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CHAPTER ONE


It started off as a normal Saturday morning. I woke up later than usual, seeing as I didn’t have school today, nor did I even have work, since today was my day off. Without looking out the window—a mistake I was going to regret soon enough—I hopped out of bed, took a shower, and, again without looking out the window, made my way down the stairs to the kitchen, following the waft of freshly-cooked bacon, eggs, and waffles. 
Mom was standing in front of the stovetop, her favorite ‘I HEART SUPERHEROES’ apron tied around her waist, a large and growing plate of waffles growing next to her as she made more. Dad, meanwhile, was sitting at the dining room table, was sipping his coffee and looking at the news on the tablet that James and I had gotten for his birthday last month.
Speaking of James, my older brother sat at the table as well. Like me, he must have gotten up early, because his long hair was already styled the way he liked it and he wore his usual black leather jacket. He seemed to be texting someone, who I guessed had to be his girlfriend from college, Holly, who I still hadn’t met. James had come down to stay here for the weekend, which was pretty typical for James. Although he went to college on the other side of the state, James visited home frequently. He claimed he didn’t have homesickness, but I knew him well enough to know he was lying.
Regardless, none of us looked out the window. Even Mom, despite standing right next to the kitchen sink, didn’t look out the window over the kitchen sink. I wasn’t the only one who was going to be regretting that later, though perhaps it wouldn’t have made a difference either way.
“Good morning, Alex!” said Mom, looking over her shoulder at me and smiling. “You’re up bright and early. Going to work today?”
I shook my head as I took my usual seat at the table and began piling bacon and eggs onto my plate. “Nah, Mom. Today is my day off. Kind of need it after how hard I’ve been working this last month.”
“You certainly have been working harder than usual,” said Dad, lowering his tablet to look at me. He was wearing a faded black T-shirt with his favorite band, the Screaming Hyenas, on it. Guess today was his day off, too. “You and Rubberman. Seems like you’re working overtime all the time now. The news says there’s been a spike in crime all over the city since the police force got destroyed.”
I grimaced. “I believe it. It’s gotten crazy out there. Just yesterday, Rubberman and I busted three car snatchers and stopped an attempted rape. It’s nuts.”
James shook his head without looking up from his phone. “Golden City’s really gone downhill since I stopped working as a sidekick. Maybe I need to get back into the biz to show you and your boss how it’s really done.”
I sighed. James had once been the sidekick of the superhero Windchime, using the alias Lightning Fist to fight crime alongside him. James hadn’t actually enjoyed his sidekick work, though, and quit after a while. I knew he still had the Lightning Fist costume somewhere in the house, but without his sidekick license, James wouldn’t actually be able to practice crime-fighting legally. “It’s not that easy, James, and you know it.”
James chuckled and punched me in the shoulder. “Just joking around, Alex. I know you and your boss are doing your best to keep up with it. Worry about you every day, little bro.”
I nodded. “Thanks. Yeah, sorry. Just been under a lot of stress recently.”
That was putting it mildly. After the Zero Knight known as Slasher had destroyed the Golden City Police Department, crime had spiked all over the city, even though the Three Fingers Gang, the primary criminal gang in Golden City, had also been destroyed by Slasher. Actually, I thought that the reason crime had spiked was because the Three Fingers Gang’s destruction had left a void that a whole bunch of criminals were trying to fill. As a result, Rubberman and I had been working overtime to keep the streets safe, which meant spending more time pounding the pavement dealing with random crooks and criminals than we usually did. That was part of our contract with the city, but we were doing it a lot more than usual.
The GCPD wasn’t entirely destroyed, however. Chief Williams, the chief of the police department, had survived the slaughter. As well, state troopers had been sent in by the state government to make up for the lack of police support, though the troopers were few and far between and they didn’t seem to like me and Rubberman for some reason. I was also aware that the GCPD was still in the process of hiring and training new recruits, but the recruits were still so new that they were almost more of a liability than an asset when dealing with criminals.
All in all, Rubberman and I had certainly been more like Masks than Capes this past month. Granted, working more hours meant I was getting more pay, but it was still exhausting, especially because I still had to balance it out with my schoolwork.
“No kidding,” said Dad with another sip of his coffee. “You and your boss had to fight that Zero Knight guy last month. I’m not much of a supervillain expert, but if what I read is true, that’s a big deal all by itself.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” I said as I shoveled a forkful of eggs into my mouth. “Slasher was crazy.”
“At least you only had to deal with just the one guy, right?” said James, glancing up from his phone at me. “Haven’t heard any news about the Zero Knights in Golden City recently. Have you?”
I shook my head but didn’t smile. It was true that we hadn’t heard one peep from the Order of the Zero Knights—one of the most powerful criminal/supervillain organizations on the planet—since the death of Slasher last month. That despite Slasher’s final warning of a ‘storm’ coming to Golden City that would raze the city itself to the ground. I knew I should have been relieved that the Zero Knights hadn’t tried to avenge Slasher’s death yet, but at the same time, a part of me was worried that the Zero Knights might attack when we least expected it. If they attacked now, when Rubberman and I were already stretched thin trying to keep the peace, I wasn’t sure we would be able to defeat them.
If I had thought to look out the window, even just once, I could have acted quicker.
Instead, I just shoved another forkful of eggs into my mouth and said, “Nothing. Haven’t heard from them since Slasher’s death.”
“Bet you scared ‘em good, little bro,” said James with a wink. “No Zero Knight has ever been killed before. I bet they know better than to try to attack you and your boss now.”
I nodded, despite not really believing that. The official story was that Rubberman and I killed Slasher, but the truth was that it had been Johnny ‘Three Fingers’ Diamond who had dealt the finishing blow, avenging his fellow gangsters who had been slaughtered at Slasher’s hands. Three Fingers had even insisted on us taking the credit for the kill, which I originally thought was because he wanted us to take the glory, but if I had looked out the window—again, even just once—I would have realized he probably did it to paint a huge target on our backs for the Zero Knights to aim at.
“Probably,” I said as I took a gulp of orange juice, enjoying the sweet, tangy taste. “Not that life has really been any easier since Slasher’s death, though.”
“True enough, but I’d think nabbing purse-snatchers would be a lot easier than fighting a Zero Knight,” said James. “At least, that’s my opinion, anyway.”
James suddenly put his phone back into his pocket and stood up. “Well, looks like I got to go now. Told Mark I was going to meet up with him at the gym to work out after breakfast and you know how Mark gets about me being late.”
I nodded. Mark was one of James’ old high school friends. They had both gone off to different colleges after graduating, but had both planned to meet back up in Golden City to hang out like the good old days this weekend. I didn’t mind it so much. I was going to spend today at Frank’s house anyway, so it wasn’t like I had expected to spend much time with James while he was here anyway.
“All right, but be careful out there,” said Mom, glancing over her shoulder at James as he picked up his backpack from the floor and slung it over his right shoulder. “Lots of criminals on the streets now.”
“Don’t worry about me, Mom,” said James with a thumbs up. He patted me on the head. “Worry about Alex here. He’s the one who’s going to be actually fighting those criminals.”
“Not today,” I said, shaking my head. “Today’s my day off.”
“Right, little bro, but you know what I mean,” said James. “Anyway, adios, everybody!”
With that, James walked out of the kitchen and toward the front door. I heard James open the front door, but I didn’t hear the front door close. Instead, I heard James shout, “Uh, guys? The sky isn’t supposed to be green today, right?”
Puzzled, I stood up from the table and made my way over to the front door, with both Mom and Dad following along behind me. Here we found James standing in the front door, staring up at the sky outside, but it was hard to see what he was looking at until he stepped out onto the front porch, allowing us to step out with him.
At first, I didn’t know what James was talking about. The morning sky looked as blue and bright as it always did, with a few clouds in the air. The crisp morning air was both chilly and yet relaxing after being inside our warm house. My hair, still slightly damp from my shower, felt colder than usual in a soft February breeze that came through just then. A stray black cat sat near James’ red truck, but quickly ran away as soon as I looked at it.
“James, what are you talking about?” I said, looking at him. “The sky looks normal to me. It definitely doesn’t look green.”
James bit his lower lip. “But it was green. At least, it was green a few minutes ago. I saw it with my own two eyes.”
I smiled. “Do you need to borrow my glasses, James? Because I think you might need them if you’re going to start seeing things like—”
The sky suddenly flickered green, causing me to look up at it myself. But when I looked at the sky again, it was back to its normal blue color, with nary a sign of an unnatural green color anywhere.
“Did you see that?” said James, pointing at the sky again. “It was green. I saw it this time. I know I did.”
I took off my glasses and wiped them off before putting them on again and looking at the sky. “Okay, I know I saw something, but maybe it’s some kind of hallucination?”
“What are you two talking about?” said Dad, holding his coffee cup, which was steaming slightly in the cold morning air. “I didn’t see anything. If this is some kind of prank—”
“It’s not,” James insisted. “It’s totally not. I saw the sky turn green. Alex did, too.”
I opened my mouth to agree when, without warning, the sky flickered green again. Only this time, it stayed green. The rays of the sun turned green as well as they passed through the greenness above, coating our entire lawn, house, and whole neighborhood in a light shade of green.
“What the hell?” said Dad with a start, spilling a little bit of coffee from his mug onto the welcome mat. “Why did the sky turn green?”
“That’s the question I was asking,” said James indignantly. “What do you think, Alex?”
“I—” I was interrupted when my phone beeped. I pulled out my phone and saw that it was a test from Rubberman, which read thus:
Alex, turn on the news. Now. And when you’re done with that, get to the Elastic Cave immediately.
“Alex, who texted you?” said Mom, her face pale with fear. “Rubberman?”
I nodded. I glanced at the green sky again, which I noticed actually appeared to be some sort of green dome, and said, “Yeah. He says we need to check out the news. Now.”
Dad held up his tablet. “I’ve got my tablet. Let’s see what the Golden City Journal’s app says.”
Dad opened the Golden City Journal’s news app on his tablet as we crowded around him to see what was going on. A pretty blonde news anchor named Stephanie Red appeared on the screen as the headline ‘BREAKING: GREEN DOME APPEARS OVER GOLDEN CITY’ appeared in a box next to her face.
“Good morning, Golden City!” said Stephanie in a serious voice. “This morning, what appears to be a strange, green energy barrier has appeared in the sky overhead. The origin and nature of the barrier are not known at this time, but early reports suggest that the barrier reaches the city limits at least. This is still a developing story, so stayed tuned to the Golden City Journal to be the first to—”
Stephanie’s image froze for a moment and was then immediately replaced by an image of a man I had never seen before but who looked familiar for some reason.
He wore what looked like a full suit of powered armor, which covered his entire body from head to toe. At least, I assumed it was powered armor because its reflective surface made it look like he was wearing armor made out of mirrors. A ‘0’ was cut into his chest. His face was hidden behind what looked like a miniature mirror attached to his helmet, while two large, mirror-like shields were attached to both of his arms. He stood in what looked like a dark void, with the only light focused strictly on him, making his reflective armor hard to look at directly.
“Citizens of Golden City,” the armored figure began, a light Mexican accent coloring his words. “You might have awoken this morning to see that the sky over your tiny and frankly irrelevant city has turned green. For those of you closer to the city limits, you may have found a green energy barrier blocking off the roads, making it impossible for you to enter the city for your daily commute. Both the green sky and barrier are part of the same green energy dome that has covered the entirety of Golden City itself.”
My eyes widened in shock. My Mom and Dad gasped, while James muttered under his breath, “Seriously?”
“You might be wondering why this is,” said the armored figure. “Or how this happened. I won’t answer the second question, but I can and will answer the first.
“My name is Mirar. I am a member of the Order of the Zero Knights. And in less than twenty-four hours, your entire city—from the tallest skyscraper to the smallest doghouse—will be razed to the ground and every last one of you will die.”




CHAPTER TWO


I  knew that things had been too peaceful on the Zero Knight front. I knew that they were going to attack again. I just hadn’t expected them to pull off something like this.
But Mirar was not done talking yet. He continued, saying, “Perhaps you are all wondering why you are going to die today or who the Zero Knights are or what you have done to earn our wrath. I can assure you that none of you citizens have done anything to anger us. But your protectors have.
“Exactly one month ago from today, your heroes, Rubberman and his sidekick Beams, killed one of our own, Slasher, in cold blood. Most of you, I am sure, know this already. It was one of the biggest news stories in your boring, backward city that no one cares about and likely made you proud of your heroes. After all, no one had ever killed a Zero Knight in battle before, much less defeated one. You all probably felt safer than ever, knowing that Rubberman and Beams could handle even the most powerful criminals and supervillains. I am here to tell you that your safety is false and that your illusions of security are going to be shattered like glass.”
Mirar took a moment to let that sink in. Although I knew practically nothing about the guy, I could tell he had some theatrical training because he had chosen the best moment for a dramatic pause. It certainly caused me, James, and my parents to listen more anxiously, wondering what he was going to say next.
Finally, Mirar continued, though in a softer, deadlier voice than before. “If there is one thing that the Order of the Zero Knights does not tolerate, it is any harm that comes to our own. Even if one of our brave knights simply gets wounded, we take it as a personal affront to the entire Order. We are brothers in arms, with a bond thicker than blood, and we do not allow anyone to harm us and walk away freely. The murder of a fellow Zero Knight is practically unthinkable in our Order, which is why unthinkable events require unthinkable responses.”
Mirar gestured and the screen split in half. On the right side of the screen was Mirar, but on the left was what appeared to be a live feed of the green energy barrier that covered the whole city.
“To avenge Slasher’s untimely death, King Xero has declared war on Golden City,” said Mirar. “He has declared that this entire city must be razed from top to bottom. We seek not merely to kill Rubberman and Beams, but every man, woman, and child living within this city’s limits. To ensure that you cannot escape from the city, we have summoned this green energy barrier to make sure no one can survive.
“Don’t even try to escape. This energy barrier cannot be broken, pierced, or moved. You cannot cut it open with a saw, ram a hole through it with a car, or even blow it up with a bomb. Indeed, even a nuclear bomb would fail to so much as scratch it. The barrier also descends well into the earth and the Roger Gate River, so if you are thinking of digging underneath it or swimming through the river, then you are about to be sadly mistaken.”
The image to his right changed, showing images of what looked like the sewers of Golden City with the same green energy barrier that was on the surface. It then changed to show the Roger Gate River, which somehow still flowed through the barrier. But when a branch floating downstream on the other side tried to go through, it simply vaporized as soon as it touched the barrier.
“As you can see, there is no escape,” said Mirar. “The only citizens who will survive this storm are those lucky enough to be out of town today. But that does not describe the vast majority of you, who will all perish today for the crimes of your heroes.”
Mirar again paused, as if to let that sink in, before continuing, “As I said, in twenty-four hours, the entire city will be razed. I will not tell you exactly how your end will come about, but rest assured that by tomorrow morning, your end will come swiftly and without warning. You will wish you were burning in hell itself once death comes.
“Do not attempt to look for me anywhere in the city, because you will never find me. Nor should you try to bargain with me for your survival. The Order of the Zero Knights does not want anything you have. We don’t even want control over your tiny city. We only want to make your city an example to the world about what happens when you take the lives of one of our brethren.
“Say your prayers. Beseech whatever deities you believe in. Or simply roll up into a ball and wait for the end to come. Because once the storm starts, no place in Golden City will be safe.”
Then Mirar looked at the camera and I felt like he was looking directly at me. “Before this broadcast ends, I have a final, personal message to Rubberman and Beams: Although you two will inevitably perish in the coming storm along with your fellow citizens, expect your personal punishment to come your way very soon.”
With that, the screen went blank for a moment before the Golden City Journal’s app popped back on. Stephanie Red was still sitting in her chair at her desk, a look of shock and confusion on her beautiful features.
“Was that … real?” said Stephanie in a dazed, uncertain voice.
Abruptly, the image of Stephanie was replaced with an error page reading ‘TECHNICAL DIFFICULTIES. PLEASE TRY AGAIN LATER.’
“Holy crap,” said James. He looked up at the green barrier covering the sky, his eyes wide with terror. “That can’t be real, can it?”
“I think it was,” I said grimly. “I’ve never seen Mirar before, but he was definitely wearing Zero Armor. The zero on his chest was proof enough of that, as well as his mention of the ‘storm,’ which is something that only Slasher told us.”
“What are we supposed to do about it?” said Mom fearfully. She clutched Dad’s arm for safety. “If what he says is true, then there is no escape. We can’t just hop into the car and leave the city somewhere safely.”
“Maybe he’s lying,” said Dad, clearly trying to be strong for Mom. “I don’t know much about those Zero Knight guys, but if they’re supervillains, that means they are also liars, right?”
“He didn’t sound like he was lying to me,” James pointed out. “And you saw what happened when that stick touched the barrier. Something tells me that the barrier could vaporize anything, even a car.”
“Then what are we supposed to do?” Mom demanded. She sounded almost hysterical now. She gestured at the tablet. “You heard him. In twenty-four hours, the whole city is going to be destroyed and all of us are going to die. What are we supposed to do then?” She looked at me suddenly. “Alex, do you and Rubberman have a plan for this?”
I bit my lower lip. Mirar’s broadcast left me with as many questions as it did answers, but I said, “Not yet, but that’s probably why Rubberman wanted me to watch the news. Even though today is my day off, I need to get to the Elastic Cave as fast as possible. You guys can stay here. I know it’s not entirely safe, but if the whole city is going to be destroyed, then our house is about as safe as the rest of the city.”
I could tell that Mom, Dad, and James didn’t like that, but what choice did they have? There was nowhere else for them to go right now. Besides, I could already see our neighbors on our street walking out of their houses. Some of them were looking up at the green barrier in the sky, their eyes full of fear and awe, while others were piling into their cars in an attempt to escape. I guess some of our neighbors must have thought that Mirar had been lying. I wished I could say I thought the same, but after seeing that video, I knew better than to hope for that.
“All right,” said Dad uncertainly. “We’ll stay here, but please be safe, okay? I don’t like what Mirar said about having a personal punishment for you and Rubberman.”
“I’ll be fine,” I said as I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed Rubberman’s number. “I’ll just head straight to the Elastic Cave. If I leave now, I should be able to get there by—”
I never got to finish my sentence because at that moment the roof of our house exploded.




CHAPTER THREE


Roof tiles flew everywhere as the blast from the explosion knocked all four of us onto the front lawn. Dad fell on top of Mom, protecting her from the falling debris, while James and I covered our heads with our hands to protect our skulls from getting hit. I could hear neighbors screaming and shouting around us, but I paid little attention to them because my ears were still ringing from the explosion. 
“What the hell was that?” said Dad, holding Mom protectively and looking up at the roof. “Why did the roof explode?”
I also looked up at the smoking remains of our roof, trying to see if I could spot the source of the explosion. Then a figure rose from within the smoke and flew down toward us, landing on the sidewalk in front of our lawn.
The figure wore Zero Armor, but I’d never see her before. She was clearly a woman based on the way her silver and purple armor hugged to her body, but rather than hands, her arms ended in twin arm cannons that appeared to have retractable blades. Her face was covered by a silvery helmet that made her look like a cross between a knight and an angel, her eye holes glowing green as she looked at us. The glowing ‘0’ on her chest told me exactly who she worked for, even though this was the first time I’d seen her before.
“Who are you?” said James, looking up at her with fear. “A Zero Knight?”
“Nay, peasant,” said the armored woman with a clear British accent in her voice. “I am Lady Marie, a humble Squire. Sir Mirar sent me to kill the one known as Beams. Which one of you is he?”
I gulped. If this Marie lady was a Squire, that didn’t make me feel any more confident about my abilities to stop her. Though Zero Squires were weaker than Zero Knights, they were still a force to be reckoned with in their own right. I wondered how the Zero Knights had known I lived here, but it didn’t matter. If I didn’t do something fast, something told me that Marie would start killing all of us just to kill me.
Rising to my feet, I said, “Who says Beams lives here at all? Maybe you got the wrong house.”
Marie glowered at me. “Impossible. Our research suggests that Beams lives here. Our research is never wrong. Are you Beams?”
I opened my mouth to say so, but then James jumped to his feet and said, “Actually, I’m Beams.”
I looked at James in shock while Marie turned her attention to him and said, “Oh? You are taller than the pictures suggest.”
James shrugged. “What can I say? The camera always adds an extra ten pounds and five inches or so.”
“James, what are you doing?” I said. “Are you trying to get yourself—”
James held up a hand and whispered, “Shhh. I’m trying to save your life, bro. Get Mom and Dad out of here. I’ll keep Iron Woman here busy.”
Before I could tell him what a stupid idea that was, James stepped forward, his arms spread wide. “Yeah, I’m Beams, all right. Rubberman’s sidekick. The guy who put Sasha Munroe behind bars and who also killed your buddy Slasher. What do you have to say about that?”
“Not much,” said Marie. She held up her left arm cannon. “Except to die.”
An energy blast started to build up in her arm, but before she fired it, Rubberman’s right arm appeared out of nowhere, wrapped around her arm, and yanked it up. Marie blasted her laser into the sky, sending the laser flying until it crashed into the barrier above, making the barrier shimmer slightly but otherwise standing strong.
Surprised, I looked down the street and saw Rubberman, standing on the fence between my house and our neighbors’ house, with his arm stretched out and wrapped around Marie’s laser cannon arm. Based on the sweat on his brow and how heavily he was breathing, it looked like he had run a mile or something.
“Rubberman!” I said, both in surprise and happiness. “You’re here!”
“Sorry I’m late,” said Rubberman through gritted teeth. “Got a bit distracted by the news.”
“Rubberman?” said Marie in confusion. “You are not supposed to be here. Sir Orson—”
“Tried to kill me in my home, yeah,” said Rubberman. “Almost worked, too, but he didn’t realize exactly how flexible I am.”
Then Rubberman looked at me and James and shouted, “You two, go! Take your parents and run like hell. Go to the community center. I’ll keep Marie busy.”
“I will keep you busy as well, Rubberman,” said Marie. “Busy, that is, trying not to die.”
With that, Marie rocketed up into the air. Because Rubberman was still holding onto her arm, he suddenly went flying up as well, his arms and legs flailing as Marie shot up into the air like a missile.
“You heard the man,” said James, looking at me and Mom and Dad. He pointed down the street. “Let’s blow this popsicle stand!”
Biting my lip, I said, “You guys can go, but I’m going to stay and help Rubberman with Marie. He needs my help.”
“But it’s your day off,” said Mom as she and Dad rose to their feet. “And your costume—”
“I have an extra costume in the house,” I said, cutting Mom off. I looked at James. “James, can you get Mom and Dad to the community center in your truck?”
James nodded. “Yeah, I can, but—”
“Good,” I said. “See you later.”
With that, I rushed back into the house before any of my family members could stop me. Bounding up the stairs, I burst into my room, only to discover that a good chunk of the ceiling had caved in thanks to Marie’s explosion. My computer had been smashed entirely while my bed was partially on fire and my Rubberman movie poster had been torn off the wall. I coughed as I inhaled the smoke and dust from the collapsed ceiling, wondering if trying to get my costume was such a good idea after all.
But I ran into my room anyway, making my way over to my closet, which was blocked off by a wooden beam. I shoved the wooden beam to the side, however, and opening the door, was pleased to see my costume, unharmed despite the destruction to the house. I quickly tossed it on, zipping it up, putting on my helmet, and pulling on my boots. The entire process took maybe ten seconds, but in that time the smoke had grown even worse. Luckily, my helmet’s visor and air filter protected my vision and lungs, but it was still hard to see through the smoke.
Nonetheless, I ran over to my room’s window and blasted it open, allowing me to jump down onto the lower roof of my house and look up at the sky.
Marie was still flying around with Rubberman, trying to throw him off her. Rubberman, to his credit, was hanging on, flapping around wildly behind her. She seemed really annoyed that Rubberman wouldn’t let go, doing loop-de-loops and twists and all kinds of cool aerial tricks to make him let go.
The sound of an engine roaring down the street made me look down and see James’ red truck roaring down the road toward the community center. I didn’t Mom, Dad, or James on the front lawn anymore, which meant that James had managed to get them into his truck and out of here as I told him to. That put a small, grim smile on my face, but I knew that my parents and brother would only be safe at the community center for a little while. The only way to ensure their safety would be to stop Mirar.
But that was for later. Right now, I needed to help Rubberman, who was hanging on for dear life as Marie did everything in her power to throw him off of her.
I squatted slightly, ready to use my rocket boots to fly, only to remember that I had left my rocket boots and invisibility watch on my other suit back in the Elastic Cave. The suit I kept at home was pretty vanilla, which meant I couldn’t fly into the sky to help Rubberman. That disappointed me a little, but then I shook my head and decided that I would just have to help Rubberman the old-fashioned way.
Tapping my ear radio, I said, “Rubberman, can you hear me?”
“Yeah, Beams, I can hear you,” came Rubberman’s hurried voice. I could hear the air whirling around him as Marie swung him this way and that. “Are you and your family safe?”
“James took my parents to the community center,” I said, watching Marie’s flight patterns carefully. “I got my emergency costume out so I could help you.”
“What—?” Rubberman was interrupted by a particularly sharp snap courtesy of Marie. “Never mind. Unless you can fly, I’m not sure how much help you will be.”
“I’ve got an idea,” I said. “Can you try to steer Marie closer to the house? If I can get a lock on her, I might be able to knock her out of the sky with my lasers.”
“Beams, I’m barely hanging onto her as is and you expect me to steer her?” came Rubberman’s slightly panicked voice over the radio. “Do you even know what you’re asking?”
“I know it’s not easy, but can you try to do it anyway?” I said. “I think I can hit her, but only if she’s closer enough and isn’t zipping around like a bee on a sugar high.”
Rubberman sighed, but said, “All right. I’ll see what I can do. But no guarantees.”
The radio clicked off in my ear and I watched as Marie made another sharp turn, causing Rubberman to snap all the way to the side. But instead of flopping about as usual, Rubberman flew straight back toward her and tackled her full-on. The impact of Rubberman’s tackle sent both him and Marie barreling through the sky uncontrollably. Marie kept trying to punch Rubberman in the face while at the same time keeping them in the air. She didn’t seem to notice that she was getting closer and closer to my house.
I mentally counted down the seconds until I fired my lasers: Five … four … three … two …
“Boss, jump now!” I yelled into my radio.
There was no response from Rubberman, but then he suddenly let go of Marie and fell down toward the street below, rolling into a ball to absorb the impact of the fall. Marie, who apparently hadn’t been expecting that, came to a halt in the air and watched as Rubberman fell.
Too bad her back was to me and she was just within range of my lasers.
With a yell, I unleashed a powerful laser blast that struck Marie in the back. The impact of the blast sent her hurtling through the air uncontrollably. She crashed into the street, bouncing several times until she crashed into my neighbor’s parked car on the other side of the street. This prompted my neighbors across the street to go running out the front door of their house screaming their heads off. I felt bad about accidentally destroying their car, but at least Marie seemed to be down.
As for Rubberman, he was still bouncing up and down, his body curled into a ball-shaped form for extra defense. But then his body snapped back to its normal shape and he landed on his feet on the sidewalk. At the same time, I increased my adrenaline and jumped off the roof and landed on the front lawn before running over to Rubberman.
“Boss, you all right?” I said as I came to a stop beside him.
“Yes, I’m fine, but thanks for asking,” said Rubberman as he dusted himself off. “I didn’t expect her to take off into the sky like that. But good thinking. I wouldn’t have even thought about doing what you did.”
I shrugged. “What can I say? It seemed obvious.”
Rubberman nodded, but then looked over at the destroyed car with Marie lying within it and said, “I wonder if she’s still alive. If so, she might be able to tell us where Mirar is.”
Rubberman extended his arms across the street and yanked Marie out of the car toward us. With his arms wrapped firmly around her like a snake, Rubberman had the seemingly-unconscious Marie in an inescapable situation.
“Is she still breathing?” I said, staring in amazement at Marie, who looked pretty good despite having been blasted straight out of the sky by my lasers.
“She seems to be,” said Rubberman, “but it’s hard to tell with her helmet on her face. Maybe if we remove it, we can see her face.”
Rubberman unwrapped one of his arms from around her body and reached out to remove her helmet. Just as his fingertips brushed against Marie’s helmet, however, her eyes suddenly flashed and she blasted him with an energy burst that sent Rubberman staggering. It also caused him to let go of Marie, but instead of attacking us again, Marie took off into the sky, flying as fast as she could away from us until she disappeared over the horizon toward downtown Golden City.




CHAPTER FOUR


Half an hour later, Rubberman and I pulled up in the Rubbermobile in front of the Golden City Community Center. That was a lot harder to do than you’d think. The community center’s parking lot, located between my suburb and downtown Golden City, was packed with cars from people who had fled their homes looking for answers and safety. Everywhere I looked, I saw frightened families huddling together or groups of people sitting around talking. There was a long line of people trying to get into the community center, which as far as I could tell was starting to reach max capacity already. Cars were even spilling out of the parking lot, being forced to park on the street or simply move on to look for somewhere else to hide. We were lucky we managed to find a parking space that didn’t require a five- or ten-minute walk to the community center. 
Pulling up on the edge of the parking lot, I jumped out of the Rubbermobile and quickly scanned the growing crowd of citizens for James and my parents. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw Jame’s truck parked near the front of the community center, although I didn’t see James or my parents. Maybe they had already entered the community center?
“Well, this is chaotic, isn’t it?” said Rubberman as he stepped out of the Rubbermobile and took in the scene in front of the community center. “Look at all of these people. Never seen so many at once at the community center.”
I pointed at James’ truck. “At least my family got here safely. That’s what I was worried about the most.”
Rubberman nodded, a deep frown on his face. “Yeah, but what happened back at your house? Where did Marie come from?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. The Zero Knights somehow found out where I live, but oddly enough, didn’t know I was Beams. They thought it was either me or James.”
Rubberman scratched the back of his head. “That’s weird. I suppose their research must have been incomplete or something.”
“I guess,” I said with another shrug. “But how did you know I was in trouble without me calling you?”
Rubberman smiled grimly. “Before the energy barrier went up, another Squire, who called himself Orson, attacked my house before I even had breakfast. Even though I managed to beat him and send him packing, he mentioned that his partner, Marie, was going to your house to kill you, so I got to your house as fast as possible.”
“If they attacked your house, is the Elastic Cave no longer safe, either?” I said.
Rubberman shook his head. “No, the Elastic Cave is safe, probably safer than anywhere else in the city right now. At the moment, we need to focus on finding and defeating Mirar. Adams is back at the Elastic Cave to try to pinpoint Mirar’s location from his last broadcast, but I’m not sure how much luck he’s having. The Zero Knights appear to have technology advanced enough to hide their locations from even our advanced tracking equipment.”
“Meaning we might have to search the whole city for one Zero Knight?” I said in alarm. “In less than twenty-four hours, even? That doesn’t sound possible.”
“That’s because it isn’t,” said Rubberman, glancing up at the green energy barrier in the sky above. “And Mirar knows this. Remember, the Zero Knights are trying to kill everyone in the city. Making it easy to find and stop Mirar would go against their goals.”
My shoulders slumped. “So does that mean—”
“Rubberman! Beams!” came a loud, authoritative voice from behind us that made me jump. “Good to see you, lads!”
We both turned around to see Chief David Williams, the current police chief of the Golden City Police Department, walking up to us by himself. His normally carefully-maintained gray mustache was now somewhat messy, while his police uniform had clearly only been thrown on hastily. He also looked very tired and stressed out already, which I couldn’t blame him, given the circumstances.
“Chief Williams,” said Rubberman as Chief Williams approached us. “Surprised to see you here.”
“Well, I am the police chief,” said Chief Williams as he stopped before us. He gestured at the community center, where I saw several police officers trying to organize the mass of people trying to get into the building. “My officers and I have been doing our best to keep the crowds under control, but it is difficult because so many people are panicking. Everyone saw Mirar’s broadcast and everyone is looking for reassurance that everything is going to be all right. Was hoping you two might know more about where Mirar is so we can arrest him and put an end to this nonsense.”
Rubberman and I exchanged looks and Rubberman said to Chief Williams, “Well … we don’t know where Mirar is hiding any more than you do.”
Chief Williams’ eyes bulged. “What? But you two tend to be on top of this sort of thing. What do you mean you don’t know where he is?”
“It’s not like Mirar texted us his location so we could put it in the Rubbermobile’s GPS or anything like that,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “He’s deliberately keeping himself hidden so we can’t stop him from killing everyone in the city.”
“Yeah,” said Rubberman, nodding. “We came here to regroup and figure out our next course of action, as well as to make sure people were safe.”
Chief Williams started to stroke his mustache worryingly. “Oh, dear. This is even worse than I thought. Do you think that perhaps Mirar was lying about his twenty-four-hour deadline? I mean, I don’t see how one man could possibly kill an entire city of people in one day all by himself.”
“Doubt it,” said Rubberman. “I fought one of his Squires earlier, who told me that the twenty-four-hour deadline is very real.”
Chief Williams already had a pale face, but his skin became pale as a corpse’s. “Are you telling me that we are all going to die and there’s nothing we can do about it?”
“Except stop Mirar,” I said, “which, I know, is easier said than—”
A tomato came out of nowhere and beaned me in the face. Luckily my helmet protected my face, but that just meant my visor got smeared with tomato juice. I wiped the tomato juice off my visor as Rubberman said, “Beams, are you all right?”
“Yeah, I am,” I said, grimacing at the smell of rotten tomato juice entered my nostrils, “but where did that tomato come—”
An apple flew out of nowhere at Rubberman, but he caught it with one hand and shouted back, “Hey, who threw that?”
“I did!” an angry voice snapped out from out of the crowd.
A middle-aged black man wearing a button-down short-sleeved shirt stepped out of the crowd. In his right hand he held an entire basket full of fruit that he was clearly planning to toss at us. He was a pretty skinny guy, with no visible muscle on his body, but he didn’t seem even remotely afraid of us. He glared at us like we had personally insulted his mother right to his face. Some of the people trying to enter the community center glanced at the man, but most of the people were still focused on getting into the community center.
“Sir?” said Rubberman, holding up the apple. “Is this your apple?”
“It is, but you can keep it,” the black man snapped. He pulled out a full-sized cabbage from his bag and held his arm like he was going to throw it at us. “’Cause this is all your fault!”
“My fault?” said Rubberman, exchanging puzzled glances with me and Chief Williams. “What are you talking about?”
The black man gestured at the green barrier in the sky above. “The barrier. The fact that we’re all gonna die in less than twenty-four hours. That’s y’all’s fault for killing that Slasher guy and pissing off all his friends.”
“Excuse me?” I said, stepping forward and glaring at the man. “Did you just say it was our fault that a supervillain has taken over Golden City and is trying to kill everyone here?”
“Yeah!” the man snapped. “I watched that broadcast. I heard Mirar say why he was doing this. He’s punishing all of us because of your actions. Therefore, it’s all your fault.”
The man was practically screaming now and his screams seem to have caught the attention of the crowd. Quite a few people were now looking at him. It was hard to tell the mood of the crowd, but half of the people seemed to support him while the other half seemed to think he was being unreasonable.
“Sir, I know you’re upset about this, but trust me, we’re even more upset than you are,” said Rubberman in a calm voice I’d never heard him use before. “We are trying to fix this situation as quickly as possible, but—”
“Yeah, right!” the man shouted. “Y’all don’t care about us! I heard you say you don’t know where the hell Mirar is. No way you can find him in a day. That means we’re all gonna die because of your actions!”
“Yeah!” a Hispanic woman from the crowd suddenly shouted. “Some superheroes you guys are, putting all of our lives in danger like this! My kids won’t even get to see their father, who’s out of town on a work call, tomorrow because of you!”
“Hey, it’s not their fault,” a young teenage white guy who stood next to the Hispanic woman snapped. “In case you hadn’t noticed, lady, Mirar was the one who sentenced us all to death, not Rubberman and Beams. They’re actually trying to help us.”
“He’s right,” said a middle-aged woman with her hair in a bun, holding hands with a man I assumed was her husband. “Rubberman and Beams have always kept us safe before. Yelling at them about something outside of their control is unfair.”
Suddenly, the entire crowd of people began yelling and screaming at each other, everyone calling everyone else names and trying to put the blame on whoever they could. There was no violence yet, but I could tell that the temperature of the crowd was heating up and it was only a matter of time before an all-out riot exploded among the people.
“Citizens!” Chief Williams yelled, trying to make his voice heard above the arguing crowd. “Please, calm down! We are doing our best to handle the situation, but—”
An ear-shattering honking sound suddenly blared through the air, the sound as loud as a cannon going off. It was loud enough to drown out the screaming people, causing them to look around to try to locate the source of the sound.
It was easy enough for me to find, though, because it came from the Rubbermobile, which I was standing next to. Rubberman was holding up the Rubbermobile’s key fob, his thumb on the button that made it honk, a serious frown on his face as the now-silent crowd of people looked at him.
“People of Golden City,” said Rubberman, raising his voice to be heard by all, “I know that this is a very stressful and tense situation for all of us. Indeed, this might be Golden City’s darkest hour. It’s certainly the darkest hour I’ve worked in Golden City since I started working here six years ago. All of us are stressed out, both by the knowns and unknowns about the situation. I even understand if you are angry at Beams and me for not doing enough. Trust me, I get where you’re coming from.”
Then Rubberman lowered the key fob to his side. “But I can assure you that we are taking this situation seriously. We will make sure not only to locate and stop Mirar, but also ensure that no one dies today. We will ensure that every single citizen in Golden City today will live long enough to see not only tomorrow, but every tomorrow afterward. I ask only that you keep calm and don’t fight among yourselves in the meantime.
“We’re all citizens of Golden City here. Some were born here, some moved here. Regardless, attacking each other is exactly what Mirar wants. But in times of fear and uncertainty like today, what we need to do is pull together as a community and stand strong, not point fingers and call each other names.”
“Yeah, but it’s still your fault,” the man with the fruit basket snapped. “If you hadn’t killed Slasher—”
“Lots of people would have died,” Rubberman responded, still keeping his tone calm. “In case you’ve forgotten what happened back then, Slasher killed tons of people and would have killed even more if we hadn’t stopped him. Despite being superheroes, our powers don’t include the ability to see into the future. There’s no way we could have predicted this, but if you can, perhaps you can spend less time yelling at us and more time using your clairvoyance to help us figure out how to find Mirar and save the city.”
That shut up fruit basket man pretty quick, though I could tell he was still annoyed with us.
“But I’m not asking anyone here to like me or Beams,” Rubberman continued. “I’m only asking that all of us stand together. Regardless of your opinion of me, I think we can all agree that fighting among ourselves is the least productive use of what little time we have left to solve this situation. Please respect your fellow citizens as much as possible and try your best to remain calm and upbeat. Again, we are working on stopping Mirar, but it’s easier to do that if we know that our fellow citizens still love each other and support each other in times like these.”
I had to admit even I was surprised by Rubberman’s impromptu speech, as he usually didn’t do this sort of thing. It seemed to work. The crowd of people, even the ones who hated us, looked a little ashamed at their prior fighting and arguing. No one said anything, but they started to file back into the community center anyway, following the directions of the harried-looking police officers. Some of them were muttering or talking amongst themselves, but the crowd didn’t seem nearly as stressed out or angry as before.
Fruit basket man, however, stayed where he was, glaring at us like he was trying to make us die from sheer hatred alone. Then he spat on the ground and rejoined the crowd, though based on the way he kept shooting death looks at us, I could tell Rubberman’s speech hadn’t done a thing to change his opinion of us.
Chief Williams sighed in relief. “Thanks for the speech, Rubberman. That situation could have ended so much worse.”
“No problem, Chief,” said Rubberman. He sighed as well, though in a more tired and defeated way. “It doesn’t really change the situation much, but—”
“People are just stressed, like you said,” said Chief Williams, taking off his hat and scratching his balding head. “I wouldn’t take anything they said personally, myself.”
I bit my lower lip. The people of Golden City generally liked Rubberman and me, so getting yelled at like that was a new experience for both of us. I knew that not everyone liked us, but it seemed that some people had decided to blame us for all their problems. I wondered if Mirar had intentionally mentioned that this was retaliation for Slasher’s death to turn the people against us. Wouldn’t put it past him. He seemed like the kind of person to do that.
The radio communicator in my helmet suddenly crackled and Adams’ Scottish voice could suddenly be heard, saying, “Mr. Pullman, Mr. Fry, are you there?”
“Yeah, we’re at the community center, Adams,” I said, putting my hand up to my ear. “What’s the matter?”
“Warden Garcia from the Golden City Penitentiary has called,” said Adams. “He has requested your presence at the prison. One of the prisoners would like to speak with both of you.”
Rubberman and I exchanged mystified looks. Golden City Penitentiary was the city’s main prison. It was full of criminals that Rubberman and I had put behind bars over the last year and a half, so we had a lot of enemies there who wanted to see us dead. It made me wonder who, out of all of our enemies, wanted to talk to us, especially now.
“Can it wait until later, Adams?” said Rubberman. “Beams and I are kind of busy dealing with Mirar.”
“Actually, it’s related to this whole Mirar business,” said Adams. “According to the Warden, the prisoner says she knows how to help us destroy the barrier.”
“She?” I said. “Who is it?”
“That’s the concerning part,” said Adams. “It’s Shawna Kenneth, Mr. Pullman. That is to say, the Necromantress. Your ex-wife.”




CHAPTER FIVE


Despite our skepticism, a five-minute drive down the nearly-packed streets of Golden City found us at the Golden City Penitentiary. The Warden, Richard Garcia, a portly middle-aged man with a goatee, met us at the entrance and led us directly to the Necromantress’ cell, which was located deep within the prison. We passed by many occupied cells on our way down, including more than a few prisoners I recognized. There was ZZZ, wearing a weird-looking metal collar, lying on his cot and glaring at us. We also passed Three Fingers, who was sitting on his own bed reading the Bible. He didn’t look up when we passed, but I sensed that he was aware of us anyway. 
Like everywhere in Golden City, the air in the prison was tense. And not just because it happened to be home to Golden City’s most dangerous criminals, either. According to Warden Garcia, the prisoners had rioted when they saw Mirar’s broadcast, but the prison guards put an end to that pretty quickly. Of course, most of the prisoners had already assumed they would die in prison anyway, so there was a sense of resignation among most of them that there was no point in even attempting to escape from their cells. Perhaps that was a good thing—the last thing we needed was for the entire prison population of Golden City out on the streets—but somehow it also made it more urgent than ever that we stop Mirar.
“Here it is,” said Warden Garcia suddenly, stopping in front of a large metal door at the end of the hallway simply labeled ‘PRISONER 04.’ “Shawna Kenneth’s prison cell.”
I frowned. “Why is her cell different from the other prisoners’ cells? It doesn’t even have bars.”
“Because she’s nuts,” said Warden Garcia as he flipped through his key ring searching for the key to the Necromantress’ cell. “Every time we’ve paired her up with another prisoner, she always tries to kill them. So we put her in solitary confinement, though she still rants at us about how she is going to kill us all and use our dead bodies as fuels for her dark rituals or whatever.”
“Sounds like Shawna,” said Rubberman dryly. “Guess prison hasn’t changed her much.”
I agreed with Rubberman. Shawna Kenneth, better known as the Necromantress, was a supervillain who had come to Golden City not long ago seeking revenge against Rubberman. She wanted ‘revenge’ because she was also his ex-wife and their divorce had been quite messy from what Rubberman had told me. Unlike most bitter ex-wives, Shawna had decided to delve into the darkest secrets of magic and become the Necromantress, a crazy supervillain who could reanimate corpses and probably do a whole bunch of other evil magic stuff that we didn’t know about.
Luckily, we had managed to arrest the Necromantress a while ago and put her behind bars. As it turned out, the Necromantress was pretty much harmless without access to the potions she used to reanimate the dead. It had been a while since we had heard from her and the only reason we had answered her call at all was because we were curious to know if she actually knew anything about the Mirar situation.
“Do you really think she knows anything about how to get rid of the energy barrier, boss?” I muttered under my breath to Rubberman as Warden Garcia found the key and started undoing the locks keeping the door closed. “’Cause we’re on a deadline and we don’t really have time to waste on a possible dead end.”
“We don’t have any other leads right now, either,” Rubberman replied in an equally low voice. “Shawna might be crazy, she might want me dead, and she might be my ex-wife, but she’s also our only real lead at the moment. I’m even less excited to see her than you are, but it’s not like we have a whole lot of choice.”
I shrugged. “I guess it’s a bit more productive than running around Golden City like headless chickens hoping to stumble upon Mirar, but—”
“There,” said Warden Garcia as the last lock slid away. He turned around to face us. “Okay, I’ve unlocked the door, but just gotta warn you: She’s nuts.”
“Tell us something we don’t know,” said Rubberman.
“I’m just telling you to be careful,” said Warden Garcia. “She might be restrained, but I’d still keep my distance just to be safe.”
Rubberman and I nodded. Warden Garcia then opened the door and the two of us stepped inside.
The Necromantress’ cell was surprisingly small. I’d estimate it was about ten by five, if even that. It had no windows, although it did have an air conditioning vent. A single fluorescent light bulb hung from the ceiling, while a toilet and cot sat off to one side, with the toilet set near the head of the cot. The room smelled vaguely of human sweat and dust, though again, my air filter kept most of that crap out of my nostrils.
But our attention was drawn to the woman hanging from the wall on the other end of the room. She was a tall, beautiful woman with long, scraggly dark hair and a rather large bust that was obvious even in her orange prison jumpsuit. The woman looked up at us when we entered, her dark, gaunt eyes full of hatred and curiosity in equal measure. She looked like the better-looking granddaughter of the witch who tried to eat Hansel and Gretel. Her wrists and ankles were chained to the wall behind her, giving her maybe two or three feet of room to move around in.
“Hello there, Shawna,” said Rubberman, the two of us keeping a good distance from Shawna. “Long time, no see.”
Shawna—or, as I thought of her, the Necromantress—sneered at Rubberman and me. “The Necromantress will not deign to greet you, Dennis, or you, Beams. Although the Necromantress may have lost her freedom, she still has her pride.”
Did I forget to mention that the Necromantress also spoke in the third person? If that wasn’t a sign of how crazy she was, I didn’t know what was.
“I hope you haven’t already forgotten that you were the one who called us here,” said Rubberman. “Given the tight deadline we’re on, Beams and I should probably just turn around and leave if you’re going to talk to us like that.”
The Necromantress moved forward suddenly, but her chains became taut and she nearly stumbled. “Wait! The Necromantress begs you to stay. She knows how to get rid of the energy barrier and save the city from Mirar.”
Rubberman and I exchanged skeptical looks and I said to the Necromantress, “Since when did you care about saving Golden City?”
“The Necromantress doesn’t care about Golden City,” said the Necromantress, shaking her head. “If Mirar kills everyone in Golden City, then the Necromantress will never be able to get her revenge on Dennis. And if the Necromantress cannot get the revenge she so richly deserves, then the Necromantress’ life will be wasted. That is why the Necromantress desires to help you.”
“Of course,” I said dully. “I guess I shouldn’t have expected you to turn over a new leaf while in prison.”
“The Necromantress is good just the way she is,” the Necromantress retorted. “Now, do you want the Necromantress’ help or not?”
“First off, you need to prove that you actually can help us,” Rubberman said, folding his arms in front of his chest. “You know we can just take your word for it.”
“Fine,” the Necromantress said. She stood upright, causing her to look down at us due to her height. “Allow the Necromantress to get to the point: Mirar’s energy barrier is magic. Specifically, it is a physical manifestation of mana, the underlying energy which allows a mage like me to cast spells and create Rituals.”
“Really?” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “You expect us to believe that Mirar is using literal magic to cover the city?”
“That’s not as crazy as it sounds,” said Rubberman, stroking his chin. “First off, Shawna has already proved that magic is real, at least one kind of magic. Second off, I’ve heard rumors that the Zero Knights dabble in science and magic equally.”
“Dennis is correct for once in his life,” said the Necromantress with a nod. “The Necromantress knows this energy barrier is a spell because it was a spell she learned about during her days with the Society of the Initiated.”
“Society of the Initiated?” I said. “What is that?”
“A secret society of mages that has passed down magical knowledge for generations,” the Necromantress replied. “They are the ones who taught the Necromantress everything she knows about magic. She is unsure if this Mirar is also an Initiate or if he stole the secrets on his own. He might possibly even be working with an Initiate, which seems far more likely to the Necromantress than the idea that he has magical powers himself.”
I nodded. I remembered Rubberman explaining to me that he didn’t know where the Necromantress got her magical knowledge from. I guess that explained it, but I had to admit that her explanation left me with more questions than answers. “So how come we haven’t heard of this Society until now?”
“The Society is very secretive,” said the Necromantress. “Very, very secretive. In fact, just knowing about them requires undergoing a series of brutal tests that only the strongest and smartest can survive. They jealously guard the secrets of magic, especially the secret of mana, which forms the basis of all magic, even my own.”
“What is mana, exactly?” I said.
“Mana is the foundation of the universe itself,” said the Necromantress. She closed her eyes as if in prayer. “Mana is the soul of the universe. When we mages draw upon mana, we are essentially drawing upon the universe’s very soul. That is the short and simple explanation. The full explanation is too long and complicated for an amage like you to understand.”
“Amage?” I said. “What does that mean?”
“It is what Initiates call those who don’t have magic,” said the Necromantress. She shook her head and opened her eyes again. “But it does not matter. The Society is irrelevant to our current predicament. What is relevant is that I know how to undo this spell.”
“You do?” said Rubberman skeptically. “How so?”
The Necromantress scowled. “Because it is one of the spells the Necromantress was taught, although she was only taught the personal version that allows a user to protect themselves with it. That Mirar has somehow managed to make a barrier large enough to cover an entire city speaks either to his ability as a mage or the ability of someone else. Either way, you will need the Necromantress’ help to destroy the barrier.”
“Why do we need your help?” said Rubberman. “Maybe we can destroy the barrier on our own.”
“You cannot,” said the Necromantress simply. “Mirar spoke the truth when he said that the energy barrier is indestructible through amage means. Only mana can destroy mana. Any other method used to destroy or even weaken the barrier is doomed to failure. As a mana user myself, I can help destroy it.”
That all sounded crazy, and I knew that the Necromantress was crazy, but I had also fought and killed a dead alien god from another universe not too long ago myself, so maybe my skepticism was arbitrary. I guess I just didn’t trust the Necromantress herself based on our past experience with her.
“Exactly how can you destroy the barrier?” said Rubberman. He spread his arms wide. “It covers the whole city. I doubt one person like you could destroy the whole thing by yourself.”
“The Necromantress will not destroy the barrier itself,” the Necromantress said, shaking her head. “She will destroy its Ritual. If she can destroy the Ritual, then the barrier itself will naturally fail.”
“Ritual?” I said. “What kind of ritual are we talking about here?”
“A Ritual is how a spell is created and maintained in magic,” the Necromantress explained. “Especially large ones like this. Most likely, Mirar has multiple Rituals set up all around the city that all feed mana into the barrier without his active involvement. We need to destroy all of them to disable the barrier.”
“How many Rituals are we talking about?” said Rubberman. “Two? Three?”
“Three, most likely,” said the Necromantress. “That is the minimum necessary to maintain a spell of this size and strength.”
“Okay, but how do we find these Rituals?” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “We don’t even know where Mirar is. How do you expect us to find his Rituals?”
“That is where the Necromantress comes in,” said the Necromantress. She pointed at her head with one of her fingers. “As a mage, the Necromantress can sense mana, no matter where it is. The larger the mana signature, the easier she can sense and locate it. Right now, the Necromantress senses about three large pools of mana somewhere in Golden City, though she is not close enough to any of them to pinpoint their exact location yet.”
“I see,” said Rubberman, stroking his chin. “So you want us to let you out of prison so you can lead us to the Rituals.”
The Necromantress nodded. “Exactly. The Necromantress cannot tell you where they are, seeing as she doesn’t know Golden City very well. But she can lead you to them if you let her come with you.”
“How do we know you won’t just use this an excuse to run away?” I asked suspiciously. “We know you don’t want to be in prison.”
The Necromantress laughed. “Where, young boy, do you think that the Necromantress would run to if she was freed? The Necromantress couldn’t open a hole in the energy barrier to escape the city even if she used all of her mana. No, the Necromantress’ only chance of survival is to help you two locate and destroy the Rituals. The Necromantress will then peacefully return to her cell to await the day that she gets her delicious, cold revenge on Dennis. Promise.”
I looked at Rubberman. “What do you think, boss? Can we trust her?”
“No,” said Rubberman flatly. Then he shrugged. “But what choice do we have? I’m not sure how much of her story I believe, but it’s the only explanation we have for why things are the way they are. And considering how close our deadline is, we really don’t have the luxury of picking and choosing our allies.”
The Necromantress smirked. “Exactly. The Necromantress is pleased to see that Dennis can see reason and logic. She never saw any hint of it during her marriage to you.”
Rubberman, however, pointed a finger at the Necromantress. “Just because we’re going to work with you doesn’t mean we’re going to put up with your crap. If you keep sniping at me, I’ll happily toss you back into your cell myself.”
“But that would mean risking the destruction of the city itself,” the Necromantress pointed out. “That doesn’t sound like a very ‘heroic’ thing to do.”
Rubberman sighed and lowered his finger. “Whatever. I’ll tell the Warden to let you come with us. Just keep your mouth shut ninety-nine percent of the time and we should be fine.”
“The Necromantress shall be as silent as the dead,” the Necromantress replied with a falsely innocent smile.
I sighed even as Rubberman and I left her cell. Something told me that we were going to regret working with her even if we did somehow managed to save the city.




CHAPTER SIX


We started to regret working with her almost as soon as we left prison, which was just ten minutes later. Almost as soon as the three of us got into the Rubbermobile, the Necromantress, sitting in the back seat, said, “The Necromantress finds this vehicle cramped and uncomfortable.” 
Sitting in the passenger’s seat, I looked over my shoulder and saw that the Necromantress did look a tad uncomfortable sitting there. The Rubbermobile’s roof was about the same height as your average car, but the Necromantress was an unusually tall woman. She did, however, have room back there for her legs, though perhaps not as much room as she wanted. She also had a blinking metal collar around her neck that was supposed to allow the prison to track her movements throughout the city. That way, if she tried to run away, the police would be able to find her again no matter where she went in the city.
Rubberman, however, didn’t sigh, but he rolled his eyes as he turned on the Rubbermobile’s engine. “Sorry I didn’t design my car for you. I’ll try to keep that in mind when I buy my next car.”
“The Necromantress didn’t say the car needed to be altered to fit her needs,” the Necromantress said, “but she does demand that you move your seat up an inch or two to allow her long legs stretching room. It’s going to be a long day and the Necromantress is going to need to have her utmost comfort if she is going to be able to help you find the Rituals.”
Rubberman’s grip on the steering wheel tightened so much I was afraid he might just rip the steering wheel right off, but he did move his seat up literally an inch and said, “Is that enough for you, Your Highness?”
“Yes, but the Necromantress does not appreciate your sarcasm,” said the Necromantress as she stretched her legs slightly. “The Necromantress says that you should be less sarcastic with her, otherwise the Necromantress might not be as inclined to help you as she—”
“The Necromantress could go back to prison and we could save the city on our own if she keeps complaining about her seating,” Rubberman said, glaring at her over his shoulder. “Because remember, the Necromantress is still a prisoner of the city and still has a fifty-year sentence to live out.”
“How dare you speak to the Necromantress that way!” the Necromantress said indignantly. “The Necromantress says that—”
“Can you two please stop arguing with each other?” I said, causing both Rubberman and the Necromantress to look at me in surprise. “We have more important things to do than snipe at each other like this.”
Rubberman nodded and returned his attention to the parking lot. “You’re right. Our focus should be on finding and disabling the Rituals that maintain the barrier.”
“The Necromantress agrees,” said the Necromantress, “but she is still not going to be happy with her seating arrangements or sarcasm directed her way.”
I sighed and rubbed the back of my neck. “Just tell Rubberman where to go, please, so we can find the Rituals.”
As Rubberman pulled out of the prison’s parking lot and got us back on the main road into the city, I was starting to think that today was going to be a very long day if Rubberman and the Necromantress were just going to spend it sniping at each other. There was a very good reason I never got in between divorced couples and this was the prime example. Maybe it would have been better not to answer the Necromantress’ call and let her continue to rot in her cell where she belongs.
“Okay, Shawna,” said Rubberman, his eyes on the road as we drove back into the city proper, “where is the closest Ritual?”
The Necromantress put a hand on her forehead and frowned. “The nearest Ritual is near the Harold Golden Bridge. The closer we get to it, the easier it will be for the Necromantress to pinpoint its exact location.”
Without another word, Rubberman turned down an intersection and floored it, causing the Rubbermobile to go rushing down the streets of Golden City on our way to the Harold Golden Bridge.
Unfortunately, getting to the Bridge took a good deal longer than normal. The streets of Golden City were full panicking, scared people. Everywhere I looked, I saw people running along the sidewalks or down streets, trying to go anywhere that they thought was safe. State troopers and police officers were busy trying to maintain some semblance of order, but it was clear to me that it was a losing battle. A part of me wanted to stop, get out, and help, but I knew that the only way to end this panic was to remove the barrier, which meant locating and destroying the three Rituals that Mirar was using to contain the city. Besides, the image of the fruit basket man and how so many of those scared people seemed to hate us made me a little hesitant to leave the Rubbermobile and help anyone at the moment.
Traffic was congested as well. Lots of people had gotten into their cars and were trying to escape the city that way. Of course, escaping the city was impossible even with a car. According to the police radio we listened to as we drove, the barrier blocked off all roads to and from Golden City, including bridges. Luckily, Rubberman knew the city layout well enough to find all sorts of back streets and alleyways we used to bypass the worst of the traffic, but even then, we still didn’t go nearly as fast as normal. It did help, though, that the city government had apparently shut down the Harold Golden Bridge and all other bridges in the city due to safety concerns. At least then we wouldn’t have to worry about dealing with scared civilians there.
As Rubberman turned down another street, my phone started ringing. Startled, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and saw that it was Frank. Answering the phone, I said, in a low voice so the Necromantress wouldn’t be able to hear, “Hi, Frank. What’s up?”
“Alex?” came Frank’s fearful and worried voice over the phone. “Where are you? Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” I said, glancing out the window as we zoomed down the streets of Golden City. “I’m with my boss right now.”
Frank sighed in relief. “Thank God! I saw on the news that your parents’ house got attacked by a Squire and it didn’t say if you and your family had survived or not. Are your parents and brother okay?”
“They are,” I said. “Right now, they’re staying at the community center. Where are you?”
“Still at home with my parents and sister,” said Frank. “Dad’s kind of a prepper, so right now we’re holed up in the basement with enough food, water, and ammunition to support a small army. What’s the situation like on the surface? Is it really as bad as the news makes it out to be? ‘Cause the news makes it look really bad.”
I glanced out the passenger window just as we zoomed past a grocery that people were attacking like wild animals. “It’s bad, but don’t worry. Rubberman and I know how to get rid of the barrier and are working on taking it down now.”
“Awesome!” said Frank. “That is the best news I’ve heard all morning. Are you gonna have to fight that Mirar guy or something?”
“Probably not,” I said, “but if necessary, yes.”
“Well, then be careful, okay, dude?” said Frank. “Never fought a Zero Knight before, but be careful anyway, okay? For you and your family.”
“I know, but you don’t need to worry about me,” I said. “The Zero Knights are more interested in me than my family, so if I stay on the move, they will have to keep following me and ignore my parents and James.”
“Hope you’re right, but how did they find out about your secret identity anyway?” said Frank. “I thought you kept it a secret.”
“That’s the thing,” I said. I lowered my voice even further to make sure the Necromantress—who was once again arguing with Rubberman about her comfort—couldn’t hear me. “The Squire sent to kill me didn’t know if I or my brother was Beams. They knew where I lived, but they apparently weren’t sure which one of us was Beams.”
“Now that’s weird,” said Frank. “If they know where you live, then why wouldn’t they know your real identity?”
“No clue,” I said. “I know the secret identities of sidekicks is a well-kept government secret, so it’s possible they couldn’t access the list directly and had to rely on indirect means to narrow down my location. Regardless, it’s not good.”
“You can say that again,” said Frank. “Anyway, I’m going to have to hang up soon. Dad is worried that the Zero Knights are using cell towers to locate people, so I’m going to have to hang up soon.”
“Got it,” I said as we turned a corner and the Harold Golden Bridge came into view, thankfully void of people due to being closed. “We just arrived at the Harold Golden Bridge. Talk to you later.”
“Okay,” said Frank, “but please be careful, all right? That Mirar guy looked serious and I don’t want you or your boss to get hurt or worse.”
“We’ll be fine, Frank,” I said. “You and your family should stay safe as well.”
I ended the call, but then my phone started ringing again and I noticed it was Mr. Peters, my science teacher. Although I was curious to know why he was calling me, I sent him to voice mail just as Rubberman brought the Rubbermobile to a stop at the base of the Harold Golden Bridge, bringing us almost underneath it. Now that we were here, I didn’t think I would have the time to talk to Mr. Peters. Besides, I doubted he had anything THAT important to talk to me about. He probably wanted to know what the hell was going on. And I would explain it later, assuming we all survived.
But looking at the Harold Golden Bridge and the way the green glow from the barrier above made it look almost sickly, I was starting to have my doubts.




CHAPTER SEVEN


All right, Shawna,” said Rubberman, looking over his shoulder at the Necromantress. “We’re here. Where is the Ritual? I don’t see it.” 
Sitting in the Rubbermobile next to Rubberman, I didn’t see it, either. The Harold Golden Bridge spanned the Roger Gate River, connecting both halves of Golden City together. It was the biggest and most used bridge in the city, as well as the oldest. Right now, it was totally empty of people, mostly thanks to the police barricade we had passed earlier. I suspect the only reason we had been allowed to pass the barricade was because we were the city’s superheroes because the police certainly hadn’t looked like they were willing to let anyone else pass.
The Necromantress furrowed her brow. “The Necromantress is searching for its exact location. She is so close to it now that the Ritual appears to be everywhere at once. That is one of the issues with getting so close to a Ritual like this.”
“But you can locate it, right?” I said, trying not to sound too worried.”
“Of course the Necromantress can locate it,” the Necromantress snapped. She pointed suddenly. “And it is located right there.”
Rubberman and I looked in the direction that the Necromantress was pointing, but I couldn’t believe my eyes. She was pointing at the very center of the Roger Gate River itself. The water was flowing freely as usual, with no sign that there any sort of magical shenanigans were happening around here. I guess I expected to see some kind of magical glow or something, but it looked pretty ordinary to me, the green glow from the barrier in the sky above notwithstanding.
Rubberman looked at the Necromantress again. “Are you trying to pull a prank on us or something? Because there’s no way the Ritual can be out in the water there.”
“The Necromantress is pulling no prank on anyone,” the Necromantress insisted. She pointed again, this time more vigorously. “Her mana sense has pinpointed the Ritual’s location to the middle of the river. The Necromantress does not joke.”
“But …” my words trailed off as I looked out over the moving water. “How does that even work? Did Mirar put on a scuba diving suit and make the Ritual underwater? Is that even possible?”
“It is not possible to design a Ritual underwater,” said the Necromantress. “Especially under moving water. Therefore, the logical answer is that the Ritual must be under the river, that is, underground.”
“There’s nothing under the river, though,” Rubberman pointed out. “So unless you happen to have brought a huge drill with you, I’m not sure how we are supposed to get under there.”
“Why don’t we get out of the car and look around?” I said. “It might be easier to figure out how to get there if we are actually standing outside.”
The three of us exited the Rubbermobile and walked underneath the Bridge. We stopped at the edge of the lake, watching as the water flowed freely past us. Now that we were outside, I shivered at how cold it was, but the Necromantress—who had been given her witch costume back by the prison when we got her out—seemed unaffected by the cold. I suppose she probably enjoyed it on some level, given how cold of a witch she was.
“This doesn’t help,” said Rubberman, folding his arms in front of his chest as we looked out over the river. He looked up at the Bridge. “Maybe it’s on the underside of the Bridge?”
“It is clearly not,” said the Necromantress. She pointed at the water. “The Necromantress’ mana sense has pinpointed its location to under the river, not under the Bridge. Her mana sense is infallible and always trustworthy.”
“Maybe your mana sense is a malfunctioning a bit,” Rubberman said. “I mean, when was the last time you used it? I’m not a mage, but I’m sure magic is one of those things where you need to practice it every day to make sure it still works.”
While Rubberman and the Necromantress argued with each other about how magic worked and whether the Necromantress’ magic sense worked, I looked over the river, trying to figure out how we were supposed to get under it. I believed that the Necromantress was telling the truth about the Ritual being underneath the river, but like Rubberman, I had no idea how we’re supposed to get underneath it in the first place. Yet clearly, there had to be a way to get underneath the bottom of the river because Mirar had somehow managed to do it.
That made me look down at the river bank. The bank of the Roger Gate River was very muddy. It was also rarely traveled. There had once been a large homeless camp under here, but then the police cracked down on it a few years ago and forbid anyone from setting up a homeless camp under here again. I had no idea when Mirar might have set up the Ritual, but I suspected it must have been sometime within the last month. That was probably why we hadn’t heard from the Zero Knights since Slasher’s death. They were too busy setting up the barrier to attack us.
I walked closer to the concrete base of the Bridge itself, again paying little heed to the arguing Rubberman and Necromantress, neither of whom seemed to notice me walking away. I was looking at the mud, trying to see if I could spot any footprints that might have belonged to Mirar or one of his Squires. I even had an idea of what their footprints might look like, seeing as the Zero Knights all wore the same basic armor. Granted, Mirar’s armor looked totally different from Slasher’s, but they might have been wearing the same boots. The only issue was the possibility of the footprints being washed away by the rain, but I was assuming the Harold Golden Bridge would protect most of the footprints from the weather.
There. I found a strange, slightly clawed set of footprints heading away from the river toward the base of the Bridge. I pulled out my phone and scrolled through the images we had taken from the Slasher case and found a picture of Slasher’s bloody footstep. I compared it to the footprints in the mud and found that it was a near-exact match.
So I looked over my shoulder and shouted, “Hey, guys! I think I found Mirar’s footprints.”
Rubberman and the Necromantress suddenly stopped arguing and looked over at me in confusion.
“What?” said Rubberman. “You found Mirar’s footprints?”
I nodded. “Yeah! Come over here and see for yourself. Looks like they lead away from the River.”
“Away from the River?” said the Necromantress as she and Rubberman walked over to me. “That makes no sense. The Ritual is located under the River. Why would Mirar walk away from it?”
“Beats me,” I said with a shrug. I gestured at the footprint on the ground. “All I know is that this footprint looks kind of like Slasher’s. As both Slasher and Mirar are Zero Knights, I think it’s equally safe to assume that they have the same kind of boot.”
Rubberman stooped low to look at it more closely. “You’re right. It does look like Slasher’s footprint. Good job. Let’s see where it leads.”
The three of us followed the dried, somewhat faded footprints up the river bank to the base of the Bridge itself. Oddly enough, the footprints stopped at the very base of the Bridge, right in front of thick growth that covered the concrete base.
“Why do the footprints end here?” I said, looking to the left and the right. “It looks like they literally disappeared. Can Mirar teleport now or something?”
“Unlikely, but you never know,” said Rubberman. He stroked his chin. “Still, this is a mystery. Why did he walk all the way up to here and then disappear?”
The Necromantress, however, put a hand on her head and squinted. “Wait … the Necromantress senses magic here. Powerful magic, at that. Perhaps—”
The Necromantress grabbed the thick green growth and ripped it away. To our surprise, there was a hidden concrete door, with a rusted door handle, built into the base of the Bridge itself. An old, rusted metal lock lay at the base of the door, which I assume must have been what kept the door locked, though I wasn’t sure who broke it.
“A hidden door?” I said. I looked at Rubberman. “Did you know there was a door here?”
Rubberman shook his head. “No, I didn’t. Nor have I ever heard of a secret hidden door built into the base of the Harold Golden Bridge.”
“Yet here it is, clear as day,” said the Necromantress, tossing aside the growth she had torn off from the door. “And the lock is broken, which means that someone has been here already.”
“Mirar?” I said tensely.
“Probably,” said Rubberman. “But first, let’s see what’s inside.”
Rubberman grabbed the handle and pulled the door open. The concrete door opened with little resistance, though the hinges squeaked terribly and were clearly in need of some oil. Regardless, when Rubberman opened the door, we all crowded around the door to see what was inside. A musky scent of earth and river water flowed out from within, which would have made me gag if my air filter wasn’t working, though both Rubberman and the Necromantress coughed due to not having any air filters themselves.
Beyond the doorway was an ancient rusted staircase that spiraled downward into absolute darkness. I reached inside and flipped a switch, causing a small light bulb hanging from the ceiling to flicker on. Even then, the light bulb barely illuminated the place. It certainly did not show how deeply the staircase went or what—or who—was down there in the first place. Above the staircase, painted in block capital letters, were the words ‘TUNNEL #1.’
“Tunnel Number One?” I repeated. “What does that mean?”
“I have no idea,” said Rubberman, scratching the top of his head. “It can’t be referring to the city’s sewer system, can it? Because I know the sewers aren’t called tunnels.”
“And if it’s Tunnel Number One, then that implies there are more tunnels, yes?” said the Necromantress.
“Yeah,” I said. “But that just raises even more questions, like what this place is, who built it, and why.”
“We don’t have time to ponder or research those questions,” said Rubberman. He pointed into the darkness below. “Shawna, do you sense any mana coming from down there?”
The Necromantress nodded. “Yes. The Ritual’s mana signature is incredibly strong. It’s almost overwhelming.”
“Then we’re on the right track,” said Rubberman. “Clearly, Mirar somehow found out about this secret tunnel, which probably extends underneath the Roger Gate River, and then placed one of the Rituals down here. Our task, therefore, is simple: Go down the stairs, find the Ritual, and destroy it.”
“You make it sound simple,” I said, again looking into the darkness, “but why do I have the feeling it won’t be?”
“Because nothing in this business is simple, Beams,” said Rubberman. “Now, let’s get going. Time’s a-wasting, after all.”




CHAPTER EIGHT


The metal steps of the rusted staircase creaked and groaned with every step we took. The sound was even louder in the confined space of the staircase because the sounds echoed off the walls. If there was anyone in the tunnel below us, it was safe to assume they heard us coming, so the element of surprise was definitely not on our side. I wondered if it was too much to hope that anyone below might be deaf or hard-of-hearing, but our luck wasn’t  that good.
It was also incredibly humid down here. Even in my costume, which was designed to regulate my body’s temperature to keep it level at all times, I could feel sweat starting to accumulate on my body. A glance behind me showed that both Rubberman and the Necromantress were already sweating bullets themselves. The Necromantress, in particular, was practically drenched in sweat, her long, dark hair clinging to her forehead like seaweed. Rubberman’s costume was made out of similar material to mine, so he looked a little better than the Necromantress, but not by much.
“The Necromantress despises humidity,” said the Necromantress, tugging at the collar of her shirt as we descended deeper and deeper into the depths of Tunnel #1. “It is her hair’s worst enemy. She hopes we do not spend too much time down here.”
“With luck, we won’t have to and your hair will be safe once again,” said Rubberman with a roll of his eyes. “Let’s just hope that the other two Rituals aren’t hidden in sweaty, humid tunnels like this, though now that I think about it, this makes an excellent defense system all by itself.”
“It’s because we’re so close to the river,” I said. I ran a finger along the barrister of the staircase and held it up to show a bit of water on my gloved finger. “See? There’s so much moisture in the air it’s like we’re underwater.”
“We might as well be with how much the Necromantress is sweating,” said the Necromantress. She grimaced and put her hand on her forehead. “It doesn’t help that the Necromantress is getting a headache the closer we get to the Ritual. Frankly, the Necromantress has never felt so much mana in one place before and isn’t sure how much more she will be able to take.”
“That’s why Beams is in front,” said Rubberman. “That way, if someone is waiting for us below, we’ll be prepared.”
That was true. Before heading into the tunnel, we had organized ourselves by having me in front, Rubberman in back, and the Necromantress in the middle. The logic was simple enough. With my helmet’s night vision and my laser beams, I was in a good position to notice and deal with any potential traps or ambushes below. I could also protect the Necromantress much easier because the brunt of any assault or ambush would be focused on me and not her. Rubberman was in the back, however, to make sure the Necromantress didn’t try to run off. Although the Necromantress may have said that she was not going to try to run away as long as the barrier stood, neither of us actually trusted her enough to believe she would keep her word.
But so far, the walk down the staircase had been a safe, even boring, one. Aside from the creaking stairs that felt like they were about to give out any moment now, we had not run into any traps, ambushes, enemies, or anything. The humidity really was the biggest threat to us, and even then, it was a small issue when you considered what was at stake.
Maybe it was optimistic, but I liked to think that Mirar had been so confident in hiding his Rituals that he hadn’t bothered to put any protections in place to make sure they weren’t disturbed. The Zero Knights might have been one of the most competent and powerful supervillain organizations in the world, but if Slasher was any indication, they were every bit as arrogant as your average supervillain. And your average supervillain had a huge ego. The Necromantress was a good example of supervillain ego.
“But all three of us need to be on guard against all possible threats,” Rubberman said. “We have no idea what to expect, so it’s best to expect the unexpected.”
“That makes no sense to the Necromantress,” said the Necromantress, wiping sweat off her forehead. “But then, you never have made sense, Dennis.”
Rubberman opened his mouth to argue, but then I held up a hand and said, “Shhh. Do you hear that? I hear a hum.”
Both Rubberman and the Necromantress went silent, which made it easier to hear the hum I’d picked up on earlier. It sounded almost like an air conditioner, but somehow more … natural? I guess that was the word for it. It was a pretty low hum, easy to miss if you weren’t paying attention like I was.
“I do hear a hum,” said Rubberman. “But where is it coming from?”
The Necromantress, however, clapped her hands together excitedly. “It must be the hum of the Ritual. All Rituals make low humming sounds when they are active. The volume of the hum is dependent on the size of the Ritual, but all Rituals make sounds no matter how big or small they may be.”
“Then we must be getting pretty close if we can hear that hum,” I said. “Come on. Let’s get down there quickly. No point in trying to be stealthy.”
The three of us picked up the pace, descending the staircase as quickly as we could. Our footsteps echoed more loudly than ever as we made our way down, but none of us cared. I had to admit I was a little worried at how the staircase creaked and groaned even more, but it held up even as we reached the bottom of the stairs and found ourselves standing at the start of what appeared to be a long, concrete tunnel that extended as far as the eye could see, which, given the darkness, wasn’t much even with my night vision goggles on.
The tunnel we had emerged into was fairly big, probably twice of the size of my home’s hallway, maybe bigger. The humidity was even worse down here than it was on the staircase. I assumed we had to be underneath the river itself now. Water dripping from the ceiling near the middle of the hallway confirmed that for me, as well as the growth of algae and fungus on the floor, walls, and ceiling. There were lights on the ceiling and walls, but when I flipped on a nearby switch, only half of them came on. Of that half, most of them were dim and flickered frequently, which made the tunnel seem even eerier than before. The words TUNNEL #1 were painted on both walls, with arrows pointing deeper into the tunnel itself.
“This is it,” said the Necromantress. She stepped forward and furrowed her brow again. “Yes, the Necromantress can sense it. The Ritual is here.”
“Where?” said Rubberman, looking around irritably. “Because I don’t see it.”
“Magic usually cannot be seen through mortal eyes without help,” said the Necromantress. She raised a hand. “Observe.”
The Necromantress balled her hand into a fist. A burst of purple and gold light exploded from her fist and briefly illuminate the entire tunnel. When the flash faded, nothing happened … until a circle of red light appeared a few hundred feet ahead of us. Then lines inside the circle began to crisscross, forming dazzlingly complex shapes until soon an entire Ritual stood before us.
The Ritual was practically a work of art in itself. I was no artist or mage, but even I could appreciate the symmetry and beauty of the design. At the same time, however, a part of me wanted to run away from it because the Ritual gave off an unnatural vibe as if I was looking at something that should not exist.
“There,” said the Necromantress, lowering her hand to her side. “The Ritual. Or one of the Rituals, anyway, supporting the barrier.”
“Interesting,” said Rubberman, stroking his chin as we gazed upon the Ritual. “It’s not as big as I expected.”
“Ritual size is determined by the amount of mana needed, not by the actual, physical size of the Ritual itself,” the Necromantress replied. “In fact, some of the most powerful Rituals are also among the smallest.”
I took a step toward the Ritual just to get a better look at it. But my foot hit something and looked down to see a skeleton lying against the wall, its legs sticking out in my path, a hideous grin on its bony face.
Instinctively I jumped back and said, “Skeleton! Where did that come from?”
Rubberman and the Necromantress looked over at the skeleton as well. The skeleton didn’t get up or do anything. It just sat there on the ground, its hollow, empty eyes staring at us blankly. It wore what looked like a ratty old jacket and jeans, but beyond that, it had no other identifying features.
I gulped. “Do you think Mirar—”
“No,” said the Necromantress, shaking her head. “Mirar didn’t do this. This man perished long before Mirar found this place, but it still doesn’t explain who he is.”
“He was a sacrifice to man’s arrogance, young lady,” came a croaking, ancient voice from just beyond the Ritual. “His kind believed in subverting nature to man’s benefit, but in the end, nature claimed him, in the same way nature will claim us all someday.”
Seeming to melt out of the shadows ahead of us was a bearded old man who looked kind of like a wizard. He wore a pointed top hat on his head and carried what looked like a metal staff with glowing lights and buttons on it in his right hand. Silver-black robes flowed down his body like water, while his long, gray beard went down almost to his knees. Underneath his hat, his face was hidden by shadow, though his glowing red eyes, glowing the same shade of crimson as the Ritual in front of him, were all too easy to see in the darkness. And despite his thick robes, he didn’t seem bothered by the humidity in the tunnel.
“Who are you?” I said. “A Zero Knight?”
“Nay, young one,” said the bearded man, shaking his head. “Once, I did bear the Zero Armor, but nowadays, I am too old for it. You may call me Obadiah. I am a Zero Wizard. And that is the last name you shall ever hear.”




CHAPTER NINE


Zero Wizard?” Rubberman repeated incredulously. “I thought the Zero Knights only had Knights and Squires.” 
Obadiah chuckled, a sound like dried wood being cracked. “The Order of the Zero Knights has many different kinds of people working within it. The Zero Knights are merely the public face, the wolf’s teeth. In the background, however, is a support network of innumerable individuals working to ensure the continued dominance and existence of the Order. All, of course, under the watchful eye of King Xero, praise be to his name.”
“So you’re a literal wizard,” I said. “Are you the guy who gave Mirar his magical knowledge?”
“That I am,” said Obadiah. “Like the Necromantress, I, too, am an Initiate. But at a far higher level than her. Isn’t that right, Shawna?”
“Shawna?” Rubberman repeated. “Do you know her?”
Obadiah chuckled. “How could I not? She was my student.”
Rubberman and I both looked at the Necromantress in surprise and I said, “Is that true, Necromantress?”
The Necromantress, however, was not looking at me or Rubberman. Her gaze was fixed on Obadiah, fear in her eyes as she recognized him.
“Master?” said the Necromantress with a gulp. “Is that really you?”
“It is, dear Shawna, my daughter,” said Obadiah in a pseudo-fatherly voice. “A surprise to see you here, but not an unexpected one. You are as beautiful, and arrogant, as ever.”
“The name is the Necromantress,” said the Necromantress. “That is my name now. Shawna is dead.”
“So you say,” said Obadiah. “But do you know what I see when I look at you? The same scared young woman who first came to me seeking knowledge of the darkest secrets of magic to get revenge against her ex-husband.” Obadiah glanced at Rubberman. “That’s you, isn’t it?”
“It is,” said Rubberman, “but how did you know—”
“The Order knows everything, Rubberman,” said Obadiah. “Besides, your divorce was big industry news a while back. Hardly secret information accessible only to a chosen few, unlike the Society of the Initiated, anyway.”
“Do you really know him, Shawna?” said Rubberman, looking at the Necromantress questioningly. “Is he actually your mentor?”
The Necromantress nodded grudgingly. She brushed aside some of her sweaty hair on her forehead. “He is. After our divorce, the Necromantress sought magical power to achieve her vengeance against you. She ended up finding Obadiah, who brought her to the Society and taught her nearly everything she knows. Were it not for his teaching, the Necromantress would not be the feared mistress of the dead that she is today.”
“You were never a good student, Shawna,” said Obadiah, shaking his head. He shook his staff at her reprovingly. “She took the knowledge I shared with her and used it to try to get revenge. She betrayed the Society and went rogue. I tried to stop her, but she ran away and hid herself. How many years has it been since we last met, Shawna?”
“Three,” said the Necromantress shortly, “but the Necromantress wishes it was three hundred.”
“Why?” I said. “Did you two have a falling out or something?”
“Of course,” said Obadiah. “As I said, Shawna was never truly loyal to the Society. Once she got enough knowledge, she ran away. Technically-speaking, that means she must be put to death because once you join the Society, you can never leave it, nor share its knowledge with others.”
I grimaced. “Sounds more like a cult to me.”
“It is necessary to protect the secrets of the Society,” said Obadiah. “Not that a child like you would understand the importance of that, however. Few people understand why some secrets must remain secret.”
“You’re one to talk,” the Necromantress snapped. She gestured at the Ritual between us and Obadiah. “You are working with the Order of the Zero Knights, a group that is clearly not related to the Society. By using our secrets to aid them, you are no better than the Necromantress.”
Obadiah shook his head. “On the contrary, I have not told a single soul within the Order about any of the Society’s secrets. I am only using them to help the Order. That is not against the rules.”
“You’d make a great lawyer with a mind that works like that,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest.
“In another life, I was,” Obadiah said. He shook his head again. “You don’t understand. I work with the Order because King Xero has a grand vision for society. I have always respected men of vision and power. Therefore, I will do whatever I can to help make that vision a reality.”
“Let me guess, does his vision involve taking over the world and making himself King over it or something?” I said. “Because that seems to be a pretty common vision among supervillains like him.”
“King Xero’s goals are none of your business,” said Obadiah. “I predicted that you two would attempt to destroy the barrier, but I didn’t know that you would recruit Shawna to help you with that. But this changes nothing. Sir Mirar gave me the job of protecting the Rituals from harm.”
Rubberman punched his fist into his other hand. “We don’t want to fight you if we don’t have to. I know you Zero Knights are still angry about Slasher, but that doesn’t justify threatening an entire city full of innocent people.”
Obadiah snorted. “Actually, it does. You clearly do not understand how grave an insult it was to the Order when you killed Slasher. That is a crime of unthinkable proportions. Razing your city to the ground and killing everyone within it is a proportional reaction to your crime.”
“In what world is—?” I said, but shook my head. “Never mind. We don’t have time for this. Either move out of the way and let us destroy the Ritual or else.”
Obadiah held his staff before him with two hands, his red eyes glowing underneath his hat. “You already know my answer. For your crimes against the Order, your people must die.”
“If it’s a fight you want, then it’s a fight you get,” said Rubberman.
Before we could attack Obadiah, however, the Necromantress put her hands on our shoulders and said, “Wait. You do not want to fight Obadiah directly.”
“Why not?” I said, looking over my shoulder at her in annoyance. “He’s just an old man, and not even a very well-built old man, either. Looks like he could get knocked down by a strong enough wind.”
“The Society’s magic is far more powerful than you can understand,” said the Necromantress. “And Obadiah was one of the most powerful and experienced mages in the Society. There is a reason the Necromantress fears him.”
“Shawna, we’ll be fine,” said Rubberman, shrugging the Necromantress’ hand off his shoulder. He pointed at the Ritual. “While we keep Obadiah busy, you can work on disabling the Ritual. Sound good?”
Shawna opened her mouth to say something, but then her eyes widened and she shouted, “Look out!”
We looked ahead just in time to see a blazing ball of red energy flying toward us. Rubberman, the Necromantress, and I scatted to avoid getting hit by the energy ball, which struck the wall behind us and exploded, causing the tunnel to shudder under the impact. Looking over at Obadiah, I saw smoke rising from the tip of his staff, his red eyes glaring out from under his hat in amusement at us.
“Your reflexes are quick,” Obadiah said, “but let’s find out exactly how quick they are.”
With that, the tip of Obadiah’s staff burst into purple flames and he bashed the end of the staff into the floor. A shimmering wave of purple energy exploded from his staff all of a sudden, striking every corner of the tunnel. I braced myself for some kind of impact, but when the purple energy hit me, I didn’t feel anything at all. Nor were Rubberman or the Necromantress negatively affected. The temperature in the tunnel fell like a rock, which, rather than being a nice relief from the heat and humidity, just made me, Rubberman, and the Necromantress shiver.
“Um, what was that?” I said, rising to my feet and dusting off my costume. “I thought you were trying to kill us.”
The Necromantress, who also rose to her feet, suddenly went very still. Her face became pale and she said, “Oh, no …”
I looked over my shoulder at her. “Oh, no? Oh no what? Did you see something?”
A sudden yell caused me and the Necromantress to look at Rubberman. The skeleton I had nearly tripped over earlier had somehow come to life and tackled Rubberman to the ground. It was trying to strangle him, but Rubberman was forcing the thing back, extending his arms to keep the skeleton’s own arms a good distance from his neck. Even so, the skeleton was making a good effort at trying to kill him.
I fired my lasers at the skeleton, blasting its skull off of its shoulders. As a result, the skeleton suddenly went limp on top of Rubberman, who threw it off of himself. The remains of the skeleton shattered against the wall as Rubberman rose to his feet, rubbing his neck at the same time.
“Boss, are you all right?” I said as Rubberman stood up.
Rubberman nodded, though he wore a very disturbed expression on his face. “I am, but that was scary. Obadiah must have somehow brought that skeleton to life.”
I looked at the skeleton’s shattered remains and frowned. “If so, then that was a pretty weak plan, given how easily we killed it.”
But then Obadiah chuckled. “Foolish boy. That skeleton was not the only servant of the dead that I summoned.”
Before I could ask Obadiah what he meant, I heard what sounded like wood being knocked together and dozens of feet walking. The sound echoed off the walls, causing me to say, “What is that sound? Where is it coming from?”
The Necromantress, whose face was already quite pale, went even paler as the echoing grew louder and louder. “That sound … it is the sound of our doom.”
That was when I saw it. From out of the shadows behind Obadiah emerged dozens of skeletons, all of them dressed in clothes similar to the skeleton we just destroyed. Some were missing arms or legs, while others were more bleached white than tan, but regardless, every last skeleton had glowing purple eyes. And they were all staring at us with those same soulless eyes, their faces stuck in a perpetual grin of terror.




CHAPTER TEN


It was hard to count the number of skeletons present. It looked like over two dozen, but I could still hear the sounds of skeletons marching behind Obadiah. It wouldn’t surprise me if there were at least a hundred of those monsters, maybe more. Individually they probably weren’t very strong, but they outnumbered us considerably and I didn’t look forward to battling an army of reanimated skeletons. 
Obadiah had not moved an inch from where he stood, standing very still as the skeleton army formed behind him. His red eyes were glowing with glee and he looked upon us like he was just imagining our screams of terror.
“Behold, the true power of mana,” said Obadiah, gesturing at the skeleton army behind him. “A small army of mindless, soulless skeletons whose sole purpose in life is to obey my every whim and order. They live not for themselves, but for me and me alone. They don’t even value their own lives. The perfect soldiers.”
“W-Where did you find all of these skeletons?” I said. I gestured at the tunnel. “From down here?”
Obadiah chuckled. “Young boy, you must realize that Golden City has darker secrets than you could ever have dreamed. On the surface, it appears to be a peaceful small Texas city full of decent people. Scratch just below the surface, however, and you will find a history as bloody and chaotic as any other. The Tunnel System is but one example of the mysteries of your own hometown, mysteries that even many of your own people know nothing about.”
I had no idea what to say to that. Local history was something we were taught in high school, sure, but my local history class certainly hadn’t covered an entire secret underground tunnel system that went underneath the Roger Gate River. Nor did I learn about all of the corpses that had apparently been dumped here at some point, and I definitely didn’t know that these corpses, now skeletons, could be reanimated to serve the whims of a crazy mage. Guess I was learning all sorts of things today.
Obadiah pointed his staff at us. “I tire of talking to you. My skull servants, tear these three enemies of the Order apart. Teach them what happens to those who oppose the Order.”
The skeletons immediately rushed past Obadiah, making sure to go around the Ritual, apparently to avoid messing with it. But the skeletons moved fast, their jaws clicking and their bones clacking as they ran toward us.
I immediately began blasting skeletons with my lasers, while Rubberman extended his arms to punch incoming skeletons in the face. Like with the first skeleton, these ones also immediately collapsed when their lost their heads, but there were too many of them to shoot at once and soon we found ourselves in the fight of our lives.
A skeleton wearing an army uniform lunged at me, but I jumped to the side and cracked the back of its skull with a well-placed karate chop. But then another skeleton, this one wearing a ragged pink floral dress, reached out and grabbed my arm, but I blasted its skull clean off its shoulders with a laser blast, causing the skeleton to collapse into a pile of bones. But more kept coming, forcing me, Rubberman, and the Necromantress into a tiny circle. Rubberman and I had to protect the Necromantress, using our powers and fighting skills to keep the horde of skeletons from ripping her apart.
“Shawna!” said Rubberman as he whipped his arms forward, knocking down about half a dozen skeletons in one blow. “Can you use your magic to take control of these skeletons or something?”
“No!” said the Necromantress, shaking her head. She looked terrified, looking around at the army of skeletons mobbing us on all sides. “The Necromantress cannot override Obadiah’s control over the skeletons. Perhaps if she had access to her potion-making equipment, she would be able to do something, but—”
The Necromantress was interrupted when a particularly scrawny skeleton that looked like a teenage boy rushed out of the crowd and grabbed her arm. This made the Necromantress scream in terror before I chopped the skeleton’s arm and then punched it in the face, sending it staggering backward from the blow into the arms of its fellow skeletons. I followed it up with another energy blast that knocked down several skeletons and sent several more backing up to avoid getting caught in the blast.
“Then how the heck are we supposed to stop these things?” I said, watching with dismay as another dozen or so skeletons appeared, seemingly replacing the ones I just destroyed. “They just keep coming!”
“They are dependent on Obadiah for life,” said the Necromantress. “If you can kill Obadiah, you would kill the skeleton as well.”
I glanced over at the Ritual, where Obadiah still stood, watching our frantic battle with obvious glee. He personally wasn’t doing anything to help, but he didn’t need to when he had a seemingly endless number of skeletons to kill us for him.
“Good idea, but how are we supposed to kill Obadiah when we can’t even get to him?” said Rubberman, ducking to avoid a swipe from a skeleton before headbutting it hard enough to shatter its skull. “Not like we can just walk over to him and shoot him!”
The Necromantress tapped her chin quickly, her mind no doubt thinking about how to get us out of this mess. “Wait … there is something the Necromantress can do to help! Just give her a minute.”
“A minute?” I said, jumping into the air to avoid another skeleton that tried to grab me. “We barely have thirty seconds.”
But the Necromantress apparently didn’t hear me or just wasn’t paying attention anymore. She was looking at the floor with her hands folded in front of her, like she was praying, but to or what, I didn’t know, because at that moment a larger-than-usual skeleton burst out of the crowd and wrapped its thick boned arms around me. Surprised, I struggled to break free of the large skeleton’s grasp, but its grip was like iron and it wouldn’t even budge. I raised one of my hands and fired an energy blast at its face, making its skull shatter and letting me break its grip.
Even as I escaped the skeleton’s grasp, however, I found myself surrounded by about a dozen of its fellows. They clawed at me, forcing me to move quickly to avoid getting killed or injured. But I couldn’t dodge every attack and more than once I got slashed or cut. I fired my lasers this way and that, knocking down as many skeletons as I could, but they still kept coming despite my best efforts.
That was when two skeletons grabbed both of my arms, while a third skeleton kicked me in the stomach. I gasped in pain and looked up in time to see the same skeleton that had punched me raising its claws above its head, clearly about to slash my neck with its clawed fingers.
That was when the Necromantress suddenly shouted, “Ah-ha! The Necromantress got it! Behold the power of the Necromantress’ dark magic!”
A wave of black energy exploded from the Necromantress’ raised fist. The wave of black energy exploded outward, covering every skeleton in the tunnel, as well as me and Rubberman. Like Obadiah’s purple energy, the black energy did not seem to affect me, but it did affect the skeletons.
Without warning, the skeletons began fighting among each other. The two skeletons that had been holding my arms let go and began fighting each other, while the skeleton in front of me got its skull bashed in by another skeleton wielding a huge club. The club-wielding skeleton then looked at me with black eyes, which somehow looked even scarier than the skeletons with purple eyes, but it didn’t attack me. Instead, it ran toward a group of purple-eyed skeletons and began bashing them with impunity, shattering their skulls without mercy.
“What the hell?” I said, looking around at the skeleton civil war that had erupted all around us. “Why are the skeletons trying to kill each other all of a sudden?”
The Necromantress, whose dress was slightly torn along the sleeves from the skeletons that had tried to kill her, lowered her fist and grinned. “You can thank the Necromantress for that. She has confused the enemy, making them think that their fellow skeletons are the enemy. We are safe for now.”
“But I thought you said you couldn’t control them,” said Rubberman, appearing next to the Necromantress all of a sudden. His hair was messy, but he looked a lot better than me despite having taken on more skeletons than me.
“The Necromantress is not controlling them,” the Necromantress clarified. “She has merely confused them. It will not, however, last forever. The Necromantress estimates we have about ten minutes before the spell wears off and the skeletons are a unified army again.”
I looked around at the increasing number of broken skeletons littering the floor around us and said, “Will there even be enough left in ten minutes to make an army?”
“Doesn’t matter,” said Rubberman. He pointed at Obadiah and the Ritual. “Shawna, you work on disabling the Ritual while Beams and I will keep Obadiah busy.”
While the Necromantress rushed over to the Ritual, Rubberman and I ran toward Obadiah and stopped in front of him. The Zero Wizard had yet to move from his position, but I could tell he was furious at how the Necromantress had made his army fight against itself. Purple energy was crackling around his form, especially from the tip of his staff, which reminded me of a live wire with the way it was sparking.
“A confusion spell,” said Obadiah. “A neat parlor trick, but ultimately, that is all it is. I thought I taught you better, Shawna.”
The Necromantress, who knelt in front of the Ritual, looked up at him with a scathing glare. “You taught the Necromantress nothing, old man. You simply gave her access to the knowledge she needed to get her revenge.”
Obadiah grunted. “So ungrateful. I should never have taken you on as a student in the first place.”
“You can regret your life’s choices in prison, Gandalf,” I said. “Or in death.”
I fired my lasers at Obadiah. But Obadiah spun his staff around in a circle and deflected my lasers, which struck the ceiling and caused more water to start dripping in.
“Be careful where you fire those lasers, boy,” said Obadiah as he stopped spinning his staff. He gestured at the water leaking through the ceiling. “Otherwise, you might just get wet.”
Without saying a word, Rubberman and I both ran around the Ritual toward Obadiah, coming at him from two directions. Rubberman launched a fist at him with the force of a rubber band, while I fired another set of lasers at him.
But Obadiah deflected my lasers again and dodged Rubberman’s fist with the fluidity and grace of a ballet dancer. He then extended his staff outward and spun in a circle, slamming Rubberman in the head and sending him staggering backward. I ducked, avoiding his staff, and then jumped into the air, aiming to kick Obadiah in the skull.
But Obadiah raised his staff and blocked my kick before sending me flying with another swing of his club. I twisted in midair, however, and managed to land on my feet. The second I landed, I fired another laser at Obadiah, which he easily dodged, but then Rubberman’s arms extended behind him and wrapped around him like snakes.
“Is this really the best you’ve got?” said Obadiah, looking down at Rubberman’s arms with an unimpressed look on his face. “How pathetic.”
I’m not sure what happened next, but it looked like Obadiah turned into a snake and slid out of Rubberman’s arms with ease before turning back to a human. Maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me. Regardless, Obadiah was free from Rubberman’s grasp and he held his staff over his head, which was once again crackling with power.
“I tire of playing with you,” said Obadiah, annoyance obvious in his voice. “I will end this here and now. It’s a shame because Sir Mirar wanted to let you live long enough to see your precious city perish, but we don’t always get everything we want in—”
“Ah-ha!” said the Necromantress. “There! It is done.”
We all looked over at the Necromantress, who was now smiling triumphantly. The reason for that became obvious: In the next instant, the red Ritual flickered and died, turning into a meaningless set of blank lines on the floor.




CHAPTER ELEVEN


You mean you finally disabled the Ritual?” I asked, forgetting all about Obadiah and looking at the Necromantress eagerly. 
The Necromantress gave me the thumbs up. “Of course. The Necromantress may not be a master mage, but she knows a thing or two about magic.”
Rubberman’s face broke into a huge smile. “Shawna, you’re great! I would kiss you right now if we weren’t fighting for our lives right now.”
“Think nothing of it,” said the Necromantress as she rose to her feet, dusting off her knees. “It is simply what the Necromantress does.”
I was so happy that the Necromantress stopped the Ritual that I almost forgot about Obadiah, who had now gone deathly quiet. That is, until his staff popped, causing us all to look at him.
Obadiah’s eyes were glowing a deadly crimson, the same shade as blood. They were also starting to spark a little, as if all of the mana in Obadiah’s body was about to explode. He clutched his staff so tightly that it looked like he was about to snap it in half from the sheer pressure alone.
I grinned at Obadiah. “What’s the matter, Dumbledore? Angry that we destroyed one of your precious Rituals and it’s only been, like, an hour since the barrier went up?”
Obadiah suddenly chuckled, which seemed at odds with the anger I could feel radiating off of him in waves. “Angry, boy? No, I am not angry. A little frustrated, perhaps, but it doesn’t matter. The barrier will still stand even with only two Rituals. Yet even if you managed to destroy the remaining Rituals—which you will not—you won’t be able to save even a single life from the catastrophe that we have planned for your people.”
I put my hands on my hips. “What catastrophe? The barrier?”
“The barrier is the least of your problems, boy,” said Obadiah, his eyes glowing redder than ever. “You remember how Sir Mirar claimed that the city had less than twenty-four hours before everyone died, yes? But notice that he didn’t say how everyone was going to die.”
“We just assumed that you guys were going to plant bombs everywhere or something,” said Rubberman. “Or maybe the barrier itself would kill everyone somehow.”
“It isn’t quite that simple, hero,” said Obadiah. “You think that the barrier is the only Ritual we have set up? Nay, there is another Ritual, far deadlier than the barrier, which will take the lives of every man, woman, and child in the city once the twenty-four-hour deadline has passed.”
“Another Ritual?” I said. “What are you talking about?”
Obadiah chuckled again. “It is one of the most dangerous Rituals of them all: The Ritual of Death.”
Rubberman and I exchanged confused glances. Having never heard of the Ritual of Death, that name meant nothing to us.
But the Necromantress apparently had, because she stepped forward and said sharply, “No. You must be joking. You did not dare create the Ritual of Death.”
“I joke not, Shawna,” said Obadiah. He gestured at the Ritual before us. “The Ritual of Death has indeed been created. Once it is active, there will not be a single soul alive in Golden City.”
“What is the Ritual of Death?” I said. “I’ve never heard of it before.”
“The Ritual of Death is a forbidden spell,” said the Necromantress in a bitter voice. “In the Society, there are certain spells that no mage is ever allowed to use under any circumstances whatsoever. And the Ritual of Death is almost at the very top of that list.”
“What does it do?” I said. “I mean, how does it kill people, exactly?”
“It absorbs the souls of the people themselves,” said Obadiah. “Unlike bombs or guns, the Ritual of Death is painless. Once activated, everyone within its general vicinity will have their soul sucked directly out of their bodies and into a special vessel designed to hold them. Victims of the Ritual are described in the ancient texts as not feeling anything. It is like taking a nap … one you never wake up from.”
“You must be lying,” said the Necromantress. She tapped the side of her head. “The Necromantress cannot sense the Ritual of Death. Such a Ritual, especially on a city-wide level, would be giving off so much mana that even an amage would notice it.”
“Foolish Shawna,” said Obadiah with a sneer. “You never completed your training, remember? There is still so much that I never taught you about magic and Rituals. And it is that ignorance that will cause your downfall.”
The Necromantress looked almost too ashamed to answer that. Her hands just balled into tight fists, but she didn’t attack Obadiah, perhaps because he was outside of her reach.
“Why are you telling us all of this?” said Rubberman. “We have already disabled one of your Rituals. Aren’t you afraid of us disabling another?”
“That is the thing,” said Obadiah. “What makes the Ritual of Death so terrifying is not that it can kill on a scale that most spells cannot, but that it can’t be disabled. Once created, the Ritual of Death must activate. Even the most powerful mages in the world cannot disable it.”
I gulped. “Meaning that there’s nothing we can do to stop it? Nothing at all?”
“Correct, young boy,” said Obadiah with a nod. “I am pleased to see that you grasped that truth so quickly. With a mind like that, you would make an excellent student.”
“I have no intention of learning anything from you,” I said. “Except what your skull sounds like when it gets bashed against a wall.”
“Threaten me all you like, but it doesn’t change the truth I spoke to you,” said Obadiah with a shake of his head. “Shawna can confirm that, can’t you, Shawna?”
“He speaks … the truth,” said the Necromantress in a hesitant voice. “The Ritual of Death is the only Ritual that cannot be manually disabled. That is another reason why it is considered a forbidden spell. In the wrong hands, it can cause destruction on a scale that other Rituals cannot.”
“You’re even more of a monster than I thought,” said Rubberman. He pointed at Obadiah. “Tell us where the Ritual is. Now.”
“For what purpose?” said Obadiah. “To spend your last day of life gawking at it? If you cannot disable it, then all you can do is await your demise and hope it will not be painful.”
As much as I hated to admit it, Obadiah had a point. If the Ritual of Death really couldn’t be disabled, then there was no point in knowing where it was and trying to disable it. Still, I said, “Even if we can’t disable it, that doesn’t mean we’re just going to stand by and let you and Mirar win.”
“And how, pray tell, do you plan to stop us?” said Obadiah. “Continue to threaten us pointlessly? You’ll never find Mirar. He is very well-hidden. And I will never tell you where he is.”
“We could make you tell us where he is,” said Rubberman. “In case you hadn’t noticed, your skeletons are still fighting each other and we’ve got you surrounded. Perhaps you should stop thinking you’re the one in charge here and start realizing what is actually going on here.”
Obadiah leaned on his staff as if to relax. “Oh, I am still very much in charge here, Rubberman. Even if I was not, your situation is far more precarious than you think it is.”
“Precarious?” I said. “In what way?”
Obadiah pointed at the ceiling. “The ceiling. Look.”
Puzzled, Rubberman, the Necromantress, and I looked up at the ceiling just in time to see a thick crack forming. Droplets of water were starting to drip through the crack, falling onto Obadiah’s wizard hat, which protected his hair from getting wet. Obadiah himself, however, didn’t seem to care about the water. He just continued to point up at the ceiling as if that was proof of everything he said and then some.
“The ceiling?” said Rubberman doubtfully. “What about it?”
“You recall that this tunnel is underneath the Roger Gate River, yes?” said Obadiah. “According to my research, over a thousand gallons of water rush down the River every day. Imagine drowning in a thousand gallons of water. Or crushed under the sheer weight of so much water at once.”
“Why are you telling us—?” I said before realization hit me like a club. “You aren’t.”
Obadiah laughed. “But I am. Hope you can swim.”
With that, a burst of purple energy exploded from the tip of Obadiah’s staff and struck the ceiling. The purple energy shattered the ceiling instantly, causing it to collapse and a thousand gallons of water from the Roger Gate River to come rushing into the tunnel itself.




CHAPTER TWELVE


Obadiah disappeared underneath tons of water, which began flowing into the tunnel as quickly as a fire hose on full blast. 
“Beams, Shawna!” Rubberman yelled. “Run!”
Rubberman didn’t need to tell us twice. The three of us ran back toward the staircase, our feet splashing against the river water. The water was already up to our ankles and rising rapidly. Until the river water got here, I hadn’t realized just how low the ceiling above us was.
The skeleton army was still fighting among itself, but only a handful on either side stood. Only a handful of skeletons were in any fighting condition, clashing their swords and shields together like gladiators in the arena. The rest were scattered into piles of bone, most of which got washed away from the river water.
“Coming through!” I said.
I fired my laser blasts at the remaining skeletons, blasting their skulls into pieces and causing their bodies to collapse. Destroying the remaining skeletons didn’t take too much time, but even so, the river water was now up to our knees and rising.
Rubberman was the first to reach the stairs, stretching his arms out to pull himself the rest of the way. When he reached the stairs, he turned around and yelled, “Beams, catch!” and extended his arms toward me.
I reached out to take one of his outstretched hands when I was startled by a scream behind me, followed by a splashed and a chattering of teeth that set my own teeth on edge. Whirling around, I saw the Necromantress, now lying in the water, struggling to fight off a purple-eyed skeleton. This skeleton, which had apparently been bisected at the waist if its lack of legs meant anything, had apparently grabbed the Necromantress when she ran past it and was now holding onto her with an iron grip.
“Necromantress!” I yelled. I looked over my shoulder at Rubberman and shouted, “Wait right there! I need to save the Necromantress!”
Without waiting for Rubberman’s response, I rushed through the water, which was now halfway up to my calves. The Necromantress was still wrestling with the skeleton, but her head would disappear under the water occasionally before she burst the surface for air. The skeleton didn’t need air to breathe, but it seemed to be deliberately trying to drown the Necromantress, based on the way it held her head down. It shoved her head underwater one last time and this time the Necromantress couldn’t resist and raise her head again.
“Let her go, you creep!” I shouted as I lashed out with a kick, sending the skeleton’s head flying off its body and disappearing with a splash into the water deeper in the tunnel.
I then ripped the skeleton’s remains off of the Necromantress and pulled her to the surface. “Necromantress, can you hear me? Hello?”
But the Necromantress seemed to be unconscious now, her eyes closed and her skin paler and clammier than ever. Realizing that the skeleton must have drowned her, I nonetheless picked the Necromantress out of the water, bridal-style, and began making my way back to the stairs.
It was slow going, though. The water was waist-high now and getting higher all the time. Not to mention the dark water hid the skeletal remains on the floor, remains I kept stepping on or tripping over. It didn’t help that the Necromantress was taller than me, which made it awkward to hold her. What should have taken me less than ten seconds dragged on for over a minute or more, making me feel like I was fighting against the river itself.
“Beams!” Rubberman yelled, still standing at the foot of the stairs. “Let me take Shawna! I can get her from here!”
“Okay!” I yelled, holding out the Necromantress. “Get her and I’ll come after her!”
Rubberman nodded and extended his arms outward. He wrapped his arms around the Necromantress’ body and yanked her out of my arms. Rubberman staggered backward slightly when the Necromantress’ unconscious body slammed into his own, but he maintained his balance and yelled back, “Got her!”
“Great!” I shouted back. “Get moving. I’ll be after you in about a—”
A wave from behind crashed into me unexpectedly. At the same time, I tripped on what felt like a skull and fell into the water. I briefly found myself underwater, which was dark and murky, my sense of direction confused by the fact that I was knocked over by the wave. I quickly found my footing, however, and stood back up, but at this point the water was waist-high now, so even when my head broke the surface, I was still halfway in the water itself. Even though I was a good swimmer, I found it hard to move through the rushing, deepening water, making my progress even slower than before.
Rubberman and the Necromantress appeared to be gone now, which was good because the water was rising fast and the Necromantress needed medical attention as quickly as possible, but it also meant that I was on my own. I struggled against the water, but even my muscles made little headway against the current. It didn’t help that I couldn’t get traction on the floor. Between the skeletal remains scattered everywhere and the grimy mud that came in with the river water, it was nearly impossible to find purchase.
So, closing my eyes, I gave myself an adrenaline boost. My eyes snapping open again, I jumped through the water, my newfound adrenaline giving me the force I needed to push through the water. I jumped a couple of times before reaching the stairs, reaching out and grabbing the railing as soon as it was within my reach.
Even as I closed my fist around the railing, however, another wave crashed through and struck me, nearly causing me to let go of the railing and drown. But I managed to hold on and step onto the first step, but it was slow going because the river water was now filling up the stairwell. Already the first part of the stairs was covered in water. The water was up to my chest now and even with my adrenaline boost, I struggled to climb the stairs. It didn’t help that the next step broke under my weight, which almost made me slip off back into the water.
That was when Rubberman’s hand came out of nowhere and grabbed the collar of my costume. Without warning, I went flying straight up into the air, staring down in surprise at the rapidly rising river water. A second later, I burst out of the staircase and went flying backward, landing on the muddy ground and rolling for a bit until I stopped at the river’s edge.
Gasping in surprise, I looked over at Rubberman. He was standing before the door to the tunnel, but quickly slammed it shut and stepped backward. He looked over at me and said, in a tired voice, “Beams, how do you feel? Are you all right?”
“Y-Yeah,” I said. I coughed up some river water and sat up. “Swallowed too much river water, but—”
“Good,” said Rubberman. He then looked over to the side and said, in a tender, worried voice, “Shawna.”
I looked over in the direction that he was looking at and saw the Necromantress lying on the ground a few feet away from me. She still seemed to be unconscious, but with the rising and falling of her chest, at least she was alive. Rubberman ran over and knelt beside her, taking her into his arms and looking at her in a way I’d never seen him look at her before.
“How is she?” I said as I rose to my feet, brushing the mud off my pants.
“Alive, but unconscious,” said Rubberman. He took her pulse. “But her pulse is weak. Very weak. Shawna always had a stronger will than her body. I think she’ll make it, but—”
The Necromantress suddenly gasped for air and began coughing. Her eyes snapped open and she looked up into Rubberman’s eyes for a moment. And then the weirdest thing happened: The two of them looked into each other’s eyes for what seemed to me like a moment yet to them must have been an eternity. It made me feel a little uncomfortable, to be frank, like I was staring at an intimate moment that I didn’t have any part of.
Then, like a spell being broken, the Necromantress shoved Rubberman away from her and stood up, saying, “The Necromantress does not need your help, Dennis. She is perfectly capable of taking care of herself.”
Rubberman, who now sat in the mud, looked up at her in annoyance. “You’re welcome, Shawna. If it wasn’t for Beams and me, you wouldn’t even be alive.”
The Necromantress rolled her eyes as she squeezed river water out of her hair. “Whatever. The Necromantress supposes she can be grateful for that, but she is equally certain she could have saved herself if she needed. She has done well without a man in her life so far and can do even better with you.”
Again, this was a weird situation. Not that Rubberman and the Necromantress were bickering, but that their hearts clearly weren’t into it. It almost seemed like they were just doing what they were supposed to do, not what they wanted to actually do to each other. And based on the way they both were looking at each other earlier, I could probably guess what they wanted.
Clearing my throat—easy to do, because I still had a lot of river water in my system—I said, “So, um, what do we do now?”
Rubberman, rising to his feet, looked at me grimly. “Well, we keep searching for the other Rituals, for one. Destroy them. Our mission is unchanged.”
“But the Ritual of Death—?” I said.
“We may not be able to do anything about that, but that doesn’t mean we should just give up and go home,” said Rubberman, rotating his arms. “If we can bring down the barrier, then we could at least help people escape Golden City. We won’t be able to save everyone, maybe, but giving everyone a chance to leave the city before the Ritual of Death activates is better than nothing.”
Although Rubberman said that, I could sense the doubt in his voice. Not surprising. Even assuming we managed to locate and destroy the remaining two Rituals, how much time would people have to leave the city? And how many people would be able to leave the city? I thought back to how crowded the streets of Golden City were right now. If the barrier came down and all of the roads were unblocked, traffic would be a nightmare. I wondered if Mirar or Obadiah planned this. I wouldn’t put it past them.
But what else were we supposed to do? At least things couldn’t possibly get worse, right?
I shouldn’t have thought that because the Necromantress suddenly pointed up at the barrier and said, “What is that?”
Curious, Rubberman and I looked up at the barrier. The barrier above still stood strong, but it looked more faded now, perhaps a sign that the first Ritual had been destroyed. Even so, I wouldn’t have tried to go through it. It might have been weaker, but something told me it would still incinerate human flesh if you tried to touch it.
That was why I was surprised to see what looked like a human being trying to punch his way through the barrier. Due to how high the barrier was, it was impossible to tell who it was exactly, but it was obvious that someone was up there trying to break their way in.
“What the—?” I said. “Who is that?”
“The Necromantress cannot tell,” said the Necromantress, raising a hand over her eyes to protect her vision.
“It looks like …” Rubberman trailed off in disbelief. “But it can’t actually be who I think it—”
Rubberman was interrupted by a shattering sound above. A hole appeared in the barrier, which the figure quickly zipped into before the barrier reformed. The figure then immediately flew toward us, moving at such blinding speed that I still couldn’t tell who it was, although I did see a cape flowing out behind them.
But as the figure drew closer and closer, he slowed down, until soon he had slowed down enough for us to see him in better detail. As he landed on the ground before us, I got a better look at the superhero who had somehow managed to punch his way into the barrier.
He was a taller, muscular man, with muscles far bigger than mine or Rubberman’s. With his slicked back, black hair and purple-and-black bodysuit with the letter ‘P’ emblazoned on the front, his gray cape fluttering behind him in the wind, I almost didn’t recognize him.
But there was no way I could fail to recognize Nathan Grace, otherwise known as Prime Man, the strongest, famous, and richest superhero in the world. After all, I had met him before … and it had been under equally grim circumstances.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Nathan?” said Rubberman in disbelief, lowering his fists. “Is that you?” 
Prime Man raised a hand in greeting. “Hello, Dennis. It’s been a while. I see you’ve gone … swimming? Odd choice of activity given the situation.”
Snapped out of my shock, I realized Prime Man was referring to the fact that all three of us were soaking wet. He obviously had no idea what we’d just been through, which didn’t surprise me because even I wasn’t entirely sure what just happened to us.
“We weren’t swimming,” said Rubberman. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the concrete door behind us. “We nearly got drowned in an underground tunnel that got flooded.”
“By a wizard, no less,” I added.
Prime Man stroked his chiseled chin thoughtfully. “Yes, that explains the whirlpool in the river. May I ask why you were in an underground tunnel in the first place?”
“We were trying to destroy one of the Rituals keeping the barrier up,” I said, gesturing up at the barrier, “although given how you managed to break through on your own, maybe we were just wasting our time.”
Prime Man chuckled. “Oh, I just got lucky. There’s no way I could do that again, not unless … well, not unless I want to ruin my hands further. See?”
Prime Man held out his knuckles toward us and we blanched at the sight. His knuckles were burned, almost melted, yet Prime Man apparently didn’t seem very bothered by the pain he had to be experiencing. He showed them off to us like they were trophies of war or scars from battle. I knew Prime Man was supposed to be the strongest man in the world, but I couldn’t imagine the pain he had to be experiencing at the moment.
“But they will heal,” said Prime Man as he lowered his fists. His eyes darted to the Necromantress. “Are you the Necromantress? What is she doing here? Didn’t she help Sasha Munroe in the Hero War? She should be in prison.”
Prime Man said that last sentence after taking a step toward her, his muscles flexing. The Necromantress, wisely, chose to step back, while Rubberman held up a hand and said, “She’s helping us bring down the barrier. She isn’t an escapee or anything like that. We have her under our control.”
“You do?” said Prime Man. “Interesting. Since the barrier went up, we’ve had no contact with Golden City, so we really don’t know what has been going on in here since the barrier appeared.”
“We didn’t know that all communications with the outside had been cut off,” I said. “So why are you here, anyway? I thought you were the superhero of New York.”
That was true. Prime Man was based in New York City and was one of its more famous superheroes. In addition to running his huge multi-billion dollar superhero business where he employed over 500 sidekicks, Prime Man was also the chair of Heroes United, the largest superhero hiring agency in the world. In comparison to us and our little business, Prime Man was a giant in the industry. If he was here, then the world was taking this situation even more seriously than I thought.
“I am, but this barrier situation has been declared a national emergency by President Keller,” said Prime Man, putting his hands on his waist. “The National Guard and US military have been spending the last hour or so trying to find a way into the city, but nothing going so far. I managed to convince the President to let me handle this situation, which he readily agreed, seeing as this sort of situation is exactly the kind of situation I am good at handling.”
I scratched my chin. “So did you come by yourself or did you bring any of your sidekicks?”
“I came by myself,” said Prime Man, gesturing at the empty space on either side of him. “Although all of my sidekicks are on standby in case I need backup, I figured I could probably handle this myself. I just don’t want to put my own sidekicks into dangerous situations. That’s all.”
Hmmm. That sounded nice, but something told me that Prime Man, being the businessman that he was, was more interested in getting good publicity for saving the day than in actually protecting the lives of his sidekicks. Even so, I had to admit it was nice to have another ally in the city, especially one as powerful as Prime Man, though I wasn’t sure he would be that much better at solving this issue than we were.
“How is the media reporting this?” Rubberman questioned. “Does anyone know how the barrier came up?”
“So far, there’s been a lot of speculation, but no solid answers,” said Prime Man. “Some people say it’s Barrier Master, a well-known supervillain, but other people say it is the Zero Knights and still others say it’s just a mystery.”
“It’s the Zero Knights,” said Rubberman. He gestured at the barrier. “Sir Mirar, one of the Zero Knights, set up this barrier about an hour ago. They announced via Internet broadcast that the barrier cannot be destroyed and that they will kill every single person in Golden City in less than twenty-four hours unless we can find a way to stop the death ritual that will kill everyone.”
Prime Man’s eyebrows shot up into his hair. “Are you serious? I’ve always been aware of how deadly the Zero Knights are, but this puts them on a totally different level from anything I’ve heard them do before. Why are they doing this?”
“To avenge Slasher, a fellow Zero Knight,” I said. “Rubberman and I killed him last month. So, being the rational individuals that they are, the Zero Knights have decided to raze Golden City to the ground in revenge.”
Prime Man shook his head. “I want to say I am surprised, but I am not. The Zero Knights have always made it clear that they will retaliate against anyone who harms one of their own. Since no Zero Knight has ever been killed before, this entire situation is unknown territory for us. Yet even I couldn’t imagine they would go to this great a length to ‘avenge’ one of their own.”
“Join the club,” said Rubberman grimly. “And even worse, we just found out that they have another, separate Ritual set up called the Ritual of Death. That’s what will actually kill everyone if we can’t stop Mirar in time. Once the twenty-four-hour deadline is up, the Ritual will activate and kill every man, woman, and child in the city.”
“Dennis speaks the truth,” said the Necromantress, speaking up for the first time. “The Necromantress has heard Obadiah say these things. That is why the Necromantress is free, so that she can help disable the Rituals, for the magic used by the Zero Knights is of the same kind practiced by the Necromantress.”
“I must say that this is definitely weirder than I thought,” said Prime Man. “Magic … well, I can’t say I haven’t seen weirder things in my career. I’ll have to take your word for it. It explains why the military’s weapons have failed to even dent the barrier, although it doesn’t explain how I was able to get in.”
“But the fact that you got in at all is a good thing, right?” I said. I gestured at the barrier in the distance. “Maybe you can open a hole to let people out. We thought the barrier was indestructible, but if you can open it—”
“As I said, it’s not that simple,” said Prime Man. “I may be strong enough to move mountains, but I’m not sure I could repeat what I did earlier. Besides, I wouldn’t be able to keep the hole open. It would remain open for maybe one or two people to leave before closing again. That’s not nearly long enough to save a city of one hundred thousand people.”
My shoulders slumped. Prime Man had a point. “Oh, okay. Guess we’re back to square one, then.”
Prime Man stroked his chin again. “Yes, indeed, but I have some bad news of my own to share with you from the outside world. I had hoped that the situation in here would not be that bad, but it’s even worse than I feared and I frankly am not sure I want to share my bad news with you guys in light of everything that has happened here.”
“What bad news?” said Rubberman. “It can’t be worse than the fact that we’re stuck in a nigh-indestructible magical barrier with less than twenty-four hours before we’re all going to die, can it?”
“I’ll let you decide if it’s that bad or not,” said Prime Man. He took a deep breath and said, “Unless the barrier can come down quickly, a nuclear missile will be launched to destroy it.”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


They’re going to shoot a  nuke at it?” I said in disbelief. “Isn’t that a little extreme?”
“I told the President as much when he told me about it,” Prime Man admitted. “Even he seemed to agree, but that option is on the table. Interestingly enough, it’s also on a twenty-four-hour deadline, meaning that the nuke will likely be launched at the same time that the barrier comes down or this ‘Ritual of Death’ you speak of happens.”
I grimaced. “Man, things just keep getting worse and worse.”
“They do, but think about how it looks from the outside,” said Prime Man. He gestured at the barrier. “This is becoming one of the biggest news stories of the year, maybe of the decade. International media all over the world is reporting on it. It’s easily the biggest topic on social media right now, with millions of people posting about it at once. Photos and videos of the barrier going up garner millions of views and shares. It’s overshadowed pretty much every other major event in the country right now. In fact, I was in the middle of a fundraiser for children’s cancer when I got the news and had to step out early to get here on time. It’s big.”
“Yeah, you’re right,” I said. “But having more pressure on us is just going to make this harder for us.”
“True, but that is why we must work hard to save the day,” said Prime Man. He grinned. “That’s what superheroes do, right?”
“I suppose so,” I said, “but the Ritual of Death is supposed to be unstoppable. At least according to the wizard we spoke to, anyway.”
“We’ll see about that,” said Prime Man. “Now, about this Mirar figure—”
“Oh my gosh!” a voice suddenly shouted above. “It’s Prime Man!”
Startled, all four of us looked up in time to see a small crowd of people standing on the Harold Golden Bridge overhead. They were leaning over the railing on the Bridge’s pedestrian crossing section, with people waving at Prime Man, taking pictures on their phones, hollering his name and generally being really excited to see him.
“Prime Man!” another man shouted. “Prime Man is here! We’re gonna be okay!”
“How did Prime Man get here?” said a woman, evidently asking the question to a man standing next to her who looked like her husband. “I thought that the barrier was impossible to get through.”
“Nothing is impossible for Prime Man!” her husband confidently told her. He looked down at Prime Man and said, “Right, Prime Man? You can do anything!”
What the—? I looked at Rubberman now. “Where did all of these people come from? Wasn’t the Bridge supposed to be barricaded by the police?”
“I imagine they must have broken through when they saw Prime Man land down here,” said Rubberman, rubbing the back of his head. “Remember, that barricade was pretty thin as is. Look. You can even see some police officers among the people.”
Rubberman was right. A handful of police officers were mixed in with the crowd, yelling Prime Man’s name and waving at him with big goofy grins on their faces. It depressed me a little that there appeared to be more Prime Man fans in our own city than there were fans of us.
“The Necromantress dislikes crowds,” said the Necromantress. She looked at Prime Man. “Tell them to go away. They are annoying.”
Prime Man, however, waved a hand dismissively at her. “Hold on. I might as well address the crowd while I am here. Shouldn’t take a minute.”
Prime Man floated up into the air above us, his arms folded in front of his chest and his cape fluttering in the air behind him dramatically. The people cheered even more when Prime Man flew, with more than a few people furiously taking photos of the most popular superhero in the world floating not more than a few feet away from them.
“Citizens of Golden City!” Prime Man said in a booming voice that could clearly be heard even among the screams of his fans. “I am pleased to see so many of you here today. When I heard the news of the barrier going up around Golden City, I knew I had to get here as fast as I could to ensure your safety. Rubberman and Beams have briefed me on the seriousness of the situation, which is even worse than I feared.”
But then Prime Man held up a hand and made a fist. “But worry not! Now that I am here, you can rest assured that the villainous Mirar’s days are numbered. We will find his location, beat him to a pulp, and free the entire city from his deadly rule. If Mirar is currently watching this somehow, I want to tell him that it is only a matter of hours now before his vile plan is smashed into pieces by my righteous fists of justice!”
The crowd went wild at Prime Man’s speech and began chanting his name over and over again. I could see Prime Man’s ego growing even from here, but I had to admit I was tempted to join in on the chanting. Prime Man was an excellent public speaker and even I was starting to feel less anxious now.
“So don’t worry, citizens of Golden City,” Prime Man continued, “because the night is always darkest before the dawn and I can safely and proudly say that the dawn is here!”
The crowd once again went wild, with even more chanting of Prime Man’s name.
“Go Prime Man! Yeah!” someone in the crowd shouted.
“Prime Man is the coolest superhero ever!” someone else shouted.
“Why can’t you be our superhero, Prime Man?” said another person. “You’re way cooler than Rubberman, that’s for sure!”
I glanced at Rubberman when that person said that. Rubberman just sighed, but I could tell that comment hurt him more than he let on. It seemed like the anti-us sentiment was spreading among the general population of the city faster than either of us had realized.
“Now, now, let’s not get too hasty here,” said Prime Man, waving his hands. “Both Rubberman and Beams have done a good job in protecting the city before I got here. There’s no need to compare us.”
“But you’re here now,” said someone in the crowd. “That instantly makes everything better by, like, twenty percent at least.”
“Even so, you will need as many superheroes as you can get if you want to see your city saved, not just me,” said Prime Man. Then he smirked. “Of course, I’ve saved plenty of cities by myself in the past, but still, I will be working closely with Rubberman to handle the situation. Additionally, I can confirm that we have already dealt with one of the Rituals holding the barrier up, meaning that it won’t be much longer now before the barrier falls and the entire city is free and safe once again.”
‘We’? Prime Man didn’t even get here until after we destroyed the first Ritual. Even the Necromantress looked puzzled by Prime Man’s statement.
The crowd, however, ate it up and resumed chanting his name again, this time with more vigor than ever, but Prime Man said, “Please, please. While I appreciate your excitement, I must ask you all to return to your homes or shelters. I can’t float here and talk to you all day, you know. Despite the progress we’ve made in saving the city, there is still much work to be done before we can declare victory. But rest assured that all of Mirar’s plans are about to come crashing down around him. This, I promise!”
The crowd screamed in excitement again and started to disperse, going down the Bridge to either side of the city back to wherever they lived. A few stragglers continued to take pictures of Prime Man, but Prime Man ignored them as he descended back down to the riverbanks, a satisfied smile on his face.
“Well, that went well, I think,” said Prime Man. “I didn’t expect to have to make an impromptu speech to the people like that, but luckily my years of public speaking really paid off. I expect news of my arrival to spread quickly through the city, which should boost the morale of the people like nothing else.”
“That’s nice, Nathan, but why didn’t you tell them about the Ritual of Death?” I said. “Or how we were the ones who destroyed the first Ritual, not you?”
Prime Man’s smile briefly became an annoyed frown, but then he laughed and said, “I’m sorry, Beams. I was just thinking about us as a whole when I mentioned destroying the first Ritual, not me specifically. As for not mentioning the Ritual of Death, I didn’t want to panic the people unnecessarily. The citizens of Golden City are already afraid and despairing. No need to tell them even worse news, especially after they got their hopes up when I got here.”
My frown deepened. Prime Man’s speech had been good, I’ll give him that, but I didn’t like how he was clearly taking the credit for what we did. Granted, what mattered was that we had managed to destroy one of the Rituals, but that didn’t change the fact that Prime Man had just stolen our thunder. I guess it was a minor thing to worry about, though, especially in light of the revelations Prime Man had shared with us.
“So, what should we do now?” said Prime Man, looking us over. “You mentioned two other Rituals supporting the barrier. Where are they?”
“Shawna can tell us,” said Rubberman, gesturing at the Necromantress. “She can sense mana, so she was able to lead us to this one. You can sense the others, too, right, Shawna?”
“Of course,” said the Necromantress, “but the Necromantress is unsure how useful it will be to locate the other Rituals in light of the Ritual of Death.”
“Perhaps, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try to do the right thing,” said Prime Man. He pointed up at the Bridge, which was now totally devoid of people. “If we don’t give the people hope, then we might as well quit being superheroes. That’s what I think, anyway.”
I pursed my lips. Although I agreed with Prime Man about the need to give people hope, I still didn’t like the fact that he seemed more interested in taking the credit for our work than in helping people. Still, we didn’t have time to discuss that, so I kept my thoughts to myself.
“All right,” said Rubberman. “We’ll take the Rubbermobile to the next Ritual. Prime Man, you can follow from the sky. How does that sound?”
“Excellent,” said Prime Man. “I like flying much better than driving, anyway, so this will work out just fine for me.”
Rubberman nodded. “All right. Then let’s go. We have no time to lose.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


According to the Necromantress, the next Ritual was located on the other side of the Harold Golden Bridge. It seemed to be located near the Golden City First National Bank, which was just a few blocks away from the first Ritual. It seemed odd to me that Obadiah had set up the first two Rituals so close to each other, but I couldn’t complain, honestly. It made our job that much easier, although when I remembered what we had to go through to deal with the first Ritual, I was worried about what kind of defenses the second Ritual would have. 
Prime Man flew above us as we drove, making sure to keep pace with us so we wouldn’t get separated from him. Through the car windows, I could see the people on the streets stopping and gawking or pointing at Prime Man. Prime Man would usually respond with a friendly wave or smile. More than a few people whipped out their phones to take pictures or video of him, but virtually no one paid any attention to us as we drove.
“The people sure seem to like Prime Man,” I said, watching as a couple of teenage girls waved at Prime Man as we turned a corner. “I knew he was popular, but I didn’t know he was even more popular than we are in our own city.”
“There’s a reason Prime Man is the most successful superhero in the world,” said Rubberman as we drove. “He’s the quintessential Cape. Famous, well-known, and beloved by everyone … and a damn good businessman, too.”
I nodded. “Can’t disagree there. Anyone as successful as he is has to know a thing or two about business.”
“The Necromantress does not like him,” the Necromantress said behind us. “Of course, the Necromantress does not like any of you superheroes, but she especially doesn’t like him or the way he looked at her as if she were some kind of criminal.”
“Hate to break it to you, Shawna, but you are a criminal,” said Rubberman without looking over his shoulder. “Remember, we didn’t let you out of prison because you’re innocent. We let you out because you’re useful. That’s it.”
The Necromantress, to my surprise, did not respond. She just sat back in her seat and began muttering under her breath about how stupid we were, though we ignored her to focus on the road.
“I’m glad Prime Man is here and all, but he very clearly took credit for what we did back there,” I said. “I know he said he was just trying to make the people feel hope, but I wonder if he could have done that without lying.”
“Nathan’s always been that way,” said Rubberman with a shrug. “I’m just glad he didn’t try to recruit me into Heroes United. Getting pretty sick of hearing him go on and on about the benefits of being an HU member.”
I nodded. The last time I’d met Prime Man, he had been here to discuss the Hero War situation with us. He had tried to get Rubberman to join HU then, an offer Rubberman politely declined. “I guess Prime Man has more important things to worry about right now than getting you into HU.”
“That’s true,” said Rubberman. “Besides, I suspect Prime Man isn’t here to try to recruit me into Heroes United. Rather, I think he sees an opportunity to expand his business and make himself even more famous than he already is. Like I said, Prime Man is an excellent businessman and marketer. He probably thinks that if he can save Golden City, then that will make him even more popular than he already is.”
I looked out the window again just in time to see an entire crowd of people crowded in front of a laundromat holding up signs that read ‘PRIME MAN IS #1’ and ‘PLEASE MARRY ME PRIME MAN.’ “I dunno. It seems like the people love him enough already. How could he possibly get them to love him even more?”
“I’m sure Nathan will find a way,” said Rubberman. “Frankly, this isn’t that surprising. Prime Man is more popular than a lot of heroes in their respective cities. And I suspect that a growing number of people in Golden City feel like that guy at the shelter did about us.”
I grimaced. “Meaning they blame us for the barrier?”
“Exactly,” said Rubberman as we turned another corner. “I know it’s not fair, but it’s how a lot of people feel. Prime Man just got here and has pretty much nothing to do with this situation. That is probably why the people are more receptive to his presence than to ours.”
I looked at Rubberman suddenly, a worried expression crossing my face. “You don’t think that the city will offer Prime Man our position as Golden City’s superhero, do you? I’ve seen a lot of people holding signs expressing that opinion and—”
Rubberman laughed. “Of course not. First off, my contract with the city still has five years left on it and they can’t cancel it unless they can prove that I have been neglecting my superhero duties, which anyone who visits Golden City Penitentiary can see that I have not. Secondly, Golden City is too small fry for Prime Man. The city couldn’t possibly afford his rates. There’s a reason why he’s based out of New York City and it’s not just because he was born and raised there. We’ll be fine.”
I bit my lower lip. “Hope you’re right.”
Rubberman patted me on the shoulder. “I know you’re concerned, but there’s no need to be. Once the barrier is down and Mirar is captured, everything will go back to normal and the people will go back to loving us. We just need to do the work. Like always.”
Rubberman’s reassurance helped me relax. But when I looked out the window at the crowds of people cheering on Prime Man just for being here when he hadn’t even done anything yet, I wondered how true that was.
“Arriving at destination: Golden City First National Bank,” said the Rubberband AI’s voice over the car’s radio.
We pulled up in the street in front of the Bank and stepped out. The Golden City First National Bank was a large building with a white marble facade. It was by no means the biggest building in Golden City, but it stood out in comparison to the other buildings around it, especially with the marble columns and front steps that led up to its fancy glass doors.
Prime Man landed beside the Rubbermobile as we stepped out of the vehicle. He looked up at the bank with his hands on his hips. “So the second Ritual is in there, right?”
“Should be,” I said. I looked at the Necromantress. “What do you think, Necromantress? Is this the place?”
The Necromantress winced, putting a hand on her forehead. “Yes. The Necromantress senses that the second Ritual is very close by. It seems to be underneath the bank, but she cannot pinpoint its location exactly.”
“Weird,” I said, looking at the bank again. “How did Mirar and Obadiah set up the second Ritual inside the bank without anyone noticing? That doesn’t make sense.”
“Maybe there’s another hidden tunnel in there,” said Rubberman. “Regardless, we have no time to ponder about this. Let’s get inside, disable the Ritual, and move on.”
As soon as Rubberman said that, the doors to the bank flung open and a small, elderly man rushed out. He ran down the front steps, almost tripping over his own feet on the way down. In fact, he actually did trip and fell headfirst toward the pavement below, but then Prime Man rushed over and caught the elderly man before he could crack his skull against the pavement.
“Whoa there, mister!” said Prime Man as he set the man on his feet. “Please watch where you’re going. If I hadn’t caught you, you would have smashed your skull open all over the pavement.”
“Yes, thank you, Prime Man,” said the man with a vaguely Eastern European accent. “I am so sorry. I was just in such a hurry to meet you heroes that I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.”
“Why?” I said. “And who are you?”
The man bowed quickly. “My name is Ezekiel Aleksander. I am the president and founder of Golden City First National Bank. We have met before.”
Ah. Now I remember. Ezekiel Aleksander was a Ukrainian immigrant who had come to America about fifty years ago. He had founded the Golden City First National Bank and was probably one of the wealthiest men in the city. We had protected his bank from robbers multiple times over the last year and a half, but I’d only met the man personally a few times myself. Rubberman tended to deal with him directly more than I did, but I had seen him before, which was why he looked familiar to me.
“We remember, sir,” said Rubberman. “And there’s no need to worry. Now that we’re here, everything will be fine.”
“Agreed,” said Ezekiel with a smile. He looked up at Prime Man. “Especially with Prime Man here, that is how I know things will be okay.”
I groaned inwardly. Even Ezekiel thought Prime Man was better than us. I knew better than to let it bother me, but I still didn’t like being treated like chopped liver compared to Prime Man.
“Well, tell us what the problem is, Mr. Aleksander,” said Prime Man, “and we’ll be happy to help, although I must warn you that we are here for our own reasons in addition to whatever problems you need help with.”
“Yes, yes, I understand,” said Ezekiel as he rubbed his hands together anxiously. “You see, since the barrier went up, the bank has felt very unsafe.”
“Unsafe?” I said. “How so?”
Ezekiel looked like he was struggling to put his thoughts into words. “By ‘unsafe,’ I mean I get this feeling of deep dread whenever I am inside it. And it’s not just because of the circumstances, I feel, but rather because of something … otherworldly. It reminds me of the old fairy tales my grandmother used to tell me back when I was a child, back in the Ukraine.”
I nodded. It had to be the second Ritual. Based on the Necromantress’ understanding expression, I could tell that she was thinking the same thing.
“As well, I’ve heard voices and movement in the bank,” said Ezekiel. “Ghosts, I think, or something like them. All of my employees left the building when the barrier went up and the broadcast went out. As a result, I am the only person still here, so I know it cannot be any of my employees.”
Prime Man nodded, scratching his chin in thought. “Well, that sounds like a job for us, then. We’ll investigate your bank and see if we can’t get down to the bottom of this mystery.”
Ezekiel bowed. “Thank you, Prime Man. I would be honored to have you walk in my bank.”
“I’m simply doing my job, Mr. Aleksander,” said Prime Man, patting Ezekiel on the shoulder lightly. “Now you should probably go home. There’s no telling what will happen once we go inside the bank and start looking for the source of the disturbance ourselves.”
“Yes, of course,” said Ezekiel. “I trust that you and the others will save not just my bank, but the whole city.”
With that, Ezekiel walked away toward what looked like his car parked a few feet away. As Ezekiel got into his car, Prime Man looked at us and said, “Ritual?”
“Definitely,” said the Necromantress. “Although Ezekiel might be an ordinary human with no special magical powers of his own, the Society has always taught that even untrained amages can sometimes sense powerful enough magic if it is close by. The Necromantress cannot, however, explain the source of the voices and footsteps.”
“Probably some of Mirar’s Squires,” said Rubberman. He looked up at the bank before us. “So what are we waiting for? Let’s go inside and deal with this.”
Rubberman took a step forward, but then Prime Man suddenly appeared in our path holding up a hand.
“Hold on, Dennis,” said Prime Man. “Let’s not get too hasty now. Perhaps not all of us should go inside.”
I frowned. “Why not? Won’t that make it easier for us to disable the Ritual if we all go in together?”
Prime Man, however, shook his head. “It’s not quite that simple, Beams. Given what you have told me about Mirar, I think it would be safer if half of us went inside and disable the Ritual while the other half stayed out here as backup.”
“Why?” said Rubberman.
Prime Man stood straight like he was about to give us a lecture. “Firstly, it sounded to me like the only member of our little team who is actually necessary for disabling the Rituals is the Necromantress. She is not much of a fighter from what I can tell, therefore she needs muscle to keep her safe should there by any guards protecting the Ritual. Therefore, I will accompany the Necromantress into the bank while you two stay out here and keep an eye out for any ambushes or attacks from the Zero Knights.”
“But we have more experience disabling these Rituals than you do,” I said. “Doesn’t it make more sense for us to go in there than you?”
Prime Man wagged a finger at me. “Not so. In case you don’t know, I have fought Zero Knights in the past, even if I haven’t beaten or arrested any of them. Should Mirar himself appear, I would be perfectly capable of keeping him away from the Necromantress. It’s simple logic.”
I opened my mouth to argue further, but then Rubberman said, “Fine. You two can go in and we’ll stay out here. But be careful, okay? We have no idea what sort of traps Mirar or Obadiah might have set up in there.”
Prime Man chuckled. “Don’t worry. In my long and storied career, I’ve dealt with plenty of dangerous, even life-threatening traps. With muscles like these, I should be more than capable of dealing with anything Mirar might throw at me.” He looked over at the Necromantress. “Now come! We have a city to save, don’t we?”
With that, Prime Man turned around and marched toward the bank. The Necromantress followed, albeit somewhat reluctantly. She even looked over her shoulder at us, but Rubberman just shrugged in response, and soon both Prime Man and the Necromantress disappeared into the bank, the doors swinging behind them on their way in.
I looked up at Rubberman. “Why did you let him make us play guard duty? We should have gone inside with him.”
Rubberman rubbed his forehead in exasperation. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you don’t argue with Prime Man. It would make an ugly scene out here in public and the last thing we need is for the public to hate us even more because we argued with Prime Man. Plus, I had to admit his argument made sense. Prime Man is more powerful than you and I put together. Between him and the Necromantress, they probably should be okay.”
I frowned deeply. “Maybe, but Prime Man just literally got here. He doesn’t know what the Zero Knights can do or how dangerous they actually are.”
“Perhaps, but what are the odds of Mirar himself being down there?” said Rubberman. “It’s safe to assume that the second Ritual is probably only protected by a couple of Squires, if even that. I imagine that Prime Man and Shawna should have little trouble dealing with the—”
Rubberman was interrupted when my phone started ringing in my pocket. Surprised that my phone was still working after getting doused in water, I pulled it out of my pocket and saw that it was from Mr. Peters again.
“Who’s calling you?” said Rubberman, looking at me quizzically.
I sighed and sent Mr. Peters to voicemail. “Mr. Peters. I’m not sure why, but he’s been trying to call me all day. He tried to call me before we entered the tunnel to the first Ritual and I hung up then.”
“Do you think he might actually have something important to say?” said Rubberman. “Something about your powers, maybe?”
I frowned. “My powers have been fine since he gave me that stabilizing serum last month. I’m not sure what kind of information he could possibly have for me that I don’t already know.”
“Didn’t you think that about the last time you drank a serum from him?” asked Rubberman wryly. “Look at how that turned out.”
I rolled my eyes, but before I could respond, my phone started ringing again. Thinking it was Mr. Peters, I looked down at my phone, only to see that it was actually a notification from the Golden City Journal news app. Curious, I opened the app and saw a video buffering briefly before Mirar appeared on screen again. It looked like he was still in the same dark location as before, his reflective armor reflecting the lights. He seemed to be calm, though why, I didn’t know. I thought he would be upset given how we had destroyed one of his Rituals already.
“Citizens of Golden City,” said Mirar in the same booming voice as before. “I once again have an important message to deliver to you. This one will be a good deal shorter than the first, but rest assured it will be just as terrible as the original.”
“What the—?” I said. I looked around the street and saw all of the nearby civilians were watching or listening to the video on their phones/tablets as well. “Another citywide message?”
“Shh,” said Rubberman, holding up a finger. He stood at my shoulder, his eyes fixed on the video. “Let’s listen to what he has to say.”
Mirar went silent for a moment as if to draw out the suspense of what he was going to say next. But when he did speak and reveal his announcement, a deep sense of dread rose within me as I knew exactly how screwed we were.
“My announcement is short, simple, and to the point,” said Mirar. “As all of you know, the entirety of Golden City is currently encased by a green, magical barrier that ordinary means cannot destroy. Your heroes have been hard at work disabling the barrier, having already destroyed one of the Rituals powering it.
“But such news is not nearly as good as it seems. The reality is that even if your heroes—Rubberman, Beams, and Prime Man—destroyed the remaining Rituals, the barrier will indeed fall, but you will not be safe, for the Ritual of Death will activate and kill everyone in the city. Instantly.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


A stunned silence fell over the street in front of the bank. Every single person gathered here had gone utterly silent at Mirar’s newest revelation. It was like someone had pressed the mute button on a TV. It was so silent that I could hear the breathing of other people around me. 
“You may not believe me, but I speak the truth,” said Mirar. “If there is one thing that you must understand about the Order of the Zero Knights, it is that we have contingencies for all situations. Never are we taken by surprise. Never do we let unexpected circumstances control our decisions. At any and all times, the Order is in control, even when it does not seem like it.”
Mirar raised a closed fist. “I send this message to you, citizens of Golden City, so you will know true despair and understand that even your ‘heroes’ can’t save you. And to the heroes themselves, who are undoubtedly watching this message, I say this: Your actions have doomed the city either way. All actions have consequences, from the smallest decisions to the biggest, and the consequences of killing a fellow Zero Knight is the deaths of every man, woman, and child in the city under your protection.
“Remember this, citizens of Golden City. If your ‘heroes’ had not interfered with our operations, none of you would have to die today. But because they dared to take the life of a brother-in-arms, we have no choice but to eliminate all of you. For the world must be made to understand that the Order shall not be crossed and that anyone who opposes us must be exterminated from the world itself.”
With that, the screen went blank again.
I looked up at Rubberman. “Boss, what do you think? Do you think he’s telling the truth about destroying the Rituals and the Ritual of Death?”
Rubberman bit his lower lip, a deeply concerned expression on his face. “I am not sure. I know very little about magic, especially the kind practiced by the Society. Shawna would know, but she’s not here and I’m not sure if she and Prime Man got—”
Rubberman was interrupted when his own phone started ringing. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and said, “Nathan, what’s up? Are you guys all right?”
“The Necromantress requires backup!” the Necromantress’ shrill voice boomed over Rubberman’s phone, audible even to me. “It was a trap. Prime Man has disappeared. The Necromantress is on her own. Please help!”
“Shawna?” said Rubberman in surprise. “What’s the matter? What do you mean that Prime Man has disappeared? Where are you and what are you doing?”
“We are under the bank trying to disable the second Ritual,” said the Necromantress in a hurried voice, “but as I said, Prime Man disappeared and now the Necromantress is on her own. They know where we are, Dennis, and if you don’t get down here quick—”
The Necromantress’ voice was cut off, replaced by loud static that made both of us cringe away.
“Shawna?” said Rubberman, raising his voice. “Shawna, are you there? Shawna!”
But there was no response from the phone, at least none that I could hear. There was only static, which told us more than any words the Necromantress could have said.
Lowering his phone, Rubberman looked at me and said, “We need to get into the bank right away. Shawna and Nathan are in danger.”
I nodded, but then one of the nearby citizens suddenly pointed at the sky and yelled, “What the heck is that?”
Both Rubberman and I looked up just in time to see what appeared to be a missile rocketing straight toward us. Without waiting, Rubberman tackled me to the ground and sent us rolling toward the bank’s front steps. Just in the nick of time, too, because the missile crashed straight down onto the Rubbermobile, making the Rubbermobile explode into a ball of fire and causing the few citizens who hadn’t run away yet to flee the scene screaming their heads off.
“The Rubbermobile!” Rubberman shouted, looking at the fiery remains of the Rubbermobile in horror. “No!”
“What are you so worried about, hero?” came a mad, cackling voice from within the flames. “Does your car insurance not cover your car getting totaled by a Squire of the Order?”
The silhouette of a humanoid figure appeared in the flames before stepping out, revealing that it was indeed another Squire. This one, however, was obviously not Marie. He was male, for one thing, with clearly defined muscles and broad shoulders. A broadsword clung to his back, while his black-and-red armor gave him a demonic look, especially with the horns on his head. His glowing red eyes didn’t make him look any less demonic. He was about the same height as Rubberman, but looked far stronger.
“Who are you?” I said as we scrambled to our feet. “Another one of Mirar’s Squires?”
“Of course,” said the Squire. He gave an exaggerated mock bow. “My name is Sir Daniel. A pleasure to meet the famed duo who killed a Zero Knight.”
Daniel’s sarcasm was obvious when he said that last sentence. And when he stood up, I could just feel the anger radiating off of him from the knowledge that we had committed the unthinkable and killed one of their Zero Knights.
“You sure picked a good time to show up,” I said. “I suppose you decided we would be safer to fight now that Prime Man is gone.”
“Divide and conquer is a legitimate strategy, boy,” said Daniel. “My partner underneath the bank agrees.”
“So this was a trap,” said Rubberman. “Shawna was right.”
“Why so surprised?” said Daniel. “Did you seriously believe that we would just sit back and let you disable all of those Rituals we spent the last month or so designing? If so, then you are even dumber than I thought.”
“But didn’t Mirar just say that disabling the Rituals will also activate the Ritual of Death and kill everyone?” I said. “Why are you trying to stop us from doing that, then?”
Daniel put his hands on his hips. “The Ritual of Death will activate either way. And besides, we aren’t ones to take chances. Slasher died because he didn’t take you seriously as a threat. The Zero Knights do not repeat our mistakes. Therefore, we are going to do everything in our power to eliminate you heroes, even though there is realistically no way you can stop our plan.”
“Fine, then,” said Rubberman. He raised his fists. “I’ve been looking for a punching bag that I can take my anger out on. You’ll do just fine.”
Rubberman thrust his arms out toward Daniel, but Daniel flew into the air like a rocket and Rubberman’s fists missed. But I fired a laser at Daniel, which Daniel dodged easily. As he spun around in the air, he drew his broadsword from his back and landed in between us, spinning his sword around in a circle like a top. This forced Rubberman and me to jump back to avoid getting our heads lopped off by his sword.
As I landed on my feet, I fired my lasers at Daniel, which he deflected with his broadsword, which I now noticed appeared to be made of the same reflective material as Mirar’s armor. Rubberman extended his arms and wrapped them around Daniel’s left arm, but Daniel raised his sword and brought it down on Rubberman’s arms. Luckily, Rubberman pulled his arms off at the last second, snapping them back to their original length even as Daniel’s broadsword cut through empty air.
“Quick reflexes for a rubber man,” said Daniel, spinning his sword in his hands. “I see why Marie warned me about you.”
“You should have listened to her,” said Rubberman, “because then you might have had a chance at beating us.”
“Yeah,” I said as my hands glowed with charged energy. “You can’t beat us both.”
Daniel chuckled. “Yes, fighting two on one is a bit unfair. But when did I ever say I was on my own?”
Without warning, Daniel’s armor popped open and Daniel himself jumped out. He hit the ground at a roll, rolling to his feet and showing his actual form. He looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties, wearing a black spandex bodysuit with the number 0 sewn into it, with a short black crew cut hairstyle. He pulled out what looked like a pen from his pocket, which lengthened to the size of a sword, and waved it at us threateningly.
“What the—?” said Rubberman as both of us looked from Daniel’s empty armor to Daniel confusingly. “Why did you abandon your armor? That’s your most powerful weapon.”
Daniel’s smile turned into an absolutely psychotic grin. “You really should have listened more closely. I never said I was on my own or that I was abandoning my armor.”
Without warning, the armor closed up and suddenly whirled and slashed at Rubberman, who had been so distracted by Daniel that he hadn’t noticed the armor about to attack him. Although Rubberman managed to jump back, it was too little, too late. The broadsword slashed across his chest, sending Rubberman falling down to the street with a yell of pain.
“Rubberman!” I shouted. “No!”
I readied myself to fire a laser at the armor, but then I heard rushing footsteps and looked over to see the armor-less Daniel rushing toward me. He thrust his own, thinner sword in my face, forcing me to do a backflip to avoid getting stabbed.
“Now, now, sidekick,” said Daniel as he lowered his sword, a wicked grin of insanity on his face, “did you honestly think I forgot about you? No, no. While my armor deals with your boss, I am going to have you all to myself.”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


If I had thought that Daniel would be slower or weaker without his armor, I was proven completely wrong. He thrust and slashed at me with lightning-fast reflexes, forcing me to jump and dodge more than ever. I couldn’t even get in an attack edgewise. He was constantly on the offense, his sword seeming to be everywhere at once. Even with my adrenaline boost, I barely kept up with him. It didn’t help that he had the most annoying, shrill laughter, too, probably to distract me. 
“What’s the matter, boy?” said Daniel in between laughter. “Is this the sidekick who killed Slasher? How unimpressive.”
I would have responded, but I was a bit too busy trying not to get diced into a million pieces to speak. Needing to give myself some distance, I ducked a slash and then jumped straight up into the air, using my adrenaline boost to give me some extra air. This did put me out of his reach for a moment, giving me a moment to rest from the onslaught.
Or so I thought. Daniel, despite appearing to be an ordinary human, just laughed and jumped into the air after me. He actually jumped higher than me and brought the heel of his boot down on my helmet, sending me crashing straight down toward the pavement below. I crashed headfirst into the pavement, the impact making my head spin. I heard something crack when I crashed, but I wasn’t sure if that was my skull or my helmet. Given how hard I hit the pavement—enough to leave cracks—I was pretty sure it was a combination of both. Not to mention how the rest of my body felt like it had been crushed under a pile driver.
Still, I forced myself to rise to my feet, ignoring the protests of my screaming body, as Daniel landed a few feet away and laughed.
“How amusing!” said Daniel with a giggle. “I saw through your neat trick. You thought that you could escape me because I can’t fly without my suit. Sorry, but Zero Squires are trained to be effective both in and out of our suits. Neat, huh?”
I gritted my teeth even more. “Yeah, it’s really neat how you can hop around like a jackrabbit on a sugar high.”
Daniel laughed. “Jackrabbit on a sugar high! I will admit that’s genuinely funny. You would have had a great career as a comedian if you hadn’t decided to become a sidekick who killed Slasher. Ah, well. Perhaps God will need a laugh in heaven. He’s certainly a surly enough fellow if the Bible is anything to go—”
I fired my lasers directly at Daniel, but he sprang into the air backward, doing a somersault in midair and landed on his feet a few feet away.
“My word!” said Daniel, rising to his feet and putting one hand on his hips. “Not very honorable now, are you, attacking your opponent while he’s still speaking? Rubberman clearly never taught you manners.”
“Manners—?” I sputtered. “Since when have you psychos cared about manners?”
Daniel raised his sword up before him, a wicked grin spreading across his face. “All Zero Squires and Knights are taught the ways of chivalry and honor. Chivalry is a lost art in modern society, but it is still alive in our ranks. But you will not live long enough to see it.”
Daniel shot toward me again like a bullet. His legs moved so fast they were a blur, but I still fired at his feet with my lasers anyway, hoping to knock him down. But Daniel leaped and danced around like a ballet dancer, dodging each one of my lasers with cheetah-like speed.
“Ah! Oh! Ha!” said Daniel as he danced. “I certainly didn’t expect to work out today, but thank you for the opportunity! Exercise is healthy, after all.”
I didn’t bother say anything to that. Instead, I went from shooting where he was to where he was going to be. Predicting his movements was hard—the jackrabbit on a sugar high description was not inaccurate—but I could tell he was making his way to a fire hydrant sitting near the Rubbermobile’s burning remains. When he avoided my last laser beam, I aimed at the fire hydrant and blasted it to pieces.
The fire hydrant exploded, causing water to burst out from the street and slam into Daniel. The impact of the water sent him flying off his feet. He hit the street hard, even dropping his sword, which was the chance I’d been looking for. Still hyped on adrenaline, I jumped toward Daniel and landed on his chest, making him gasp in pain as I drove the air out of him.
Raising my boot over his face, I said, “Dance on this!”
Before I could bring my boot down on his face, however, two powerful arms suddenly wrapped around my chest and pulled me off of Daniel. The air was driven out of my lungs as the thick arms wrapped tightly around my chest. Looking over my shoulder, I was shocked to see Daniel’s Zero Armor hugging me tightly. The Zero Armor smelled of blood and gore, which didn’t help my mood one bit.
Rising to his feet, Daniel laughed. “Thanks for the save, my loyal and faithful armor. That was a close one. I thought for sure he was about to ruin my perfectly white teeth with his disgusting boot.”
“What about Rubberman?” I said. “Is he—?”
“Looks pretty dead to me from here,” said Daniel. He picked up his sword again, however, and walked up to me, his evil grin back. “Now that my Armor is keeping you safe, I think it’s time to end this.”
Desperate, I tried to fire my lasers at Daniel, but the Zero Armor headbutted me all of a sudden, which shattered my concentration and made it impossible for me to focus. But Daniel didn’t hesitate. He raised his sword, making it level with my chest, and then thrust forward while laughing all the while.
But then an electrified fist came out of nowhere and smashed into the side of Daniel’s face. The fist hit Daniel so hard that he was sent staggering off to the side and the tip of his sword missed me by a mile. The Zero Armor looked over, only to get punched in the face by another electrified fist. This made the Zero Armor let go of me, allowing me to break free with a shrug of my shoulders. I hit the pavement at a roll, but when I got to my feet, I spun around and blasted the Zero Armor in the chest, causing it to also to go staggering backward from the impact.
“Hey, little bro!” said a familiar voice to my right. “You all right?”
Puzzled, I looked to my right and saw a sidekick standing next to me who I hadn’t seen in a while. He was a little taller than me and wore a dark hood over his head that nonetheless allowed me to see his face. On his fists were twin electrified gauntlets that hummed with electrical energy, while his black-and-red costume added to his striking appearance.
“James?” I said in surprise. “What are you doing here? And in your Lightning Fist costume, of all things?”
James smiled. “What? I just thought you and your boss could use some help. After I dropped our parents off at the conference center, I decided I wanted a piece of the action, went back to the house, found my old costume, and suited up.”
I shook my head. James had been a sidekick himself a few years ago, working for the superhero Windchime as the sidekick Lightning Fist. It was an experience that James never liked talking about, but he had also never gotten rid of his costume. And frankly, I couldn’t argue with his assessment. We really did need help, especially when I noticed Rubberman lying on the ground in an ever-widening pool of his own blood.
“Thanks for the help,” I said, “but you got to be careful. These Zero Knight guys are not common purse-snatchers. They can and will kill you if you let your guard down for even a second.”
“Like how I knocked that laughing guy’s lights out when he let his guard down?” said James. He slammed his fists together, creating a small electric spark. “Don’t worry, little bro. Between the two of us, I think we got this.”
“You fool!” Daniel yelled, causing us to look at him. Daniel stood next to his Zero Armor, rubbing his bloodied and bruised face. “Our research said there was only one active sidekick in Golden City! Where did you come from?”
James held up his fists, which sparked with electricity. “None of your business. Let’s just say I don’t like people who try to murder my little brother. Or blow up my family’s house trying to murder my little brother.”
Daniel growled and stopped rubbing his face. “You got one lucky shot. Don’t get cocky.”
Daniel raised his sword, but I fired my lasers at his hand, knocking his sword out of his hand. Daniel yelped and pulled his hand back to his chest, but his Zero Armor just rushed toward us, swinging its own sword. James rushed forward to meet it and began punching the Zero Armor while avoiding the wild swings of its swords. I found it kind of amazing that James was able to keep up with the Zero Armor despite having been out of the game for a while. Then again, James was in much better shape than me, so that wasn’t very surprising.
Regardless, I took aim with my hands, intending to blow the Zero Armor apart, but then Daniel suddenly appeared before me and kicked me in the stomach. The blow made me double over, which left me open to another kick to the head that sent me reeling.
“I don’t need a sword to make mincemeat out of you, boy,” said Daniel as he advanced on me, his eyes wide with anger. “I can simply beat you to a pulp with my bare hands. Much more satisfying, even if a bit … messier.”
Dang it. Daniel was a threat even without his armor or weapons. I could probably beat him on his own, but that would still leave his Zero Armor, which was even tougher than he was.
But maybe I was looking at this all wrong. Maybe I could kill two birds with one stone.
Instead of dodging, I stayed right where I was, watching as Daniel stalked toward me with a vicious scowl on his face.
“What’s the matter?” said Daniel. “Cat got your tongue? Or have you run out of witty things to say already?”
I kept my mouth firmly shut. If my plan was going to work, I needed to make sure Daniel didn’t suspect I was up to anything. Luckily for me, he seemed too blinded by his own hatred of me to suspect that I was planning something.
Daniel’s eyes narrowed. “Fine. Whether you talk or not, I will kill you just the same.”
Like a chicken, Daniel sprang forward, aiming his foot at my stomach again. But instead of dodging, I let his foot strike me in the stomach—which hurt like hell and made me see stars for a brief second—but before he could lower his leg again, I grabbed his leg with both hands. A shocked look appeared on Daniel’s face and he said, “What in the hell do you think you’re—”
“Lightning Fist!” I shouted. “Watch out!”
With a grunt, I spun around and hurled Daniel away toward James and the Zero Armor. Without even looking over his shoulder, James jumped to the side at the exact moment the Zero Armor brought its sword down on him. At the same time, however, Daniel ended up in James’ place and got slashed straight in half by the Zero Armor’s huge broadsword.
Daniel didn’t even scream as the broadsword’s sharp blade slashed through his stomach as cleanly as butter. Both halves of Daniel fell onto the pavement, blood from the halves of his body staining the street red.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


My plan worked. Using Daniel’s own Zero Armor to kill him was … bloodier than I thought. But at least Daniel was out of the fight for good. The only problem, of course, was that his Zero Armor still stood strong and mostly unharmed aside from the small dents that James had managed to make in its surface. 
The Zero Armor seemed to understand what just happened. It looked down at the two bloody halves of Daniel for what felt like an eternity. I wasn’t sure if it was trying to process the fact that it had just killed its own wearer or if it, being a machine, couldn’t understand why Daniel wasn’t putting himself back together and getting back up.
Preparing myself for the next phase of the fight, I was surprised when the Zero Armor put the broadsword back on its back and picked up both halves of Daniel. Then, without giving either me or James a second glance, shot straight up into the air and quickly disappeared from sight between the tall buildings of Golden City.
James blinked when the Zero Armor flew away, a dumbfounded expression on his face. “Um … did we win?”
“I … think so?” I said. “I honestly didn’t expect it to take away both halves of Daniel. I thought it might just … leave them. Or something.”
“Guess that bucket of bolts must be loyal to him or something,” said James. “Either way, good thinking back there. A bit gruesome, but—”
A loud groan caused us to look over at Rubberman, who still lay on the pavement bloodied and beaten. Cursing myself for forgetting about him, I ran over to Rubberman and flipped him over onto his back.
He looked bad. His chest had been sliced clean open by the Zero Armor’s broadsword. His face was covered in bruises and his skin was pale. His costume was stained with blood and he was only barely breathing and each breath seemed to take a lot of effort on his part. His healing factor was already kicking in—I saw his flesh regrowing already—but he didn’t look a whole lot better than Daniel, to be honest.
“Boss, can you hear me?” I said. “Can you speak?”
Rubberman’s eyes flickered open. “What? Oh, Beams … ugh. It hurts.”
“Don’t move,” I said, holding up my hands. “I’ll see if I can get an ambulance to—”
Rubberman sat up, apparently without caring about his wounds. “I’ve experienced worse. I’ll be fine. You just need to … just need to … ugh …”
Rubberman wavered and fell back onto the pavement, having apparently lost consciousness from his loss of blood.
“Uh-oh,” said James, appearing next to me all of a sudden. “What should we do? Get him to the hospital?”
“Yeah, I think so,” I said. “But I’m not sure an ambulance will get here in time.”
James jerked a thumb over his shoulder at his red truck, which was parked across the street. “We can take my truck and I’ll drive us to the hospital. It’s not the smoothest ride, but it’s a lot quicker than waiting for an ambulance.”
I nodded and helped Rubberman to his feet. He did seem to be partially conscious. He was able to stand, albeit with my help, but he didn’t respond to anything I said to him and needed a lot of help walking. Still, between me and James, we managed to get him upright, but before we could take Rubberman to the truck, I heard someone shout, “Hey, you!”
Puzzled, I looked over to the street corner and saw a crowd of people gathered. There were about two dozen or so people and they seemed to have been filming and taking pictures of our fight with Daniel. I wondered where the hell they got the idea that this was a good place to be, but at the moment I had more urgent things to worry about than the lack of self-preservation instincts in the average person.
“What?” I shouted back. “Whatever it is, can’t it wait until later?”
One of the men stepped forward from the crowd. He was a young bald Hispanic man wearing a leather motorcycle jacket with the ugliest scowl on his face I’d ever seen. Even more concerning, I noticed he was carrying what looked like a switchblade in his jeans and a bulge in his jacket was clearly a concealed gun. Something told me this wouldn’t end well.
“You lied to us!” the Hispanic man yelled, pointing at us accusingly. “We heard Mirar’s second broadcast! Why didn’t you tell us that we were all going to die even if you bring down the barrier?”
Uh-oh. In the chaos following the second broadcast, I had forgotten all about Mirar’s announcement about the fruitlessness of destroying the barrier. The people of Golden City, though, apparently had not.
With a gulp, I said, “Uh, don’t worry, everyone! Rubberman and I have got this situation totally under control.”
The Hispanic man snorted. “Under control? Is that why Rubberman looks like a corpse? Or maybe he is dead and you’re just trying to hide that fact so we won’t get scared or something.”
The crowd nodded in agreement with the Hispanic man. That was when I noticed that the Hispanic man wasn’t the only person armed. A handful of other people carried baseball bats or shovels. A few seemed to have guns, but it was hard to tell due to how closely everyone stood together. The tension in the air was thick enough to make me realize just how delicate this situation was.
“Look, I know you are all very scared, but trust me, we’re working on it,” I said. “You all should just—”
“Just what?” the Hispanic man interrupted me. He waved at the barrier above us. “Where are we simple civilians supposed to hide while you and your boss get your asses kicked by those jokers in shining armor? There’s nowhere to run to. Nowhere safe. In less than twenty hours, we’re all gonna die one way or another. Exactly where should we run off to, jerk?”
“Why don’t you shut up?” James snapped suddenly. He was glaring at the Hispanic man with anger in his eyes. “This isn’t my little brother’s fault, you jerk. He’s not the one who trapped everyone in the city in a big dome. So why don’t you spend less time complaining at your defenders and more time being thankful that they are risking their lives to save yours?”
“And just who the heck are you supposed to be, Hoodie?” the Hispanic man said, looking at James in annoyance. “And anyway, I say that as tax-paying citizens of Golden City, we actually do have the right to complain about Rubberman and Beams’ failure to protect us. Just what in the heck are we paying taxes for if something like this can happen to us?”
I bit my lower lip. I didn’t like the way the guy talked to me, nor did I like the way the crowd behind him seemed to be getting more and more riled up. But at the same time, I found his complaints to be at least somewhat justified. Even if Mirar was the one who had created the barrier in the first place, that didn’t excuse the fact that Rubberman and I had done a poor job of keeping the city safe so far. He was being too harsh, but at the same time, I wondered if there was more validity to his complaints than I thought.
“Plus, you guys are the reason the Zero Knights are trying to kill the city at all,” the Hispanic man continued. “Mirar himself said this was because you guys killed one of his friends. Maybe if you weren’t here, we would all still have a chance at surviving.”
“Liar!” James yelled back. “You and I both know that’s a lie. Right, bro?”
“James, please,” I said in a low voice, “don’t antagonize the people. It really isn’t helping—”
“So you’re just gonna start insulting us, then?” said the Hispanic man. “Us, the tax-paying citizens of Golden City? Have it your way, then. Just because you are our heroes doesn’t give you the right to insult us.”
The Hispanic man looked over his shoulder at the other people behind him. “What do y’all say that we teach these masked freaks a lesson? Maybe remind them that our taxes pay their salary.”
The crowd hooted and jeered and surged toward us.
Because I didn’t want to fight my fellow citizens, I looked at James and said, “Run! Let’s get Rubberman to your truck!”
James didn’t argue. The two of us ran across the street as fast as we could. We luckily had a head start on the mob, but they were gaining rapidly. Reaching James’ truck, we loaded Rubberman—still unconscious and bleeding, although not as much as before—into the truck bed. I hopped up into it next to him, while James jumped into the driver’s seat and revved the engine.
But, even though the engine roared to life, it quickly died down, prompting a string of very creative curse words to come from James’ mouth.
“James, what the heck?” I said, looking over my shoulder through the open back window of the truck’s cab. “Why did your car die?”
“It’s old!” said James in frustration and annoyance. “It’s been having engine problems for a while now. Let me try turning it on and off again. That usually does the trick.”
“That better do the trick,” I said, looking back across the street, where the lynch crowd was rapidly gaining on us, “because we’re running out of time.”
That was putting it mildly. The crowd was almost upon us. I was surprised that the ones with guns hadn’t started shooting yet, but maybe they wanted to get up close and personal with us first. I didn’t even have any way of slowing them down. All I could do was watch at the whites of the crowd’s eyes became easier to see the closer they got, hear their foul curses and screams, hear their collective footsteps like a stampeding rhino herd. My eyes locked with the Hispanic man, still at the head of the crowd, his knife drawn and a gleeful, wicked grin on his face.
Then the engine roared to life and, with a “Woohoo!” from James, we sped off down the street so fast I fell on my bottom. The crowd continued to run after us, but they weren’t nearly fast enough to keep up with James’ truck, and then, when we turned a corner, they disappeared from view entirely, leaving me and Rubberman sitting alone in the bed of James’ truck as we drove to who-knows-where.




CHAPTER NINETEEN


Please stay still, Mr. Pullman,” said Adams, raising his sewing needle above his head. “Your wound is very deep and the stitches won’t hold if you keep moving.” 
I winced when Adams drove the sewing needle into Rubberman’s skin, quickly sewing the gaping wound closed. He did it neatly and precisely, but even so, I found it hard to watch. Probably because I didn’t enjoy surgery and I certainly didn’t enjoy watching other people undergoing it.
Rubberman lay on the dining room table in the Elastic Cave flat on his back. We had taken him straight to the Elastic Cave rather than risk heading to the hospital. Although taking Rubberman to the hospital probably made more sense, Rubberman had awoken when we were halfway there and insisted on us taking him to the Elastic Cave. Apparently, Adams had some surgical skill, enough to be able to clean, dress, and close even the worst wounds, though Rubberman’s healing factor again helped.
Another reason we came here was to avoid the mobs. Everyone knew where the Golden City General Hospital was, but not everyone knew where the Elastic Cave was. Perhaps it was possible that people would leave us alone in the hospital, but why take the risk? We had a good relationship with the hospital’s staff and we didn’t want to needlessly endanger their lives. That didn’t even take into account Mirar’s Squires. We might have killed Daniel, but the rest of Mirar’s Squires were still alive and well and the Elastic Cave was far easier to defend than the hospital.
I was leaning against the island in the middle of the Elastic Cave’s kitchen, sipping my cold water bottle that Adams had given me. James, meanwhile, leaned against the wall next to the fridge, his arms folded in front of his chest. James was less squeamish about surgery than I was, but the frown on his face told me he didn’t enjoy watching Rubberman’s suffering any more than I did.
“There,” said Adams as he cut the loose ends and stood back. “How do you feel, Mr. Pullman? Can you walk?”
With a grunt, Rubberman sat up. He was no longer wearing his full costume now, wearing only his pants. The upper half of his costume had been cut off by Adams, who then discarded it before beginning surgery on Rubberman. As a result, Rubberman was completely shirtless and wasn’t wearing his mask, allowing me to see his jet-black hair and sharp, angular features quite well.
The stitches on his chest, though, were ugly to look at. He winced when he touched the stitches, which formed an ‘X’ on his chest, but nodded and said, “It feels fine, Adams. You did a great job, as always.”
“You are quite welcome, Mr. Pullman,” said Adams as he turned around and began putting his surgical tools into his surgery bag. “You are lucky that Mr. Fry and his older brother got you here as quickly as they did. Otherwise, your wound would have gotten infected and become nearly impossible to treat.”
“I didn’t know you were a surgeon, Adams,” I said.
Adams waved off my statement with one hand. “Not technically, but I spent a lot of time in the military stitching up myself and other soldiers who got injured. Plus, my father was a surgeon and I learned a lot about surgery from reading his textbooks and visiting his work. It’s nothing.”
I shook my head. Even though I’d been working with Adams for over a year and a half now, I still didn’t know much about his past. He was always very mysterious about it. In fact, I didn’t even know how he had met Rubberman or why he came to work for Rubberman in the first place. I only knew that Adams had been Rubberman’s faithful and loyal right-hand man and butler since Rubberman opened his business six years ago. Perhaps that was enough for now, but I did want to know more about him and his past at some point.
“Regardless, I think I should be okay for now,” said Rubberman. He slid off the table and stood up, using the table itself for support. “I feel better already thanks to my healing factor. Should be ready to go back on the streets soon enough.”
“Are you so sure about that?” said James. He glanced at the ceiling. “The people don’t seem really crazy about you or Alex anymore.”
I grimaced. During Rubberman’s surgery, I’d spent a lot of time thinking about that lynch mob and how angry they had been. In all of my time working with Rubberman, I had never seen the people get that angry at us before. Sure, I always knew that some people didn’t like us or didn’t approve of everything we did, but overall the people of Golden City had always been supportive of and friendly toward us. We had done a good job of protecting the city and they, in turn, were more than happy to pay us for our services.
But that rage, that hate … that wasn’t normal. It wasn’t rational. It was murderous. It was the kind of rage and hate you saw in the eyes of a cornered animal. I normally did not fear the people of Golden City, but after narrowly escaping that mob, I was now more afraid of walking the streets of Golden City in my uniform than ever, especially by myself.
Rubberman nodded. He rubbed the back of his head and sighed. “I know. The problem is that the people are scared. Scared people rarely act rationally. They’re looking for someone to blame, someone they can take their aggression out on, especially because they can’t find Mirar. So they blame us.”
“Are you sure?” I said. “I think they legitimately hate us now.”
“I do think that,” said Rubberman, “but regardless, we can’t let the people’s hatred keep us from stopping Mirar.”
“It isn’t just the people’s hatred, though,” I said. “Daniel totaled the Rubbermobile, for one. Plus, we lost both Prime Man and the Necromantress. Not to mention we still need to figure out how we’re going to deal with the fact that turning off the barrier will turn on the Ritual of Death, thereby killing every man, woman, and child in the city anyway. Which doesn’t take into account the US government possibly nuking the city to destroy the barrier.”
“And we have less than twenty hours left to do that,” James observed. “So the situation is pretty tight.”
Rubberman sighed. “You’re right. This situation is almost hopeless. Despite what I just said, even I can’t see a way forward from here. The police are still weak and unable to effectively fight back against the Zero Knights. Mirar’s location is still unknown. We have no idea how to find the remaining Ritual. And time is running out. Rapidly.”
“Surely there must be something we are all overlooking,” said Adams. He stood next to the table with his surgery bag in his hands, a frown on his face. “We’ve been in tighter situations before, have we not?”
“Not really,” I said. “Unless you count the Dread God situation, but even that wasn’t quite as bad as this one.”
“You’re right, but Adams also has a point,” said Rubberman. He punched his fist into his open hand. “We cannot give up. There must be a way forward. If we give up now, then we might as well quite being superheroes entirely.”
I frowned. One of the many things I liked about my boss was how upbeat and forward-thinking he was. He rarely gave into despair or depression and always insisted on finding a way forward, no matter how grim or impossible the situation seemed.
Yet I was now wondering if maybe Rubberman had become a little delusional now. The Zero Knights had put us in the tightest bind I could recall us ever being in, and we had been in some tight binds before. It wouldn’t be so bad if we didn’t have such a strict deadline to adhere to, but, of course, that was the point. The Zero Knights were certainly living up to their reputation of being a nigh-unstoppable criminal organization that didn’t put up with any sort of disrespect from outsiders. Maybe we really had gotten lucky killing Slasher, but then again, it had been Three Fingers who had killed Slasher, not us. Maybe we should have let Three Fingers take the blame after all. Perhaps then we wouldn’t be in such a terrible situation. And based on the grim expressions of everyone in the room, I could tell they all felt as hopeless as I did.
My thoughts were interrupted by a sudden ringing sound coming from my pocket. Wondering who could possibly be calling me now, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and saw that it was Mr. Peters yet again.
“Who is it?” said James, looking at me.
“Mr. Peters,” I said, my thumb moving to dismiss the call. “He’s been trying to call me all day and—”
“Answer it,” said Rubberman, causing me to look up at him in surprise. Rubberman was looking at me with a dead serious expression. “He helped you last time, didn’t he? Maybe he will be able to help us again this time.”
Still very skeptical, I nonetheless decided it wouldn’t hurt to answer. Answering the phone, I said, “Hi, Mr. Peters, what’s up?”
“Alex!” said Mr. Peters. “Er, I mean, Beams. Or whatever—”
“Just call me Beams,” I said, trying and failing to hide the annoyance in my voice.
“Beams, okay,” said Mr. Peters, sounding more hurried than usual. “I’ve been trying to call you all day but you never answered your phone.”
“That’s because Rubberman and I have been busy dealing with the barrier situation,” I said. “So unless you have something very important to share with me—”
“But I do have something important to share,” said Mr. Peters. “It’s about the barrier.”
“Spill it, then,” I said. “You know we don’t have much time left.”
“Got it,” said Mr. Peters. “All right, I’ll just get straight to the point: I know where Mirar is.”




CHAPTER TWENTY


Half an hour later, Mr. Peters sat at the Elastic Cave’s dining room table with us. It hadn’t been very hard to get him here. I had simply given Mr. Peters the Elastic Cave’s address and he was able to use the GPS on his phone to find it. Luckily, no one had followed him, not even the Zero Knights. It seemed like the Zero Knights were unaware of my relationship with Mr. Peters, which, if true, meant we had at least one thing over them. 
“Mr. Peters,” said Rubberman, sitting in the chair across from my science teacher. He was wearing his full costume now, but I could tell, based on the way he gingerly sat in his chair, that he could still feel his stitches. “You said on the phone that you know where Mirar is.”
Mr. Peters nodded. He looked even more stressed out than usual. His clothes were rumpled and his glasses had fingerprints on them, signs that Mr. Peters had left his house in a hurry. “Yes, I did say that.”
“That’s a bold claim to make,” said James. He still wasn’t sitting, preferring to lean on the back of one of the chairs, his arms resting on top of the chair. “Even the police don’t know where he is, and they’ve been trying to find him all day.”
Mr. Peters tugged at the collar of his button-down gray shirt, even though it really wasn’t all that hot in here right now. “I know how it sounds, but I would not be here today if it wasn’t true.”
“Does Mirar know that you know where he is?” I said, glancing at the Elastic Cave’s elevators and expecting to see Mirar burst through them any minute now.
Mr. Peters shook his head rapidly. “No. At least, I don’t think he does. I found his location almost by accident.”
“Then tell us where it is,” said Rubberman. “Better yet, show us where it is. Adams, the tablet.”
Adams handed Rubberman a fairly large tablet, which I recognized as one of the tablets Rubberman sometimes used for work. Rubberman tapped the screen a few times until a full-sized map of Golden City appeared on it. Pushing the tablet to Mr. Peters, Rubberman said, “Show us on the map where Mirar is.”
Mr. Peters bit his lower lip. He looked at the map uncertainly before tapping a portion of the map near the middle of the city. “There. Mirar is right there.”
Rubberman enlarged the spot where Mr. Peters’ finger had left a red flag until we saw that the location in question was a building called the Ruckers Building. Rubberman and Adams exchanged significant glances when they saw that, while James and I just scratched our heads in confusion.
“The Ruckers Building,” said Rubberman. He slapped his forehead. “It makes sense. Why didn’t I think of that?”
“What is the Ruckers Building?” I said, looking at the image of a three-story building located somewhere in downtown Golden City. “I’ve never heard of it before.”
“That’s where the Golden City Journal’s main offices are,” Adams explained. “Not only do they write and publish their stories from there, but that is also the location of their studios where they film their daily news segments.”
“It explains why Mirar uses the Golden City Journal’s app to communicate with everyone,” said Rubberman. “It makes perfect sense. The Golden City Journal app is used by nearly everyone in the city. At the same point, it’s not used by many people outside of the city, so it lets them both stay in contact with the citizenry and also track us.”
I looked at my phone in my pocket. “You mean Mirar has been tracking us because of an app on my phone?”
“That’s what it looks like,” said Rubberman. “Of course, I don’t have any way to confirm that, but it makes perfect sense and explain a lot of things that confused me before.”
I gulped. I knew that governments and companies could use the apps on your phone to track you, but it hadn’t occurred to me that the Zero Knights could do the same thing. I now better understood why my grandfather didn’t own a smartphone and was starting to wonder if I should dump my own smartphone at some point.
“This is a great and all, but how do we know he’s actually there?” I said. I looked at Mr. Peters. “More importantly, how did you find out that he was there?”
Mr. Peters cleared his throat the same way he did whenever he was about to give an important lecture in class. “Well, it was mostly luck, I will admit. When I got up this morning and looked outside and saw the barrier, I was, of course, as scared as anyone. I closed my windows, locked all the doors in my house, and hid in my basement for safety.”
I nodded. “Lots of people did that.”
“I know,” said Mr. Peters. “And then, when I got Mirar’s first broadcast, I got even more scared. I didn’t know what to do, seeing as I had seen videos and reports from other people in the city about how the barrier was impenetrable. So I did the only thing I know how to do when I am powerless and afraid: I started trying to post videos online.”
“Why?” I said.
“I was hoping that I might be able to reach people outside of Golden City and tell them about what was going on within the barrier,” Mr. Peters explained. “Of course, I soon discovered that Golden City had been cut off from the wider Internet by Mirar, so I couldn’t upload even short videos online.”
“I still don’t see how you found Mirar,” I said.
“I am getting there, Alex,” said Mr. Peters, using that same condescending tone of voice he always used on me or the other students in his class whenever we admitted to not understanding what he was trying to teach us. “So I was desperate for some way to contact the outside world. I decided to send a video directly to the Golden City Journal, hoping they might somehow be able to get my information out there. I assumed they had to have superior Internet to me, seeing as they were downtown while I was in a suburb.
“But when I tried sending them my video, I got a weird message along the lines of ‘MESSAGE REJECTED.’ I tried to resend it several times, but each time got the same response.
“So I tried calling the Journal directly … and that’s when it got weird.”
“Weird?” said James. “How so?”
“The person who answered the phone didn’t sound anything like the Journal’s normal receptionist or like one of their usual reporters,” said Mr. Peters. “I’m still not entirely sure who they are, but there’s one thing I do know is that they worked for Mirar. They told me that none of the Journal’s reporters had come into work today thanks to the emergency, but I knew that couldn’t be true because they have reporters there all the time. I said as much, but they continued to argue with me about it until I heard a deep voice tell the person to stop talking to me and they did.”
“Deep voice?” I said. “Mirar?”
“I am sure of it,” said Mr. Peters. “The voice sounded just like how Mirar sounds in the videos. He didn’t say his name, but I’m willing to bet my tenure that that was him.”
I frowned. “That hardly sounds like ironclad proof to me.”
“It’s good enough for me,” said Rubberman. “Like I said, it makes sense and clears up a lot of mysteries I’ve been puzzling over.”
“Do you think that the third Ritual is also located at the Golden City Journal studio?” said James. “Not saying that it is, but that has to be a possibility, doesn’t it?”
“I think it is possible,” said Rubberman. “It would make sense. The Rituals are important to maintaining the barrier. The Zero Knights are not the type of people to leave anything to chance. I could easily see Mirar deciding to protect the third Ritual himself just to be safe and ensure that the barrier would not be destroyed.”
I looked at the map of Golden City on the tablet again, frowning. “Assuming this is true, what should we do next? Go to the studio and confront Mirar once and for all?”
“That would be a good idea,” said Rubberman, “but before we do that, we need a plan. Knowing the Zero Knights, Mirar probably has all kinds of defenses set up in case anyone tries to attack him. We need to strike him when he least expects it.”
“We don’t have all the time in the world to plan, you know,” said James. He glanced at the clock above the fridge. “We’ve actually got less than nineteen and a half hours left, actually.”
“That’s why we need a plan,” said Rubberman. He gestured at us to come closer. “Everybody, listen closely. We don’t have a whole lot of time to figure out our next move, so let’s get to it.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


About an hour later, Rubberman and I crouched low on the rooftop of the building next to the Golden City Journal’s headquarters. We were on the roof of a small apartment building, which was right next to the three-story building that the Golden City Journal was headquartered in. 
From the outside, the Golden City Journal’s headquarters looked normal as far as business buildings go. Three stories’ worth of glass and concrete, with a simple parking lot at the entrance, which appeared to be entirely unguarded. Based on the cars parked in the parking lot, it looked like Mr. Peters was right about some journalists actually being there. Probably not most of the journalists who worked there, but enough to mean that this was a potential hostage situation we were dealing with right here.
But maybe not. The Journal’s headquarters looked remarkably, well, unremarkable. The average person who walked past wouldn’t think that Mirar was here. Nor did I see any sign of magical shenanigans, either, although given how I was an amage with zero magic training, perhaps that wasn’t surprising. I didn’t see any of Mirar’s Squires, but a tension in the air that I associated with the Zero Knights told me that this was indeed the right spot to look.
“Looks quiet down there,” I whispered to Rubberman. We knelt between two air conditioner units on the roof of the apartment complex nearest the headquarters. We were pretty well hidden from view up here, but we still crouched low and spoke to each other in low tones to avoid drawing unnecessary attention to ourselves.
“That’s because it is pretty quiet down there,” said Rubberman. “Which makes sense. Mirar does not want to be found. By making the Journal’s headquarters look ordinary, they won’t draw unnecessary attention to themselves. It’s brilliant and just what I’d expect from these psychos.”
“Are you sure?” I said, glancing at the headquarters again. “Because downtown Golden City is hardly what I’d call discreet.”
“He’s hiding in plain sight,” Rubberman explained. “We all assumed that Mirar was hiding in the sewers or something. It never occurred to us to think that Mirar might be hiding in one of the most well-known buildings in all of Golden City. Next to Munroe Acquisitions’ headquarters, the Ruckers Building is the most famous building in the city.”
“Hope you’re right,” I said, “though given how the Ritual of Death is supposed to affect the entire city, I wonder why Mirar is even here. Does he want to die, too?”
“We’ll figure that out soon enough,” said Rubberman. He tapped the ear radio in his ear and said, “Lightning Fist, come in. This is Rubberman. Are you in position?”
“Almost,” came James’ voice over the ear radio in my helmet. “Just waiting for your signal.”
I looked down at the street below but did not see James anywhere. That made sense. James was supposed to remain hidden from view until the plan started. That was important. James played a very important role in the plan and we wanted to make sure that he didn’t end up messing up his part before it was too late.
“What about y’all?” said James. “Ready?”
“Just about,” said Rubberman. He tapped his ear radio again. “Adams, Mr. Peters, are you two ready?”
“As ready as we’ll ever be, sir,” said Adams.
“I’m not,” Mr. Peters admitted. “Besides, didn’t we say we were going to attack at ten? It’s still five minutes until then.”
I slapped my face. I had forgotten that Mr. Peters, being an ordinary teacher and civilian, wasn’t used to these kinds of battle plans like the rest of us were. At least we had given Mr. Peters a noncombative role in the plan, though if he was going to keep complaining like this, we were going to start regretting letting him help soon enough.
Rubberman, showing a lot more patience than me, said, in a calm tone, “You’re right, Mr. Peters. In five minutes, the plan will start and I want everyone to be ready by then. Does everyone understand?”
“Yep,” said James. “Crystal clear.”
“Whatever you say, sir.”
“Okay, but if I’m not ready by then—”
I tapped my ear radio so I wouldn’t have to keep listening to Mr. Peters’ whining and looked at Rubberman. “Ready, boss?”
Rubberman looked at me like I was crazy. “Of course I’m ready. Why wouldn’t I be?”
I glanced at Rubberman’s abdomen. “Your stitches.”
Rubberman grimaced and rubbed his stomach. “They should be fine. You know I heal faster than others. In fact, I can barely even feel the stitches anymore, that’s how well I’m healed. Don’t worry about me. Worry about Mirar. Something tells me he’s not going to sit back and come quietly once we break into his hideout.”
I nodded, but wasn’t convinced. Rubberman had insisted on coming along on the mission due to how dangerous Mirar was. I had tried to tell him to stay in the Elastic Cave where he would be safe, but Rubberman had insisted that he felt well enough to go. I was worried about what might happen to him when we ran into Mirar. Mirar might not have razor-sharp claws capable of cutting through human flesh like butter, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t put up a good fight or that he wasn’t lethal in his own right.
Still, we had a few minutes left before ten, so I quickly reviewed the plan in my mind. It was a simple plan, all things considered, but it wasn’t like we had enough time to make a more complex plan. Even as I looked into the sky, the green barrier grew thicker. I had no idea how thick it would get by the twenty-four-hour deadline, but something told me that the barrier would just make the whole city darker. It had already darkened considerably since the start of the day, though there was still plenty of light by which to see.
The plan went something like this: At ten o’clock, James, still wearing his Lightning Thief costume, would rush up to the front doors of the Golden City Journal headquarters and blow the doors open. The explosion would hopefully draw the attention of the Squires, who Mirar would dispatch to deal with James. James would then lure the Squires away from the Ruckers Building, which would then be our turn.
Once the Squires were lured away from the Ruckers Building, Rubberman and I would jump onto the roof of the Ruckers Building and make our way into the building via the access door on the roof. Although we had no idea where Mirar might be in the Ruckers Building, it was safe to assume that he was somewhere in the recording studio located on the third floor. Therefore, once we accessed the recording studio, we would hopefully find and defeat Mirar quickly.
Adams and Mr. Peters, meanwhile, were in the Elastic Cave. From there they would call the police and let them know about our plan and location. They were also prepared to launch the Rubber Drone in case we needed backup. That would hopefully be unnecessary, but it was good to have that kind of backup ready anyway.
Simple plan, like I said, but simple wasn’t always bad. I was just worried that it might not be enough for Mirar. The Zero Knights had already shown themselves to be masters of anticipating even the most unlikely of scenarios. A part of me kept being worried that Mirar might have a trap set just for us, a trap we weren’t aware of, but I pushed that thought aside to focus on our current situation. This was our best, maybe only, chance to beat Mirar. I couldn’t waste it wondering about things I had no control over.
Even so, another part of me wondered what was the point in trying to stop Mirar at all. Defeating Mirar would not stop the Ritual of Death from activating and killing everyone. Hell, it wouldn’t even make the barrier go down. Defeating Mirar seemed almost useless when you looked at it from that perspective.
But again, I pushed my doubts to the side. The people already hated us for getting us into this situation. If we stop Mirar, then at least the lynch crowds might leave us alone. It might also help us figure out what to do next.
But my thoughts were interrupted when Rubberman said, “It’s ten. You know what that means: Showtime.”
I nodded and looked down at the entrance to the Ruckers Building below, just waiting for James to show up and do his part of the plan.
We didn’t need to wait long. James suddenly appeared between two cars and rushed toward the front doors. He then fired his homing boomerang from his wrist, sending a metallic boomerang flying toward the glass front doors of the Ruckers Building. As soon as the boomerang struck the doors, the doors exploded along with the boomerang, a sound we heard even from up here several stories off the ground.
“Hello!” James called out in a mocking voice. “Sorry for blasting your doors off. I just wanted to know if you’d like some Boy Scout cookies!”
I cringed at James’ joke. Did he really have to make embarrassing jokes in the middle of the most important mission of our lives?
Regardless, it seemed to work because in the next instant Marie—the Zero Squire who had tried to kill me and my brother earlier—burst out of the flaming doorway. She immediately spotted James and fired a laser from her wrist at him, but James was already running down the street as fast as he could.
“What are you waiting for?” James called over his shoulder as he ran. “Can’t your fancy shmancy suit of armor keep up with an ordinary guy like me?”
With her helmet covering her face, it was impossible to tell what Marie was thinking. But given how she drew her sword and shot into the air after James with the force of a rocket, I knew he must have successfully pissed her off.
Rubberman put a hand on my shoulder. “Okay. It looks like the distraction worked. Now!”
Rubberman bounced off of the roof of the apartment building we stood on and landed on the roof of the Ruckers Building easily. As for me, I just flew with my rocket boots, letting myself land on the roof next to him. We looked around briefly, just to make sure that the roof was deserted, before running over to the doorway to the interior. The door was locked, but I easily broke it with a simple application of my lasers, allowing Rubberman to silently open the door. We peered inside the stairwell, but again, it was empty, though we did hear what sounded like voices talking below.
“Do you think that’s Mirar?” I whispered, straining to hear the voices more clearly.
Rubberman frowned. “Maybe, but his voice sounds different for some reason. Maybe he’s talking with one of his Squires?”
“Only one way to find out,” I said. “You ready, boss?”
Rubberman nodded and punched a fist into his other hand. “It’s now or never, Beams, so yes, I’m ready.”
I nodded. “Then let’s go. The city is depending on us.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Rubberman and I made our way slowly but surely down the stairway deeper into the Ruckers Building. It wasn’t a very long staircase, but we took our time walking down it, making sure to walk as silently as possible. The steps were metal, so it was easy to make a lot of unnecessary noise if we weren’t careful. I considered using my invisibility watch, but decided against it, seeing as my watch certainly wouldn’t make me invisible. 
The closer we got to the bottom, the louder the voices became. One of them was definitely Mirar’s. The Mexican accent was instantly familiar.
But the other voice … that one I didn’t recognize. It sounded like a much older man, gravelly and deep, with no particular accent I could hear. And I still couldn’t make out the words, at least until we got to the bottom of the door and found the door, which was cracked open. Rubberman and I peered through the crack and were surprised by what we saw.
This stairwell opened up into the main studio of the Golden City Journal. Lights on the ceiling were focused on an empty table from which the Golden City Journal’s reporters usually reported on the news. Most of the cameras and cameramen were missing save for one floating camera that I assume was the one Mirar used to broadcast his message to the world.
What really caught my attention, though, were the glowing lines on the floor. They looked almost exactly like the glowing lines back in Tunnel Number One, where we found and deactivated the first Ritual. Did that mean that this was the location of the third and final Ritual? If so, then maybe this mission was going to be even more productive than I expected.
I didn’t see any of the Golden City Journal news crew anywhere. I wasn’t sure if they were alive or dead. I didn’t see any corpses or blood, which was a good sign, but the utter lack of people in the studio made me nervous. What did Mirar do with everyone?
Perhaps that question was about to be answered. Mirar’s voice was much clearer now, coming from somewhere off to the left. Mirar was definitely talking to someone now. He was speaking animatedly and quickly, so quickly I could barely understand what he was saying. It didn’t help that his Mexican accent kept coloring his words, though I managed to get the gist of what he was saying:
“… yes, Prime Man has been dealt with,” Mirar was saying. “Also, Rubberman and Beams have been broken. Their vehicle has been destroyed and the people of Golden City hate them and blame them for the barrier. Everything is going exactly as planned, sir.”
“Excellent,” said the other, deeper voice I had heard earlier. “We must never allow or tolerate anyone who dares strike against our Order. We must show the world what happens to those who cross the paths of the Zero Knights.”
“Yes, sir,” said Mirar with a chuckle. “I just wish I could have killed Beams myself, but I suppose it doesn’t matter. He and his boss are powerless to stop us. There is nothing they can do to save Golden City now. Slasher will be avenged.”
Rubberman and I exchanged puzzled looks.
“Who’s he talking to?” I whispered, keeping my voice as low as possible.
“No idea,” said Rubberman. “Let me check.”
Cracking the door open just a hair more, Rubberman extended his neck out the door before quickly pulling it back in. He looked at me with an urgent expression on his face and held up a finger. “I’m not sure who Mirar is talking to, but he seems to be his boss. Regardless, Mirar has his back to us and doesn’t seem to have heard us yet.”
I tensed. “Meaning we might be able to get the drop on him if we’re quick enough?”
“Yeah,” said Rubberman. He again held a finger up this lips. “But please be quiet. We will need the element of surprise on our side if we’re going to beat Mirar.”
With that, Rubberman opened the door just wide enough to slip through. I followed just as quickly, keeping my head low as I followed Rubberman behind a pair of large black speakers. We peered around the speakers to see Mirar, who, as far as I could tell, was the only person in the recording studio. Up to this point, I’d only ever seen Mirar in video, so this was the first time I’d seen him in person.
He was a lot bigger in person than on video. He had a lot more muscle and was a fair bit taller. His reflective armor looked more like diamond than glass and his shields were nearly as tall as he was. He had his back to us, but the reason for that was clear: He was talking to an absolute titan of metal and steel who towered over him and made him look tiny in comparison.
The hulking mammoth of a machine was at least three heads taller than Mirar and two times as thick. The number ‘0’ could be seen carved into different parts of his armor, but especially his chest, which had a glowing golden 0 carved neatly into it. The armored being had a ridiculously long sword sheathed at his side—had to be about half my own height at least—and fists as big as bowling balls. Its helmet and visor were shaped to resemble a woolly mammoth crossed with a demon, the tusks looking more like demonic horns than mammoth tusks.
What was even weirder was how the hulking mammoth made no sound when he moved. Of course, he didn’t move very much in general, but when he did move—to adjust his cape or to shift his weight—he didn’t make any sound at all like he was a ghost. That was weird enough, but it was even weirder to see Mirar acting so servilely toward the man. Or was it a machine? I couldn’t tell from here.
All I knew was that I was glad that thing didn’t notice us because I was pretty sure we wouldn’t have been able to beat him in a fight. But when the armored figure spoke, it was in the same deep, gravelly male voice I’d heard before.
“As it should be,” said the armored figure. “But you know I want more than Slasher to be merely avenged.”
Mirar gulped, a sound audible even from our positions in front of the speakers. “Ah, yes, of course, sir, but—”
“How is the other phase of the plan coming along?” the armored figure demanded, cutting Mirar off like he hadn’t been speaking. “I have heard no updates from you about it since the barrier went up.”’
Mirar cleared his throat somewhat awkwardly. “Yes, the other phase is coming along. We ran into some issue when the first Ritual got flooded, but Obadiah has reassured me that the rest of the spell will activate at the proper time.”
“I do not trust that wizard and his word,” said the armored figure, shaking his head. “He has a history of playing with the truth to advance his own agenda, an agenda that does not always work with the Order’s agenda. With my agenda.”
“I checked it myself, sir,” said Mirar quickly. He gestured at the Ritual lines on the floor. “It’s ready. More than ready, in fact. We just need to wait until the time limit is up and then—”
“I know what will happen, Sir Mirar,” said the armored figure. He tapped the side of his head with one mighty armored finger. “I was the one who conceived of this plan, after all. From beginning to end, this entire plan has been my brainchild. You have simply carried it out by following with my orders.”
Mirar gulped again. “Yes, sir, King Xero, of course, Your Majesty. Never in a million years would I ever consider taking the credit for your accomplishments.”
I almost gasped when Mirar mentioned the armored figure’s name. I looked at Rubberman and whispered, as quietly as possible, “That guy is King Xero?”
“Must be,” said Rubberman in a voice of clear disbelief, “but he looks different from all of the pictures of him that I’ve seen. Of course, Xero rarely appears in public, so there aren’t too many pictures of him to start with, but that doesn’t explain why he looks so much bigger and monstrous than the last pictures of him from a few years ago.”
I bit my lower lip. I wasn’t really surprised that Mirar was in contact with Xero. King Xero was, after all, the leader of the Order of the Zero Knights. All of the Zero Knights answered to him at some point, so it wasn’t surprising to see Mirar giving Xero a mission report on what was going on in the city.
At the same time, I was more confused than ever by Xero’s presence here. Xero was talking like he wasn’t actually here. Was this maybe some kind of weird holographic communication device or something? Or maybe Xero was using some of Obadiah’s magic. Either way, I was glad that Xero couldn’t see us. He looked even tougher than Slasher, and that was saying something.
“As you should,” said Xero. He glanced up at the ceiling as if looking at something he couldn’t see. “I must go. I have a sparring session with my Squires within the next hour and it takes me a long time to prepare for the inevitable slaughter that follows. Keep me informed on the situation.”
Mirar bowed deeply. “Yes, King Xero, sir. I will make sure to regularly report to you on everything happening in Golden City every hour until the situation is over, which is only twenty hours away at this point.”
Xero nodded. “That is exactly what I want to hear. You have certainly been better about keeping me updated on your mission than Slasher was.”
“Yes, sir, I try,” said Mirar, standing upright again proudly. “I do not wish to speak ill of Sir Slasher, but he was always a bit slapdash in his methods, in my humble opinion.”
“Indeed,” said Xero. “Anyway, I need to leave now. We can resume our discussion at a later time.”
I glanced at Rubberman, who nodded and whispered, “Once Xero leaves, we’ll attack Mirar. He won’t see it coming. Get ready.”
I nodded in response and readied my lasers for an attack. Mirar’s reflective armor might be a problem, but if Rubberman and I could get the drop on him, it might not mat—
“Oh,” said Xero, speaking loud enough that his voice interrupted my thoughts. “One more thing before I leave, Sir Mirar.”
Mirar looked at Xero in a confused way. “One more thing, Your Majesty? What would that be?”
“Nothing,” said Xero. He pointed over Mirar’s head. “Other than you have some vermin in your studio that need to be eliminated.”
At first, I wasn’t sure what Xero was pointing at. I certainly didn’t see any rats lurking nearby. In fact, the studio looked clean and well-kept, making me wonder if Xero was just saying that just to mess with Mirar or if he was mistaken and had not seen what he thought he saw.
That is, until I realized, with a jolt of dread, that Xero was pointing directly at us.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Mirar whirled around to look at us. His face was hidden behind a clear reflective helmet with no facial features, but it was obvious that he was surprised at our presence. “Rubberman and Beams? Where did  you two come from?”
Seeing no reason to hide, I decided to attack. I stood up from behind the speakers and fired my lasers, but not at Mirar. Rather, I was aiming for Xero, who made no move to defend himself as my lasers ripped through the air at him. I was certain that my lasers would hit him in the helmet and probably kill him instantly or at least give him a bad headache.
That was why I was shocked when my lasers passed through Xero’s head harmlessly. Xero didn’t even react to the explosion behind him caused by my lasers striking the wall behind him. He merely lowered his finger, seemingly unimpressed by my attack.
“What the—?” I said. “How did you do that? My lasers should have hit you.”
“Hit me?” said Xero. Then he nodded in realization. “Ah, I see. You aren’t aware that I am a hologram, are you?”
“A hologram?” I said.
“Of course,” said Xero. He waved his hand back and forth, which was when I noticed the slight blurring effect at the edges of his hand. “All Zero Knights are equipped with the ability to send and receive holographic messages from each other. It is how I can speak to Mirar ‘in-person’ like this.”
That explained a lot. It made me both relieve and more anxious than ever. Relieved that we were not going to actually fight Xero. Anxious because Xero would probably remember that I tried to kill him and would probably try to kill me the next time we met.
“Even so, King Xero, I will kill the boy for daring to try to harm you,” said Mirar, raising his reflective shields. “It is bad enough that he and his boss killed Slasher, but trying to kill you, too? That is blasphemy above blasphemy.”
Rubberman suddenly jumped and landed next to me, rising to his full height and raising his fists. “You’ll have to fight me first if you want to lay even one finger on Beams.”
I nodded and took up a fighting stance as well. “Yeah. And if you think I’m just going to sit back and let you kill me, then you’re about to be sadly mistaken.”
Mirar took a step forward, but then Xero said, in an imperious voice, “Halt, Sir Mirar. Do not attack the boy … yet.”
We all looked at Xero in surprise. He hadn’t moved from his current position, but he was now looking at us as if he expected us to obey his every word. And strangely enough, I seemed to feel a strong need to obey him, even though I wasn’t one of his Zero Knights and therefore didn’t have any reason to listen to anything he said.
“But why, my lord?” said Mirar. “This is the boy who helped kill Slasher. You even gave us orders to kill him personally. Why do you ask me to restrain myself when he is within my grasp?”
“Do not misunderstand me,” said Xero with another wave of his hand. “The boy will need to be punished for killing a Zero Knight, but I would like to speak to him first. Then you may slaughter him and his boss to your heart’s content.”
“Speak to me?” I said. “About what?”
Xero strode forward. Although he was just a hologram, his movement was impressive despite that. He moved with a fluidity and grace I would not expect of a being who seemed to be more machine than man. He stopped in front of Mirar and looked down at me, the red eyes of his helmet glowing softly in the shadows overhead.
“When I first heard about you, I thought you were just another sidekick,” said Xero. “And I still do. But when news came back that you had personally had a hand in the killing of Slasher … that made me rethink what our scouts’ initial reports about you and your boss. They said neither of you would be much of a threat, that you were an average superhero and sidekick duo that would go down easily if you tried to fight against us. Yet you two are the first to ever kill a Zero Knight. Clearly, we were wrong.”
Then Xero shifted his gaze to Rubberman. “And you, Rubberman, with your unique powers drawn from the brain of a dead god … I still want to crack you open and find out exactly what makes you tick. When Sir Mirar kills you, I will have him send me your body so I can study it myself.”
“My body is not a lab experiment,” said Rubberman. “And why are you so interested in me, anyway? And how did you find out how I got my powers?”
“The Zero Knights have eyes and ears everywhere, Rubberman,” said Xero. “As for why I am interested in you, that is for me to know and you to find out. Assuming, that is, you survive the twenty-four-hour deadline, which is unlikely.”
“We’ll put a stop to it,” I said, drawing Xero’s attention back to me. “I’m not sure how, but—”
Xero laughed, a sound that reminded me of clicking gears. “You can’t. No one can. Once the Ritual of Death has been activated, there is nothing that anyone can do to stop it. Even I can’t stop it at this point, but that is fine. I am currently far, far away from Golden City, far enough away that nothing you do here affects me in any real, immediate way. I am simply observing this situation from a distance, though Mirar’s reports have helped paint me a picture of the events on the ground, which are most certainly not going your way.”
I bit my lower lip. I had nothing to say to that. Xero was right that this entire situation was definitely not playing out in our favor so far. We weren’t even sure if beating Mirar would actually do anything. We did it mostly out of desperation and fear. I wondered if Xero could sense that or not. I guess it depended on how good that hologram of his actually was.
“But I must admit, you both have fallen well below my expectations,” said Xero, taking a step back away from us. “You are hardly the powerful and clever heroes I assumed you were. Despite all of the fantastic things you two have done in the course of your partnership, you are still so unimpressive. And yet … you killed a Zero Knight. That is not unimpressive.”
“Maybe we’re tougher than you think,” I said.
Xero shook his head. “Nonsense. We underestimated you before, but trust me, we have a perfect estimate of who and what you are now. Which is why I am going to leave Mirar alone to deal with you by himself now. As a hologram, I cannot help him very much in a fight. Besides, even if by some miraculous power, you do defeat Mirar, it changes nothing. Everyone you know, everyone you love, will be dead. And there is not a thing either of you can do about it.”
“We can stop you,” I said. “You and your Order.”
“How disrespectful!” Mirar said. “If you continue to say such horrendous, disrespectful things to my King—”
Xero raised a hand. “It’s fine, Sir Mirar. Let them rage. Let them insult me. There is nothing, after all, they can do to actually hurt me or my plans. I would even say you should spare them. Let them live the last hours of their life with the understanding that everything they have worked for, fought for, sacrificed for … has been for naught.”
Xero walked up to me just then. If he towered over Mirar and Rubberman, he dwarfed me. I had to crane my neck just to be able to look up at him. I felt like I was looking into the eyes of a robot, even though I knew there had to be a human being somewhere behind that metallic mask of his.
“You have spunk, kid,” said Xero in a low voice, making me think he just wanted to address me by himself. “Few sidekicks have ever spoken to me like that before. I wonder where that spunk comes from.”
I smiled, even though my heart was beating fast and I was starting to sweat. “I’ve stared down worse bad guys than you in my career. Holograms aren’t scary, no matter how big they are.”
“True enough,” said Xero with a nod, “but I am no mere hologram. I am King Xero, founder and leader of the Order of the Zero Knights. Were I here in person, you would be begging for my forgiveness right now, forgiveness I would not give you.”
Xero paused. I wasn’t sure if it was for dramatic effect or if he was seriously considering his next words, but when he spoke again, it was in a far more calm and measured tone than before. And that somehow made him a lot scarier than he should have been.
“Despite that, I find you interesting, Beams,” said Xero. “I would like to meet you someday, but that day, alas, will never come. The Ritual of Death will soon activate and kill you and everyone else in your city.”
“I’m not particularly interested in meeting you, Xero,” I said. “Unless that means I can take you to jail.”
Xero chuckled, an unexpected response that made me wonder if I was missing something. “There is not a jail in the world that can contain me. But even if there were, I would never let you or anyone else take me to it. And besides, if you knew about our connection, then you would be a lot less disrespectful toward me.”
“Connection?” I said. “What connection? This is the first time we’ve met.”
Xero turned his back to me. “I have no time to explain anything to you. Besides, it doesn’t matter. As I said, soon, you and your city will die. If you survive the storm … then, perhaps, I will explain what I mean to you. Goodbye.”
And with that, Xero’s form shimmered and faded out of sight like mist in the wind.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


For a moment, I just stood there, staring dumbly at the spot where Xero’s hologram had been standing earlier. I half-expected Xero to come back and start bragging about how we were all going to die, but he never did. 
That was partly because I wanted him to come back. What did he mean about our ‘connection’? I hadn’t even known Xero existed until last month. Maybe he was just lying to mess with me, but I doubted it. He sounded too sincere and he treated me far too respectfully even though I was his enemy. As a general rule I didn’t trust the Zero Knights, but maybe, just this once, Xero was telling the truth.
My thoughts were interrupted when Mirar suddenly spoke. He held his shields in front of him, his reflective helmet focused on me and Rubberman.
“Now that King Xero has left, it is time I finish you off for good,” said Mirar. “Even though the Ritual of Death cannot be stopped, I am not taking any chances with you two.”
“Are you sure you can take on both of us, Mirar?” said Rubberman. “I know you Zero Knights are tough, but we outnumber you two to one. Literally. And we’re not going to play nicely or fairly.”
“I do not expect you to,” said Mirar. “But perhaps I should show you what is at stake if you continue to oppose us.”
“We already know what is at stake here,” I said. “The safety of everyone in the city itself.”
“More than that, my young friend,” said Mirar. “Obadiah, please show them.”
Without warning, Obadiah materialized into view. Whether he had been invisible or had simply teleported into the studio, I did not know, but he didn’t come alone.
Standing next to Obadiah, her arms tied firmly around her body, was the Necromantress. She looked mostly unharmed, aside from the ball gag in her mouth. Her pleading eyes, however, told us everything about how the Zero Knights had treated her.
“Shawna,” said Rubberman, reaching out a hand toward her. He glared at Mirar. “What did you do to her?”
“Nothing … yet,” said Mirar, shaking his head. “I simply had Obadiah kidnap her as insurance. Although Shawna might no longer be your wife, our intel suggests that you still care for her in some way.”
“Let her go,” said Rubberman. “Let her go now or I’ll—”
“You’ll do nothing, Rubberman,” said Obadiah. He held a knife up to the Necromantress’ neck, making her cringe. “Nothing, that is, except listen to Mirar.”
Mirar nodded. “Thank you, Obadiah. You should listen to him as well, Rubberman. Elders always have good advice for the younger generations.”
I could tell Rubberman wanted nothing more than to attack both Mirar and Obadiah, but there was nothing he could. Nor could I do anything, either, except watch and wait for the opportunity to act.
“What do you want from us?” said Rubberman. “Sit still and let you kill us? What is the point in threatening Shawna’s life, anyway? We’re all going to die soon. Why not kill her now?”
“Ah, but we would be making a big mistake if we killed Shawna,” said Mirar. “You see, we require her specialized skills and focus.”
“Why?” I said. I gestured at Obadiah. “You already have one wizard. Why do you need another?”
“Because not all of us Initiates specialize in necromancy,” said Obadiah. “I know a limited amount about necromancy myself, but Shawna knows far more. Of course, she’s amateurish in every other area of magic, but there’s something to be said about specialization.”
“Why do you need Shawn’s necromancy for?” said Rubberman. “Planning to raise the dead or something?”
“Yes, but on a larger scale than you are most likely thinking,” said Mirar. “Haven’t you wondered why we are going to kill everyone in Golden City?”
“You’ve said so a billion times already,” I said. “You want to avenge Slasher. That’s it.”
“That’s King Xero’s reason, yes,” said Mirar. “But I have my own reasons for killing everyone, reasons even King Xero doesn’t know.”
“And what would those reasons be?” I said.
“Simple,” said Mirar. He gestured at the Necromantress. “I want an army, an army of the dead, and Shawna can give it to me with her necromancy.”
I gaped. “An army of the dead? Like an army of zombies? Is that even possible?”
“It’s more than possible, boy,” said Mirar. “I have already consulted with Obadiah, who confirmed to me that that is indeed possible. It requires more mana than most mages can even hold, but we’ve already gathered a sufficient amount of mana from the air around us thanks to the barrier.”
“The barrier?” said Rubberman. “Isn’t the barrier itself powered by mana?”
“It is,” said Obadiah, “but the barrier is combined with a mana-gathering spell. There’s no time to explain it, but suffice to say that the barrier has been absorbing mana from the air and depositing it into that Ritual over there.”
Obadiah pointed at the glowing red lines on the floor that I had noticed before. “In addition to being the third Ritual necessary to maintain the barrier, that Ritual can also store as much mana as we need. In less than twenty hours, the Ritual will have accumulated enough mana to allow us to summon the largest undead army that the world has ever seen.”
My hands balled into fists. “Does Xero know this? Or are you doing this on your own?”
“King Xero does not know this, but he doesn’t need to,” said Mirar. “Once my army is summoned, I will storm Castle Zero, depose him, and make myself the King of the Order, which I will then lead to conquer the world, as is our right.”
“But I thought you were loyal to Xero,” said Rubberman in shock. “Why are you talking about overthrowing him?”
“That was an act,” said Mirar with a shake of his head. “King Xero may think that I am his loyal Zero Knight, but I’ve grown disaffected with his leadership over the years. Despite the immense power and technology at his hands, King Xero limits his vision to keeping the Order a criminal enterprise. He doesn’t see that we have the potential to be much more, potential to even topple the United States federal government itself someday.”
I looked at Obadiah. “Are you in on this?”
“Yes,” said Obadiah. “I am the one who suggested it, after all. When King Xero ordered us to destroy Golden City, I saw it as an opportunity for us to rise up and take our rightful place as the rulers of the Order. Without my magic, Mirar’s plan wouldn’t even be able to work.”
“Right,” said Mirar. “Yet Xero has no idea what we’re planning. And he won’t until it is too late. I certainly won’t allow you two to tell him.”
I bit my lower lip. Mirar was even crazier than I thought, but I still had a few questions about his plan that I didn’t understand. “How are you going to raise an army of the dead if you guys are going to die, too? The Ritual of Death covers the whole city. Presumably, that includes this building. Unless you’re planning to escape the barrier somehow—”
“Actually, that is a lie,” said Mirar. He gestured at the third Ritual again. “The third Ritual is designed to exclude the entirety of the Ruckers Building from the effects of the Ritual of Death. Therefore, when the Ritual activates, everyone in the Ruckers Building will be safe from getting killed. Anyone on the outside, however, will die instantly. That is why I am still here and why I won’t leave this building until the Ritual finishes killing everyone.”
“You’re assuming we’re going to let you get away with this,” said Rubberman. “Now that we know you need Shawna, though, we know you’re bluffing.”
“Yeah,” I said, my eyes starting to heat up as I prepared to fire a laser at Mirar. “You’ve basically given us the go-ahead to go all out against you.”
Mirar, to my surprise, took a step back. “Foolish heroes. Perhaps you should have listened more closely, but I never said I was going to fight you. That would be a waste of time and energy.”
I frowned and looked at Obadiah. “Then will Obadiah—?”
“No,” said Mirar, shaking his head. “Not directly, anyway.”
“Not directly?” I repeated. “What does that—”
Without warning, the ceiling above blew apart, sending chunks of debris flying everywhere. Something smashed through the ceiling hard enough to make the floor shake under our feet, causing all five of us to stagger from the impact. Some of the lights on the ceiling even fell down and crashed onto the floor, sending chunks of glass and wiring scattering everywhere.
It was hard to see what had crashed through the ceiling. A thick cloud of dust obscured the object. It also obscured Mirar, Obadiah, and the Necromantress. My helmet kept the dust out of my eyes, but I still struggled to see much beyond a foot or so.
“What was that?” I said as I rose to my feet, dusting off my pants. “A meteor?”
Rubberman, who stood next to me, lowered his hands from his eyes and squinted into the dust. Then his eyes widened. “That’s no meteor, Beams.”
I was about to ask him exactly what it was before a silhouette appeared in the dust cloud. The silhouette was in the shape of a man, a big, tall muscular man with a long cape. That just raised even more questions in my mind, though, like who it could possibly be. The silhouette reminded me of—no, it couldn’t be him. Could it?
Then the figure raised an arm and swung it to the side, creating a small gust of wind that sent the dust cloud dissipating in the wind, allowing us to see the figure who had crashed through the ceiling:
It was Prime Man. And his eyes were glowing a dull purple.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Prime Man?” I said in surprise. “What are you doing here? I thought the Zero Knights killed you back at the bank.” 
But Prime Man said nothing. He just stared at us dully, seemingly not understanding anything I just said. I wondered if Prime Man had dust in his eyes when Mirar said, “He didn’t hear you, boy. He doesn’t hear anything except my voice and words.”
“What are you talking about?” I said. “Why would Prime Man ever listen to you?”
“Because Nathan isn’t under his own will anymore,” said Rubberman in a voice full of dread. “He is brainwashed.”
“Exactly,” said Mirar with a chuckle. “The most powerful superhero on Earth, the strongest man in all seven continents, is now firmly under my control. Isn’t that right, Prime Man?”
“Yes, sir,” said Prime Man in a monotone voice. “I will do whatever you command.”
“What a good servant he is,” said Mirar. “Of course, he doesn’t have any say in the matter, but I like the respect he shows me nonetheless.”
“How did you mind control Prime Man?” I asked. “Does your Zero Armor let you take over peoples’ minds, too?”
I said that while grabbing my head, worried that Mirar might try to brainwash Rubberman and me to beat us. I had been mind-controlled once before in the past and it was an experience I didn’t want to repeat.
“Unfortunately, mind control is still outside the abilities of the Zero Armor,” said Mirar. “But it is well within the realm of magic, isn’t it, Obadiah?”
“It is, Mirar,” said Obadiah in agreement. He raised a hand, which briefly glowed purple before fading back to its natural color. “It was beyond easy to take over Prime Man’s mind. Despite his strong will, he was unprepared for my mental magic. He was easy to subdue and put under Mirar’s control.”
I gulped. “So when you said that you guys weren’t going to fight us, you meant that Prime Man was going to fight us instead.”
“Correct,” said Mirar. “Don’t worry, however. I will make sure that Prime Man uses only the most efficient methods to kill you. You won’t even feel your skull cave in when he punches you with the force of a nuclear bomb.”
Then Mirar pointed at us suddenly. “Prime Man, kill them both.”
Without uttering a word, Prime Man rushed toward us so fast that there was no time for us to dodge. I fired my lasers at him, but Prime Man just flew through my lasers as easily as if they were water. Prime Man pulled his fist back and threw his punch at me.
But Rubberman jumped in the way at the last minute, forcing me to cut off my lasers to avoid burning him. Prime Man’s fist slammed into Rubberman’s chest, sending Rubberman flying, though Prime Man went flying backward from his attack being deflected as well. Rubberman crashed into the stairwell door so hard that it bent under the impact of his crash, while Prime Man knocked over several expensive-looking cameras, spinning his arms wildly to maintain his balance.
“Boss!” I said, running over to Rubberman and kneeling by his side. “Boss, are you all right?”
I regretted looking at Rubberman. His rubber body now had a clear outline of Prime Man’s fist in his stomach. Normally, Rubberman’s rubber body allowed him to take punches from even the strongest men and bounce back just fine. This time, though, he looked like a truck had hit him. It was a miracle he had survived at all.
“I’ll be fine, Beams,” said Rubberman as he sat up. He winced and put a hand gingerly over the fist mark in his stomach. “Not the first time Prime Man’s ever punched me, but doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt.”
“Not the first—?” I shook my head. “Never mind. He must have hit you hard to hurt you like that.”
“There’s a reason why Prime Man is called the strongest man in the world,” said Rubberman. “I’m just lucky he didn’t punch me through the building. He’s been known to do that to particularly dangerous enemies.”
I gulped and looked over at Prime Man. He had gotten himself tangled up in some of the wires on the floor but was already starting to tear them off. “So what’s the plan for beating him? Can he be beaten?”
Rubberman smiled grimly. “That’s the thing, Beams. In Prime Man’s long superhero career, he has never lost a fight against a supervillain. Ever.”
I looked at Rubberman in horror. “Are you telling me that Prime Man can’t be beaten?”
“I’m saying that he’s never lost,” said Rubberman. He forced himself to stand up, an action which clearly hurt like the dickens based on how awkwardly he moved. “There’s a reason most supervillains fear him and it’s not because he’s richer than some Third World countries.”
“Then what the heck are we supposed to do?” I said. “Run and hide and hope he doesn’t find us?”
Rubberman, however, shook his head. “No. Just because Prime Man has never lost a fight doesn’t mean we can’t beat him. It just means we’ll have to be smarter about it.”
I looked over at Obadiah, who still held the Necromantress at knifepoint. “Do you think Prime Man will wake up if we defeat Obadiah? If his magic is the reason Prime Man is under Mirar’s control, then maybe we need to take him out.”
“Good idea,” said Rubberman. He patted me on the shoulder. “You go after Obadiah while I keep Prime Man distracted.”
Noticing that the fist-shaped outline in his stomach still hadn’t recovered, I said, “Are you sure about that? If you get hit again—”
“I’ll be fine,” said Rubberman. He touched his stomach. “I only got hit because I wasn’t expecting it. I won’t let that happen again.”
Although I was skeptical that Rubberman would last long against Prime Man, I knew better than to argue with my boss once he decided to do something.
Besides, it wasn’t like I had much choice in the matter. Prime Man had finished ripping the cables off of himself and looked like he was getting ready to rush at us again. Before Prime Man could move, however, Rubberman thrust his fists out and punched Prime Man in the face clear from the other side of the studio. It didn’t seem to do much more than distract Prime Man, but it was enough. Prime Man fixed his dead gaze on Rubberman and rushed toward him, while Rubberman bounced off to the side, drawing Prime Man away from me and to the other side of the studio.
Knowing I didn’t have much time, I ran toward Obadiah, who had moved back toward the exit when Prime Man attacked us. When I was about halfway there, I fired my lasers at Obadiah’s head.
But then Mirar jumped in between me and Obadiah and raised his shields. My lasers reflected off his shields back toward me, forcing me to fall to the floor to avoid getting hit by my own lasers.
“I know what you are trying to do, boy, and it won’t work,” said Mirar, peering out from behind his shields at me. “You are correct that taking out Obadiah would also free Prime Man, but you are even stupider than I thought if you think I’m going to leave Obadiah unprotected.”
This wasn’t good. Mirar’s reflective armor could deflect my lasers. That meant that he was invincible for all intents and purposes. I didn’t have any other weapons or powers on hand that would allow me to harm him. At the same time, however, I didn’t have time to play with him. I needed to stop Obadiah, and the only way I could do that was by getting past Mirar.
Giving myself an adrenaline boost, I jumped into the air, intending to jump over Mirar and hit Obadiah. But Mirar rocketed into the air and held up his shields, which I just barely managed to land on with my feet before jumping off and landing on the floor several feet away in a three-point landing, while Mirar landed on the floor again himself with a chuckle.
“Jumping over me won’t work either, boy,” said Mirar. “Time is on my side. If I don’t kill you, then Prime Man certainly will, at least after he finishes off your annoying boss.”
I gritted my teeth in frustration but found that I could not argue with what Mirar said. I could hear Prime Man and Rubberman fighting each other, but I didn’t dare take my eyes off of Mirar to see who was winning.
“But frankly, I don’t want to waste my time talking to you,” said Mirar. “I want to finish you off quickly. I tire of playing with you and your boss. Let’s see how well you dance.”
What looked like a glass ball popped out of Mirar’s gauntlet and rolled into his open right hand. He threw the glass ball at me like a grenade, but I blew it apart with my lasers before it got too close.
But when it exploded, millions of shards of glass went flying everywhere. I raised my arms to cover my head, but I still got embedded with a ton of shards. They punctured the material of my suit and bit into my skin, sending pain flaring up my nerves and causing my wounds to start bleeding. I cried out in pain and looked down at my arms, chest, and legs to see them practically covered in razor-sharp glass shards.
“Did you like that?” said Mirar, causing me to look up at him in surprise. “That was one of my patented glass bombs. When they exploded, they unleash millions of tiny, sharp shards of glass that go everywhere. Usually, they go into my target, but they also scatter across the floor, making it very … inconvenient for a person to walk on.”
Mirar was right about that. The floor was absolutely covered in glass shards now. Luckily I was wearing thick boots to protect my feet, but it still meant I could slip and fall if I wasn’t careful. Not to mention there was the chance that Rubberman could step on it. But my boots didn’t protect the rest of my body from the glass shards, which hurt like hell. It felt like I was being stung by a thousand wasps at once all over my body. A thousand angry wasps, at that.
Another glass bomb rolled into Mirar’s open palm and he held it back like a baseball pitcher. “And even better, I have more—a lot more—where that came from.”
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Mirar threw another glass bomb at me. This time, I knew I didn’t stand I chance. I jumped into the air, narrowly avoiding the glass bomb, which crashed into the floor behind me and exploded, sending millions of shards flying everywhere. I avoided most of them, but some of them got into my back when I was about halfway in the air. I landed hard on the floor, but staggered forward and nearly fell to my knees. The pain from the shards embedded all over my body made it nearly impossible for me to move without generating a ton of pain, pain I couldn’t easily ignore. I wanted nothing more than to pick out every single glass shard embedded in my skin, but I had no time for that right now. 
Instead, I fired my lasers at Mirar again, which he deflected with his shields, causing the laser to bounce off his shields and fly into the hole in the ceiling overhead that Prime Man had created when he crashed through the ceiling earlier.
“Did you already forget that your lasers are useless against my reflective armor?” said Mirar, lowering his shields. “My glass bombs, on the other hand, are certainly effective against your spandex suit.”
Two more glass bombs appeared in Mirar’s hands. He lobbed both of them at me, forcing me to kick my rocket boots against the ground and shot into the air to avoid the glass bombs. The glass bombs flew under me and exploded against the floor, covering the floor in another layer of glass and even sending some of the glass shards flying up toward me, though luckily I didn’t get any new shards.
But even just flying up into the air using my rocket boots took a lot out of me. I landed back on the floor, which caused the pain in my body to spike and make me stagger to the side, almost losing my balance entirely.
“I can tell that the pain is making it harder for you to remain conscious, much less stand,” said Mirar. “I’m not sure what will kill you first: The Ritual of Death or the glass shards. The glass shards hurt a lot more, but the Ritual of Death has a higher success ratio.”
I gritted my teeth, but said nothing. I needed to figure out a way around Mirar, but how? He was too powerful for me to get past. Or rather, his equipment was designed to block my powers almost perfectly. The fight between Prime Man and Rubberman was also still going on, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before Prime Man finally caught Rubberman. Once he did, it would be game over for both of us.
But I didn’t have any more time to think because another glass ball appeared in Mirar’s hand and he raised it above his head, clearly intending to throw it at me again.
“It will be interesting to see what you do this time,” said Mirar. “Will you run like a coward? Jump like a frog? Or try to blast it out of the air again? All of those actions are equally futile, but I hope you give me some variation, because as it is, this fight has been very boring so far.”
Right before Mirar could lob his final glass bomb at me, however, a boomerang, of all things, came out of nowhere and nailed Mirar right in the side of the head. The boomerang hit Mirar hard enough to crack his reflective helmet and make him drop his glass bomb, causing him to stagger to the side as the boomerang flew back up through the hole in the ceiling out of sight.
“What the—?” said Mirar, clutching his cracked helmet and looking around in bewilderment. “Where did that come from?”
“Right up here, Mirror Face!” came a familiar voice above.
James dropped through the ceiling at that moment, his boots crunching the glass shards on the floor where he landed. He stood to his full height and raised his hand in which he held his homing boomerang, the same one that had cracked Mirar’s helmet.
“James!” I said, both surprised and happy at the same time. “What are you doing here? I thought you were keeping Marie busy.”
“I might have led her on a wild goose chase through the sewers of Golden City,” said James with a smirk. “And she might still think I am somewhere down there. She might also be chasing my best friend Mark, who might be wearing a Halloween costume version of my own costume so she doesn’t know that he’s not actually me.”
A grin spread across my face when James said that. “Thanks, James. I appreciate it.”
“Right,” said James. He looked over his shoulder at the Prime Man and Rubberman fight and frowned. “Wait, why is Rubberman fighting Prime Man?”
“Mirar brainwashed Prime Man into becoming his servant,” I explained quickly. I pointed at Obadiah. “I need to beat that wizard guy over there to free Prime Man. Can you keep Mirar busy while I do that?”
“Sure thing, little brother,” said James with a nod. He turned to face Mirar. “I’ve been meaning to pay back this dude for destroying our house, anyway.”
James ran toward Mirar, while I ran toward Obadiah, my boots crunching the glass shards on the floor underfoot. It was hard to run, however, without sending spikes of pain through my body. Still, I ran, knowing I didn’t have time to pick out the glass shards from my body. I just needed to defeat Obadiah and free the Necromantress. If I could just beat Obadiah, then that would solve almost all of our problems instantly.
Obadiah, thankfully, had not run away. He still held the Necromantress, though he looked angry. Made sense. Things weren’t exactly going in his favor right now.
“Take one step closer, Beams, and I will kill Shawna,” said Obadiah, holding his knife against her neck. “I’ll do it!”
Coming to a stop several feet away from Obadiah, I shook my head. “No, you won’t. You guys already explained about how you need the Necromantress for your plans. You wouldn’t risk killing her just to save yourself.”
I fired my lasers at Obadiah, who, as I suspected, didn’t try to kill the Necromantress. Instead, he summoned a mana barrier that blocked my lasers, causing him to say, “Keep shooting at me, boy. It won’t do you any good. Even your lasers can’t pierce my mana barrier. Although I’m not going to stay on the defense, either!”
Obadiah waved his knife and a lightning bolt exploded out of it and shot toward me. I jumped to the side, but it was an awkward jump thanks to the spike in pain that followed. But I still managed to dodge the lightning bolt, which struck a camera behind me and made it exploded into a million pieces, sending flaming bits of plastic and wiring flying everywhere.
Landing on my feet again, I fired another laser at Obadiah, but he was quick, summoning another barrier that blocked my lasers like they were nothing. I scowled deeply. Between Mirar’s mirrors and Obadiah’s barriers, I was starting to feel very useless. Perhaps a more direct method was necessary.
I ran toward Obadiah and jumped into the air, aiming to kick him in the face with one of my boots. Obadiah waved his knife again, however, and I slammed straight into yet another mana barrier, which bounced back and sent me flying off of its surface. I crashed on my back onto the floor, which both hurt my back and drove even more glass shards into my body. The pain was now closer to a million angry wasps stinging me all at once, but I still rose to my feet anyway, although it took a great deal of effort and sent waves of pain rushing through my body.
“I am impressed you are still standing despite all of the pain you must be experiencing,” said Obadiah, “but it is all for naught. Look around you and see how badly you are losing.”
Even though I didn’t trust Obadiah not to attack me if I took my eyes off of him, I nonetheless looked around to see how Rubberman and James were doing.
Rubberman was still keeping Prime Man distracted. He bounced and hoped and twisted all over the place, using his rubber body to dodge Prime Man in creative and surprising ways. Even so, I could tell Rubberman was getting tired. He wasn’t moving nearly as fast or gracefully as he usually did. It didn’t help that he couldn’t actually hurt Prime Man all that much. Prime Man, meanwhile, was still going strong, throwing punch after punch at Rubberman. He didn’t seem to be slowing down at all and if anything seemed to be speeding up, perhaps because he was getting angry at not being able to hit Rubberman.
James was faring a little better against Mirar, but not by much. Despite his successful sneak attack on Mirar, James was clearly having trouble landing a blow on the Zero Knight. His electrified fists seemed to be having little effect on Mirar and even his homing boomerang didn’t hit nearly as accurately before. James was keeping Mirar on the defense, but it seemed to me that Mirar was just trying to tire James out to take him out when he least expected.
All in all, the fight seemed to be in a stalemate, but it was a stalemate we might not win. Time was not on our side. Even if we somehow managed to beat Mirar, Prime Man, and Obadiah, that would still leave the Ritual of Death active. It would still activate in less than twenty hours, which meant that we would lose no matter what. Prime Man, in particular, could beat all of us without breaking a sweat. I mean, look at what he did to the ceiling and what he was currently doing to the—
An idea popped into my head just then, possibly a suicidal one, but it was worth trying. It might very well end with all of our deaths, but it might also end in our victory. It was worth a shot.
Instead of shooting Obadiah again, I turned and ran away toward the third Ritual. I heard Obadiah yell behind me, “Where are you going, boy? Trying to destroy the Ritual? It won’t work. Only mages can disable the Ritual and you are most certainly not a mage.”
I didn’t bother to reply or look over my shoulder. Instead, I stopped right on top of the third Ritual, which was glowing on the floor. It was partially covered in dust and glass from Mirar’s glass bombs, but overall it was still clear and the debris did not seem to affect the Ritual itself very much, if at all.
Now was time to put the plan into action. I looked over at Prime Man and Rubberman and shouted, “Boss, move!”
Luckily, Rubberman literally bounced backward, narrowly avoiding another flying fist from Prime Man. As soon as Rubberman was out of range, I fired my lasers at Prime Man’s back, hitting him as hard as I possibly could.
“What are you doing?” Obadiah demanded. “Trying to kill Prime Man? You do realize that he’s practically invincible, yes?”
I said nothing to that, but what Obadiah didn’t realize was that I wasn’t trying to kill Prime Man. I was trying to bait him.
And it worked like a charm. Prime Man, forgetting all about Rubberman, turned toward me. Although his purple eyes were dead, I could sense that he was angry. Seemed weird, given how my lasers didn’t even injure him, but whatever. I needed Prime Man for my plan to work.
“That’s right, Primey!” I said, waving my hands over my head. “Your superhero name is bad and your cape is stupid!”
I still wasn’t sure how much of my words Prime Man understood, but it didn’t really matter because Prime Man jumped toward me anyway. He raised both of his fists over his head, aiming squarely for my head.
“Beams, the heck are you doing?” Rubberman yelled at me frantically. “He’s going to kill you!”
I didn’t respond to or look at Rubberman. I kept my gaze fixed firmly on Prime Man, mentally counting down the seconds until I needed to dodge. Five … four … three … two …
At the very last second, I jumped backward. My timing was perfect. Not even one second after I jumped backward, Prime Man’s fists came crashing down onto the floor of the studio with the force of an exploding bomb.
The impact of Prime Man’s fists on the floor shook the entire Ruckers Building. Obadiah and the Necromantress fell to the floor, while Mirar clutched onto a nearby camera for support and James spun his arms wildly to maintain his balance. Rubberman bounced up and down while I staggered backward. It felt like an earthquake was shaking the entire building.
“What the—?” said Mirar. He looked over at me. “Was this your plan, Beams? To bring down the entire building on all of us?”
I shook my head and pointed at the floor. “No. Just the Ritual. And this floor.”
I was right. When Prime Man’s fists struck the floor, the Ritual’s lines immediately started fading. And then thick cracks spread across the entire floor underneath all of us and, in the next instant, the floor let out underneath us and all seven of us plunged into the next floor.
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The fall wasn’t very long. I crashed into someone’s desk and immediately curled up into a protective ball as debris from the studio above rained down on me. I heard screams and the thunderous crash of expensive studio equipment being broken or shattered. Ceiling tiles and insulation crashed down on top of me, along with glass shards from Mirar’s glass bombs, which didn’t help the shards already embedded in my skin. The entire thing lasted maybe five seconds, but during that brief time, I became convinced that I had accidentally miscalculated and that Prime Man had indeed brought the entire building down on us. 
But then the floor stopped moving and debris from the ceiling above stopped raining down on us. I lay there for a moment, listening intently and feeling the sharp pain of the glass shards embedded in my skin, before I pushed the ceiling tiles and insulation off me and rose slowly but surely to my feet.
It looked like a bomb had gone off in here. For one, the entire ceiling was just … gone. That is, the top floor of the Ruckers Building, where the Golden City Journal did all of its studio recordings. The ceiling of the top floor was mostly intact, but even a good chunk of that had broken apart, likely due to the intense impact of Prime Man’s fists.
As for the floor I now stood upon, it looked like this might have been the Journal’s main office because I saw desks and computers scattered everywhere. Of course, I had no way to know that for sure because pretty much everything had been demolished. Most of the desks had been trashed while the computers were utterly smashed to pieces. A water fountain on the other side of the office had sprung a leak, while several of the glass windows overlooking the city were cracked in multiple places. The floor also felt weaker under my feet than the floor above, but I didn’t think the entire thing was about to shatter like the last floor.
Speaking of shattering a floor, I spotted Prime Man lying, apparently unconscious, underneath a particularly big pile of debris. He seemed uninjured, aside from a small bleeding wound on his crown, which, given how he had caused an entire floor to collapse on itself, seemed like a small injury all things considered. It made me more than a little jealous at Prime Man’s apparent invincibility.
As for everyone else, they weren’t much better off than Prime Man. Obadiah and the Necromantress lay in roughly the same position where they had been standing before, although I noticed that the Necromantress had been thrown from Obadiah’s grasp and the two seemed unconscious. Mirar was mostly covered in insulation, ceiling tiles, and chunks of wood, but from what I could see of him, his reflective armor was cracked in several places. James lay a few feet from Mirar, having apparently crashed into one of the desks, with a shattered computer lying on top of him. And finally, Rubberman was lying underneath a slightly smaller pile of debris than Prime Man’s, though he looked relatively uninjured.
All in all, my plan seemed to work. The third Ritual had been destroyed and Prime Man’s attack had basically ended the fight. I breathed a sigh of relief and looked up at the hole in the ceiling far above. Unless my eyes were playing tricks on me, the barrier seemed a lot fainter than it was before, though it was still standing.
A groan from the other side of the office made me start. I looked over at Rubberman, who was starting to stir, though he seemed to be having trouble getting up. I ran over to Rubberman and immediately began removing the debris from his back, ignoring the glass shards cutting into my own skin.
“Boss, you okay?” I said as I got the last of the debris off, allowing me to see that the back of Rubberman’s costume was torn up, though the flesh underneath was relatively unscathed.
Groaning again, Rubberman rubbed his head and looked up at me with a sardonic smile. “Yeah, but please warn me the next time you bait Prime Man into destroying an entire floor like that. At the very least, give me a heads up, okay?”
I smiled apologetically. “Sorry, boss. It was a crazy idea on my part, I’ll admit, but it worked, at least.”
“I suppose so, for a given definition of ‘work,’” said Rubberman. He sat up, rubbing the back of his neck. He looked over at the unconscious Prime Man. “If Nathan had hit the floor any harder, I am fairly sure he would have brought the entire building down on top of all of us and probably a few of the neighboring buildings, as well.”
I gaped and stared at Prime Man. “He’s not that strong, is he?”
“Let’s just put it this way,” said Rubberman as he rose to his feet, dusting himself off, “there’s a reason Prime Man relies on his sidekicks to do most of the street work for him back in New York. He’s been known to level entire blocks when fighting against supervillains.”
I gulped. “Wow. If I’d known he was that strong, then I might not have tried that plan at all.”
“Well, like you said, it worked,” said Rubberman. He cracked his neck. “But I’m probably going to be feeling this for weeks. You are too, by the way. Don’t think having the body of a teenager means you can just do whatever. It doesn’t work that way. You’re not invincible.”
I was about to say that I didn’t think I was invincible when I heard what sounded like a pile of debris shifting. Looking over my shoulder, I saw Mirar’s pile of debris shifting and then suddenly fall apart entirely as Mirar himself rose to his feet.
He looked way worse than me or Rubberman. His armor was completely cracked from head to toe. He looked like a walking broken mirror. Parts of his reflective armor had even fallen off entirely, revealing the bare leather padding underneath. A portion of his mask had broken off entirely, allowing us to see one of his eyes, which was bloodshot and bulging like he hadn’t slept recently. I was heavily reminded of Slasher, which made me wonder if Zero Knights were specifically trained to get back up after getting blasted through the floors of a building or if they were all just that tough.
“Well …” Mirar coughed up some dust. “That was interesting. I had not expected you to successfully bait Prime Man into destroying the entire floor and the third Ritual while he was at it. Perhaps you are smarter than you look.”
“You’re not angry that we just ruined all of your plans?” I said. “Slasher was definitely not happy when we beat him.”
Mirar chuckled, which sounded somewhat painful coming from him. Perhaps he had some internal bleeding or injuries? “Well, you haven’t. Not really. The barrier still stands. The second Ritual underneath the bank, after all, is still active. As well, the Ritual of Death is only hours away from activating. You might have come up with a clever trick to beat us in a fight, but in the long run, I still win and you still lose.”
My hands balled into fists. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, Mirar was right. It really didn’t matter if we killed Mirar and Obadiah or not. So long as the Ritual of Death remained active, then every single person in the city was still at risk of dying. It discouraged me, making me think that maybe my plan hadn’t been as clever as I thought it was.
“The only thing I am really upset about is the fact that you broke my armor,” said Mirar, glancing down at his shattered armor. “My beautiful, shiny armor. Ah, well. I can get it repaired and replaced after the Ritual of Death activates and gives me the army of the undead that I deserve.”
“If the Ritual of Death activates, Mirar,” said a familiar female voice. “Because the Necromantress is not so certain that it will.”
Surprised, Rubberman, Mirar, and I looked over at the Necromantress. While Obadiah lay unconscious on the floor, the Necromantress had awakened. Her dark hair was dusty and her jumpsuit was torn in several places, but the ropes around her ankles and wrists had also snapped on the way down. She stood to her full, rather intimidating height, her glare fixed firmly on Mirar.
Mirar was taken aback by her presence at first, but then he chuckled and said, “Ah, so you survived. Good. It means I can still use your magic to overthrow Xero.”
“The Necromantress aids no one, Mirar,” said the Necromantress. “Especially those who kidnap her against her will.”
“What are you going to do?” said Mirar. “I know you are a competent necromancer, but even in my weakened state, I could handle you, your ex-husband, and the boy without breaking a sweat.”
“The Necromantress does not dirty her hands with the blood of others,” said the Necromantress. “That is what zombies are for. No, the Necromantress will hurt you in far worse—and more permanent—ways.”
The Necromantress raised her hands, which glowed black with mana. A second later, a Ritual appeared in the air, a weird, three-dimensional Ritual that looked more like a mathematical formula than a magical spell. Mirar, however, stared at the Ritual with obvious horror in his one revealed eye.
“How did you find the Ritual of Death?” said Mirar with a gulp. “Obadiah hid it. He told me—”
“He lied to you,” said the Necromantress with a shake of her head. “Obadiah believed that my specialization in necromancy meant that the Necromantress was not trained to deal with forbidden spells like the Ritual of Death. But he was wrong. The Ritual of Death is not merely a powerful spell. It is the most powerful necromancy spell. As the mistress of necromancy, the Necromantress knows and understands exactly how to disable the Ritual of Death without harming herself.”
With that, the Necromantress moved her hands in the air like she was waving. Then the three-dimensional Ritual in the center of the room shook, cracked, and finally exploded into ethereal pieces that turned into wisps of mist right before they hit the floor. At the same time, the barrier in the sky above flickered and vanished, allowing the warm, bright yellow rays of the sun to stream through the broken ceiling down onto all of us.
“It is finished,” said the Necromantress. She lowered her hands, which stopped glowing black, to her side. She looked at Mirar. “The Ritual of Death has been deactivated. And because you tied it to the barrier, the barrier has also deactivated. Meaning that the entire city is free and no one will die today.”
“But how?” I said. “Didn’t Mirar say that if we disabled the barrier, we’d also disable the Ritual of Death?”
The Necromantress wagged a finger at me. “Yes, but he did not say what would happen if we disabled the Ritual of Death first. As we are all still alive, it looks like the Ritual of Death’s connection to the barrier was not a two-way street.”
Mirar stared dumbly at the empty air where the Ritual of Death had once hovered. With his one eye visible, it was obvious that he was still processing the fact that he had just lost. I tried not to smile, which was actually easy because the pain from the glass shards in my body wasn’t exactly conducive to smiling or feeling great in general.
A groan behind Mirar caused me to look around him and see James rising to his feet. Although he seemed to struggle to stand, James nonetheless managed to get upright, though I noticed a streak of blood from his temple and his lower lip had split. His costume was absolutely filthy, covered from head to toe in dust, but so was everyone else.
“Ow,” said James, rubbing the back of his head. He looked around at the destroyed office curiously. “Um, what just happened? Did I miss something important?”
“We won,” I told James. I looked at Mirar and smiled. “We beat you. What do you have to say about that?”
Mirar was still silent. He had gone so still, in fact, that I wasn’t sure if he was even breathing. Maybe he just died of shock right there and then.
But then Mirar shook his head and two glass bombs rolled into his hands, which he raised above his head. “It doesn’t matter if you disabled the barrier and the Ritual of Death. Even in my weakened state, I can still kill all of you by myself.”
Uh oh. It looked like Mirar had finally lost his mind. He could still kill us with those glass bombs, but then James and I looked at each other and knew what to do.
Before Mirar could throw his glass bombs at us, I fired my lasers at one of the glass bombs while James threw his homing boomerang. Both of our attacks struck the glass bombs in his hands at the same time, causing the glass bombs to explode into millions of shards … directly above Mirar’s head. The shards stuck into Mirar’s head, shoulders, and upper chest, making him scream in pain as the shards embedded themselves into the joints of his armor. A few even got into his exposed eye, making it pop and causing blood to pour out. Of course, a lot of the shards scattered everywhere, but we were all outside the bombs’ range so none of us were hurt.
Despite the immense pain he had to be in, Mirar didn’t fall. He just staggered to the side, clutching the bleeding hole that had once been his exposed eye, his knees knocking together from the pain.
“It’s over, Mirar,” I said. “Even a Zero Knight can’t keep fighting forever with those kinds of injuries.”
Mirar gulped and glared at me. He pointed a shaking finger at me and said, “This isn’t over, boy. Killing a Zero Knight is an unforgivable act. Killing two Zero Knights? Impossible. That is why—”
I never got to hear Mirar finish his sentence because at that moment Prime Man—who I had forgotten all about—appeared out of nowhere and slammed his fist directly into Mirar’s chest. The blow not only caused Mirar’s chest to collapse inwards but sent Mirar flying out the windows like a cannonball. Mirar flew straight through the air for what looked like a whole city block until he crashed into a building quite a way aways, his fall sending pieces of glass flying into the air that beautifully reflected the sunlight from the morning sun.
Shocked, we all looked at Prime Man, who, despite having taken the brunt of the floor’s collapse, stood as tall as ever. His fist was embedded with glass shards, but he hardly seemed to acknowledge that as he lowered his fist to his side.
“There,” said Prime Man. He looked around at us all and grinned. “I can finally say I’ve beaten a Zero Knight now.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


One week later … 
When I got up in the morning in the room of the hotel my parents and I were staying at, the very first thing I did was look out the window. Specifically, I looked up at the sky and was relieved to see that it wasn’t green. Some people might have found that odd, but after the events of last week, I was taking no chances.
Sitting up on our hotel room’s fold-out couch, I looked over and saw Mom and Dad were sound asleep in their queen-sized bed. It was early in the morning—the sun was only just starting to peek out over the horizon—but it was also a weekend, so Dad didn’t have work and when Dad didn’t have work, he didn’t get up early. Given how much stress Mom and Dad had been under since we’d been forced to move out of our house, they deserved it.
But I couldn’t sleep, even if today was my day off as well. I took a quick shower, got dressed, and made my way down to the hotel’s breakfast area. The hotel’s breakfast would not be out for another couple of hours, but I was looking for someone and I knew exactly where to find him.
There he was. Sitting in the hotel’s dining room at a table in the far left corner was my brother, James. He had a cup of coffee and was looking at something on his phone, probably the news, I imagined. Just like Dad, James liked to read the news while enjoying his morning coffee.
“Morning, James,” I said as I took a seat opposite him on the cushy hotel chairs at the table. “Where did you get coffee this early in the morning?”
James lowered his phone. He gestured to the door and said, “There’s a really nice coffee place across the street that makes coffee pretty much all day every day. So I went over and got my cuppa today. Also, there’s a really cute waitress working there who is obviously attracted to me.”
I frowned. “Don’t you have a girlfriend already?”
“Yeah, but it’s still fun to flirt with cute girls,” said James. “She mentioned having a younger sister who is close to your age. Maybe I could get her number for you.”
I shook my head. “Nah, man. I think I’m okay being single for now.”
James shrugged. “Whatever, little bro. Anyway, have you seen the news coverage about the Storm from last week?”
I nodded. I knew what James was talking about. The ‘Storm’ was the term used to describe Mirar’s attempt to kill everyone in Golden City. It seemed a little odd to me that the term coined by Slasher was now being used by the media, but maybe they got it from Mirar or something. Regardless, I couldn’t argue with that name. Like a real storm, Golden City was still recovering from it and would likely feel the aftereffects for years to come. “Yes, but I wish I didn’t.”
“It’s crazy, right?” said James. He shoved his phone in my face. “Look at this article from American News Network. Read that headline.”
Although I suspected I knew what James was talking about, I nonetheless leaned in closer to his phone to read the headline that dominated the news article:
SUPERHERO PRIME MAN SAVES GOLDEN CITY FROM THE ZERO KNIGHTS
Below the picture was what looked like a photo of Prime Man flying over New York City. It looked kind of staged to me, maybe photoshopped, because that lighting was way too good to be natural. And it definitely wasn’t from the Storm last week, either, because Prime Man’s costume was too nice and clean to resemble how he looked before.
James pulled the phone away from my face and put it on the table. “This article reads more like a PR piece for Prime Man than a factual news article. It says that Prime Man basically saved Golden City from Mirar while you and Rubberman just sort of helped. I’m not even mentioned.”
I shrugged. “Yeah, but there isn’t much we can really do about it. Prime Man is a lot more popular and famous than me or Rubberman, even though he didn’t save Golden City all by himself.”
“He also obviously has a bigger marketing budget than you guys, too,” said James. He shook his head once again. “I knew the media was biased, but this is bad even for them.”
I couldn’t disagree with James. When that article first came out a few days ago, Rubberman and I had read it and I had ranted to Rubberman about it for a long time. I had mellowed out about it since then, but I did find it annoying how Prime Man was being treated as the Hero of the Storm while we barely got any praise. Rubberman, as usual, seemed less upset about it than I was. It didn’t help that Prime Man had left Golden City almost immediately after Mirar was defeated. He had done nothing to help with the rebuilding efforts so far aside from donating some money to charitable organizations working in the city, which was a fairly token amount when you considered all of the damage caused by the Storm. At least he convinced the President not to nuke Golden City now that the barrier was down. That was nice.
But it was like Rubberman said: Life wasn’t fair, so we might as well get to work.
“At least Golden City is safe again,” I said. I rubbed the back of my neck and winced. “Though I could have lived without getting all of that glass embedded in my skin.”
“Didn’t the doctors at the hospital pick them all out last week?” said James with a frown.
“Yeah, but I think they missed a few,” I said. I wince and pulled out a tiny piece of glass from my neck, which I flicked away without looking at it. “Something tells me I am going to be pulling out these glass shards for weeks.”
“Sorry, little brother,” said James. “Could have been worse, though. You could have gone to prison like that Shawna chick.”
I nodded. The Necromantress had returned straight to prison after Mirar’s defeat. That surprised Rubberman and me. We had thought for sure that the Necromantress would try to use the chaos of the Storm to escape, but instead she went quietly back to her prison cell. I suppose I couldn’t complain, but it was still really weird, seeing as most criminals in her situation would have used that opportunity to at least attempt to make an escape. “True enough, but she’s the only person who went back to prison.”
“Right,” said James. “Yeah, this article was updated to say that the police are still looking for Mirar and Obadiah. But have you or Rubberman heard anything from them?”
I shook my head again. “Nothing. We think they aren’t in Golden City anymore, but beyond that, we have no idea where they are or what they’re doing.”
That was true. When Prime Man went to pick up Mirar after punching him out of the Ruckers Building, it turned out that Mirar’s body was missing. We weren’t sure if Mirar had somehow survived getting punched out of a three-story office building and walked away or if someone had saved him. Obadiah had also vanished when no one was looking, but I just wrote that off as magic. Even if Mirar and Obadiah had both escaped, something told me they weren’t going to return to Golden City for a while.
“That sucks,” said James. “Both of those dudes should be rotting in prison like the criminals they are. But at least they’re probably not gonna come back, right?”
“Right, but knowing the Zero Knights, this isn’t the last we’ll see of that group,” I said. “They’ll send someone to take us out, but who or when, I’m not sure.”
I almost said that I thought Xero was going to come himself, but kept that thought to myself. Xero didn’t seem like the type to get his hands dirty. Besides, I was still puzzling over what Xero meant when he spoke of our ‘connection.’ Rubberman and I had talked about it a bit during the week since then, but neither of us had any idea what Xero was talking about. Rubberman seemed to think that Xero was trying to mess with me, but deep down, I suspected that Xero was telling the truth. Somehow, we were connected. If only I knew how.
“Do you think you will even be ready for another attack like that?” said James. He glanced at his phone. “They’re still rebuilding most of the city. Heck, the Golden City Journal is still closed while they’re repairing the Ruckers Building. Think that doesn’t bode too well for the future.”
“I don’t know,” I said, looking down at the white tablecloth. “Rubberman managed to get insurance to pay for the Rubbermobile, but it will be a while before we get a replacement. At least I still have the Beams Cycle.”
“Sounds like your boss has better car insurance than Dad’s house insurance,” said James. “Dad’s still trying to convince the insurance company that a lady in power armor blowing up our roof is covered by our insurance policy so they will cover the repair costs.”
I chuckled. That was also true. While a construction company worked on repairing our house, Mom, Dad, and I were staying in a hotel in town. James was staying with us, too, but he was supposed to leave for college again today, so this was my last chance to talk to him before he left.
“I just can’t wait to be back in my bed again,” I said. “The foldout couch isn’t exactly the most comfortable bed I’ve ever slept in.”
“Yeah,” said James. “Can’t argue with you there. I wish I could stay longer, but I’ve got to go back to college pretty soon. When I graduate, I might come back to town and help, but that won’t be for a couple more months, at least.”
“Right,” I said. “Have you ever considered becoming a sidekick again? Or even a superhero? You did a great job back there in the Storm and Rubberman said he would be willing to hire you on if you wanted.”
James shook his head so rapidly that he almost dropped his coffee cup. “No, no, no. Sorry, little brother, but the sidekick life is not for me. I only donned my Lightning Fist costume because it was an emergency. I couldn’t imagine having to go out and do that every single day of my life. Biology is a safer bet.” Then James paused, a thoughtful look on his face. “Gotta admit, though, that I did feel a little nostalgic when I put on that costume again. Maybe I could be a part-time sidekick or something to earn a little extra money on the side.”
I smiled. Despite what James said, I could tell he did miss being a sidekick, even if only a little. “Okay. Besides, it would take too long for you to renew your sidekick license and get you employed under Rubberman. You don’t even live here anymore anyway. That would make working for Rubberman hard.”
“True,” said James. “But I just wanted to say that I am proud of you, Alex, for what you did back there. I know you do that stuff all the time, but I didn’t realize just how hard your job is until I was out there helping you. I seriously don’t know how you do it every day.”
I shrugged. “I don’t know, either, other than it’s my job and I have to do it.”
James nodded. “Simple, but that’s okay. I like simple. Anyway, I’m going to go take a walk around the hotel before returning to the room. Wanna join me?”
I shook my head. “Nah. You can go ahead. I just want to sit here and enjoy the quiet morning before everyone gets up and the day starts.”
“Okay, little brother,” said James as he rose to his feet. “See you later, then.”
With that, James walked out of the breakfast’s dining room, leaving me all by myself at the table. Which was nice, because I hadn’t gotten a whole lot of me-time since the Storm ended.
Leaning back in the chair, I thought back to how lucky we had been to defeat Mirar and save the city. I had underestimated just how powerful the Zero Knights were. Both Slasher and Mirar had nearly killed me and Rubberman all by themselves. And now that we had defeated two Zero Knights, I didn’t even want to think about how Xero would respond to that.
That made me a little fearful, I will admit, but at the same time, a strong sense of determination rose within me. Golden City was my home, my city. It was full of people I knew and loved. Friends, family, my boss, even my teachers … Xero had directly threatened all of their lives with the Storm, not counting the multiple attempts on my own life so far.
If our battle with the Zero Knights hadn’t been personal so far, it was now. Whatever connection I had with Xero, whatever the Zero Knights’ next move would be, however our conflict would escalate from here, I wasn’t afraid. Not anymore.
It was more than war now. It was personal. And I fully intended to teach Xero what happens when you anger a minimum wage sidekick.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


The former gang leader Johnny ‘Three Fingers’ Diamond looked up from his breakfast gruel when a tall shadow fell over him. At first, he wasn’t sure where the shadow was coming from until he noticed the tall, busty woman standing in front of his table. With her dark hair, pale skin, and towering height, Shawna Kenneth, better known as the Necromantress, was a sight to behold even in her jumpsuit. Three Fingers could sense all of the other prisoners in the meal area of the prison not-so-subtly looking at her, though none of them dared approach the Necromantress due to the reputation she had as an absolute maniac. 
But Three Fingers wasn’t afraid of her. He simply nodded at her and said, “Good morning, Shawna. How did you sleep last night?”
The Necromantress dropped her tray of gruel on the table and sat down opposite him. She was frowning as usual, which again didn’t bother Three Fingers, as smiles were very rare in the Golden City Penitentiary. “Terribly. The Necromantress’ cot is not good for her back.”
“Everyone’s cot is bad for their back, honey,” said ZZZ in a dry tone. He was sitting next to Three Fingers, having barely touched his own gruel, which had gone even colder since the cafeteria staff had served it to him. “I haven’t gotten a good night’s sleep since I got here.”
“Ironic that the man who can put others to sleep can’t put himself to sleep,” said the Necromantress as she spooned her gruel into her mouth.
ZZZ glared at the Necromantress. “My powers don’t work on me, but keep poking the bear. Just because we’re in separate cells doesn’t mean I can’t help you go to sleep … permanently.”
Three Fingers waved a hand. “Settle down, you two. Bickering won’t get us anywhere. There will be plenty of time for that later.”
“Johnny’s got a point,” said ZZZ. He locked his gaze on the Necromantress. “So, it’s been a week and you still haven’t told us how things went.”
“The Necromantress did not need to,” said the Necromantress as she sipped her water bottle. “The news has covered it all quite well, though it omitted the Necromantress’ role in stopping the Ritual of Death.”
“Not surprising,” said Three Fingers with a shake of his head. “I can’t see the media wanting to glorify supervillains like us.”
“Of course not,” said ZZZ. “But it doesn’t matter. You did what we told you, right, Shawna?”
The Necromantress froze. She looked around quickly as if to make sure that none of the other prisoners or guards were listening in, and then leaned in closer to Three Fingers and ZZZ and whispered, “Yes. The mission was a success.”
Three Fingers smiled. He had had his doubts about reaching out to the Necromantress about joining their team, but it looked like it was starting to pay off. “So you got what we needed.”
The Necromantress nodded but held a finger up to her lips. “Shh. Don’t speak so loudly. The guards may be listening.”
That was probably true. A quick glance around the dining area showed half a dozen or so armed guards standing around keeping a close eye on the eating prisoners. None of the guards were close enough to their table to listen to them, but the three of them had long ago decided not to speak too openly about their own plans. If the guards knew even half of what they were planning, they would probably put all three of them into solitary confinement or maybe transfer them to different prisons in different parts of the country. Three Fingers spied a particularly young-looking guard who looked fresh out of high school watching him, ZZZ, and the Necromantress suspiciously, but that guard was not making any moves toward them yet.
“Excellent,” said ZZZ. “And neither Beams nor Rubberman suspected a thing?”
“Not one thing,” said the Necromantress, leaning back into her original position. “They thought the Necromantress was merely looking out for her own self-interest. They didn’t ask too many questions about the Ritual of Death or the barrier, or what I did with them, for that matter.”
ZZZ’s face broke into a huge grin. “Wonderful. Superheroes are so superficial, aren’t they? Never looking beneath the surface, which is a good way to get eaten by sharks.”
“Only if we carefully follow the plan, ZZZ,” said Three Fingers with a wave of his spoon. “Never underestimate your enemies. Or they will crush you before you even know it.”
ZZZ snorted. “What was that? Some kind of Bible verse?”
“It’s simple wisdom,” said Three Fingers as he lowered his spoon. Then he looked at the Necromantress. “Regardless, good job on using this situation to our advantage.”
“It is no problem,” said the Necromantress. “The Necromantress wants to leave this accursed prison as much as anyone, as well as get her revenge on Rubberman and Beams. She will do whatever is necessary to achieve both goals. Right now, she is just glad she no longer has to wear that annoying tracking collar.”
“Good to know,” said ZZZ, giving the Necromantress the thumbs up. “Also, you are sure that the Zero Knights are not going to come after us?”
“Yes,” said the Necromantress. “They still think Rubberman and Beams are to blame for their recent defeats. Even so, the Necromantress senses that the Zero Knights are not as powerful as they look. They have lost two of their Knights already. They are probably getting desperate for any victories they can get, and desperate people, as we all know, are always hasty people.”
“Even more excellent,” said ZZZ. “But I still advise we don’t take them on directly just yet. We’re not strong enough. Let the heroes do all the dirty work. Once the Zero Knights are sufficiently weakened, that is when we strike.”
Three Fingers nodded. “Agreed. We must bide our time and build our numbers. Although it might help if we had a name for our group, too.”
“We can think of that later,” said ZZZ with a dismissive wave of his hand. He suddenly picked up his half-empty glass of water and held it up. “I say this victory of ours calls for a celebration. Let’s toast to the new future for us … and the sudden, yet inevitable, downfall of all of our enemies.”
Three Fingers and the Necromantress toasted their cups with ZZZ, though as Three Fingers lowered his cup back to the table, he looked around one more time to make sure that no one was listening in on them. None of the guards except for the young one paid them any special attention, though that may have had to do with the fact that a brawl had broken out on the other side of the cafeteria between a couple of thugs over something Three Fingers didn’t know.
Good, Three Fingers thought. We are coming, Beams, Rubberman. And once we do … once the Zero Knights are too weak to fight … then you will come to truly fear the Knightslayer.




CHAPTER THIRTY


Elsewhere, far from Golden City … 
Mirar groaned. Never in his whole life had he ever been in the pain he was in now. The closest he had ever come to experiencing such pain before was when he was first grafted to his Zero Armor. The grafting process—of fusing flesh to metal—had been the most horrendous pain of his life, even if it had lasted only five minutes. He had been quite sure that he would die during the process, but he survived and came out stronger than ever.
From pain, strength, Mirar thought, lying on the lumpy mattress in the abandoned house in the middle of nowhere, and from strength, conquest.
That was the motto of the Order of the Zero Knights. It was drilled into the heads of every Squire and made into holy writ for every Knight. It was a statement of absolute, objective truth, defining the entire Order and all who pledged loyalty to it. Yet right now, it did Mirar no good, if only because he had been in pain for a week and still wasn’t better or stronger. It didn’t help that he had only one functioning eyeball left, which made it worse.
“How do you feel, Mirar?” the familiar bearded faced of Obadiah appeared over him suddenly. “Can you still talk?”
Mirar swallowed, which hurt with his throat due to how dry it was. “Y-Yes …”
“Good,” said Obadiah. His eyes darted up and down Mirar’s broken form. “My magic has healed some of the worst injuries, but getting your chest caved in by Prime Man is not something I would recommend doing again. Healing it has been an interesting exercise, however, if only because I’ve rarely had to heal a wound like that before.”
Mirar shuddered. “Don’t remind me. I thought I was dead for a while there.”
“You were dead, Sir Mirar,” said Obadiah dryly, “at least when I found you. It was easy enough to restart your heart, but healing your injuries was a bit harder to do than that.”
Mirar couldn’t disagree with that. After Mirar got punched out by Prime Man, Obadiah had found him in the rubble of a building that he had crashed into and moved him out. The two had retreated from Golden City, but Mirar still didn’t know where they were. He only knew they were in an abandoned farmhouse somewhere in West Texas based on the view he had through the window outside, which showed a whole lot of nothing for miles in every direction. That was probably a good thing, but he wondered why they didn’t just go straight back to base.
“Marie, dear, will you please hand me a water bottle so I can give Sir Mirar something to drink?” said Obadiah. “He’s thirsty.”
A water bottle, gripped by an armored hand, appeared, which Obadiah took and tipped into Mirar’s mouth. The cool, clean water felt wonderful on Mirar’s parched throat. He was still too weak to feed and water himself, so he had had to rely on Obadiah and Marie to take care of him since he got grievously wounded. It made him feel like a helpless baby, but until he was fully healed up, he would have to rely on them for support.
After he finished drinking, Mirar looked up at Obadiah’s bearded face. “Have you heard from King Xero since we left Golden City? If so, what did he say?”
Obadiah smiled, though the expression looked almost demonic on his aged features. “Why, I have. He said he will be here any—”
“I am here, Obadiah the Strange,” said the cold voice of Xero. The King of the Order appeared above Mirar suddenly, which meant he was probably a hologram, though he looked oddly realistic for a hologram.
“My lord,” said Obadiah, standing up and bowing slightly before Xero. “You came here much more quickly than I expected, given how we are in the middle of nowhere. Have you been busy since the Storm?”
“Very,” said Xero. He pointed at Obadiah with a massive armored finger. “Thanks to your failure, I’ve had to spend much of my valuable time recovering from the backlash that the Zero Knights have faced since the end of the Storm. Both the government and the superheroes are getting bolder in raiding our facilities and arresting Squires. All because they now know that our Knights are not invincible. First Slasher was killed and then Mirar got defeated by Prime Man himself in broad daylight in front of an entire city of people. Our aura of mystery and invincibility is rapidly falling apart, and with it, everything I have built over the last fifty years.”
Mirar gulped. “My apologies, King Xero. I did not intend to fail. I—”
“That is not what I am angry about,” Xero continued. “Failure is forgivable, even if annoying. I can forgive a Squire or Knight who failed due to facing enemies who were superior to him or because of circumstances outside of his control.”
Mirar sighed in relief. “Thank you, my lord, I—”
“But if there is one thing I cannot forgive,” said Xero as he drew his sword from his side and held it above his head, “it is treason. Especially from one of my own Knights.”
Mirar looked up at Xero in horror. “My lord, what are you talking about? Are you referring to me? I would never betray you, my lord. You know this.”
“I thought I knew that,” said Xero. He looked at Obadiah. “Until Obadiah shared footage of you telling him about your plans to raise an army of the dead to overthrow me and take over the Order, which is exactly what I would expect from a ‘loyal’ Knight like yourself.”
Horrified, Mirar looked at Obadiah. “You shared that with him without my knowledge? But I thought we were both on the same side.”
Obadiah chuckled, stroking his beard in amusement. “Dear Mirar, I was never on your side. I only pretended to be your ally to confirm that you were indeed planning to betray His Majesty. That is why King Xero paired us up together. He suspected you had traitorous intent but needed confirmation first. That is my job in the Order, after all. To root out traitors so they may receive the punishment they rightfully deserve.”
Mirar gaped. He was so angry that he didn’t know what to say. Angry and afraid, mostly of the knowledge of what was going to happen to him now that Obadiah had thrown him under the bus.
“Obadiah is correct,” said King Xero, causing Mirar to look at him again. He raised his sword above his head, aiming it at Mirar’s face. “The loss at Golden City was devastating, but not catastrophic. I am already working on a plan to fix it and get our revenge on Beams and Rubberman. But I cannot accept a traitor in the Order, especially not now in these uncertain times. Say hello to Slasher in hell for me, Mirar.”
The very last thing Mirar saw was King Xero’s sword coming down on his face, followed by a splash of blood and then … darkness.
-
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PREVIEW: FIRST HERO 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.
-
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NOTES FROM THE AUTHOR


Dear readers, 
Thank you for reading First Storm! I hope you enjoyed reading this book. It was a fun little book to write. I especially liked bringing back the Necromantress. She is one of my favorite villain characters (though the way she speaks in the third person makes her dialogue difficult to write!). As you saw in Chapter 29, she is working with Three Fingers, ZZZ, and other prisoners in Golden City Penitentiary to create a new supervillain/criminal gang, so you can expect to see the Necromantress again in future Capes & Masks books.
Speaking of future Capes & Masks books, First Hero, the next book in the series, continues the Zero Knight story arc, but also features the return of Nightbolt, one of the first superheroes in the MWSverse and the mentor to both Rubberman and Beams. No spoilers, but if you love First Storm, then you’ll definitely love First Hero.
Anyway, I would appreciate it if you could leave an honest review for First Storm on Amazon. Reviews are important for indie authors like myself and positive or negative, I always appreciate honest feedback from readers.
Thanks,
Lucas Flint, Cherokee, Texas, October 2019
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Hey there! 
Did you love this book?
Do you love my books?
Do you want a fun place to talk with fellow fans and readers of my books?
Do you want to ask me questions about the characters I’ve created, the worlds I write about, and pretty much anything else on your mind?
Then join my growing Discord community! We have a ton of channels where you can talk about my books with fellow readers. Share theories, ask questions, and talk about your favorite books with other fans.
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