were wide with fear and worry and he looked like he was about to have a panic attack.


  “What are you doing?” said Edge in alarm. He pointed to the Red Tide. “Those pirate guys are trying to kill us! The yacht is taking on too much water too quickly. If we stay here any longer, we’ll go down with the ship.”


  “But Seth is still here,” I said, looking at the door. “And he’s trapped himself in the stateroom. If I can open this door—”


  Another laser blast and the yacht shook again. This time, it actually sank a foot or two, and it was sinking further still.


  “Who cares?” said Edge. “I want to kill him just as much as you, but let him go down with his ship. I don’t want to go down with him. I’ve still got too much to live for.”


  I hesitated but realized that Edge was right. At the rate at which the yacht was sinking, both of us would just end up trapped on it if sank any further. Especially if we entered the stateroom, which could easily become an underwater tomb for us if we weren’t careful.


  Sighing, I said, “You’re right. I’ll grab you and fly both of us out—”


  I paused when I suddenly realized that someone was missing. “Uncle Jake.”


  “Fisticuffs?” said Edge. “What about him?”


  I put my hands on Edge’s shoulders. “You stay here. I’m going back down to the hold to pick up Uncle Jake and take him with us. I’ll be back in a flash.”


  Before Edge could voice his objections, I activated my super speed and zoomed back down the stairs leading down to the lower decks of the yacht. I quickly discovered that the lower decks were flooding fast, which made me fear that Uncle Jake might have been killed in one of the blasts already or maybe got pulled out to sea through one of the holes blasted into the ship’s hull. That just made me run even faster until I reached the door to the hold, which I slammed open with a single punch from my fists.


  Water immediately washed over me, causing me to cough when some of it got into my lungs. But the water only went up to my waist, which meant I couldn’t run, but I just waded into the flooded, darkened cargo hold anyway, looking this way and that as I searched for Uncle Jake’s unconscious body.


  “Uncle Jake!”  I called. “Fisticuffs! Are you there? Hello? Can you hear me?”


  A body bumped against me in the water and I looked over at it, hoping it was Uncle Jake, but to my disgust and horror, it was Janet’s bloody corpse. It was thankfully floating on its stomach so I wouldn’t have to see her face, but it was still a disgusting sight that left me feeling even less optimistic about Uncle Jake’s chances of survival than I had before. I whipped my head this way and that, but the darkness of the hold was too deep for me to see much and I didn’t dare use my electric powers for fear of accidentally electrocuting myself.


  But then I saw something bobbing in the water nearby and I half-walked, half-swam over to it because the water was almost up to my waist now and rising higher still. Picking up the object, I discovered that it was Uncle Jake’s Fisticuffs helmet, which seemed to be the only part of him that was still down here.


  “Bolt,” said Valerie in my ears all of a sudden. “Sensors indicate that the yacht’s cargo hold is rapidly filling with water. I would advise leaving now before it gets up to your mouth and nose.”


  “Val,” I said, still looking around, “can your sensors pick up any life other than me down here? Any life at all?”


  For a second that seemed to last an eternity, Valerie was silent, until she abruptly said, “No. Sensors indicate that you are the only living thing down here. Why do you ask?”


  A mixture of anger and worry rose up in me when Valerie said that, but I couldn’t afford to let myself get too emotional, not when Edge was still alive and needed my help, at least. “Never mind. I’m getting out of here now. Talk to you later.”


  I tapped my earcom and silenced it instantly, then looked up at the ceiling. I activated all three of my powers at once, giving me super strength, super speed, and flight, which allowed me to fly straight up toward the ceiling and smash through it like it was paper. I smashed through deck after deck until I burst through the surface of the top deck, making Edge jump when he saw me.


  But I didn’t stop flying. I grabbed Edge as I flew up and flew us out toward the sea as far away from both the yacht and the Dread Fish as I could, doing my best to stay out of the range of the laser cannons, even though the cannons were no longer pummeling the yacht anymore.


  Once we were far away enough, I stopped in midair, holding Edge in my arms, and then turned around so we could both see the remains of the yacht.


  There wasn’t much left to see. Between the fires that had broken out all over, the gaping holes in the hull that were rapidly filling with water, and the hole I made on my way out, the yacht looked more like a ghost ship than a personal yacht owned by a powerful billionaire.


  As we watched, what remained of the yacht sank beneath the waves, disappearing from our sight like a coffin lowered into the ground.




  CHAPTER THIRTY


   


  Panting and sweating, I stared, not so much as the spot where the yacht had sunk into the ocean, but at Edge. I held him with one arm, forcing him to hold tightly onto my body to avoid falling into the sea below. His gaze was locked on the ocean below, and like his grandfather, I had a tough time sensing what he felt. He seemed both relieved and anxious at the same time, although the anxiety might have been because we were several hundred feet in the air above the roaring ocean below and he would probably die if I dropped him, which I had no intention of doing.


  “Do you think he’s dead?” said Edge. Despite his low tone, I could hear his voice above the wind blowing all around us.


  I shrugged. “I would be surprised if he wasn’t. I didn’t see a lifeboat or anything launch from the yacht. Unless he had a secret escape pod in his stateroom, I think he probably went down with the ship.”


  “I hope he did,” said Edge bitterly. “It’s what he deserves for everything he did. I hope his death is long and painful.”


  Edge’s harshness surprised me, making me wonder once again what his real backstory was. Back when I was his age, I had of course always fantasized about becoming a superhero, but I didn’t think my parents would have allowed me to throw on a cheesy edgelord costume like his and go running around the streets of our town fighting crime. Heck, they didn’t want me to become a superhero even when I was seventeen And Edge, as far as I could tell, was either a powerless human or his powers hadn’t manifested yet. It could be hard to tell sometimes with kids like him, especially without knowing who his parents were.


  “Regardless of his fate, we should find some place to land,” I said, looking around the ocean around us. “Don’t see land anywhere, but I think Florida is somewhere east of us, so if we keep flying east—”


  “Can you even make it that far?” said Edge, looking up at me suddenly with skeptical eyes. “How good is your sense of direction? In the darkness, when you’re tired from all the fighting you did? Also, it looks like a storm is about to start, too, so that will make things more difficult for you.”


  Edge could be a little smart aleck when he wanted to be, but I had to admit he had a point. I might have been one of the strongest humans in the world, but even I had my limits. If I was just by myself, I might have risked flying back to Florida all on my own, but Edge’s extra weight meant I was using more energy than I normally would. Combined with my fatigue from the excitement of the day, I might not be able to make it back to Florida without conking out and stranding us in the ocean.


  “The only other place we could land is the pirate ship,” I said, glancing toward the Dread Fish, which sat silently in the dark waters below. “But it’s far from safe. I bet if we tried to land there, Red Tide and his gang would immediately attack us. I mean, if they’re willing to attack Seth, who is their client, then why wouldn’t they attack us, too?”


  “Maybe they’re not as bad as you think,” Edge offered. “Even if they are, you could beat them, couldn’t you? You’re super strong. We could hijack their ship if we had to.”


  “Thanks for the vote of confidence, but I’m not sure it was well cast,” I said. “I’m not invincible. They could overwhelm me with their powers. Red Tide’s powers in particular could—”


  “Hey, wait a minute,” said Edge, who I realized hadn’t been paying attention to a word I said. He was staring down at the Red Tide below as closely as he could. “Someone on the ship is waving a white flag. That means they’ve surrendered, right?”


  Puzzled, I looked down at the ship and was surprised to see that Edge was correct. A man stood on the main deck of the Red Tide waving a comically large white flag as if his life depended on it. I couldn’t tell, however, if it was one of the pirates or someone else.


  “Think it could be a trap?” said Edge.


  “I’m not sure,” I said, “but they aren’t firing the cannons anymore and I don’t see anyone else. I’m going to bring us a little closer to get a better look. If it turns out to be one of the pirates, then we’ll fly away. Hang on.”


  I slowly lowered us closer to the Dread Fish, ready to fly away the second I smelled a trap. The man on the deck, however, didn’t do anything except continue to wave the white flag back and forth as fast as he could. And the closer we got, the better I got to see him. He was a black man wearing a navy blue pea coat, and when he looked up directly at us, I saw his face for the first time and gasped.


  “Fingerprints!” I said, unable to hide my joy.


  Edge looked at me in confusion. “Who?”


  “A friend,” I said. “Or at least an ally. That means it’s safe to land.”


  I picked up the speed until we reached the surface of the Dread Fish. We landed a few yards away from Fingerprints, who dropped the flag the second we touched down and walked over to greet us with a tired smile on his face.


  Fingerprints didn’t look much different from the last time I saw him, except for a few bruises on his face that hadn’t been there before. His pea coat was also shredded in a few places, making it look slightly rattier than before, but frankly, I thought it just made him look more like a real sailor or pirate. He didn’t seem to have any major wounds that I could see, either, although torchlight wasn’t the best light from which to see.


  “I am pleased to see you made it, Bolt,” said Fingerprints, stopping a couple of feet away from us. “I was worried for a moment there that you might not get off the yacht in time, but it seems your powers are working again.” Then he looked at Edge and frowned. “Who are you?”


  “The name’s Edge,” said Edge. He let go of me and stepped away from me, dusting off his costume as he did so. “Edge Vigilante. I’m a vigilante who protects the streets of Showdown from thugs and petty criminals. I go to places where superheroes don’t and do things they would never even dream of doing.”


  “He’s just a kid in a costume,” I said with a shrug.


  “Ah,” said Fingerprints, as if my explanation made perfect sense. “I see. Well, if he’s with you, I suppose I can trust him.”


  “Yeah, you can,” I said, earning me a glare from Edge, although I ignored him in order to focus on Fingerprints. “So what happened? You implied you fired the cannons.”


  “That I did,” said Fingerprints with a nod. “And not merely the cannons, but the whole ship is under my command now. As it turns out, the Red Tide has a fairly sophisticated AI system that lets one person control most of it, although I still had to actually go down to the cannons and turn them on to fire them.”


  I looked around suddenly just then but didn’t see anyone other than the three of us on this ship. “Where is Red Tide and his crew? Are they still here?”


  Fingerprints chuckled. “Let’s just say they’re a bit indisposed at the moment. By that, I mean I tricked them all into getting onto one of their lifeboats and heading out to sea.”


  “You what?” I said in shock.


  Fingerprints folded his arms in front of his chest. “They underestimated me. They thought that my lack of powers meant I wasn’t much of a threat, so they put me in one of the cells on board the ship. Of course, since my powers are useless for combat anyway, they didn’t realize I knew other ways of fighting. To make a long story short, I convinced the pirates that the laser cannons’ battery was going to explode and that it would kill them all if they didn’t get off the ship quickly.”


  “And they just left you?” I said. “By yourself?”


  Fingerprints shrugged. “Since I’m not part of their crew, my life was irrelevant to them. By now, I am sure they’ve realized their mistake, but trust me, they won’t be catching back up to us anytime soon, certainly not in those tiny little lifeboats they took. And should a storm come through and sink them … well, that will save us on funeral expenses, at least.”


  In some ways, it was amusing to hear about how Fingerprints tricked a bunch of pirates into abandoning their ship, but in another way, it was kind of unnerving how calmly he spoke about it. I made a mental note to avoid making Fingerprints an enemy because I had a feeling he could be a very bad one if he wanted to.


  “Once I made sure the pirates were gone, I took their ship and turned it around to head back to the yacht,” said Fingerprints. “Then I began firing on the yacht, hoping to sink it and the weapon with it because it was obvious that we couldn’t retrieve the weapon anymore.”


  “You mean you were willing to sink the yacht with me still on it?” I said in disbelief.


  “I thought you were either dead already or, if not, then at least would be able to get yourself off in time to avoid drowning,” said Fingerprints. “Sorry for not warning you ahead of time, not that I had any way of doing that.”


  I was kind of surprised to hear a G-Man agent of all people apologize to me for his actions. Maybe not all of them were irredeemable psychopaths who liked to abuse government power after all.


  “Anyway, what happened to the weapon?” said Fingerprints, leaning in closer to me. “Did you get it?”


  I shook my head. “No, I did not. It was lost when the yacht sank. So were Seth Richards and his wife, from what we could tell.”


  I didn’t tell Fingerprints what the weapon was, mostly because it was irrelevant at this point.


  Fingerprints just pulled back and nodded, a disappointed frown on his face. “Director Smith is not going to be happy when I tell him this. The only consolation, I suppose, is that the weapon is probably lost forever, which means that at least the Chinese and Russians won’t be able to use it. That was really what we were worried about.”


  I nodded as well but looked out across the ocean at the spot where the yacht had sunk. Two realizations hit me when Fingerprints mentioned the weapon:


  First, Uncle Jake was missing, most likely dead, which would be the second time he died. It was an awful way to go and made my stomach twist at the thought that I didn’t get to meet my uncle again.


  Second, however, and perhaps even more personal, I had failed to retrieve the weapon. That meant that the G-Men would not give me Miracle for Blizzard.


  And if I didn’t get the cure, then Blizzard was going to die.




  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


   


  The next day found me standing underneath the big, shady oak tree outside of the Hero Island Hospital, staring up at the large building and watching people walk in and out of it. The weather was beautiful today, with clear blue skies, bright warm sunshine, and even a nice cool breeze blowing through to take off some of the heat. It was one of those unusually beautiful days that happened in Hero Island, which due to being so close to New York normally had pretty bad weather, especially in October. The visitors, patients, and medical workers entering and exiting the hospital were all smiles and laughter, their moods no doubt lifted by the day’s nice weather.


  But I couldn’t enjoy it, no matter how beautiful today was. I was debating with myself whether I should go into the Hero Island Hospital or not. That was because I was worried about Blizzard. The knowledge that I had failed and that she was going to die of her illness made it almost impossible for me to enjoy the day. It seemed like a rain cloud perpetually hung over my head since last night when that realization hit me.


  Indeed, I hadn’t even been sure I would go to Hero Island at all this morning, but Fingerprints insisted I go. He told me that he would take the Red Tide back to Florida and make sure it was handed to the G-Men, who would most likely use it for their own purposes. Even Edge said I should go and that I didn’t need to worry about him because he could find his own way home, which I was kind of doubtful about, but didn’t argue with. The way I saw it, Edge would be with Fingerprints, who would hopefully keep him safe until he got back to Florida at least.


  As for me, I had retrieved my Teleportation Buckle and teleported straight back to Hero Island. But I still hadn’t entered the Hospital. I couldn’t stand to see Blizzard in that condition, with her skin so gray and her hair so thin and dead-looking. It was made even harder by the knowledge that I had come this close to getting a cure—from the G-Men and Seth—but had failed. Completely and utterly.


  Fingerprints hadn’t said anything about the cure to me, but I knew the deal. I was supposed to get the weapon and return it to the G-Men, who in exchange would give me a vial of Miracle that I could give to Blizzard to heal her disease. Yet I botched it so badly that I felt ashamed to show my face to Blizzard, even though she was probably still in a coma.


  I had failed before. Plenty of times before, in fact. But this time was different. My girlfriend’s life had been in the balance. True, that was objectively smaller than saving the world or even the multiverse, but to me, it was far worse because it was far more personal. I had gone above and beyond to save Blizzard, but due to circumstances outside of my control, I had failed, and now she was going to die and it was my fault.


  My own Mom was still alive, but I wondered if Dad had ever failed Mom in a way like this before. Once again, I found myself missing Dad and his counsel and advice. Dad could be cold sometimes, but he had cared about me more than anyone else. He would understand what I had been through, especially since he had been a superhero himself.


  But I guess I was on my own, like always. That meant I had to make my own decisions, right or wrong, and accept the consequences. But was I really ready for this? Would I even be able to look at her without breaking down? Could I even call myself a superhero after this?


  I shook my head. There was no point in delaying the inevitable. I would go into the Hospital and see Blizzard one last time before she died. Then I would head back to Showdown and get back to work. That would mean spending the next five days or so dreading the inevitable phone call I would get informing me of Blizzard’s death. I suppose I would have to come back to Hero Island for the funeral, although I wondered if Blizzard would be buried here or back home in Arizona, where she’s from.


  I took a deep breath and walked out from under the tree to the Hospital’s front doors. I was about halfway there when Healing Touch suddenly rushed out of the Hospital like he was being chased by a demon. He ran so fast that he actually collided into me, causing him to fall backward on his bottom while I just staggered from the blow.


  “Whoa, man,” I said, rubbing my chest and looking down at Healing Touch. “Are you okay? You sure seem like you’re in a hurry.”


  Healing Touch suddenly looked up at me and a big smile broke out across his face. “Bolt! Just the man I was looking for. Something amazing just happened and I need to tell you about it.”


  Despite Healing Touch’s optimism, my heart felt heavy in my chest. “It’s not about Blizzard, is it?”


  “Of course, but it’s not what you think it is,” said Healing Touch as he jumped to his feet like a rabbit hopping into the air. He put both of his hands on my shoulders and said, “She’s cured!”


  My jaw dropped. “What? No way. No freaking way.”


  “It’s true,” said Healing Touch. He was speaking excitedly now, his words practically tumbling over each other in his haste. “I didn’t believe it myself, but when I came to check up on her this morning, her vitals were fantastic. Even her skin is practically back to its normal shade.”


  “H-How?” I said. I still didn’t let myself get excited, because I was afraid there might be a catch I was unaware of. “How is this possible?”


  Healing Touch slapped my shoulders. “That’s just the thing: I don’t know. Last night, she looked worse than she’s ever been and I wasn’t even sure she would last until the morning. I fully expected to find her dead this morning, but instead, she’s alive. It’s a miracle, the kind doctors see all the time but can’t explain even with our vast medical knowledge and experience.”


  As happy as I was to hear this news, hearing the word ‘miracle’ reminded me of the cure the G-Men promised me. Touch, of course, wasn’t talking about that Miracle, but somehow it seemed way too coincidental that he would use that word to describe this situation. Then again, Blizzard’s health was a pretty miraculous thing. Perhaps it really was an honest-to-god, old-fashioned miracle. I could believe in that.


  “And even better, she’s awake and wants to talk to you,” said Healing Touch.


  “She is?” I said.


  Before Healing Touch could confirm that I activated my super speed and rushed around him into the Hospital. I sped past patients, medical workers, and NHA members on my way up the floors until I found Blizzard’s room, where I nearly burst the door off its hinges as I came to an abrupt stop that left skid marks on the floor. That would probably get me into trouble later, but for now, I didn’t care, because my eyes landed on Blizzard on the other side of the glass wall.


  She was no longer lying flat on her back. Instead, she was sitting upright, supported by her pillows. Although she still looked fairly weak and tired, she didn’t look sick. Her skin was back to its normal tan, while her bright blue eyes flashed out from under her snow white hair like the stars.


  “Bolt?” said Blizzard. Her voice was weak, but she still spoke clearly. “Is that you?”


  I shoved open the door into her room and run over to her. Without hesitation, I wrapped my arms around Blizzard and hugged her as tightly as I could. “You’re alive! I can’t believe it. I thought you were going to die back there and—”


  “Bolt?” said Blizzard again in a slightly tight voice. “Can you let go of me, please? You’re making it hard to breathe here. Plus, I don’t want you to get sick by touching me.”


  I let go of Blizzard and stepped back, but I didn’t take my eyes off her for even one second for fear that she might disappear if I looked away. “Sorry. You hug me to the breaking point all the time, so I thought I’d return the favor.”


  Blizzard chuckled softly. “Yeah, I guess that’s karma, huh? A really weird form of karma, that is.”


  “Yeah,” I said. I glanced at her heart monitor and saw that all her vitals were healthier than ever, just like Healing Touch told me. “I walked into Healing Touch on my way here and he told me all about how you got healed. How do you feel?”


  “Tired,” said Blizzard, leaning back against her pillows and closing her eyes. “And weak. I feel like I just got over a really bad cold. Probably going to stay in the hospital for a few more days just to make sure I’m really healed and that this isn’t some kind of weird anomaly or whatever.”


  “Yeah, good idea,” I said, nodding eagerly. “Do you have any idea what happened or—?”


  Blizzard shook her head, still not opening her eyes. “No, I don’t. All I know is that I felt like I was going to die yesterday, but when I woke up this morning, I felt much better. Healing Touch called it a miracle, which I think is a pretty accurate word to describe what happened to me.”


  “Are you sure about that?” I said. “You have no idea what happened at all?”


  Blizzard opened her eyes and frowned. “Now that you mention it, I had a weird dream last night where this pale-faced girl came into my room and gave me something purple to drink. I didn’t want to drink it, but she forced me to take it. Tasted kind of like watered down blueberries. It seemed really real at first, but when I woke up this morning, I realized it had just been a dream, that’s all.”


  My heart caught in my throat. Pale-faced girl giving Blizzard something blue to drink … that sounded an awful lot like Shade giving Blizzard a bottle of Miracle to drink. With her shadow travel powers, Shade could have easily done it.


  But why? I had failed to retrieve the weapon. According to the terms of our deal, that meant the G-Men weren’t obligated to give me anything. Had Shade decided to be nice and give it to Blizzard anyway? Maybe Fingerprints convinced her to do it. He was a lot nicer than most G-Men agents so I could see him doing something like that.


  Despite how happy I felt, I wondered if that meant I was on the hook. Would the G-Men treat this as a favor I needed to return at some point? I dreaded the idea of having to do another mission like the one I did last night again, although it would fit right with Cadmus Smith’s MO to make me owe his team something for their help. If Cadmus wasn’t in the government, he would probably make a good mob boss.


  But I pushed such thoughts out of my mind for now to focus on Blizzard. Whatever Shade’s reasons for helping me, I wasn’t going to let it diminish the happiness of this moment.


  Blizzard was alive. She was not going to die. Her future—no, our future together—looked brighter than ever.


  There was no reason to be unhappy about that.




  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


   


  Anna Hogarth tapped her chin with the end of her pen, feeling her brain slowly numb from boredom. She wondered if it was possible to get brain damage from sheer boredom. It didn’t sound particularly scientific to her, but she bet some scientific journal out there had studied the question and published the results of that experiment. If not, then maybe she should do it herself.


  At least I’m well paid, Anna thought. Bored and well-paid. Almost like being bored and rich, except I’m not rich.


  Sighing, Anna looked around at the massive cloning facility in which she sat. She sat on a comfy office chair on a metal platform overlooking dozens of large cloning tubes. Their glass shells were opaque, making it impossible to see just what was inside, but Anna didn’t care. She knew what half-formed clones looked like. They looked kind of like fetuses, except distinctly unnatural. Having been pregnant before, Anna was well aware of the pregnancy process, and so she often compared the pregnancy and cloning processes in her own mind.


  If Seth wasn’t paying me so much, I wouldn’t even be here, Anna thought. Too creepy.


  But Anna needed the money. As a single mother of two, she had applied to every job that her biologist degree qualified her for. Her application had been almost immediately accepted by a company called Doppelganger, which, according to its website, was a cutting-edge startup devoted to studying and perfecting the cloning process. From what she understood, Doppelganger’s goal was to make cloning so affordable that even a middle-class person could do it. She didn’t quite understand all the business aspects behind it—she was a scientist, not a businesswoman—but she did understand that Doppelganger hoped to sell clones to middle-class people as a sort of way to immortality, transferring an individual’s consciousness after death to their newer, younger clone body so they could continue to live the life they had led before their death.


  It seemed creepy to her, but Anna had been on the verge of being evicted from her apartment before Doppelganger hired her, so she kept her opinions to herself. The CEO of Doppelganger, Seth Richards, wasn’t the kind of boss who seemed to care much for the opinions of his employees anyway. She did wish, though, that she didn’t have to live inside the cloning facility all day every day, located underground somewhere in rural Montana away from all civilization, but she supposed it was similar to how oil workers needed to spend months at a time on oil rigs.


  At least I only have to spend a month here at a time, Anna thought, her eyes falling on the desk calendar next to her computer monitor. One week left and I can go back home and see my girls and not have to worry about this creepy place for a whole month.


  A sudden beeping sound from her computer startled her. She looked at her computer monitor and noticed that activity for one of the cloning tubes—Clone #13, according to the computer—had suddenly increased. All of its vitals were shooting up like crazy, looking more like the vitals of a person who just woke up from a nap than a clone in suspended animation.


  Anna wasn’t quite sure what to do. This looked like what happened when a client’s clone was activated, but they hadn’t activated any clones in a while. It didn’t help that Anna didn’t really know who owned Clone #13. Its owner’s name was listed as ‘PRIVATE’ on her computer and when she tried to access that information, she got a big ‘ACCESS DENIED’ for her trouble.


  That meant the only way to find out what was going on with Clone #13 was to go down there and check it out for herself.


  Taking a deep breath, Anna grabbed a baseball bat she kept for self-defense and made her way down the stairs from her platform to the cloning tubes below. Though Anna doubted she would need to fight, she had been warned that clones sometimes suffered from ‘cloning insanity,’ where the trauma of coming to life caused them to lose their minds and randomly attack anyone who got too close to them. Anna had yet to see that phenomenon for herself, but her supervisor had warned her about it during her job interview, so she assumed it must have happened at some point and so didn’t plan to take any chances with this unexplained event.


  Moving among the silent cloning tubes, Anna found Clone #13’s tube easily. It was located closer to the back of the facility and had a big red ‘#13’ painted on it. The normally dark glass was glowing green, a sign that a new clone was about to be born.


  Who could it possibly be? Anna thought, holding the aluminum baseball bat carefully by her side. I guess I’m about to find out.


  And sooner than she expected, because in the next second, the glass lid popped open and slowly rose. Dark mist poured out of the tube as Anna stepped back, squinting her eyes to try to make out the form of whoever was in there. She didn’t see anything at first until a silhouette stood up.


  The silhouette resembled a strong, healthy young man, with well-defined muscles. He was completely naked from what she could tell, his skin glistening with moisture, which was pretty normal for clones because they were always born without clothes. Just like normal babies, except they weren’t nearly as cute as babies.


  “Hello, Anna,” said the young man. His voice was fresh and masculine, but at the same time, it was eerily familiar as well. “Good to see you are here. When I woke up, I thought I might be on my own. Your presence here will save me a lot of time.”


  Anna eyed the young man carefully. “How do you know my name, Clone Thirteen? We’ve never met before and I am pretty sure that clones are not programmed to know who we are.”


  The young man chuckled. “Ah, you don’t recognize me. Not a problem. Let me step into the light. Perhaps you will recognize me then.”


  The young man stepped closer, allowing the fluorescent lights to fall upon his face. Anna’s jaw dropped when she saw him.


  “No way …” she muttered. “Mr. Richards?”


  It was him, all right. Although the man standing in the tube before her was about 30 years younger than the Seth Richards she knew, this one looked almost exactly like him. Same general face shape, same hairstyle, same nose, and mouth … he just looked younger, that was all. His gray hair was a solid brown and slightly damp from the fluids which kept clones in suspended animation until it was time for them to be ‘born.’ He also appeared a good deal more muscular than the Seth Richards she knew. It made her feel like she was looking at a picture of Seth Richards in his prime from thirty or so years ago, rather than a real person.


  The young man—she couldn’t bear to think of him as Seth Richards—climbed out of the tube somewhat awkwardly, perhaps not used to movement yet. He then carefully walked up to her, his movements slow and even a little clumsy, like a toddler walking for the first time. The contrast between the masculine, sexy-looking young man and his rather childish movements made it hard for Anna to know what to feel, and the fact that he was also the clone of her boss just confused her even more.


  “I knew you would recognize me, Anna,” said Seth. He nearly tripped and leaned on a nearby cloning tube for support. “Unfortunately, this is my least favorite part of the cloning process, where I have to get used to walking around in my new body. It’s somewhat like putting on a new pair of shoes, but it does get easier and easier each time.”


  “Wait, you’ve done this before?” said Anna, staring at Seth in amazement. “And you don’t sound like a clone. You sound like the real Seth Richards.”


  Seth grunted. “My last body was a clone body, too. None of them are ‘real,’ at least not in the sense of being my original body, which passed away some time ago.”


  Anna’s mind raced with this information. “But the age discrepancy. How—?”


  “It’s nothing you need to worry about at the moment,” said Seth. He let go of the tube and took a couple of steps forward. When he didn’t trip, he smiled and looked at Anna again. “All you need to know is that I recently died, though not before sending the latest version of my mind back here to be uploaded into this new body.”


  Anna’s eyes widened. A million questions popped into her head all at once, but she couldn’t decide which one to ask first.


  Evidently, however, Seth wasn’t going to let her ask them, because he said, “What matters is that I am back. And I have a few things for you to do.”


  “M-Me?” Anna gulped. “What do you need me to, um, do for you, sir?”


  Seth rubbed his chest as if he wasn’t quite sure it was real. “First, I need Janet cloned. She also died. Sadly, she didn’t get a chance to upload the latest version of her mind so we will have to use whatever the latest backup we have. I suppose I will have to bring her up to speed myself.”


  There was no mistaking it now. This was definitely the polite, calm, professional businessman known as Seth Richards who Anna worked for, even if his request sounded like something straight out of a science fiction novel.


  “Okay,” said Anna, which sounded lame even to her, but she was still processing this revelation. “I’ll, um, do that. What else do you need me to do?”


  “Clothes,” said Seth, gesturing at his naked body, which gave Anna an excuse to stare at his rather large muscles. “I will need a business suit, same size I always wear. I believe there are some jumpsuits for newly born clones to raise here so I will wear that until I can get back to my house where my clothes are.”


  “Do you want me to arrange transportation back to your house or—”


  “Yes, I would appreciate that,” said Seth. He scratched his chin. “And lastly, I need you to activate Protocol Omega.”


  “Protocol Omega?” Anna repeated. She gasped. “But isn’t that only for emergencies?”


  Seth looked at Anna wryly. “In case you hadn’t noticed, I just came back to life. This is an emergency.”


  Anna nodded. She knew about Protocol Omega, but she hadn’t expected Seth would ever ask her to activate it. “Yes, sir. Is that all?”


  “That is all,” said Seth. He rubbed his back and stretched his limbs. “You should go and get started right away because time is of the essence.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Anna. “What about you? Do you need help walking or—”


  Seth shook his head. “Don’t worry about me, Anna. I have some things of my own to do, a few favors to call in. My death was a temporary setback, but this just confirms that I am on the right path. I simply need to be a little smarter about the moves I make next time. That’s all.”


  With that, Seth turned and began walking down the aisle between the cloning tubes toward the back of the room, where the jumpsuits for newborn clones hung on a rack. Anna watched him go, biting her lower lip and wondering just what the hell she had gotten herself into.


  Maybe I should have accepted that job at McDonald’s after all, Anna thought, because I have a feeling I just walked into something I won’t be allowed to walk away from.


  -


  Read on for more titles by Lucas Flint and a preview chapter of The Superhero’s Strike, the next book in the series!


  I hope you enjoyed my little tale. Please don't forget to give this book a quick review wherever you bought it. Even just a two-word, "Liked it" or "Hated it" review helps so much. Positive or negative, I am grateful for all feedback from my readers.
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  The Superhero's Strike


   


  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.”


  -


  Read the rest of The Superhero’s Strike HERE!
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