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CHAPTER ONE


The engine of the Beams Cycle roared like a lion as I rushed down the streets of Golden City in pursuit of the most annoying criminal in the city. Weaving through traffic, it was surprisingly easy to keep track of the criminal’s getaway car, which was painted in bright neon orange and green and had a big balloon clown head bouncing around on top like a bobblehead. 
It helped that the criminal drove like a maniac. His car swerved and jolted, forcing cars off the streets or pedestrians to flee for their lives. It smashed apart trashcans or ran over abandoned food stands, all the while loud cackling could be heard coming from the mouth of the balloon clown head on the car’s roof. That sound made me want to catch him and pop that stupid balloon of his personally.
“Ha, ha, ha!” the high-pitched, clownish voice crackled from the speaker in the balloon. “Oh, what fun this day has been so far! But you still can’t catch me, Beams!”
I gritted my teeth. No point in responding because Makeup, the criminal who I was pursuing, wouldn’t hear me over the rushing wind, roaring car engines, and screaming people in the streets. I just revved the Beams Cycle, trying to increase its speed while at the same time avoiding crashing into the various vehicles on the road. Luckily, Makeup was attempting to make his way out of the city rather than in, but he had also chosen to make his getaway during afternoon rush hour when everyone and their dog was getting off work. Whether that was deliberate on his part or just a coincidence, I had no idea. I just knew I needed to stop him.
My helmet’s radio communicator crackled and I heard Rubberman’s voice say, “Beams! Have you caught up with Makeup yet?”
“No,” I said, swerving around a blue pickup truck with a sofa tied down in its bed. “Traffic’s too thick and he’s going too fast.”
Rubberman grunted in annoyance. “Is his car at least within range of your eye beams?”
I shook my head, wincing as a bug smacked into the windshield of my bike. “No. If I tried to shoot him now, I would probably miss and hit someone else’s car.”
Rubberman sighed. “All right. Keep chasing him. The police have set up a barricade at the end of the street where we expect Makeup to try to escape. I’m going to be there, too, while Adams will keep watch from the sky via the Rubber Drone. We’ll be waiting for you and Makeup to get here.”
“Got it,” I said. “See you soon.”
The radio clicked off in my ear, which was good because I nearly drove into a tiny smart car that seemed to appear out of nowhere on the busy streets. As I swerved around the smart car at the last minute, doing my best to keep an eye on Makeup’s getaway car, I found myself wondering exactly how today had gone so wrong.
It had started about ten minutes ago when Rubberman and I got a call from the Golden City First National Bank about a criminal in clown makeup calling himself, well, Makeup, robbing the bank. We got there as quickly as we could, but by the time we got to the bank, Makeup had already taken off in his garish and frankly ridiculous escape car. Seeing as I was the only one of us who still had a vehicle, I raced after him, hoping to catch up with his car and stop him before he could escape Golden City entirely. Meanwhile, Rubberman had hopped into one of the police cars that had been at the scene of the crime while Adams, Rubberman’s butler and right-hand man, had used the Rubber Drone to follow my progress overhead.
In fact, whenever I looked up, I would see the Rubber Drone flying overhead, bypassing all of the heavy traffic like a fish swimming through water. It made me feel a little jealous sometimes, but I didn’t have time to stew over my jealousy, seeing as I was trying to avoid getting distracted by anything that might cause me to crash.
Rubberman would have been racing after Makeup with me, but unfortunately the Rubbermobile had been trashed by a Zero Squire last month and the replacement Rubbermobile wouldn’t get here for another month, at least. My Beams Cycle—a motorcycle designed specifically for yours truly—was, therefore, our only reliable vehicle and our only means of chasing after Makeup. The Rubbermobile probably would have caught up with Makeup by now, but you had to work with what you had, not what you wanted.
Regardless, I had to figure out a way to close the distance between Makeup and I. The police barricade up ahead might be enough, but something told me that Makeup was not going to do the ‘typical’ thing. Therefore, I needed to figure out a way to catch up with him. If I could get close enough I could blow out his tires with my lasers, but right now the distance between us was too great for me to risk it, as I explained to Rubberman. If only there was a shortcut of some sort I could take—
An idea occurred to me, causing me to drive the Beams Cycle across traffic to an alleyway. Honking car horns and screeching tires greeted my ears as I cut across traffic, but it all faded into the background soon enough as I disappeared into the alleyways of Golden City. Using my near-encyclopedic knowledge of the city’s layout, I zoomed down the back alleys and side streets, past garbage cans, stray cats, children playing in the streets, and even a few homeless people. The back alleys of Golden City were a lot less crowded than the main road, so I was hoping to bypass the vast majority of traffic to overtake Makeup.
I kept glancing down each alley I passed until I figured it was time to rejoin the main road. I shot down a short but narrow alleyway and burst out onto the main road just as Makeup’s clown car went zooming down the street, though not before I kicked my Cycle into high gear and darted after him like a lightning bolt.
Now I was starting to catch up with him. With traffic clearing the closer you got to the city’s exit, I found it easier for my Beams Cycle to keep up with Makeup’s car. Staying on the passenger’s side of the car, I pulled up close enough to be able to look through at Makeup himself. The clown criminal, dressed from head to toe in gaudy red-and-yellow clown clothes, looked at me and his eyes widened in shock, his hands gripping the wheel of his car tightly.
“Pull over!” I screamed as loudly as I could. “Pull over now or else!”
Makeup, instead of responding, just slammed his foot on the gas pedal and the clown car zoomed past me. The balloon head continued to laugh as Makeup’s high-pitched voice said, “Make me, boy!”
Shaking my head, I said under my breath, “Your funeral.”
I held out a hand and blasted an energy blast at the car’s back tires, but the car swerved to the right at the last minute and my energy attack missed. I tried to fire another energy blast, but that also missed. Every time I missed, the bobbing clown head on the roof of the car would make that same annoying laugh that I assumed had to be Makeup’s own laughter at this point.
That was when I heard a police siren and looked ahead to see the police barricade that Rubberman had told me about earlier. Six police cars were set up in the middle of the main highway out of Golden City. All other traffic was being redirected down other roads, but all of the side roads were too congested with traffic for even Makeup’s car to fit through. That meant that Makeup had only two options: Either ram through the police barricade and probably get himself killed or stop and let himself get arrested. I saw Rubberman standing among the police, his hands balled into fists as he probably prepared himself for Makeup’s incoming vehicle.
“Boss, we’re nearly there,” I said, tapping the side of my helmet to speak into my radio. “Tried to shoot him but couldn’t hit him.”
“I see that, Beams,” said Rubberman’s voice in my ear, “but you did a good job herding him in this direction. I’m sure he’ll start slowing down as he gets closer to the barricade and then we’ll catch him.”
I frowned and looked at Makeup’s car. “Not to rain on your parade, boss, but … it looks like Makeup is actually going faster.”
That was true. Makeup’s car was clearly picking up speed, going so fast that even the Beams Cycle struggled to keep up. Makeup had to be pushing his vehicle to its absolute limit to stay ahead of me, but it didn’t make sense. Was he going to ram the barricade? That made no sense. His car wasn’t big or strong enough to plow through all those cars. Ramming the barricade would destroy his car and either kill him or cripple him for life if he was lucky. Perhaps he was more suicidal than I thought.
“He’s going faster?” said Rubberman in confusion. “Yeah, now that you mention it, he does seem to be picking up speed, but why would he do that?”
“No idea,” I said. “Watch out!”
Turns out I said that too late. Makeup’s car was so close now that there was no time for Rubberman or the police to dodge. Rubberman just stretched his body to form a rubber barrier of sort around the police officers, but even I knew that that would not protect them.
At the very last minute, however, springs shot out of the underside of Makeup’s car and it flew straight up into the air. When the car got into the air, flames exploded from its exhaust, sending the clown car flying well over the police barricade as the clown head on top of the vehicle cackled in delight. Rubberman and the police could only stare and gape as Makeup’s car flew over them like a rocket. Makeup even waved down at the mockingly from the driver’s side as he passed.
Then Makeup’s car hit the road on the other side of the barrier. After bouncing a couple of times, Makeup’s car zoomed off down the road toward the highway, the cackling from the clown balloon growing fainter the farther he got.
“No!” said Rubberman as I brought the Beams Cycle to a screeching halt to avoid crashing into the police barricade myself. He returned to his normal proportions and ran over to the barricade, holding out a hand toward the speeding clown car. “No! Get back here, you idiot!”
Frowning, I hopped off of the Beams Cycle and said to Rubberman, “Sorry, boss, but I don’t think Makeup can hear you. He’s gone.”
Rubberman scowled. “No. We can’t let him get away. Not like this.”
I shrugged. “I’m not any happier about this than you, but he’s going too fast for even the Beams Cycle to keep up. We have no choice but to let him go.”
Rubberman pounded the hood of one of the police cars forming the barricade. “Dang it. We were so close to catching him.”
I nodded, but then heard rumbling overhead and looked up at the sky. Dark clouds had formed seemingly out of nowhere, blocking out the beautiful spring sunshine and making me feel like it was fall again. “Clouds? I thought the weather report today said it was supposed to be sunny all day. Is it going to rain now, too?”
Rubberman shook his head. “Great. Just what we need right now: Rain. Guess that’s appropriate given how we failed.”
I was about as excited for rain as Rubberman was, but at the same time, I didn’t see any point in complaining about it. I just looked up at the dark clouds, wondering where they came from, when I noticed another weird thing about them: They were staying mostly centered over Makeup’s car. And then I saw what looked like the silhouette of a woman in the clouds above, especially when rumbling thunder could be heard, though it might have just been my imagination at work.
“Might as well call it quits, boys,” said one of the police officers, staring sadly after Makeup’s fleeing car. “We’re not in any position to go after Makeup, either.” He looked at me and Rubberman suddenly. “But we can give you two a ride back to your base, if you need—”
Boom.
Everything went white for a split second. The air became superheated and the smell of ozone could be scented even through my helmet’s air filter. The very ground under my feet shook like an earthquake and the windows on some of the police cars even shattered from the impact of the blast. Heck, the blast actually knocked Rubberman, me, and the police off our feet. For a moment, I thought the world had come to an end or we had been the victims of some kind of nuclear blast from a hostile foreign power.
But then the whiteness faded and I found myself still alive and whole on the ground next to Rubberman, who was clutching his eyes with both of his hands.
“What …” Rubberman groaned. “What was that?”
I had no idea. Shattered glass from the police car windows lay scattered all over the asphalt underneath us. The dark clouds in the sky looked a little brighter than before, but other than that, everyone seemed normal.
That is, until one of the police officers at up and pointed down the road. “What the heck happened to Makeup’s car?”
Surprised and puzzled, I also looked up. At first, I wasn’t sure where Makeup’s car was. All I saw was a big, black smoking crater in the middle of the—
Wait. That crater … wasn’t that where Makeup’s car was just a few minutes ago?
But now … it was gone. And there was not even a hint that the car had ever even existed, much less been driving down the highway full of stolen money.
“Where …” I gulped. “What happened to Makeup?”
“He was … vaporized,” said Rubberman in an equally mystified voice. “Somehow.”
A rumbling thunder directly overhead made us look up at the dark clouds that had appeared out of nowhere. The clouds rumbled more loudly than ever, making me wonder if we were going to get hit by a lightning bolt, which would definitely be a terrible way to end our day.
Instead, however, the clouds parted to reveal the most beautiful—and deadly—woman I’d ever seen in my life. And she did not look happy.




CHAPTER TWO


The woman reminded me of the old Greek goddesses. She wore a golden toga that revealed her muscular arms and shapely legs rather finely. Her blonde hair fell down her shoulders in waves, while her green eye crackled with electricity. She seemed to stand on the clouds themselves, clutching a lightning-bolt-shaped spear in one hand. 
“Who is that?” said one of the police officers in awe. “A goddess?”
I agreed with the police officer. While I didn’t believe in most gods, I had to admit that this woman could definitely pass for a goddess if she wanted to. She had everything she needed to pull it off: Unnaturally great beauty, radiating power most people only ever dreamed of, and a really good resting witch face that made you think twice about crossing her. She even looked like a goddess judging humanity for its sins from her spot among the clouds. I wouldn’t be surprised if she found us wanting and smote us where we stood.
Rubberman, however, didn’t seem impressed by her. In fact, he just sighed and said, “Oh. Alice. Of course.”
I looked at Rubberman in confusion. “Alice? You mean you know that goddess?”
Rubberman rubbed the back of his head sheepishly. “I do. She’s not a goddess. She’s a—”
Rubberman was interrupted by a clap of thunder above. The woman, apparently named Alice, lowered down to the ground on a dark, crackling cloud. She descended slowly and regally, never moving her body, changing her expression, or doing anything to make her look to be anything other than a powerful goddess. She did, however, briefly meet Rubberman’s eyes, though based on how her scowl deepened further when she saw him, I could guess she wasn’t Rubberman’s biggest fan.
When the woman’s cloud got close enough to the road, she stepped off of it. Up close, Alice wasn’t that much taller than your average woman, but she was a good deal more muscular. Her age was hard to put. She could have been in her twenties or forties equally. Heck, she could have even been a teenager for all I knew. Either she had REALLY good genes or she used a lot of makeup to make herself look good.
The police officers, who had been staring stupidly at her in awe, quickly snapped out of their reverie and aimed their guns at her. The police officer at the front of the group, the one closest to Alice, said, “My name is Officer Jones and I am with the Golden City Police Department. State your name and your business. Put down your weapon and raise both of your hands so we can see them.”
Alice regarded the police officer with about the same amount of respect I regarded a cockroach I found in my kitchen sink. “You don’t want me to put down my weapon. It won’t make me any easier to kill … or any less lethal toward you idiotic cops who think that pulling out a gun on a registered government superhero is a smart idea.”
“You’re a superhero?” said Officer Jones in surprise. Then he shook his head and said, in a serious tone of voice, “Then tell us your superhero name and the city where you work.”
Alice rolled her eyes in the same way a mother might show exasperation at her young child insisting they could sit at the adult table now. “Fine. My superhero name is Lady Thunder and I originally worked in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.”
“Oklahoma City?” said Officer Jones, squinting his eyes suspiciously. “What brings you all the way out here to Golden City?”
“I came to help clean up the mess that you and your fellow officers have made,” said Alice. She gestured imperiously at the smoking crater in the road where Makeup’s car had been. “Such as that clown who nearly got away with over ten million dollars in cash.”
“We didn’t ask for your help,” said Rubberman, stepping forward and glaring at Alice. I thought Rubberman had to be pretty brave to talk that way to such a powerful woman, especially when she glared at him in return. “Maybe you’ve got the wrong city, Alice.”
Lady Thunder stiffened as if Rubberman had just insulted her. “Ah, hello there, Dennis. I didn’t notice you, or your sidekick, standing there.”
Based on the way Lady Thunder’s eyes swept over us, I could tell that she had definitely noticed us standing here. Why she was being sarcastic about it, I didn’t know, but I decided that I didn’t much care for her.
“Kind of hard to miss us,” said Rubberman, putting his hands on his chest. “Our costumes are pretty colorful, as superhero costumes tend to be.”
“I was trying to be generous, Dennis,” said Lady Thunder, her voice almost as rumbling as an actual thunderstorm now. “By saying I didn’t notice you, I meant to make you look good. Because if the great Rubberman allowed a simple bank robber to get away so easily like that … well, that wouldn’t speak very well of such a famous superhero, now would it?”
“Hey,” I said, stepping forward as well, glaring at Lady Thunder. “It’s not our fault he almost got away. I mean, how we were supposed to know that Makeup’s car could bounce like that? It’s not like we can read minds.”
Lady Thunder looked at me with so much annoyance that I was almost afraid she was going to blast me to pieces here and now for daring to speak to her that way. “Is this your new sidekick, Dennis? He’s scrawnier than the last one, though less prone to becoming a supervillain, I hope.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but then Rubberman rested a hand on my shoulder and whispered, “Beams, don’t. Let me handle her.”
I closed my mouth. Although I didn’t like Lady Thunder one bit, I decided to let Rubberman do the talking. He seemed to know her better than me, so it was probably wiser to let him do the talking. Besides, if I had to keep talking to her, I’d probably end up saying something I regretted.
Rubberman looked at Lady Thunder with a less-than-impressed frown and said, “Beams has been a fine sidekick. Thanks for noticing, but where’s yours? Did you fire him again, like you did to the last three?”
Lady Thunder smirked. “Actually, Dicer is doing something even more important than smiting random bank robbers. He is in Golden City having a discussion with the city’s mayor even as we speak.”
“He is?” said Rubberman, tilting his head to the side in confusion. “You mean Mayor Thomas knew you were going to be here?”
“He did, yes,” said Lady Thunder. “As well, my new teammates are also in town setting up a base downtown for our operations here in your hometown.”
“Hold on,” said Rubberman, holding up a hand. “Slow down, there. What is Dicer talking to Mayor Thomas about? What teammates are you talking about? Last I heard, you were a solo hero. Did you finally join Heroes United or something?”
Now it was Lady Thunder’s turn to look confused, though I also thought it was more like she was mocking our own confusion. “You mean you haven’t heard? I guess the rumors of Mayor Thomas’ loss of faith in you and your sidekick were true if he didn’t inform you about the changes coming to Golden City.”
“Changes?” said Rubberman. “What changes? And Mayor Thomas does respect our work a great deal, thank you very much.”
“Believe what you will,” said Lady Thunder. “I am simply making observations based on what you’ve told me. It’s very simple.”
I was as confused as Rubberman. The police officers also looked confused, which told me that they weren’t in on whatever Lady Thunder was doing, either.
“Then spit it out,” said Rubberman. “We’re all ears.”
“Very well,” said Lady Thunder with a shrug. “Starting today, you and your sidekick, Beams, are no longer going to be working as the official superheroes of Golden City.”




CHAPTER THREE


Lady Thunder’s words hit me like a ton of bricks. I just stared at her in disbelief, my jaw hanging open. Even Rubberman, who was usually better at handling these kinds of revelations than I was, could only stare at Lady Thunder as if he wasn’t quite sure that his ears were working correctly. 
“Did you just say that Beams and I aren’t the official superheroes of Golden City anymore?” said Rubberman. He smiled weakly. “That’s a joke, right? And not a really good one, either. You know you’re not that funny, right, Alice?”
Lady Thunder, however, just smiled at us like she was enjoying some private joke at our expense. “You’re right about one thing, Dennis, and it is that I am no comedian. I am simply stating the truth.”
“The truth?” Rubberman repeated. “What truth? You just said we aren’t the superheroes of Golden City anymore. That’s not something you can decide, you know. That’s between us and the Golden City government.”
Lady Thunder stroked her sharp chin thoughtfully. “You really are out of the loop, aren’t you? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. You were never very good at keeping up with everything going on in the world around you. That weakness of yours is probably why you are still stuck out here in this small, backwoods city.”
“I’d appreciate less snark, Alice, and more facts,” said Rubberman, putting his hands on his hips. “Explain what you mean. Now.”
“Fine,” said Lady Thunder. She pulled a card out of a pocket in her toga and held it out toward us. “See this? Look at what it says.”
Frowning, Rubberman and I leaned over to get a better look at Lady Thunder’s card. It looked almost like a business card of some sort. It was a navy blue business card with the words ‘AGENT OF L.I.O.N.S.’ written across the top in block letters, while a logo of a lion’s roaring head stood off to the side. Lady Thunder’s name, phone number, and business address were written under the ‘AGENT OF L.I.O.N.S.’ bit, but more interestingly, the words ‘DEPARTMENT OF SUPERHEROES’ could also be seen just above the Agent of Lions line.
“L.I.O.N.S.?” said Rubberman, exchanging quick confused glances with me. “What is L.I.O.N.S.?”
“And what does the Department of Superheroes have to do with any of this?” I said, scratching the back of my neck.
“L.I.O.N.S. is an acronym,” Lady Thunder explained as she stowed her card away back into her toga. “It stands for Legalized Interstate Official National Superheroes, but we just call ourselves the Lions for short. We are a government superhero team working directly under the Department of Superheroes, which I’m sure you’ve heard of.”
We definitely had heard of the Department of Superheroes, a government department whose sole purpose was to enforce laws regulating the superhero industry, as well as clarify existing laws, grant or revoke superhero and sidekick licenses, and so on. In fact, Rubberman and I had had more than a few encounters with the Department’s agents over the past year and a half, although it had been a while since we last ran into any of their agents.
“I’ve never heard of Lions,” said Rubberman. “Or superheroes working for the government, for that matter.”
I agreed. As a general rule, superheroes were private businesses. Though we typically worked for individual cities and states, we did so as private contractors offering a service to these governments. We could and did hire ourselves out to private individuals and groups at times, not to mention pursuing lucrative merchandising and licensing deals, among other things. None of us worked directly for the government as actual employees. It simply wasn’t heard of.
“That’s because we’re relatively new,” said Lady Thunder. She brushed back her long, golden hair. “The Lions were founded last year after the Hero War that happened right here in Golden City. The government wasn’t very happy with how Heroes United and you handled the Hero War, to put it mildly. So President Renner gave the Department of Superheroes an executive order to form a government-sponsored superhero team whose job was to handle those kinds of incidents that the private sector clearly failed to handle adequately.”
“Excuse me?” I said. “We beat the Vigilante Legion and saved Golden City. Why would the government be upset about that?”
“Because the Vigilante Legion caused a lot of damage in the process,” said Lady Thunder. “As well, a lot of people saw it as proof that private superheroes simply didn’t have what it took to police their own industry. The Vigilante Legion was, after all, comprised mostly of ex-superheroes and sidekicks who had grown disillusioned with the superhero industry. The federal government would simply like a teensy weensy bit more control in situations like that. Which is why the Lions exist.”
I scowled at Lady Thunder—her attitude was starting to piss me off—but it was Rubberman who raised a hand and said, “So how does this fit into what you told us about me and Beams no longer working for Golden City anymore?”
“My earlier words weren’t very precise,” Lady Thunder admitted. “You and your sidekick still work for Golden City. Your contract is still in effect. It’s just that the Lions are going to take over the more important business of keeping the city safe from threats bigger than mere purse-snatchers.”
“Like what?” said Rubberman. “Clown bank robbers?”
Lady Thunder smirked. “No. More like the Zero Knights. Ever heard of them?”
“The Zero Knights?” I said. “Are you saying you came here to deal with them?”
“Bingo, kid,” said Lady Thunder with a nod. “As of today, the Lions are in charge of keeping Golden City safe from further Zero Knight attacks. You two can still deal with petty thieves and the like, but our focus will be strictly on stopping the Zero Knights before they harm anyone else.”
Rubberman folded his arms in front of his chest. “And just why do we need your help? We’ve been able to handle the Zero Knights just fine on our own so far, thank you very much.”
Lady Thunder laughed. She leaned against her spear like a walking stick. “Getting an entire city trapped in a magical bubble with only twenty-four hours before they die is not my idea of ‘handling’ a group like the Zero Knights. Or the federal government’s, for that matter. The Storm was very much a failure of your responsibility, Dennis.”
I bit my lower lip. Lady Thunder was referring to an event that happened here last month. The Zero Knight known as Mirar had trapped the entire city underneath a magical dome that no one could break through or escape from. Mirar then gave us twenty-four hours before another, separate spell activated and killed every man, woman, and child in the city. It had been Golden City’s darkest hour and we had nearly failed, but with the help of some unexpected allies, we managed to defeat Mirar and save the city from his rule. But not before the city nearly tore itself apart from riots caused by the citizens who had lost all hope and thought we were all going to die.
“I know the situation wasn’t ideal, but in case you haven’t noticed, we dealt with it,” said Rubberman. “We beat Mirar and saved the city.”
Lady Thunder tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Yes, but only after a good number of people died. Not to mention the immense spike in crime that happened after the barrier fell. Golden City isn’t quite so golden anymore, now is it?”
What Lady Thunder said was true. In the wake of the Storm, crime had spiked in Golden City even beyond the original crime spike that had happened after the Zero Knight known as Slasher had devastated the GCPD. It required Rubberman and me to work harder than ever to keep the streets safe, but it was no secret that we were fighting a losing battle. Rubberman had no response to that other than to look away, though whether he was ashamed at our own failure or angry at Lady Thunder for pointing it out, I wasn’t sure.
“To put it simply, the government doesn’t believe you can protect Golden City from the Zero Knights on your own anymore,” Lady Thunder continued. “It’s only a matter of time before Xero sends another Zero Knight to avenge Mirar. If Xero is willing to raze an entire city to the ground simply for the death of one Zero Knight, then what will he be willing to do to avenge the deaths of two Zero Knights?”
“True, but how do we know you guys are any better at handling the Zero Knights than us?” said Rubberman, jerking a thumb at his chest. “We have experience fighting the Zero Knights. You guys don’t.”
Lady Thunder chuckled. “Aside from the over one hundred years of combined superhero experience the Lions have altogether, we also have a powerful secret weapon on our side that even the Zero Knights don’t know about. I’m not going to tell you what it is just yet, however. I hope to test it out against an actual Zero Knight sometime soon, assuming any show up to try to avenge their fallen brothers, which seems likely at this point.”
“And Mayor Thomas knew about this but didn’t bother to tell us beforehand?” asked Rubberman in a slightly depressed tone.
Lady Thunder nodded. “Correct, Dennis. As I said, Mayor Thomas clearly has lost some respect for you. He now realizes that it will take more than a superhero and his sidekick to defend his city from a threat on the level of the Zero Knights. But I wouldn’t take it personally if I were you. It’s just politics.”
Then Lady Thunder stepped back onto her cloud and waved at us. “See you later, Dennis, Beams. You two can return to your base now if you want. I need to return to my own base and rendezvous with the rest of the team. Should we ever require your, ah, ‘help,’ we will call you. Bye.”
With that, Lady Thunder’s cloud rose back into the sky and Lady Thunder herself disappeared into the dark clouds above, which then moved toward downtown Golden City, leaving me, Rubberman, and the police officers standing around staring at it with a mixture of awe, anger, and embarrassment.
Rubberman then sighed and looked at me. “Come on, Beams. With Makeup dead, there’s not much else we can do here. It’s time for us to go back to the Elastic Cave. I need to make a few calls.”
I could tell Rubberman was hoping that Lady Thunder had been lying about the Lions coming in to take our jobs, but deep down, we both knew the truth:
We had just been replaced.




CHAPTER FOUR


The ride back to the Elastic Cave was quiet, mostly because the roaring wind in our ears was not very conducive for conversation. Still, I could tell that Rubberman, sitting behind me on the Beams Cycle, was still trying to process exactly what just happened back there during our conversation with Lady Thunder. I was doing the same, though I found it hard to think and drive at the same time, so I didn’t think too much about it until we got to the Elastic Cave’s second secret entrance. 
Bringing the Beams Cycle to a stop in the spot where the Rubbermobile was normally parked, Rubberman and I both got off of the Beams Cycle. I looked at Rubberman as he took off his helmet and placed it on a nearby table, stretching his arm long enough to reach over to the table.
“Are you all right, boss?” I said as Rubberman’s arm returned to its normal length. “You seem to be thinking about something.”
Rubberman sighed and looked at his feet. “I’m fine, Beams. It’s just that Lady Thunder’s message was a lot to take in all at once. And I suspect everything she said was true.”
I scowled and glared at the ceiling. “Just who did that woman think she is, anyway, insulting us like that in front of our faces? Doesn’t she know who we are and what we’ve been through? She acted liked we just sat around and let the Zero Knights do whatever they wanted.”
“Don’t be too offended,” said Rubberman with a sigh. “The two of us have never gotten along for as long as we’ve known each other, though she treats pretty much everyone that way. Sometimes I’m not sure if she thinks she’s literally a goddess or she just acts that way.”
“Yeah, boss, I was going to ask you about that,” I said, looking at Rubberman curiously. “You and she seemed to have some kind of history together.”
“Sort of,” said Rubberman. “We both started our superhero careers at roughly the same time. We’ve both seen similar career trajectories, even. We’re both up-and-comers in the superhero industry who refuse to have anything to do with Heroes United and prefer our independence. She even has her own movie coming out next year. Even our powers are opposite.”
“Interesting,” I said, scratching my chin, “but I still don’t see why she seems to have a dislike for you personally. Does she just view you as competition or something?”
Rubberman sighed. “Basically, yes. Alice views me as her number one rival in the industry. We have worked together on a few missions before, but I won’t lie: She isn’t easy to work with and those few partnerships didn’t work out. Especially El Paso.”
“El Paso? What happened in El Paso?”
“You don’t want to know,” said Rubberman with a shudder. “But I like to think that another reason she doesn’t like me is my rubber skin. Alice likes to think that her lightning powers make her one of the most powerful superheroes in the country. I don’t think she likes the fact that her powers are basically useless against me. It’s one of the reasons I’m not afraid of her. I’m a reminder she’s not actually a goddess.”
I nodded. “Makes sense. But I’ve never seen a superhero on her level before except for Prime Man. Are her powers natural or—?”
“No,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “Alice’s lightning powers come from a type of technology that her inventor father made called Weathermatic tech. It allows her to manipulate the weather to some degree, which she uses primarily to make thunder clouds and fire lightning bolts. She’s also made some adjustments to her tech herself, so she knows a thing or two about working with her hands.”
“Cool,” I said. “I didn’t know that.”
“Which is another reason Alice doesn’t like me that much,” said Rubberman. “She comes from a more, er, upper-class background than me, whereas I’m more lower middle class. She’s not happy that I have similar levels of career success to her despite starting from a poorer position. Literally. Very elitist.”
I grimaced. “So she’s a snobby rich girl, huh? Yeah, I’ve never seen any girls like that at my school before.”
“She is a snobby rich girl who can smite you like God if she doesn’t like you,” Rubberman pointed out. “And unlike me, you are not made of rubber, so I’d recommend controlling your tongue around her. She’s been known to, ah, ‘accidentally’ zap anyone who insults her. Without meaning to, of course.”
“Some superhero,” I said, folding my arms across my chest. “And she’s working for the feds now? That’s even weirder.”
“But not unexpected,” said Rubberman. “I have heard rumblings from some of my contacts in the Department of Superheroes that the federal government hasn’t been happy with how we’ve handled the Zero Knight situation. It doesn’t help that the press has gone bananas about it and the Zero Knights have become a popular social media topic. The government wants to be seen as doing something to deal with the Zero Knights, which I imagine is the real motivation for creating the Lions.”
I snorted. “Typical government crap. More concerned with looking like they’re doing something than actually doing something.”
“I’m just worried about why Mayor Thomas didn’t tell me this was going to happen.” Rubberman rubbed the back of his neck. “It doesn’t go against our contract, per se, but it’s not good that Mayor Thomas isn’t talking to us anymore.”
I bit my lower lip. Although I disliked Lady Thunder’s personality and attitude, she did have a point about how our public perception had certainly changed since the Storm. The people of Golden City treated us a lot less nicely and respectfully than before. Overall, we still had a good relationship with the citizens of Golden City, but we got more public complaints and got more nasty looks from the people whenever we were out and about.
This had also extended to the city government. Mayor Thomas and the other members of the city government we regularly spoke to had indeed been speaking to us a lot less recently. I had assumed that it was because everyone had been busy rebuilding in the aftermath of the Storm, but maybe the Mayor and the city council were trying to distance themselves from us. If so, the consequences for that wouldn’t be pretty no matter what happened.
“That’s why I’m going to call Mayor Thomas today and talk to him about this,” said Rubberman. “I want to make sure we’re all on the same page and understand exactly what is going on. Because there’s no way in hell that I am going to sit back and hand over the Zero Knight situation to the Lions, not after everything we’ve been through.”
“Yeah,” I said, “though I find it weird how quiet the Zero Knights have been since the Storm. I know it’s probably wishful thinking, but maybe we scared ‘em off after we beat Mirar.”
Rubberman shook his head rapidly. He began walking up the stairs to the elevator and I fell into line behind him. “Doubtful. Remember how it took them about a month to respond after Slasher’s death? I imagine they’re probably still plotting their counterstrike against us. But I agree with you that their silence has been unnerving, though it’s not like we don’t have anything to do in the meantime.”
That was true, I thought as Rubberman and I entered the elevator and Rubberman hit the Level 1 button, causing the elevator doors to close. Crime had indeed spiked in Golden City since the Storm. It wasn’t serious organized crime, like the Three Fingers Gang or the Zero Knights, but it was definitely a problem. The GCPD was actually helping in this area because they were finally starting to get back on their feet, but the spike in crime seemed to be getting worse, not better. It seemed like every day Rubberman and I received more reports about robberies, car thefts, and other kinds of petty crimes like that. It was honestly starting to get exhausting, not helped by the fact that I still had school and was going to graduate in May, which meant even more homework for me than ever.
“Yeah, but I wish that the Lions would help us with the common crooks, too,” I said. “If we’re going to have more superheroes in Golden City, the least they can do is help us keep the streets safe.”
Rubberman chuckled bitterly. “Not going to happen. Lady Thunder is a Cape. She’s not the kind of superhero to get involved in ‘petty’ crime like what we handle. Especially now that she’s with the government. There’s a reason she ‘allowed’ us to cover street crime while the Lions deal with the Zero Knights and it’s not because she has any great love for the common man.”
I scowled as the elevator came to a stop and the doors opened out onto the first floor of the Elastic Cave. “What a great hero. I can’t wait to—”
“Dennis!” said a voice with a familiar Texas drawl. “Alex! Glad to see you two again!”
Startled, Rubberman and I looked out the elevator at Mission Control set directly opposite the elevator. Sitting in Mission Control’s office chair, with his back to the dozen or so monitors displaying news and Internet websites from across the world, was an extremely old man wearing a simple straw hat, a dirty white t-shirt, and beat-up old coveralls, while a large German shepherd mix dog with white and chocolate-colored fur sat at his feet. The old man was thin, even thinner than me, with dried skin that made him look almost like a zombie.
But his eyes were still full of life. They were the eyes of a man who had stared death in the eyes multiple times and lived to tell the tale. He looked very out of place in the high-tech Elastic Cave, yet also looked quite at home here as if he came here every day.
Even so, I couldn’t believe my eyes. “Nightbolt, is that you?”
The old man—better known as Nightbolt, one of the first superheroes ever and Rubberman and my’s mentor—nodded. “Yes, sir. Long time, no see.”
“Wha—?” Rubberman sputtered, clearly as surprised as I was by Nightbolt’s presence here. “What are you doing in Golden City? I thought you were in Los Congrejos.”
Nightbolt’s smile faded, replaced by an uneasy frown. “There’s the problem. I didn’t come to Golden City just to say hi and catch up. I’m here for another reason.”
“And what reason would that be?” I asked.
Nightbolt looked me straight in the eyes. “To kill a ghost from my past.”




CHAPTER FIVE


A few minutes later, Rubberman, Nightbolt, and I sat around the kitchen table in the Elastic Cave’s kitchen. We had decided it would be easier to talk if we all sat down and had something to eat. Specifically, we were having ham sandwiches prepared by Adams, who, like us, had been surprised by Nightbolt’s appearance in the Elastic Cave, which was why he was currently apologizing profusely to Rubberman as he placed our sandwiches in front of us. 
“I am deeply sorry, Mr. Pullman,” said Adams as he slid a thick ham sandwich in front of me. He nodded at Nightbolt, who sat opposite Rubberman with his dog, Spike, lying at his feet. “I have no idea how Nightbolt got in here without my knowledge. I did not let him into the Cave or give him the access codes to the elevator.”
“No need to apologize, Adams,” said Rubberman with a wave of his hand as he sipped from his bottled water. “Nightbolt can get into pretty much anywhere he wants. Right, Nightbolt?”
Nightbolt, who hadn’t even touched his sandwich, nodded seriously. “Yep. Back before I became a superhero, I was a government spy. You don’t last long in that business without learning how to get in and out of anywhere. In other words, your security sucks and you need to spend more time improving it than on fancy gears and gizmos that you keep buying from those companies that want your money.”
Normally, neither I nor Rubberman would have tolerated that kind of talk from someone, but we both just nodded in agreement, even though we had already spent a lot of money on improving the Cave’s security system since one of Slasher’s Squires broke in. Nightbolt, after all, wasn’t just some random old dude off the street. He was our mentor and was usually right about, well, everything.
As I said, Nightbolt was one of the first superheroes, if not the first. He had been there when the government first legalized superheroes fifty some odd years ago and had become one of the most famous superheroes before retiring thirty years ago. He had moved out to Los Congrejos—a tiny West Texas town with a population of less than 400—for his privacy, but still trained the occasional superhero or sidekick who showed up on his front doorstep if they showed promise. He had trained Rubberman and taught him how to use his powers six years ago and had then trained me over a year and a half ago when Rubberman sent me out there to learn how to use my powers more effectively.
What made Nightbolt amazing was that he had no powers of his own. In his youth, he had relied mostly on his skills and gadgets to stop criminals and supervillains, yet he seemed to have a gift for helping powered people like Rubberman and I figure out how to use our powers. Of course, his methods were pretty brutal and he could be a stern taskmaster at times, but I couldn’t argue with the results. I wouldn’t be half the sidekick I was now if it wasn’t for his strict training.
It had been a long time since I’d last seen or heard from him, though, and to tell you the truth, I had assumed he was too old to travel. He was somewhere in his nineties, after all, hardly a spring chicken. He also was something of a hermit and rarely left his house except when necessary. That he was here now was both weird and concerning, especially his cryptic remark about killing a ‘ghost’ from his past.
“So what brings you here to Golden City, Nightbolt?” I said as I raised my sandwich to my mouth. “Aside from killing this ‘ghost’ you mentioned?”
“I’ll get to that, I’ll get to that,” said Nightbolt with a wave of his hand. “First, I just want to say that I’ve been paying close attention to the news about the Zero Knight situation and it’s mind-boggling, I tell you. In my day, supervillains didn’t try to kill whole cities full of people. Sure, they almost always had world domination as their goal, but I ain’t never seen anything like that barrier they put over the city. Partly came out here just to make sure I didn’t need to come out of retirement to help you two whippersnappers beat those guys.”
“There’s no need for you to leave retirement, sir,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “We’ve got the city under control.”
Nightbolt smiled sardonically. “Is that why I nearly got robbed by a couple of thugs when I parked my truck outside the entrance to your base? Don’t remember that happening to me the last time I visited this city.”
“You were nearly robbed outside the Elastic Cave?” I repeated in horror. “But you look okay.”
Nightbolt’s smile took on a more wolfish grin. “I might not be as young as I used to, but I still know a thing or two about beating up crooks. Plus, Spike here is pretty good at persuading thugs to go bother someone else. Especially with his teeth.”
Nightbolt said that while patting Spike on the head. Spike just looked up at Nightbolt with big, hopeful eyes, like he was hoping that Nightbolt might give him some of his ham sandwich. Although Spike was a nice dog, I knew from experience how mean he could be to people who threatened his master.
“Right,” said Rubberman. “Well, I’m just glad you’re safe. But the crime spike isn’t that bad. We have it under control.”
“Uh-huh,” said Nightbolt in a voice that told me he was not at all convinced by Rubberman’s words. “Well, I didn’t come here to throw my old costume back on and help y’all deal with your city’s crime. As a former superhero, I don’t want to intrude on your turf and I hope you don’t find me an uninvited guest.”
“Nightbolt, you know the Elastic Cave is an open door to you,” Rubberman reassured him. “Come any time you like, though I would appreciate it if you could give us a heads up next time so we could get ready.”
Nightbolt shook his head. “Sorry about that. I was just in such a hurry to get here that I didn’t even think about calling you ahead of time.”
“No problem,” I said. “So, are you actually going to tell us about this ‘ghost’ you spoke of or not?”
Nightbolt shrugged. “Might as well, seeing as I’m going to need your help to deal with her. Tell me, have either of you heard of Mystress?”
I shook my head, but Rubberman nodded and said, “That name sounds familiar. Wasn’t she a supervillain from the seventies? I seem to recall she was a big problem for a while there, though I don’t remember the specifics.”
“You’re close,” said Nightbolt. “Mystress was one of my archenemies early on in my career. Her powers were basically smokes and mirrors. She could create all kinds of crazy illusions using her theater knowledge, which she used to pull off all sorts of crimes. She was a tough one to catch because when just when you thought you had her, she’d disappear or it’d turn out to be a stunt double or something. Didn’t help that she had a tendency to travel all over the country, so she became enemies with lots of superheroes at the time.”
“Magic tricks don’t sound that dangerous to me,” I said.
Nightbolt chuckled bitterly. “Tell that to the hundred or so people who died when she used her illusions to make them think that a bridge that had been broken was still safe to cross. Or to the thousand or so people who suffered from heat exhaustion when she tricked them into thinking it was below zero on a hot August day in Texas and made them wear their heaviest, warmest clothing.”
I grimaced. “Wow. That’s a lot more serious than I was expecting.”
“And that’s just the start,” said Nightbolt. He tapped the side of his head. “She played with your mind in ways you never even expected. Didn’t matter how smart, strong, clever, or fast you were. Once she got into your mind, there wasn’t much you could do to fight back. Only reason I ever survived my confrontations with her is because I got lucky. Can’t count the number of times she nearly tricked me into killing myself.”
“Yeah, I’m starting to remember now,” said Rubberman with another nod. “You told me a lot of stories about her when you were teaching me how to be a superhero, but it sounds like she’s even worse than you told me.”
“Far worse,” said Nightbolt. He took a bite out of his sandwich and swallowed. “Out of all of the hundreds of criminals and supervillains I fought over the years, she was easily the worst.”
“Was?” I said. “Did she die?”
Nightbolt nodded as he lowered his sandwich onto his plate. “Yes. In my final year of being a full-time superhero. Mystress and I were close in age, so she was about as old as me when she died. She was still a dangerous and clever villain, but like me, she was getting slow and finding it harder to keep up with the younger villains coming up after her. Her tricks weren’t as dangerous as they used to be and her looks were startin’ to fade, too, if I do say so myself.”
“How did she die?” I said.
“I’m getting there,” Nightbolt replied. “So, on one of my final missions as a superhero, I was called out to a nearby dam that Mystress was trying to blow up to flood a nearby town. This time, though, I was ready for her tricks and, to make a long story short, finally cornered her. The real her, not an illusion, not a fake. The real, flesh-and-blood deal. I cornered her on the top of the dam and she had nowhere to run to. It was over for her.”
Nightbolt closed his eyes. “Seems like it happened just yesterday, even though it was actually thirty years ago. I can still see how hatefully she looked at me. So I tried to arrest her, but it was raining that night and the dam was slick and, well, she fell. Five hundred feet. Into the ground below.”
Nightbolt opened his eyes again. They looked much older now as if he had aged another ten years in the few seconds he had had his eyes closed. “I tried to save her. She might have been a monster, but I always have been in favor of people like her gettin’ their time in court. But she fell too fast. Coroner said she died on impact, but I don’t think she did. I think she survived just long enough to curse my name. ‘Course, could have been the wind playing tricks on me, but I don’t think so. All I know is that the news of her death was one of the biggest stories of the year that year.”
“Wow,” I said. “That was … intense. Why are you telling us about her if she’s dead?”
Nightbolt looked at me with a grim smile. “Because she’s back, Alex … and this time, she’s going to kill everyone if I don’t stop her myself.”




CHAPTER SIX


Leaning forward in his chair, Rubberman said, “What do you mean that Mystress is back? If she really died back then, how can she be back?” 
Nightbolt sighed and readjusted his hat. “I know it sounds nuts, ‘specially after the story I gave y’all, but it’s the cold, hard truth. Mystress is back. Whether it’s her spirit, her actual self, or something else entirely, I don’t know. But she’s back. I saw her with my own eyes.”
“Do you think maybe Mystress faked her death all those years ago?” I asked. “I mean, you yourself said she was a master of illusion. Maybe she only faked her death to make you stop chasing her.”
“No way, no how,” said Nightbolt, shaking his head. “As I said, I came prepared, knowing all of her dirty tricks. I knew it was the real Mystress. Same voice, same personality, same appearance, even felt the same. I took out all of her neat traps and tricks, which was part of the reason she ran because she knew she wouldn’t be able to beat me in a fight. I even went to her funeral and saw her body, for God’s sake. She was dead. Period.”
I fingered the top of my bottled water, a troubled expression on my face. “What makes you think that Mystress is back? More importantly, what makes you think that Mystress is here in Golden City?”
“It happened about a week ago,” Nightbolt said. He patted Spike on the head, the dog still looking at him as if he expected to get to eat Nightbolt’s sandwich any minute now. “At midnight, I was sleepin’ safe and soundly in my bed when Spike here began barking like crazy. That stood out to me because Spike never barks. He only barks if there’s a real threat or danger in the yard, so I knew it was serious.”
I looked at Spike. The German shepherd probably didn’t understand what we were saying, but he seemed to be listening nonetheless. Perhaps he just heard his name and was wondering why we were talking about him.
Nightbolt cracked his neck. “So I got out of bed, grabbed my trusty shotgun, and walked out the door. That’s when I saw her.”
“Mystress?” Rubberman said.
Nightbolt nodded grimly. “Yep. Standing just inside the front gate. She looked exactly the same as she did on that day all those years ago. It was like she had stepped out of a time machine. Spike was barking at her, but he didn’t get close to her. That was another way I knew something was up. Spike ain’t never afraid to tackle or attack intruders. The fact that he was keeping his distance meant there was something wrong with this one.
“’Course, I didn’t believe my eyes. I thought I must have been dreaming, at least until she spoke. And boy did she speak. It was like a cold winter wind talking, which is something, given how hot it is out in West Texas.”
“What did she say?” I said, finding myself both interested and afraid at the same time.
Nightbolt sipped his bottled water before resting it on the table. “She said that she was back from the dead. Told me that she was going to get revenge on me for killin’ her. Said she was going to Golden City to kill my students as revenge for what I did to her. I tried to ask her why, but she wouldn’t say. She then turned around and walked away into the shadows.”
“Did you go after her?” I asked.
“Yes,” said Nightbolt. “Probably not the smartest idea in my life, but I couldn’t believe what my eyes showed me. Ran after her with Spike by my side, but we never did find her. Didn’t even find her footsteps. And when morning came, there was no evidence that she had been anywhere near my house.”
Rubberman rested his chin on his hand. “Maybe it really was a dream.”
“Nope,” said Nightbolt without any doubt in his voice. “Firstly, Spike here was barking at something and Spike never barks at nothing. And secondly, I got a call in the morning from the grave keeper at the graveyard where Mystress was buried that someone had dug up her grave and her body was missing, with a written note in the casket left for me telling me pretty much what Mystress told me the night before. That’s how I knew it was serious.”
I gulped. “So there might be a literal ghost walking around Golden City that is going to try to kill me or Rubberman?”
“That’s what I think,” said Nightbolt. “Now, I know how nuts that story sounds to y’all, but it’s the God honest truth, I swear.”
“I believe you,” said Rubberman, causing Nightbolt to look at him in surprise. “You’re not a liar, for one, and for another, we have experience with the dead rising again, don’t we, Beams?
“Yep,” I said, nodding, “though we haven’t seen this Mystress lady walking around Golden City.”
“That’s because if she’s anything like Mystress I knew, she doesn’t do things personally,” said Nightbolt. “She’s probably gonna set up some kind of trap to get y’all. That’s what I believe. And that’s why I’m here, even though I’m not much of a ghost hunter.”
“Yeah, I was going to mention that,” said Rubberman. “You always told me that you never believed in ghosts. Find it funny that you’re talking about killing one now.”
Nightbolt wagged a finger at Rubberman. “I don’t believe in ghosts. I believe in a ghost. A very murderous, angry ghost that wants to kill one of my students in order to get at me.”
That seemed like a distinction without a difference to me, but I knew better than to argue with Nightbolt when he was trying to make a point.
Instead, I said, “Well, we don’t have that much more experience fighting ghosts than you do, because, as I said, we haven’t seen her around town recently.”
“Don’t you worry about me,” said Nightbolt. “I just came to warn y’all about it. Keep your eyes out for any danger. I can find her myself if you two are too busy to help.”
“No, we can definitely help,” said Rubberman eagerly. “You’re our mentor. Of course we’ll help you however we can.”
“All right,” said Nightbolt. He looked around the Elastic Cave suddenly. “Er, well, I do need a place to stay while I’m in Golden City. I don’t suppose you have an extra guest room or bed for a guest like me to use while I’m here?”
“No problem,” Rubberman said. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at my changing room. “You can stay in Beams’ changing room while you’re here. It’s not the fanciest room, but it does have a bed and it should work for you.”
“Thank you, Dennis,” said Nightbolt with a smile. He rose to his feet and yawned. “To tell you the truth, Spike and I are pretty tired after our long drive from Los Congrejos. Think we’ll go and take a nap for now, if you don’t mind.”
“Of course,” said Rubberman, “sleep all night if you like. I’ll be here all night, though you’ve got school in the morning, don’t you, Beams?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Tomorrow’s another school day, so I won’t be back until later in the afternoon.”
“No problem,” said Nightbolt. “I wasn’t planning to go traipsing around Golden City in the middle of the night by myself anyway. I’ll get started first thing tomorrow morning.”
With that, Nightbolt walked over to the door to my changing room, opened it, and stepped inside, with Spike following him faithfully behind. A second later, I heard the bed in my changing room creak and then what sounded like Nightbolt snoring up a storm, a sound that definitely brought back memories from the time I trained with him at his house.
Taking another bite out of my sandwich, I said to Rubberman, “What do you think, boss? Do you really think Mystress came back as a ghost or do you think there’s something else going on here?”
Rubberman shrugged, a troubled look on his face. “I can’t say. Nightbolt isn’t a liar, nor is he crazy. His mind is still pretty sharp despite his age. I believe he did see Mystress, but … how she came back, I can’t say. Until we know exactly what is going on, you should keep your guard up at all times. Mystress will probably attack us when we least expect it.”
I sighed. “Between the Lions, the Zero Knights, and now this Mystress mess, I’m starting to think we’re about to have a very interesting week.”
Rubberman rubbed his temples in exasperation. “Isn’t every week ‘interesting’ for us? In any case, it’s about time for you to clock out. I’m going to spend the rest of the afternoon and evening doing some office work. You get home safely, okay?”
I nodded. “Sure thing, boss.”
I rose from my chair and went to clock out, but even as I walked away from the table, I couldn’t stop thinking about how strange things were starting to get. I mean, things were always strange around here, but it seemed like they had gotten a lot stranger recently. With the Lions replacing us, the Zero Knights no doubt plotting their next move, and now the ghost of a deadly supervillain running around Golden City, it was starting to look like we had our work cut out for us.
But maybe the biggest challenge for me right now, beyond all of the superhero stuff, was an event at school coming up soon, perhaps too soon for me: The prom. Which I still didn’t have a date to.




CHAPTER SEVEN


Do you have a prom date yet? ‘Cause it’s coming up fast.” 
I nearly choked on a half-eaten piece of pizza when Frank, my best friend in the school, asked me that question. Swallowing the barely chewed slice of pizza, I looked at Frank through watering eyes and said, “What was that?”
Frank sat on the opposite side of the table we were eating at in the cafeteria. His tray, which had had more food than mine, was currently empty, although there was still some soda left in his can of pop. But right now, he was looking at me like I had just asked the dumbest question in the world.
“I said, do you have a date for prom yet?” said Frank. “Prom is this week. Do you have a date yet?”
Blinking in confusion, I said, “Prom is this week?”
“Yes,” said Frank in a slightly impatient voice. “Everyone at school’s been talking about it nonstop. Even the nerds have been talking about it. It’s supposed to be a huge event this year. Have you really not been thinking about it at all?”
Lowering my pizza slice onto my tray, I said, in a slightly annoyed/sheepish voice, “Sorry, but I’ve just been working so hard recently that I haven’t had time to think about it. You know what I’ve been up to.”
Frank did. He was one of the few people who knew my secret identity as Beams, and that only because he was my best friend in the world. He was also the president of the Beams Fan Club, so he basically had to keep track of everything I did anyway. He knew exactly how hard I’d been working since the Storm, so I hoped he would understand.
Sipping his soda, Frank said, “Yeah, I know what you and your boss have been doing. Still, I was hoping you had asked someone out already. Pretty much everyone else has. Even I have.”
I looked at Frank in surprise. “Wait, you mean you’ve got a prom date?”
Frank’s face burst into a big smile. “Yep! You’ll never guess who.”
I glanced around the cafeteria, taking note of all of the girls chattering among each other or eating their lunch. “Um … a girl? One who is presumably attractive?”
Frank sighed. “Alex, what am I gonna do with you, bud? I know you’re working long hours and all, but you gotta slow down and pay more attention sometimes. It’s Stacy.”
“Stacy?” I said. “Stacy who?”
“Stacy McGowen,” Frank said. “You know her. She’s in our science class. She’s over there. See?”
Frank pointed at a table on the other side of the cafeteria. I looked over and saw a mousy, brown-haired girl with big glasses eating a grilled cheese sandwich, sitting with a couple of other nerdy-looking girls. They were laughing and joking together, though they were too far away for me to clearly hear their jokes.
“Huh,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve ever noticed her before.”
“She’s pretty quiet, but also pretty sweet,” said Frank, lowering his hand and looking at me again. “She’s also a member of the Beams Fan Club. Asked her out last week after our last meeting. I’ve had my eye on her for a while, so when prom came up, I knew this was my chance.”
“Good for you, Frank,” I said. “Seriously. You’re doing way better than me with women at the moment.”
Frank shrugged. “Hey, man, at least you’ve had a girlfriend. I just have a prom date which might eventually turn into something more. I hope.”
Frank said that while glancing secretly at Stacy. Stacy seemed to notice us looking at her because she waved at us briefly and Frank waved back with the goofiest smile on his face.
“Well, as long as she doesn’t turn out to be the daughter of a master thief and a thief in training herself, you should be good,” I said as I took another bite out of my pizza slice.
“Are you still bitter about Greta?” said Frank. “I thought you had gotten over her.”
I sighed and looked down at my tray. “I’m not bitter or even over her. It’s just … I miss her. A lot.”
We were talking about Greta Hammond, my first—and so far only—girlfriend. We had been together only for a little while before I learned that she was the daughter of the infamous thief known as the Silent Shadow. Not only that, but she had been in training to become a master thief herself. She and her dad had been forced to leave Golden City when her dad’s identity was leaked to the public and I hadn’t heard from or seen her since. It was still a sore subject for me and, I will admit, was the main reason I hadn’t tried asking out or dating other girls yet. After Greta, it was hard to imagine finding someone else. I was more focused on my schoolwork, especially with graduation coming up, and my sidekick work than romance at the moment.
“Yeah, I know how much you cared about her,” said Frank. “But there are a ton of fish out in the ocean, dude. At least, that’s what my dad says. Maybe the one for you is just around the corner.”
I shook my head. “Thanks for the encouragement, Frank, but I’m not really into romance at the moment. I’ve got a ton of stuff on my plate. I don’t need to add a girl to it, especially with graduation coming up and work taking up so much of my time.”
I stood up and lifted up my empty food tray. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to toss out my trash. Lunchtime is almost over anyway.”
I stepped away from the table and ended up walking right into a girl. The two of us cried out in surprise as we fell down to the floor. The girl dropped her tray full of napkins and empty chip bags, while my tray fell on my lap. Regardless, the sound of her tray clattering against the floor was loud even among all of the talking and chattering students around us.
“Alex!” said Frank, rising to his feet and peering over the table at me. “You okay, dude?”
Rubbing my forehead, I said, “Yeah, I think I am.” Then I looked at the girl and said, “Sorry about that. I should have watched where I was go—”
I stopped speaking as soon as I laid eyes on the girl. My breath escaped from my lungs and it seemed like everything else in the world disappeared when I saw her.
The girl sitting on the floor in front of me, rubbing her forehead from where our heads had clashed, was … I don’t know how to describe her. Long, shoulder-length straight brown hair framed a wonderfully pale face that was hidden behind a frame of cute red glasses. She wore only a plain yellow t-shirt and jeans, but somehow that just made her more attractive rather than less. Even sitting on the floor, covered in trash, I couldn’t take my eyes off her and I actually forgot exactly why we were sitting on the floor together or even where I was.
“Sorry,” said the girl. She immediately looked around at the trash scattered around her and groaned. “Dang it. This is going to take forever to pick up.”
Snapped out of my reverie, I said, in a slightly stumbling voice, “Oh, uh, let me help you with that. It’s my fault. If I hadn’t walked into you, you wouldn’t have dropped your trash.”
I said that while grabbing discarded napkins and empty chip bags and putting them on her tray. Normally I hated handling anyone else’s trash, but doing it for this girl seemed almost like a pleasure. I especially liked it when she smiled sheepishly as she started grabbing the trash herself.
“Thank you, but that’s really not necessary,” said the girl with a slight giggle. “It’s not your fault. I should have watched where I was going as well.”
“Well, maybe it’s both of our fault, then,” I said as I tossed another rolled-up napkin onto the tray. “Really, it’s not a problem, even if you’ve got a lot of trash.”
“Oh, most of this isn’t mine,” said the girl. She gestured with her head back at one of the tables close to ours, where a group of girls sat around talking to each other. “Most of it came from my friends. I just volunteered to toss it out.”
Maybe I was going crazy, but there was something about her voice—so soft and kind—that made me want her to keep talking. Tossing the last bit of trash onto her tray, I stood up and held my hand out. “Then at least allow me to help you up to your feet, if nothing else.”
The girl giggled but took my hand and I helped her to feet. When her hand touched mine, it felt like electricity surged between us. Nonetheless, I quickly let go when she got up so I wouldn’t appear to be some kind of creep. But maybe it was my mind, but I thought she looked almost disappointed for a moment when I let go of her hand.
But then she just smiled at me again and said, “Thanks for your help, um—?”
“Alex,” I said, blinking as I realized I had been staring at her for perhaps too long. “Alex Fry. I-I’m a student here at the school.”
Dang it. Even as the words left my mouth I realized how stupid I sounded. I hadn’t talked like this since … since Greta.
The girl, probably because she was nice, just giggled and said, “I figured as much. My name is Nancy Jonathan. I’m also a student at the school, in case you couldn’t tell.”
I smiled. “Yeah, I guessed as much, though I don’t think I’ve seen you around.”
“I’m new,” Nancy explained. “My family just moved to Golden City a few months ago and I’m not sure if we have the same classes or not. You look familiar, though, so I’ve probably seen you around before.”
I gulped. “Yeah, same here.”
Truthfully, though, I really hadn’t noticed her until now. I knew that if I had, I wouldn’t have forgotten a face that beautiful before. I didn’t want to say that aloud, however, and make her think I was some kind of creep.
“Well, it’s nice getting to meet someone new,” said Nancy brightly. “Anyway, I’ve got to go. Lunch’s almost over and I don’t want to be late for my next class. Bye!”
Nancy walked over to the nearby trash can. I watched her go, a multitude of emotions raging inside me as she walked away. A part of me wanted to ask her out to the prom while another part of me was saying that I didn’t have time for the prom and yet another part of me was questioning whether I actually liked Nancy or if I only liked her because she reminded me heavily of Greta.
That’s why even I was surprised when I said, “Uh, Nancy?”
Nancy stopped and turned around to face me, a gesture that I thought was cute even before she said anything. “Yes?”
“Do you, um, have a date to the prom?” I asked. I hated how I sounded when I said that. I sounded almost desperate, which was weird because up until this moment I hadn’t been interested in going to the prom at all.
Nancy seemed to consider my question for a moment. “Hmmm … a few guys have asked me out, but I’ve always turned them down. Prom at my last school was such a disaster that I kind of got turned off by the whole idea.”
Feeling slightly deflated, I said, “Oh, well, then—”
“But I’d be happy to go with you,” Nancy said, smiling at me. “All of my friends are going to prom anyway and I don’t have anything else planned for Saturday night, so why not? Could be fun.”
“Uh, great!” I said. “So want me to pick you up Saturday or—?”
“Nah,” said Nancy. “We can just meet at the gym. But I’ll definitely be looking forward to it. Bye!”
With that, Nancy dumped her tray into the trash can and made her way back to her friends’ table. I watched her go, a mixture of happiness and confusion rising within me. Mostly, however, it was happiness and I waved at her slightly when she waved at me from the table. Then Nancy went back to talking to her friends and I could only imagine what they were talking about together.
“Dude,” said Frank, his voice snapping me out of my thoughts and making me look at him. Frank was leaning across the table, a big smile on his face. “That was smoother than a concrete floor.”
“I—what?” I said.
“You know what you did,” said Frank with a wink. “Putting those moves on the new girl … nice. I always wondered how you got Greta to go out with you. That was like watching a master class in picking up girls.”
I shook my head and dumped my own trash into the trash can. “Don’t expect a pop quiz anytime soon. Even I’m not sure what just happened there. I just saw her and … something clicked. Like when I first saw Greta.”
“Right,” said Frank in a tone that told me he obviously didn’t believe me. He sat back down and finished his soda. “Regardless, this is gonna be great. We’ve both got prom dates. Can’t wait until Saturday. It’s going to be awesome.”
I nodded as I sat back down at the table across from Frank, but said nothing and let Frank do all the talking about how much fun we were going to have. I was too lost in my own world, thinking about how I had gone from not having any sort of interest in romance at all to having a date for the prom. Granted, it was just a prom date. Nancy didn’t seem to like me more than any other guy. It would probably just be a friendly one-off thing and then we’d just be friends afterward.
But even as I glanced at Nancy, I felt the way about her the same way I felt about Greta. I found myself wishing I could sit next to her and talk to her some more. She seemed like such an interesting person, not to mention incredibly beautiful as well.
My thoughts were interrupted by a sudden ping from my phone in my pocket. Pulling out my phone, I saw it was a text from Rubberman, which, when I opened it, read thus:
ALEX—The Lions have located another Zero Knight in Golden City. Will need our help to arrest her. Meet up with me at the Elastic Cave after school. I will explain more when we get there.
Rubberman




CHAPTER EIGHT


A few hours later, I found myself sitting in the back of a police car with Rubberman as we drove down the streets of Golden City to our destination. With school out and most workplaces starting to let out their workers for the day, the streets were packed with cars as students and workers alike went home after a long day. Even so, the police cruiser we sat in was making good time as we headed to our destination on the other side of the city. 
Rubberman sat in the seat next to me, looking quite relaxed even though we were going to fight another Zero Knight. “Even though I miss the freedom of driving the Rubbermobile, I gotta admit that it’s a nice change of pace to let someone else do all of the driving.”
Adjusting the straps of my helmet, which I had hastily thrown on when I got to the Elastic Cave, I said, “Yeah, but where are we going again, exactly?”
Rubberman looked at me reproachfully when I said that. “Weren’t you listening? We’re going to the warehouse district. Lady Thunder said that that is where the Zero Knight was spotted.”
“Right,” I said, nodding. “I forgot. I guess I was distracted by … other things.”
Rubberman smirked. “You mean that Nancy girl you’re taking to prom, right?”
I was glad I was wearing my helmet because I was blushing something furious now. “What? I mean, yeah, I am, but—”
“It’s okay,” said Rubberman, patting me on the shoulder. “I’m glad you’ve got a date. Ever since Greta left, I’ve been a little worried for you. Hope this works out for you.”
I folded my arms in front of my chest. “It’s nothing serious. Just a prom date. I doubt anything big will come out of it.”
“You never know,” said Rubberman. “Based on what you told me, it sounds like this Nancy girl really likes you. Perhaps she’d like to go on a few more dates after this.”
I rolled my eyes. “Boss, you know I don’t have time for romance. Besides, you’re one to talk. Have you ever been out on a date since your divorce?”
“Not recently, no,” said Rubberman. “I’m just trying to be happy for you, Beams. A kid your age should be going out with girls, anyway. I know I had a ton of girlfriends when I was your age. Great fun.”
I bit my lower lip. “Sorry. It’s just that … can we talk about something else? I just want to focus on the job at hand.”
“Fair enough,” said Rubberman. “There will be plenty of time to talk romance later after we beat this Zero Knight.”
I nodded and looked out the window at the passing warehouses on either side of the street. “Did the Lions really find a Zero Knight? I thought they said they didn’t need us on the case anymore.”
“I’m not sure what’s up with that, either, but Alice herself requested our presence, so I said we’d be there,” said Rubberman, scratching the back of her neck.
I snorted. “Guess the Lions really do need our help anyway.”
“I wouldn’t be so snarky if I were you,” said Rubberman. “Alice never asks for help. She always orders aid. There’s a difference. A difference I’m sure we’ll see once we get there.”
“How’s Nightbolt doing, by the way?” I said, looking at Rubberman curiously. “Is he still looking for the ghost of Mystress?”
Rubberman nodded. “Yeah. I wanted him to come with us, but Lady Thunder only invited us specifically. Nightbolt said he was going to spend the day walking around Golden City looking for clues with Spike, though I did give him a communicator radio to keep in contact with us.”
“Do you think he needs it?” I said.
Rubberman shook his head. “Probably not. Nightbolt might be old, but he’s also competent and perfectly capable of taking care of himself. Even so, I feel better knowing he can contact us in case he needs help, though I’m not sure if we’ll be able to help him once we—”
“We’re here,” said the police officer upfront as the cruiser came to an almost abrupt halt. “This is the place.”
Rubberman and I looked out the window. We had stopped in front of a nondescript warehouse that looked no different from the other warehouses around it. Indeed, if I hadn’t been told, I would have assumed this warehouse was just another warehouse.
“Welp, this looks like the place,” said Rubberman. He nodded at the officer. “Thanks for the ride, officer, but I think we can take it from here.”
“No problem, Mr. Rubberman,” said the officer with a nod in return.
When Rubberman and I stepped out of the cruiser, the cruiser zipped away back down the street while Rubberman and I walked up the warehouse’s entrance. Rubberman knocked on the wooden front door and we didn’t have to wait long before the door opened and we found ourselves face to face with someone I’d never seen before.
He was a tall guy probably around my age, maybe a little older. He wore a sleek, metallic armor that reminded me of something, but I couldn’t place where. At his side was a long sword, while his face was covered with a helmet that also reminded me of something I’d seen somewhere recently, but again, I couldn’t remember where. It was on the tip of my tongue, but nothing was coming to me. All I could think was that this guy looked more like a robot than a human, especially with the way he looked at me and Rubberman, the glowing purple eyes of his helmet making it impossible to tell what he was thinking.
“Hi there,” said Rubberman. He held out a hand. “My name is Rubberman and this is my sidekick, Beams. You are—?”
The armored man did not take Rubberman’s hand. “Dicer. Lady Thunder’s sidekick.”
I looked at him in surprise. “You’re Lady Thunder’s sidekick? She mentioned us to you, but I’ve never seen you before.”
Dicer nodded. “Yes. I’ve worked with Lady Thunder for about a year now. She’s also told me about you, but you are a bit … different from what I was expecting.”
I grimaced. Dicer was being polite, but I could tell he was thinking the same thing as Lady Thunder: Namely, that Rubberman and I were not as good as them. I guess Dicer was just more polite about it than his boss, but that didn’t mean I liked the implication or appreciated his arrogance. “Well, I’m not sure what you were expecting, but at least we’re here to help. Is your boss here?”
“She is,” said Dicer, nodding. He turned around and gestured to us to follow. “Come inside. Lady Thunder isn’t very patient.”
With that, Dicer walked deeper into the warehouse and we followed inside. I gaped at what I saw.
I had been expecting to see a typical empty warehouse full of dusty crates and boxes, but what I saw here was completely unlike that. The floors had been swept and cleaned to an almost sparkling degree. Command centers with advanced-looking computers were scattered around, connected by cables that crisscrossed the floor in a dazzling way. Other computer monitors floated and flew in the air, displaying a dizzying array of charts, numbers, and videos that were hard for me to understand. To our right was what looked like a mobile armory, a large metal box currently standing open which revealed row upon row of advanced, deadly-looking weaponry that even the military would probably call excessive.
In the center of the room was a large metal table around which stood four superheroes. I instantly recognized Lady Thunder, though now that she wasn’t standing on a thunder cloud, she looked a lot more ordinary. Even so, based on the way she stood over the table, pointing at what looked like a holographic map of Golden City, I could tell she was definitely the lady in charge here. All of the other Lions were bigger than her, but they were all paying close attention to her words.
“Lady Thunder,” said Dicer as we drew closer to the table. “Rubberman and Beams are here, per your request.”
Lady Thunder looked up from her holographic map of the city at us. A grimace crossed her face very much like how Mom always looked whenever she had to clean the toilet back home. “Good to see you two got here on time. At least we won’t have to waste time putting our plan into action.”
I bristled slightly at her implication that us being on time was an accomplishment. Maybe she didn’t know, but Rubberman and I were almost always on time for our appointments. Knowing Lady Thunder, though, it was probably just another reflection of her low opinion of us.
“Well, of course we’d get here on time,” said Rubberman, folding his arms in front of his chest. “This is our city and we’ve already fought the Zero Knights twice. No way we would ever turn down a chance to take out a Zero Knight before he hurt someone.”
Lady Thunder smirked. “Then you’re going to be disappointed because neither you nor your sidekick are actually going to see any action. But before we talk about the plan, let me quickly introduce you to my fellow Lions.”
Lady Thunder pointed at each member in turn as she spoke. “This is Stars, who is originally from Nebraska; the Talking Machine from California; and finally, the Blur, out resident Minnesotan.”
I looked at each of them as she said their names. Stars was pretty self-explanatory. He wore a full-sized red, white, and blue spandex costume with a large star design on it. He simply nodded when Lady Thunder named him, while beside him stood what looked like a robot.
Bulky and square-shouldered, the Talking Machine also nodded in greeting. He had a simplistic face, with glowing yellow lights for eyes and a vent for a mouth. He didn’t look very agile or fast, but I suspected he had to be strong based on his size and bulk. His silver and red colors definitely stood out, though, even among the colorful ensemble known as the Lions.
As for the Blur, he was a short and slim man who reminded me of a fox. His orange costume and boots with wings on them made him look very speedy. Based on the way he fidgeted, I could tell he didn’t like standing still, which made sense, given his name. He was probably a speedster of some sort, although whether his speed was natural or because of his equipment, I wasn’t sure.
“Impressive lineup you’ve got here,” said Rubberman, looking at the other Lions with an impressed look on his face. “I’ve heard of all of you. You’re all very famous.”
“Not just famous, but successful,” the Talking Machine said in a robotic voice. He jerked a mechanical thumb at his chest. “I’ve spent the last few years studying the Zero Knights and how they work. That is why I am on the team.”
“Same here,” said the Blur. He sounded jittery, like he was hyped up on caffeine. “Of course, I haven’t actually studied the Zero Knights nearly as well as the Talking Machine, but I have experience fighting them and know a thing or two about their powers.”
“No direct experience with the Zero Knights myself, but I’ve dealt with worse villains before,” said Stars. “I mean, if you two can kill a Zero Knight, then they’re probably not as difficult as everyone says they are.”
I sighed. I guess I shouldn’t have expected the other Lions to be any nicer than their leader, but I was still disappointed and annoyed at their jabs at us.
“The Zero Knights are a lot tougher than they look,” Rubberman said, putting a hand on his hip. “Just because we managed to kill two doesn’t mean they are easy.”
“We’ll see once we actually fight this one,” said Lady Thunder. She glanced around the table. “Between the five of us, I think our target is going to be surprised.”
“About that,” I said, drawing the attention of everyone onto me, “you guys said you found a Zero Knight, right? How do you know it’s actually a Zero Knight?”
Lady Thunder waved her hand over the holographic map of Golden City. The holographic map disappeared and was replaced by a static image of a Zero Knight I’d never seen before. This Zero Knight was a good deal bulkier than Slasher or Mirar. He looked almost like a walking tank, complete with cannons on his shoulders and a broadsword that looked nearly as tall as me. His yellow-and-black armor only added to his tough look, though I couldn’t stop thinking that his colors reminded me of a bumblebee, of all things.
“This is the Zero Knight we have found,” said Lady Thunder. “Her name is Cannonball, an appropriate name for a figure of her size.”
“That’s a woman?” I said in surprise, staring at the hulking Zero Knight hovering before us. “But it’s so bulky.”
“Our intel suggests that Cannonball is indeed female,” said the Talking Machine. “She’s one of the more rarely-seen Zero Knights, but the last time she was spotted in New York two years ago, one of her Zero Squires was heard referring to her with female pronouns. Her armor simply covers up her figure very well.”
“But it won’t protect her from us,” said Lady Thunder with a dark chuckle. “Not with our secret weapon, anyway.”
“Secret weapon?” I said. “You mentioned that to us before but didn’t say what it was. Care to share?”
Lady Thunder smiled. “Oh, you’ve already seen our secret weapon. He greeted you at the door, in fact.”
Puzzled, I looked at Dicer. “Dicer is your secret weapon? But he’s just a sidekick like me, isn’t he?”
“I, personally, am not the secret weapon,” said Dicer. He patted his chest. “My armor is. I’m surprised you don’t recognize it, given how it almost killed you two months ago.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Two months ago …? No, I’m pretty sure I would have recognized your armor if it had almost killed me that recently.”
“Let me give you a reminder, then,” said Dicer. “Watch.”
Dicer raised his right hand upright toward the ceiling … and, with an audible pop, three long blades popped out of his wrist.
No, not blades. Claws.
The claws of Slasher, the first Zero Knight we fought.




CHAPTER NINE


Now that I looked more closely, yeah, I saw it. Dicer’s armor heavily resembled Slasher’s, if slightly smaller and lighter. The design had been made sleeker and designed to fit his body, but otherwise, it was easy to see the resemblances between Dicer’s armor and Slasher’s armor. Especially with the claws, which were near-exact replicas of Slasher’s own. 
“You are wearing Slasher’s armor,” I said, staring at Dicer in disbelief as the claws retracted back into his wrist, “but how? I thought the Department of Superheroes confiscated his Zero Armor.”
“What do you think the Department actually did with the Zero Armor once they confiscated it?” Lady Thunder asked, still smirking. “Do you think they just stashed it in a warehouse somewhere to rot for eternity? No. They have spent the last two months studying Slasher’s Zero Armor, or what was left of it after you destroyed it, anyway.”
“They reverse-engineered the design,” said Dicer, patting his chest again. “It’s technically still a prototype, but I’ve already used it on a few missions and it works almost perfectly. It’s not quite as good as the actual Zero Armor, but it’s close enough.”
“Whoa,” I said. “But if the government can reverse-engineer the Zero Armor, why didn’t they do it before?”
“Because until you killed Slasher, the government didn’t have any Zero Armor to study,” Lady Thunder pointed out. “The Zero Knights are very protective of their secrets, especially the secrets of the Zero Armor. The government has been attempting to figure out the secrets behind their advanced armor for a very long time now, so when you and Dennis killed Slasher and gave his body over to us, that was exactly the opportunity we needed to study their Zero Armor and figure out how to reverse-engineer it.”
I nodded, but I didn’t feel exactly happy about this news. I should have been happy that we were able to use the Order’s own weapons against them, but at the same time, I felt uneasy about having the government using such powerful weapons. I recalled vividly how powerful both Slasher and Mirar were, not even counting their Zero Squires. Dicer seemed okay, but a part of me was worried about what the government might do with such a powerful weapon, especially if they got it past the prototype stage.
“Has it ever been tested in the field?” asked Rubberman, stroking his chin as he looked Dicer’s armor up and down. “You said it was a prototype.”
“No, it has never been tested in the field, only in government test labs and facilities,” Dicer said. He flexed his arms. “Aside from those few missions I mentioned, but none of them were particularly hard and it has never been tested against an actual Zero Knight before.”
“Which is why we consider it our secret weapon,” said Lady Thunder, rubbing her hands together eagerly. “If Dicer’s armor can beat Cannonball—or even just go toe-to-toe with it—then the Department of Superheroes will expand the program to make suits for all Lions. And they will be even better than what Dicer has and infinitely superior to any of the weapons and armor on the superhero equipment market already.”
“It could start a new era of superheroes,” said the Talking Machine. “Since joining the Lions, I have had a few opportunities to study Slasher’s Zero Armor and I can confirm that it’s beyond anything even the richest superheroes have. I would love to sit down and talk with whoever originally designed the Zero Armor, if only to find out how they made such a powerful weapon above and beyond anything currently on the market.”
“Will it be available on the market once it’s past the prototype stage?” Rubberman questioned. “Or will it be exclusively used by you guys?”
“That’s up to the government to decide,” said Lady Thunder. She waved a dismissive hand. “In any case, you will get to see it in action soon enough, once we begin our fight with Cannonball.”
I looked back at the Cannonball hologram and frowned. “You guys said you found Cannonball, but where is she? And how long has she been in Golden City?”
“Our intel suggests she’s been here since last week,” said Stars. He rested his hands on the table and looked at the slowly rotating Cannonball hologram. “As far as we can gather, she has been following you two around specifically, likely looking for a chance to take you two down and avenge Mirar when you least expect it.”
I looked around suddenly, though I didn’t see Cannonball anywhere. “She’s been following us? But we haven’t noticed anything. I’m pretty sure we would notice if such a big, hulking person was following us, especially in heavy metal armor like that.”
Stars smiled grimly. “Cannonball has another name: The Ghost Titan. It is said that she can move without making a sound or being seen until she wants to be.”
“Another power of the Zero Armor?” Rubberman offered.
“Most likely,” Stars agreed. “Did either Slasher or Mirar show the ability to turn invisible or walk without making noise?”
“No, they didn’t,” said Rubberman, shaking his head.
“Then it is probably a unique power of her own armor,” said Lady Thunder. “Regardless, it won’t save her from us or from our secret weapon. We have already tracked her down and now it’s just a matter of drawing her out into the open where we can catch her.”
Lady Thunder swiped the Cannonball hologram away and brought up the Golden City holographic map again. She zoomed into the warehouse district, focusing on a red dot hovering above our own warehouse. She tapped a warehouse a few blocks down and a blue dot appeared above this one.
“The red dot represents our warehouse,” said Lady Thunder, “while the blue dot represents the warehouse where Cannonball is hiding.”
“How did you find her?” I said, impressed as I looked over the hologram system. “And where can we get our own cool holographic map of Golden City?”
Dicer tapped his chest. “My modified Zero Armor prototype picked up an energy signature in this area when I was doing a flyby of the city earlier this morning. I then spoke to some homeless people around here, who described seeing a silent giant in a suit of armor like mine in the area for the last week or so. Logically, it’s safe to assume that this must be Cannonball, who is here in the city to avenge Slasher and Mirar.”
“Huh,” I said, scratching my chin. “Makes sense, but this seems … small, I guess, for the Zero Knights. The last time they attacked, they trapped the entire city in a magical bubble with a twenty-four-hour deadline before they killed everyone in the city. Sending a single Zero Knight all by herself seems like a huge downgrade compared to that, even if she is stronger than Mirar.”
“Perhaps Xero doesn’t want to waste more resources than he already has,” Dicer pointed out. “Given how his beef is with you and your boss specifically, he might have decided that sending just one Zero Knight to deal with you makes more sense than trying to destroy the whole city again. We haven’t even seen any Zero Squires, meaning that Cannonball may be here on her own right now.”
“Which is why it will be easy to crush her,” said Lady Thunder, gripped her lightning bolt spear tightly. “So now that you know where she is and how we found her, let’s go over the plan, which is fairly simple but effective, as all good plans are.”
Lady Thunder tapped the hologram again. This time, two miniature holographic versions of me and Rubberman appeared and began walking down the street. Our holo mini-mes stopped in front of the blue dot warehouse.
“The first part of the plan involves you two,” said Lady Thunder, addressing me and Rubberman. She gestured at our mini-mes. “You will go inside her warehouse.”
“And then do what?” I said. “Fight her?”
Lady Thunder shook her head. “No, no, no. You two are merely bait. You are meant to draw her out of hiding. You need to trick her into thinking you are alone, but you aren’t supposed to actually fight her.”
“It probably wouldn’t go very well for you two, anyway,” Stars pointed out. “Cannonball is stronger than you two. Best to leave her to the pros like us.”
I bit my lower lip, but didn’t get a chance to respond to Stars’ insult before Lady Thunder tapped the hologram again. Our holo mini-mes entered the warehouse and then ran out less than a second later. A miniature holo version of Cannonball burst out of the warehouse doors and ran after us, but not before holo versions of Lady Thunder, Stars, the Talking Machine, and the Blur came out of nowhere and descended on her like lions on a zebra. The ensuing fight—more like a slaughter, given how outnumbered holo Cannonball was—was shockingly brutal and vicious, showing the Lions tearing Cannonball apart like, well, Lions. A glance around the table showed me that only Rubberman and I seemed disturbed by the brutality. Lady Thunder, in particular, was watching the hologram with perhaps a little too much enjoyment. I thought I even saw a bit of drool leak out of the corner of her mouth.
“Once you two have drawn her out into the open, that is when we attack,” said Lady Thunder. She sounded almost hungry, which made me feel even more uncomfortable than before. “We will attack her all at once, using brute force and our superior numbers to overwhelm and weaken her. Once we weaken her sufficiently, that is when Dicer will come in.”
The mini Lions stopped beating on Cannonball and stepped away from her. The holo Cannonball looked awful. Her Zero Knight was bent and dented in several areas, her right arm seemed to have been dislocated entirely, and there was even blood leaking out from between the joints of her armor. Although I had no sympathy for any Zero Knight, I had to admit I did feel a little sorry for the holographic version of Cannonball.
Then Dicer suddenly appeared from out of nowhere and slashed Cannonball’s head off with a single swipe of his claws. The holo Cannonball collapsed onto the street, flickered once or twice, and then disappeared like a defeated enemy in a video game. As a matter of fact, the entire hologram reminded me of a video game, albeit a lot more realistic-looking than most.
“As you can see, that is what we are planning to do,” said Lady Thunder. “Even if it doesn’t work out exactly the way we imagined, we will still kill her before she can do anything to harm the city. Of that, I am certain.”
I said nothing to that, but I was thinking that life was never as simple as a simulation. I could tell Rubberman was thinking the same thing, but he didn’t say anything, either. No surprise. The Lions probably wouldn’t listen to anything we said even if we backed it up with reason and logic. Best not to rock the boat. And who knows? Maybe the plan will work out after all. It happened sometimes.
Just not often enough to give me any confidence that this plan would work out the way it did in the simulation.




CHAPTER TEN


Half an hour later, Rubberman and I stood in front of the blue dot warehouse a few blocks down from the Lions’ base. Of course, in real life, the blue dot warehouse did not, in fact, have a blue dot on it. Even so, I still thought of it that way because it was the easiest way to distinguish between Cannonball’s warehouse and the Lions’ warehouse. 
Cannonball’s warehouse appeared to be even older and ricketier than the one the Lions had taken over. The weathered exterior was so old that I couldn’t even begin to guess what its original color had been. Most of the windows had been busted out and there did not appear to be any lights on inside the building. Graffiti had been spray-painted on the walls, depicting a whole bunch of weird imagery that made me wonder if the artist who had made them had been on something. A fresh spring breeze passed through just then, but it did nothing to make me relax.
“All right,” said Rubberman. He looked down at me. “Ready?”
I nodded. “When you are.”
Rubberman nodded in response. “Good. Just keep your eyes and ears open for anything. If Cannonball can turn invisible and noiseless, as Lady Thunder said, then she could literally be anywhere. Remember your situational awareness.”
“Of course,” I said.
I looked around the empty street around us, but did not see Dicer or any of the other Lions. Not surprising. They said they would be watching from the shadows until we drew out Cannonball into the open, so it made sense that I couldn’t see them right now. Even so, I hated feeling alone, even though we had defeated a couple of Zero Knights already. Of course, perhaps it was because we had defeated a couple of Zero Knights that I was all too aware of just how dangerous they could be.
Regardless, I did not hesitate to follow Rubberman into the warehouse when he kicked open the doors and stepped inside. We both entered the warehouse and I squinted to see in the darkness, though my helmet’s night vision ability kicked in, allowing me to see what the interior was like.
It wasn’t much better than the exterior. Thick layers of dust lay on top of boxes and crates scattered everywhere. The concrete floor was cracked and dirty from years of lack of use, while a rat scurried away into a hole in the wall nearby. An old plastic bag that looked like it must have once been an ice bag lay on the floor nearby, while chains hung from the ceiling like vines in a jungle. The interior was as silent as the exterior and it appeared to have been abandoned for years.
But there was one hint that Cannonball was here: The large footprints visible in the dust on the floor. The footprints started at the door and went deep into the warehouse, turning a corner at an intersection of boxes and crates and disappearing from our sight.
“Cannonball!” Rubberman yelled, his voice loud and echoing in the seemingly empty warehouse. “We know you are here! Show yourself!”
There was no response. A slight breeze blew through one of the upper windows and made the chains hanging from the ceiling tinkle, sort of like wind chimes, only not as relaxing or nice. The utter silence made me wonder if the Lions got it wrong and that Cannonball wasn’t here at all. I mean, it wasn’t like homeless people on the street were exactly known for being able to accurately describe the things they saw, after all.
“No answer?” said Rubberman. “Fine. We’ll just drag you out of here kicking and screaming if we have to. Or maybe you’re just not as brave as Slasher and Mirar. Those two certainly would have shown up by now.”
Again, no response. Either Cannonball wasn’t actually here or she was being silent. Rubberman’s taunts were intentional on his part, I knew. We were hoping to make Cannonball angry enough to show herself, but if Cannonball’s ego was smaller than the other two Zero Knights’, then perhaps we had miscalculated her response.
“Come on, Beams,” said Rubberman. “Let’s—”
The sound of metal scraping against concrete caused Rubberman to stop talking. We both looked directly ahead and heard the scraping sound again. It sounded like it was coming from the intersection between the boxes and crates right where the footprints disappeared.
“Must be behind those boxes,” said Rubberman to me in a low voice. He raised his voice suddenly. “Attack!”
Rubberman rushed forward and I ran after him. As we got closer to the boxes, Rubberman stretched his arms backward and then launched them forward like a rubber band, smashing his fists into and through the pile of boxes and crates before us.
“Ha!” Rubberman yelled as his arms snapped back to their original positions. “Got you!”
But when the boxes stopped falling, Cannonball was nowhere to be seen. We only found more boxes and crates behind them, which left us both very confused.
“Huh?” I said. “But I thought I heard her back there.”
“Maybe our ears were playing tricks on us?” said Rubberman, scratching the back of his head. “I mean, it could have been any—”
Rubberman was interrupted by what sounded like a metal chain snapping above us. We both looked up just in time to see a huge crate bigger than both of us combined falling toward us. Rubberman shoved me out of the way and tried to dodge himself, but the crate ended crashing down on his legs, pinning Rubberman to the floor and making him scream in pain.
As for me, I ended up hitting the floor and rolling for a few feet before I came to a stop at the foot of something hard and metallic. Shaking my head, I looked over at Rubberman and wished I hadn’t.
Rubberman lay on the floor underneath the huge crate. Most of his body was okay, except for his legs, which appeared to have been squashed flat by the massive crate. Rubberman was lucky he was made of rubber because if he hadn’t been, then his legs would have been totally crushed. Even so, I could tell Rubberman was in massive amounts of pain based on the way he was screaming.
“Boss!” I said, rising to my feet. “Boss, are you all—”
The scraping of metal against concrete caused me to stop talking. Why?
Because the sound came from directly behind me.
A feeling of dread rising within me, I looked over my shoulder and wished I hadn’t.
A titanic being clad in thick metal armor towered over me. Her black and yellow armor gleamed in the light streaming in from the windows above, while her shoulder cannons were aimed directly at me. Her yellow eyes glowed from within her helmet, while her chest glowed the same color, with the number ‘0’ carved into it. She had to be two heads taller than me and twice as wide.
It was Cannonball. And she was even scarier in person than any hologram could ever be.




CHAPTER ELEVEN


Energy crackled within the barrel of Cannonball’s shoulder cannons, the sound snapping me out of my shock. I leaped forward at the last second, hitting the floor at a roll as Cannonball’s shoulder cannons fired beams of pure energy into the floor where I’d been standing less than a second ago. 
The energy blasts tore into the concrete, sending clouds of dust flying into the air and chunks of cement everywhere. Rolling to my feet, I whirled around and fired my lasers at Cannonball, only for my lasers to miss because she had disappeared already.
Panting hard, I looked around the warehouse wildly but didn’t see Cannonball anywhere. Had there not been a large chunk of the floor missing from where her lasers had hit it, I would have assumed that I must have just imagined her standing there. But I knew better.
“Where … where did she go?” I said, panting and sweating already. “She was just there. Someone that big can’t just up and disappear … right?”
“Beams!” said Rubberman. “Help me!”
I looked over at Rubberman. He was still stuck underneath the crate and was desperately trying to pull himself out from underneath it, though the crate must have been really heavy because he was making no progress at all.
I took a step toward Rubberman, but then I heard the creaking of mechanical joints to my right and looked over in time to see Cannonball, now hefting a huge crate over her head, throw said crate at me like a basketball.
This time, I blasted the crate into pieces with my energy beams, causing the crate to explode and send chunks of wood and shredded paper to fly everywhere. Evidently, the crate must have contained a lot of paper because paper shreds flew everywhere when I destroyed the crate, falling to the floor like snow. But even through the shredded paper, I could tell that Cannonball had disappeared once again.
“How does she keep—?” I shook my head. “Never mind. Boss, you hang tight. I’ll get that crate off you in a sec.”
I aimed and fired my lasers at the crate on top of Rubberman, but then Cannonball literally materialized in front of me and created an X shape with her arms and what looked like an energy shield appeared in front of her. My lasers bounced off her shield harmlessly before Cannonball pulled her arms apart and then punched me in the gut with one of her armored fists.
The blow knocked me flat off my feet. My skull bounced off the concrete floor and I went out for a brief moment before I regained consciousness and found myself staring straight up into the crackling barrel of one of Cannonball’s shoulder cannons.
Without even thinking, I rolled forward in between Cannonball’s legs just as her shoulder cannon fired a laser blast at the floor. As Cannonball’s laser cannon tore into the floor, I rose to my feet and whirled around and blasted Cannonball’s unprotected back with my lasers. The impact of my lasers, shockingly enough, didn’t even make Cannonball stagger. She just stood there for a moment, as if not sure where I was until she looked over her shoulder at me. And although I couldn’t see her face, Cannonball seemed to treat my lasers as a mere annoyance more than a serious problem.
Her shoulder cannons swiveled around and fired lasers at me, forcing me to leap to the side. Hitting the ground at a roll, I gave myself another adrenaline boost, which was good because Cannonball pointed her lasers at me again and fired. I jumped straight up into the air, my adrenaline boost letting me jump even higher than normal, neatly avoiding her lasers. I reached out and grabbed the chains hanging from the ceiling, which I used to swing forward and land on top of a nearby crate, which put me level with Cannonball’s head.
The second I landed, I fired my lasers at Cannonball’s head. It was a direct hit, and this time, Cannonball actually did stagger to the side. Ah-ha! It looked like her head was a weak point. But then Cannonball raised her arm, allowing her to protect her head from my lasers, and her left shoulder cannon swiveled and fired another laser at the crate I stood on, causing the crate to explode under my feet and send me flying.
As soon as I landed a few feet away from her, I fired more lasers at Cannonball. My lasers struck her chest, but despite being a direct hit, my attack hardly seemed to phase Cannonball, who didn’t even bother to throw up her energy shield this time. Instead, she began walking toward me, ignoring the heat and damage from my lasers. Each step made the floor shake just a little bit, but it was enough to convince me that continuing to shoot her was pointless. That meant it was time to get out of here.
Cutting off my lasers, I shouted, “Hey, tankie! Why don’t you come and get me?”
I turned around and ran out the front doors of the warehouse as fast as I could. I heard Cannonball’s heavy footsteps following behind me, as well as the crackling of her energy cannons. That was good. It meant that Cannonball was going to walk right into our trap. It also meant that she wouldn’t try to kill Rubberman. I guess I was considered a higher priority on her list or maybe I just annoyed her more than Rubberman.
Regardless, I was feeling pretty pleased with myself until an energy blast struck the ground at my feet and sent me flying. I whirled through the air uncontrollably until I crashed into the street hard enough to make something crack, though what, I couldn’t tell because everything hurt. I just knew that by the time I was able to roll onto my back, Cannonball had somehow already gotten on top of me. She picked me up with one hand like I was a toy and immediately began squeezing the air out of me. I gasped in pain, her squeezing making it impossible for me to focus long enough to fire my lasers. Staring into Cannonball’s glowing yellow eyes, I felt like I was looking into the eyes, not of a human being, but a machine that didn’t know the meaning of the word mercy.
A loud thunderclap above made both Cannonball and me look up. Although the sky had been clear as day just a few minutes ago, a thunder cloud as dark as midnight had somehow appeared directly over us. For a moment, even I was confused by the sudden change in weather. It wasn’t supposed to rain today, and even if it did, it definitely wasn’t supposed to thunder. So where did the thunder cloud come from?
Something hard suddenly slammed into Cannonball’s side hard enough to make her drop me. I fell to the street below, but then the Blur caught me in his arms and we sped away from Cannonball, who was now looking around in confusion at this recent turn of events.
“Hi, there!” said the Blur as we came to an abrupt stop about half a block away from Cannonball. “Thanks for drawing her out, but where’s Rubberman?”
“He got trapped under a crate inside the warehouse,” I said in a weak voice. I coughed, my lungs hurting from having the air squeezed out of them, “but he’s okay besides that. But why did we run away from her? I thought we were supposed to fight her.”
The Blur smiled. “Oh, I just needed to get us outside the blast zone.”
“The blast zone?” I said. “What blast—”
With an earsplitting boom, a huge thunderbolt launched down from the thunder cloud above and struck Cannonball. For a moment, the whole world turned white as snow as all noise was drowned out by the sound of the thunderbolt exploding, followed by a second thunderbolt not long thereafter that made it even harder to hear anything. I felt the explosion even from here, though the Blur was right that we were outside of the blast zone. Even so, the wind displaced by the blast nearly knocked us both over, though Blur managed to maintain his balance as the light faded and we could actually see again.
The street in front of the warehouse looked like a bomb had gone off. The street was blackened and burned, with smoke rising from the spot where Cannonball had been standing mere moments ago. The air smelled strongly of ozone. Even the front of the warehouse was blackened from the heat. A nearby trash can had been turned into little more than scrap metal, while what remained of the busted out windows in the warehouse had been melted entirely. The whole area was a good deal hotter than it had been a few minutes ago, making it feel more like summer than spring.
As for Cannonball herself, however, she was nowhere to be seen. There wasn’t even a hint that she had been standing there just a few minutes ago.
I blinked. “Whoa. Was that Lady Thunder?”
“Yep,” said the Blur. His hair was standing on end, though aside from that he didn’t look harmed or injured. “She’s always had a tendency to go overboard with her attacks, though. Even I didn’t know she was going to go that powerful. Then again, Lady Thunder always says she believes there’s no kill like overkill, so I guess I can’t be surprised.”
As if on cue, the dark cloud above parted to reveal Lady Thunder, who descended down to the street on a smaller cloud like a goddess. She landed on the spot in the street where Cannonball had stood mere seconds ago, an unimpressed look on her face as she looked around at the results of her handiwork.
“How disappointing,” said Lady Thunder, shaking her head. “I thought that the brave Zero Knights were supposed to be stronger than that, but I vaporized her like a common crook. Though I suppose it makes sense. Anyone that could be defeated by a couple of Masks obviously couldn’t be that strong.”
I opened my mouth to tell Lady Thunder that now was not the time to snip at us, but then I heard metal scraping against asphalt and yelled, “Lady Thunder, look out!”
Lady Thunder just looked at me in confusion before Cannonball suddenly materialized into being behind her and grabbed her in a big bear hug from behind. Startled, Lady Thunder struggled to free herself, but Cannonball’s arms must have been too strong because Lady Thunder couldn’t make her even budge.
But then the Talking Machine rolled out of an alleyway on his wheels and slammed into Cannonball, making Cannonball drop Lady Thunder, who landed on her feet and jumped away from Cannonball. The Talking Machine wrapped his arms around Cannonball, trying to hold her still, but Cannonball wasn’t having any of it. She punched him in the face hard enough to dent his helmet and shoved him off her.
Even as the Talking Machine staggered away, Stars jumped down from the rooftop of a nearby building and landed on Cannonball’s shoulders. His hands sparking with starlight, Stars slammed both of his fists down on Cannonball’s helmet, actually leaving a dent in it with his fists. But Cannonball didn’t even seem to notice. She just grabbed his right leg and threw him off her shoulders like a doll she was done playing with.
“Now it’s my turn,” the Blur said under his breath.
Without warning, the Blur dropped me onto the street and rushed toward Cannonball. He ran circles around her, tying some kind of steel chain around her legs. Cannonball wiggled and wobbled on her feet, trying to keep her balance, which was becoming increasingly more difficult for her to do as the Blur tied her up. Finally, the Blur came to a stop several feet away from her and then yanked his chain toward him.
Like a falling tower, Cannonball tipped forward and crashed into the street.
“Ha!” said the Blur with a smirk. “Guess all that extra weight is just dead weight!”
But then Cannonball thrust her legs apart and shattered the chain. As Blur had been holding it taut, the snapped chain flew backward and struck him in the face, sending him staggering backward as Cannonball rose to her full height again. She looked around at Lady Thunder, the Talking Machine, and Stars, the three Lions struggling to rise to their feet. An extra energy cannon suddenly popped out of her back and all three laser cannons aimed at the three different heroes.
Before Cannonball could fire her cannons, however, Dicer came down out of nowhere and slashed her back with his claws. Cannonball actually cried out in pain—the first noise she had made since I saw her—and whirled around to fire her lasers at Dicer, but by the time she did, Dicer was already gone.
That’s because he was behind her again. With a yell, Dicer slammed his claws into her back, digging them in deeply and making Cannonball’s armor spark and crackle. Cannonball screamed even louder than before and began shaking back and forth in an attempt to throw Dicer off her back. But Dicer held on tightly, his claws embedded firmly in her armor.
That is, until one of Cannonball’s cannons whirled around and shot him in the face. The blast knocked Dicer off her back and he fell onto the street. Cannonball, despite the injuries she took, whirled around and stomped his chest with one foot. She took aim with her cannons again, clearly intending to finish Dicer off. Dicer struggled to throw her off, but she was clearly too heavy for him even in his modified Zero Armor. And with the other Lions out of commission, this meant I was the only one who was in any position to save him.
Raising my hands, I fired twin laser beams at Cannonball. The energy blasts struck her in the face and chest, making Cannonball stagger backward. That was apparently all Dicer needed. He threw her foot off of him and, before Cannonball could respond, drove both of his claws into her chest.
Cannonball suddenly made an odd crackling sound. The lights in her eyes dimmed and the glowing zero on her chest suddenly became gray. And when Dicer ripped his claws out of her chest, Cannonball tipped over and fell backward onto the street with a loud crash.




CHAPTER TWELVE


Dude!” Frank said suddenly, causing me to almost drop my books in surprise. “Have you seen the news? It’s nuts!” 
Still somewhat surprised by Frank’s sudden appearance, I turned away from my open locker to look at Frank in confusion. “What do you mean? Isn’t the news always crazy?”
“I mean specifically,” said Frank. He showed me his phone. “Look at this article from the Golden City Journal about the Lions.”
Frowning, I leaned in closer to read the headline of the article, which read:
GOVERNMENT-SPONSORED SUPERHEROES DEFEAT AND ARREST ZERO KNIGHT! THE CITY IS SAFE ONCE AGAIN!
I sighed and stood back. “Let me guess, it’s a puff piece talking about how awesome the Lions are and how lame Rubberman and I are, right?”
Lowering his phone, Frank tilted his head in confusion. “How did you know? Have you read it already?”
I shook my head and turned back to face my locker, putting away my history textbook and replacing it with my science textbook. “No, but there have been a million just like it this week.”
That was true. Although it had only been two days since we and the Lions defeated Cannonball, it seemed to me that every major news channel, website, and organization in the world had written about it. They all basically said the same thing: The Lions were the greatest superheroes ever because they managed to take down one of the toughest Zero Knights. There was always some mention about Dicer, in particular, being the star of the show because he had been the one to deal the final blow and his prototype armor was proof that the Zero Knights’ days were numbered now that the government was able to make their own. Some of the more fanatical news sources even stated that the era of private superheroes was over and that government-backed superheroes like the Lions were the way of the future.
And, of course, almost every article had to take a potshot at Rubberman and me, usually in a snide way, as if to imply that the reason we struggled against the Zero Knights in the past was because we just weren’t good enough. Of course, some articles didn’t even mention us at all, which was both good and bad. Good because it meant we didn’t have to deal with more negative press. Bad because it made it sound like the Lions defeated Cannonball all by themselves and that neither Rubberman nor I had anything to do with it or even existed. It was an understatement to say that that was annoying.
“Yeah, you’re right,” said Frank, his shoulders slumping. “Based on what you told me, it sounds like you and Rubberman played a really important role in taking her down.”
I nodded as I slammed the locker door closed and began walking to our science class with Frank, making our way through the crowd of students jammed into the hallway trying to make their way to their respective classes. I normally wouldn’t talk about work with so many people around, but there was so much noise that I doubted anyone heard us talking. “We did. Kind of like with the Storm, where we helped save the city but Prime Man got all the credit.”
“I know it sucks, but you gotta look on the bright side, Alex,” said Frank as he stepped aside to allow one of the football team players to walk past. “They took down a freaking Zero Knight who wanted to kill you and your boss. Isn’t that worth being happy about even if you and your boss weren’t the ones to take her down yourselves?”
“It is, don’t get me wrong,” I said as we passed a gaggle of giggling freshmen girls, “but I just wish we got some recognition for the part we played. We might not be as flashy or powerful as the Lions, but we did help. I’ve even seen some people say that the Lions should be the new superheroes of Golden City rather than us.”
“Yeah, that article from the Golden City Journal yesterday about it was BS,” Frank agreed. “But it’s like with Prime Man. People may say that, but that doesn’t mean anything will actually come out of it. I mean, the Lions aren’t going to stay in Golden City forever, right? They’re supposed to be leaving pretty soon now that Cannonball has been taken care of.”
“That’s what boss told me,” I said as we stopped to let the janitor, who was hauling a full bucket of soapy water, pass us. “They’re supposed to leave by the end of the week, on the day of the prom in fact. Right now they’re staying in Golden City to protect Cannonball and make sure she can’t get out of prison.”
That was true. Although it sure looked like Dicer had killed Cannonball, he had in fact only disabled her suit. The Lions had transported Cannonball, still in her suit, to the Golden City Penitentiary, because that was the only place in the city where she could be safely kept. They would have removed Cannonball from her armor entirely, but apparently it was too difficult to remove a person from Zero Armor by force, so instead they opted to put her in a holding cell until it was time to move her to a more secure federal facility somewhere in Dallas. I didn’t like the idea of keeping Cannonball in our prison, but there really wasn’t anywhere else to put her until they could transport her out of the city. Plus, her suit was almost entirely disabled, which meant she wouldn’t be able to escape even if she wanted to.
“Well, I’m glad she’s in prison,” said Frank as we resumed walking. “I feel safer knowing she’s there, at least.”
“Same here, but I frankly can’t wait until the Lions go back to Washington,” I said. “Though I’m worried that the Order might send another Zero Knight to save Cannonball at some point. I mean, we know they’re willing to go to crazy lengths to avenge their fellow Zero Knights. I can’t imagine Xero is particularly happy about one of their own getting captured.”
“Probably not,” said Frank as we entered our science classroom, where Mr. Peters was already writing on the blackboard, though he didn’t seem to notice us enter as we made our way to our seats in the back of the classroom.
Even so, now that we were actually in class, I lowered my voice even more to make sure that none of the other students could hear me. “If the Zero Knights attack again, then the Lions will probably be back again. Or maybe just stay outright. Which is something I’m really excited about, as you can imagine.”
“Well, that’s for time to tell, isn’t it?” said Frank as he pulled out his textbook and placed it on his desk. “It’s over for now. Maybe you should start thinking about other things.”
“Other things?” I said, looking at Frank in confusion as I opened my own textbook. “Like what?”
“Like prom,” said Frank. He smiled at Stacy, who sat a few rows ahead of us. She smiled back at him briefly before returning her attention to Mr. Peters, who was now going on about today’s lesson. “I know I’m really looking forward to it, at least.”
I frowned. I hadn’t given the prom that much thought since I asked out Nancy. I spotted Nancy at the front of the class, apparently taking notes in her notebook. She didn’t look over her shoulder at me, but I still stared at her. She was just so beautiful that I found it hard to focus on anything else whenever she was around. Even so, I had been so focused on work these past couple of days that I hadn’t had much time to talk to Nancy about prom. I suppose there really wasn’t much to talk about, aside from when I needed to pick her up and where she lived, but that was information I could get any time, which was probably why I hadn’t gotten it yet.
Now that I thought about it, though, prom was coming up on Saturday. That meant I needed, at a minimum, to make sure I had a tuxedo or some kind of nice clothing to wear. I had lost a good deal of my own clothing after our house was attacked during the Storm, but I knew of a tuxedo rental place in town I could go to sometime after work. It was close to where Rubberman was and—
A loud knock at the classroom door made me look at the door. It even made Mr. Peters stop speaking and look at the door in annoyance.
“Come in,” said Mr. Peters in a slightly annoyed voice. “I hope this is important because we are in the middle of a critical lesson and I don’t want any unnecessary interruptions.”
The door, unfortunately, had no windows, so I didn’t know who it was until the door opened and the person on the other side stepped inside:
It was Nightbolt.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Who are you?” said Mr. Peters, a frown forming on his lips as he took in Nightbolt’s, ah, ‘country’ appearance. “Are you looking for someone or are you lost?” 
Nightbolt looked at Mr. Peters with a polite smile. “I ain’t lost. Just looking for one of your students, Alex Fry.”
Mr. Peters glanced at the back of the class where Frank and I sat. “He’s here. Why do you wish to see him?”
“Because I’m his grandfather and I’ve got an important message from his parents to tell him,” said Nightbolt without missing a beat.
Mr. Peters’ frown deepened. “Well, Mr. Fry, perhaps you can wait to talk to your grandson after our class is over. Right now, we are in the middle of a very important lecture and—”
Nightbolt held up a pink slip of paper. “But I got this approval from the principal to take Alex out of class real quick to talk to him. See?”
Mr. Peters took the pink slip and looked it over a couple of times. Disbelief etched across his features, Mr. Peters nonetheless looked up from the slip and said, “Well, this does appear to be Principal Goodman’s signature, but—”
“So that means I can talk to him,” said Nightbolt. “Right?”
“Right, but …” Mr. Peters sighed and looked over at me. “Alex, would you go talk with your grandfather outside of class? And please be quick about it and return to class as quickly as possible. As I said, this lecture is very important, especially for your graduation.”
Although I had no idea what Nightbolt wanted to talk to me about, I nonetheless stood up and followed him out of the classroom. I exchanged a quick but friendly smile with Nancy when I passed her, though Mr. Peters wasn’t so quick to smile at me as I passed him.
As soon as I close the classroom door behind us, I turned to face Nightbolt, who seemed as unhurried as he did in the classroom. “What are you doing here at my school, Nightbolt? I mean, I don’t mind talking to you, but this seems like a weird time to do it. And why did you have to claim to be my grandfather?”
“’Cause I was told only family can visit students during school hours,” Nightbolt replied. “’Course, I could have waited until you got out of school and went to the Elastic Cave, but I wanted to talk to you sooner than that and I don’t have a cell phone so I can’t just call you.”
“You don’t have a cell phone?” I said in shock. “But everyone has a cell phone.”
“Not this old man,” said Nightbolt, shaking his head. “Lived a good long life without one, so why change that now? But that’s not what I wanted to talk with you about.”
Getting over my surprise at Nightbolt’s lack of cell phone ownership, I said, “What did you want to talk about? And please be quick about it. I don’t really want to go back to class, but Mr. Peters is pretty harsh on students who skip his class and I don’t need my atrocious science grade to get even worse.”
Nightbolt nodded. “Gotcha. Won’t be long at all, I can assure you of that.”
“All right,” I said. “Let’s hear it, then.”
Nightbolt rubbed his hands together. “All right. You remember how I’ve been looking for the ghost of Mystress, right?”
I nodded slowly. “Yeah, though to tell you the truth, I kind of forgot about it in the aftermath of Cannonball’s arrest.”
“Understandable,” said Nightbolt. “This is a very personal thing, after all, more for me than anything. Even so, I am fairly certain I’m on the right track.”
“You mean you’ve found Mystress’ ghost?” I said in surprise.
“Not yet,” said Nightbolt, “but I’ve found some evidence about where she might be. Look at this.”
Nightbolt took out a folded picture from his pocket, unfolded it, and showed it to me. Taking the picture, I frowned because I was not sure what I was looking at.
It looked like the picture had been taken at midnight. It showed the Golden City Graveyard—a place I easily recognized thanks to having visited there more than a few times over the years—and what looked like a long-haired woman standing amongst the tombstones like, well, a ghost. It was hard to determine her height from this picture alone, but I could see her face, which was shockingly pale. She looked somewhat like the Necromantress, if perhaps a bit older, and she seemed to be glaring directly at whoever had taken this picture of her.
“Who is this?” I said, looking up at Nightbolt.
“It’s a picture of Mystress’ ghost,” said Nightbolt, still rubbing his hands together. “I found it when I was snooping around the Golden City Library earlier. It’s a picture I found in an article in the Golden City Journal from last week.”
I tilted my head to the side in confusion. “So the ghost of Mystress is real after all?”
Nightbolt nodded again. “Exactly. Which is why I need your help.”
I raised an eyebrow. “My help? Why do you need my help for?”
Nightbolt looked around again, perhaps to make sure no one was close enough to eavesdrop on us, and then said, in a low voice, “I am planning to go to the graveyard tonight and search for Mystress’ ghost myself. And I’d like you to come with me.”
I frowned. “While I don’t mind helping you, Nightbolt, I’m not sure how much help I’d be against a ghost.”
“Hey, I’m no ghostbuster, either,” Nightbolt said, “but I just need some backup. I’m not as young as I used to be. I could use a sidekick again and you’re the only one in Golden City.”
“What about Rubberman?” I said. “Have you talked to him about this?”
“I already asked him and he was okay with you helping me,” said Nightbolt. “Dennis wanted to help, too, but he’s gonna be real busy tonight with some work stuff. Therefore, it’s just going to be you, me, and Spike.”
I looked down at the picture again. “Ghost hunting in a graveyard in the middle of the night doesn’t seem like a smart move to me.”
“But it’s what we need to do,” said Nightbolt. “Besides, I know how you and Dennis feel after this whole Zero Knight mess. If Mystress is as dangerous as I think she is, then this could be your chance to help make your city a little safer.”
I had to admit, that did appeal to me. I hated how powerless and useless I’d felt since the Lions defeated Cannonball and everyone started singing their praises. If I helped Nightbolt defeat a dangerous ghost supervillain who probably planned to do all sorts of horrible things to Golden City, then this could be a chance to improve our reputation among the people, if only a little.
But thinking of the Lions made me say, “What about the Lions? Have you asked them for help or even approached them at all?”
Nightbolt shook his head. “Naw. They’re too ‘important’ to help an elderly man like me chase ghosts. At least, that’s what Alice told me. Not surprised. Alice has always thought she’s better than everyone else. Thinks she’s too important to help a guy like me.”
“Did you know her?” I said. “Because you talk like Alice and you have some history together.”
Nightbolt sighed. “Let’s just say that you should never forget your roots, Alex. No matter how famous, powerful, or successful you become, never forget where you’re from or the people who helped you along the way.”
Odd. Nightbolt was usually pretty direct and blunt about his experiences, but it sounded to me like he didn’t want to discuss his past with Lady Thunder. I suppose it wasn’t really my business, but at the same time, I was still very curious about that. Perhaps I would find out later on. There was a high chance I would be seeing Lady Thunder herself soon enough. Maybe I could ask her, although something told me that Lady Thunder would be no more willing to talk about her past to me than Nightbolt was.
“So what do you say?” said Nightbolt. “I promise to pay you if you help me. That is, above and beyond what Rubberman is paying you already.”
I scratched my chin in thought. “All right, Nightbolt. I’ll help you see if we can find Mystress’ ghost at the graveyard tonight.”
“Excellent,” said Nightbolt, a big smile crossing his ancient features. “We’ll meet up at the Elastic Cave at midnight and then head out to the graveyard together after you suit up.”
I nodded. “Sounds good. See you later, then.”
“Right,” said Nightbolt. He sighed. “You know, lots of people in my generation say that the younger generations are hopeless, but I’m not sure that every one of you youngsters is truly hopeless. Some of y’all are actually dependable.”
Unsure what to say to that, I just shrugged. “I just like helping my friends. That’s all.”
“And that’s why I like you,” said Nightbolt. “Anyway, I need to get going and you need to get back to class. Your teacher is probably wondering where you are about now.”
I chuckled. “Yeah, Mr. Peters probably is. See you tonight, then.”
Nightbolt nodded again and then turned and walked off down the hallway whistling an old-timey tune under his breath that I didn’t recognize. I just watched him go for a moment before going back into my classroom, heading directly back to my seat next to Frank. Frank looked at me expectantly, but I just made a motion with my hand that I would explain what Nightbolt and I talked about later after class. For now, I just turned my attention to Mr. Peters, who seemed a little annoyed at Nightbolt’s interruption but otherwise didn’t show it as he continued to lecture us about whatever he was talking about today.
My mind was stuck on my conversation with Nightbolt. I still wasn’t convinced that Mystress was back. There had to be another explanation for all of this supernatural ghost stuff going on recently. Of course, was my skepticism really justified when one of the villains I had fought was a literal necromancer?
Regardless, tonight was going to be an … interesting night, regardless of what we found. Or what found us.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The Golden City Graveyard was eerily silent tonight. Although there was a full moon in the sky overhead affording us enough light by which to see, it was still very dark. The air was crisp and warm, with a hint of moisture from a rain shower that had slammed Golden City earlier this evening. As a result, the ground was muddy and the concrete pathway winding its way through the graveyard was slightly wet and slippery, though my boots, which were slip-resistant, allowed me to walk on the path without any difficulty. 
“Nice graveyard,” Nightbolt commented, snapping me out of my thoughts suddenly. “Much nicer than the one back in Los Congrejos, anyway.”
Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked at Nightbolt. Nightbolt looked almost completely different from how he normally did. He had ditched his civilians clothes of a white shirt and dirty coveralls for a slightly old-fashioned costume that made him hard to look at. His costume was black and purple, with the black being nearly the same shade of black as midnight itself. He wore thick goggles over his eyes that apparently gave him night vision and had a simple utility belt around his waist that kept his pants up. By his side walked Spike, who, unlike his master, did not have a costume, though with the way his ears stood up, it was clear that he was as alert as we were.
“Los Congrejos has a graveyard?” I said in disbelief. “I didn’t see one when I was there.”
“That’s because I didn’t take you there,” said Nightbolt with a chuckle. “It’s not much. Just a few tombstones surrounded by a fence. Like Los Congrejos, it’s small, old, and old-fashioned. But that’s why I like that tiny town.”
I nodded. ‘Old’ and ‘old-fashioned’ was definitely how I would describe Los Congrejos, though I could think of a lot of other, less favorable terms I would use to describe it, too. “Right. Well, I’m surprised you still have your old costume. I thought you had gotten rid of it after you retired.”
Nightbolt patted his chest. “Nah. I might be retired, but that doesn’t mean I gave up everything I owned. It’s been a while since I last wore this costume, though, but I’m pleased it still fits.”
“Yeah,” I said. I frowned. “I kind of wish you didn’t wear it, though, because with how dark it is tonight, I feel like I can barely see you sometimes. I’m afraid of losing you here.”
“That’s the point,” said Nightbolt. “I had my costume specially designed to allow me to blend in with the darkness. Remember, I don’t have powers like you or Rubberman. I’m just an ordinary guy who needs every advantage he can get. As a lot of bad guys found out in my youth.”
I glanced at the utility belt around his waist. “Is that why you have a utility belt, too?”
“Sure,” said Nightbolt, patting his belt. “Utility belts aren’t too popular anymore nowadays, but I don’t care. It’s where I keep all my gadgets and toys. These things come in cycles, though, so I’m sure utility belts will come back in vogue one of these days.”
I chuckled when Nightbolt said that. I had never seen a superhero with a utility belt since I started working with Rubberman and he was right that they were old-fashioned. Whether they would ever come back in style, though, was debatable. They looked kind of ridiculous, in my opinion. “Just like disco, right?”
Nightbolt shuddered. “Ugh. Disco is one of the things from the old days that I’m glad is dead. I might be an old-fashioned coot who doesn’t understand any of this modern crap, but even I know that some things from the past deserved to die and need to stay dead.”
“Like Mystress,” I said, glancing around the graveyard again, “who I haven’t seen at all since we got here.”
That was true. We had arrived in the Golden City Graveyard about half an hour ago. We had spent most of our time walking aimlessly around the empty graveyard, searching every tombstone we came across for any hints of Mystress. Although Nightbolt did not seem to mind wandering around a graveyard at night searching for a ghost, my feelings bounced between feeling like a creep for being out so late to feeling creeped out like I was in a horror movie. Regardless, it had been a quiet night so far and it didn’t seem like it was about to change.
“Exactly like her,” Nightbolt agreed. “Now if we could only find her ghost and tell her that, then maybe we’d make some progress.”
I yawned. Although I was used to midnight missions like this, I had to admit the lack of sleep was starting to get to me. That was one of the reasons I hoped we would go home soon. Perhaps Nightbolt would decide that Mystress wasn’t here at all and that we could both go home and get some much-needed rest. In particular, I needed rest for prom tomorrow night, which somehow seemed both more and less scary than ghost-hunting in a creepy graveyard in the middle of the night.
Rubbing the back of my head, I said, “Maybe she isn’t here anymore. I mean, that photo was taken ten years ago, wasn’t it? I can’t imagine her ghost would still be wandering the same graveyard ten years later, especially a graveyard that her body wasn’t even buried at.”
“Perhaps,” said Nightbolt, “but we’re not leaving until I say so. I feel like we’re on the right track. That picture is our only clue and I’ll be damned if I ignore it just because we haven’t immediately found her. Kids these days are so impatient, I swear.”
I frowned. “Weren’t you the one telling me that I was one of the better youngsters earlier?”
Nightbolt patted me on the shoulder. “Yeah, you are, but you’re also still a kid and still like your peers. Don’t worry, though. I’m used to dealing with impatient kids who want everything now, so I know how to handle you.”
I was about to ask him what that was supposed to mean when Spike came to a sudden stop. The German shepherd raised his head, his ears standing upright, his gazed fixed on some point in the shadows ahead of us. A low growl, unlike any noise I’d heard Spike make before, emitted from his throat, which made the hairs on my arms stand on end even though Spike wasn’t growling at me.
“What is it, boy?” said Nightbolt. He drew what looked like three tiny orbs from his utility belt, although I wasn’t sure what they were. “Did you see something?”
I looked ahead, straining to see in the shadows, but even with my night vision, I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. My eyes scanned the tombstones around us, but I saw nothing other than the hundreds of graves scattered around us. “I don’t see anything. Maybe Spike just smelled a squirrel or something?”
Even as the words left my mouth, however, I saw movement in the shadows. A moment later, a woman stepped out of the shadows, seeming to appear from thin air. It was the only way to describe how she appeared because my night vision certainly would have shown her if she had actually been standing there. Maybe she used some kind of invisibility or something?
The woman was close to me in height, maybe a little shorter. If I had to guess, she was in her thirties or forties. She wore robes that made her look like a stereotypical magician, complete with top hat and wand. Her robes covered her body like drapes, making it impossible to see what she hiding within. I only noticed the wand because the tip was poking out from within. The rest of her body was completely covered.
Not that I would have looked at anything else other than her face, though. Her face was sharp and cruel, with glowing blue eyes that reminded me of Fro-Zen’s ice. She looked almost like a vampire, especially with the way her teeth jutted out from her mouth. The weirdest thing about her was the complete lack of eyebrows, which just added to her unreal appearance. She would have looked beautiful if she had some eyebrows and didn’t look like she wanted to kill us.
“Is that—?” I said.
“Mystress,” said Nightbolt, nodding grimly. “Looks like we found her. Or maybe I should say, she found us.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Mystress regarded us with cold, almost dead eyes. I said ‘almost’ dead because there was a hint of life in her eyes. Whether that meant she was a ghost or this was some kind of illusion, I had no idea. 
Regardless, my survival instincts kicked in when she appeared. Spike was growling at her even more loudly than before. It made me wonder if dogs could see ghosts better than humans, seeing as Spike had apparently noticed her before we did. Assuming, that is, that she was a ghost at all.
Nightbolt, however, showed no fear or hesitation. He simply stepped forward and said, “Mystress. Long time, no see.”
Mystress nodded once. “Same to you, Nightbolt. I see you are still wearing that ridiculous costume of yours.”
“You’re one to talk,” said Nightbolt, looking her up and down. “Robes? What, did you just step out of the shower and forgot to bring some clean clothes?”
Mystress shook her head. “Even though you are now an old man, you still focus on the irrelevant details. That is why I was always able to trick you.”
“I’m wiser than you think, Mystress,” said Nightbolt, “but go ahead and keep talking. Tell me how you came back to life.”
“No,” said Mystress. “The mysteries of life and death are mine and mine alone. You and your sidekick don’t need to know them.”
Mystress referencing me finally made me snap out of my fear and I said, “I’m not Nightbolt’s sidekick. I actually work for Rubberman.”
“I know that,” Mystress snapped at me, “but if you think I care, then you are sadly mistaken. I see only one of Nightbolt’s students who I need to kill.”
“Why?” I said. “Just because you are angry that Nightbolt killed you? I don’t see the logic in killing me when Nightbolt is the one you actually hate.”
Mystress shook her head again. “Did Nightbolt not tell you the truth about how I died that night, then? How I actually died?”
“What are you talking about?” I said. “Nightbolt already told me how you died. He said you fell off that dam and fell to your death. It was an accident.”
Mystress looked at Nightbolt disbelievingly. “Is that the story you told this boy? I see you are a better liar than I thought. We would have made a great team, between my illusions and your lies. Too bad you never wanted to be anything other than a superhero.”
I looked at Nightbolt curiously. Nightbolt looked tenser than before. His hands were balled tightly into fists and his jaw was set in a painful-looking grimace. That seemed like an odd reaction to what Mystress said to him. Was she right that Nightbolt had omitted some important details from his story about her death? If so, why?
“Nightbolt, is she right that you lied to us about her death?” I said. “Or is she lying?”
“Unlike Nightbolt, I actually speak the truth,” said Mystress. “Would you care to hear it?”
“She is a liar, Beams,” said Nightbolt, though there was a hint of worry in his voice. “Whatever she tells you about her death is wrong. We don’t even know if that is actually her or if this is all some kind of trick, an illusion created by someone else.”
“Call me whatever you want,” said Mystress, “but it doesn’t change that I am me. And deep down in your heart, Nightbolt, you know this.”
I weighed my options. As a general rule, I didn’t trust supervillains to tell me the truth about anything. And if they did tell me the truth, you could bet it was always an incomplete or partial truth just to make themselves look better or manipulate me into doing something for them. Knowing what I did about Mystress—that she was a master of illusions and trickery—instantly made me take whatever she said with a grain of salt.
On the other hand, I was curious to find out why Nightbolt was acting so skittish around her when she mentioned the ‘truth’ of her death. If Nightbolt had told me the truth, then why would he be so worried about her lies? I was confident I could tell if she was lying or not.
So I said, “All right, Mystress. Let’s hear your side of the story. How did you really die?”
Mystress smiled, an expression that immediately made me regret asking her to speak. “I am more than happy to answer that question for you. The story of how I really died is a fascinating one, if brief. But I am sure you will find it enlightening, even if Nightbolt does not want you to know it.”
Nightbolt grimaced. He looked like he wanted to run and hide right now, but to his credit, he stayed where he was. I kept a close eye on him, however, just in case he decided to attack Mystress, which seemed likely, because the whole reason Nightbolt had come to Golden City in the first place was to hunt her down.
Mystress glanced at the sky. “It happened on a night different from tonight, dark and stormy. I was working hard on destroying a dam in front of a town, intending to drown the entire town in the river.”
“Why?” I said in shock. “And why are you admitting to it so casually?”
Mystress smirked. “Oh, didn’t I tell you that I was working for the Order of the Zero Knights at the time? And that I was doing that on express orders from King Xero himself?”
My eyes widened in horror. “You mean you work for the Zero Knights?”
“Yes,” said Mystress, nodding. “In fact, it was King Xero who resurrected me using Obadiah’s magic so I can still serve him even now.”
I looked at Nightbolt. “Nightbolt, did you know that she was a member of the Order?”
“I did,” said Nightbolt without looking at me. “I’ve always known that.”
“Why didn’t you tell us that?” I said. “It would have been nice to know that we were dealing with a member of the Zero Knights here.”
“What difference would it have made in the end?” said Mystress. She shook her head. “Regardless, my story isn’t finished yet. Per King Xero’s orders, I was trying to destroy a dam holding back a river that would have flooded an entire city. That is when Nightbolt showed up.”
Nightbolt locked eyes with Mystress. “I didn’t just show up, you witch. I tore through your guards just to get to you.”
Mystress shrugged. “However you want to look at it, you did appear and you interfered with my plans. I expected you to show up, but unfortunately I’d been so caught up in my plan that I failed to adequately protect myself. So I fled, planning to try again another time, but Nightbolt was faster than me and he caught me. And do you know what he did to me, Beams?”
I grimaced. “No, what?”
“He killed me himself,” said Mystress. “It was not, as he has said over the years to anyone who asked, an accident. He pushed me over the side of the dam and I fell straight to my death. He didn’t think that he could trust the government to properly jail me and he didn’t think that I deserved to live after all of the crimes I had committed during my lifetime. So he took justice into his own hands and killed me himself.”
Shocked, I looked at Nightbolt again. “Is that true, Nightbolt? Did you really kill Mystress yourself? Did you murder her?”
Nightbolt did not meet my gaze when I asked him that question. He kept his eyes focused on the ground. “I … yes, I did. I did kill her.”
Nightbolt suddenly looked up at me with pleading eyes. “But only because I had to. If I hadn’t killed her, she would have blown up the dam and killed countless people. It was the only choice I had. I couldn’t arrest her and take her to the police like I did with most of the supervillains I’ve fought over the years. It wasn’t murder.”
“Then why have you lied about it for so long?” said Mystress. “For thirty years, you told the world that my death was an accident, if not my fault outright. Yet this entire time, you knew the truth and you knew that if anyone else knew the truth, it would destroy your life and your career. That is why you have always lied about it so that you would look like the hero, even though you are not.”
I wasn’t sure how to react to this news. Mystress was a supervillain, which by default meant her word was not to be trusted, but Nightbolt didn’t deny his involvement in her death. He just tried to justify it. I wasn’t sure who to believe or trust now. I’d killed a few supervillains over the years, but only when I had no choice. It sounded to me, though, like Nightbolt did have a choice but chose poorly. If so, what other poor choices had Nightbolt made over the years? What other secrets was he hiding from me, Rubberman, and the world in general?
“That is why I am here in Golden City,” said Mystress. She spread her hands wide, revealing long, spidery pale fingers extending out. “I have come back from the dead to avenge my own murder. In exchange for my life, I will take your life, Beams, and Rubberman’s life as well, for you are his two most loved and trusted students.”
I tilted my head to the side. “What was the point in telling me the truth about your death if you were just going to kill me anyway? Your motives don’t make a whole lot of sense.”
Mystress chuckled. “I just wanted you to know why you will have to die tonight. I wouldn’t want you to go to your death thinking that your death was my fault. Oh, no. I want you to know exactly why you are going to die and who you have to blame for it: namely, Nightbolt and his own poor decisions, the consequences of which have come back from the grave to haunt him in the last days of his life. Literally.”
I eyed Mystress carefully. “Even if Nightbolt did murder you, that doesn’t mean I’m just going to sit back and let you kill me. I’m not stupid.”
“I am well aware of that fact, Beams,” said Mystress. Her hands began to glow white with magical energy. “But you are assuming that my resurrection brought me back only to the level of power I was at before. Perhaps it has not occurred to you that I did not merely die and come back to life. I came back as a true mage, with magical power the likes of which few dream of and which you will never be able to defeat.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Mystress thrust her hands forward. White beams of energy shot toward me, but I fired my own laser beams and our beams met in the middle, creating a small explosion of energy that sent me, Nightbolt, and Spike flying. I landed hard on the concrete path but jumped back to my feet in time to see Mystress walking out from the dust cloud kicked up by the explosion, her hands still glowing that eerie white color. 
Without looking to see if Nightbolt and Spike were okay, I fired my energy beams at Mystress. She shifted out of the way without even moving her legs and then rushed toward me and punched me in the stomach.
Although Mystress’ arms might have appeared to be thin and stick-like, the impact of her punch felt like I had gotten punched by a professional boxer. I doubled over only to get another punch to the chin, which sent me staggering backward, lights flashing in my eyes. I shook my head in time to see another glowing punch come my way, which I was able to dodge at the last minute by jumping backward and landing on top of a particularly large tombstone.
“Dang, lady!” I said, rubbing my stomach. “You’re pretty solid for a ghost.”
Mystress smiled up at me. “Just because I am a ghost doesn’t mean I can’t interact with the physical world at all. It just means it’s a lot harder for me than it is for mortals like—”
Mystress was interrupted when three small balls flew out of the darkness and landed at her ghostly feet. Mystress had just enough time to look down at the metal balls in confusion before they exploded, each one unleashing enough light to illuminate our section of the graveyard and even obscure the moon and stars in the sky above. I had to close my eyes to protect my own vision, though I could hear Mystress’ own cries of pain and agony as the lights from the balls grew brighter and brighter.
As soon as the light faded, I opened my eyes to see what happened.
Mystress had floated several feet away from me, her hands covering her eyes. Even so, she was now making weird hissing noises, though I soon realized that the hissing noises were coming from her own body. Wisps of what looked like smoke rose from her ghostly body as if she was being evaporated.
“What … was … that?” said Mystress, her voice strained and full of pain. “My body … it hurts …”
“That would be me, Mystress,” said Nightbolt. He rose up from behind a nearby tombstone, holding three more of those light balls in his right hand. “Patented Nightbolt Light Balls. Useful for blinding bad guys, making it easier to see at night, and, of course, harming ghosts.”
Mystress removed her hands from her eyes and I wish she hadn’t. Her eyes were practically melting out of her skull now. She now literally looked like something straight out of a horror movie. I half-expected her to start making hissing sounds to show her displeasure or start talking in some kind of demonic language.
Instead, Mystress just lunged toward Nightbolt with her clawed fingers outstretched, only for Spike to come out of nowhere and tackle her to the ground. The large German shepherd pinned Mystress to the ground under his heavy weight, locking his jaws around her neck and making the most horrible growling sounds I’d ever heard come from that dog. I had only seen Spike attack a person once before, but this time he seemed to be going in for the kill, his teeth sinking into Mystress’ neck like melted butter.
“Good boy, Spike!” said Nightbolt as he took aim with another set of Light Balls. “Keep her right there and I’ll finish her off with—”
Nightbolt was interrupted when an unholy screech emitted from Mystress’ throat. Her screech was so terrifying that even Spike froze in fear and then Mystress’ form turned into mist and evaporated in the dog’s mouth. Spike immediately stood up and looked around, but Mystress was nowhere to be seen. Even from up here on my tombstone, I couldn’t see Mystress anywhere.
“What the—?” said Nightbolt, lowering his hand in surprise. “Where did she go? Beams, can you see her?”
“No,” I said, my head whipping back and forth as I searched the surrounding area for Mystress. “She seems to have just up and disappeared. Think she decided to run away?”
No sooner did those words leave my mouth, however, when Mystress suddenly reformed behind Nightbolt and thrust her arm into his back. Mystress’ ghostly arm passed through his back and out his chest, causing Nightbolt to gasp and drop his Light Balls onto the grass. He looked down at the hand with a surprised look on his face, his mouthing hanging open in shock.
“I will deal with you later, Nightbolt,” Mystress hissed in Nightbolt’s ears. “For now, I want to kill your student.”
“Nightbolt, no!” I shouted. “You witch!”
I fired my eye beams at Mystress, but she disappeared as quickly as she appeared, causing my eye beams to miss and strike a tombstone behind her. At the same time, Nightbolt collapsed onto the ground in a huddled mess, while Spike ran over to Nightbolt and began sniffing and nudging him with his nose. Clearly, Mystress had done something to Nightbolt’s heart. Given Nightbolt’s advanced age, that meant I needed to get him to the hospital as fast as I could.
I jumped down from the tombstone, only for a circle of white light to explode around me, forcing me to cover my eyes again. I heard Mystress’ laughter around me, however, and lowered my hands, squinting through the light to see her.
Mystress stood just outside the circle, her hands glowing white again, the same shade of white as the circle of light that encircled me. She was waving her hands back and forth, seeming to feed mana into the circle. I fired my eye beams at the walls of the circle, but my energy beams harmlessly deflected off of the walls without damaging anything.
“You can’t escape this one, Beams,” said Mystress. “Use your eye beams all you want. It will do nothing to save you from your inevitable death.”
Mystress was right. It seemed like the magical barrier she had formed around me was too powerful for even my eye beams to work against. I needed to figure out another way out of here. Noticing that the top was open, I gave myself an adrenaline boost and jumped straight up into the air.
Success! I leaped over the top of the barrier and landed on the dewy grass on the other side just as Mystress finished waving her hands and a supernaturally white fire erupted in the circle that I had just escaped from. The fire exploded into the air, sending sparks flying everywhere, but I ignored that and fired my beams at Mystress and struck her in the chest.
The impact from my eye beams made Mystress’ chest hiss and melt. She let loose another inhumane screech and lunged toward me faster than I could move. She grabbed my throat and slammed me against one of the larger tombstones, her spindly fingers tightening around my neck with a supernaturally-strong grip.
“Die, Beams,” Mystress hissed, her voice much deeper than before. Her eyes were now glowing an unnatural white. “Die, knowing that you will die only because Nightbolt—Ouch!”
Mystress let go of me, causing me to drop to my knees and rub my neck. At first, I wasn’t sure why she let me go until I noticed Spike had sunk his teeth into one of her legs and wasn’t letting go no matter how much Mystress shook her leg. I found it weird how a ghost was somehow able to be harmed by a dog, but I didn’t care. I just fired more lasers at her, sending continuous beams of energy from my hands into her chest. Her body hissed as my energy beams tore through her ghostly form, evaporating into mist wherever my beams hit.
Mystress screamed in agony, but with Spike limiting her movement, she apparently wasn’t able to dodge my beams.
“No!” Mystress yelled, her arms waving wildly through the air. “No, this cannot be! I will not die … not again!”
I said nothing to that, although I did increase the strength of my lasers. Perhaps that was unnecessary, but I didn’t care. She’d given me enough trouble that I just wanted her to be dead.
But then Mystress suddenly slammed her fist into Spike’s head, which made Spike let her go. But her ghostly form was now far less corporal than before and she was barely visible and becoming less visible. Then she faded from view, causing me to cut off my eye beams before I used up all my energy. I looked around again, but didn’t see Mystress anywhere, though that meant little when you considered how Mystress could turn invisible.
“Where’d you go, Mystress?” I said, raising my voice to make sure she could hear me. “I thought you were an all-powerful ghost who wasn’t afraid of a stupid teenage boy like me! Guess you’re not so tough after all!”
That was when Mystress suddenly appeared on top of a nearby tombstone. Her form was still melting and misting, but she didn’t seem to be paying attention to her pain. She was glaring down at me with a twisted grin on her face, a grin that sent chills down my spine, especially at how it conflicted with the hatred in her eyes.
“You may have won this round, Beams, but I would not feel so proud of this if I were you,” said Mystress. She pointed a finger at the sky. “Although I might retreat for now, I will get my revenge soon, much sooner than you think.”
“Why not finish it here and now instead of running away like a coward?” I said, punching my fist into my other hand. “You sure sounded confident you could beat me earlier.”
Mystress’ grin became even bigger and freakier. “Don’t get me wrong. I still want to kill you. But there are other forces in Golden City that also want you dead, such as Cannonball.”
I frowned. “Guess you must not have heard. The Lions defeated Cannonball, stripped her of her Zero Armor, and put her in prison. She might want to kill me, but she’s not going to get a chance to do it anytime soon.”
Mystress tilted her head to the side. “Are you so sure about that, Beams? There’s no such thing as an escape-proof prison. Every lock can be picked and every cell can be broken out of.”
“Are you telling me that Cannonball is going to try to break out of prison?” I said. “How? Are you going to break her out?”
Mystress shrugged. “I’ve already told you too much. Suffice to say that the bigger they are, the harder they fall. And I can think of no bigger people than the Lions, the most popular superhero team in the country right now.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” I said. “Explain.”
“You will see soon enough,” Mystress said with a cackle. “Until then, I will see you later. Oh, and you might want to check on Nightbolt. His age is finally starting to catch up to him.”
Angered by her mocking words, I fired my lasers at her, but Mystress evaporated into thin air and my lasers hit nothing.
“Mystress!” I yelled, my voice echoing in the graveyard. “Where are you! Come back! Come back now!”
But there was no response from Mystress. I only heard the rustling of the green grass under my feet and Spike’s own pained whining.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


An hour later, Rubberman and I sat around Nightbolt in his room in the Golden City General Hospital. Nightbolt had been stripped out of his costume by the doctors and now lay on a soft white bed in a patient’s gown. Although Nightbolt always looked old, he looked even older than before now. His skin was paler and his breathing harder. It was a miracle he was still alive at all. 
After Mystress disappeared from the Graveyard, I ran over to Nightbolt to check him out. Miraculously, he had been alive, but unconscious and barely breathing. I had called 911 and they sent an ambulance over to the Graveyard to pick him up. I helped the ambulance workers load Nightbolt into the vehicle, but didn’t ride with them in the back of the ambulance. Instead, I took Nightbolt’s old beat-up truck with Spike in the passenger seat and followed them to the hospital that way.
Along the way, I called up Rubberman, who met me at the hospital at around the same time the ambulance got there. The two of us didn’t get to do much, however, other than watch as the doctors took Nightbolt’s vitals and made sure he was okay. It had been a tense hour of waiting, but the doctors eventually declared that Nightbolt was going to be okay. He had simply had a heart attack, although they wanted him to stay in the hospital until they could be sure that his heart was going to recover completely.
It was one of the scariest hours of my life. Although I had no blood relation to Nightbolt whatsoever, I did see him as a sort of grandfatherly figure. He was actually old enough to be my great-grandfather, now that I thought about it. Rubberman felt the same way about him. And, of course, poor Spike sat on the floor, his head on his paws, occasionally glancing up at Nightbolt with a concerned expression on his doggy features.
While Nightbolt rested, I explained to Rubberman everything that happened at the Graveyard. Rubberman listened, but it seemed to me that he didn’t listen nearly as intently as he usually did. He kept glancing at Nightbolt like he was afraid that Nightbolt just might die on him if he took his eyes off of him for even a second. Not that I could blame him. Nightbolt hadn’t stirred since we got him into the ambulance. If I hadn’t seen his chest rise and fall with each breath, I would have assumed that he was dead as well.
“And then Mystress just … disappeared,” I finished with a snap of my fingers. “Like that.”
Rubberman stroked his chin, a troubled look on his face. “So Mystress actually is back as a ghost? And she used to work for the Zero Knights?”
“I know she said ‘used’ to, but I think she still does and I think that there’s a connection between her and Cannonball,” I said, resting my hands on my knees. “She seemed to imply that she knew that Cannonball was going to try to break out of prison, which she wouldn’t know if she wasn’t also in contact with Cannonball somehow.”
“I wonder if Obadiah is the reason she’s back,” said Rubberman. “Remember him?”
That I did. Obadiah was a Zero Wizard, a mage who worked for the Zero Knights and used his magic to further their evil ends. He had worked with Mirar last month to create the Storm. In fact, if it hadn’t been for Obadiah’s magic, the Storm wouldn’t have happened at all. He had disappeared, along with Mirar, after we beat them and saved the city and we hadn’t seen any sign of him since.
Even so, I said, “I wouldn’t put it past him to do something like that. Plus, it seems like magic can do all sorts of things. Who is to say it can’t be used to summon a ghost from the afterlife?”
“Clearly, there’s a lot more going on than we thought,” said Rubberman. He sighed. “Which makes a disturbing amount of sense. I’ve never believed for one moment that the Zero Knights were done with us after we beat Mirar. And I thought we beat Cannonball a little too easily. They must have a bigger plan for Golden City than we thought, but for the life of me, I’m not sure what it is.”
“Whatever it is, it can’t be any good,” I said, shaking my head. I looked at Nightbolt glumly. “I just wish Nightbolt didn’t have to get hurt for us to learn that information. Do you think he will make it?”
Without warning, Nightbolt suddenly chuckled. His eyes opened and he said, in a weaker than normal voice, “What do you mean, do you think I’ll make it? Of course I’ll make it. I’ve survived far worse than this in my superhero career.”
“You’re awake?” said Rubberman in disbelief. “Already? But the doctors said—”
“The doctors don’t always know what they’re talking about,” Nightbolt quipped as he sat up. He winced and rested a hand on his chest. “’Course, I’m not exactly ready to go back out into the field, but no need to act like this is my funeral. I’ve still got a few years left in me.”
Rubberman and I exchanged surprised but happy looks. Although we didn’t say it aloud, neither of us had expected Nightbolt to wake up so soon. Always knew he was a tough old guy, but he was even tougher than I thought. Guess there was a reason he was considered one of the best superheroes ever.
“Glad you survived,” I said, looking at Nightbolt again. “You had us worried there for a second.”
Nightbolt reached down and scratched Spike’s ears, the dog having sat up to bring his head within reach of Nightbolt’s arms. “Sorry about that. Although I’m as tough as nails, I still have the body of an old man. I don’t recover nearly as quickly as I used to.”
“Please don’t do that again,” said Rubberman, rubbing his forehead in exasperation. “You’re supposed to be retired out in West Texas, not running around in your fifty-year-old spandex costume in graveyards in the middle of the night fighting murderous ghosts.”
Nightbolt shrugged. “You can take the man out of the superhero, but you can’t take the superhero out of the man. I coined that phrase, but the point is I’ll always be a superhero at heart no matter how old I get. Just the way I am.”
I nodded, but then I remembered what Mystress had said and said, “Nightbolt, I hope you aren’t offended by this question, but was Mystress telling the truth back there? About how you … you murdered her?”
I said that last question in a low voice. I didn’t want any of the other patients or hospital staff listening in on our conversation to hear me ask Nightbolt if he was a murderer. I didn’t want any rumors to go floating around the city about Nightbolt murdering anybody. Not until I knew the whole truth, at least.
Nightbolt continued to scratch behind Spike’s ears, but it was clear he was no longer paying attention to his dog. He wore a resigned, defeated look on his face as he sighed deeply.
“Mystress …” Nightbolt shook her head. “It was a complicated story. I should have been upfront with both of you about what happened that night, but I just didn’t think you needed to know everything.”
“Then what actually happened that night?” I said. “I want you to give us the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”
Nightbolt grimaced, like a little child being forced to eat his veggies, but he sighed again and said, “All right. After tonight, you two deserve to know the truth about what happened all those years ago. It’s your right and I was wrong to keep it from you.”
I glanced at Rubberman, but Rubberman didn’t look even remotely upset. He was looking at Nightbolt with interest, perhaps because, like me, he had never heard the full story before and so was interested in finding out what had happened that fateful night thirty years ago.
Leaning back against his pillow, Nightbolt was silent for a moment, probably collecting his thoughts, before finally saying, “As you know, I confronted Mystress thirty years ago on a dam near a small town in Texas very much like Golden City. It was to be our last confrontation. I told you that she accidentally fell off, while Mystress told you I deliberately killed her. The truth is, both of us are telling you the truth.”
“What do you mean?” I said. “How can you both be telling the truth?”
“As I said, it was a complicated story,” said Nightbolt. He rested the back of his hand on his forehead and looked up at the ceiling like he was looking back into the past. “On a stormy tonight that couldn’t be any different from tonight if it tried, I confronted Mystress on the dam. We fought for a little while, but I was always a better fighter than she was, so she tried to run away. She ran onto scaffolding left by some workers who were doing repair work on a portion of the dam. It was rickety and unsafe, especially in the wind, but that’s where she went, so I followed her onto the scaffolding.”
Nightbolt went silent again, but then he said, in a softer voice than before, “I caught up to her quickly. Reached out and grabbed her arm. I intended to throw some handcuffs on her and drag her back to the police station in the town below, but I underestimated just how much she didn’t want to be caught. Mystress pulled and we both fell off the scaffolding. I grabbed onto the edge, however, and held us both there for what seemed like an eternity, Mystress holding onto my hand for dear life.”
Nightbolt shook his head. “It wasn’t an eternity, though. It was five seconds. And I made a decision then and there that still haunts me to this day.”
“What decision was that?” I asked.
Nightbolt closed his eyes. “I had two choices: Either let go of the scaffolding and make us both fall to the ground below, where we would surely die, or let her go and let her fall to her death. If I let her go, I would be able to save myself, but it would also mean letting her die, something I didn’t want to do. Not because I liked her or anything but because I firmly believed that all criminals should get their day in court and I didn’t want her to get off so easily.”
“So you let her go,” said Rubberman. “Right?”
Nightbolt sighed. “I think so. I didn’t push her, like she said in the graveyard tonight. It was so dark and stormy and my grip was starting to fail me, not helped by the rain making our hands slick or the fact that Mystress kept threatening to kill me if I didn’t save her. A part of me wanted to let her go and another part of me didn’t, but in the end, it was a strong gust of wind that almost dislodged me and I acted without thinking. I let go of her and grabbed onto the edge with both hands, which saved me, but obviously caused Mystress to fall to her doom. Saw her body break when she hit the ground. Still see it in my nightmares sometimes.”
I bit my lower lip. “I’m sorry, Nightbolt. It sounds to me like you were in a no-win situation.”
Nightbolt opened his eyes again and looked at me and Rubberman. “Maybe, but I felt ashamed of what I did all those years ago. I had gone against my own personal code of honor. She should have gone to jail like she deserved. That was one of the reasons I retired. I felt like I couldn’t fight in accordance with my beliefs anymore. And I still don’t feel like I can, especially now in my old age.”
I bit my lower lip some more, but honestly didn’t know what to say. I knew that Nightbolt, being as old as he was, had probably made his fair share of mistakes in his day, but I hadn’t realized until just now how much this particular mistake hurt him. I hadn’t been through that myself yet, but I also wasn’t nearly as old as he was, so—
“I understand if you two have lost your respect for me now,” said Nightbolt, casting his gaze down at his chest. “Because of me, Mystress came back to life and is threatening y’all’s lives. Had I not let her fall, perhaps we wouldn’t be in this situation in the first place.”
“Why would we lose our respect for you, Nightbolt?” said Rubberman in confusion. “If anything, this just increases our respect for you. Every superhero runs into these kinds of situations in their career at one point or another. The fact that you had to deal with such a terrible situation makes you more relatable, not less.”
“Yeah,” I said with a smile. “It sounded to me like you made the best decision that you could at the time. Could you have done better? Sure, maybe, but what’s past is passed and there’s no point in crying over it or playing the what-if game.”
Nightbolt looked at us both in surprise. “Really? You mean you two aren’t angry at me for that?”
“Not even slightly,” said Rubberman. He stood up. “If anything, this just makes it more important than ever that we hunt down and stop Mystress before she does anything even worse than she’s already done. We might not know where she is, but I think that it shouldn’t be hard to find a ghost in Golden City, seeing as there aren’t too many of those here.”
Nightbolt sniffled. “Thank you, Dennis, Alex. I wasn’t sure how you would respond to the truth, but perhaps I just worried too much about—”
Nightbolt was interrupted by the door to his room slamming open. Rubberman and I both looked over our shoulders in time to see Lady Thunder and her sidekick, Dicer, enter the room. Lady Thunder clutched her lightning bolt spear in her hands, while Dicer still wore his reverse-engineered Zero Armor, his sword sheathed at his side.
“Lady Thunder?” I said, rising from my seat to face her. “What are you doing here?”
“I heard that Nightbolt got hurt,” said Lady Thunder. Her eyes locked on Nightbolt lying in his bed between me and Rubberman. “Are you all right, Steve?”
“I’m fine, Alice,” said Nightbolt with a slight smile, “but I’m surprised to see you here. Thought you had forgotten me at this point.”
“Why are you two acting like you know each other?” I said, looking from Lady Thunder to Nightbolt and back again. “Have you two met each other before?”
“We didn’t just meet each other before, Beams,” said Nightbolt with a chuckle. “You know how I’ve had superhero and sidekick students in the past? Other than you two, that is?”
I nodded. “Yeah, but I don’t see how—”
“Alice is one of them,” said Nightbolt. “And she’s not just any student. Oh, no. She’s special, right, Alice?”
Lady Thunder scowled. “Depends on how you define that term, Grandpa.”
“Grandpa?” I said in surprise. “Wait, does that mean—”
“It means exactly what you think it means, Beams,” said Nightbolt. “Alice is my granddaughter and one of my superhero students.”
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You have to be joking,” I said. I looked from Nightbolt to Lady Thunder and back again. “Right?” 
“I knew that Lady Thunder was one of Nightbolt’s students before me, but I didn’t know she was his granddaughter as well,” said Rubberman. He shook his head. “I’m as surprised as you are.”
“Don’t worry,” said Nightbolt. “Most people don’t know about our relation. Alice here has always tried to hide it.”
“Why?” I said. I looked at Lady Thunder curiously. “I’d be proud if my grandfather was one of the first superheroes.”
“It has nothing to do with pride,” said Lady Thunder. “I simply did not want to ride on my grandfather’s coattails. I wanted to build my own career and reputation independent of his. I wanted a business that I built with my hands, not one that I built on my grandfather’s work.”
“Yes, but that doesn’t mean you can’t pay me a call every now and then,” said Nightbolt. “Or even send me an email. Los Congrejos has Internet now, you know, and I know how to operate a computer. At least, I know how to open my email client, which is pretty much all I use that piece of junk for anyway.”
“I’ve been rather busy with other things, you know,” said Lady Thunder in a cold voice. “Like leading the most popular and effective superhero team in the world right now against the most dangerous supervillain organization the world has ever seen.”
“Even so, you could have paid me a visit every now and then,” Nightbolt pointed out. “And when, exactly, are you going to get married and have kids, anyway? Haven’t found Mr. Right yet?”
I held up my hands before Lady Thunder could respond. “Okay, wait. You two are related, but how come neither of you mentioned this to us until now?”
“For this reason,” said Lady Thunder, gesturing at Nightbolt. “I didn’t want him poking into my life. I am now starting to regret coming to check on him at all.”
“Come on,” said Nightbolt, rolling his eyes. “I’m not that bad. Plus, you were awfully interested in taking my advice when I mentored you all those years ago. Guess you forgot about your old man when you finally hit it big and became a famous and popular superhero.”
Lady Thunder scowled. “You know I could have just ignored the news that you got seriously injured and had to go to the hospital to be treated. I’m not a night owl and neither is Dicer. Perhaps we should head back to base and forget about you again if you’re going to act this way.”
“Can we please stop squabbling?” I said, causing both Nightbolt and Lady Thunder to look at me. “We have a lot more important things to discuss than whatever you guys are fighting about.”
“Beams is correct,” said Rubberman. He looked at Lady Thunder seriously. “What happened tonight in the Graveyard was a lot worse than what you see here. Beams and Nightbolt learned some very important information in the Graveyard tonight. Information that you and your fellow Lions need to know.”
Lady Thunder leaned on her spear, a curious look on her face. “Then tell us what you know. We are listening.”
As briefly as I could, I explained everything that happened in the Graveyard tonight to Lady Thunder and Dicer. I was surprised by how well the two listened to me, but especially Lady Thunder, who stared at me so intently that I felt like she was trying to read my mind. Both of them were clearly disturbed by the news I was sharing with them, especially the part about Cannonball planning some sort of prison break.
“And then Mystress disappeared,” I finished. “Not sure where she went, but she’ll be back for sure at some point.”
“What do you think about this, Lady Thunder?” said Dicer, looking at Lady Thunder. He was leaning against the wall of Nightbolt’s room, his arms folded in front of his chest. “Do you think there’s any truth to his words? Especially about Cannonball’s planned prison break?”
Lady Thunder was uncharacteristically quiet. She looked at the floor as if thinking deeply about what I just said. Then she finally looked up at me again, and when she did, it was with a shockingly skeptical look on her face.
“I don’t believe a word of what you just said,” said Lady Thunder.
I immediately stood up from my seat. “What do you mean you don’t believe a word of what I just said? I didn’t lie to you. I told you the truth. Ask Nightbolt. He can back me up.”
Lady Thunder, however, waved a hand at me dismissively. “I believe you told me what you believed to be the truth. I also believe that you fought a woman who claimed to be Mystress tonight, the supervillain who Nightbolt killed thirty years ago. But I don’t believe that Mystress has, in fact, come back from the grave or that she was being truthful about Cannonball attempting to break out of prison.”
“But why?” I said. “Why don’t you believe me?”
“No proof, for one,” said Lady Thunder, holding up one finger, “and I generally do not believe things without proof. Two, people can’t come back from the dead, not as ghosts or anything else. And three, Cannonball is currently without her Zero Armor, which is the only thing she could use to escape from prison. When we brought her to the prison, the guards stripped her of everything she had on her body—including her own clothing—and put her in solitary confinement in an orange jumpsuit. She does not have any allies in the prison and she has more guards than any other prisoner. The Zero Knights could stage a breakout from the outside, but Stars volunteered to help defend the prison from the Zero Knights, so even that wouldn’t work.”
“There’s also another teensy problem with the idea of Cannonball staging a breakout,” Dicer said. “Namely, that she’s unconscious and wheelchair-bound.”
“Cannonball uses a wheelchair?” I said. “But she was walking around just fine in her Zero Armor when we fought her.”
“Apparently, Zero Armor not only makes you stronger and faster, but it can even give you the ability to walk again if you lost it before,” said Dicer. He shrugged. “Pretty amazing stuff, if you ask me.”
“Dicer is correct,” said Lady Thunder. “The only place Cannonball will be going to is maximum federal security prison, while her Zero Armor will be confiscated by the Department of Superheroes for further study and experimentation. With a second suit of Zero Armor, the Department will be able to improve greatly upon Dicer’s armor, which will just make the Lions stronger than ever.”
I was at a loss for words. I wanted to argue with Lady Thunder that she was wrong and that she wasn’t taking this news nearly as seriously as she should have, but at the same time, her logic was too airtight for me to really argue against.
Still, I didn’t want to concede the point to her just yet, so I said, “But we actually saw and fought Mystress.”
“So?” said Lady Thunder. “Perhaps she was an actual person simply pretending to be Mystress to confuse you. If she’s working for Xero, then that is very likely. She might even be a Zero Knight herself for all you know. Should she attempt to free Cannonball, the Lions will be more than enough to stop her.”
“Are you guys going to at least increase Cannonball’s security just to make sure?” said Rubberman.
Lady Thunder shook her head. “No. There’s no need to waste more money and people on the word of a fake ghost who would benefit from us panicking. We are going to keep doing the same things we are doing now. Indeed, there’s no need to do anything until tomorrow when we finally transport Cannonball to the federal prison in Washington, D.C., where she belongs.”
“You aren’t going to do anything at all?” I said. “Seriously?”
“Well, perhaps I’ll have Dicer here do a quick search of Golden City for this Mystress woman,” said Lady Thunder with a casual tilt of her head toward her sidekick, “but otherwise, you are correct. We came here for Cannonball and we will leave with her. You two, however, can go on a wild goose chase if you like. Perhaps that will help you feel less … impotent.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Here we had offered her evidence that something was up and Lady Thunder decided to insult us instead of actually doing something about it? And no, having Dicer do a ‘quick’ search of Golden City for Mystress didn’t count because it sounded like Dicer wasn’t going to search very hard or even try.
“Now, if that is all you needed to tell us, then Dicer and I are going to leave now,” said Lady Thunder. She glanced at her watch. “It is late and we have a big day ahead of us tomorrow. I am pleased to see that you are all right, Nightbolt, and I and the Lions continue to hope that you will keep getting better. Farewell.”
With that, Lady Thunder turned around and walked out of the room. Dicer followed behind her, glancing apologetically at us over his shoulder before he closed the door behind them.
As soon as the door was closed, I sat back down in my chair and said, “What is her problem? She didn’t seem to take anything we said seriously. She acted like we had just told her that someone had jaywalked. Doesn’t she realize how serious this situation is?”
“Alice has always been that way, unfortunately,” said Nightbolt. He stopped scratching Spike’s ears and rested his hands on his stomach.
“Arrogant and haughty?” I said.
“No,” said Nightbolt, shaking his head. “Afraid. She might look like a powerful superhero on the outside, but I know the real her. I saw her grow up. She was a very timid girl growing up, especially in her teenage years.”
“Afraid?” I said. I looked at the closed door in confusion. “She didn’t seem even remotely afraid to me.”
“That’s because she’s wearing a very well-designed mask,” said Nightbolt. “And I am not referring to the physical mask on her face, but the one she shows to the world. The world sees a strong, self-confident woman who isn’t afraid of anything, but every time I look at her, I still see the timid little girl who needed a night light to go to sleep at night.”
Rubberman raised an eyebrow. “Alice? Afraid? Forgive me for my skepticism, but that’s not the word I’d ever use to describe her.”
“As I said, it’s because you haven’t known her the way I have,” said Nightbolt with a wave of his hand. “When she was my student, I even taught her about the need for a superhero to project confidence and bravery even in the hardest situations. But she took it too far and thought that confidence was the same thing as arrogance.”
“So she’s just insecure?” I said, leaning back in my chair. “Why?”
“I think she just feels like she can’t live up to my legacy,” said Nightbolt. “Growing up, she knew from a young age that I was a famous and respected superhero, one of the most well-known of all time. From the start, she didn’t feel like she could meet my standards, so she ended up becoming the arrogant woman you see today to mask her insecurities. That’s also the real reason she’s kept her relation to me on the down-low. She doesn’t want anyone to know the real Alice, who is a lot more fearful than Lady Thunder.”
“Huh,” I said, scratching the back of my head. “I didn’t notice that.”
“Like I said, she’s good at hiding her emotions and feelings when she needs to,” said Nightbolt. “Not that it matters, I suppose. Now that she’s the leader of the Lions and is incredibly famous, she’s probably going to get worse rather than better. Plus, there isn’t much you guys can do to argue with her, from what I understand.”
“You’re right about that,” said Rubberman with a nod. “The Lions are in charge of Cannonball and the Zero Knight situation in general, not us. We couldn’t act on the information you guys learned from Mystress tonight even if we wanted to.”
“Meaning that if Cannonball does decide to break out of prison, we won’t be able to help stop her,” I said. “At least, not until it’s too late for us to actually do anything about it.”
“I wish there was something I could do to help,” said Nightbolt. He sighed and looked at his blue patient’s gown. “Unfortunately, I am not going to be able to help you guys very much for a while. Although I feel fine and dandy now, past experience tells me that if I’m in the hospital that I need to just rest and take it easy until the doctor says I can leave.”
“That’s okay, Nightbolt,” I said. “Get as much rest as you need. You deserve it.”
Rubberman yawned. “Speaking of rest, that’s sounding very nice right about now. You’ve got a big day tomorrow, Beams.”
I looked at Rubberman quizzically. “What do you mean? Tomorrow’s my day off. I don’t have anything to do tomorrow.”
“Have you forgotten already?” said Rubberman in surprise. “Prom is tomorrow. Don’t you have a date for it now or something?”
I slapped my forehead. “Dang it, you’re right. I was just so caught up in all of the stuff that happened tonight that I totally forgot about it.”
“Well, good thing I reminded you, then,” said Rubberman. “You’ll want to be well-rested for your big date with Nancy.”
I groaned. “Should I really be thinking about prom in light of everything that just happened tonight?”
“Yes,” said Rubberman. He patted me on the shoulder. “You can’t be a sidekick all the time, Alex. Sometimes, you just need to be a person. I hope you never forget that.”
I nodded. Although the issue of Cannonball and Mystress working together seemed far more important to me than prom, I had to admit that Rubberman had a point. Besides, the thought of getting to go out with Nancy tomorrow night made me feel a lot happier than I had in a long time.
Maybe it would be good for me to just have a night to relax and be a normal kid for once. It would be a nice change of pace.




CHAPTER NINETEEN


The next night, I stood outside my high school’s gymnasium, wearing a tuxedo I rented from a tuxedo place in town earlier that day. Had to admit I felt a little awkward wearing that tuxedo, mostly because I rarely wore a tux. Luckily, Dad had taught me not only how to properly wear a tux, but even how to properly tie my tie. Apparently, Dad had had a lot of experience learning how to wear a tie back when he was my age and taught me how to do it in a way even I thought looked good. 
People were streaming into the gym, mostly my fellow students, although there were also faculty with their spouses or partners and even some parents of the students from the surrounding community. There was a lot of excitement in the air tonight, which I could hear in the voices and behaviors of my fellow students. Even Mr. Peters came with a woman I’d never seen before, and she was a pretty woman, at that, making me wonder where Mr. Peters found her, though he didn’t stop to chat when he and his date passed me by.
The reason I hadn’t entered the gym yet—aside from the fact that there was still ten minutes before the first dance—was because I was waiting for Nancy to show up. I had called her this morning and we had agreed to meet in front of the gym about ten minutes before prom started. I had actually gotten here about thirty minutes before, though, and that was because I was nervous about messing this up. I really liked Nancy a lot, and despite what I told Frank a few days ago about this being ‘just’ a prom date, I did secretly hope that it might become something more than that.
“Hey, Alex!” Frank’s voice suddenly bellowed out of nowhere, making me jump. “Looking sharper than a katana standing there!”
Startled, I looked over to see Frank standing next to me. He had apparently left the crowd of people going into the gym to stand next to me. He wore a tuxedo similar to mine, although he wore a purple bow tie in contrast to my red tie. His suit seemed to fit him a little tightly, but he otherwise looked a lot more comfortable and at ease than I did.
“Hi, Frank,” I said, relaxing when I saw him. “Sorry I didn’t notice you. I was too busy keeping an eye out for—”
“Nancy?” said Frank. He nodded. “Totally understand. I nearly missed you myself when I was going into the gym with Stacy.”
“Stacy is here?” I said.
A big smile crossed Frank’s lips. “Yep! I picked her up in my car. She’s right over there.”
Frank pointed toward the gym entrance where Stacy, wearing a pretty floral-patterned dress, was chatting animatedly with a couple of her girlfriends and their prom dates. Stacy waved happily at Frank when he pointed at her and Frank waved back at her just as happily and enthusiastically.
“Oh,” I said. “She looks pretty.”
“Beautiful, you mean,” Frank said with a sigh. “I’m telling ya, Alex, I think there’s something special between me and Stacy. I have a good feeling about tonight, which will probably be the best night ever.”
“I hope so,” I said. I glanced at the line of people moving into the gym. “I just hope that Nancy actually shows up tonight.”
“Why wouldn’t she?” Frank said, looking at me in a puzzled way. “Are you still worried she’s gonna dump you?”
I scratched the back of my neck. “Not really. It’s just been a while since I’ve had a date, that’s all.”
Frank slapped me on the back almost hard enough to knock me over. “Well, I’m sure she’ll show up and you guys will have an awesome time together. If nothing else, at least Stacy and I will have fun and you can hang with us if you want.”
“Thanks, Frank,” I said, rubbing my back where Frank had slapped me. “I appreciate it.”
“No problem,” said Frank. He looked around suddenly before leaning in and whispering, “Sorry to bring up your work, but rumors are going around that you and a retired superhero called Nightbolt fought a ghost in the graveyard last night. Are they true?”
I sighed. “Yes, but I don’t really want to talk or think about work tonight. I’ll fill you in on the story later, maybe tomorrow.”
“Okay,” said Frank, standing upright again and holding up his hands. “Completely understand. You’ve been working hard recently, so I don’t blame you for wanting to—”
“Alex!” said a familiar female voice suddenly. “Hi!”
I looked over in time to see Nancy walking up to me. I had to admit it was hard not to cause my jaw to drop when I saw her.
Nancy had dressed up even nicer than me. She wore a nice blue skirt and blouse that were so clean they were shiny. Her brown hair was even shinier and done up on top of her head. She wore silver high-heeled shoes that somehow were spotless despite the dirt on the concrete path leading up from the parking lot to the gym. And she just had the most brilliant smile in the world on her lips, with teeth so perfectly white that I could see my own reflection in them.
“Hi, N-Nancy,” I said, my voice almost croaking when I saw her. “Uh, you look nice tonight.”
Nancy stopped in front of me and giggled. “Thanks. You do, too. I really like your tux.” She looked at Frank suddenly. “Oh, hello there. Are you Alex’s friend?”
That was when I noticed Frank was also staring at Nancy, causing me to not-so-subtly step on his foot. Frank snapped out of his reverie and said, in a hurried voice, “Uh, yeah, I’m Alex’s friend. Best friend, in fact. Name’s Frank. You might have heard of me.”
“Heard of you?” said Nancy, tilting her head to the side. “Where?”
Frank drew himself up to his full height, which was still rather short. “I’m the founder and President of the Beams Fan Club here at the school.”
Nancy grimaced. “Beams? You mean Rubberman’s sidekick? Ugh, no thanks.”
I felt like Nancy had slapped me in the face when she said that. “You mean you aren’t a fan of him?”
“Not really,” said Nancy, shaking her head. “I know he and Rubberman have kept Golden City safe and all, but they’ve both been kind of lazy recently. I mean, they were the reason the Storm happened, which really scared and hurt a lot of people. Not sure why anyone would be a fan of that guy.”
“But he also stopped the Storm,” I said, doing my best to keep my temper under control. “You can’t blame every bad thing that happens on Beams and Rubberman. They’re doing their best.”
Nancy shrugged. “Maybe, but their best really doesn’t seem like enough. I like those Lion superheroes who moved in recently, though. Especially Lady Thunder. She’s a real example of what it means to be a strong superhero, especially for women.”
Any thoughts I had of having a wonderful night at prom with Nancy almost went out the window when she said that, but maybe I could salvage this situation. I took Nancy’s hand and said, “Well, we’ll just agree to disagree. Tonight is prom, after all, and prom is supposed to be about fun.”
“Right,” said Frank, who looked as uncomfortable as I did. He glanced at his watch and said, “Prom’s starting in like, five minutes, so we’d definitely better get going. Don’t wanna miss the first dance!”
Frank quickly walked off into the gym, grabbing Stacy—who was still talking with her friends—and practically frog-marching her into the gym. Nancy and I joined the thinning line of people entering the gym, but we didn’t talk to each other. I was too busy thinking about how awkward our relationship was going to be going forward if she really held that low of an opinion of me and Rubberman.
I was well aware of the fact that my and Rubberman’s popularity among the citizenry of Golden City had fallen greatly since the Storm. A lot of people still blamed us for that mess and there was now a fairly vocal minority of citizens who wanted us fired and replaced with more ‘competent’ superheroes. It hadn’t occurred to me, though, that at least some of the population would start to prefer the Lions over us. Which seemed so ridiculous to me because the Lions hadn’t even done anything yet.
Well, okay. They did capture Cannonball, but they needed our help to do that. And that was just one thing. Had the people of Golden City already forgotten about all of the hard work Rubberman and I did every day to keep our city safe? I knew that people could be fickle, but I didn’t realize they were that fickle.
Rubberman reassured me that our contract with Golden City still had five years left on it and that we were not in danger of getting fired anytime soon, but I wondered how much truth there was to that idea versus Rubberman’s own wishful thinking. Supposed there was some clause in our contract that would allow Golden City to end our contract early? I was no lawyer and had never even read our contract with the city, but I wouldn’t be surprised if there was a clause such as that. Hopefully Rubberman had negotiated such a clause out of the contract before he signed it all those years ago, if it had been there at all.
“Hey, are you okay?” said Nancy to me suddenly. “You’ve gone awfully quiet all of a sudden.”
Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked at Nancy and said, “What? Oh, I was just thinking about work.”
“Work?” said Nancy. She looked at me with more interest. “What sort of work do you do?”
Uh oh. I had just answered her question automatically without even thinking about it. This was going to get really awkward if I didn’t think of an answer real quick. “Well—”
“Good evening, students, faculty, and members of our community!” a loud voice suddenly boomed across the entire gym, causing everyone in the gym to look up at the large platform erected toward the back of the gym. It had come from Principal Goodman, a tall man with broad shoulders wearing a gray tux that matched the color of his hair. “I am pleased to see so many students here tonight for this year’s prom! The school’s prom planning committee has been planning this prom for a long time and we are committed to making this prom the best our school has seen yet!”
Whew. Normally I hated it when I was interrupted, but Principal Goodman’s interruption had really saved my bacon this time. I leaned against the wall with Nancy, looking at Principal Goodman as he continued to speak.
“As you all know, our theme for the prom this year is the Middle Ages!” Goodman continued. He gestured at the fake castle papered on the wall behind him. “Our history class, led by Mr. Jones the history teacher, has worked alongside the prom planning committee to make sure that the decor is as period-accurate as possible. But don’t worry. We only copied the good parts of the Middle Ages, not the bad ones, so we won’t be having anyone leech the blood out of the sick students tonight!”
A lot of people chuckled at Goodman’s joke, including Nancy. For me, though, I was just glad that I could finally relax. Although Principal Goodman was infamous for his bad jokes, I knew he was just setting the mood for a fun night for everyone.
“And, of course, one lucky couple tonight will be picked to become the Prom King and Queen!” Goodman said, his eyes passing over the crowd. “Who will it be? Well, you’ll all find out soon enough. For now, however, I am pleased to start the first dance of the night! Have fun, everyone!”
A recent popular pop song that I’d heard on the radio suddenly started playing and couples, students and faculty and visitors alike, moved onto the dance floor to start dancing.
Nancy looked at me excitedly. “Come on, Alex! Don’t you want to be the first on the dance floor?”
“I didn’t realize it was a competition,” I said.
Nancy laughed. “It’s not, but if we don’t get there soon, there won’t be any room for us to dance. Come on!”
Nancy took my arm and practically dragged me onto the dance floor. As soon as we got onto the dance floor along with the dozens of other couples dancing, Nancy turned and put her hands on me. “Okay, have you ever danced before?”
“Uh, no,” I said somewhat sheepishly.
“Okay, well, we’re going to do a simple dance like this,” said Nancy. She put my hand on her hip and my other hand in hers. “There. Hold me just like this.”
I had to admit I was kind of surprised by how quickly Nancy took to dancing. “Uh, are you into dancing or something?”
“Yeah!” said Nancy with a big smile. “Dancing is the best thing ever! I think everyone should be into dancing. The world would be a better place if everyone danced.”
I couldn’t help but find her enthusiasm infectious, causing me to smile in return. Even though I was still smarting from what she said about Beams earlier, I was starting to think that tonight just might be a good night after all, maybe the best prom ever, as Principal Goodman put it. I was no dancer, but I didn’t mind dancing with Nancy, especially if she kept smiling at me like that.
But my happiness was interrupted when someone tapped me on the shoulder. Puzzled, I looked over my shoulder to see who it was.
A man I’d never seen before stood behind me. He was tall and clearly a lot older than me, probably in his early-to-mid-twenties. He also had larger muscle than me, noticeable even under the dark blue tuxedo he wore. His bald head reflected the lights above like a mirror and his chiseled jaw looked sharp enough to cut rock.
“Hello, there,” said Nancy, who was also looking at the guy. She looked at me. “Friend of yours?”
“Sort of,” said the man with a pleasant smile. “My name is David. Alex, can I talk with you for a minute?”
I frowned. I looked at Nancy and said, “Can it wait until after our dance? We were just getting started and—”
“It’s about your work,” said David. “There’s something I’d like to talk with you about. In private.”
Work? I looked at David. He definitely wasn’t Rubberman or Adams. That made me wonder how he knew who I really was. My paranoid side kick in and made me think he might be a Zero Squire sent to kill me, but something about the way he spoke and looked at me told me that he wasn’t one of them.
“It’s okay, Alex,” said Nancy, causing me to look at her again. “If this guy is from your work and it’s important, you can totally go and talk with him. We can dance later, okay?”
I gulped. “Uh, okay, Nancy. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
Nancy smiled. “Great! Can’t wait to dance with you later.”
She gave me a brief kiss on the cheek, which made me want to dance with her even more than before. I followed David off the dance floor and out of the gym. We stepped out into the warm night air outside. The moon and stars in the sky were already visible, shining brightly down on us as David and I stopped a few feet from the gym’s entrance.
I had to admit I was nervous. I still had no idea who David was and I was afraid he might try to attack me. I was ready to fight if I had to, but the last thing I needed was for me to use my powers at my school and potentially out myself in front of all of my classmates and teachers.
But when David turned around to face me, he didn’t look like he was going to attack me. He just wore a serious expression on his face as if we were about to discuss his funeral.
“I apologize for not properly introducing myself earlier,” David said. He held out a hand. “I’m David Bane, but you probably know me better as Dicer, Lady Thunder’s sidekick. And I need your help.”




CHAPTER TWENTY


I stared at David in shock. “This is a joke, right? You’re not actually Lady Thunder’s sidekick.” 
David shook his head. “No joke. Can’t blame you for your skepticism, though. This is the first time you’ve seen me out of my costume. And this is the first time I’ve seen you out of your costume as well, though you were easy enough to find in the crowd back there.”
I gulped. “How do you know I’m really Beams? Maybe you got the wrong guy.”
“Easy,” said David. “One, I never said you were Beams. You just basically outed yourself to me. But even before that, as a member of the Lions, I have access to certain government documents that are off-limits to the general public. That includes the sidekick list, which lists the real names and identities of all underage sidekicks working in the US, including yours.”
My jaw dropped. “Wow. You’re smarter than I thought.”
David shrugged. “I’m not really that smart. I just happen to know how to find the information I want. It’s part of the reason Alice hired me to work for her.”
“But doesn’t you outing yourself to me and me outing myself to you threaten both of our licenses?” I said. I looked around worriedly but didn’t see anyone else nearby. Perhaps everyone else was still in the gym. “Sidekicks are supposed to keep their real identities secret from everyone, including other sidekicks.”
David, however, shook his head again. “Wrong. In Johnson v. Bloom Man, the Supreme Court ruled that it was permissible for sidekicks to know each other’s real identities, even if they don’t work for the same superhero. As well, the secret identity rule only applies to underage sidekicks like yourself. Older sidekicks like me, for example, don’t even need a secret identity if we don’t want one, though lots of us have one anyway for security reasons.”
“Oh,” I said. “I didn’t know that.”
“Few do,” said David. “But I was a law student before I became a sidekick. Specifically, I was studying superhero law. Even more specifically than that, I was studying sidekick law, which is a whole niche of law in itself.”
“Whoa,” I said. “I didn’t know sidekick lawyers were a thing.”
“Probably because you’ve never had to sue Rubberman for abusing or breaking the law,” said David. He stroked his chin. “You’re pretty lucky to have such a great boss. Superhero/sidekick lawsuits are some of the ugliest kind of lawsuits, almost as ugly as divorces. In fact, some of them are divorces because some superheroes and sidekicks are actually married couples.”
“They are?” I said, putting a hand on my stomach uneasily.
“Yep, but that’s irrelevant at the moment,” said David. “And trust me, you really don’t want to be in the middle of those kinds of lawsuits.”
I frowned. Despite working as a sidekick for a year and a half now, I kept learning new things about the industry all the time. I wondered how much Rubberman knew about superhero law. He was always very knowledgeable about the superhero industry, staying on top of all of the recent news and trends. I was aware that Rubberman had a lawyer who wrote up and helped negotiate our contracts, but I didn’t know who it was and I’d never met him before. Perhaps I’d ask Rubberman about him at some point.
“Anyway, superhero law is an interesting area of law, but not relevant to what I wanted to talk to you about,” said David. “I wanted to talk to you about Cannonball.”
I folded my arms in front of my chest. “What do you mean? I thought you and Lady Thunder weren’t going to do anything about her because you didn’t think she could escape from prison.”
“Lady Thunder and I don’t always see eye-to-eye on every issue,” said David, tapping his chin thoughtfully. “Although I have nothing but the greatest respect for Alice, sometimes she can be a little pigheaded.”
I raised an eyebrow. “I take it you’re not here on her orders, then.”
“No,” said David. He gestured at his suit. “She doesn’t even know I’m here at all. Right now she’s preparing to move Cannonball out of prison along with the other Lions. Said she didn’t need me to be there, so I decided to come and talk to you instead.”
My frown deepened. “Weird. I thought they were supposed to move Cannonball today.”
“That was the original plan,” said David with a frown of his own, “but the armored car that was supposed to come in and transport Cannonball to Washington apparently broke down between here and Washington. It won’t be here until tomorrow morning at the earliest, meaning I have some time to kill before it arrives.”
“That’s odd,” I said, “but I take it Cannonball is still in custody?”
“Of course,” said David. “As I said yesterday, she’s unconscious and in a wheelchair. She’s been that way ever since we captured her.”
“Right,” I said. I glanced back at the entrance to the gym, where I heard a new song playing and caught glimpses of even more couples hitting the dance floor than before. “I’m not sure what you want to talk about, but we’d better make this quick because I want to get back to dancing with Nancy as quickly as—”
“I think you’re right.”
I looked at David. “What?”
“I said I think you’re right,” said David. He folded his hands in front of him. “About Cannonball planning to escape from prison.”
I tilted my head to the side. “Not to seem ungrateful for your support, but … why do you believe me?”
Without changing his serious expression, David said, “Because I can hear her thoughts in my head.”
David said that with a straight expression on his face. For a moment, I thought he was joking and would start laughing, smiling, or at least chuckling. But he never did. He just looked at me as if he had made a simple statement of fact and he was waiting to hear my response.
“You can hear Cannonball’s thoughts in your head,” I said slowly. I picked my ears. “Did I hear you right?”
“Exactly right,” said David with a single nod of his head. He tapped the side of his head. “I can hear her thoughts sometimes. And she’s planning to escape.”
I bit my lower lip. “I didn’t know you were a telepath.”
“That’s the thing,” said David. “I’m not. Unlike you or Rubberman, I don’t have any powers. I’m just a really good swordsman who happens to wear a suit of power armor that makes me superhuman. Without it, I’m just an ordinary human being like anyone else.”
“So if you’re not a telepath, how are you able to hear her thoughts?” I said. “That’s usually not possible unless you can read minds.”
David rubbed the side of his head. “How much do you know, really, about the Zero Armor?”
“Um …” I considered his question for a moment. “It’s really advanced. It enhances your attributes, like speed and strength, to superhuman levels. Sometimes it gives you unique weapons or abilities.”
“So you know nothing, then,” said David. “Not surprised, but at the same time, a little disappointed.”
“Sorry I’m not an expert on advanced technology I’ve never actually used or studied myself,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest again. “After all, everyone knows how Zero Armor works.”
“It’s not a problem if you don’t know how it works,” David said quickly. “I just wanted to see how much you knew before I explained how I know what I know. As you know, my armor was designed from Slasher’s old Zero Armor suit.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
“That would fill an encyclopedia,” David said dryly. “Anyway, what you probably don’t know is that Zero Armor isn’t just a highly advanced piece of technology. Reverse-engineering Zero Armor isn’t like taking earthly technology built by a rival country and using it to build your own. It’s … different in a way that even the engineers at the Department of Superheroes can’t understand.”
“So?” I said. “I already know it’s advanced.”
“That’s the thing,” said David. “What I am about to tell you is technically top-secret, but I don’t care: The Zero Armor isn’t merely advanced technology. It is outright alien technology made from tech not of this earth.”
I stared at David in shock. “You mean the Zero Knights are aliens?”
“No,” said David. “As far as we know, the Zero Knights are all human. But the technology they use isn’t. The metal is a type of metal that isn’t of this earth.”
“Where is it from, then?” I said. “Who created it?”
“We don’t know,” said David. “The engineers and scientists at the Department just barely figured out how to reverse-engineer Slasher’s suit. That’s why my suit is called a prototype because, despite being one of the most powerful weapons in our arsenal at the moment, it’s not as powerful as the kind worn by the Zero Knights themselves.”
I put a hand on my forehead. “This is amazing, if true. Where did Xero get his hands on alien technology, of all things?”
“Again, no idea,” said David. “There are still a lot of unknowns about it. But what I do know is that my armor seems to provide me a mental connection to other Zero Armor wearers.”
“Mental connection?” I said. “Do you mean telepathy?”
“More or less,” said David. “That’s how I can hear Cannonball’s thoughts. Somehow, she is transmitting them to me through my Zero Armor.”
“Why didn’t the engineers who built your armor tell you about that?” I said.
“Because they didn’t even know it was possible,” David pointed out. “As I said, this is a prototype. There’s still a lot we don’t know or understand about the Zero Armor. That’s why the government is so eager to get Cannonball’s armor. A complete, mostly unharmed set of Zero Armor could help us understand how to perfect my armor and turn it into a weapon that the military could use to defend the country more effectively.”
“Interesting,” I said. “So why did you come to me?”
“Because I am planning to go to the prison to stop her,” said David, punching his fist into his other hand. “I believe she’s going to try her breakout tonight, and with most of the Lions preoccupied, this would be the perfect time for her to mount her escape.”
“But why do you need me to help you do this?” I said. “Why not go to Rubberman? He’s working tonight. I’m sure he would be willing to help you.”
“Because I don’t think Lady Thunder would like it if I went to one of her rivals for help,” David said. “While Lady Thunder isn’t your biggest fan, I know for a fact that she dislikes Rubberman more than you. If she found out I got your help, she probably won’t fire me, even though I am going against her orders either way.”
My frown deepened even more. “If all you need is someone to come with you to check on the prison’s security, that really seems like something you could do on your own. I’m not sure why you need me for it.”
“Because if she’s going to try to break out tonight, then I will need your help to stop her,” said David. “You have a lot more experience fighting the Zero Knights than I do. Plus, I remember how you saved my life during our fight with Cannonball. If you hadn’t distracted her when you did, I definitely would have died and we wouldn’t even be having this conversation in the first place.”
“You remember that?” I said in surprise.
“Sure,” said David, nodding. “Plus, I know how much Golden City means to you. I know how much you care about the people who live here. If Cannonball frees herself again, then she will be a threat not just to you and Rubberman, but to everyone in the city. Do you really want to risk the lives of your fellow citizens just so you can have a good night at the prom with a pretty girl?”
Dang. It was weird how David had such a good read on me even though the two of us barely knew each other. Even worse, I found myself agreeing with every word he said. I had been worried that taking the night off to have fun with Nancy might be a mistake and it sounded like I was correct, assuming David was telling the truth about Cannonball’s planned breakout. And he was equally correct that I would blame myself if Cannonball broke out of prison tonight and harmed any of the city’s citizens.
I glanced over my shoulder again at the gym. Through the open doors, I caught a glimpse of Nancy dancing by herself among the crowd of students, faculty, and parents dancing to the third song of the night. She was smiling and laughing and looking like she was having the time of her life. A part of me wanted to go and have fun with her.
But then I looked at David and nodded. “All right. I’ll go with you. I need to get my costume first, though.”
David smiled. “Sure. Let’s get it and go.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Nancy was fortunately understanding when I told her I needed to leave prom early. She was clearly disappointed but accepted my excuse that there had been an emergency at ‘work’ that required my presence. And it was easy to sneak into my parents’ house, get my extra costume from my closet, and leave without my parents—both of whom were asleep—knowing. 
About an hour later found me and David, both of us now suited up, walking through the halls of the Golden City Penitentiary. We were being escorted by a couple of prison guards, each one carrying both a pistol and a rifle on their persons. They walked on either side of us, probably to keep us away from the crazy prisoners in the cells on both sides of the hallway. I recognized more than a few of the prisoners we passed because Rubberman and I had put most of them behind bars ourselves.
There was ZZZ, who looked as sleep-deprived as ever as we passed his cell. The Necromantress appeared to be sound asleep on her cot, but I could tell she sensed us walking by. Birthday Candles looked up from his cell when we passed, his mouth covered in a muzzle, glaring at us as we passed. Luke Hat, AKA Iron Angel, sat up when we passed his cell. He stood up and watched us go, his eyes full of hatred, though there wasn’t much he could do to me from behind his bars.
“Looks like you’ve got a lot of fans in here,” said David in a low voice as we turned a corner down the hall.
I shrugged. “That’s a really optimistic way of putting it. I’m not sure my real fans would want to slit my throat in my sleep.”
“Then you obviously haven’t met Lady Thunder’s fanboys,” said David with a grim chuckle. “Or her fanboy, because I am pretty sure most of the death threats she gets are from the same guy. Regardless, I can tell you and Rubberman have been very busy.”
“Yep,” I said. “Kind of have to, given how we’re Golden City’s only superheroes.”
“True,” said David. “I guess Lady Thunder is different. She’s always focused more on taking down the big supervillain threats. Back in Oklahoma City, where we’re from, she usually didn’t pay much attention to the street level criminals and purse-snatchers.”
My shoulders slumped. “I know, but Rubberman insists on dealing with both the purse-snatchers and the supervillains. Says it’s important to keep the streets clean and protect the citizens.”
“That’s actually one of the things I like about your boss,” said David. He glanced at a cell that held a couple of purse-snatchers I recognized. “To me, being a superhero isn’t just about fighting supervillains and saving the world all the time. It’s also about dealing with the kinds of threats common, everyday people deal with. Not everyone will get to meet a supervillain wearing powered armor in their life, but a lot of people will get mugged or held up at gunpoint or have their house broken into.”
I looked at David in surprise. “Huh. You’re a lot more humble than Lady Thunder, despite being her sidekick.”
David shrugged. “If I was in charge, we’d spend more time keep the streets of our city clean than getting involved in this stuff. Not that the big stuff isn’t important—it is—but superheroes and sidekicks alike need to remember that it’s about serving our fellow citizens as much as it about the movie deals, money, and fame. Or I like to think it is, anyway.”
“I guess it’s the difference between Capes and Masks,” I said with a shrug. “Lady Thunder is more like a Cape, while Rubberman is more like a Mask.”
“Good point,” David said. “But I don’t like to divide superheroes like that. Both kinds have their strengths and weaknesses. It’s not about who’s better and who’s worse. It’s all about fighting evil and keeping our cities and homes safe.”
I couldn’t believe how reasonable David sounded. He was definitely the polar opposite of Lady Thunder, despite working for her as her sidekick. Perhaps not all of the Lions were uptight jerks. Maybe some of them were actually cool.
“All right, guys,” said the prison guard to my right, who had introduced himself as Sam. “We’re here.”
We had stopped in front of the door to Cell #12. Unlike the other cells, which had bars that allowed you to see inside, this one was made of solid metal. There was a hatch along the top that looked like it could be opened to let you see inside, but right now it was closed tight.
“This is where Cannonball is being kept?” I said, looking at Sam the guard. “Why is she in a different cell from everyone else?”
“Lady Thunder’s orders,” said Sam gruffly. “Said that she needed to be kept separately from the other prisoners to make sure that she couldn’t try anything.”
I raised an eyebrow. “But she’s supposedly unconscious and in a wheelchair.”
“Not anymore,” said Sam. “She’s been conscious, if unresponsive, for a while. Plus, she’s a Zero Knight. I’d think you would treat those Zero Knights a lot more seriously than most given your experience with them.”
Sam had a point. Though most of the Zero Knights’ danger came from their Zero Armor, I knew from experience that a Zero Knight—or rather, a Zero Squire—didn’t need his or her Armor to be a real threat in a fight. I still didn’t think that a wheelchair-bounded lady could be that dangerous in a fight, but decided not to let my guard down around her.
Sam unlocked the door and then opened it and stepped aside. “All right. You two can go in now. But we’re going to keep the door open so if she tries anything, we’ll see.”
I nodded and David and I walked into Cannonball’s cell.
Cannonball’s cell was a fairly small room, about ten by thirty. It reminded me of the cell that the Necromantress had been kept inside before they transferred her into a different, nicer cell after she helped us stop the Storm last month. In fact, I was almost certain that this was the same cell. It certainly looked the same. Same dark, slightly stained concrete floors, wall, and ceiling, along with a cot and toilet off to one side and a sink off to the other.
But my attention was drawn to the cell’s occupant, who sat in a wheelchair on the other side of the room with a paperback book in hand. She was a young black woman, probably in her mid to late twenties, wearing a basic prison jumpsuit. Her hair was cut so short that she was nearly bald, while her high cheekbones and her clear skin made her look like royalty.
When we entered her cell, the woman looked up at us from her book. Her blue eyes were striking against her charcoal-colored skin, and even though she was utterly powerless at the moment, her intimidating glare made me feel like I shouldn’t be here. She didn’t seem to blink, which made her even weirder to me.
“Hi, there,” said David, the two of us standing just beyond the threshold of her cell door. “How are you liking prison life, Cannonball? Or should I call you by your real name, Marisa?”
Cannonball or Marisa or whatever name she actually went by frowned. “I’ve been in worse situations before.”
Cannonball spoke stoically, almost flatly. It was like all of her emotions had been drained out of her. She sounded more like a robot than a human, which instantly put me on guard. Not sure why, other than the fact that she sounded like a robot just made me feel uncomfortable.
“Probably,” David agreed. “Now, you are probably wondering why we came to visit you tonight.”
Cannonball blinked. “Actually, I was more wondering when you would leave me alone to finish my novel.”
“Where did you get that novel from?” I said, tilting my head to the side.
“The prison library,” said Cannonball. She raised the book up for me to see its cover, which should a handsome shirtless man holding a beautiful woman in his arms. “It’s a romance.”
Now it was my turn to blink. “I didn’t know the Zero Knights read romances.”
“Only me, and only when I’m not working,” said Cannonball. She lowered her book into her lap. “I haven’t gotten a chance to read a good book in a long time, so I’ve taken advantage of my time in prison to catch up on my reading.”
Looking at the thick paperback and how she was already more than halfway through it, I said, “No way. You woke up just a few hours ago and you’re already more than halfway through that book?”
Cannonball shrugged. “I’m a fast reader. Plus, the plot is very engaging. Much more so than talking to you either of you, anyway.”
“We’re not here to provide you free entertainment,” said David. He stepped forward. “We’re here because we got information that you are planning to escape from your prison cell. Tonight.”
I expected Cannonball to furiously deny that she was planning anything of that sort. That’s what prisoners did, after all, even if they were planning to break out of their prison cell.
That was why I was shocked when Cannonball said, in a calm, rational tone, “Of course.”
“You mean you aren’t going to try to deny it?” I said in surprise. “Not even try to pretend like you’re going to stay in your cell?”
“What would be the point?” said Cannonball. She looked back down at her romance novel, apparently not giving a damn about the conversation anymore. “You two were going to find out at some point. Might as well just admit it to you.”
That was when Sam the guard and the second guard burst into the cell. They pointed their guns at Cannonball, who, to her credit, didn’t seem even remotely afraid of them. She didn’t even look up from her novel, as if two big, armored guards pointing their guns directly at her face was an ordinary occurrence that happened every day.
“We heard what you said, prisoner,” said Sam in a harsh tone. “We heard you admit that you are planning to escape from your prison cell tonight. Now that we know, we’re not only going to keep an eye on you until morning, but we’ll call up Warden Garcia and let him know to double up on security guards tonight.”
Cannonball turned a page in her romance novel and smiled, and something told me it wasn’t because she had just finished a really good chapter. “Bring as many security guards as you want. You still won’t be able to stop me.”
“The Lions are still in Golden City,” David pointed out. “I could call Lady Thunder right now and she’ll be here in—”
“Call her, then,” Cannonball interrupted. “Let her know that I am going to break free of my prison cell sometime with the next two minutes or so. It won’t matter. The guards can’t stop me. The Lions can’t stop me. Beams and Rubberman certainly can’t stop me. No one can stop me.”
“Two minutes?” I said. I glanced at my watch. “You planned this escape down to the minute?”
“Down to the second,” Cannonball corrected. She turned another page in her book and frowned. “Ugh. A typo. I hate typos in published books, don’t you?”
“You’re bluffing,” said Sam, keeping his gun trained on Cannonball’s wheelchair-bound body. “You have nothing planned. You’re just trying to mess with us.”
“Believe what you want,” said Cannonball, “but that doesn’t change the fact that in less than minute, I will be walking free from this cell.”
“Walking?” I said. “Interesting choice of words for a woman in a wheelchair.”
Cannonball suddenly closed her book shut and looked up at me. She was still smiling, but it was the smile of a serial killer about to take the life of his newest target.
“Almost as interesting as this book,” said Cannonball. She tossed the paperback aside without a second thought. “But I could see the ending coming from a mile away. I hate predictable endings.”
“Perhaps you shouldn’t read romance novels,” David suggested. “Not a genre of fiction known for its twist endings.”
Cannonball shook her head. “No. I still like the fantasy of the romance novel. I like the idea of finding true love. It’s something I’ve never had in my life, though perhaps one day I will.”
I looked at my watch. “Thirty seconds left.”
Cannonball nodded. “Yes. All I need to do now … is wait.”
“What exactly are you waiting for?” said Sam with a sneer. “A miracle?”
Cannonball shook her head again. “No. A savior.”
As soon as those words left Cannonball’s mouth, a distant crashing sound, followed by a scream of terror, could be heard. All four of us looked over our shoulders through the open doorway of Cannonball’s prison cell, but we didn’t see anything. The prisoners in the cells on either side of the hallway were poking their heads through the bars. They had probably all been awakened by the crashing sound, which I couldn’t blame them for because it had been really loud.
“What was that?” said the second guard with a gulp. “An attack from outside?”
“No,” said Sam. “If it was an outside attack, one of the exterior guards would have called to let me know.”
“Then is it coming from inside the prison?” said David as the crashing sound grew louder and louder. “But who?”
I looked over my shoulder at Cannonball. “Cannonball, is that one of your fellow Zero Knights coming to your rescue?”
Cannonball simply smiled. “No, but it is my savior, who you will see soon enough.”
Before I could ask Cannonball what she meant by that, a loud explosion blew up from the end of the hallway outside of the cell door. Chunks of concrete and debris went flying everywhere as a huge cloud of smoke erupted from within the hole that had appeared in the wall. Prisoners on either side of the hallway screamed in terror and retreated deeper into their cells, while the four of us just stared in astonishment as the explosion that just happened.
“What the—?” said Sam in disbelief. “An explosion? Where did that come from?”
A hulking silhouette appeared in the smoke cloud for a moment and then it stepped out of the smoke, allowing us to see exactly who it was. My heart failed me at the sight of the being standing at the end of the hallway.
It was Cannonball’s Zero Armor. And its optics were glowing like searchlights, staring at us with a dead glare that sent shivers down my spine.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Cannonball’s Zero Armor?” said David in shock. “What the—? Who’s piloting it?” 
“No one,” I said in realization. “Zero Armor can work independently of its user. One of Mirar’s Squires I fought during the Storm last month pulled off a similar trick.”
“You are correct,” said Cannonball, causing us to look at her. She was smiling serenely now as if she knew that her victory was assured. “My Zero Armor is operating entirely on its own now. The only thing I did was send it a mental command to save me.”
“So Zero Knights can mentally communicate with their Armor,” said David, snapping his fingers. “I knew it! Does that mean you can mentally communicate with other Zero Knights as well?”
“Yes,” said Cannonball. “Why else do you think I let you know I was going to escape tonight, David? Did you think I was just being nice or perhaps that I was too stupid to realize that I was undermining my own escape attempt?”
I gulped. “David, what are we going to do? You remember how hard it was to take down Cannonball’s Armor the first time. And that was when we had Rubberman and the Lions to help us.”
“Don’t worry,” said David as his claws popped out of his wrists. He turned to face Cannonball’s Zero Armor, which was now walking toward us. “I’ll keep Cannonball’s Armor busy while you contact Rubberman and the Lions. You and the guards should also try to get Cannonball out of here.”
“Out of here?” said Sam in disbelief. He looked around the tiny cell. “To where? The only way out of here is blocked off by Cannonball’s Armor. How are we supposed to get past that?”
“Then you guys can be the last line of defense in case I die,” David said. “Anyway, we don’t have time to argue. I’ll keep him distracted while you guys figure out how to get out of here.”
David suddenly launched out of the prison cell and flew toward Cannonball’s Zero Armor. He slashed his claws at the Zero Armor, but the Zero Armor dodged his attack and punched him in the face. The blow sent David flying backward, causing him to crash into the floor, but he rolled with the momentum back up to his feet and rushed toward the Zero Armor again, yelling loudly all the while.
While David kept the Zero Armor distracted, I tapped the side of my helmet and said, “Rubberman, this is Beams, please respond. Rubberman, are you there? Hello?”
“Beams?” said Rubberman, his voice sounding tired on the other end, like he had just woken up. “What are you calling about at this time of night?”
“There’s been a disturbance at the prison,” I said, glancing at Cannonball, who didn’t seem even remotely worried about David fighting her Zero Armor. “Cannonball’s Zero Armor activated and is now trying to rescue Cannonball. Dicer is trying to stop it, but we still need your and the Lions’ help.”
“What?” said Rubberman in shock, all exhaustion leaving his voice instantly. “I’ll get there as soon as I can. Keep the situation under control and I’ll also make sure to let Lady Thunder know so we can go there together.”
“What’s your ETA?” I said, glancing out the doorway where I saw Dicer and the Armor trading blows. “Because the Armor is literally just outside the doorway of Cannonball’s prison cell and getting closer all the time.”
“Ten minutes,” said Rubberman. “Maybe sooner, but ten minutes at the latest.”
“Ten minutes—?” I shook my head. “All right. We’re in Cannonball’s prison cell on the west side of the Golden City Penitentiary. Please get here soon.”
“Will do.”
The click that followed was a familiar sound to me. It meant that Rubberman had hung up the radio and was on his way here. Normally it would have been a reassuring sound, a sound that assured me that Rubberman would be here soon and everything would turn out okay.
But thinking about how much time it would take Rubberman and the Lions to get here and how little time we had before the Zero Armor reached our cell, the click just filled me with dread and despair. Ten minutes was not a long time, but in a stressful situation like this, it was an eternity and we didn’t have an eternity to wait until calvary arrived.
Thinking quickly, I said to the guards, “Wait, what if we closed the prison door? That might buy us a little time.”
“And trap us in here with her?” said Sam, glancing over his shoulder at the quiet Cannonball. “No way. Let Dicer deal with the Zero Armor and—”
A scream of pain interrupted Sam and made us both look out the doorway again. Cannonball’s Zero Armor had grabbed a hold of Dicer by the leg and was now bashing him against the floor of the prison over and over again. The contrast between Dicer’s screams of pain and the silence of the Zero Armor was chilling, made all the worse by the absolute brutality of the Zero Armor. It was impossible to tell if the Zero Armor was beating up David on its own or if Cannonball was mentally commanding it. Either way, it was hard to watch.
The Zero Armor then whirled around and hurled Dicer at a nearby wall. David smashed through the wall and into the open night air of the outside, but the Zero Armor didn’t even stop to see if David was dead. It simply turned its attention back to us, its dead glowing eyes fixed on me, Sam, and the other prison guard.
“Close the door!” Sam suddenly shouted. “Close it!”
Sam and the other prison guard grabbed the door and yanked it closed with a loud boom. They quickly locked it from the inside and then stood back, aiming their guns at the locked door. I stepped back with them, standing behind the two guards but just as ready to use my energy beams as they were to shoot their guns. I didn’t look over my shoulder at Cannonball, but I could only guess at how smugly she was likely smiling now.
An eternity seemed to pass as we waited for the Zero Armor to force open the door. The tension in the air was so thick that you could have cut it with a knife. It was so silent in Cannonball’s cell that the only thing I could hear was my own breathing. Perhaps it was wishful thinking on my part, but I was starting to wonder if the locked door had somehow managed to keep the Zero Armor out.
But that thought was obliterated, along with the door, when the Zero Armor literally smashed the door into pieces. It crashed through the doorway like a rampaging rhino, but it made no noise aside from the cracking of concrete and the breaking of the door’s metal hinges. Dust and debris filled the prison cell, causing the two guards and Cannonball to cough, although I didn’t because my helmet’s air filter kept my air pure. Even so, the thick dust cloud that had followed the Zero Armor made it hard to see.
That didn’t stop Sam and the other prison guard from firing their guns. They fired bullet after bullet, yelling all kinds of creative curse words at the Zero Armor. But it was no use. The bullets just bounced harmlessly off of the Zero Armor’s chest, stomach, and legs. The Zero Armor almost didn’t even register their attacks at first, but then it looked down at the two prison guards like it just realized they existed and pointed its shoulder cannons at them. Two energy beams fired from the cannons and blasted into Sam and the other guard’s chests, striking through their chests and leaving a smoking hole where their hearts had been.
The two prison guards dropped dead on the floor without even making a sound, their guns clattering against the concrete floor. I would have mourned them but then the Zero Armor took another step closer, forcing me to back up.
There was now just one person between the Zero Armor and Cannonball, and that was me. That thought filled me with terror as I looked upon the hulking Zero Armor, which towered above me. Its empty glowing eyes surveyed me like it was trying to determine exactly what I was.
“Yes, my Zero Armor,” said Cannonball, causing me to look over my shoulder at her. She held her arms out, her eyes full of desire. “I knew you would come back for me eventually. There isn’t a force in the world that would keep you away from me.”
At this point, I was sure that Cannonball was officially crazy. She was talking to the Zero Armor almost like it was her husband or lover. And even weirder, the Zero Armor seemed to almost look at her that way as well, even though I was pretty sure that Zero Armor wasn’t sentient. Then again, given all of the bullshit things Zero Armor could do, who said it wasn’t sentient?
Regardless, I couldn’t let Cannonball get back into her Zero Armor. I looked up at the Zero Armor and blasted it in the chest with my eye beams. Unlike the guards’ bullets, my eye beams actually seemed to have some effect on the Zero Armor. It staggered backward for a moment, knocked off balance by the impact of my lasers. Even better, my lasers were starting to make its chest melt slightly under the heat.
But then I felt something slam into the back of my head, causing me to lose concentration and shut off my eye beams. Rubbing the back of my head, I looked down at my feet and saw Cannonball’s romance novel lying on the floor.
“What the—?” I said before the Zero Armor’s shadow fell over me.
Startled, I looked up to see the Zero Armor towering over me. It was too close to me to fight back against and the cell was too small for me to dodge. I could only watch as the Zero Armor as raised one large fist above its head, ready to crush me like an ant.
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Even though I knew it would do me no good, I put my hands on my head and closed my eyes. I waited for the Zero Armor to bring its fist down on my head and kill me. I hoped my death would be instant. I didn’t want to suffer in my last moments. Granted, I didn’t want to die at all, painlessly or no, but if I had to die, I hoped I wouldn’t be in too much pain, at least. 
But then I heard a weird snapping sound and, against my better judgment, I lowered my hands from my head and looked up at the Zero Armor.
The Zero Armor’s chest had opened up, revealing a cockpit of some sort within. With a start, I realized that that was the Zero Armor’s cockpit. Yet right now Cannonball was in her wheelchair and I still stood between her and her Zero Armor. So why was her Zero Armor opening up already?
My question was answered rather graphically when hundreds of mechanical tendrils exploded from within the Zero Armor and extended over my head. I looked over my shoulder just in time to see the tendrils snatch Cannonball—who looked perfectly at ease with the tendrils wrapped around her body—out of her wheelchair and pull her back into the open Zero Armor.
As soon as Cannonball was situated safely in the Zero Armor’s cockpit, the Zero Armor closed up. All this happened in perhaps two seconds, maybe less, and by the time it did, I was so confused that I almost wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t just seen it happen myself.
For a moment, I just stared up into the soulless glowing eyes of Cannonball’s Zero Armor. With bated breath, I waited to see exactly what would happen now that Cannonball was back in her Zero Armor. A tiny voice somewhere in the back of my head warned me to run like hell or to shoot her, but I was too frozen by fear to move. I just waited … waited … waited …
Then the Zero Armor’s eyes seemed to gleam with intelligence. The Zero Armor stood up to its full height, which somehow avoided scraping its head against the ceiling of Cannonball’s cell. The Zero Armor looked down at its hands, flexing its thick fingers.
“Ah,” said the Zero Armor, which now distinctly spoke in Cannonball’s voice. “How I missed my Zero Armor. I felt naked without it, but now all is as it should be.”
Uh oh. Cannonball was now fully in control of her Zero Armor again. That wasn’t good.
It was even worse when Cannonball looked down at me. There was a new malevolent gleam in the Zero Armor’s optics, like Cannonball’s own evilness was somehow being projected through it. “Hello, there, Beams. I nearly forgot that you are still standing there. But the look of terror on your face is understandable, given how you are going to die tonight, after all.”
I stepped backward and bumped into Cannonball’s wheelchair, which I pushed aside so I could keep walking backward. Cannonball, meanwhile, took another step toward me. She crushed her own paperback book under her massive foot, but she didn’t seem to notice or care. Her attention was fully on me, which had been unnerving without her Zero Armor. With her Zero Armor, though, it was absolutely terrifying.
“Was this your plan all along?” I said with a gulp. I backed up until I hit the back wall and realized I had nowhere to go. “Let yourself get captured by the Lions, lose your Zero Armor, and then get it back in prison, right after baiting me and David into coming here?”
Cannonball shrugged. “That was the basic plan, yes. But there’s still much more to my plan. Much, much more.”
“Do you mind telling me more about your plan?” I said, feeling along the wall for a possible secret exit, though I knew there was nothing like that in here. “Not like I am going to live long enough to actually do anything about it, but I’m curious.”
Cannonball shook her head. “No. I am not in the mood to monologue, especially if that means revealing all of our secrets to you. My job was to kill you and, later, your boss, Rubberman, on orders from King Xero himself.”
“Xero put you up to this, huh?” I said. I was trying to buy time to think of a way to get of here, which was why I was talking more than usual. “Any reason he picked you in particular?”
“Because I am one of his most effective agents,” said Cannonball. She patted her large armored chest. “I am the one that His Majesty sends whenever he needs a particular enemy eliminated. You and your employer have been a bigger thorn in the Order’s side than all of the previous superheroes we’ve fought put together. I will show you no mercy.”
“Because we killed two of your fellow Zero Knights, right?” I said. “I was wondering why you hadn’t tried to pull another Storm like Mirar.”
“That is because the Zero Knights don’t do the same thing twice,” said Cannonball, shaking her head again. “It would be a waste of time and resources to try to create another barrier or Ritual of Death. It is much better, and more efficient, to send in one efficient Zero Knight than to try to punish the whole city again, although Golden City’s punishment is coming. Of that, you can be assured.”
I frowned. “Still obsessed with ‘punishing’ a bunch of innocent people who had nothing to do with your failures? Man, you guys are nuts.”
“You do not understand just how badly you have harmed the Order with all of the things you’ve done against us,” said Cannonball. “The Order does not tolerate those who harm our Knights, much less kill them.”
“Still nuts,” I said, “but cool justification. It makes you sound really awesome.”
Cannonball growled. “I do not need to justify our decisions to you. I am going to tear you apart limb by limb and you will be conscious for every second of it.”
Cannonball suddenly reached down toward me, but now was my chance to act. Grabbing her wheelchair, I threw it at Cannonball’s face. One of Cannonball’s shoulder lasers fired at the wheelchair and blew it up into a million pieces, but I took advantage of the distraction to dive between her legs and hit the floor with a roll on the other side. Rolling to my feet, I ran toward the exit, hoping to make it out of Cannonball’s cell. If I could just escape from her cell, then I would be home-free and would be able to survive.
But then one of Cannonball’s large hands grabbed my left leg and yanked me off the floor. I immediately found myself hanging upside from several feet above the floor, feeling the blood rushing down into my brain, my whole world spinning as I got vertigo. I blinked several times, however, and then found myself face to face with Cannonball, her dull glow from her eyes shining in my face.
“What a pathetic trick,” said Cannonball. “Distracting me with my own wheelchair … that would have worked if I wasn’t one of the most powerful Zero Knights in the Order. As it is, you only delayed the inevitable, which is your death.”
Cannonball grabbed my other leg with her other hand and tightened her grip on my legs. Sharp pain flowed from my legs into my brain and I cried out in agony as Cannonball squeezed her grip tighter and tighter.
“I am going to rip you apart,” said Cannonball in a deadly low voice. “It won’t take very long, either. An instant, if even that.”
I couldn’t speak because of how much pain I was in. The pain grew worse when Cannonball began to pull my legs apart. The strain was awful. I’d never felt anything like it. Nothing had torn yet, but I could tell it wouldn’t be long before I was torn clean down the middle of my body. The mental image of me getting torn completely in half was so awful that I didn’t even want to think about it, but the image just grew more vivid as I experienced more pain.
But then a loud boom suddenly could be heard and the wall behind Cannonball exploded. Chunks of concrete and rebar slammed into the back of Cannonball’s armor, making her stagger slightly. She didn’t drop me, but she did let go of one of my legs, immediately lessening the pain on the lower half of my body. The sweet relief would have made me go to sleep, but then Cannonball whirled around, saying, “What was that?”
The wall in the back of her cell was gone. It had been completely blasted apart, allowing the gentle spring night air to enter the cold prison cell. I could see the dark night sky, dotted with stars and the moon, beyond, but that wasn’t what really caught my attention.
Standing on the grassy lawn just beyond the prison walls were Rubberman and the Lions. Rubberman and Lady Thunder stood side by side, with Rubberman’s hands balled into fists while Lady Thunder’s spear was glowing. The Talking Machine, Stars, and the Blur stood just behind them, each one taking up an intimidating action pose. And standing in the middle of the group was Dicer, who, despite having been bashed into the floor by Cannonball, looked pretty good. He also looked dangerous, especially with both sets of claws protruding from his wrists.
“How did you get here so quickly?” said Cannonball in astonishment.
“We hurried,” said Rubberman, cracking his knuckles. He nodded at Dicer. “We found Dicer outside on the lawn unconscious. When we woke him up, he told us exactly where to find you. Sorry we couldn’t be here sooner.”
Lady Thunder nodded. “Precisely. Although this took us by surprise, don’t think that we are simply going to let you escape so easily like that. We are going to make sure that you never step even one foot outside of your cell.”
I smiled. I wasn’t sure if it had been ten minutes yet or not, but I didn’t care.
The Lions were here. More importantly, Rubberman was here.
Perhaps I would survive tonight after all.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Rubberman took one step forward, his gazed fixed firmly on Cannonball. “Before we do anything else, let Beams go, now.” 
“Listen to Rubberman and do what he says,” said Lady Thunder. She pointed her crackling spear at Cannonball. “Unless you want to find out exactly how it feels to receive ten thousand volts of electricity fed directly to your brain.”
Cannonball stood very still. Her helmet hid her face, making it impossible to tell what she was thinking or planning to do. I hoped that she was just so surprised to see Rubberman and the Lions that she didn’t know what to do. Still, I was confident that she would let me go. She had already lost to us once, after all. True, she probably threw our last fight as part of her plan, but I was confident that we could beat her again if we had to, especially now that we knew she had been holding back. If she was smart—and she was—I knew she would make the right choice.
“Why so silent all of a sudden?” said Dicer. His armor was pitted and dented from the beating he had taken earlier, although he seemed eager to go for another round nonetheless. “Or are you trying to figure out what your last words are going to be?”
Cannonball shook her head. “No. I am simply trying to figure out if you heroes are stupid enough to think you actually have me cornered or if you are just posturing.”
“Posturing?” said Stars. “We could beat your butt six ways from Sunday. I’ll give you a free demonstration if you are interested.”
“I don’t need a demonstration of your fighting capabilities or powers,” said Cannonball, “of which I am very well aware. But I think you heroes still don’t understand—or respect—the true power of the Zero Armor.”
“What, are you going to give us a demonstration of your Zero Armor?” said Lady Thunder. She nodded at Dicer. “We already have an idea of the power behind the Zero Armor. There’s no need to demonstrate anything to us.”
“You arrogant fools,” said Cannonball. She patted her chest. “You think that because you confiscated one of our Zero Armor, that you now understand the secrets behind the Zero Armor totally. What you don’t know will kill you.”
“I think we know plenty, lady,” said Dicer. He raised his claws. “Enough to know how to beat your ass, anyway.”
“And you are the most amusing of them all, Dicer,” said Cannonball. She pointed at him. “You think you know how the Zero Armor works better than anyone, but you have no idea about the full extent of your ignorance. If you did, then you would know why I am going to win tonight.”
“I hear a lot of talking, but no action,” Dicer said. “Why don’t you actually demonstrate your Armor’s power, then, if you’re so convinced that you will win?”
Cannonball chuckled. “I didn’t say I was going to demonstrate the power of my Armor, now did I?”
“What do you mean, your Armor?” said Lady Thunder in confusion. She looked around. “Is there another Zero Knight nearby? Or perhaps one of the Zero Squires I’ve heard so much about?”
Cannonball chuckled, but disturbingly enough, did not say anything. That worried me a lot, causing me to look around, wondering what kind of tricks Cannonball had up her sleeve. I didn’t see any other Zero Knights or Zero Squires nearby aside from Cannonball, yet what else could she have meant when she said she wasn’t going to demonstrate her own Armor?
Unless …
I looked at Dicer. He was standing unnaturally still now like a statue. Rubberman and the Lions, however, did not seem to be paying him any attention. They were looking around the general area, probably looking for Cannonball’s nonexistent hidden allies. My focus, however, was on Dicer. His yellow eyes flickered for a moment … and then they changed into a deep, dull red. He raised his claws above his head, aiming for Lady Thunder’s back, which she did not seem to notice.
Alarmed, I shouted, “Lady Thunder, look out!”
Lady Thunder looked over her shoulder, but was too slow to react to Dicer’s falling claw. But Rubberman shoved her out of the way, the two of them tumbling to the ground as Dicer’s claws slashed through empty air.
The other Lions all turned to look at Dicer, which turned out to be a mistake. Dicer slashed Stars’ chest open, causing Stars to scream in agony and collapsed onto the ground in a pool of his own blood. The Blur took a step toward him, but Dicer ran forward so fast he was a blur himself and slashed the Blur’s stretched arm off and stabbed his other claw straight through the Blur’s forehead. Dicer’s claws exploded out the back of the Blur’s head and even more gore went flying everywhere when he yanked his claws out of the Blur’s forehead and kicked the Blur’s chest.
The Talking Machine, however, lunged toward Dicer with his massive arms outstretched. But Dicer leaped straight up into the air, causing the Talking Machine to miss, and then landed on the Talking Machine’s back and drove both of his claws into the Talking Machine’s back. The Talking Machine screamed in sheer agony and tried to throw Dicer off his back, but Dicer hung on a tightly as an alligator chomping down on a person’s leg.
Then Dicer yanked his claws out of the Talking Machine’s back and did a backflip. Landing on his feet, Dicer rushed forward just as the Talking Machine turned around to face him. A laser cannon popped out of the Talking Machine’s chest and aimed at Dicer, but Dicer just thrust his claws into the charging laser cannon. The laser cannon began smoking and shaking until, without warning, the laser cannon exploded in the Talking Machine’s chest. Smoke and flame billowed out of the Talking Machine’s chest, washing over Dicer and obscuring him from view for a moment.
But then the Talking Machine collapsed, his body as unmoving as a literal machine. As for Dicer, he stepped out of the cloud, looking no worse the wear despite having been in the middle of a big explosion. His armor was a little dusty and blood-spattered, but other than that, Dicer looked much better off than the three superheroes he just brutally murdered in about five minutes.
The only surviving heroes were Rubberman and Lady Thunder. They had gotten to their feet now and stood a good distance away from Dicer, who had become as still as a statue again. Lady Thunder’s normally pristine white toga now had dirt and grass stains on it, while Rubberman’s sleek black hair was messy from the fall. But those details were irrelevant in the face of the mass slaughter that Dicer had just committed.
“Dicer, why?” said Lady Thunder, her grip on her spear tightening. “Why did you kill the other Lions? Why did you try to kill me?”
The pain in Lady Thunder’s voice was in stark contrast to the confident, even arrogant woman I’d come to know over the last week or so. I remembered what Nightbolt had told me, about how Lady Thunder was a lot more insecure than she looked, and I wondered if I was getting a glimpse of that insecure little girl he had told me about.
Rubberman raised his fists, glaring at Dicer. “Were you planning to betray us the entire time?”
“Don’t worry,” said Cannonball with a wave of her hand. “Dicer isn’t a traitor. He’s not doing any of this of his own free will. It’s the suit that you should blame.”
“What?” said Lady Thunder, looking at Cannonball in shock. “You mean the suit is … alive?”
“Not quite,” said Cannonball with a shake of her head. “You know how I was able to control my own suit and make it free me from prison? I did the same to Dicer’s suit. I hacked into his Zero Armor and took control of it.”
“But how is that even possible?” said Rubberman. He gestured at Dicer. “Dicer’s suit isn’t normal Zero Armor. It was modified by the government to be used by the Lions. How can you still control it?”
Cannonball laughed. “I said I would demonstrate the power of the Zero Armor, didn’t I? Perhaps the Department of Superheroes should have seriously asked why the Order made no efforts to retrieve Slasher’s Zero Armor after it was confiscated. It’s because we knew we could get it back anytime we wanted. We only let you play with it until we were ready to retrieve it.”
A look of horror came over Lady Thunder’s face. “Meaning that the scientists and engineers who reverse-engineered the Zero Armor—”
“Still don’t understand how it actually works,” Cannonball confirmed. She chuckled. “The Zero Armor isn’t merely highly-advanced technology. It isn’t a government spy plane or weapon that the military can use. Zero Armor is truly the next step in technology, beyond this Earth and our human understanding of the limits of technology and science. It is why the Zero Knights are the next step in criminal evolution … and why superheroes will also be extinct very soon.”
I wasn’t sure what scared me most: The fact that Cannonball had tricked us into cutting our own forces in half or the fact that I suspected this wasn’t even the worst of it. I also felt awful for Dicer. If what Cannonball said was true, then he was still conscious somewhere in that Zero Armor, his free will being crushed by the automated systems of his own suit. I couldn’t imagine what it must be like to have no control over your actions, to have your own equipment turn against you and have you murder some of your closest friends and allies. It was another example of the power of the Zero Knights.
“Well, thanks for telling us all about it, then,” said Rubberman. “Now that we have an idea of what we’re up against, it will be easier to beat you.”
“Oh, but it’s about to get worse, Rubberman,” said Cannonball. “If you think my plan ends with me breaking out of prison and taking control of Dicer, then you have another thing coming. Because the true nightmare has yet to begin.”
Cannonball raised her free hand, the one she wasn’t holding me with, and snapped her fingers.
A horrific shrieking sound—which I recognized as the shriek of Mystress—echoed throughout the prison. The sound sent shivers up and down my spine and even made Rubberman and Lady Thunder look worried. Even Dicer appeared unnerved by the unnatural shrieks of the dead woman, which was an impressive feat given how his Zero Armor covered his entire body from head to foot and he was standing still.
The shriek was followed by the clanging of metal. It sounded like someone was slamming metal pipes against concrete. The combination of Mystress’ shrieks and the clanging metal against concrete was as terrifying as the roar of a hungry, angry lion.
“What is going on?” Lady Thunder yelled in her usual loud and authoritative voice. “What is that sound?”
“That sound, Lady Thunder, is your demise,” said Cannonball in a gleeful voice. “It is proof of the power of the Zero Knights, the final herald of your death.”
As soon as Cannonball said that, the shrieking stopped, as well as the clanging of the metal. Everything went silent again … but only for a moment.
In the next moment, the uncertain shuffling of feet could be heard. Twisting my head over my should, I could see the prisoners of the Golden City Penitentiary stepping out of their jail cells. Most of them looked hesitant as if they were not sure if this was real or some kind of trick. Nonetheless, every prisoner in the hallway outside of Cannonball’s prison cell had left their cells and now stood in the hallway as if they weren’t sure if they should try to escape or stay where they were.
“What the—?” said Rubberman in shock. “How did you free all of those prisoners in the hallway?”
“My dear Rubberman,” said Cannonball with another chuckle. “I didn’t just free the prisoners within my immediate vicinity. I released every prisoner locked up here. All one thousand or so criminals and supervillains … the ones you and Beams worked so hard to put behind bars … are now free.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


When Cannonball said that, the now-free prisoners made their way into her cell. They all gathered around Cannonball, some looking at Cannonball with terror, others looking at her with the kind of reverence a priest would reserve for God Himself. A few of them glared at me, but most of the freed prisoners were looking at Cannonball as if awaiting her orders. 
“Prisoners of Golden City,” said Cannonball, looking around at the assembled prisoners around her. “You are now free to leave this prison. You may return to Golden City, leave the city, or do whatever your heart desires. But whatever you do, remember that it was thanks to the efforts of the Order of the Zero Knights that you now have your freedom again.”
“We can really just go?” said one of the prisoners, an overweight black man who I recognized as a drug dealer that Rubberman and I busted a couple of months ago. “But what about Rubberman and the toga lady?”
“There is nothing to fear from them,” Cannonball assured him. She shook me. “Or Beams. As you can tell, we have already killed half of the Lions and neither Rubberman nor Lady Thunder will be able to stop all of you on their own. Even if they try, I will stop them, because as a Zero Knight, I took up an oath to protect the weak from the strong.”
“But aren’t you Zero Knights supposed to, like, be about eliminating criminals like us?” asked a man with a face that looked like a rat. “Coulda swore I heard something like that.”
“You are mistaken, my friend,” said Cannonball, shaking her head. “The Zero Knights have not come to eliminate the ‘weak,’ as some might put it, but to liberate criminals and supervillains from the tyranny of superheroes and law enforcement in general. By swearing an oath to the Order, we will protect each and every one of you from those heroes and law enforcement officers who would seek to restrict your freedom again.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Cannonball had to be lying. I distinctly recalled Slasher talking about how the Zero Knights were the ‘next step’ in criminal evolution and how they were going to eliminate all ‘inferior’ criminals who were not part of the Order. Yet now Cannonball was trying to paint the Zero Knights as the protectors of criminals and supervillains? Either the Order really had done a complete 180 in how they dealt with other criminals or Cannonball was lying like a champ.
“So?” said Cannonball. “Where will you stand? Will you stand by me and the Order and regain your freedom? Or will you let your fear of superheroes prevent you from living the life that was taken away from you?”
A deep silence fell over the crowd of assembled prisoners as they considered her request. For me, I felt like I was a mouse in a pit of hungry cats. Most of these prisoners were criminals Rubberman and I had put behind bars. I didn’t recognize all of them, but I recognized a good chunk of them. Even if I didn’t recognize any of them, they definitely knew who I was and wouldn’t hesitate to kill me if they could reach me.
Finally, one of the prisoners, the bald drug dealer, stepped forward and said, “All right, lady. If this Order is as good as you say, I’ll swear an oath to it. Sign me up for whatever protection you’re offering ‘cause I want some of it.”
That seemed to cause a sea change in the attitude of the prisoners. More and more prisoners began voicing their support for the Order in general and for Cannonball in particular. They either came up to Cannonball or raised their hands to make themselves known. It was like something from out of a religious revival. I didn’t know how many of them were truly loyal to Cannonball or how many of them sided with her strictly out of a sense of self-preservation, but it didn’t matter when you thought about it.
After all, Cannonball now had an entire army of angry criminals and supervillains on her side, not even counting herself and Dicer. Meanwhile, it was just me, Rubberman, and Lady Thunder. I didn’t like those odds one bit.
“Good,” said Cannonball as she looked around at the assembled prisoners. “Those of you who have chosen to side with me have made the wise choice today. As for those who refuse, that is fine. You may leave if you want and take your chances on the streets.”
A handful of prisoners did break away from the rest and rush out of the prison, but I was surprised at just how many stayed. Perhaps most of them were still too afraid of leaving the prison to consider running away yet. Or maybe they were afraid that Rubberman and Lady Thunder might stop them, though when Rubberman made a move to try to catch some of the prisoners that did run away, Dicer appeared in his path, raising his claws in an X shape to indicate that Rubberman would have to go through him in order to get those prisoners.
“I am glad that so many of you have chosen to remain,” said Cannonball. “I will make sure to mention your loyalty to King Xero. Perhaps he will even make some of you Zero Squires.”
“That would be nice, lady, but, um, what are we supposed to do now?” asked the bald drug dealer, scratching his head. “Shouldn’t we run before the police show up? ‘Cause I think the police are gonna show up pretty soon to put us back in our cells.”
Cannonball waved a hand dismissively. “Let the police try. Even they can’t stop all of us. But yes, we will leave soon. Before we do, however, I have a couple of things to take care of.”
She pointed at Rubberman and Lady Thunder. “And their names are Rubberman and Lady Thunder.”
Cannonball looked around at the assembled prisoners. “Most of you, I’m sure, are familiar with Rubberman and his annoying sidekick, Beams. Most of you probably don’t know Lady Thunder, but I can assure you that she is just as bad as Rubberman, if not worse.”
The bald drug dealer smiled at Cannonball, revealing a set of yellowed, broken teeth that only added to his ghoulish appearance. “Do you want us to take out the trash, lady?”
Cannonball nodded. “Of course. It is only right that you prisoners be the ones to take their lives. Rubberman is the main reason why so many of you were thrown behind bars in the first place. It is appropriate that a slave’s first act of freedom is to strike down the man who enslaved him in the first place.”
As Cannonball said that, the prisoners started to shift their attention to Rubberman and Lady Thunder. Some of the prisoners were cracking their knuckles, while others drew knives and other small weapons they had apparently smuggled with them into the prison. A couple even picked up the guns that Sam and the other guard dropped when Cannonball killed them.
Under ordinary circumstances, Rubberman and I would have been able to deal with this army of prisoners no problem. Lady Thunder was probably strong enough by herself to take them all out.
But these weren’t ordinary circumstances. Cannonball had trapped me. Most of the Lions were dead. Dicer was no longer in control of his own actions or body. And we could expect no backup, not even from the police or prison guards.
Cannonball must have known that as well, because she pointed again at Rubberman and Lady Thunder and said, in a booming, imperious voice, “Kill the heroes! Rend them limb from limb. Unleash your rage against them. Do what you will.”
With a loud shout like a pack of hyenas, the army of prisoners surged forward. Rubberman and Lady Thunder immediately began fighting the army, Rubberman swinging his fists wildly while Lady Thunder fired lightning bolts with her spear. Their attacks managed to take out quite a few prisoners, but it was clear that they wouldn’t be able to hold off the army forever.
“And don’t think I forgot about you, either, boy,” said Cannonball to me, snapping me out of my thoughts and causing me to look up at her helmet’s face. “While my army will slaughter Rubberman, I am going to have you all to myself.”
Cannonball grabbed my other leg again and resumed pulling them apart. Horrific pain ripped through my body again as Cannonball tried to rip me in half. I screamed in pain. I was in so much pain that I couldn’t even think straight. The unrelenting pain was worse than any pain I’d ever felt in my life and deep in the back of my mind, I knew that this was it. I was done for. We would all die and the Zero Knights would win.
That was when I heard a crash behind Cannonball. Something large crashed into her back, making her stumble forward accidentally. She dropped me to the floor, which I hit hard enough to make my head spin. I was lucky I was wearing my helmet because if I hadn’t been, my skull surely would have cracked wide open on the floor.
The pain in my legs was a lot better now, but I still felt too weak to stand. I did manage to prop myself up on my elbows, however, in time to see Cannonball turn around to face whoever had attacked her.
“What the—?” said Cannonball. She looked at her feet, where her cot, now broken in half, lay at her feet. “Who threw that at me?”
“That would be me,” said a familiar voice from beyond the doorway.
From beyond the doorway to Cannonball’s cell stepped Johnny ‘Three Fingers’ Diamond. I was surprised to see him because I had thought he might have been part of the army of prisoners that was trying to slaughter Rubberman and Lady Thunder right now, though when I thought about it, it made sense that Three Fingers wouldn’t want to help Cannonball.
Three Fingers, although not a small man by any means, looked positively tiny in comparison to Cannonball. Despite that, however, he showed no fear standing before her, a Bible clutched tightly in his right hand.
“Ah,” said Cannonball, nodding. “I know who you are. You are Johnny ‘Three Fingers’ Diamond, the former leader of the Three Fingers Gang, the gang which Sir Slasher was originally sent to Golden City to kill. I knew you were somewhere in this prison, but I didn’t expect you to stand against me like this. Or save Beams, for that matter.”
“I have no great love for Rubberman and Beams,” said Three Fingers with a shrug. “The Bible may say to love your enemies, but that’s an area I am still working on. But neither do I have any love for your kind, who slaughtered my men and nearly killed me as well. If I had a choice between you or Rubberman and Beams, I know which one I would choose.”
Cannonball shook her head. “For a tiny man, you sure talk big. But the Zero Knights do not respect talkers. We respect winners. And you are not a winner.”
Cannonball aimed her cannons at Three Fingers, but before she could fire them, the Necromantress appeared over Three Fingers’ shoulder and waved her hands. Black energy flashed from the Necromantress’ hands and an energy barrier appeared in front of Three Fingers just as Cannonball’s lasers fired. The lasers struck the energy barrier with a deafening bang, but the barrier held.
“What the—?” said Cannonball. She looked at the Necromantress. “What are you doing here? Are you working with Three Fingers as well?”
“Yes,” said the Necromantress. She stood beside Three Fingers, towering over him by at least a head. “The Necromantress has a bone to pick with your kind as well. How is Obadiah doing?”
Cannonball grunted. “I don’t understand why a couple of criminals want to defend a worthless sidekick, but very well. I’ll annihilate you two and then move on and finish Beams.”
Yeah, right. Ignoring the pain in my legs, I gave myself an adrenaline boost and jumped out of her prison cell and landed on the short, cool grass outside. I heard Cannonball yell behind me to come back, but I ignored her. I ran toward the army that Rubberman and Lady Thunder were fighting. Lots of bodies were strewn around the grass, all of the prisoners that had tried to attack Rubberman. But they were a tiny minority of the rest of the army, which relentlessly pressed in against Rubberman and Lady Thunder.
Rubberman and Lady Thunder were doing well against the army, but even from here, I could tell that they were struggling to survive. Rubberman was clearly tiring out already, while Lady Thunder missed more often than she hit. By myself, I might not make much of a difference, but I’d be damned if I didn’t at least try to help.
But then I heard a whistling sound to my left and something slammed into me hard enough to send me flying. I crashed into the grass and went rolling several feet before coming to a stop. It felt like getting hit by a Mack truck, but my adrenaline boost was still flowing through me, so I managed to rise to my feet anyway and look over to see who had attacked me:
It was Dicer. And he was advancing toward me with his claws popped out, which still dripped the blood of his fellow Lions who he had killed.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Dicer looked like something straight out of a horror movie now. His dented armor, bloody claws, and glowing red eyes reminded me of a demon from hell. He was just missing the demonic horns and goat legs and he could have made a pretty good Satan if he wanted to. 
“David, it’s me!” I said. I gestured at the scene of the prisoners attacking Rubberman and Lady Thunder. “Beams, your friend! Don’t you remember who I am?”
“I … do,” said Dicer. His voice was incredibly strained like he was trying to speak with someone’s hands wrapped firmly around his throat. “But … no … choice …”
I gritted my teeth. I hated seeing what Cannonball had done to Dicer. I didn’t know him all that well, but he seemed like a good guy to me, and I didn’t like seeing him suffering like this.
“Fight it!” I said. “Fight against the suit. The Zero Armor is supposed to work for you. You are in control. Not the Armor.”
“Trying,” said Dicer, “but … too strong … me … too weak …”
Without warning, Dicer lunged at me, his claws swiping through the air. I jumped straight up into the air, however, and landed behind Dicer. Whirling around, I blasted him with my eye beams, sending him staggering forward from the blow. But then he whirled around again and lunged at me, forcing me to jump backward at the last second to avoid getting impaled. Dicer’s claws slammed into the ground, but he immediately ripped them out of the dirt and raised them over his head again.
“No, Dicer, I know you’re in there,” I said, “I know you can do it. You’re a strong person. You’re stronger than the Armor.”
“No, Beams,” said Dicer. He took a shaking step forward. “Kill … me. Kill … me. Kill … me … now!”
With an inhuman scream, Dicer rushed toward me. I fired my eye beams at Dicer, but he blocked them with his claws, forcing an X shape in front of his face. But I kept up the pressure, forcing Dicer backward.
“No!” I said as I increased the pressure. “I won’t kill you! I am going to save you.”
“You can’t,” came Dicer’s hopeless response. “No … one … can. Too … strong. Too … too … powerful …”
Suddenly, Dicer thrust his arms outward and then lunged toward me again. I ducked this time, allowing Dicer to fly over my head. But when Dicer landed, he whirled around and kicked me in the back. The blow knocked me on my stomach, but I rolled to the side without thinking, neatly avoiding his claws, which embedded themselves in the dirt where I’d been lying mere moments ago.
Rising to my feet again, I said, “No! You can do it, Dicer. Your will is strong. Fight it!”
Dicer yanked his claws out of the dirt again and turned to face me. He raised his claws, but then paused. “Fight it … fight it …”
My eyes widened in surprise. I could tell that the Zero Armor wanted to keep fighting, but Dicer seemed to be fighting it for control now. A big smile spread across my face when I saw that. Maybe there was hope for Dicer after all.
But then Dicer shook his head and when he spoke again, his voice was disturbingly mechanical and monotone. “Free will of subject: Terminated. Single directive: Eliminate Beams.”
Dicer—no, the Zero Armor now—rushed toward me faster than my eyes could follow. I fired my eye beams, hitting it straight on, but the Zero Armor didn’t even slow down. It just charged through my energy beam, forcing me to cut it off at the last moment and jump into the air again.
But the Zero Armor jumped into the air as well and brought his foot down on my helmet. The blow sent me falling back to the ground again, the impact almost shattering my bones. I tried to rise to my feet again, but then the Zero Armor landed on me and slammed his foot into my chest, driving the breath out of my lungs and making me gasp for air. My adrenaline boost was finally fading now and all of the pain of the night was starting to catch up with me.
Even so, I grabbed his leg and tried to push him off. But the Zero Armor was too heavy for me to move, keeping his foot planted firmly on my chest. The Zero Armor raised its claws above its head, but before it could bring them down on me, a loud engine roared and we were suddenly flooded by light from two charging headlights. The Zero Armor looked over at the lights in surprise, but I didn’t hesitate. I pushed the Zero Armor off me and rolled backward at the last possible second.
In the next instant, an old, beat-up truck came out of nowhere and crashed into the Zero Armor. The impact of the truck caused the Zero Armor to go flying backward through the air. The Zero Armor smashed into and through one of the windows on the second floor of the prison, disappearing from sight so quickly that it looked like the Zero Armor had actually teleported away.
Breathing hard, I looked up at the truck—its hood now badly bent from smashing into the Zero Armor—in confusion. “What the—?”
That was when the passenger door swung open and Spike bounded out. Spike almost tackled me to the ground, but I managed to remain standing, holding the big dog off as he tried to lick me happily.
“Spike?” I said, looking at the huge German shepherd. “Wait, if you’re here, then that must mean—”
“Yep,” came a familiar Texan accent from within the cab of the truck. “I’m here, too.”
From out of the truck emerged Nightbolt, wearing his old costume. I couldn’t help but smile when I saw him, although I was also really confused.
“Nightbolt?” I said, looking at the old superhero in shock. “What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be in the hospital?”
Nightbolt shrugged. “I’ve never been very good at following my doctor’s orders. Heard on the police scanner that a mass breakout had happened at the prison and that the police needed backup. Figured you might need my help, so got here as fast as I could.”
“But your heart—”
“Doesn’t matter,” said Nightbolt with a dismissive wave of his hand. “I’m old enough that I’m probably not long for this earth, anyway. Might as well use the last years of my life actually doing something useful rather than wasting away in a hospital.”
I shook my head. “Never mind, then. I don’t have time to explain everything that has happened tonight, but know that Cannonball freed all of the prisoners in the Penitentiary and Rubberman and Lady Thunder are currently fighting for their lives against an army of freed prisoners.”
“Then we gotta help ‘em, right?” said Nightbolt. He gestured at his truck. “Let’s hop in my truck. We’ll see how these bad guys like getting rammed with a—”
A laser beam came out of nowhere and struck Nightbolt’s truck, causing it to explode. The blast knocked Nightbolt, Spike, and me off our feet, flames rising into the air, illuminating the night and casting weird shadows over everything.
“My truck!” Nightbolt shouted, looking over his shoulder at the smoldering remains of his old truck. “No!”
“Cry not for your truck, old man,” came Cannonball’s voice from the other side of the burning truck. “But cry for yourself. For tonight will be the last night of your life.”
From within the smoke and flames of the truck came Cannonball. She looked no worse the wear for walking through burning flames. The flames licked at her armor and the smoke hovered near her head, but Cannonball didn’t seem even remotely bothered by it. She surveyed Nightbolt, Spike, and I like we were ants that she was about to crush under her feet.
“You must be Cannonball,” said Nightbolt as we rose to our feet, dusting ourselves off in the process. “Heard a lot about you. You’re the one responsible for all this mess.”
Cannonball nodded. “And you must be Nightbolt, one of the first superheroes. You are much less impressive in person than your reputation suggests.”
“I’d say the same about you, young lady,” said Nightbolt. “That armor looks fancy and all, but ‘fancy’ isn’t what wins you fights.”
“Agreed, old man,” said Cannonball. “What wins you fights is unrelenting, overwhelming force and numbers, both of which I have in high supply.”
“What did you do to Three Fingers and the Necromantress?” I demanded. “Did you kill them?”
“No,” said Cannonball, shaking her head. “The two of them rushed off when it became clear they couldn’t beat me. I tried to go after them, but then I saw Dicer get hit by Nightbolt’s truck and decided that you were the more important target to deal with.”
I cursed under my breath. Should have known better than to expect a couple of crooks to actually stay and fight. I imagine they must have thought fighting Cannonball would be easier than it was.
“You can try your best, young lady, but I’ll let you know I’ve faced a lot of enemies in my day,” said Nightbolt. “Dangerous ones, too, with far more power than you have. And I gotta say that you aren’t even in the top ten bad guys I’ve ever fought.”
“Do you think I care, old man?” said Cannonball. Her laser cannons aimed at us. “You two need to be eliminated. Oh, and I suppose I’ll kill your stupid dog, too. Once I am done with you two, I will finish Rubberman and Lady Thunder as well.”
Nightbolt smiled. “You sure talk smart, but there’s a saying I love to repeat that goes something like this: The bigger they are, the harder they fall.”
Nightbolt pulled out something from his utility belt and hurled it at Cannonball. A tiny metal ball attached itself to Cannonball’s chest. Cannonball looked down at the metal ball in obvious confusion, saying, “What is this supposed to—”
An electrical shock exploded from the metal ball and flowed all over her body. Cannonball screamed in pain as electricity danced along the surface of her Zero Armor. She staggered forward, clutching at her chest as she desperately tried to remove the metal ball, but it was too tiny for her massive fingers to even touch. All she could do was futilely finger it, which clearly did nothing to alleviate the pain she was experiencing.
I looked at Nightbolt in confusion. “What the heck did you do to her? Kill her?”
“Nope,” said Nightbolt, shaking his head. He patted his utility belt. “It’s an old tool of mine I used all the time back in the day. It’s called a Shocker. It’s a magnetic metal ball that attaches to a metal surface and unleashed an electrical shock. Normally, it’s meant to be used to disable things like getaway cars and the like, but as you can tell, it’s useful for dealing with other types of machines as well.”
I couldn’t disagree with that. The electrical shock had practically brought Cannonball to her knees. It must have been really bad because she was screaming her head off. She tried to stand, but it seemed like the joints of her Zero Armor simply weren’t strong enough to support her.
“You … you old man,” said Cannonball, reaching out toward us with one massive hand, “when I get my hands on … when I get my hands on you … I’m going to … going to …”
“Do what?” said Nightbolt. “Keep threatening me? Here. Have another toy to play with.”
Nightbolt pulled out another weapon from his utility belt—what looked like metal marbles—and tossed it at Cannonball. The metal marbles exploded against her knees and a horrible screeching sound emitted from Cannonball’s joints. She fell down on her hands and knees and seemed almost incapable of standing now.
“What was that?” I said, rubbing my chest, which still hurt from where Dicer had landed on it.
“Just a bomb full of tiny bits of razor-sharp shrapnel,” said Nightbolt. He grinned at me. “Useful for popping tires, interrupting gears, and breaking the joints of robots like Cannonball.”
I shook my head. “I’m never going to criticize your decision to wear a utility belt ever again.”
“You’d better not,” Nightbolt said. “I’m telling you, utility belts are going to be back in fashion soon again, so you should get one—”
Nightbolt was interrupted by an odd cracking sound coming from Cannonball. We both look at Cannonball, who was still on her hands and knees on the ground. The Shocker continued to send electrical waves over her body and her knees still seemed to be broken, but Cannonball started rising to her feet nonetheless.
As Cannonball rose to her full height again, the bits of metal shrapnel in her knees started to fall out. The Shocker kept shocking her, but suddenly the electrical waves turned a reddish color and the Shock exploded on her chest. The Shocker fell off of Cannonball’s chest on the ground before our startled eyes, but that wasn’t the worst of it, not by a long shot.
The worst part was when Cannonball rose to her full height and glared down at us again. Her laser cannons began to glow with energy as she charged up a blast that would probably wipe both me and Nightbolt straight off the face of the earth.
“What the—?” said Nightbolt. “How did you get rid of the Shocker and the shrapnel?”
“I suppose you weren’t around to hear what I was just saying earlier,” said Cannonball. “The Zero Armor is too advanced to be disabled by simple parlor tricks like that. If you had known that, then you would not be about to die tonight.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Right before Cannonball could fire her lasers, I fired my lasers at her. My lasers struck her in the chest, but she didn’t stagger from the impact. She stood straight and tall, looking down at my lasers burning into her chest without any fear or worry. 
“Do you seriously believe that this will hurt me?” said Cannonball, looking up at me. “You have seen me handle far worse already and yet you still continue to fight. I now see why King Xero made killing you a top priority.”
I didn’t respond to that. I just shouted at Nightbolt and Spike, “You two! Get out of here while I keep her distracted.”
But Nightbolt shook his head. “Sorry, but I’m not gonna leave you or Rubberman on your own. I’ve never run away from a fight before and I am not going to run away from a fight now.”
“You should have listened to Beams, old man,” said Cannonball, “but if you are tired of living, I can certainly relieve you of that burden … painfully.”
Cannonball’s laser cannons unleashed two beams of energy at us. I raised my hands and unleashed two more energy blasts of my own. Our energy beams met in the middle and for a moment the two beams struggled against each other. I put all of my focus and attention into my beams, pouring more and more of my own energy into them. I could feel my energy draining rapidly from my body, perhaps too rapidly, but I didn’t care. It was do-or-die now and I was starting to think I was going to die.
But no. I couldn’t die. Not tonight. Not after everything the Zero Knights did. Tonight, I was going to win.
Driven by that thought, my energy beams began to actually push Cannonball’s energy beams back. And unless my eyes were playing tricks on me, it looked like Cannonball was actually worried now. Perhaps she hadn’t realized how strong I actually was. Heck, even I didn’t realize how strong I was. Maybe I would win after all.
But then Nightbolt suddenly shouted, “Beams, watch out!”
Startled, I took my attention away from holding back Cannonball’s energy beams just long enough to see Dicer burst out of the prison and hurtle toward me, his claws flashing in the fire from Nightbolt’s burning truck. Acting quickly, I cut off my energy beams and dove to the ground, narrowly avoiding Dicer—whose claws barely missed my head—and the energy beams from Cannonball, which shot past me and blew up a tree on the edge of the prison parking lot.
Hitting the ground, I scrambled to my feet in time to see Dicer land a few feet away and whirl around to face me. He took a step toward me, but then Spike appeared out of nowhere and tackled Dicer to the ground, pinning the Zero Armor under his large bulk as he snapped and snarled at Dicer.
“Good boy!” I said as I scrambled to my feet. “Bite every inch of him that you can reach!”
But then Dicer kicked Spike off of him, sending the dog flying. Spike landed on the ground hard and did not get up, causing Nightbolt to run over to him, shouting, “Spike!”
I would have checked on Spike as well, but Dicer rushed toward me again. I tried to jump out of the way, but he swerved at the last minute and grabbed my throat with one hand. He lifted me off the ground with shocking strength, being careful to keep my head facing mostly upward to make it hard for me to shoot him. I gasped for air, tears forming in my eyes as Dicer choked the air out of me.
“I knew you would come back eventually, Dicer,” said Cannonball, who I could see out of the corner of my eye, her massive, armored form silhouetted against the burning fire that had once been Nightbolt’s truck. “It takes a lot more than getting hit by a truck to kill a Zero Knight, after all. Now, finish him.”
Dicer said nothing, but he pulled his other hand back and a set of metallic claws popped out. He aimed his claws for my stomach or perhaps my heart. It was hard to tell from here, but either way, I knew that once he stabbed me, that would be it. And there was nothing I could do to stop him.
Desperate, I said, “David, you … you don’t need to do this. I know you’re still in there somewhere, David. Fight the Zero Armor. Fight it!”
Dicer looked up at me with his expressionless mask. “There is no David. There is no Dicer. There is only the Zero Armor. Directive: Eliminate Beams.”
My heart sank into my stomach when Dicer said that. Maybe I had been wrong. Maybe Dicer’s free will really had been extinguished outright. Perhaps this really was the end of the road not just for me, but for Rubberman, Nightbolt, Spike, and even Lady Thunder. Once I was dead, Cannonball and Dicer would be free to help their army of prisoners kill Rubberman and Lady Thunder.
Despite that, however, I didn’t close my eyes. I looked down at Dicer, waiting for the moment when he stabbed me straight in the heart and killed me for good.
Dicer seemed to be taking his sweet time to do it. His grip on me was as strong as ever, his claws were still aimed for my heart, but for some reason he wasn’t stabbing me yet. Perhaps Dicer was trying to trick me into thinking that I would survive after all, give me one last hope before he dashed that same hope permanently.
Then Dicer’s grip on my throat loosened … and he dropped me like a sack of potatoes.
I landed on my behind on the ground. Although I was surprised at Dicer letting me go, I quickly breathed in the sweet night air, which felt good on my hurting throat. Breathing in as much air as I could, I heard a groan above and looked up to see Dicer still standing before me. His head, however, was in his hands and he looked like he was experiencing the worst headache of his life.
“Dicer, what are you doing?” said Cannonball in a warning tone. “Why did you drop Beams? You are supposed to kill him. Must I do everything myself?”
Dicer groaned again, but managed to say, in his usual monotone voice, “N-No … manual override making it impossible to follow directive … squashing free will … squashing …”
Then Dicer looked up at me desperately and said, in David’s normal voice, “Beams! I’ve taken control over the Zero Armor again, but not for long.”
I gaped. “What, really? This isn’t some kind of trick, is it?”
“N-No,” said Dicer in a shaky voice. “But I can’t hold it back forever. Already I can feel the Zero Armor trying to assert its will on me again. That means our time is limited.”
I scrambled to my feet and glanced at Cannonball. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s use what time we do have left to stop Cannonball.”
Dicer, however, shook his head. “No. You stay back here. I’ll take her out, though I’ll need your help to do it.”
I looked at Dicer in confusion. “What are you talking about? Do you need me to cover you from a distance or something?”
Dicer shuddered involuntarily. “S-Something like that. As I said, we don’t have much time. Fire on my signal!”
Dicer turned and launched toward Cannonball at shockingly fast speeds. He flew so fast that even Cannonball had no time to react. He slammed into her hard enough to make Cannonball stagger and sank his claws deep into the chest of her armor. He clung tightly to Cannonball’s body, wrapping his legs around her waist for extra support while Cannonball looked down at him in bewilderment.
“What do you think you’re doing?” said Cannonball, her tone one of confusion and anger. “Why are you hanging onto me like this? You do realize you can’t kill me by stabbing me with your claws, yes?”
Dicer, however, didn’t respond to Cannonball. He grunted and the back of his armor opened up, revealing a glowing yellow orb set in what appeared to be a glass case. The yellow orb glowed as brilliantly as the moon, making it hard to look at directly even with my helmet’s visor protecting my vision. Especially at night, the yellow orb’s glow was hard to look at.
“Beams!” Dicer yelled, raising his voice to be heard above the roaring flames behind Cannonball and the noise from the battle between Rubberman and Lady Thunder and the prisoner army. “Do you see that glowing yellow orb on my back?”
I nodded, although I had no idea what was going on. “Yeah, what is it?”
“It’s the Energy Core of the Zero Armor,” said Dicer. “It’s what powers all suits of Zero Armor. It’s a powerful but volatile energy source.”
“I see it, but what do you want me to do about it?” I said. “Shoot it?”
“Exactly!” Dicer said. “If you shoot it, it will explode, and the explosion will be strong enough to destroy Cannonball and me in one go.”
“What?” said Cannonball. She reached toward him with one hand. “I am not going to let you blow me up, you little—”
Dicer sunk his claws deeper into Cannonball’s chest, causing Cannonball to yell in pain and her arms to freeze.
“What are you waiting for?” Dicer yelled at me again. “Do it!”
“But I don’t want to blow you up,” I protested. “Surely there has to be another—”
“There isn’t another way,” Dicer said. His voice sounded more strained than ever, perhaps a sign that the Zero Armor’s AI was taking over again. “You know how indestructible Zero Armor is. This is the only way to stop her for good and make sure she doesn’t survive. Do it!”
I hesitated. Although I may not have known Dicer that well, I nonetheless considered him a friend. He was the only Lion who had ever been nice to me and the only one who seemed like an actual good guy. I didn’t want to kill him even if it meant killing Cannonball in the process.
But then Cannonball grabbed Dicer’s head with one of her massive hands and snarled, “I was only supposed to kill Rubberman and Beams, but if you insist on betraying me, then I will just have to kill you, too!”
She began crushing his head between her fingers, causing Dicer to scream, “Beams, do it!”
This time, I didn’t hesitate. I fired my lasers directly at Dicer’s Energy Core. Cannonball yelled in horror, taking her hand off Dicer’s head and reaching out to stop my laser, but she was too slow. My lasers struck the Energy Core … and then the whole world went white.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


For a long moment, pure white light was the only thing I could see. It was like someone had turned on the brightest white lights possible all at once. I didn’t even hear anything, but I could somehow feel the force of the explosion going past me. For one long moment, I was sure that I had just died, that maybe all of us had died, and that I was going to find out real soon if heaven—or hell—existed. 
But then the whiteness faded. The stars and moon in the sky reappeared, the crackling flames of Nightbolt’s truck could be heard, the smoke in the air entered my nostrils, and I could feel soft green grass under my feet. All of the aches and pains that my body had collected tonight returned in full force, which would have been enough to knock me off my feet under ordinary circumstances, but right now my attention was on the spot where Cannonball and Dicer had been mere moments ago.
The spot where Cannonball and Dicer had once stood locked together was nothing more than a smoking crater perhaps a foot deep and a foot wide. It was a weird crater. It looked like the entire explosion had been confined to that one general area, which made no sense to me. Such a powerful explosion, I felt, should have left far more traces than a simple smoking hole in the ground. There weren’t even any signs that Cannonball and Dicer had existed, as if the explosion had totally wiped them from existence.
“Wow,” said Nightbolt behind me. “Can’t say I’ve ever seen anything like that before.”
I looked over my shoulder, having forgotten all about Nightbolt in the heat of the moment. Nightbolt knelt on the ground next to Spike, his eyes wide with shock and awe at the scene that had played out before us. Even Spike looked stunned, and not, I suspected, by the explosion itself. It was like the dog somehow understood what he had witnessed.
“You guys saw that?” I said. I gestured at the smoking crater. “The explosion … I don’t think I’ve ever seen an explosion like that before.”
“Same here,” said Nightbolt. “I didn’t believe ‘em when they said that their Zero Armor crap was alien, but maybe it was. In any case, looks like Cannonball is gone for good unless she’s hidin’ somewhere, that is.”
Yeah, right. There was nowhere for a person of Cannonball’s size to hide. It was obvious to me that the Energy Core explosion had completely wiped both Cannonball and Dicer from existence. That was kind of a scary thought, but I was just glad that the explosion had simply destroyed those two. If such an explosion hadn’t somehow remained confined to that one general area … I shuddered at the thought.
But my thoughts were interrupted by an earsplitting kaboom followed by a huge flash of light nearby. Startled, Nightbolt, Spike, and I looked over to see a lightning bolt lance down from the sky and strike the middle of the army of prisoners, the exact spot where Rubberman and Lady Thunder had been fighting each other. When the lightning bolt struck the ground, dozens of prisoners were sent flying through the air while others screamed in terror and agony.
“Rubberman and Lady Thunder,” I said. “They’re still fighting the prisoners.”
Without even telling Nightbolt to stay put, I ran toward the battle. Although I had used up a majority of my energy during my battle with Cannonball, I had enough energy left to give me an adrenaline boost, which allowed me to sail over the heads of the prisoners and even use a few of them for footstools, letting me jump across the sea of prisoners and reach the middle of the battlefield in a short amount of time.
I didn’t get there too soon. Rubberman and Lady Thunder both looked awful. Rubberman’s costume was dirty and sweaty and stained with blood, though whether his or someone else’s, I had no idea. He still stood tall, but it was easy to tell that he was exhausted and nearing complete collapse.
Lady Thunder wasn’t much better. Although her entire form glowed and crackled with electricity, she was sweating almost as much as Rubberman, if not more so. Her toga was torn in a couple of places, while a streak of blood went down the side of her face. She looked kind of like a cornered beast now, and when I landed, she nearly stabbed me with her spear without looking, forcing me to jump to the side and say, “Hey, watch out! It’s me.”
“Beams?” said Rubberman, glancing at me as he punched out a prisoner who rushed out from the crowd of prisoners all around us. “What was that explosion that happened earlier? The one where everything went white?”
“It was Cannonball and Dicer,” I explained quickly. “Dicer exposed the Energy Core of his Zero Armor, which I shot and blew up. The resulting explosion killed both him and Cannonball and—”
“Wait, Dicer is dead?” Lady Thunder lowered her spear and looked at me with suspicion in her eyes. “Did you just admit to killing Dicer?”
Realizing what Lady Thunder was getting at, I said hurriedly, “Uh, no. I just—”
“Can we discuss this later?” Rubberman said, causing both Lady Thunder and me to look at him. “We still have an army of escaped criminals and supervillains to deal with!”
That was true. The army of prisoners had briefly stepped back when I appeared, but now they were getting over their surprise at seeing me and were converging on us again. Rubberman, Lady Thunder, and I went back-to-back, allowing us to face all sides of the prisoner army simultaneously. I suppose I had been too optimistic to assume that the prisoner army would run away or give up when Cannonball died. Their hatred for us must have been so strong that they didn’t care about escaping anymore. I saw blood lust in the eyes of every prisoner around us. Some of them even licked their lips in anticipation of killing us.
Could we beat them all? No, I didn’t think so. Rubberman and Lady Thunder were barely standing after fighting so many prisoners at once, and even though they had taken out a good chunk of them already, the majority of prisoners still stood. I, myself, was only standing because of the adrenaline boost I’d given myself. Without my adrenaline boost, I would probably be lying on the ground ready to take a nap and go to sleep.
That was when a loud, authoritative voice shouted from the crowd, “Stop!”
The voice rang out across the army and, to my shock, actually worked. The prisoners all stopped and looked around in confusion, like they weren’t sure who had just ordered them to stop and why. A few of them even looked up at the sky, perhaps thinking that God Himself had spoken, although the fact that the sky was empty at the moment suggested otherwise.
“Who shouted that?” said the bald drug dealer I had seen earlier, the one who had originally accepted Cannonball’s offer of protection in the first place. “Show yourself!”
That was when a man stepped out from the army into the circle in which Rubberman, Lady Thunder, and I stood. It was Three Fingers, who walked with his usual calmness and authority. In comparison to all of the other prisoners, Three Fingers looked positively pristine. It was clear to me that he had not participated in the fight, at least not to the same extent as the other prisoners.
“I did,” said Three Fingers, glaring at the drug dealer from across the circle. He looked around at all of the prisoners. “I was the one who told you all to stop.”
The bald drug dealer cracked an ugly grin. “Oh, yeah? Why? Who died and put you in charge?”
“No one,” said Three Fingers with a shrug, “but Cannonball, in case you haven’t notice, is dead, killed by Beams over there.”
Three Fingers pointed at me when he said that, causing all eyes to fall on me. I didn’t mind being the center of attention except for the fact that I was the center of attention of a bunch of thieves, murderers, rapists, drug dealers, and other unsavory types, most of whom held some kind of grudge against me.
“So what?” said the bald drug dealer. “You think we only hate Rubberman and Beams ‘cause of Cannonball? Nope. We hate ‘em because they ruined our lives and put us in jail. That’s why we want to kill them. Right, boys?”
A chorus of “Yeah!” and “Right!” came from the prisoners, along with a few choice swear words that weren’t appropriate for kids below a certain age.
“I understand,” said Three Fingers. He put a hand on his heart. “I have no special love for Rubberman or Beams, either, but if you think that these two are the real threat to us, then you are the biggest fool on the planet.”
“What are you talking about?” said the bald drug dealer. He pointed a finger at me and boss. “Those two are the ones who put us in jail in the first place.”
“Yes, but even if you kill them, what will that accomplish?” said Three Fingers. “Cannonball may no longer be around, but that doesn’t mean the Zero Knights will not send someone else.”
I looked at Three Fingers carefully. What sort of game was he playing here? Why was he coming to our defense? I appreciated it, don’t get me wrong, but I didn’t see what Three Fingers had to gain by defending us. The army of prisoners would surely kill him just as willingly as it would kill us if he got in their way. Best to watch and listen.
“Who cares?” said the drug dealer gruffly. “I don’t give a damn about the Zero Knights. They can do whatever they want. I just want to kill these two.”
“You should care because the Zero Knights are not our friends,” said Three Fingers, shaking his head. “They are our enemies. And once the Zero Knights return, they will kill each and every one of us.”
Shocked and worried murmuring spread through the crowd just then. I said nothing, nor did Rubberman or Lady Thunder. Although I didn’t trust Three Fingers per se, I was interested in seeing where he was going with this. Could be a trick, but it wasn’t like we had much of a choice at this point.
“How do you know that?” the drug dealer demanded, although the worry in his tone was obvious. “Why would they want to kill us?”
“Because they killed my gang three months ago,” said Three Fingers, holding up the three remaining fingers on his right hand. “The Zero Knights do not tolerate the presence of other criminals or supervillains in their Kingdom. When the Zero Knights move into a new area, they always slaughter the local competition first. They did that to my gang and they will do that to all of us once they send someone else to replace Cannonball.”
The feeling in the air had shifted now. Instead of being angry, the prisoners seemed to be fearful. A lot of them looked uncertainly over at the spot where Cannonball had been standing before her death, while others muttered quietly to each other about what this news meant for them. A few continued to glare at Three Fingers, but most were simply listening to what he said.
“So what?” said the drug dealer. He scratched the back of his head. “Once we kill Rubberman and Beams, I’ll just leave Golden City so the police can’t arrest me again. The Zero Knights will never find me.”
“Can you be so sure of that?” asked Three Fingers. He looked around at the prisoners. “Can any of you be sure of that? You’ve all seen the power of the Zero Knights. Do any of you honestly believe that the Zero Knights will tolerate our existence? No. So long as even one of us breathes air, we pose a threat to their operations in Golden City.”
“Then what do you suggest we do, Two Fingers?” the drug dealer sneered. “Go back into our prison cells and wait like good little boys?”
I had to admit I was interested in what Three Fingers was going to say as well. What exactly was Three Fingers going for here?
“No,” said Three Fingers, shaking his head. “We will not go back to prison. Instead, we will fight back.”
“Fight back?” the drug dealer repeated. “Against who?”
Three Fingers spread his arms wide. “The police. Rubberman and Beams. The Zero Knights. Essentially, anyone who tries to stomp us out or arrest us. We will fight as one, as a new criminal organization that will claim Golden City as our own. And I will be the leader.”
Shocked whispers immediately spread among the prisoners. Rubberman and I exchanged surprised looks, while Lady Thunder just gripped her spear more tightly than before. This was certainly an unexpected development … and to be frank, I didn’t exactly like it.
“Hold on a minute,” said the drug dealer. He took a step toward Three Fingers. “Why should any of us follow you or join your gang? What would we gain from it?”
“Security,” Three Fingers said without hesitation. “Freedom. Protection. And, of course, your life.”
“I could get all of that myself if I had to,” said the drug dealer. “You ain’t exactly offering us stuff we can’t get on our own.”
“But I am,” said Three Fingers. “Think about it. Let’s say you kill Rubberman and Beams. What will you do after that? Run away? Live a life on the run from the police and Zero Knights, constantly traveling from state to state, maybe even country to country, just to eke out a pathetic existence when you could live for so much more under my leadership?”
“But the Zero Knights are stronger than us,” said another prisoner, a man who looked like a meth head. “I’ve heard all the rumors. They’re the strongest supervillain organization in the country, maybe in the whole world.”
Three Fingers folded his arms across his chest. “Right now, but what most people don’t know is that the Zero Knights are suffering. They are becoming weaker and weaker. With each Zero Knight they lose in Golden City, their organization becomes less efficient. All around the world, the Order’s operations are weakening. There will soon be an opportunity for a new criminal organization to rise up and take over their territory. And that organization will be us.”
Even though I wasn’t a criminal myself, I had to admit that even I found Three Fingers’ speech mesmerizing. He spoke like a preacher expounding on Scripture. I could tell that he had already swayed a good chunk of the prison population to his side, though there were still plenty of holdouts.
“What if we stopped you?” said Rubberman, causing me to look at him in surprise. Rubberman was looking at Three Fingers with a harsh glare. “We’re no fans of the Zero Knights ourselves, but we don’t especially like you, either.”
Three Fingers smiled. “I knew you would say something like that, but look at you. You are in no condition to stop us. If I hadn’t told everyone to stop, all three of you would be dead right now. But I have no interest in killing you at the moment. Right now, I want to gather all of these prisoners together so we can get out of here before the police arrive and start arresting us. You can try to stop us if you like, but somehow I don’t think you will succeed.”
Rubberman bit his lower lip but didn’t respond to that. Couldn’t blame him. Three Fingers was right. Our chance of success against the prisoners was less than zero. If Three Fingers actually was going to spare us, then it would probably be wise of us to accept his offer.
“There’s the catch,” said the drug dealer. He pointed at us. “If you think I’m gonna let Rubber Band and Four Eyes here live, you’ve got another thing coming, pal.”
Three Fingers shrugged. “It would be wise for you not to question my authority or my decisions.”
“Your authority?” said the drug dealer in an enraged voice. “Okay, that’s it, bucko. No one elected you President of the United States of Crime. Imma kill you first and then, after you’re swimming in a pool of your own blood, I’m gonna kill these two—”
A gunshot went off, making everyone jump. We all looked around, but we didn’t see where the gunshot had come from or who had fired it. That is, until the drug dealer collapsed onto the ground, a bullet hole in his forehead, with ZZZ standing behind him, holding a smoking gun in his hand.
“Oops,” said ZZZ, lowering the gun. He looked around dryly. “I didn’t know this was a real gun.”
“Thank you, ZZZ, for proving my point,” said Three Fingers. He looked out over the prisoners. “You saw what happens to those who question my authority. You have heard my appeal and my reasoning. Now, I ask you all one question: Will you join the Dark Collective, the next step in criminal evolution, or will you decide to go your own way, which will inevitably end with either your death or imprisonment again? Choose wisely.”
The prisoners were silent for a long moment. Their expressions ranged from fear to respect to worry to anxiety. It was clear that every single one of them was considering Three Fingers’ proposition seriously. I bit my lower lip, ready for whatever their response was.
Finally, one of the prisoners held up a hand and said, in a loud voice, “I will join the Dark Collective!”
Like the breaking of a dam, an entire wave of hands went up. Although it was hard to tell, it looked like nearly every single prisoner in the area had decided to join the Dark Collective. Only a handful of prisoners kept their hands down, who were probably friends of the drug dealer that ZZZ had killed.
Three Fingers’ smile slowly but surely grew. “Excellent. You have all made the right choice today. Although right now we are a ragtag band of prisoners, very soon, the Dark Collective will be a force to be reckoned with in the world. Soon, everyone will know to fear the Dark Collective, but no one will be able to stop us.”
Then Three Fingers looked over at me, Rubberman, and Lady Thunder. “And as a man of my word, I will not sic my new gang on you. We will leave now and allow you to bury your dead and recover. But don’t expect this ceasefire to last forever. Once the Dark Collective is strong enough, we will see each other again. And that will be much sooner than you think.”
With that, Three Fingers turned and walked away from the prison toward the parking lot. The army of prisoners—no, the Dark Collective now—followed him, streaming past us. None of the members of the newly-created Dark Collective tried to harm us, though most of them did glare at us or make rude gestures with their hands. We didn’t try to stop any of them, either, if only because we knew that the ceasefire would end if we tried anything.
Three Fingers led the Dark Collective to the woods just beyond the parking lot. One by one the members of the Dark Collective vanished, until soon they were all gone.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


One week later … 
Parking my bike in the bike rack at the Elastic Cave’s entrance, I removed my bicycle helmet and sighed. Even though today was supposed to be my day off from work, Rubberman had called me during breakfast and asked me to come to the Elastic Cave as quickly as possible. He said there was something very important that he wanted to talk with me about, some news that had come up this morning that he needed to discuss with me. He wouldn’t say what it was over the phone, but he said it was too important to talk about over the phone and that it would be safer to discuss it in person.
I had almost told Rubberman no because I really wanted to take this day off, but the urgency in Rubberman’s voice had convinced me it was important. So, getting onto my bike, I had ridden out from my parents’ house to the Elastic Cave.
I walked over to the elevator and pressed the button labeled Level 1. The elevator descended into the floor and I leaned against the wall, feeling tired even though I had gotten a full night’s sleep last night. My body still ached from our fight with Cannonball last week and all I wanted to do was rest.
Although I had no idea what Rubberman wanted to talk about, I figured it could be a lot of things. It could be news about the Dark Collective, which no one had heard from since they disappeared into the woods a week ago. Or maybe it would be news about the Lions. I knew that the dead Lions had already been transported out of state and buried in their respective hometowns, but I had no idea whether the government would continue to fund the Lions or if they would recruit new members or what. The media had been abuzz with speculation on the fate of the Lions in the aftermath of the ‘Breakout,’ as the media was calling what happened last week, but there were precious few facts about it so far.
While all of that was important, I suspected that Rubberman was actually going to talk with me about our future relationship with the city of Golden City itself.
There were no two ways around it: We had lost, and lost big time.
Well, sort of. Yes, we killed Cannonball, but we had failed to stop the Breakout. Even if the Dark Collective refrained from engaging in any criminal activities for a while, there was no getting around the fact that we had failed to stop the prisoners from escaping. I had read that the police had already managed to recapture a handful of escapees, but the vast majority of the prisoners from the Golden City Penitentiary were still on the loose.
And what was weird about it was how no one seemed to know where they had gone. One thousand of the worst criminals and supervillains that Golden City had to offer had just … disappeared. How a thousand rowdy, angry, vengeance-seeking criminals just vanished into thin air like that seemed impossible, yet the police had no leads on the location of the missing prisoners. This included Three Fingers, the Necromantress, ZZZ, Birthday Candles, and pretty much every other criminal and supervillain Rubberman and I had worked so hard to put behind bars in our time together.
This was easily our biggest failure. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Golden City government wanted to end their contract with us and hire a new superhero. Or maybe they would just make the Lions the new superheroes of Golden City. Yeah, the Lions were pretty much dead at this point, but Mayor David had already shown favor to the Lions. Perhaps the government of Golden City would try to make their own government-funded superhero team to replace us.
On the bright side, I had asked Nancy out again after the prom and she said yes. We were still working out the details for our next date, but regardless of what Rubberman told me today, it was at least one good thing I had to look forward to.
My thoughts were interrupted by a soft ding as the elevator came to a halt and the doors opened. Reluctantly, I stepped out of the elevator into Level 1 and was surprised by what I saw.
Rubberman sat at Mission Control, but he wasn’t alone. Sitting next to him was Nightbolt, with Spike lying at his feet. Nightbolt looked much better than he did even one week ago, although I noticed his costume was patched up in a few places. I assumed Adams must have patched up Nightbolt’s costume because Adams seemed like he could do pretty much everything.
I wasn’t too shocked to see Nightbolt. After the battle at the prison, Nightbolt had been forced to spend an extra week here in Golden City. With his truck destroyed, he had no way to get back to his home in Los Congrejos, so he had spent the week hanging out in the Elastic Cave while researching local car dealerships to find a new truck he could afford. I had assumed he would have gotten a new truck and be on his way back to West Texas by now, but perhaps he hadn’t done that yet.
More surprising than Nightbolt, however, was Lady Thunder herself. She sat in an office chair opposite Rubberman and Nightbolt, her lightning spear leaning against the wall behind her. She looked much better than the last time I’d seen her, which had been last week. Her costume looked new or perhaps she had simply gotten it repaired somewhere.
But Lady Thunder herself looked … exhausted. It was hard to describe. She didn’t have bags under her eyes or anything like that, but she no longer seemed quite as confident—or arrogant—as she usually did. Her shoulders were slightly slumped and she had a deep frown on her face that looked like it had been permanently carved into her face. When she looked at me, her frown grew even deeper and perhaps more hateful as well, which puzzled me because I didn’t know what I’d said or done to bother her.
“Beams,” said Rubberman, looking at me with a smile. “Glad you’re here. You made it just in time for our meeting.”
“Our meeting …?” I said. I held my hands up in front of my face. “Why didn’t you tell me Lady Thunder was going to be here? I need to put on my costume before she—”
“I already know your secret identity, Beams,” said Lady Thunder dryly. “As a member of the Lions, I have access to the government’s sidekick list, which you are on. No need to put on your ugly costume or that ridiculous helmet.”
I cringed slightly at Lady Thunder’s harsh tone but lowered my hands anyway. “I see. Well, I still would have appreciated someone telling me we were having a guest over today.”
“My apologies,” said Rubberman sheepishly. “Truth be told, I didn’t know Lady Thunder was going to be here today, either. Not for sure, anyway.”
Lady Thunder tapped her foot on the floor. “And I probably shouldn’t be. I’m only here because I feel like you two deserve to know what the Department of Superheroes is planning to do in the wake of Cannonball’s assault on the Golden City Penitentiary. Otherwise, I would be back in Washington right now.”
“Right,” said Rubberman. He gestured at an empty chair next to Nightbolt. “Beams, please take a seat. You can clock in for work later.”
I nodded and took a seat next to Nightbolt. I immediately scratched the ears of Spike, who sat in between my chair and Nightbolt’s chair, which Spike clearly seemed to enjoy based on the way he closed his eyes.
“All right,” said Rubberman, clapping his hands together. “Now that everyone is here, I think it’s time we discuss why we are meeting at all.”
“Yeah,” Nightbolt chimed in with a cheeky grin. “My brand new truck.”
I looked at Nightbolt curiously. “Did you finally find a new truck to replace your old one?”
“Yep,” said Nightbolt, nodding. “And when I say new, I mean new. It’s the shiniest damn truck I’ve ever seen in my life. Going to pick it up after we finish our meeting today and drive it all the way to Los Congrejos.”
“Huh,” I said. “I thought you would just get a used truck or something.”
Nightbolt shrugged. “I considered it, but you know, I feel like I deserved to reward myself for how I helped y’all last week. Plus, I’m getting on in age and I feel like I should let myself enjoy life a little more than I have. And owning a nice truck is one of the best ways to enjoy life, in my humble opinion.”
I smiled when Nightbolt said that. I suppose I couldn’t blame him for splurging, seeing as his old truck really did need to be replaced. “Hope Spike likes it.”
“Oh, he will,” said Nightbolt, patting Spike on the head. “He most definitely will.”
“Right,” said Rubberman with a roll of his eyes. “Well, we didn’t come to talk about Nightbolt’s newest truck. We came together to talk about the Zero Knights.”
“And the Dark Collective,” Lady Thunder added. “Among other things.”
I frowned. I stopped scratching Spike’s ears and sat upright. “What is there to talk about? Is there news on both groups?”
“The Zero Knights have not been heard from since Cannonball’s death,” Rubberman said. “But that’s pretty typical of them at this point. The Zero Knights rarely react quickly.”
“But they always do react,” Lady Thunder pointed out. “If you think they will leave Golden City along after this, then you are about to be sorely mistaken.”
“I never thought that,” I said with a shake of my head. “So what are we going to do about them?”
Rubberman pulled his phone out of his pocket and began scrolling through it. “Get help, for one. Although we’re still not sure what form the Zero Knights’ next attack will take, we will need backup. I’ve been in contact with Prime Man and Heroes United this week for backup.”
I looked at Lady Thunder questioningly. “What about the Lions? Will you guys help us?”
Lady Thunder laughed bitterly. “How can we help you when we can barely help ourselves? After our failure to defeat Cannonball, the Lions are going to be shut down.”
“What?” I said in surprise. “Really? I thought you guys were going to stay in business.”
Lady Thunder shook her head. “Nope. The President wasn’t happy about us getting slaughtered by Cannonball or letting the prison break happen. The Lions are currently suspended. They might be reformed or they might be shut down entirely. I still don’t know at this point, but it seems likely that the Lions will no longer be supported by the federal government in the future.”
I bit my lower lip. I never liked the Lions, but hearing Lady Thunder talk so despairingly about the fate of the Lions made me feel sorry for her. She was probably still grieving the deaths of her fellow Lions and her sidekick, Dicer. I couldn’t imagine the kind of despair she must be going through right now. That was probably why she looked so tired and defeated. Couldn’t blame her for that. I’m not sure I’d be able to keep a chipper face after going through what she did.
“Exactly,” said Rubberman, nodding. He reached out and patted her on the shoulder. “I’m sorry for your loss, Alice. Losing a sidekick is always hard. If you ever need someone to talk to—”
Lady Thunder brushed his hand off her shoulder. “Thanks, but I’m fine. Even if the Lions are disbanded, I can still go back to Oklahoma. I’ll be okay.”
I shook my head but said nothing. Lady Thunder did not seem like the kind of woman you argued with. I suspected it was just better to let her mourn in her own way.
“All right,” said Rubberman, his arm returning to its natural length, “well, in any case, we still need to get ready for whenever the Zero Knights attack next.”
“That’s something to worry about, sure, but what about those Dark Collective folks?” said Nightbolt, looking around at us uncertainly. “That’s an entire army of criminals and supervillains who’ve had years to nurse grudges against y’all. How are y’all going to handle that?”
Rubberman looked down at his lap. “I am not sure. No one knows where the Dark Collective is. They just seem to have vanished into thin air. Plus, it seems to me that the Dark Collective might hate the Zero Knights more than they hate us.”
I nodded. I still remembered how Three Fingers had spared us last week when he could have very easily killed us. And so far, he had kept up his end of the bargain. Even though it had been a week since the battle of the prison, the Dark Collective had not committed any crimes we were aware of. There were no spikes in crime rates since then. Golden City was about as peaceful as it ever was … which left me feeling anxious anyway because it felt like the calm before the storm.
“Still, we will probably need Heroes United to help us with that as well,” said Rubberman. “I don’t trust Three Fingers not to make a move sometime soon, probably within the next month or so. I don’t know what his plans are, but—”
“He’s planning to defeat the Zero Knights,” I said, causing everyone to look at me. “Didn’t you hear him? Three Fingers wants to make the Dark Collective the next Order of the Zero Knights. He’s ambitious, like most supervillains.”
“If he legitimately believes that he will be able to defeat the Order, then he is even more delusional than I thought,” said Lady Thunder with a dismissive shake of her head. “The Zero Knights are the most powerful supervillain organization in the world. I fail to see how a ragtag ‘army’ of prisoners will be able to beat them.”
“And that’s what worries me the most,” said Rubberman. He held up three fingers. “We’ve beaten the Zero Knights three times now. There’s no way that King Xero will forgive or forget that. When the Zero Knights strike again, they will probably hit us even harder than they already have.”
“Meaning what?” I said. “That we will be overwhelmed by their force?”
“Not necessarily,” said Rubberman. “What I am most worried about is war. War between the Zero Knights and the Dark Collective in the streets of Golden City. War that might tear the city itself apart and harm countless citizens.”
“A supervillain war, then?” I said. I shuddered at the thought. “Can’t say I’m looking forward to it.”
“That’s why we’re going to need help,” said Rubberman. “Why I am going to Prime Man for help. If anyone can help us make sure this coming supervillain war doesn’t tear Golden City apart, it will have to be Prime Man.”
“I hope you’re right, boss,” I said, “because a war between the Zero Knights and the Dark Collective has the potential to destroy the city itself.”
Then I looked at Nightbolt suddenly and said, “Nightbolt, what about the ghost of Mystress? Are you going to stick around and keep searching for it or—?”
Nightbolt shook his head. “No. I think Mystress’ ghost fled Golden City after Cannonball got killed because I have not heard anything from her since then. Something tells me she’s not going to come back for a while. But if she ever does show up back here again, I’ll be sure to come back and teach her a lesson.”
Nightbolt was right. I hadn’t heard anything about Mystress’ ghost since the battle at the prison. I guess she had given up on trying to kill Rubberman and me, but I still didn’t like the fact that she had up and disappeared like that. Bet she went back to King Xero to report to him on what happened here. Hopefully, we wouldn’t see her again, although I suspected we would.
Then Rubberman suddenly smiled and looked at me. “But there’s one good thing that is coming up. And I think you know exactly what it is.”
I looked at Rubberman in confusion. “What?”
“Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten about it already,” said Rubberman. “It’s happening next month.”
I just frowned deeper. “Sorry, boss, but I’m not sure what you are talking about.”
Rubberman laughed. “I’m talking about the movie about me, remember? Rubberman: The Movie is scheduled to come out next month. And the feature premiere will be right here in Golden City and you and I will have front row seats.”
-
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PREVIEW: FIRST MOVIE CHAPTER ONE


Today was supposed to be my day off from work, but it’s funny how my work has a tendency to find me. Especially when I don’t want it. 
The day started off normal enough. I woke up, took a shower, got breakfast, and checked my family’s mailbox, where I found a birthday card from my grandpa who lived on the other side of the state. The card was nice, a simple ‘Happy 18th Birthday, Grandson!’ with a personal note from grandpa congratulating me on becoming a man and asking me what I was going to do after I graduated from high school. My birthday was technically not until next week, but Grandpa always sent me my birthday card early because that was how he was.
Also, Grandpa had also enclosed a check of $100 in the card. It puzzled me at first because most people don’t use checks nowadays, but I appreciated the money nonetheless and decided to head to the bank to deposit it into my bank account. It wasn’t nearly as much money as what I made as a sidekick working for Rubberman, but it was a nice gift from my Grandpa and I saw no reason to delay depositing it, especially since today was my day off. I did have a date later today with my girlfriend, Nancy, but stopping by the bank and dropping off the check was quick and easy.
Normally, anyway. I should have known better, given my luck, but I guess I just wanted to be optimistic for once and not assume I would find myself in the middle of a bank robbery on my first day off in a while.
Anyway, I got to the Golden City First National Bank shortly after breakfast. Here I found very few people aside from myself in the lobby. There weren’t even as many bank tellers as there normally were. That was probably because the bank closed early on Saturdays and had a smaller staff as a result.
Still, I managed to find an open bank teller, a pretty thirty-some-odd-year-old woman whose nameplate said her name was Jennifer, and handed her my check. Jennifer took my check and deposited it without any fanfare, although she did apologize to me at first when they had some computer troubles, as the bank had apparently switched to a new computer system recently and it still had some bugs to work out.
Which, again, didn’t bother me. What did bother me, though, what was happened next.
“It’s fine,” I told Jennifer when she apologized. “I’m not in any hurry. Today’s my day off.”
Jennifer smiled. “That’s nice. Where do you work? I don’t think I’ve seen you around town.”
I smiled back in return. Due to secret identity laws, I couldn’t divulge my secret identity as Beams to just anyone, so I said with a shrug, “Just a part-time job doing some boring yard work. Nothing more.”
“As boring as being a bank teller?” said Jennifer. She chuckled. “Because it does get boring around here, though at least we only work until lunch today. After I get off work, my husband and I are going to see the Rubberman movie tonight.”
I paused. “The Rubberman movie? I thought that wasn’t coming out until next week.”
“It is,” Jennifer said, glancing at the computer screen in front of her as my check was processed. She held up a couple of tickets. “But my husband managed to snag a few tickets to a preview screening at Super Cinema tonight. Only a handful of people were eligible to get these tickets and my husband was lucky enough to get two.”
I frowned. I knew that the Rubberman movie was finally coming out next week—April 4th, which also happened to be my birthday—but boss hadn’t told me about the early screenings. He had told me we were going to be at the midnight premiere next week, but it sounded to me like at least some people were going to see it before us. That seemed a bit odd to me, but perhaps it was something our local theater, Super Cinema, was doing to create hype for the movie. “Huh. I hadn’t heard of that.”
“My husband works at the theater and they were giving away free tickets to employees,” said Jennifer with a shrug. “So he managed to get a couple for us. I can’t wait.”
I nodded. “I hope you and your husband enjoy the movie. I’ve heard it’s supposed to be good, but I’m not going to see it until the premiere next week.”
“I’ve been looking forward to it for ages,” said Jennifer with a sigh. “I know a lot of people aren’t happy with how Rubberman and Beams have dealt with the Zero Knights, but I still like them.”
I nodded politely. Legally I couldn’t tell her I was Beams, but the truth was I hadn’t seen the movie myself yet, either. Rubberman had seen more of the completed movie than I had, but even though the movie was based on his life, he apparently had not seen it all just yet, either. So when I said I didn’t know if it was any good, I was telling the truth.
“I’m definitely looking forward to it,” I said. I suddenly yawned. “Weird. I feel really sleepy all of a sudden.”
Jennifer yawned at about the same time as me. She rubbed her eyes and said, “Yeah, I do, too. Which is weird because I slept really well last night. Maybe I’ll take a nap after I get home from work.”
I nodded. I had slept well last night, too, and even had a cup of coffee this morning, too, which made me wonder where my drowsiness had come from. “Same … same here. Will probably crash when I get home.”
Jennifer yawned again and glanced at her computer. “All right, Mr. Fry. It looks like your check has … check has cleared.” She yawned yet again and reached for her coffee. “Okay, this is … this getting … ridiculous … coffee …”
Before Jennifer could pick up her coffee, however, her eyes closed and her head slammed into the keyboard before her. She snored loudly into her keyboard as if it was her pillow.
Startled, I said, “Jennifer? Are you … are you okay?”
Even as I said that question, however, I heard thumps all around me. Looking around, I saw everyone was falling asleep. The other bank tellers were slumping at their desks, their heads lolling onto their shoulders. The other customers were lying on the floor or sleeping on the sofas in the lobby. Even the security guards at the entrance had collapsed onto the floor, sleeping as peacefully as if they had fallen asleep in their beds back in their homes.
And worse of all, I could feel my own exhaustion threatening to overwhelm me. My eyes felt as heavy as lead and my limbs started to feel like sandbags. I grabbed Jennifer’s coffee and downed the whole thing in one gulp. The steaming hot coffee burned my throat and lips, but the caffeine did wake me up and make it easier to fight the sleepiness, though even with my caffeine high I could still feel the sleepiness threatening to overwhelm me. Just like how everyone else in the lobby had fallen asleep at once.
Wait … everyone falling asleep at the same time …
Horrified at the implications, I pulled out my phone and dialed Rubberman’s number. I desperately waited for Rubberman to answer, but when I heard the third ring, the doors to the bank slammed open and half a dozen armed men burst into the room. They swept the lobby with their guns until they noticed me standing in front of Jennifer’s desk and focused on me.
“Hey, how come that kid is still standing?” asked one of the thugs, a tall, skinny man who looked like he had probably done every drug in the book. “He should be sleepin’ like the rest of ‘em!”
“Does it matter, Ronny?” asked a fat black man standing next to him. He pointed his gun at me. “You ‘member what boss said. Put all of ‘em to sleep and kill anyone who wakes up.”
Crap. The caffeine from Jennifer’s coffee was still keeping me awake, but there was no way I could beat all of these guys on my own. My powers worked with or without my costume, but fighting without my costume’s protection was always dangerous and I didn’t want to out my identity by using my powers. All of the witnesses might be asleep, but I didn’t want to out myself to a bunch of thugs like these guys.
Right before the black guy could shoot me, however, a familiar sardonic voice said, “Hold your fire, men. I think I know who this kid is.”
The thugs parted to reveal another man standing behind them, who stepped forward. Based on the way the other thugs looked at him, it was clear that this man was their leader.
He appeared to be a middle-aged man with messy bed hair and huge bags under his eyes. His rumbled clothing looked like it could use a good iron and his slumped shoulders made him look like he needed a good nap. Yet his bloodshot eyes and sleepy appearance, I knew, were really just an illusion that hid a far more deadly and calculating mind than most people understood.
“ZZZ,” I said, turning to face him. “Long time, no see.”
ZZZ, the infamous assassin, supervillain, and member of the Dark Collective, smiled a sleepy, though threatening, smile. “Same to you, Beams. No time to chat, seeing as we’re on a deadline, but I think we might be able to squeeze your death into our schedule, at least.”
-
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NOTES FROM THE AUTHOR


Dear readers, 
Thank you for reading First Hero! I hoped you enjoyed reading this book. Nightbolt is one of my favorite characters from the MWSverse and I was excited to have a chance to bring him back. Hopefully I did a good job of writing him, too.
In any case, the next book in the series, First Movie, is out now. This book concludes the Capes & Masks series, featuring the final battle between Beams and Rubberman and the Order of the Zero Knights. It’s the most exciting book in the series, in my opinion, and I hope you agree when you pick it up for a read.
Thanks,
Lucas Flint, Cherokee, Texas, November 2019
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