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CHAPTER ONE


A  cold January breeze blew through the streets of Golden City, causing Robert Jones—better known to his friends as Bobby ‘The Fist’ Jones—to shudder. He pulled his coat more tightly around his body and readjusted his blue scarf. His scarf had been a gift from his last girlfriend, which he still kept even though it had been years since they broke up. He didn’t care. It was a comfy, warm scarf and his neck tended to get cold.
‘Course, I wouldn’t even be getting cold if I didn’t have to stand guard tonight, Bobby thought with a frown on his face. But someone has to stand guard and it just happened to be me.
Bobby glanced over his shoulder at the door to the warehouse behind him. Locked behind the rickety wooden door were his fellow Three Fingers Gang members, including their leader and founder, Johnny ‘Three Fingers’ Diamond. Tonight was supposed to be some kind of important business meeting for the gang. Three Fingers was going to outline to the others their operations for the next six months to a year. It was weird how Three Fingers, who, as far as Bobby knew, had never even graduated high school, nonetheless ran the Three Fingers Gang like it was a small business, complete with ‘business’ meetings outlining their objectives over the next half a year to a year.
Not that it matters, Bobby thought, shaking his head and turning his gaze back to the dark, empty streets in front of him. Between Rubberman and the police, I’m pretty sure that we’re all going to end up in jail one way or another over the next year or so.
Bobby, of course, would never actually say that aloud. Bobby might be a high school dropout and near-illiterate himself, but he knew that Three Fingers would never tolerate that sort of talk from him. Despite his lack of education, Bobby had enough street smarts to be able to tell the difference between what his boss thought would happen and what was more likely to actually happen.
Since the Hero War a year ago, Rubberman and his sidekick, Beams, had been working with the police to crush crime in Golden City. In the last six months especially, Rubberman and Beams had arrested more criminals—including quite a few of his fellow Three Fingers gangsters—and busted more crime operations than Rubberman himself alone had in the previous five years alone. Bobby had only come face-to-face with Rubberman and Beams a handful of times, but each time had just barely managed to get away.
Still, the writing was on the wall. Three Fingers would never admit it, but Bobby knew that gang recruitment had steeply fallen over the last five years especially. He should know, seeing as he had been one of the primary recruiters for the Three Fingers Gang and could claim that about ten percent of the current membership was due to his efforts. Even so, it had become harder and harder to get even desperate, petty criminals to join. It seemed like everyone was afraid of Rubberman and Beams and, to a lesser extent, the police.
Bet the Golden City government is getting their money worth with those two, Bobby thought in a disgruntled way. Probably save them more tax money than the police.
That was what really bothered Bobby. It wasn’t the cold of the January night, but rather the fact that the days of the Three Fingers Gang were nearly over. He would not be surprised if the gang was disbanded in a year, maybe a year and a half if they were lucky. A part of him wanted to tell Three Fingers himself that, but again, his boss was kind of like a mini dictator, so Bobby was usually smart enough to keep his opinions to himself. In fact, Bobby was already thinking of leaving Golden City for greener pastures before he could end up rotting in a cell with five other guys for the next twenty or thirty years.
His thoughts were interrupted by the clinking of metal against asphalt. Looking up, Bobby couldn’t see much beyond the light over the door behind him and the dim street lamp nearby didn’t help much. Yet he was sure he had heard something. It might have just been a cat, though. Golden City had a lot of stray cats.
Clink.
There it was again. Bobby’s hand instinctively reached for the pistol at his side, but he didn’t draw it yet. Instead, he said, “Is anyone there?”
No response at first.
Clink.
Bobby gulped. He didn’t like it. Maybe it was just a crazy homeless person wandering the streets. That wasn’t exactly uncommon in Golden City, either. Still, Bobby had always had good instincts for this kind of thing. He sensed that there was something beyond his immediate vision, something that might be a problem for him and the gang. A part of him feared it might very well be Rubberman and Beams, yet that couldn’t be true. Bobby had ensured that no one outside of the gang knew about tonight’s meeting. That is, unless someone had snitched on them, which, given the gang’s current luck, wouldn’t surprise Bobby if it was true.
Drawing his gun, Bobby said, “I know you’re there. Show yourself or I’ll feed you lead.”
Clink.
Finally, a person emerged into the light under the nearby street lamp. The person was unlike anyone Bobby had ever seen. While he was definitely not Rubberman or Beams—Thank God—he was also not a police officer, nor a crazy homeless person or a cat, unless crazy homeless people and cats were starting to wear weird-looking power armor, that is.
The figure standing beneath the lamp was taller than Bobby by about a head or so. He was clad from head to foot in green and black power armor that looked more like something out of a science-fiction movie than real life. A large ‘0’ was cut into his chest, which seemed oddly familiar to Bobby, but right now he was too focused on determining how dangerous this whacko was rather than figuring out where he might have seen that number before. The figure didn’t appear to have any weapons—no guns, knives, nothing. Yet something told Bobby that the man’s armor was a weapon in itself.
“Who are you?” said Bobby. “You aren’t Rubberman or Beams. Are you a new superhero in town trying to establish your street cred or something?”
The figure shook his head. “Nay, rodent. I am not a superhero. In fact, I am as against superheroes as you and your fellow gangsters are.”
Bobby didn’t relax. “Uh-huh. So what exactly are you, then? ‘Cause you don’t look like any of the criminals in Golden City I know.”
The figure raised his hand. “That is because I am not from around here, rodent. I am an emissary sent from a much more powerful man, a man whose reach and criminal empire makes your tiny gang look like a bunch of rowdy children stealing candy from babies.”
Bobby raised an eyebrow. “You sure talk eloquently, mister, but if you’re here to talk to Three Fingers, get out of here. He’s in an important business meeting right now and doesn’t have time for fancy talkers like you. You want to deal with Three Fingers, you gotta schedule a meeting with him first.”
The figure shook his head again. “I am sorry, but I don’t negotiate with inferiors. When dealing with unimaginative street vermin like yourself, you are supposed to alter your schedule to accommodate me.”
Bobby snorted. “Oh, yeah? What makes you think you’re so much better than us, Tin Man? Just ‘cause you’re wearing shiny, fancy-looking armor? Boss don’t care how you look. Gotta have a better reason than that to let you meet boss.”
The figure’s glowing green eyes fixed on Bobby. “I see you don’t understand. Tell me, which two individuals in Golden City are the biggest threat to your gang’s operations?”
Bobby frowned. He didn’t know where this conversation was going and he was tempted to call for help, but decided he would see what Mr. Fancy Pants was trying to get at first. “Rubberman and Beams, obviously.”
“I agree,” said the figure. “According to our research, they’ve been picking off your gang members one by one over the last year or so. The Three Fingers Gang isn’t even half as strong as it once was and is on the precipice of total destruction. Is that correct?”
Bobby’s frown deepened. He didn’t know what words like ‘precipice’ meant, but he did understand ‘total destruction,’ so he nodded. “Yeah. Sounds like someone did their homework.”
“Please,” said the figure with a dismissive wave of an armored hand. “All I’ve done is what any student of crime would do before moving into a new area they are unfamiliar with. But more importantly, what our research has shown is that you can’t compete and that this area is ripe for takeover.”
Bobby’s hand rested on the handle of his pistol, though it was concealed under his coat and he was sure Mr. Fancy Pants couldn’t see it. “Compete? With who?”
The figure sighed. “Tell me, Robert ‘Bobby’ Jones, you understand evolution, correct? Survival of the fittest, the strong replacing the weak, the mammals replacing the dinosaurs, and so on?”
Bobby scrounged his eyebrows. “I ‘member my science teacher saying something like that in high school, but I’m not in the mood for a science lesson from some random idiot high on his own supply like you.”
The figure didn’t seem fazed by Bobby’s insults. “Crime is much the same way. All over America, ordinary criminals like you are a dying breed. In the past, organized crime and petty gangsters like yourself could survive. Even when the Superhero Regulation Act was first enacted, your kind could survive and even thrive, especially in the smaller cities where superheroes had either a limited presence or no presence at all. But what you backwoods rednecks don’t understand is that times are changing.”
“So what if they are?” said Bobby. “We can handle them.”
“No, you clearly can’t,” said the figure with another dismissive wave. “Look at how your gang has fared against Rubberman and Beams. You can handle police, but superheroes and their sidekicks are in another league. Especially the enhanced ones with powers. Ordinary criminals like yourself and your fellow rodents are no match for the power that the average superhero wields, even in an irrelevant backwoods town like Golden City.”
Bobby’s temper flashed, but he didn’t draw his gun. He planned to shoot this moron, but he needed to keep this guy talking so he wouldn’t try to run away or escape. “So what’s your point? You saying we all should just go to the police and turn ourselves in?”
“That would be the wise thing to do, yes,” said the figure, “but my broader point—which your high school dropout brain clearly can’t anticipate—is that natural selection applies to crime just as much as it applies to nature. When the Ice Age happened, dinosaurs died off due to not being able to adapt. The furry mammals, however, were perfectly equipped to handle the new Ice Age and thrived. You and your kind are like the dinosaurs in this analogy, while the superheroes and their sidekicks are the Ice Age. Or perhaps meteorite would be a better comparison, given how your kind’s ranks have been absolutely devastated by their actions in such a short time.”
“Now you sound like my high school English teacher with your ‘analogies’ and crap,” said Bobby. “Boring.”
The figure sighed. “Now I remember why I dislike talking to people like you. Regardless, the point is that criminals must also adapt to changing environments in order to survive. Whereas old-fashioned gangs like yours are on the way out, a new form of organized crime—represented by me and mine—has risen to meet the modern environment. We are the next step in criminal evolution. We are the future. And you are the past.”
Bobby’s eyes narrowed. “Is that what you want to do, then? Just tell the boss that we’re outdated and that you guys are gonna take over?”
“Partly,” said the figure. “But I didn’t come just to tell you that. Oh, no. I came to do something else.”
Bobby snorted. “Well, guess what, Tin Man. Golden City is our turf. If you and your gang want to take over, you’re gonna have to fight all of us. Of course, the boss is pretty reasonable. Maybe we can work out a deal.”
The figure laughed, a slightly metallic sound. “Sorry, but superiors do not negotiate with their inferiors. Do you know what superiors do to their inferiors?”
“Beat them?” said Bobby.
The figure looked Bobby directly in the eyes. “Slaughter them like sheep.”
Bobby had just enough time to draw his gun, but it was the very last action he did before his head went flying off his shoulders, courtesy of the armored figure, who had somehow crossed the gap between them in less than a second. Claws that had popped out of the figure’s gauntlets now gleamed under the night light with Bobby’s blood as Bobby’s corpse collapsed to the floor. Bobby didn’t even get a chance to scream, and based on the fact that Slasher could still hear the Three Fingers Gang talking on the other side of the door, he knew none of them even suspected their poor pal Bobby had just been killed.
Lowering his bloody claw to his side, Slasher sighed. He enjoyed killing backward criminals like Bobby. They were, after all, only standing in the way of progress and evolution. Even so, he had hoped not to dirty his claws until he needed to.
Oh, well, Slasher thought, a smile crossing his lips behind his helmet as he reached for the doorknob. At least none of his fellow gangsters know I am here. Even if they did, however, it would do them no good, because no one can escape the eye of the Order of the Zero Knights once it has fallen on them.




CHAPTER TWO


When I got the text from my boss, Rubberman, that simply said ‘MEET ME AT THIS ADDRESS WHEN YOU GET OFF SCHOOL,’ I knew it had to be something serious. Normally, when I got off from school, I would head directly to the Elastic Cave to get suited up and start my work as Beams, Rubberman’s sidekick. It was so routine for me over the last year or so that I did it pretty much automatically and without much thought now. 
Being told by Rubberman that I needed to meet him somewhere else, though? That wasn’t good news. It meant something big had happened recently and Rubberman needed me to be on the scene so I could help him deal with it.
I didn’t know exactly what it was, though, until I pulled up to a seemingly-abandoned warehouse located on the western edge of Golden City, as close to the city limits as you could get without leaving the city entirely. I pulled up on my Beams Cycle, a tricked out motorcycle designed specifically for my use, and already felt that familiar feeling of dread rising in my spine when I saw all of the police cars and tape surrounding the building. Despite being a sidekick for a year and seeing all kinds of horrible things in that time, I still wasn’t entirely used to the implications behind the presence of so many police.
Dismounting the Beams Cycle, I saw my boss, Rubberman, emerge from within the warehouse with a middle-aged police officer with a bushy mustache who I recognized as Chief Williams, the current head of the Golden City Police Department and a good friend and ally to us. Rubberman was instantly noticeable thanks to his blue and white costume making him stand out among the darker blues and blacks of the police officers. It helped that he was a good deal taller than most of the cops, too, though I suspected that Rubberman was using his stretching powers to make himself a little taller than he usually was. Rubberman insisted he never used his powers to manipulate his height on purpose, but I’d seen him do that so many times by now that I knew he had to be doing it on purpose to make himself look cooler or more intimidating or whatever.
Readying myself for whatever had happened, I walked up to the police tape, flashing my sidekick license at a gruff-looking SWAT officer who moved forward to verify my ID. I ducked underneath the tape and waved at Rubberman and Chief Williams, weaving around the police cars to get to them.
“Hey, boss!” I said, waving at Rubberman as I approached. “I got your text and got here as fast as I could. What happened? I tried to ask Adams, but he said he didn’t know and that I would need to talk to you if I wanted to know all of the details.”
Rubberman looked at me when I said that, as if he had just noticed I was here. He did not, unfortunately, smile when he saw me. He had a tight frown on his face, an expression I always associated with him having seen some truly gruesome scenes. Chief Williams, garbed in a thick duster to block the chilly January air, looked even less happy than him.
“Beams, I’m glad you’re here,” said Rubberman, shaking my hand with his usual firm grip. “And I’m glad you got here as fast as you could, even though I’m not entirely sure you will be of much help.”
I tilted my head to the side. “What do you mean? What happened? Did someone get hurt? I don’t see any ambulances.”
Chief Williams chuckled bitterly. “Oh, it only someone just got hurt. No, this is a gruesome scene, one of the most gruesome I’ve ever seen in my thirty years on the force, even though I don’t care much for the victims myself.”
“It’s the Three Fingers Gang,” Rubberman explained. “You remember them, right?”
I scowled behind my helmet. Rubberman and I were definitely well-acquainted with the Three Fingers Gang. Though not the most dangerous enemies we’d fought by a long shot, they were still a persistent thorn in our side and were one of the most infamous criminal gangs in Golden City. They mostly focused on drug trafficking, though they’d also been known to rob banks, break into homes, assault innocent people, and various other nice things like that. Our biggest problem had been trying to locate and capture their leader, Three Fingers himself, who tended to disappear at the last minute and let his minions take the fall for him.
“Yeah, I remember those jerks,” I said. “Did they kill someone? Is that why nearly the entirety of the GCPD is here?”
“The Three Fingers didn’t kill anyone, as far as we know,” said Rubberman. “It’s quite the opposite, actually.”
“What do you mean?” I said.
“Dennis means that the Three Fingers were the murder victims this time,” said Chief Williams. “All twenty of them.”
I started and looked at the warehouse again, this time with a renewed feeling of horror rising in my stomach. “Someone killed twenty Three Fingers members at once?”
“Yes,” said Chief Williams, pushing up the brim of his hat. “And not just twenty random Three Fingers, but twenty of the highest-ranking members, though not including Three Fingers himself, oddly enough.”
“It was a slaughter in there,” Rubberman agreed. “I got here eight hours ago when the police first let me know about the slaughter. The bodies have all been removed, but—”
“And the heads,” Chief Williams added. “Can’t forget the heads. Each one of the gangsters had their heads removed. Neatly, too, like a master surgeon at work.”
I gulped and looked at Rubberman. “Iron Angel?”
I was referring to the leader of the now-defunct Vigilante Legion, a supervillain team that had consisted of ex-superheroes and sidekicks who called themselves vigilantes. Iron Angel had tried to kill Rubberman and me, but we managed to defeat him and put him in prison. The reason I brought him up was because Iron Angel was infamous for ripping the heads off the bodies of his targets, so this sounded like the sort of thing he would do.
Rubberman, thankfully, shook his head. “Doesn’t look like it. I checked and Iron Angel is still in prison. Besides, the heads weren’t torn off. They were cut off cleanly like a surgeon as Chief Williams said. Here are some pictures I took. Be warned, however, that they are very gruesome.”
Rubberman pulled his phone out of his pocket, tapped the screen a couple of times, and then held it out to me, which I took to look at more closely. I wished I hadn’t. Even as pictures, I felt like I could smell the blood and torn flesh. Picture after picture of bloody, headless corpses of men I didn’t know, each one with what looked like either the letter ‘O’ or the number ‘0’ carved into their chests. Even the picture of a single bloody, clawed footprint on the floor made my stomach churn.
It felt kind of like looking at pictures from a horror movie, but this was real life, and I quickly handed Rubberman his phone back.
“Okay, I get it,” I said, feeling bile rise in my throat. I glanced at the warehouse again. “Is it safe to enter or—?”
“It is,” said Rubberman, nodding. “Like I said, all of the bodies were removed long before you got here. Even though this is a crime scene, we actually do have the right to walk around and look at whatever we want. Plus, the GCPD’s forensics has already gotten all of the DNA they need, so there won’t be anyone in there. Just don’t touch anything and you should be fine.”
Rubberman turned and walked back into the warehouse. I hesitated for a moment, the images of the dead gangsters still stuck in my head, but then screwed up my courage and walked inside after him.
Luckily, the actual warehouse itself wasn’t as bad as the pictures. Like Rubberman said, all of the bodies had been removed, although the area was far from clean. The floor was still splattered with dried blood and there were chalk outlines everywhere indicating where all of the gangsters had died. There wasn’t anyone else in the warehouse aside from the two of us from what I could see, although that hardly made me feel comfortable. Especially when I saw the giant ‘0’/’O’ carved into the concrete floor, which gave me the creeps for some reason. I was glad that my helmet filtered out most bad smells because I was pretty sure I would be gagging right now if I didn’t have it, although Rubberman didn’t seem to mind the stench.
“As you can see, these are the places where all of the gangsters died,” said Rubberman, gesturing at the chalk outlines everywhere. “From what the police were able to put together, it looks like the Three Fingers had gathered for one of their usual ‘business’ meetings when they were interrupted by someone. This someone then slaughtered every last one of them, carving a strange circular symbol in their chests and on the floor before departing.”
I gulped and rubbed my invisibility watch uneasily, though I didn’t turn it on just yet. “Is there any security footage of the event or—?”
“Nope,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “It’s well-known that Johnny Diamond doesn’t use buildings with security footage for these meetings and he’s paranoid enough to force his men to leave their phones outside before they can come in. So we aren’t sure who did it.”
“When did this even happen?” I said, glancing around the empty warehouse that now seemed more like a group tomb than a warehouse. “This morning?”
“Last night at around midnight,” said Rubberman. “The bodies were discovered this morning by a homeless man who broke into the warehouse in an attempt to find somewhere warm to sleep. He reported them to the police, who then called me, and I’ve been here all day helping the police figure out what happened here. The story I gave you is what we’ve figured out so far, but there’s still a lot we don’t know.”
“I’m not a fan of the Three Fingers myself, but who would do such a thing?” I said. “Maybe a vigilante who decided to take the law into his own hands?”
“Possibly,” said Rubberman, “but unlikely. After the Hero War, vigilante activity has dropped dramatically nationwide and there aren’t any active vigilantes in Golden City that I am aware of. Nor is it a rival crime gang, either, because there’s no hint of the kind of struggle you would expect to find if this had been merely a gang war. All evidence points to one person doing this on their own.”
I shuddered. “One person? You aren’t going to tell me that Jack the Ripper came back to life, hopped on a boat to America, and decided his first victims would be a bunch of gangsters, are you?”
“Nothing like that,” said Rubberman. “Frankly, I’m as disturbed as you. In all my years working as a superhero, I’ve never seen anything this brutal before. My theory is that an enhanced human came through and killed them all, though I couldn’t tell you what kind of powers they might have had.”
I nodded. Enhanced humans were human beings with actual superpowers, sort of like Rubberman and me, although our powers came from external sources rather than internal. I’d only met a handful of enhanced humans since becoming a sidekick, but I couldn’t see any of them doing something like this. Even Agent Charlie Camel, from the Department of Superheroes and who was kind of a jerk, wasn’t that cruel, at least not that I knew about.
“So why did you call me if you don’t know what’s going on here?” I said. “I’m not sure how I’m supposed to help.”
Rubberman put a hand on my shoulder. “Because you’re my sidekick and I trust you. I want to expose you to this stuff so you can get ready for it. You want to become a superhero yourself one day, don’t you? This is the sort of thing you can expect to see sometimes. Better to get used to now than later.”
Right. I did intend to become a superhero someday, but I still wasn’t sure this was such a good thing to expose a seventeen-year-old like myself to. Granted, I’d seen a lot of scary and even traumatizing things since becoming a sidekick, but this still took the cake in terms of sheer brutality. “So what do we do next?”
“Go back outside and talk to the police,” said Rubberman, taking his hand off my shoulder and turning around to face the exit. “We’ll go over a few more things with them and then head back to the Elastic Cave to work on other aspects of the business.”
“What about the guy who killed all these gangsters?” I said, gesturing at the blood-splattered floor. “Are we just going to forget about him or—?”
“Right now, we’re going to let the police investigate this,” said Rubberman without looking over shoulder. “It’s terrible and obviously something we need to deal with, but until we have more clues as to the killer’s identity, we can’t do much.”
Couldn’t argue with that. Our only clue was the weird ‘0’—and it did look like a 0 to me, not an ‘O’—that had been carved into the bodies of the victims and the floor. Besides, I didn’t want to stay here any longer than I had to. It was creepy. Like standing in a graveyard at night, but much worse.
Before I could take another step forward, however, I heard a creak nearby. Looking to the left, I noticed a slightly loose floorboard just a couple of feet away from one of the chalk outlines. Whereas all of the other floorboards were flat, this one looked like it had been removed and replaced somewhat hastily. I wouldn’t have noticed it in ordinary circumstances, but the creak was loud enough to catch my interest.
Curious, I walked over to the floorboard and looked at it. Yeah, this floorboard had definitely been removed and replaced at some point. It wasn’t as dusty or old as the others and it wasn’t nailed in, either. Nor did it creak anymore, but I sensed there was something hidden underneath it. I bent over and, grabbing the floorboard with both hands, pulled as hard as I could. It was difficult at first because the floorboard was jammed in there tightly, but with the sound of splintering wood, the floorboard gave and I went stumbling backward, falling on my butt as I dropped the remains of the floorboard.
“Beams!” said Rubberman, rushing over to me with an angry look on his face. “What do you think you’re doing? I said don’t touch anything. Do you want to ruin a perfectly good crime scene and get Chief Williams on my back because of your mistakes?”
I opened my mouth to explain, but then a low moan—like the moan of a dying man—emitted from within the hole in the floor.
And then a three-fingered hand shot out of the hole and grabbed the edge of the floor like his life depended on it.




CHAPTER THREE


Startled, Rubberman and I watched as a man pulled himself out of the hole in the floor. He was a bald black man, his skin so dark it was nearly as black as midnight. He looked to be in his mid-thirties and wore a hoodie and jeans splattered with blood. His goatee was messy and stained with blood. His whole body was covered with dried blood and he lay so still that he looked dead. 
But what really caught my attention was his right hand, which only had three fingers left on it. That meant only one thing: This man was Johnny ‘Three Fingers’ Diamond himself, the founder and leader of the Three Finger Gang and a dangerous criminal in his own right.
I’d never met Three Fingers before. Though Rubberman and I had spent a lot of time and effort capturing members of his gang, Three Fingers himself always figured out how to evade capture from us and the police with disturbing regularity. He had only ever been arrested once, back when he was eighteen and his criminal career was new, and that seventeen-year-old mugshot of him was the only picture of him I’d ever seen. Had I not noticed his right hand was missing two fingers—the index and ring finger—I wouldn’t have even realized it was him.
Even so, I said, in a low whisper of a voice, “Holy crap. Is that actually Three Fingers?”
“Yes, I think so,” said Rubberman. He had gone unnaturally still, staring at the unconscious, blood-splattered gang leader lying just a few feet away from us. “He’s missing his index and ring finger on his right hand. That has to be him.”
“But … but I thought you said he was dead,” I said. “Killed with the others. The bloody sunglasses—”
“Were the only evidence we found of him,” Rubberman finished. “As I said, it was just a theory that Three Fingers had been killed along with his lieutenants. Apparently, that theory is wrong.”
Or maybe it wasn’t. Although Three Fingers might have been moving before, now he lay so still he looked like a corpse. The fact that he was covered in blood and had sickeningly pale skin added to his corpse-like appearance.
“What should we do?” I said, looking up at Rubberman. “Get the police?”
“Yeah,” said Rubberman. He glanced over his shoulder. “We’re in luck. Chief Williams and most of the force is still here. I need you to go out and tell him what we found. Tell them to come in armed. We have no idea what happened and we aren’t going to take any chances, especially given Three Fingers’ reputation for making quick escapes.”
Nodding, I rose to my feet, but then Three Fingers suddenly looked up at us. He drew a handgun from his waistband, pointed at us, and fired.
Rubberman shoved me to the side and took the bullet, which just bounced harmlessly off his rubber body without even harming him. But the distraction was enough. Three Fingers had somehow managed to get to his feet and was rushing toward the other side of the warehouse toward what looked like the back exit.
He didn’t get far, though, before Rubberman launched both of his arms at Three Fingers and wrapped them around him like a snake. Three Fingers cried out in shock and tried to shoot us again, but I fired my eye lasers and knocked the gun out of his hand. I had to admit I felt pretty good about that crack shot, especially when Three Fingers cursed like a sailor.
With a snap of his arms, Rubberman pulled Three Fingers back to us. Three Fingers was clearly struggling to break free of Rubberman’s arms, but it was just as obvious that he lacked the strength to make Rubberman even budge. Of course, it didn’t help that Three Fingers was pretty beaten-up already, though even if he hadn’t been, I doubted he would have been able to free himself from Rubberman’s grasp.
At the same time, Chief Williams and about ten other police officers burst into the warehouse, their guns drawn, with Chief Williams screaming, “What’s going on? We heard a gunshot.”
I pointed at Three Fingers, who had given up trying to free himself from Rubberman now. “It was Three Fingers, sir. We found him hiding under the warehouse floor. He tried to shoot us, but missed, and then tried to run away before Rubberman caught him.”
Chief Williams’ jaw dropped. He looked at Three Fingers as if he couldn’t believe what his own eyes were showing him. “No way. We thought he was dead.”
“Apparently, we were wrong,” said Rubberman without any strain in his voice. “Which means that we now have at least one witness to the Three Fingers slaughter from last night. Right, Johnny?”
Three Fingers was oddly quiet. He was looking down at the empty hole in the floor, which the police officers were now starting to investigate, perhaps to make sure there weren’t other people or dangerous weapons down there aside from Three Fingers. Unless I was mistaken, it looked to me like Three Fingers was actually depressed, and not just because we caught him, either.
Chief Williams, as usual, stomped up to Three Fingers and glared at him. “Well, you’re a quiet one now, aren’t ya? How long have you been hiding down there? Since last night?”
Three Fingers mumbled something none of us could hear, prompting Chief Williams to hold a hand up to his ear and say, “Eh, what was that? I didn’t catch it.”
Three Fingers then looked Chief Williams directly in the eyes with such fiery anger that even I felt a little afraid of him, even though Rubberman had him in an unbreakable hold. In a low voice with a slight African accent, Three Fingers said, “I said you should be afraid.”
“Afraid?” said Chief Williams. He smirked. “Of what? With the deaths of all of your most loyal men and your arrest, I don’t think there’s anything to be afraid of, myself.”
“Not me,” said Three Fingers, shaking his head. “Them.”
“Them?” said Rubberman. “Who?”
Three Fingers took a deep breath. “The monster that slaughtered my men, my family. He’s the one you should be afraid of.”
“And just who did kill your family, Three Fingers?” said Rubberman. “What was his name?”
“He never told me his name,” said Three Fingers. He took a deep, shuddering breath. “But he did tell me who he was with: The Zero Knights. And pretty soon, you are going to wish the Three Fingers Gang was the only gang you had to deal with.”
With that, Three Fingers’ head suddenly went limp and he seemed to become like a corpse in Rubberman’s arms.
“Is he dead?” I said with a gulp.
Rubberman, however, shook his head. “No. He’s still alive. Just unconscious. But we should probably get him to the hospital. His injuries look serious and if he dies we will never find out what really happened here.”
“Agreed,” said Chief Williams with a nod. “You let me and my officers deal with that. I’ll call an ambulance.”
While Chief Williams walked off, speaking into his phone and explaining the situation to the ambulance workers on the other end of the line, I looked at the unconscious Three Fingers with a mixture of confusion and concern. He still looked dead to me, but that was probably just because he looked so beat up and had so much blood on his clothing. He also smelled kind of rancid, most likely due to said blood, although the hole he emerged from certainly didn’t seem very clean or hygienic, either.
“Rubberman, who are the Zero Knights?” I said, looking at Rubberman questioningly. “Ever heard of them?”
To my surprise, Rubberman nodded. He wore a very serious expression on his face which told me that he knew exactly how much danger we were in. “I have. And if Three Fingers is telling the truth about the Zero Knights being behind this slaughter, then we don’t have much time.”
“Much time?” I said. “Much time before what?”
Rubberman looked at me with a grim smile. “Before they come after us next.”




CHAPTER FOUR


Half an hour later, Rubberman and I sat inside Rubberman’s office in the Elastic Cave. It was a familiar place, comfortable and safe and making me feel like I could relax, despite the tense atmosphere that had followed us from the warehouse. Rubberman sat on the other side of a simple office desk, his work laptop closed, while on the shelves behind him were various Rubberman-themed merchandise, such as coffee mugs, T-shirts, toys, and more. I hadn’t noticed until now, but the shelves behind Rubberman had a few more pieces of merchandise added since I joined, such as a pack of Rubberman trading cards that had come out last year. 
But my attention was on Rubberman himself, who sat behind the desk, fiddling with a prototype action figure of himself. He looked more anxious than usual, although at least he wasn’t in a bloodstained costume anymore. When we got back to the Elastic Cave ten minutes ago, Rubberman had handed off his costume to Adams, his butler and right-hand man, to wash, and had replaced the bloodstained uniform with a fresh one that wasn’t stained with the blood of a dying criminal.
Speaking of Three Fingers, we had handed him off to the Golden City General Hospital ambulance, which had taken him straight to said hospital to be treated by doctors. We were assured that we would be contacted as soon as Three Fingers woke up and was able to speak clearly and coherently. Until then, we would just have to wait.
Of course, no way Rubberman and I were just going to wait. Although Three Fingers’ eyewitness account of the slaughter of his men would be very useful in solving this case, we could still move forward even based on the limited information he gave us. Such as these ‘Zero Knights’ guys, whoever they were.
“So, the Zero Knights,” I said, leaning forward in my chair and locking my eyes with Rubberman’s. “Who are they and where did you hear of them?”
Rubberman looked down at the prototype toy in his hands. “The Zero Knights are a supervillain criminal organization founded in nineteen-fifty-seven by the mysterious King Xero, their leader.”
“Nineteen-fifty-seven?” I said in alarm. “If they’ve been around for so long, how come I haven’t heard about them until now?”
“Because they haven’t been especially active until about ten years ago or so,” said Rubberman. “Founded in New York, they were originally just an NYC problem, but about ten years ago the Zero Knights began expanding their influence—or ‘Kingdom,’ as they call it—across the United States. Their basic MO is to move into a new area, slaughter the criminal competition, and then take over the territory they stole for their criminal ends. In particular, the Zero Knights tend to focus on taking out ordinary crime gangs like the Three Fingers Gang. They don’t usually go after other supervillains or supervillain gangs, though they’ve been known to clash with other supervillain gangs every now and then.”
“Interesting,” I said. “And concerning. Why do they do that?”
“Because they want power and money,” said Rubberman. “They do everything. Sell drugs, human trafficking, murder, and arson … whatever is the primary criminal enterprise in an area is what they do. They typically start in big cities and then slowly filter out to the smaller cities and towns around it. That’s how they got NYC and most of the Northeast, though they have at least a presence in almost every state in the Union at this point and in a few foreign countries like Canada and Mexico, for example.”
I frowned. “What about the superheroes in New York and other states? Why haven’t they been able to deal with them?”
“Because the Zero Knights aren’t just an ordinary criminal organization,” said Rubberman. “The Zero Knights view themselves as the next step in ‘criminal’ evolution and have the right to eliminate ‘inferior’ criminals as a result. Their leader, Xero, specifically trains them to fight superheroes. They pay keen attention to the superhero industry, including new laws, trends, technology, and more. By adapting to all of the industry’s cutting edge developments and changes, the Zero Knights have been able to grow and thrive whereas other criminal gangs and organizations have floundered.”
“Geez,” I said. “Not only are they evil, but they’re also smart. Although I don’t understand why anyone would be proud to be the ‘next step’ in criminal evolution. Seems like a weird thing to be proud of.”
Rubberman shrugged. “I don’t understand it, either, but I don’t need to. All we need to understand is that the presence of the Zero Knights in Golden City is very bad news for us.”
“Well, how do we know they really are here?” I said. “Three Fingers could have been lying.”
“I don’t think he was,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “Those zeroes carved into the bodies of his fellow gangsters and the huge zero carved into the floor of the warehouse? That’s the Zero Knight calling card. That’s always how they announce their arrival in a city or town. They locate the local big criminal group, kill them all, and leave their bodies as a warning to anyone who might consider challenging them. It’s warning not just to superheroes and police, but to the local crime scene that the Zero Knights are in charge now and anyone who challenges them will be killed.”
“Dang,” I said, shaking my head. “Exactly how many Zero Knights are there?”
“No one is sure because they are good about keeping their numbers under wraps,” said Rubberman. “But we know that they typically only send one Knight at a time to ‘conquer’ an area and add it to their Kingdom. The Knight might have their own smaller gang of ‘Squires,’ basically grunts, but the lone Knight himself is usually enough to establish the rest of the Order’s presence in a particular city, town, or area.”
“You mean one guy really did slaughter all nineteen of those gangsters by himself?” I said in shock.
“Most likely,” said Rubberman. “The Zero Knights have extremely advanced equipment that makes them a threat even to superheroes. Normal criminals, like the Three Fingers Gang, don’t stand a ghost of a chance against them.”
I shuddered at that thought. “How do you know so much about these guys?”
“I’ve done my research,” said Rubberman. He gestured at his laptop. “I like to keep up to date on the criminal scene nationwide. I’ve also spoken to a lot of other superheroes about this, including some friends I have in other states where the Zero Knights have a larger presence. The Zero Knights don’t have much of a Texas presence in comparison to some states, other than Houston and Austin.”
“So if the Zero Knights are moving into Golden City, that’s not a good sign, is it?” I said.
Rubberman shook his head again. “That’s not good at all. It means they feel established enough in the bigger cities that they are now ready to try to conquer the rest of the state. That is why I am so worried. If even just one Zero Knight is here, then it means that the rest aren’t far behind.”
I rubbed the back of my neck. “Well, what should we do, then? Do we just need to look for this guy and arrest him or—?”
“It won’t be that easy,” said Rubberman. “Aside from their fantastic organization that makes it easy for them to spring their captured men out of jail, the Zero Knights specifically train to fight superheroes like you and me. It’s safe to assume that the Zero Knight who slaughtered the Three Fingers has at least some training to deal with us.”
“But we can’t just sit here and let this guy run free,” I argued. “As the superheroes of Golden City, it’s our duty to protect the citizens from all criminals and supervillains.”
“I agree, and we will,” said Rubberman, “but we need to be smart about it. I’ve read enough about the Zero Knights to know that they are a force to be reckoned with. We’ll have to handle this situation extremely carefully, otherwise we could both get killed.”
“Do you think they will come after us next?” I said, glancing over my shoulder at the closed door to Rubberman’s office. “Because if so—”
“No, I doubt it,” Rubberman interrupted me. “The Zero Knights are mostly concerned with monopolizing crime, rather than targeting individual superheroes. Still, the Zero Knights have been known to go after superheroes before, especially superheroes who try to stop them.”
I bit my lower lip. “What should we do, then?”
“First off, we need to find the Zero Knight who slaughtered the Three Fingers,” Rubberman said. He opened his laptop and began typing. “I’ll do a search on the known Zero Knights and see if I can find any Zero Knights who might fit his description. I’ll ask some of my out-of-state friends if they have any ideas. They might be able to point us in the right direction.”
“What should I do until then?” I said. “Can I help search for him or—?”
“No,” said Rubberman. “While I know you’ve dealt with a ton of major threats by yourself, I do not want you fighting any of these Zero Knights on your own. Superheroes like me often struggle to deal with just one. A sidekick like you would be mincemeat if you fought them.”
I frowned, slightly annoyed, even though I understood where Rubberman was coming from. After everything I’d been through, the Zero Knights didn’t seem like that much of a threat. Still, Rubberman was my boss, which meant that his word was law. Besides, it wasn’t like I had been planning to hunt down these guys on my own anyway. Seeing the images of those slaughtered Three Fingers gangsters was enough to put me off the idea of actively hunting down the psychotic maniac who did that in the first place.
“We will also need to wait until Three Fingers wakes up and can talk,” said Rubberman. “Because he was the only survivor from the massacre, he might be able to give us more information on the Zero Knight who did that, along with more information on what, exactly the Zero Knights are doing here in Golden City.”
“Well, we know that already, don’t we?” I said. “They want to take over Golden City’s criminal underworld and add it to their little ‘Kingdom.’”
“True, but I still would like to know if they are going to try anything else,” said Rubberman. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned about the Zero Knights, it’s that they are a very ambitious criminal organization, much more so than most. If the Zero Knights are here, it’s for a specific reason, and probably not a very good reason, either.”
“Right,” I said. “So what am I supposed to do until then?”
“For now, Beams, I need you to go help Adams clean up the Rubber Room,” said Rubberman. He glanced at the Rubberman-branded clock hanging over the ‘RUBBERMAN: THE MOVIE’ poster on the wall. “You’ve still got a couple of hours until you go home, plus Adams needs the help.” But then Rubberman looked at me and smiled. “Before you do that, however, I thought you should know that I got us tickets to the premiere of the movie.”
“The movie?” I said. “What movie?”
“Alex,” Rubberman said reproachfully, “don’t tell me you’ve forgotten about the movie based on me coming out.” He pointed at the movie poster on the wall. “That movie.”
I glanced at the ‘RUBBERMAN: THE MOVIE’ poster hanging on the wall to our right. It depicted Rubberman himself standing on top of a skyscraper overlooking a large city like some kind of watchful protector with the title of the movie underneath in big letters. Below the title of the movie was the release date—April 4th, which happened to be my birthday—and a list of actors and other people associated with the movie.
“Oh, right,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I forgot about that. Sorry. Just been so busy with school that I forgot about it.”
“No problem, Alex,” said Rubberman. He opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out two tickets. “Two front seat tickets for the Rubberman movie at the Golden City Theater for the midnight premiere. I’ve already got the premiere in our schedule, so barring any unexpected events, we should be spending that day at the theater watching the movie.”
“So the movie actually is coming out this time?” I said. “They aren’t going to push back the release date again?”
I asked that because the Rubberman movie had been in production since I started working for Rubberman. They’d had to push back the date to add me into the script. It was supposed to come out in Christmas of last year, but then they pushed it back to April of this year to avoid competing with a whole bunch of big blockbusters coming out around the same time. I’d gotten cynical about it ever coming out by now and so was a little skeptical that the date on the new posters was accurate.
“It’s definitely coming out on April Fourth,” Rubberman said. “The director promised me they weren’t going to push back the release date again. I can’t wait to see it. It’s going to be so awesome.”
“I hope so,” I said. “How much input did you have into the script, anyway?”
“Not as much as I’d like,” Rubberman admitted, “but I did get to read the final script and it was really good. I’ve also spoken to my actor and seen some test footage. If this movie does well enough, it could catapult both of us into the limelight and take our business up to the next level.”
Rubberman said that while rubbing his hands together eagerly. There was that glint of greed in his eyes that Rubberman always had whenever he talked money. I knew my boss was a real hero who actually cared about people, but he was also a businessman at heart and was always looking for ways to expand and promote the business. That’s one of the reasons he was considered a rising star in the industry and why everyone seemed to want a bite of his business.
“What’s the movie’s plot going to be about, anyway?” I said, scratching the back of my head. “Is it going to be an original story or—?”
“It’s going to be an adaptation of our first adventure together,” said Rubberman. “You know, when you and I fought Fro-Zen? They were originally going to adapt my first fight with Fro-Zen, but when I hired you, they wanted to fit you in somehow, so they decided to base the movie on our first job together. Admittedly, with some changes, but it should still be faithful to what actually happened that day.”
I grimaced. Fro-Zen was Rubberman’s first sidekick before he hired me. For various reasons, Fro-Zen had lost his faith in the superhero industry and went crazy, forcing Rubberman and me to kill him after he took an entire school of children hostage and threatened to kill them unless Rubberman showed up. I couldn’t believe they were going to make a movie based off of that.
“Seems like a strange thing to make a movie about,” I said. “And just to add me?”
“It’s for merchandising purposes,” said Rubberman. “Movies with both a superhero and a sidekick offer more merchandising opportunities than movies about just a superhero. Especially a popular sidekick like yourself. Trust me, this is going to be lucrative for both of us.”
I knew that much. One of the perks of being a sidekick was that you were entitled to a cut of all merchandising profits based off your likeness. That was one of the reasons so many kids wanted to be a sidekick. Although sidekicks could be paid minimum wage like any other kind of job, how many other minimum wage jobs offered you a chance to get some of that sweet merchandising moola? I was already making well above minimum wage thanks to the various licensing deals I’d made since becoming Beams. I did not doubt that this movie would make me even more money.
Even so, I said, “I know, but doesn’t it feel kind of weird to have a movie based on your life? Not that it’s a bad thing or anything, but I’m not sure I’ll be able to watch and enjoy it like a normal movie.”
“You don’t have to,” said Rubberman. “Movies are for the fans, not for us. Besides, this movie has been in production for literally years. It’s given me a lot of stress trying to deal with Hollywood. Once it’s out, it’s one less thing I’ll have to think about … unless it spawns a franchise, which is the plan, in which case I’ll have more work to do.” Rubberman shrugged. “It’s a tough job, but somebody’s gotta do it.”
I chuckled at that. “Right, boss. Well, I’ll definitely come to the premiere. Regardless of how the movie turns out, I think this could be fun anyway.”
“That’s the spirit,” said Rubberman, giving me the thumbs up. “Now, why don’t you go and help Adams now? I have some work to do and I can’t keep do it and chat with you at the same time.”
Nodding, I stood up and left Rubberman’s office, making my way to the Rubber Room on the other side of the Elastic Cave. As I passed by the Control System and made my way across the kitchen, I was thinking about the Zero Knights and what their plans were for Golden City. I also wished I could figure out a way to stop them, but like Rubberman said, there wasn’t much I could do right now.
I decided I would just help Adams clean up the Rubber Room. Hopefully, by the time we finished that task, I’d be able to go home and not have to worry about this anymore.




CHAPTER FIVE


You mean the Zero Knights slaughtered  everyone?” said my best friend, Franklin Maddox, sitting next to me in science class. “Just by himself?”
Startled, I looked up from my textbook at Frank. Sitting in science class, I had been droning off thanks to how late I stayed up last night. In addition to cleaning the Rubber Room—a task that had taken a lot longer than I had thought it would—I got home late and had to do some last-minute study before I went to school the next day. As a result, I was a lot more tired than I normally was, not helped by the fact that Mr. Peters was teaching today and he was one of my least favorite teachers.
Luckily, Frank and I sat at the back of the class and Mr. Peters had his back to the class in general, lecturing us on bacteria and germs and all that stuff. That was typical for Mr. Peters. Although he really did know his stuff, he was also incredibly boring, not helped by his self-righteous and bitter attitude toward the rest of us.
Rubbing my eyes, I looked at Frank and said, “What was that?”
Frank showed me his phone. On his phone was an article from the website of the Golden City Journal, headlined ‘THREE FINGERS GANG FINISHED? MEMBERS FOUND SLAUGHTERED IN OWN HIDEOUT IN WEST GOLDEN CITY,’ with a picture of the exterior of the Three Fingers warehouse surrounded by police cars accompanying the article.
Blinking, I said, “Oh. That. I didn’t know the Golden City Journal had already written an article about that.”
“Yeah, they’re pretty quick,” said Frank, pulling his phone back and putting it on his desk. “Also says that Rubberman and you are helping the police investigate the slaughter.”
“You mean Rubberman and Beams,” I corrected in a soft hiss of a whisper, glancing around to make sure our classmates didn’t hear him say that, but luckily everyone was too busy trying not to fall asleep listening to Mr. Peters’ lecture on germs to pay attention to what we were saying.
“Sorry,” Frank said sheepishly, rubbing the back of his head in embarrassment. “I keep forgetting about your, er, secret.”
I tried not to seem too short with Frank. Aside from being my best friend, he was also one of the very few people in the world who knew my secret identity as Beams. Due to the way laws governing sidekicks worked, technically only my family and employer were allowed to know my real identity. If my secret identity became public, I risked having my sidekick license revoked, which meant I wouldn’t be able to work for Rubberman anymore. Frank had only learned about my real identity under extreme circumstances and I had forced him to keep it a secret, which he had done so far, aside from the occasional slip-up that no one noticed.
“It’s fine,” I whispered back. “Yeah, Rubberman and I were there. I didn’t see the bodies—they had already moved them by the time we got there—but I saw the pictures and saw all of the damage the Knight did.”
“Crazy,” said Frank, glancing at his phone again. “According to this article, the Zero Knights are a big problem in most of the country, but this is the first time they’ve shown up in Golden City. Police are on high alert and asking citizens to report any information they know about them to the police and to you and your boss.”
“Rubberman and I are trying to find the guy who did that,” I said, “but—”
“Mr. Fry!” a loud, authoritative, if slightly nasally, voice cried out. “Mr. Maddox!”
Startled, Frank and I both looked to the front of the classroom. Mr. Peters was looking directly at both of us, his harsh glare fixed on both of us like he’d caught us committing a terrible crime.
“Yes, uh, Mr. Peters, sir?” I said, sitting up straight and trying to look as respectful as possible.
“Please don’t talk while I am lecturing,” said Mr. Peters. He tapped the chalkboard behind him. “It is … distracting for the rest of the students.”
I glanced at my fellow students. Almost none of them seemed to be paying Mr. Peters any attention aside from a particularly nerdy-looking girl who sat near the front with her textbook open. She was also glaring at me like Mr. Peters, which kind of made me feel embarrassed.
“Yes, sir,” I said, still keeping my tone respectful. “Frank and I will be quiet.”
Mr. Peters sniffed. “Good. Next time I catch you two talking, it will be detention for both of you. Understand?”
Frank and I nodded. I might regularly come face-to-face with some of the most deadly and dangerous supervillains and criminals in the city, but even I wasn’t dumb enough to back talk my teacher.
“Fine,” said Mr. Peters. He turned around again and resumed his lecture on bacteria, this time speaking a little bit more loudly than before as he continued to add to the chalkboard. All of the other students, including the glasses girl, were looking at him again, though the glasses girl kept glancing over her shoulder at me like she was trying to make sure I wasn’t breaking the rules or anything like that.
Leaning on my desk, I felt a little embarrassed about Mr. Peters catching us like that, but his harsh tone didn’t surprise me. Although Mr. Peters would never admit it, I knew that he didn’t want to be teaching at this school anymore. He had intended to become a superhero himself a couple of years ago, even concocting a serum that would give him superpowers … a serum I drank on a dare from Frank and which Mr. Peters apparently could not replicate. As a result, Mr. Peters had become more antagonistic and rude toward me than ever. Again, he never said why, but I supposed it was probably because I accidentally ruined his best chance at becoming a superhero himself. Of course, Mr. Peters had no idea I was the one who did it, so at least his rudeness wasn’t directly targeted on me or anything.
Even so, I sometimes wondered what would have happened if I hadn’t drunk the serum. That serum was what gave me my eye beams in the first place. Had I not drank it, I don’t think I would have ever gone to work for Rubberman as his sidekick Beams. Mr. Peters might have been the one to become a superhero, though frankly, I had a hard time imagining middle-aged Sampson Peters in spandex fighting crime. Then again, he had probably tried to give himself powers in the first place to make up for his weak body.
Regardless, I still sometimes wondered if there was an alternate universe out there somewhere where Mr. Peters was a superhero and I was a sidekick. Heck, given how I’d been on plenty of dimension-hopping trips already, I knew there had to be an alternate universe like that somewhere. As much as I liked being a sidekick and working for Rubberman, a part of me did wonder what it might be like to live a normal life as a normal high school student. I certainly wouldn’t be worrying about a powerful supervillain criminal syndicate trying to take over Golden City’s criminal underground, at least.
Frank leaned slightly toward me and then whispered, in the lowest whisper I’d ever heard him whisper, “If you’ve got some time after school today, want to go to my house and play War Zero 2? It just came out yesterday and I’ve been itching to play it.”
Snapping out of my thoughts, I glanced at Frank and replied, in an equally low whisper, “Uh, I’m not sure. I’ve got to go to work after school today, so maybe this weekend?”
Disappointment in his eyes, Frank nodded. “Okay. That will give me more time to master it and totally own you when we play.”
I smiled and shook my head slightly, returning my attention to my textbook. It was boring, despite being more interesting than Mr. Peters’ lecture. I tried to follow along with his lecture, but for some reason I found it hard to concentrate. At first I thought it was because Mr. Peters was so boring or maybe because I was still very tired from not getting enough sleep last night. All I could think about was how I just wanted to lie down and go to sleep.
That was when I realized my eyes were starting to burn. I blinked several times, trying to make the pain go away, but it just got worse. A throbbing headache suddenly came out of nowhere and I found that I couldn’t really focus on anything now. My vision became blurry from the tears, forcing me to take off my glasses and rub my eyes to make the pain go away, but it wouldn’t. Panic started to rise in my chest at the thought that something was happening to me that I couldn’t understand.
“Alex?” said Frank in a soft but more audible whisper. He was looking at me worriedly. “What’s wrong? Allergies?”
Looking at Frank, I found it hard to see his face due to the tears in my eyes. “N-No. I’m not sure what is—”
“Mr. Fry!” Mr. Peters’ sharp voice cut the air like a sword. “What did I tell you about talking when I am speaking?”
Looking up to the front of the class, I could only make out a vague, blurry form that was Mr. Peters’ body. Blinking rapidly cleared up my tears somewhat, letting me see Mr. Peters’ annoyed scowl, but everything was still very blurry and the splitting headache was getting worse.
“S-Sorry, Mr. Peters,” I said, doing my best not to stutter, “but I’m not f-feeling so good. Can I go see the nurse?”
Mr. Peters, to my great frustration, simply pursed his lips. “Do you have a hall pass? You know I can’t let any of my students go without a hall pass.”
Frustration rose within me at Mr. Peters’ snide tone. “Y-Yes, sir, I do have a hall pass.”
“Then you may go,” said Mr. Peters in a self-satisfied, if slightly annoyed, tone of voice.
Normally I would be annoyed at Mr. Peters’ unreasonable and snide attitude, but I didn’t care. The pain in my head and eyes was starting to get unbearable. I stood up from my desk and stumbled to the front, nearly tripping over the bags of my fellow students on my way out. I could hear the whispers of concern and confusion among my classmates as I made it out the classroom door and into the hallway. There were probably going to be rumors about my medical emergency later, but right now I didn’t care.
Instead of going to the nurse’s office, though, I headed straight for the boys’ bathroom. Somehow finding my way there, my vision was almost entirely clouded now. The temperature in my eyeballs was so hot it felt like my eyes were melting in my sockets, although that was probably—hopefully—just the tears.
Standing in front of one of the sinks, I turned on the cold water, took off my glasses, and began splashing my eyes with water. The cold water felt nice at first, relieving some of the pain, but then the temperature grew even worse and my eyes felt like they were about to explode. What the hell was going on?
Stumbling into one of the stalls, I sat down on the closed toilet seat and put my head in my hands. The pain was growing worse by the second. It was like someone had placed an oven in my head and was baking cookies at the highest possible setting. And even worse, I had no control over it. My eyes warmed up similarly to how they did whenever I used my eye beams, only this was worse because I couldn’t control it.
I heard the door to the bathroom slam open and then heard Frank’s concerned voice say, “Alex? Alex, are you there? I thought I heard you yelling in here.”
Was I yelling? I didn’t notice. The pain in my eyes was so unbearable that I paid attention to almost nothing else.
Raising my voice, I said, “It’s okay, Frank. It’s my powers. Something is wrong with my—”
A sudden jolt of energy shot through me just then, making me stumble off the toilet onto the floor of the bathroom. Now it wasn’t just my head and eyes, but my whole body felt feverishly hot. A red tinge began to color my vision, the exact same red tinge I saw whenever I used my eye beams, only it seemed darker and deeper than before.
The stall door opened and Frank stood there. At least, I assumed it was Frank. My vision was so blurry now that all I could see was a vague, roundish outline standing above me.
“Oh my god, Alex,” said Frank, bending over. “I’m going to get you to the nurse right now. You are not okay. You are the exact opposite of okay. What is wrong with your eyes?”
I tried to answer, but then another jolt of power shot through my form and suddenly my eyes glowed a deep crimson. The power building up within me was so much that I couldn’t control it.
Sitting up, I looked at the toilet and unleashed one of the most powerful eye blasts I’d ever fired. The eye beams shattered the toilet, sending pieces of porcelain and water flying everywhere. I heard Frank stumble onto his butt behind me, crying out in fear, which made me feel bad, but then sweet relief washed over me and I completely lost consciousness.




CHAPTER SIX


Alex … please wake up, Alex …” came a familiar woman’s voice that I could not immediately place. “Can you hear us, Alex? Hello?” 
“I think he’s out, Fanny,” said a familiar man’s voice that I also could not immediately place. “Maybe we should just let him rest. No point in trying to wake him up when we don’t know what kind of condition he’s in.”
Fanny? That was my Mom’s name. Despite how tired I felt, I nonetheless forced my eyes opening, blinking rapidly as my vision adjusted from pure darkness to the slightly brighter lights around me.
I was lying on my bed in my bedroom, my shoes off my feet and my blankets over my body. Off to the left stood my desk, where my school laptop sat underneath the window. To my right was a Rubberman: The Movie poster hanging on the wall, while the door to my closet, from which my backpack hung, stood just to the right of the poster.
More importantly, however, were the two figures standing around my bed. My Mom sat on the edge of my bed, her green eyes behind her thick glasses full of concern. Standing next to her, with a hand on her shoulder, was my Dad, who, based on the dirty t-shirt and jeans he wore, looked like he had just gotten off work himself.
I blinked, which hurt for some reason. “Mom? Dad?”
“Alex?” said Mom. “Are you okay?”
I blinked again, which again hurt. “What … what happened? Why am I here? Aren’t I supposed to be in school?”
“You don’t remember what happened at school?” said Dad. “You don’t remember anything at all?”
I was about to say no, but when I blinked again and my eyes hurt—though a little less this time—I suddenly remembered, well, everything. I remembered my eyes burning. I remembered my intense headache. I remembered getting Mr. Peters’ permission to leave class. I remembered stumbling into the boys’ room. And finally, I remembered blowing up the toilet with an unusually powerful blast of my eye beams.
“I remember everything,” I said, “but I don’t remember what happened after I blew up the toilet.”
“Your friend, Frank, called us,” said Dad. “He asked us to come pick you up and take you back home. Because I was still at work, your mom was the one who brought you home. I got here as soon as I could, though. You’ve been out for a few hours.”
“Does the school know I’m gone?” I said, suddenly worried about that for some reason. “Mr. Peters—”
“They do,” said Mom firmly. “I told them that you weren’t feeling so good and that I was going to take you home to rest. They didn’t argue with me when they saw how delusional you were.”
“Delusional?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “But didn’t I lose consciousness?”
“Not from what I saw,” said Mom. “By the time I got there, you were talking and walking almost like normal … almost. You were rambling about the most random things. I couldn’t understand even half of what you were saying. The school couldn’t, either, which I suppose is why they let you go home.”
I blinked again, though this time, it didn’t hurt even half as bad as before. I had no memory of rambling about anything. I only remembered up to the moment I blew up the toilet. And speaking of toilet … “What about the bathroom? I blew up one of their toilets. How are we going to explain that?”
“Your friend Frank said someone left a firecracker in one of the toilets in the boys’ room,” said Mom. She chuckled. “It was funny seeing him come up with that explanation on the spot like that. You’ve got a clever friend.”
I also had to smile. Although Frank might not have been a sidekick like me, he could still think pretty fast on his feet when the situation warranted it. I was kind of surprised that the school bought it, but hey, I wasn’t complaining. If the school knew the truth, then everyone would know I was Beams and I would lose my sidekick license. I made a mental note to reward Frank for his help later.
“And don’t worry about going back to school,” said Mom. “Aside from the fact that the weekend is coming up, I convinced them to give you Monday off as well to have enough time to get better. You won’t have to go back to school until Tuesday, at the very least.”
I rubbed the back of my head. “Thanks, Mom. I really appreciate it.”
“But what happened back there?” said Dad. “Frank told us that your eyes were watering and red, but we’re still not sure what he meant by that. Were you having an allergic reaction to something?”
I rubbed my eyes, which weren’t hurting anymore, although they still felt a little sore. “I’m not sure. It just came out of nowhere all of a sudden. My eyes felt like they were on fire. I even thought they were going to melt in their sockets. I had a huge headache and felt jolts of power flowing through me. I’ve never felt anything like it before and can’t really explain it.”
“Were you using your powers in school?” said Mom in a warning voice. “Because you know you aren’t supposed to use your powers in school.”
I shook my head rapidly. “No, of course not. I would never use my powers in school. That’s what makes it so weird. I normally have great control over my powers. But this time … it felt like I was losing control over them.”
I said that in a lower voice, though high enough that Mom and Dad could still hear what I said. I lowered my voice because I didn’t want to say that last part of my sentence aloud. Maybe it was silly, but a part of me didn’t want to consider the possibility that I was losing control over my powers again.
“But that doesn’t make sense,” said Dad. “You haven’t had any trouble controlling your powers since you started working for Rubberman.”
That was true. When I first got my eye beams what seemed like a lifetime ago now, I had had big trouble controlling them. That was part of the reason I went to work for Rubberman. Aside from wanting to save up money for a car, I needed training and guidance about how to use my powers without losing control. Rubberman’s training had been invaluable in that regard and I hadn’t had to deal with a lack of control over my powers in a long time.
Now, however, I found myself wondering if something had gone wrong. I didn’t want to consider the possibility that I was losing control again, but it was starting to seem more and more like the only reasonable explanation for what happened back there in the school. I just didn’t know why I was losing control over them again.
“I don’t know,” I said. “All I know is that we’re lucky I didn’t lose control in the classroom. Otherwise, I am sure someone would have gotten hurt.”
“Well, I think you should stay in bed,” said Mom. “I don’t want you going to work tomorrow or at all until you get better.”
“But, Mom, Rubberman needs me,” I said. “We’re in the middle of a huge case and—”
“I am sure Rubberman can handle it himself,” said Mom. “I don’t want you losing control again like this and possibly hurting yourself with your powers.”
“I know you’re worried about me, Mom, but it’s okay,” I said, patting her arm. “I feel fine now. A little tired, but fine. And even if I do lose control tomorrow, it’s not the end of the world. Rubberman will be able to handle it. He knows how to deal with superpowers.”
Mom looked up at Dad. “Jack, what do you think? I think he should stay home until we know exactly what is wrong with him.”
Dad scratched his chin. He seemed to be considering both sides of our argument. That was just like Dad. He always liked to consider both sides of an argument before coming to a conclusion, even in his own family.
Finally, Dad said, “Although I am worried about him, I think Alex should be allowed to go to work tomorrow. What happened in school today was dangerous and concerning, but at the same time, I agree with him that Rubberman should be able to handle it. Plus, who knows? It might have just been a one-time deal. Maybe all that happened was that Alex just had a bunch of built-up laser energy he hadn’t let out or something.”
Dad’s explanation didn’t make sense to me, but I wasn’t about to disagree with him. I wanted to go to work tomorrow to help Rubberman, and maybe ask him for his thoughts on what happened to me in school today. Rubberman was not a scientific expert, but he seemed to understand how to control powers better than most superheroes I knew. If anyone had an explanation for what happened today, it would have to be him.
Mom bit her lower lip, clearly in disagreement, but then she nodded once and said, “Fine. But if something like this happens again, Alex, I want you to come home immediately, no matter what you and your boss are doing. Understand?”
I nodded. “Sure thing, Mom. By the way, I need to call Rubberman and let him know I won’t come into work today.”
“Already did it for you, Alex,” said Dad, holding up my phone. “He’s aware of what happened and is okay with you taking today off. I’ll also call him to let him know you’ll be back at work tomorrow.”
“Thanks,” I said, leaning back against my pillows. “I was worried about whether he knew or not.”
“Well, now he does,” said Dad. He put my smartphone on my desk. “I’ll just leave your phone here for you and your mom and I will let you get some rest. You look like you need it.”
I nodded and gave both Mom and Dad a quick hug before they left my room, closing the door behind them on their way out. As soon as they closed the door, however, I could hear them both talking to each other, though their voices grew more and more distant as they made their way down the stairs to the kitchen on the first floor until soon I couldn’t hear them at all anymore. I could guess what they were talking about, though: Me and what happened to me at school.
And I was thinking about it, too. It was so weird. I disagreed with Dad’s idea that I had built up a bunch of energy without letting it out. I used my eye beams almost every day at work now. Even when I went a long time without using them, it never felt like there was any energy build-up within me. I just felt … normal.
Then again, I still didn’t entirely understand my powers or how they worked. I had gotten my powers by drinking a potentially unstable serum concocted by my science teacher. Thinking back, it was a miracle that the serum didn’t kill or harm me in some way. I guess that spoke well of Mr. Peters’ chemistry skills, but the fact was I still didn’t know anything about how my powers actually worked. Like, where did all of that energy I fired from my eyes come from? And how come I could also use that same energy to give me an adrenaline boost that let me do all kinds of awesome moves that I normally couldn’t?
I guess I had become so used to being able to shoot lasers from my eyes that I had never taken the time to think about exactly what that meant. But how was I supposed to find out more about my powers? Rubberman might be able to help, but his knowledge was probably limited, seeing as he got his powers in a way different from mine. I didn’t know any scientists who would be willing to take a look at my body and try to help me figure out what was going on. I might have to do my own scientific research, which was a little annoying because I barely had enough free time as is. I definitely didn’t have enough free time to run scientific experiments on myself.
But then, there was one person who might be able to help me understand what happened to my body. He had no idea I actually had powers, though, or that I was Beams. Even so, out of all of the people I knew, that guy might very well be able to help me understand what was going on.
The only question was how to ask Mr. Peters about that serum without revealing to him that I was the one who drank it, or that I was Beams.




CHAPTER SEVEN


The next day I went to the Elastic Cave bright and early, taking the elevator down to Level One like I always did. I had gotten a lot of sleep last night, slept better than usual in fact, and when I got up this morning my eyes didn’t hurt even slightly. I only had the memory of what happened in school to remind me of what happened, and even then, it was a fading memory at best. I might not have even thought about if Mom and Dad hadn’t asked me about it over breakfast. 
Regardless, I still intended to talk to Rubberman about it. Even though Rubberman didn’t get his powers the same way I did, he might still have insight into how I could deal with it. He had helped me learn how to use my powers before, after all. He could just as easily help me figure out how to control … whatever was happening to my body.
But more importantly, I needed to talk to Mr. Peters. He was the original creator of the serum which gave me my powers. If anyone knew or understood the possible side effects of the serum, then it would have to be him.
The problem was that I didn’t know how to ask Mr. Peters that question without revealing my secret identity to him. Mr. Peters might have been a jerk, but he was a smart jerk, probably one of the smartest people I knew, if I was going to be honest. If I didn’t ask my question just the right way, Mr. Peters could easily put two and two together and figure out my secret identity. Given how Mr. Peters’ dream was to become a superhero (or had been; wasn’t sure if he still wanted to do that now), I dreaded what his response to learning that I had essentially stolen his dream from him would be. Oh, well. At least I had the weekend to figure it out.
A soft ding indicated that the elevator came to a stop. As the elevator doors opened, I stepped out into the Elastic Cave and said, “Rubberman, Adams, I’m here! Just gotta clock in first and—”
I stopped speaking when I realized that Rubberman was currently in a shouting match with a man I had never seen before. Rubberman stood in front of the Control Panel, a huge collection of computer monitors and TV screens that showed us news going on all over the world. The Control Panel was how we kept tabs on the various events going on in the world. Some of the screens showed news reporters from various news agencies and organizations reporting on recent happenings, while others displayed news and social media sites that were always up to date with the latest news. Although it looked like a complex, intimidating setup, it was actually simple to understand once you figured it out.
But right now, Rubberman wasn’t looking at any of the smaller screens. His eyes were on the big screen right in the middle and on the screen was a man who I had never seen before.
He appeared to be a middle-aged man with a round, almost basketball-shaped head and a short brown beard and mustache. He still had some hair on his head, but it was clear to me that he was starting to go bald. I could only see his head and shoulders, so I couldn’t tell what sort of clothes he wore, but it looked like he was wearing a simple white t-shirt.
Right now, though, his face was as red as a rose as he and Rubberman practically screamed over each other. Neither of them seemed to have noticed me enter, which was fine by me because I wasn’t sure I wanted to get into the middle of their huge shouting match.
“We’ve already discussed this, Owen,” Rubberman snapped. He extended his arm and pointed directly at Owen’s face. “The movie is coming out in three months. There’s no time to change anything.”
“But it’s still not perfect!” the man, apparently named Owen, shouted, his voice making me cringe due to its loudness amplified by the speakers. “Plus, the contract states—”
“The contract doesn’t say jack, Owen,” Rubberman said. “But if you want to play the law game, then go ahead. My lawyer has been looking for a chance to crush some legal skulls and yours would do just fine.”
I was shocked by how brutally Rubberman spoke to Owen. I knew Rubberman could be a tough negotiator when he wanted to be, but this was the first time I’d ever actually seen him speak that way to someone who wasn’t either a criminal or a supervillain. Owen should consider himself lucky that he was on the other side of a screen, otherwise I wasn’t sure Rubberman would stop at just using harsh words.
Owen bit his lower lip, clearly frustrated. “Fine! I’m not interested in going to court over this. I have an important meeting with the producers today anyway, which is a much better use of my time than arguing with you.”
“Good idea, Owen,” said Rubberman. “Probably the best idea you’ve had since you called in.”
Owen just snorted and then the screen went blank, which meant that Owen had hung up the call.
Rubberman then sighed and said under his breath, “That idiot. Maybe getting this movie deal wasn’t as good as I thought it was.”
I gulped and said, in a slightly hesitant voice, “Uh, boss?”
Rubberman suddenly whirled around to face me, holding up his fists, but when he saw it was just me, he relaxed and smiled. “Alex! When did you get here? I didn’t hear you enter.”
“A few minutes ago,” I said. “And if you are worried about that Owen dude seeing me, I don’t think he did. I think he was so focused on shouting at you that he didn’t even notice I was here.”
Rubberman smiled sheepishly. “That’s good to hear, but I’m sorry you had to see that. That wasn’t me at my best.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” I said. I gestured at the screen behind him. “Who was that?”
Rubberman rubbed his forehead like he was suffering from a bad headache of his own. “Owen Sellers. The director for the Rubberman movie.”
I looked at the blank screen again in surprise. “You mean that was Owen Sellers himself? Huh. He’s … louder than I expected.”
I knew who Owen Sellers was, even if I had never seen him before now. Aside from being the director for the Rubberman movie, Owen Sellers was one of the biggest and most famous directors in Hollywood at the moment. He’d directed a ton of blockbuster movies and art house films alike. The Rubberman movie was supposed to be his first superhero flick, but the reason he was the director was because of how big his name was. Part of the reason the Rubberman movie was expected to do so well was because of Owen Sellers’ name attached to it, although I had never actually met the guy until now, and still hadn’t, technically-speaking.
“Don’t I know it,” said Rubberman with a sigh. “We were just having a small dispute over the movie.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Small dispute? Could’ve fooled me. You guys were acting like a divorced couple arguing over who gets the kids.”
“I know, it’s just …” Rubberman shook his head. “Owen wanted to talk about making some changes to the movie’s story, which I told him no because the movie is coming out in three months and we don’t have time for reshoots. He insisted they were necessary, though, and so we got into a big fight over it, as you just saw.”
I tilted my head to the side. “That’s weird. I didn’t know you had the right to refuse changes to the movie. I thought all of the creative stuff was in the hands of the movie studio.”
Rubberman wagged a finger at me. “It was until my lawyer negotiated that particularly clause for me. As a result, I have a lot more control over the film than most superheroes who get movies based off of them do. Plus, I get a cut of the merchandise royalties as well. Which means that if Owen wants to make any changes, he needs to run them by me first.”
I nodded. I sometimes forgot that in addition to being a great superhero, Rubberman was an equally great businessman. His business acumen was one of the reasons why Rubberman, Inc. was doing so well. “Sure sounded like your argument was about a lot more than that.”
“Owen is just very stubborn,” said Rubberman. “A brilliant filmmaker, yes, but stubborn as a mule over his ideas and a big control freak. He’s annoyed I didn’t give him carte blanche over the movie, but too bad. I’ve seen what happens when you let a director or studio have complete control over a movie of your life and the last thing I need is for them to make me look like some kind of maniac in order to push some idiotic political agenda onto the populace. Seen that happen far too often to other supers I know who have gotten movie deals.”
“Yeah,” I said. “This fight won’t affect the movie’s release, though, will it?”
“It shouldn’t,” said Rubberman. “As I said, the movie is coming out one way or another. Even Owen can’t stop it now. Doesn’t mean he’s going to give up trying to figure out how to get the changes he wants, though.”
Rubberman added that with more than a trace of bitterness in his voice. I could tell that the entire movie-making process was starting to wear him out. Couldn’t blame him. I was becoming more and more convinced that this movie wasn’t going to do much for us other than take up a lot of time and energy that could go toward actually keeping the streets of Golden City safe. Even if it did well and made us tons of money, I wasn’t sure it would be worth it.
“Anyway, that’s not important right now,” said Rubberman. He looked me in the eyes. “What happened at school yesterday? Are you okay?”
I bit my lower lip but told Rubberman about what happened anyway, figuring that he deserved to know. Rubberman listened intently, as he always did, and by the time I finished telling him my story, he looked quite worried.
“So you have no idea why your body all of a sudden started acting up in that way?” said Rubberman, stroking his chin in thought.
I nodded. “Yeah. No idea at all. First time I’ve lost control of my powers since … well, since I started working for you.”
“Hmmm,” said Rubberman. “This is concerning. How do you feel right now?”
“Pretty good,” I said. I rubbed my eyes. “My eyes don’t feel like they’re about to melt out of my sockets, so I consider that a win.”
Rubberman nodded. “That’s good, but I’m still a little worried you might not be in any condition to work. The last thing I need is for you to lose control of your powers in the middle of a mission.”
“I get it, but I’ll be fine,” I said, waving off Rubberman’s concerns. “It was just a freak accident. I doubt it will happen again.”
Rubberman’s eyes narrowed. “You know you can’t guarantee that, right?”
“Right, but I mean, I’m here,” I said, gesturing at the Elastic Cave. “Even if it does happen again, I think this is a safer place for me to lose control of my powers than in school. By the way, would you happen to have a theory about why my powers acted up like that?”
Rubberman tapped his chin in thought. “Unfortunately, no. I am not familiar with the serum your science teacher made that gave you your powers in the first place. Do you know if that serum had any sort of negative side effects?”
I shook my head. “No idea. The serum was unique, as far as I know, made by my teacher himself. There weren’t any warning labels or anything on the glass.”
“Do you think that you may be experiencing some sort of negative side effects that you were simply not aware of when you drank the serum?” asked Rubberman.
“That doesn’t make sense to me, though,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “Why would Mr. Peters intentionally design a serum that would eventually backfire on him?”
Rubberman shook his head. “It might not have been intentional. Think of it like an experimental drug. No one knows what it’s short-term and long-term effects are. We know the short-term effects of the serum gave you eye beams, but we have absolutely no idea what the long-term effects are, given how you have only had your powers for what, a year and a half now?”
I scratched my chin in thought. “You’re right. As far as I know, the serum is an original creation of Mr. Peters. If you think about, it’s kind of amazing it works at all.”
“Perhaps you should ask Mr. Peters about it,” said Rubberman, “without, of course, revealing your identity to him. I’m sure you can figure out a way to do that. You’re smart.”
I frowned. I dreaded asking Mr. Peters about his serum. Although he had never said it, I knew for a fact that he considered his serum his ‘greatest’ failure, mostly because he had put so much hope into it that he had no idea what to do when I drank it. That was the main reason he didn’t try to recreate the serum because he thought it failed when I drank it and didn’t immediately get any powers around him.
Still, I had been having the same idea as Rubberman for a while now, so I nodded and said, “Yeah. When I’m back in school on Monday, I’ll see if I can talk to Mr. Peters after class about this.”
“Good,” said Rubberman. He straightened up and glanced at his watch. “It’s about time we head out, anyway, so you’re right on time.”
“Head out?” I said. “Head out where?”
“To Golden City General,” said Rubberman, “where Three Fingers is. He apparently woke up yesterday, so we need to talk to him about the warehouse slaughter.”
“Ah,” I said, nodding. Then I frowned again. “Are you sure he’s going to want to speak with us, though? He’s not exactly our biggest fan.”
Rubberman smiled. “Oh, I’m sure he wants to talk to us. In fact, I know he wants to talk to us. According to the nurse who called me, Three Fingers specifically asked to talk to me and you. He won’t even talk to the police. So clock in and suit up. I told her we’d be there by ten and it’s about nine-thirty now.”




CHAPTER EIGHT


The last time I’d seen Johnny ‘Three Fingers’ Diamond, he had looked like he had been playing hide and seek in a slaughterhouse. He had been drenched from head to foot in the blood of his own allies, he had been very tired, and his skin was paler than usual due to blood loss. A part of me had assumed that Three Fingers would die at the hospital, but I guess he must have been stronger or less injured than he looked. 
Now, however, Three Fingers lay in his bed in his room in Golden City General Hospital. His bloodstained clothes had been stripped from him, replaced with a blue patient’s gown and a neck brace. I could see thick white bandages peeking out from underneath his gown, though most of his body was hidden under a heavy white blanket. An empty tray with bread crumbs and an empty milk carton stood on the desk to his side, while his body was hooked up to a machine showing his vitals, which looked surprisingly good to me, considering how badly injured he had been the last time I saw him.
When Rubberman and I entered the room, Three Fingers looked up at us from the book he was reading. To my surprise, he was reading a small, hardcover copy of the Bible. That was even weirder. I wouldn’t expect a bloodthirsty criminal and crime lord like Three Fingers to even consider reading the Bible, yet there he was, reading it as if it was his favorite book in the world. He did, however, close the book when Rubberman and I entered, putting it aside on the desk next to his bed next to the empty food tray.
“Hi there, Johnny,” said Rubberman as we entered the room. “How are you doing?”
“Fine,” said Three Fingers. He gestured at a couple of chairs against the wall to his right. “Please pull up a seat. It will be easier for us to talk that way.”
I eyed Three Fingers carefully. According to the rumors I’d heard, Three Fingers was supposedly a brutal crime boss who only ever showed compassion to his men who performed to his expectations. He also supposedly had a deep-seated hatred of superheroes in general. Yet here he was, offering us a seat like we were honored guests or old friends who had come to pay a visit.
Rubberman stretched his arms across the room and pulled the chairs over to us, which we sat down on. I noticed that Rubberman kept us a good distance away from Three Fingers, though. I could understand. Despite Three Fingers’ current condition, it wasn’t wise for us to get too close to him, lest he try to harm us. Then again, given how Three Fingers currently seemed unable to even walk, I wondered if perhaps we needed to worry about accidentally harming him.
“How are you feeling, Johnny?” said Rubberman, resting his chin on his hand. “What did the doctors say about your condition?”
Three Fingers shrugged. “They said I’m probably not going to walk again and I will need to be on pain meds for the rest of my life. Plus, I am going to jail as soon as my doctor says I am well enough to go. So I’m just enjoying my relative freedom right now, thanks for asking.”
I raised an eyebrow, even though Three Fingers couldn’t see it through my visor. That was not how I expected Three Fingers to act at all. I had expected him to rage at his condition and to attack us for helping arrest him. Yet he seemed perfectly at peace with himself and the world, which made me a little envious, I had to admit.
“You seem calm,” said Rubberman, “even though you’ve lost everything.”
Three Fingers again shrugged. “We can’t take anything in this world with us into heaven. That’s why Jesus says we need to build up our treasures in heaven rather than on earth.”
It was Rubberman’s turn to raise an eyebrow now. “The rumors about you never said you were religious.”
“I haven’t been,” said Three Fingers, shaking his head. He glanced at the Bible. “And still am not. But since the … attack, I’ve been rethinking the things I learned in Sunday school when I was a kid. Reading the Bible. Contemplating my mortality. It’s funny, but until I nearly died today, I didn’t really consider what dying actually meant.”
Okay, this was starting to get weird. And I was starting to get suspicious. I glanced over my shoulder at the open doorway where I saw a couple of police officers standing guard. Based on their shrugs and puzzled looks, I could tell they had likely already had similar conversations with Three Fingers about religion.
“But I didn’t ask you to come here to talk about God,” said Three Fingers. He pointed at Rubberman and me with the middle finger on his right hand. “I wanted to talk to you about the Zero Knights.”
“Well, I’m happy you’re willing to talk to us,” said Rubberman in a diplomatic voice, “but if I may ask, why did you ask to speak to us about this specifically and not the police?”
“I will talk to the police,” said Three Fingers, “but I want to talk to you two first, because you two are the only ones who can stop them.”
Rubberman and I exchanged quick but puzzled looks when Three Fingers said that before Rubberman looked at him and said, “You mean the Zero Knights?”
Three Fingers nodded, his grim expression never changing. “Exactly. The police can’t stop them. But you two might be able to.”
“Uh-huh,” said Rubberman as I quickly began taking notes so we could review them later. “And why do you think that?”
Three Fingers chuckled deeply. “Because I saw one Zero Knight slaughter nineteen of my men in one night. It only took him an hour. It was like a fox in a rabbit warren. None of us stood a chance.”
I shuddered, despite taking notes. I had seen the pictures, but I could just imagine how the scene must have played out. My imagination could get pretty vivid at times. Give me a few choice details and I had no problem imagining even the most horrible scenes in my head in graphic detail. It was one of the reasons I didn’t like horror movies that much.
“All right,” said Rubberman. “So why don’t you tell us a few details about that night, if you can? For example, what were you discussing at your meeting?”
“Basic six-month business meeting,” said Three Fingers. He held up his left hand, all five fingers splayed out flat. “Basically, we discussed when and where we were going to do drug trafficking, what sort of crimes we were going to commit, and who was going to do what, among other things. We had no idea that the Zero Knights were in town. We didn’t even know that the Zero Knights were at our front door until he entered and started killing.”
“Do you know the name of the Zero Knight in question who had killed your men?” said Rubberman, glancing at me to make sure I was still taking notes.
Three Fingers shuddered. “His real name? No clue. But he did introduce himself by his secret identity: Slasher. He could make these claws pop out of his wrists, really sharp claws that could even cut through metal. And damn was he fast. It seemed like he was everywhere at once, though that may have been because he cut the power at some point during the attack and it became impossible to see what was going on. I heard the screams, though. I will always remember the screams.”
Chills rose up my spine as Three Fingers spoke. Although he spoke with a fairly calm voice, I could sense the terror behind every word he spoke. I wondered if Slasher’s attack had given him PTSD. Couldn’t blame him if it had. I was thinking about those pictures again and couldn’t imagine how scary it must have been to actually be there in person like Three Fingers was.
“But I’m always prepared,” said Three Fingers. “Every Three Fingers base has a secret room in which I can hide in case of emergency. I managed to find the trap door and hid in the hole you guys found me in while Slasher killed everyone. I was afraid that Slasher might try to look for me, but he never did. Either that or he assumed he had killed me at some point and my corpse was hidden among the corpses of the other members. Not that I could have left even if I wanted to. A few of the bodies had landed on the trap door itself and I wasn’t strong enough to push them off, which was why I waited until the police moved the bodies and you guys showed up before I tried to escape.”
Rubberman nodded. He was leaning forward now, his hand in his chin. “Did Slasher say anything? Like where his base of operations in Golden City might be?”
“Not exactly,” said Three Fingers, shaking his head. “But when he killed the last of my men, he did start talking. I think he was talking on his phone to his boss, Xero, because he kept calling him ‘sir’ and ‘boss.’ I couldn’t see, though I could hear him perfectly.”
“Oh?” said Rubberman. “And what did he say?”
Three Fingers pursed his lips. He seemed to be thinking hard, trying to remember what Slasher had said. “He said he had ‘secured’ Golden City and that soon the city’s drug market would be under the control of the Zero Knights. Said he was going to head out before someone showed up and saw what he did.”
“Is that all he said?” said Rubberman, leaning forward even more. “Did he say anything—anything at all—about where he might be based or what he is trying to do?”
Three Fingers frowned even more. I could tell he was thinking hard now, trying to remember every last detail of that night. “He did. He said he was going to return to the ‘hotel’ after he was done with us. It sounded like a bunch of code words to me, though, so for all I know he might not have actually been going to a real hotel.”
“A hotel,” Rubberman repeated thoughtfully. “That is intriguing. Anything else?”
Three Fingers bit his lower lip. He seemed to be debating with himself about whether to share one last bit of information with us. “There’s one more thing, but I’m not sure you want to hear it.”
“Just tell us,” said Rubberman. “I think we can handle it.”
“All right,” said Three Fingers. He took a deep breath and looked at us both. “He said he is going to kill you and Beams … personally.”




CHAPTER NINE


That was … weird,” I said as Rubberman and I stepped out of the elevator into the Elastic Cave. 
“That’s putting it mildly,” said Rubberman as we walked over to the Control Panel. He sat down in the office chair and began clicking through a variety of screens. “Three Fingers is different from what I expected.”
Leaning against the desk, I glanced at my notes on my notepad and nodded. “I’ll say. I expected him to scream and shout at us for ruining his life. Yet he seemed calm and almost at peace with himself.”
“It’s not that surprising when you think about it,” said Rubberman. He began typing an email to someone, though I didn’t look at who. “We weren’t the ones who killed his men and destroyed his criminal empire overnight. It was Slasher. You and I just sort of picked up the pieces.”
“Is that why he was so cooperative?” I said, scratching my chin thoughtfully. “Most criminals we talk to aren’t nearly as cooperative as he is.”
“He wants revenge,” said Rubberman simply. “Pure and simple. Don’t let his seemingly peaceful facade fool you. Criminals might hate superheroes, but if there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s that criminals actually hate rival criminals even more than us. Most likely, Three Fingers views the Zero Knights as competition. He knows he can’t beat them on his own, so by helping us, he’s hoping we can beat the Zero Knights for him.”
I frowned. “Are you sure about that? He seemed almost sincere to me.”
Rubberman stopped typing and looked up at me. “Trust me, Alex, I’ve been fighting criminals like him for years. Some criminals can come across as decent, even ordinary, people who are just trying to make it like everyone else. But most criminals are also sociopathic, if not downright psychopathic, and a hardened crime boss like Three Fingers—who has been a professional criminal since he was slightly younger than you and a crime lord since his twenties—is even more of a psycho than your average purse-snatcher. If he seemed nice, it’s only because he wanted to, not because he actually is.”
I shrugged. “Guess you have a point. What do you think about the last thing he told us? About the Zero Knights wanting to kill us?”
Rubberman shrugged. He closed his email and began typing in a search engine. “He’s probably right. The Zero Knights have been known to kill any supers who try to stop them. Doesn’t make them that much different from ordinary criminals. The only difference is that Zero Knights are trained specifically to fight and beat supers, so they have higher kill counts than your average criminal or supervillain.”
“But he seemed to think the Zero Knights want to kill us personally,” I said. “Yet we’ve done nothing to piss them off on a personal basis. We haven’t even met any of them yet.”
“True, but never underestimate the pettiness of supervillains and crooks,” said Rubberman without looking at me. “They are probably just offended we exist and are trying to put scum like them behind bars. It’s probably nothing that personal.”
“I hope you’re right,” I said. I glanced at the screen and saw that Rubberman had gotten a lot of search results for ‘slasher zero knight.’ “Are you googling Slasher?”
“Sure,” said Rubberman, looking at me in surprise. “This is how I always research the villains we fight. I want to see if any other superheroes have fought him before and, if so, whether they lived to tell the tale.”
Glancing at the screen again, I shook my head. “Doesn’t seem to have much of an online presence. There’s Slash knives, but I don’t see any results for Slasher himself.”
Rubberman sighed and closed his tab. “Can’t say I’m surprised. The Zero Knights, as I said, practice extreme secrecy, at least at the higher levels among the leadership. We don’t even know exactly how many there are. Still, I thought it was worth a look anyway. Looks like I’ll need to have Adams place a few calls to Heroes United and see if anyone there has fought Slasher before.”
“We know at least a few things about him,” I said. I held up my hands and mimicked claws. “He’s got Wolverine-style claws, for one, sharp enough to cut metal apparently. And he’s fast, fast enough to be hard to see. That sounds like a lot of fun.”
“It does,” said Rubberman sardonically. “Still, even knowing that much doesn’t help us that much if we can’t find him.”
“What about what Three Fingers told us about Slasher’s base?” I said. “The hotel? What do you make of that?”
Pushing his office chair away from the desk, Rubberman put the tips of his fingers together. “I think I know what Slasher was talking about. The hotel—assuming he was being even remotely literal—I think it might have been a reference to the Francis Golden Hotel on the northern edge of Golden City.”
“The Francis Golden Hotel?” I repeated. “What’s that?”
Rubberman looked at me in surprise. “What, you mean you’ve never heard of the Francis Golden Hotel? It’s the oldest hotel in Golden City. Founded shortly after Golden City itself back in the late eighteen hundreds, it was founded by Harold Golden’s younger brother, Francis Golden, hence the name. It was a really popular and famous hotel for a while until it got closed back in the sixties. Nowadays it’s considered a site of historical significance and no one has used it for years.”
“Do you think that Slasher is using the Francis Golden Hotel as his main base of operations?” I said doubtfully. “That seems a little too on the nose for a code word, doesn’t it?”
“So it would seem,” said Rubberman, “but if there’s one thing I’ve learned over the last six years I’ve been in business, it’s that sometimes the simplest explanation is the best one. Besides, it’s our only real lead at the moment. At the very least, I’d say it’s worth checking out.”
“When do you want to go?” I said. “Now?”
Rubberman shook his head. “Not now, but tomorrow. Right now, I need to do some more research and place a few more calls. I also need to coordinate this with the GCPD. If Slasher really has made his base in the Francis, then we will need police backup and support. The Zero Knights might be dangerous, but with proper planning, we can take down any criminal, no matter how ‘super’ they might be.”
“Hope you’re right,” I said, still thinking of those photos of the slain Three Fingers gangsters and Three Fingers’ own hollow eyes when he recounted the experience to us. “Because I’m not sure I want to find out what will happen if you’re wrong.”
“It will be fine,” Rubberman insisted. “In any case, that’s for the future to determine. Right now, we need to focus on the present. I am going to make a few phone calls in my office about the Zero Knights to get ready for tomorrow’s mission. In the mean, I want you to help Adams change the oil on the Rubbermobile.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that what your mechanic is for?”
“Armando is on vacation in the Bahamas right now,” said Rubberman, shaking his head. “Besides, Adams has always changed the Rubbermobile’s oil. It’s something you should learn to do, too, in case you ever need to do it.”
I nodded. “All right. I’ll go do that.”
With that, I walked over to the elevator and pressed the down button, while Rubberman rose from his chair and went down the hallway to his office. I glanced over my shoulder at him, watching as he closed his office door behind him without another word. I then heard his voice as he spoke to someone, probably calling Chief Williams on the phone to tell him what we learned and to organize our assault on the Francis later on.
A small ding indicated that the elevator had arrived. Stepping into the elevator, I pressed the Level Two button and waited as the elevator descended deeper into the Elastic Cave, thinking all the while about the Zero Knights and my powers, among other things.
Truthfully, I wasn’t that afraid of the Zero Knights. I mean, I was wary about taking on Slasher, but I’d faced all sorts of much more dangerous enemies before him. Heck, I’d even helped kill an evil god that had been trying to destroy the multiverse. Fighting a crazy serial killing villain who happened to be part of a larger criminal organization seemed like small potatoes in comparison to that.
Still, another part of me was worried. It had to do with my powers and how I seemed to be gradually losing control over them. I hadn’t lost control over them today, nor did I feel like my eyeballs were about to melt from my sockets, but a part of me did worry what might happen tomorrow if I ended up fighting Slasher and my powers backfired on me. It almost made me think that I should ask Rubberman for the day off tomorrow, but then I shook my head just as the elevator came to a stop.
I needed to stop worrying so much. I had killed a literal god, for Pete’s sake. I could handle a single supervillain just fine even if my powers weren’t totally cooperative. Besides, I wouldn’t even be on my own. I would have Rubberman and probably the entirety of the GCPD on my side. I was going to be just fine.
As the elevator doors opened, I stepped out into the Rubbermobile’s hangar and said, “Hey, Adams, Rubberman sent me down to help you with the oil—”
I stopped speaking when I saw Adams lying face flat on the ground next to the Rubbermobile in a pool of his own blood.




CHAPTER TEN


Adams!” I rushed down the stairs to the bottom of Level Two and over to Rubberman’s butler and knelt next to him, turning him over on his back to get a better look at his injuries. 
I wished I hadn’t. Adams looked horrible. His normally pristine black suit was ripped and torn. His chest and stomach were both covered in blood. His mustache was speckled with blood and his eyes were closed. I was glad I was wearing my helmet because it filtered out the disgusting stink of blood. Even so, I thought Adams was dead until I noticed his chest rising and falling with every breath. It meant he was still alive, if barely.
“Adams, can you hear me?” I said. “Adams? Adams!”
Finally, Adams’ eyes flickered open. He opened his mouth to speak, but a disturbing gurgling sound came out from his mouth and he coughed up some blood that got onto my costume.
Trying not to panic, I tapped the side of my helmet and said, “Boss, this is Beams. I found Adams in the Elastic Cave with his chest slashed open. He’s lying in a pool of his own blood, barely conscious and can’t seem to speak. Better get here quickly. Not sure how much time he has left.”
“What the—?” came Rubberman’s voice over my helmet’s communicator. “I’ll be there as soon as I can!”
My communicator clicked off, indicating that Rubberman was on his way, so I said to Adams, “Don’t worry, Adams. Rubberman is on his way. He’ll be here faster than lightning.”
Adams tried to speak again. He pointed at me and said, in an incredibly weak voice, “B-Beams …”
“Yes, it’s me,” I said, leaning in closer. “I’m here. You’re going to be okay. Who did this to you?”
Adams drew in a deep, shuddering breath before pointing at his chest. “Him …”
“Him?” I said. “Him who?”
“Them,” Adams choked, still pointing at his chest.
Although I didn’t really want to, I looked at his chest again, this time more closely, and realized, with a start, that Adams’ chest wound wasn’t just a simple chest wound meant to kill him. It was shaped like a zero, the calling card of …
“Slasher,” I whispered. “He’s here.”
“Not quite, kid,” said a rough New Jersey-accented voice behind me. “But close enough.”
Something solid slammed into the back of my helmet, causing me to let go of Adams, who cried out when I dropped him. But then a hand grabbed me and threw me back, sending me tumbling across the floor until I hit the base of the stairs. Groaning in pain, I shook my head and looked up to see who had attacked me.
The man standing between me and Adams was new. He wore futuristic, knight-like armor that fit his body well, emphasizing his muscular physique while at the same time providing excellent protection. On his chest, the symbol ‘S-0’ was engraved, while his face was hidden behind a helmet that partly resembled the face of a hawk. He carried a club in his right hand and a bloody sword in his left. He was probably a couple of inches taller than me, though much bulkier, that was for sure.
“Who the hell are you?” I said, slowly rising to my feet despite the pain in my back. “Slasher?”
The man shook his head. “Nay. I am not nearly as powerful or wise as he.”
“Then you must be another Zero Knight,” I said. “Right?”
“Not even that,” said the man with another shake of his head. “I have yet to prove myself in battle and earn the title of Zero Knight. No, I am a Zero Squire, as indicated by the symbol on my chest.”
The man gestured with his bloody sword at the S-0 symbol on his breastplate that I had noticed earlier.
“Zero Squire?” I said in confusion. “The heck is that?”
“We are the foot soldiers of the Zero Knights,” said the Squire. “Though only a handful of Zero Knights exist, we Squires are countless. We wear a slightly less sophisticated version of the Zero Armor.” The Squire took up a battle stance. “Of course, our armor is still more than necessary to kill sidekicks like you. Perish!”
The Squire jumped forward with shocking speed, forcing me to jump to the side to avoid getting my head taken off by his sword. But, displaying surprising agility, the Squire whirled and slammed his club into my midsection, knocking me off my feet. My helmet had protected my skull from cracking open, but I was still hurting all over from the fall.
Not that I had much time to stew over my pain, however, before the Squire brought his club down on me. I rolled out of the way at the last possible second, however, causing the Squire’s club to smash into the floor where I’d been lying previously, crushing it and leaving a small crater where he had hit.
“You are a quick one,” said the Squire, wrenching his club out of the floor and rising to his feet. “Not as quick as the rumors suggest you are, but that is fine. I am quick as well, which is why I am known as Thomas the Quick.”
Rising to my feet, I said, “So your name’s Thomas, huh? Perfect name for a knight.”
“A Squire,” Thomas replied, brandishing his club and sword. “But someday, I will be a knight. Perhaps killing you will be enough to convince my King to give me the title I so rightfully deserve.”
“Don’t count your eggs before they hatch,” I said. “And how did you get in here, anyway? Our security systems—”
“Primitive in comparison to the technology that King Xero commands,” Thomas said. “As well, Knight Slasher sent me to deal with you. He is aware that you two are on his tail and he has decided that he does not need to waste time killing you when he has perfectly capable Squires like me to do it.”
I glanced at Adams, who lay prone on the floor a few feet away from the Rubbermobile. “Killing an old man doesn’t seem like a particularly knightly thing to do to me.”
“He is an enemy, and all enemies of the King must be destroyed,” Thomas replied. “That is the way of the Zero Squire and the Zero Knight.”
Taking a battle stance, I said, “Well, you should have come with a few friends. Rubberman is on his way here right now even as we speak, and once he gets here, you’re screwed.”
Thomas chuckled. “You think I haven’t anticipated Rubberman’s presence in his own base? Foolish sidekick. I disabled the elevators as soon as you stepped out.”
My blood went cold. “Meaning—”
“Meaning that by the time Rubberman gets here, he will only find two corpses to bury,” said Thomas. “But enough chatter. Let us do battle!”
Thomas rushed toward me, but I fired my eye beams at him. Energy beams exploded from my eyes, causing Thomas to stop and hold up his weapons to deflect the blasts, but right before the energy beams hit him, a sharp headache cut through my head and I winced. The energy beams cut off just as suddenly, causing me to blink and look around in confusion.
“Huh?” I said. I glared at Thomas, trying—and failing—to fire my energy beams at him again. “Why … isn’t it … working?”
I focused on Thomas as hard as I could, trying to force energy blasts to explode from my eyes and fry him. But no matter what I did, nothing worked. I didn’t feel the usual build-up of energy that I always felt whenever I used my eye beams. Nor did I feel my eyes heat up, either. It was like my powers just decided to … not work. It was weird.
Thomas apparently hadn’t noticed. He still held up his weapons in an X shape to block the blasts, but when my energy blasts didn’t him, Thomas looked around his weapons at me cautiously.
“Hmm?” said Thomas, tilting his head to the side. “Odd. Where are your energy blasts? I was told that you could fire mighty blasts of pure, burning hot energy from your eyes.”
“I don’t know,” I said. I put my hands on the sides of my helmet. “I’m trying, but nothing is happening. I’m not sure what is going on.”
Thomas only looked confused for an instant before lowering his weapons and saying, “Well, this works for me. If you can’t use your powers, then that will make it that much easier for me to kill you.”
Without hesitation, Thomas rushed toward me again. His speed taking me by surprise, I was barely able to avoid his club, but then his sword came from the other side and dinged off my helmet. The impact nonetheless made me stagger to the side, causing me to fall onto the floor, which saved me from Thomas’s club that came soaring over the spot where my head had been a mere moment later.
Although I was still confused by my lack of powers, I nonetheless rolled off to the side. Rising to my feet, I backed away until I came to the railing of the platform that the Rubbermobile was on. I looked over my shoulder and realized I had been cornered.
The clanking of metal made me look back and see Thomas stalking toward me. His helmet hid his face, but I could just imagine him grinning behind his helmet, probably looking forward to killing me in cold blood.
“What fortuitous timing,” said Thomas, his words punctuated by the clanking of his armor. “Your powers have failed you, your boss can’t save you, and you are all alone. With how easily this mission has gone, I will feel like I stole the title of Zero Knight that King Xero will undoubtedly grant to me once I return with your head on a platter.”
Gritting my teeth, I tried to shoot him again. This time, I actually did feel a little energy build up, but nothing came out and the energy went away just as quickly as it came. I had to think of something else.
But what could I do against him? Without my powers, I was just an ordinary teenage boy. All I could do was stare at Thomas as he drew closer and closer to me, blood dripping off of the tip of his sword.
That is, until the roar of a car engine filled the entire Level and then the Rubbermobile’s bright headlights suddenly shone on both of us. The sudden lights seemed to surprised Thomas, who stopped and looked over his shoulder, saying, “What is this trickery? Who turned on the lights?”
Although I had no idea what the answer to that question was, I knew an opportunity when I saw one. I ran over to Williams and tackled him to the floor, causing him to drop his weapons in surprise. We grappled on the floor for a moment, but Thomas eventually threw me off of him. Landing on the floor, I quickly grabbed his dropped club and hefted it over my head, straining my muscles to hold the surprisingly heavy weapon before I brought it directly down on Thomas’s helmeted head as hard as I could.
The heavy club crushed Thomas’s helmet like tin and even made a loud crack echo through the Elastic Cave, the sound of his helmet cracking under the impact of the club. Thomas immediately collapsed onto the floor, although whether he was dead or unconscious, I couldn’t tell.
Panting and sweating, I dropped Thomas’s club and staggered backward. Although I was fit and in good physical condition, fighting Thomas had taken a lot out of me. Indeed, for a moment there I hadn’t even been sure I would survive if not for the distraction created by the Rubbermobile suddenly turning on.
That was when I heard the sound of someone falling onto the floor and looked over at the Rubbermobile to see the car door open, with Adams lying next to it, his blood smeared everywhere. Alarmed, I ran over to Adams again and bent over him, saying, “Adams, Adams, can you hear me? Did you turn on the car lights?”
Adams blinked and looked up at me with a slightly pained smile on his face. “Yes. Took advantage of him forgetting about me to distract him long enough for you to take him out.”
“Thanks,” I said. “I can’t believe you did it.”
Adams shook his head. “Just doing my … doing my … doing my job …”
Adams’ head then went limp, causing me to shout, “Adams! Adams!”
But Adams did not respond.




CHAPTER ELEVEN


Adams was taken to the hospital shortly after I called 911. Due to the elevator being disabled, I had to get Adams into the Rubbermobile and drive him out of the Elastic Cave, where I found Rubberman, who, after discovering the elevator was broken, tried to enter via the Rubbermobile’s entrance. We then jumped into the Rubbermobile and took off to Golden City General Hospital’s ER. 
When we got to the ER, Adams was quickly taken to the back, where we weren’t allowed to go. Well, where I wasn’t allowed to go. Rubberman was allowed to go back there, which seemed strange because I was the one who had found Adams in the first place. So I sat in the waiting room, waiting for what seemed like hours—even though it was only about half an hour—before Rubberman came out of the waiting room and told me that, though Adams was in critical condition, the doctors thought he was going to be okay. He was going to need to spend the next several days in the hospital, however, and they weren’t sure when they were going to release him but would keep us updated on his status as the days went on.
So Rubberman and I returned to the Elastic Cave, specifically to Level Two, where the Rubbermobile was kept. We cleaned up the blood from Adams’ body, but were unable to find Thomas the Squire. It appeared that the Squire had successfully escaped from the Elastic Cave while we were taking Adams to the hospital. I blamed myself for that. I had been so focused on getting Adams to safety that I had completely forgotten to secure Thomas and make sure he couldn’t escape.
As a result, when we went back into Rubberman’s office about an hour later, I plopped into the chair on the other side of his desk and said, “I’m sorry, boss. I knew I should have done something to keep Thomas from escaping, but all I could think about was getting Adams to the hospital before he died. Now Thomas’s escaped and is probably going to tell Slasher about the Elastic Cave.”
Rubberman sat in his chair, a troubled look on his face. He was slouching slightly, which was never a good sign because Rubberman tended to sit upright most of the time and only slouched whenever he was feeling really down. “Don’t beat yourself up so much, Alex. It’s not your fault Thomas broke into the Cave, much less that he nearly killed Adams. If you hadn’t shown up, Thomas would have killed Adams and then probably killed you and me as well.”
“Still, I could have at least chained him up somewhere,” I said. “Now that’s he gone, there’s no telling what’s going to happen.”
“I think we should still be okay,” said Rubberman, glancing at his laptop. “If Thomas was able to find and enter the Elastic Cave by himself, then it’s safe to assume Slasher knows where we are. So Thomas’s escape may not be as big a problem as we think.”
“But Adams nearly died,” I said. “How can you be so calm when Adams—who you’ve known for far longer than me—is on death’s door even as we speak?”
Rubberman suddenly glared at me with anger I had never seen in his eye’s before. “Just because I don’t look upset doesn’t mean I am not upset. I am very upset about this, probably even more than you, as you pointed out. By attacking and nearly killing Adams, the Zero Knights have all but openly declared war on us.”
Rubberman rose from his chair and walked around the desk, continuing to speak as he did so. “The Zero Knights were clearly trying to send a message: Oppose them and die.”
Rotating my chair, I followed Rubberman as he began pacing back and forth in front of me. “So what are we going to do about it?”
Rubberman still didn’t look at me as he paced. “What we were always planning to do: Work with the police to lay siege to the Francis. If Slasher wants war, then it’s war that Slasher is going to get.”
I had to admit I was surprised by Rubberman’s vehemence. He was normally a calm, reasonable guy who rarely let his emotions get the best of him. He definitely didn’t talk about declaring war on anyone, even criminals and supervillains who had done tons of evil things. I had to admit, though, that I kind of liked seeing this side of my boss and kind of wished he would show it more often. Couldn’t say I blamed him, either. Thomas had not only broken into our business but had also tried to kill Adams and me. That was probably the best way to make Rubberman your enemy for life.
“Great,” I said, jumping to my feet. “When do we start?”
Rubberman stopped pacing and turned his gaze to me. “The attack is still scheduled for tomorrow night. I would love to attack the Francis now, but these sorts of operations always need to be handled carefully. Plus, I need to call Williams and let him know what happened to Adams.”
My shoulders slumped, but I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. As I said, Rubberman was normally a calm, reasonable guy. He was almost always in control of his emotions, and even when he was being more emotional than rational right now, his sharp, rational mind could still cut through the fog to make sure he didn’t do anything too stupid. I was just disappointed we had to wait. I wanted to avenge Adams as soon as possible, but I guess I would have to wait a little while longer, then.
“Okay, boss,” I said. “Still, I wish we could just go now.”
“I know how you feel, but like I said, we need to be smart about this,” said Rubberman. He stopped pacing and turned to face me with his arms folded behind his back. “Revenge, after all, is a dish best served cold. Which means we need to do all of the necessary groundwork to make sure that this mission is a success.”
“Good idea,” I said. “So what should we do first?”
Rubberman stretched his right arm across the room to a shelf behind his desk, where he grabbed a notebook and pen and pulled it back toward him. Flipping open the notebook, Rubberman said, “First, I need you to tell me all about Thomas and what he is like. His fighting style, his weapons, what kind of armor he wore, and so on. While I doubt every Squire is exactly the same as Thomas, I think we can still learn a thing or two about the Zero Knights by studying him and how he fought.”
“Oh, right,” I said. I thought about it for a second. “Thomas was wearing some kind of weird power armor. Never seen anything like it.”
“Did he call it Zero Armor, perchance?” said Rubberman as he took down a few quick notes.
“Zero what?” I said.
“Zero Armor,” said Rubberman, looking up at me from his notebook. “Did he call it Zero Armor?”
I slowly shook my head. “No, but he did mention how it wasn’t as good as the armor worn by actual Zero Knights.”
Rubberman nodded. “I see. Yes, that fits with what Lady Liberty in New York told me and what my research shows. The Squires are supposed to be inferior to the Zero Knights, including their equipment.”
“But what is Zero Armor?” I said. “What’s so special about it?”
Rubberman looked up at me again. “Zero Armor is special power armor designed by King Xero himself. Due to the secrecy of the Order, no one outside of the Zero Knights knows the full capabilities of the Zero Armor. No one knows what its power source is. Hell, no one even knows what kind of metal they’re made out of.”
“That sounds interesting,” I said. “But what, exactly, does the Zero Armor do?”
Rubberman tapped the tip of his pen against his chin. “Because no one outside of the Zero Knights has ever gotten a chance to study one, the full powers of the Zero Armor are unknown. Based on the various reports I’ve read from superheroes and police who have dealt with them, it looks like Zero Armor increases the wearer’s strength, reflexes, and stamina, along with energy attacks and advanced weaponry. Zero Armor also appears to be bulletproof and is immune to all but the sharpest and toughest blades. As well, Zero Armor appears to offer the user near immunity from both extreme heat and extreme cold.”
“Wow,” I said. “Does it also give you the ability to breathe underwater, too?”
“Not as far as we know,” said Rubberman, “although no Zero Knight has ever been fought underwater, so we can’t know that for sure. Zero Armor also provides the user with flight capabilities.”
“Wow,” I said again. “That’s crazy. No wonder other superheroes have so much trouble taking down these guys. Sounds to me like anyone who wears Zero Armor is basically invincible.”
“Not quite,” said Rubberman. “Supposedly, it is possible to harm someone wearing Zero Armor, but it is very difficult. I know Prime Man once harmed a Zero Knight in combat, but that was a couple of years ago and it only worked because Prime Man is, well, Prime Man.”
I nodded. “Do you think my eye beams could penetrate the Zero Knights’ armor?”
“I don’t know,” said Rubberman. “Did you try to shoot Thomas with your eye beams earlier?”
I gulped. In all of the excitement of the last few hours, I had forgotten to mention to Rubberman about how my powers had failed me in my fight with Thomas. I almost told Rubberman my powers had failed, but then caught myself. If I told Rubberman that my powers seemed to have disappeared—possibly for good—then Rubberman would definitely not let me join the raid on the Francis tomorrow night. Given how I wanted to avenge Adams, I didn’t want to be forced to stay at home and wait for Rubberman and the police to do the work. Besides, I thought I could sense the energy back in my body again.
So I said, “I did try to shoot him, but I missed and he got too close for me to try using my eye beams again without hurting myself.”
Fortunately, Rubberman did not seem to notice my deception because he nodded and said, “I see. Well, I guess we’ll find out tomorrow night when we attack the Francis. While I won’t put you at the front line, I’ll definitely need your help to take down Slasher.”
I smiled, trying to hide my nervousness and wondering if I had made the right choice in hiding my power failure from Rubberman. I told myself it didn’t matter, that my minor failure before was just a one-time thing and wouldn’t happen again, but I still felt a little guilty anyway. “Yeah, definitely.”
“Speaking of your powers, I take it you are going to talk to Mr. Peters tomorrow about them?” said Rubberman as he took down a couple more notes.
Startled by the sudden change in subject, I said, “Uh, yeah. I’ll try to talk to him after class tomorrow.”
Rubberman nodded. “Good idea. If you learn anything about the serum or how it might have affected your powers, let me know. I want to get to the bottom of your weakening powers as much as anyone, seeing as you work for me and all. I certainly wouldn’t want your powers to conk out in the middle of a big, important fight, after all.”
I chuckled nervously. “Yeah, that would be, uh, inconvenient for us. That’s for sure.”




CHAPTER TWELVE


The next day, I spent all day in school trying to figure out how I was going to ask Mr. Peters about my powers without revealing that I was Beams. I couldn’t just walk up to Mr. Peters and say, “Hi, Mr. Peters! How are you doing? Anyway, remember that serum you made that I drank a year and a half ago? Well, it gave me laser eye beams but for some reason they aren’t working reliably anymore and I need you to tell me why. Thanks!” 
So I spent lunch with Frank, who helped me try to figure out what to say to Mr. Peters while we ate. Frank was surprisingly helpful here, helping me craft a story that would allow me to get the information I wanted from Mr. Peters without compromising my secret identity. When I questioned Frank where he learned how to do this, Frank just shrugged and said he had ‘experience’ with his parents, though he wouldn’t elaborate on it further than that.
After practicing my question with Frank a billion times during lunch, I felt confident in my delivery of it that I was sure I could ask it without feeling self-conscious or coming across suspiciously to Mr. Peters. Mr. Peters might have been a judgmental, mean old man who didn’t like me, but I was confident I could ask him my question without arousing his suspicions.
So, after the bell rang and every other student in my science class left to go to the next class, I lingered slightly longer at my desk than most, just long enough to wait until the last student had left. That turned out to be Frank, who gave me a covert thumbs up as he left to show that he had faith in our idea. I just smiled back briefly, not wanting to alert Mr. Peters—who still sat behind his desk already grading homework assignments—or make him suspicious about what I was going to do.
Taking a deep, calming breath, I rose up and walked up to Mr. Peters’ desk. Mr. Peters didn’t notice me walk up, however, until I cleared my throat loudly and he looked up from his laptop at me, his usual annoyed sneer on his face.
“What is it, Alex?” said Mr. Peters, not even pretending to hide the annoyance in his voice as he readjusted his glasses. “If you are going to ask me about today’s lesson, then you should have paid better attention in class because I am not going to repeat it.”
Doing my best not to let Mr. Peters’ sarcasm get to me, I said, “It’s not about today’s subject, Mr. Peters. Rather, I wanted to ask you about that serum you made a couple of years ago. You know, the one that I, uh, accidentally drank?”
There it was. The script that Frank and I had come up with and practiced today. It was simple and direct, but casual as well. There wasn’t a hint in the question that I was Beams or that I had any special powers or abilities derived from said serum. It was pure genius, in my humble opinion, and I could not wait to see Mr. Peters fall for it.
The initial results were encouraging. Mr. Peters’ annoyed sneer turned into an angry scowl, but when he spoke, his tone hadn’t changed. “Why are you asking me about this now? You certainly didn’t seem interested in learning more about it when I found out what you did one and a half years ago. Not a couple of years ago. One and a half.”
Mr. Peters was on script so far, so I said, still keeping a casual tone, “Oh, well, I just got sick recently with this stomach bug I’ve never had before and I was wondering if the serum might have messed with my immune system or something. Did the serum have any negative side effects I am not aware of?”
Mr. Peters closed his laptop rather harder than necessary. Pushing the laptop aside, he pulled out what looked like a stack of students’ homework and began grading them right there in front of me, apparently without paying very close attention to them. I hoped none of them were mine or Frank’s. “I wouldn’t know, seeing as you drank it before I could get a chance to test it on myself.”
My winning smile faltered slightly. Uh oh. This wasn’t exactly off-track—I anticipated he might say something like this—but it was veering that way. “So wait. You mean you designed a serum that was supposed to give you superpowers, yet didn’t have any idea of what kind of negative side effects it might inflict on you?”
Mr. Peters still didn’t look at me, but he did grade the papers a little less quickly than before. He seemed to be considering his next response.
“Not entirely,” said Mr. Peters. He sounded a little less annoyed now, though still wasn’t a happy camper. “The serum I concocted was not an entirely original creation of mine. I got it from a chemist friend of mine who works for Nox, one of the biggest pharmaceutical companies in the world. Nox was trying to develop a serum that could give ordinary people powers, but couldn’t make it work for some reason. He asked me to figure out what the problem was and see if I could make it work.”
I stared at Mr. Peters in surprise. “Wait, you mean there’s a company out there trying to make a drug that can give people superpowers? And you were allowed to experiment with it?”
Mr. Peters looked up at me from behind his glasses, an unamused expression on his face. “Yes, Alex, I did just say that. Do I need to repeat myself?”
I shook my head rapidly. “No, no. I, uh, just found that interesting is all.”
That was a close one. The real reason I was surprised to hear this was because I had always assumed that Mr. Peters had made up the serum on his own. Yet it sounded to me like he had instead simply modified an already-existing serum to make it work … and based on the results, I can certainly say he succeeded.
“It’s not something I like to talk about,” said Mr. Peters, returning his attention to the papers he was grading. “I had intended to alter the serum so it would give me super strength and durability. I thought I figured out what was wrong with it, but when you drank it and didn’t get any powers, that was when I realized I had failed. Told my friend as much, so, at this point, I am pretty sure it is impossible to give people superpowers artificially. I certainly couldn’t figure out how to do it, anyway.”
Although Mr. Peters continued to sound annoyed and short, I caught more than a hint of regret behind his words. And for once, I couldn’t blame him. When I drank that serum and hid my powers from Mr. Peters, I hadn’t just ruined his best chance to change his career. I’d also embarrassed him in front of a respected colleague and maybe even called into question his scientific skills. I suddenly felt like more of a jerk than ever for doing that, though at least I had a reason for not telling him the truth now.
“Sorry to hear that,” I said. “If it helps, the serum at least tasted good.”
“Who cares?” said Mr. Peters. “That was a year and a half ago. I’ve come to accept that I will always be a high school teacher and I will never become Mighty Man.”
“Mighty Man?” I said, trying to hide an amused grin. “Is that the superhero name you were going to use?”
Mr. Peters stopped grading his papers and glared up at me. “Yes. I even had a costume. Look right here.”
Mr. Peters pulled open one of the top drawers of his desk and pulled out a picture, which he handed to me. Looking at the picture, it appeared to be concept art of some kind of superhero costume. It was a full-body brown-and-gear spandex costume with an ‘MM’ logo on the chest, complete with a jetpack of some sort on the back of the costume along with steel gauntlets. The costume, however, looked like it was designed for a bigger, more muscular man than Mr. Peters.
“This was your costume?” I said, looking up at Mr. Peters.
Mr. Peters nodded as he resumed grading his students’ homework. “Concept art from Super Fun Apparel, the company I had chosen to buy my costume from. This was based on how big I assumed my muscles were going to be once I drank the serum and became super strong, though it could have been adjusted depending on what my actual measurements were. In any case, I did have one costume made, though right now it’s collecting dust in my closet in my apartment.”
I bit my lower lip. I couldn’t believe it, but I was starting to feel sorry for Mr. Peters. I really had destroyed his dreams, even if I hadn’t intended to do so.
Mr. Peters sighed. “But like I said, that was then, this is now. I will probably sell the suit off … eventually. When I can find the time in between grading papers by students like you and thinking about what could have been.”
“Uh-huh,” I said, not entirely sure what else to say. “So, back to the side effects of the serum. Did your chemist friend ever report any to you or—?”
Writing on a paper hard enough to nearly tear it, Mr. Peters said, in a short voice, “Just a few. He mentioned that the users of the serum would sometimes find that their powers would just stop working. Other times, their powers would overwhelm them and they would explode.”
I gulped. “Explode? Like a bomb?”
“I don’t know, seeing as I wasn’t the one conducting the experiments,” said Mr. Peters. “Part of my job was to figure out how to stabilize the serum, but when you failed to get any powers, I assumed that I made it too safe for people to use, to the point of negating its ability to grant powers to people entirely. I don’t know if the company my friend works for dropped the project after that or not, but I would. Big waste of time and money if you ask me.”
Okay, this was starting to seem interesting, now. I’d already lost control of my powers once by blowing up that toilet in the boys’ room and had, of course, seemed to have lost my powers entirely yesterday. That meant I was experiencing some of the negative side effects of the serum. I just hoped I wouldn’t explode next time I tried to use my powers.
“Is there, like, a cure for any of those side effects?” I asked. “Just out of curiosity, you understand.”
Mr. Peters briefly stopped grading homework again and glanced up from his desk. “None that I know of.”
“Did the test subjects ever manage to gain control over their powers?” I said. “At all?”
“It’s rather hard to control your powers after you get blown into a million pieces,” Mr. Peters answered dryly. “So no, I don’t think any of them did.”
I bit my lower lip. Not good. This meant I had one of two possible fates: Either blow up into a million pieces at some point or just lose my powers entirely and become an ordinary teenager again. And I didn’t like either option, though for different reasons.
“Now is that all you wanted to ask me about or are you going to keep pestering me with questions you should have asked me a year and a half ago?” said Mr. Peters. He glanced at the clock above the door. “Unless I’m mistaken, your next class starts in five minutes.”
Crap. I had almost forgotten about my English class. “Sorry, sir. Thanks for answering my questions, though. Your answers were, uh, interesting.”
Before Mr. Peters could say anything, I left the classroom, closing the door behind me and leaving him to grade our homework. I quickly walked down the hallway, hoping to get to my next class on time. Mrs. Cheadle, the English teacher, was even harsher than Mr. Peters about students getting into class on time and the last thing I needed was to get detention because I was late.
Still, I thought about the information that Mr. Peters had given me about the serum. It looked like I had two possible fates: Either blow up from my body being unable to handle all of that excess energy or lose my powers entirely and end up becoming a normal teenager again.
You might think that blowing up into a million pieces might scare me more, but somehow losing my powers and having to stop being Beams was scarier. I wasn’t sure why. After all, the results of both fates were the same:
I would not be able to work as Beams ever again. Which was a big problem, because I was going to graduate from high school this year and start working for Rubberman full-time rather than go to college.
Yet if I didn’t have my powers … if I could no longer shoot my lasers or use them to give me an energy boost … then I might have to quit sooner than I expected. Much, much sooner.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


At midnight that night, Rubberman and I crouched low in the darkness outside of the Francis Golden Hotel. Even at night, the hotel was still a fabulous building. With the wide arches, Victorian-style exterior, and gold-framed windows, it looked a hell of a lot nicer than most of the other, more modern hotels in Golden City, even though it hadn’t been used in 50 years. The dark, boarded-up windows, however, made it impossible to see who—or what—was inside it, if anyone was inside it at all. Just beyond the hotel lay the Roger Gate River, which flowed silently behind it in the darkness of the night. 
Because the Francis was built on the edge of Golden City, only a handful of street lights illuminated the exterior. There were definitely no lights on inside the Francis. It did have electricity, but there were no signs that Slasher was present tonight. At least, we didn’t see any lights on inside the hotel, which meant Slasher either wasn’t here or else he was keeping the lights off to avoid drawing attention to his hideout.
Rubberman and I weren’t the only people here tonight, however. My helmet’s night vision feature revealed the presence of a full-on SWAT team near the parking lot, courtesy of Chief Williams, who had managed to arrange the arrival of a SWAT team in Golden City specifically for this mission. Also, several police cars were parked just beyond the trees on the other side of the road. The idea was for the police to act as backup in case Slasher and his Squires tried to run away when Rubberman, me, and the SWAT team attacked the hotel.
The plan was simple. Rubberman and I would begin the assault through the front door of the Francis, while the SWAT team would go in through the back. By attacking from two fronts simultaneously, we were hoping to divide Slasher’s forces and make it harder for him to defend himself. We had no idea how many Squires were working for Slasher, but it was never wise to fight a war on two fronts and tonight would be no exception.
“How did your meeting with Peters go?” said Rubberman, looking at me suddenly. The two of us were crouched low in some bushes on the other side of the Francis’ parking lot, hidden among the growth from outside observers.
Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked at Rubberman in surprise. “The meeting—? Oh, yeah. I did talk to him after class. He said the serum had some negative side effects, like losing control of your powers, but otherwise didn’t have anything bad. He said it would probably work itself out eventually and that I didn’t need to worry about it.”
Rubberman raised an eyebrow. “He didn’t suspect you were Beams, did he?”
“Of course not,” I said quickly. “I made sure not to mention anything he could use to figure out who I am. I just phrased it as a hypothetical question from a scientifically curious student. That’s all.”
Rubberman nodded in satisfaction. “Well, I’m glad you were able to get some answers. I was a little worried about bringing you on tonight’s mission given, well, what’s been happening with your powers recently.”
I nodded as well, though for different reasons than Rubberman. I had just lied to him again about what Mr. Peters told me, but I tried not to feel too bad about it. My powers had just come back. Before we left the Elastic Cave, Rubberman and I did a little training the Rubber Room, where I successfully used my eye beams to destroy ten targets in a row. It was a huge relief, especially because I hadn’t known for sure until then whether I had lost my powers or not. I still had good control over them as well. Guess my problems with Thomas must have been a short-term issue or something.
“Yeah,” I said. I glanced at the Francis. “Besides, I want to avenge Adams as much as you. I’d never let any problems with my powers keep me from being here tonight.”
“We’ll both get our chance to avenge Adams soon,” said Rubberman. “Just waiting on the SWAT team’s—”
A voice suddenly crackled in my helmet’s communicator, saying, “Rubberman, this is SWAT team Captain Kyle speaking, Rubberman, do you read me?”
Tapping his ear communicator, Rubberman said, “This is Rubberman, go ahead.”
“My SWAT team and I are at the back door of the Francis,” said Captain Kyle. “The back door isn’t locked, so it looks like Slasher is here after all. We’re going to head inside fifteen seconds after we’re done talking to you. Are you and your sidekick ready?”
“Of course,” said Rubberman without even glancing at me. “We’re ready when you’re ready.”
“Good to hear,” said Captain Kyle. “When we’re done talking, count to fifteen. As soon as you hear a gunshot, that’s your signal to enter. Captain Kyle out.”
A soft click in my ears told me that Captain Kyle had turned off his radio. As soon as he did, I began to mentally count down to fifteen, counting down the seconds until it was our time to move.
Just as I hit one, a single gunshot rent the air, prompting Rubberman to whisper, “That’s our signal. Go!”
Rubberman and I rushed across the hotel parking lot. Without hesitation, we smashed open the boarded-up doors, with Rubberman shouting, “Slasher! This is Rubberman. Come out with your hands up!”
But the lobby of the Francis Golden Hotel was empty. And thanks to my helmet’s night vision function, I was able to see exactly how empty it was.
No matter where I looked, I didn’t see anyone other than us. The lobby was fairly spacious, with an old-fashioned red sofa, high-backed chairs, and even a chandelier hanging from the ceiling. The check-in desk was deserted and covered in an obvious layer of dust. Behind the check-in desk were elevator doors that were closed and a staircase, while to our left and right were hallways stretching deeper into the hotel, probably to the various rooms that the hotel had to offer.
It was also incredibly silent. Aside from the sounds we made, I couldn’t hear a thing. It felt kind of like walking into a graveyard … or the den of a hungry monster that had a taste for humans.
“Wow, it’s quiet in here,” I said in a low voice to Rubberman. “I can’t even hear the gunfire from the SWAT team.”
“It’s a big hotel,” said Rubberman, glancing around. “Most likely, the sounds are being muffled by the thick walls. Regardless, we need to keep moving. It doesn’t look like Slasher is here. He’s probably somewhere deeper in the hotel.”
I glanced at the ceiling. “Think he’s on the top floor? That’s where I’d be if I was him. Probably the safest place to hide here.”
“Possibly, but it’s impossible to know for sure,” said Rubberman. “Still, going up is generally a good idea. I would suggest splitting up, but I think we’ve both seen enough horror movies to know that that’s a dumb idea.”
I chuckled at that. “Right. This does feel like a horror movie, doesn’t it?”
“But it is not,” said Rubberman, glancing at the empty lobby again. “This is real life, so keep your wits about you. Be ready for anything because we have no idea what Slasher might try to throw at us.”
Nodding, I readied my laser vision as Rubberman and I made our way slowly but surely across the barren lobby. I wish we had known how many Squires worked for Slasher, but all we could do was keep our eyes and ears open for traps and be ready for anything. I especially kept an eye on the dark corners and furniture. I wouldn’t put it past Slasher to have some of his men hiding behind the overturned or old furniture.
Yet we weren’t attacked at all as we made our way across the lobby and reached the elevators and stairs on the other end without issue.
“So, which one should we take?” I said, glancing at the elevator and stairs.
“The stairs,” said Rubberman, rubbing the back of his neck. “The elevator probably doesn’t even work anymore. The stairs are old and most likely not very stable, but at least they’re still functional.”
I groaned. “Ugh. I hate stairs, but if that’s the only way to the top floor, then so be it.”
We climbed the stairs quickly. The stairs did hold our weight, but they were still creaky and slightly warped. I kept expecting the creaking sounds to give our position away, but no Squires came rushing down the stairs to deal with us. Even Slasher himself did not appear. The stairway was as eerily quiet as the lobby, which was starting to make me wonder if we were mistaken. Maybe Slasher really hadn’t made the Francis his base. If so, then perhaps we were just wasting our time here, but I said nothing to Rubberman about that. We would find out ourselves soon enough.
Reaching the second floor, we still didn’t see anyone. The hallway stretched down for what seemed like an eternity, though I could see the huge window at the end of it thanks to my helmet’s night vision powers.
“This is weird,” I whispered to Rubberman. “Where is everyone? Didn’t Captain Kyle say that his team had entered the hotel?”
“He did,” said Rubberman in an equally low voice. “Let me try contacting him again. We should have run into him by now.”
Rubberman tapped his ear communicator. “Captain, this is Rubberman. We’re on the second floor of the hotel. Where are you guys?”
I waited patiently for Rubberman to respond, but as time wore on, Rubberman’s face became increasingly worried. That was not a good sign.
“So?” I said, unable to keep it in any longer. “Any response?”
Lowering his hand, Rubberman looked down at me. “No. There’s no response at all. It seems like my radio can’t even connect to the Captain’s radio.”
“Meaning it’s somehow being blocked?” I said.
“I don’t know,” said Rubberman, looking down the hallway again. “It’s possible. Or he’s too busy to answer right now.”
“Why would he be too busy to answer?” I said. I strained my ears. “I still don’t hear anything, so they can’t be fighting the Squires right now.”
“That’s the problem,” said Rubberman. “Something is going on that we don’t know about. I’m tempted to call the police right now, but—”
A loud thump above made Rubberman and I jump. We looked at the ceiling but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.
“What was that?” I said, looking at Rubberman.
“It must have been on the third floor,” Rubberman said. His hands balled into fists. “Let’s get up there. If the SWAT team is having trouble with the Squires, then we need to back them up.”
Rubberman turned and ran up the rickety stairs toward the next floor, with me following closely behind. Reaching the door to the third floor, Rubberman smashed it open with his shoulder and we staggered in. It took a moment for us to look around and realize what was going on, but the initial stench of blood should have warned us. Even so, it didn’t stop my heart from nearly stopping at the sight that greeted us like a wolf baring its teeth:
Every single one of the SWAT team members was dead.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The horrific scene was almost an exact duplicate of the Three Fingers Gang massacre, only it was in person rather than in pictures. A dozen well-armed, strong, and elite SWAT members lay in the hallway, their bodies slashed open, some of them missing heads and limbs, all of them with the trademark ‘0’ carved into their chests. The blue carpets were stained red with the fresh blood of the dead, while the walls had deep gouges, and even the chandelier hanging from the ceiling above was partially stained with blood. Another window stood at the end of the hallway, this one boarded up even more than the other, except for a small amount of moonlight streaming in from a crack at the top. That small amount of moonlight was enough to reveal a scene that was somehow even more horrific than the one we stumbled into. 
Captain Kyle—the head of the SWAT team—was on his knees in front of a figure wearing green and black powered armor. The figure was tall and imposing, his sleek but bulky armor making him look even bigger than he actually was. The eyes of his helmet were glowing green, while six long, deadly-looking claws, three on each hand, protruded from his wrists. And each one of those claws was dripping the fresh blood of the slain SWAT team members. My stomach churned at the sight. Slasher.
Apparently, Slasher must have heard us enter, because he looked up at us, though his facial expression was hidden behind his helmet. “Rubberman, Beams! What a welcome surprise. I did not expect to see you here so soon. Please don’t mind my guest. Once I finish him, I will come and work on you two next.”
Captain Kyle whirled his head around, looking at his with crazed, blood-shot eyes, his face already torn to shreds from Slasher’s claws. “Rubberman, Beams, run! Run now! Get out of here before Slasher—”
I never got to hear what Slasher was going to do because at that moment Captain Kyle’ head went flying off his shoulders and his body collapsed in front of the Zero Knight. Kyle’s head flew through the air, hit the ground, and rolled a few more feet until it stopped in front of us. Kyle’s face was frozen in an expression of abject horror, staring directly at us as if continuing to implore us to run while we still had the chance.
“Pathetic,” said Slasher, causing both Rubberman and me to look up at him. Slasher raised his claw and shook it, sending drops of blood flying everywhere. “He should have spent what little time he had left trying to save himself rather than warn you. Oh, well. I suppose the failure of his kind explains the rise of superheroes such as yourself.”
“You …” Rubberman seemed almost at a loss for words. “Did you kill all these people? By yourself?”
“Certainly,” said Slasher without a hint of sorrow in his voice. He gestured at the corpses on both sides of the hallway. “It was amusing to see this SWAT team enter the hotel, thinking they got the drop on me, and equally amusing to hear their cries for mercy as I killed them. Truthfully, they were even easier to kill than the Three Fingers Gang. Law enforcement has a tendency to believe itself invincible. I am happy to say that I have disabused them of that notion … and pretty much every other notion they could have, I suppose.”
I gulped. Until now, I hadn’t truly realized just how terrifying and powerful Slasher was. Seeing him kill an entire SWAT team so casually and quietly we didn’t even hear … it made me wonder what other tricks Slasher had up his sleeve.
“You mean you knew we would attack the hotel?” said Rubberman in shock.
“Of course,” said Slasher. “Do you think the Zero Knights have become as powerful as we have through sheer luck? We know everything. And what we don’t know, we adapt to. That is the way of the Zero Knights, the next step in criminal evolution.”
“Criminal evolution?” I said. “You do realize how insane you sound, right?”
Slasher tilted his head. “Little Beams. I was told by one of my faithful Squires about the difficulties you are having with your powers. Perhaps a child like you should be in bed back home tonight getting ready for school tomorrow. Tonight is a school night, isn’t it?”
“Beams will have plenty of time to go to school tomorrow after we beat you,” said Rubberman, taking a battle stance. “Remember, we’re still here. Oh, and even if you killed the SWAT team, the police are here, too.”
Slasher shook his head. “I am sorry, but I think that the police may find themselves a little … occupied at the moment.”
As soon as Slasher said that, a soft boom could be heard outside and my helmet’s radio suddenly crackled and I heard Chief Williams’ panicked voice say, “Rubberman, Beams! We’re under attack by Slasher’s Squires! They’ve already blown up one of our squad cars. Where are—”
Chief Williams’ voice was cut off with an eerie crackle, leaving nothing but static in our ears.
Slasher must have noticed how horrified we looked because he chuckled. “Right on time. My Squires will keep your police friends busy for a good while, I suspect. That means I have you all to myself.”
“Why are you doing this?” said Rubberman. “What brought you to Golden City in the first place?”
“The same reason the Zero Knights go anywhere,” Slasher replied. “We saw an excellent opportunity to expand our enterprise. But superheroes like you have a tendency to get in the way, so I’ve decided to eliminate you before you become a big problem for us.”
“If you think you’re going to be able to kill us that easily, then you’ve got another thing coming,” said Rubberman. “Beams and I have fought far worse bad guys than you before.”
Slasher chuckled again, this time sounding more like a hungry wolf than a human being. “Trust me, you’ve never faced anyone like me before.”
With that, Slasher rushed toward us with inhuman speed. Acting quickly, I jumped forward and fired two eye beams at Slasher, but he jumped out of the way, easily avoiding my laser beams. That was when Rubberman launched a punch at Slasher, but Slasher again dodged the attack.
Slasher jumped off of one of the walls and launched toward us, his claws clicking in the air. Rubberman and I scattered to avoid Slasher, who crashed onto the floor where we’d been standing mere moments ago before whirling around and slashing at us furiously, his slashes coming so quickly that they were a blur.
Forced to back up, Rubberman and I were just barely able to keep ahead of Slasher’s claws. I fired beam after beam at his claws, but somehow he actually deflected my lasers, sending them bouncing off course to strike the walls, floor, and ceiling and the corpses scattered about. And Slasher just kept advancing, forcing us down the hallway like a boulder rolling downhill.
Desperate, I fired at the floor in front of us instead. My lasers ripped the bloody carpeting and wooden flooring underneath apart, actually causing Slasher to stumble for a moment. That was all Rubberman needed to punch Slasher in the face hard enough to send the Zero Knight staggering from the blow, which I quickly followed up with a couple of laser blasts at Slasher’s chest.
But Slasher recovered quickly, dodging my lasers with a couple of well-executed backflips. He dug his claws into the flooring to bring himself to a halt and glared at us from behind his helmet.
“You are quite the duo, aren’t you?” said Slasher. “Just as strong and quick as our research told us. But strength and speed won’t save you from death.”
Expecting Slasher to continue his assault, I raised my hand to the side of my helmet to unleash another barrage of lasers, but instead, Slasher raised his claws and they began glowing with red energy. With a growl, Slasher slashed at the air, the energy exploding off of his claws and hurtling toward us at fast speeds.
Rubberman immediately shoved me to the side. He tried to dodge himself, but he was too late. The energy slashes cut into him with the impact of a bomb. He fell flat on his back on the floor, his chest and costume now torn open from the attack.
“Boss!” I shouted. “No!”
I rose to my feet, but then Slasher rushed over and slashed at me. I barely managed to do a backflip at the last second, narrowly avoiding getting my head ripped off my shoulders by his attack. Landing a few feet away from Slasher, I began backing up toward the window at the end of the hallway as Slasher advanced on me, his claws ripping through the air like a chainsaw.
“Yes, that’s it, sidekick,” said Slasher with obvious glee and bloodlust in his voice. “Keep running. Soon enough, you won’t have anywhere to run. And then you will be all mine.”
I kept backing up until I hit the boarded-up window and realized I had nowhere to go. I could only watch as Slasher drew closer and closer to me, his bloody claws buzzing through the air like a chainsaw.
That is, until Rubberman’s limbs suddenly stretched and wrapped around Slasher’s body like some type of backpack. Slasher came to a halt, his arms restricted by Rubberman’s rubbery limbs. He looked down at his arms in surprise.
“What the—?” said Slasher in a slightly strained voice. “How did he—”
Rubberman’s head suddenly appeared above Slasher’s own, his neck extended so he could see me. “Beams! Shoot him now! I can’t hold him forever!”
Despite having been taken by surprise, I nodded anyway and put my hand on the side of my helmet, aiming at Slasher. One good blast to the face should be enough to knock him out, even with that helmet of his.
So I focused intensely on firing the strongest laser I could … and nothing happened. I didn’t feel the familiar build-up of energy or the heat that usually came with it. My body felt … empty, the exact same way it felt when I fought Thomas the Squire yesterday. Trying not to panic, I kept forcing myself to shoot, but nothing happened.
“Beams!” Rubberman yelled in a strained voice as Slasher struggled furiously to throw him off. “What the hell are you doing? Shoot him! Shoot him now!”
“I’m trying!” I shouted, still tapping the side of my helmet. “But nothing is happening!”
“Try harder!” Rubberman yelled again, his voice even louder and more strained than before. “I can’t hold him forever!”
Desperate, I focused more than I ever had on shooting my eye beams, but again … nothing. It was like my powers had just left me.
And maybe, a tiny voice in the back of my head said, that was exactly what had happened.
A sudden snap caused me to look up. Slasher had finally removed Rubberman from his back. Based on the way Rubberman lay on the floor with his wrists bleeding, it looked like Slasher had somehow managed to cut Rubberman’s wrists. Regardless, the amount of blood Rubberman was now losing had to be crazy. If he wasn’t dead yet, he was definitely about to be.
“What a waste,” said Slasher, shaking his head as he looked down at the nearly dead Rubberman. “Still, he did take me by surprise there with his little trick. I was sure he had died when I hit him with my energy slash. Evidently, though—”
“Boss!” I screamed. “You monster!”
I ran toward Slasher, raising my fist to punch him. But Slasher caught my punch easily and then lifted me off the floor by my fist. I struggled to free myself, but Slasher was just too ridiculously strong, probably thanks to the strength enhancements provided by his Zero Armor. I tried to lash out and kick him, but my kicks did little against his powered armor.
“I will give you props for actually attacking me, kid,” said Slasher, “but you have no business here. The adults are talking. Go back to your room and play with your toys.”
Without hesitation, Slash hurled me at the boarded up window. I smashed through the plywood boards and found myself falling through the air head over heels, the sky and earth changing places rapidly as the dim light coming from the third floor of the hotel grew smaller and smaller.
Then I smashed into the surface of the Roger Gate River and my whole world instantly went black.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Ugh. My body … hurt. Every part. It felt like I’d jumped off of a building into a trampoline with a hole in the center. It didn’t help that it felt like I was sleeping on a pile of rocks, either, making me wonder if it was time to convince Dad to buy me a new mattress. Or maybe pick one up myself with the money I’d earned working for Rubberman. 
I felt something tap my helmet and looked up to see a raccoon, of all things, looking at me. The second I saw it, the raccoon turned and darted away, disappearing into the tall grass without a trace.
Tall grass … ?
I pushed myself up into a sitting position, only to regret that action immediately. My head felt like it was swimming and the entire world spun around me. I almost immediately lay down again, thinking it better to just rest for a while longer than endure this madness, but I stayed where I was until my world stopped spinning. Then I looked around to see where I was.
I was on the shore of a river, stuck somewhere out in the country from the look of it. Cedar trees stood on the edges of the river, their long branches offering little cover due to the lack of leaves. A cold wind cut through just then, making me shiver because I was currently soaked in said river water. The river seemed to stretch on forever both ways and I couldn’t see any other people in the area other than myself. I did see a small family of deer on the other side of the river, but they jumped away the second I looked at them, disappearing into the brush like ghosts.
A glance at the sky told me it was early morning, with the first rays of sunshine just barely appearing on the eastern horizon. But I didn’t care about that. I was more interested in finding out where I was and how I got here, because this didn’t look like my bedroom back home.
Looking down at my costume, I cringed at how dirty it looked. It was caked in mud and grass, plus what looked like moss from the river. I smelled like crap. Not literally, but more like river water. My costume felt soggy and muddy and I was pretty sure my boots were full of water, which I discovered when I took them off and dumped the water out. I also coughed up a lot of water, too, and was hungry and thirsty. I couldn’t even remember the last time I had eaten.
That raised the question: Just where was I and how did I get here?
That was when it all came back to me in an instant. The assault on the Francis … breaking into the hotel … seeing the corpses of the SWAT team scattered like broken toys … fighting Slasher … seeing Slasher mortally wound Rubberman … and then getting tossed out of the window like so much trash. Beyond that, I couldn’t remember much, but I assumed I must have lost consciousness when I landed in the Roger Gate River.
Scrambling to my feet, I tapped the side of my helmet and said, “Rubberman, this is Beams. Boss, can you hear me? Boss, are you there? Boss?”
No response. Just static.
“Boss, please,” I said, not hiding the whine in my voice. “Boss, you got to be there … boss?”
Still no response.
Panic—undiluted panic—began to rise inside me. I now realized what had happened. After landing in the Roger Gate River, I must have not only lost consciousness, but also floated down the river. That meant I had probably been out cold all night and into the morning. Heck, I might have even been unconscious for days. I reached into my pocket to get my phone, only to discover that it was missing. Dang it. Must have fallen out of my pocket when I got tossed into the Roger Gate River.
Worse than that, I had no idea how far down the river I floated. A look up and down the river did not show me any buildings for as far as the eye could see. I tried to recall from Texas geography how far the Roger Gate River—one of the largest rivers in the state of Texas—went. Unfortunately, I hadn’t been paying much attention in that class, at least not as much as I should have. Best I could figure is that I must have floated for miles before washing up on the shore. That explained why I couldn’t contact Rubberman through my radio.
Which meant I was miles from Golden City … and I had no way to get back in contact with Rubberman, Adams, my parents, the police, or anyone else who could possibly help me.
Which meant, in turn, that there was no one to protect Golden City from Slasher and his Squires. And if Rubberman was indeed dead, as I thought was very likely at this point, then it was over. The Zero Knights had won. And it hadn’t even taken them two days.
And perhaps the worst part of it all … it was all my fault. If only my powers hadn’t failed at that key moment … if only I had been able to shoot Slasher … then maybe things would have turned out differently. Maybe Rubberman would still be alive. Even if we hadn’t been able to beat Slasher, perhaps we could have retreated and regrouped to fight another day.
I shook my head. No. I couldn’t afford to sit here and regret my own mistakes. I tried to shoot my eye beams again and felt my eyeballs heat up for a moment before they cooled down again abruptly. Perhaps my powers weren’t entirely gone yet, but I also couldn’t depend on them to help me.
What would Rubberman do if he were in my situation? He would try to find a way back to Golden City. That was what he would do and it was what I needed to do, too.
But the only question was, where was I? Without my phone, I couldn’t simply look up my position on the map. My helmet also lacked any sort of Internet connectivity, too. That meant I needed to figure out a way back the old-fashioned way: By walking around.
Climbing up the muddy bank, I found myself up to my waist in tall, green grass. With a sigh, I began walking north, the direction that Golden City lay in. I decided I would just follow the Roger Gate River back to the city. Without knowing where I was, following the Roger Gate River back to Golden City was my best bet at returning home safely.
I walked for hours upon hours, doing my best to stick as close to the winding river as possible. I kept a close eye on boats or fishing poles, the presence of which would mean people, but I didn’t see anything other than the occasional fish beneath the surface. One time I almost stepped on a water moccasin that was near-indistinguishable from the reeds surrounding the river, while another time I slipped on the mud and fell back into the river itself again, almost getting swept downstream again before pulling myself out.
The worst part of it, though, was that I was cold and getting hungrier and thirstier by the second. Occasionally I’d stop to check my helmet radio to try to get back into contact with the police, but I must have been out of range because I never picked up anyone’s signals. My helmet’s radio had a radius of one mile, and given how I still couldn’t see Golden City despite the hours of walking I did, that meant it would be a very long time—maybe even days—before I got close enough to communicate with anyone via radio.
That thought—plus my growing fatigue and hunger—caused me to sit down and rest under the shade of an oak tree growing next to the river. The sun wasn’t very hot at the moment, but I had gotten tired by walking so much and needed to take a moment to rest. Plus, my muscles were still sore from being thrown out a window three stories high and ending up in a river miles from civilization.
Leaning against the trunk of the tree, I watched the river quietly flow by and realized this wasn’t going to work. Given how I’d been walking for hours and still couldn’t see Golden City’s outline on the horizon, I assumed I must have traveled many, many miles down the river, possibly even to the halfway point. If so, then it would be days before I got back to Golden City. I wished I’d brought my rocket boots with me. They wouldn’t have been enough to help me fly to Golden City, but I could have cut my travel time from a week to maybe a day or two at most.
Of course, I was now starting to wonder if it was even worth returning to Golden City now. After all, last I saw, Slasher had killed the SWAT team, most likely killed Rubberman, and probably devastated the GCPD. With Adams still in the hospital, that meant that there was no one to defend Golden City from the Zero Knights. Perhaps the city government would call Heroes United, the premier superhero hiring agency in America, to help, or possibly even call in the federal government, but somehow I doubted that.
Even if I returned to Golden City, how was I supposed to fight Slasher and all of his Squires? If a gang of hardened criminals and a team of highly-trained police officers couldn’t beat him, then how could a sidekick like myself do that? Heck, if Rubberman couldn’t beat him even with my help, then my chances of beating him were basically zilch.
Still, I needed to get back there. My parents were probably worried sick about me by now. If nothing else, I needed to let my parents know that I was okay at least. I could just imagine Mom fretting about my disappearance and even Dad getting worried about my safety. James was at college, but I bet Mom called him up to let him know about what happened to me, so he was probably worried, too.
That thought prompted me to rise to my feet, but as soon as I did, I heard shuffling in the grass behind me. Curious, I turned around to see what was making that noise and immediately found myself face-to-face with the business end of a sawed-off shotgun.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Without thinking, I dropped straight to the ground and rolled backward just as the shotgun owner fired his gun. A loud  bang emitted from the gun as its bullet whisked by overhead, barely scraping the top of my helmet as I rolled to a crouch and looked at who my attacker was.
He appeared to be a middle-aged guy with graying hair, wearing an old, ratty white-shirt and weathered overalls that had probably seen better days. A red trucker’s hat sat on his head, while his darkened skin, likely spent from time laboring in the sun, stood out sharply against his stained white shirt. His old boots squelched as he nearly lost his balance, the recoil from his gun nearly knocking him back. Or maybe he was just surprised that I had managed to avoid his gun so quickly.
Regardless, I leaped forward and swept his legs out from underneath, knocking the guy down to the ground. I then jumped on top of him and tried to wrangle his gun out of his hands, but the old guy was surprisingly strong. He shoved me off of him with little effort and pointed his gun at me again, but this time, he didn’t pull the trigger and shoot. He was panting and sweating now, his eyes fixed firmly on my helmeted face. For my part, I just sat as still as possible, knowing that any sudden moves would probably make him shoot me.
“You’re a tough one, if a bit scrawny,” said the man in a thick Texas accent. He was missing a few teeth and what few teeth he did have left were … not pretty, to put it lightly. “Nearly got my gun from me.”
The man’s thick accent made him a bit hard to understand at first, but sensing that he was a bit more reasonable than he appeared, I said, “Well, you nearly shot my head off for no reason.”
“No reason?” the man repeated indignantly. He gestured at the area. “This is my property, boy. Didn’t you read the ‘No Trespassing’ sign on the gate?”
I blinked. “I didn’t come through your gate.”
“You didn’t?” the man said. “’Splains a lot. Still, according to Texas law, I have every right to shoot you. And I very well might. Don’t take kindly to intruders on my property, especially ones dressed like you.”
“I didn’t intrude on your property knowingly,” I said, speaking calmly but quickly. “I didn’t even know this was your property. I only ended up here because I was floating down the river and—”
The man shoved his gun into my face, interrupting me and making me wish he wasn’t so close. “Just floatin’ down the river, huh? Don’t see no pontoon or floaties here. I love tubing down the river during the summer, but I don’t know anyone dumb enough to go tubin’ during the dead of winter.”
“I wasn’t tubing,” I said, the heat rising in my voice despite knowing how precarious my current situation was. “I was—Listen, I’m not a bad guy. My name is Beams. I am the sidekick of Rubberman, the superhero of Golden City. Ever heard of him?”
The man raised an eyebrow. “Superhero? You’re one of them superheroes they have in the cities? ‘Splains why you look like a freak.”
I gritted my teeth. “Technically, I am a sidekick, not a superhero. Anyway, can you tell me how far from Golden City I am? I’ll be happy to leave your property if you would just point me in the right direction.”
The man eyed me suspiciously. “Golden City, you say? Why, that’s about an hour and a half north of here. That’s an awful long way for you to float, son.”
“An hour and a—” I gulped. “Good God, that’s even farther than I thought.”
“Yep,” said the man. “Which begs the question of what a sidekick like you is doing out here on my ranch.”
“This is your ranch?” I said, not daring to glance around in case the man thought that was an opportunity to shoot me in the face.
“Yep,” said the man again. “Welcome to the O’Brian Ranch. I’m the owner, Colt O’Brian.”
“Never heard of this place,” I said. “Is it a big ranch?”
“Big enough for me,” said Colt. “Anyway, yeah, this is definitely out in the country. You’ll have to drive a long ways to get back to Golden City.”
I bit my lower lip. On one hand, it was good to know where I was, but on the other hand, getting back to Golden City felt more impossible than before, especially if Colt decided to blow my head off. “Sorry about intruding on your property, sir. My boss and I were fighting a supervillain in Golden City last night, but then the supervillain tossed me out the window and I landed in the river and floated down here. It wasn’t intentional.”
I thought I was being reasonable, but Colt kept his gun trained firmly on my face. “Hmmm. Your get-up makes your story seem likely, but I’m not sure. How do I know your story is true, though? You don’t have no proof other than your word, a word I am highly inclined to doubt.”
I had to bit my lower lip to keep from snapping at him. “I can show you my sidekick license if you really need it, but really, what reason would I have for coming out here? This is definitely outside of Rubberman’s territory. I have no reason to hang out here any longer than necessary.”
“Maybe, but as a general rule, I don’t trust people who wear masks,” said Colt. “Makes me think they’re trying to hide somethin’.”
“I have to wear a mask to protect my identity,” I said. “The government can revoke my sidekick license if I let everyone know who I am. It’s nothing personal.”
“The government, huh?” said Colt. He snorted. “That explains it. The government sent you.”
“What?” I said. “The government didn’t send me. If you think me having to wear a mask is stupid, bring it up with the idiots in the government. It’s not my fault I have to wear a mask.”
I wasn’t sure what I said, but it must have been convincing to Colt because he suddenly lowered his gun and stepped away from me, a big grin on his face.
“That’s exactly what I like to hear,” said Colt. “Anyone who talks about the government that way is good in my books. Sorry for pointin’ my gun in your face. Just a precaution, you understand.”
I blinked several times, unsure if this was a joke or a trap or something else. “Uh, no problem, I guess.” Was it really that easy to get him off me? Just badmouth the government? If so, then I decided to keep that in mind later on in case he decided to point his gun at me again.
“You’re welcome,” said Colt. He turned around and gestured for me to follow. “Now come with me. We’ll take the four-wheeler back to the ranch house and get you some lunch. You look like you’re starving.”
With that, Colt walked into the tall grass toward a four-wheeler I hadn’t even noticed was there until just now. Unsure what to make of this strange turn of events, I nonetheless followed Colt to his vehicle. Rubberman always told me not to question good luck when it comes your way and I wasn’t about to turn down Colt’s offer of a free meal, especially on an empty stomach. It was better than trying to follow the river, at least.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Colt’s ranch house was a surprisingly nice, if a bit small, cabin set on the top of a hill overlooking the rest of the River Gate Ranch. Stepping into the house, I was taken aback by the nice, solid wood flooring, the wooden walls adorned with the stuffed heads of animals that Colt had likely shot himself, and trophies from various shooting competitions he had apparently entered over the years. 
Directly ahead of me was a small living room with a wide-screen TV mounted over a fireplace that was currently blazing, the heat a nice contrast to the coldness of the outdoors. A sofa and recliners were set in a semicircle around the TV, while an archway to the left opened up into a kitchen/dining room, where Colt made his way as he whistled a tune under his breath. To my right was another archway that led to a hallway that was where the bathroom and bedroom were.
“Make yourself at home,” Colt called over his shoulder as he worked in the kitchen. “Sit back and relax and maybe watch some TV if you want. Lunch will be ready in just a few minutes. Hope you like deer meat!”
Although I was still a little taken aback by Colt’s abrupt attitude change toward me, I nonetheless sank into one of the recliners. After sleeping in mud for a night, the recliner felt like sleeping on a heavenly cloud sewn by God himself.
But truthfully, I didn’t have time to relax. I glanced at the landline phone sitting on the desk next to my recliner and said to Colt, “Hey, Colt, can I use your phone? I need to call someone.”
“Sure thing!” Colt called from the kitchen. “Call whoever you need to. No cell service out here, so a landline is what you’re stuck with.”
Nodding, I picked up the phone, dialed my parents’ phone number, and waited for them to answer, listening to the ringing sound on the other end until a familiar click told me that someone had picked up.
“Hello?” said Dad’s familiar voice, which was a relief to hear after being away from home for so long. “This is Jack Fry. May I ask who’s calling?s”
Keeping my voice to a whisper so Colt wouldn’t overhear, I said, “Dad, it’s me, Alex. But please call me Beams for now. I’m with someone who doesn’t know my secret identity and—”
“Alex?” Dad practically shouted over the phone. “Alex, is that you? If this is some kind of cruel prank, I’m gonna grab my gun and—”
“No, Dad, it’s really me,” I said quickly. “I am alive, if not well.”
A weird screeching sound came over the phone that I realized was Dad yelling in joy. “Hold on! Let me get your Mom and then we can both be on speakerphone. Honey! Alex is calling!”
I heard what sounded like plates breaking somewhere in the background, followed by another scream, and then I heard Mom’s breathless voice say over the phone, “Alex! Oh, Alex, I can’t believe you’re alive! Where are you? Tell us where you are right now so we can go and pick you up.”
“I’m okay, Mom,” I said. “Well, sort of. I’m at a ranch about an hour and a half south of town, so—”
“I’ll get the car started,” said Dad.
“No, wait!” I said, glancing at the kitchen to make sure Colt was still cooking lunch. Lowering my voice to a normal tone, I said, “I mean, not yet. It would be too dangerous for you to pick me up yourselves.”
“What?” said Dad. “Why? Did that Slasher guy kidnap you or something?”
“No, but …” I thought about Slasher’s bloody claws and shivered. “This isn’t something I want either of you to get directly involved in. I don’t want to put your lives in danger unnecessarily.”
“Can you at least tell us what happened?” said Mom. “We saw the report on the news about that Slasher guy taking out Rubberman, a SWAT team, and maybe the entirety of the GCPD. They said no one knew what happened to you. They just said you … disappeared, which is why we were both worried sick all night.”
I gulped. “You mean Rubberman didn’t call you guys last night to tell you what happened?”
“No,” said Dad. “We haven’t heard from your boss at all. Or from the police, for that matter.”
An ominous shudder went down my spine. “Do you know where Rubberman is or—?”
“No one knows where he is,” said Mom. “The report we saw said that Rubberman was last seen going into the hotel, but he didn’t come out and no one has seen him until yesterday. I’ve heard rumors he’s … no longer with us.”
My worst fear was true: Rubberman was dead. It was the only logical explanation for why he had gone missing. He had already been seriously injured when Slasher tossed me out that window. There was nothing to stop Slasher from killing Rubberman now that I wasn’t there to protect him. Rubberman was a tough guy and had gotten out of lots of dangerous situations, but I couldn’t see any reason why Slasher would spare him or any way that Rubberman could have escaped from the hotel. Even if he did somehow escape, his wounds had been too serious for him to survive very long without intensive medical care.
“What about Adams?” I said. “Is he still in the hospital?”
“Adams?” Dad repeated. “You mean Rubberman’s butler? Yeah, the media mentioned he’s still in the hospital.”
I gritted my teeth. Damn it. Adams was still in the hospital recovering from Thomas’s attack on the Elastic Cave. And with no other superheroes or sidekicks in Golden City, that meant I was entirely on my own. I had suspected as much, but now I knew for sure.
“Can you tell us what happened, Al—I mean, Beams?” Dad corrected himself at the last moment. “The report said no one knew exactly what happened that night because most of the police force was devastated by the assault and the few officers who did survive had to be transported to the hospital and aren’t conscious.”
As quickly as I could, I explained to my parents what happened last night. I explained to them what had happened to me, how Slasher had thrown me out of the third story window and into the Roger Gate River, how I floated down the river until I ended up at Colt O’Brian’s ranch. Even over the phone, I could tell that my parents were anxiously hanging on every word, taking the whole story in like they were afraid of missing even the slightest detail.
“So there’s no one left to defend Golden City from Slasher?” said Dad in alarm. “That’s even worse than what the lady on the news said.”
I nodded. “Much worse, frankly.”
“We need to get out of here,” said Mom. “Alex, we’re coming to pick you up and leaving Golden City. We’re going to stay with your grandparents in Austin until—”
“No, Mom,” I said. “I know how you feel, and you guys can leave if you want, but I need to stay in Golden City and fix this problem on my own.”
“But Alex, if what you say is true, then Rubberman is …” Dad seemed hesitant to say the word we were all thinking. “He’s gone. You can’t even rely on the police to help you.”
“Plus, that Slasher guy sounds totally insane,” said Mom. “He’s killed so many people already. You got lucky that he just decided to throw you out a window rather than kill you like everyone else, although I’m sure he thought he was killing you when he did that. It’s just too dangerous for us to be here anymore.”
“I get it, but I still can’t agree with this,” I said. “Even if Rubberman is dead, even if all of the police are gone, it’s still my job to keep Golden City safe. It’s my fault Slasher won. If I hadn’t … if my powers hadn’t … never mind. The point is that I need to go back to Golden City and stop Slasher before he hurts anyone else.”
“But it’s not your responsibility, Alex, not anymore,” said Dad. “I agree with your mom. We’re going to go to your grandparents in Austin. We’ll call your brother and let him know where we’re going, too, so he can meet up with us there if he—”
“I said I can’t do that,” I said. “Because this is my responsibility. If I run away now, I’ll just make the situation worse.”
“But what can you do about it, Alex?” said Mom. She sounded close to a breakdown herself. “You can’t possibly defeat Slasher all by yourself. He’s too dangerous.”
I bit my lower lip. Although Mom might have been speaking from a place of fear, she wasn’t wrong. Slasher was just too powerful for me to deal with on my own. Especially with my powers acting up the way they have been. They had already failed against him once. What if they failed again? Or didn’t work at all?
I suppose I could just call in help from Heroes United or maybe even wait until the federal government sent in agents to take him down, but there was no telling when that would happen. I needed to act and I needed to act now. Especially if, as I suspected, Slasher hadn’t killed Rubberman yet, as unlikely as that was.
Still, Mom had a point. Between all of my potential allies getting killed or taken out of the fight and my powers failing me, what chance did I have against Slasher? Or even his Squires? Slasher himself wouldn’t even need to kill me. He could just send his Squires to take me out. And given how well I did against Thomas, I dreaded the idea of having to take on multiple Squires at once.
But then, there was one person who might be able to help me. The possibility was remote—maybe even improbable—but if the person I was thinking of was willing to help me, then I might be able to turn this entire situation around. I would just need to convince him to help.
“I’ve got a plan, Mom, Dad,” I said, keeping my tone level and calm. “A plan that just might work. But I’m going to need you guys to trust me, okay?”
“Of course we trust you, Alex,” said Mom, “but what exactly is—”
“I can’t tell you over the phone,” I said. “I just need you and Dad to call the school and tell them I can’t come to class today because I’m not feeling well. And if you guys want to leave Golden City for a while, that’s fine. I’ll catch up with you after my plan works.”
A tense silence came over the phone. I kept expecting Mom and Dad to continue to demand to tell me what I was going to do, but finally, Dad said, “All right, Beams. We trust you. Given the circumstances, I can’t blame you for wanting to keep your plan to yourself. But I’ve seen what you’ve done since you started working for Rubberman and all I can say is that I am proud of you and know that you can handle this.”
“I’m with your father on this,” said Mom. “We’ll call your school and let them know you can’t come in today. We’re still leaving anyway, but if you ever need anything—and I do mean anything—please don’t hesitate to call us, okay?”
For the first time in what felt like forever, a smile crossed my lips. “Yeah, Mom, sure. Bye.”
With that, I hung up the phone. At the same time, Colt poked his head through the archway and smiled a big smile at me. “Done talking to your folks? Great! I just finished our tacos. Come in and sit down. They’re great.”
My stomach rumbled, but I put a hand on it and said, “Uh, Mr. O’Brian, sir?”
“Yeah?” said Colt, looking at me curiously. “Need something?”
I stood up and dusted myself off. “Yeah. After lunch, I am going to need you to take me back to Golden City. There’s a huge problem there I need to fix and I can’t fix it if I am out here with you.”
“Well, sure thing, young man,” said Colt, pushing up the brim of his hat. “But, um, maybe I ask where you need to go specifically?”
“I need to go to one of my teachers from school,” I said. “I need to see Mr. Sampson Peters, my science teacher. I need his help.”




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


We arrived in Golden City in Colt’s old beat-up truck in late afternoon, about half an hour after school let out. Due to wanting to keep my existence a secret from the Zero Knights, I hid in the backseat of the truck, which was a fairly tight and narrow space. I would have sat in the passenger’s seat, but I was afraid that some of Slasher’s Squires might be spying on the major roads going into and out of town. Slasher’s belief that I was dead was my biggest advantage at the moment and I had no intention of giving it away just yet. 
More specifically, we pulled up in the driveway of Mr. Peters’ house. I had never visited Mr. Peters’ house before. As my least favorite teacher, I never felt even the slightest desire to visit him for any reason. Nor had most people, now that I thought about it. Mr. Peters wasn’t terribly social even with the other teachers. I only found his address from looking it up on the school’s website. Even then, until we actually pulled up in front of Mr. Peters’ house, I had my doubts until I saw his name on the mailbox out front.
Mr. Peters’ house was a basic suburban home that was slightly smaller than my own house. It was one floor rather than two and seemed to be set on perhaps half an acre of property, if not slightly less. A modest garage with Mr. Peters’ familiar yellow sedan stood off to the right, while a simple concrete path connected the driveway to the front porch. The front windows were all curtained off, making it impossible to see what was going on inside, though I did see the faint glow of lights coming from within.
“This your teacher’s house?” said Colt, glancing over his shoulder at me.
“Should be,” I said. I rosed up and glanced out the windows, but did not see any Squires nearby. “Looks like he’s back from school. Good. Means I’ll get to talk to him, at least.”
“Need me to wait?” Colt said. He glanced at his watch. “I’ve got the time, though I do have to pick up some groceries now that I’m in town.”
“You can leave if you want,” I said as I climbed out of the backseat into the front seat. I tapped my helmet. “You’ve got your short wave radio on the same channel as my helmet, right? So I’ll contact you if I need any help.”
“All right,” said Colt. He bit his lower lip and held out a hand. “Well, it was nice meeting you, Beams. I’m not much of a superhero fan, but you’re all right for a costumed freak.”
“Uh, nice to meet you as well,” I said, awkwardly returning the handshake. “See you later, then.”
I hopped out of the truck and then watched as Colt drove it down the street, turned a corner, and disappeared. I wasn’t sure what, but there was something odd about Colt. I was grateful for his help, sure, but at the same time, I wondered exactly why he distrusted supers so much.
Oh, well. I would figure that out later. For now, I had to do something maybe even scarier than fighting Slasher: Ask my least favorite teacher in the world for help.
I rushed up to his front door and hit the doorbell and waited. As I waited for Mr. Peters to answer, I couldn’t help but think about how I was going to pull this off.
The plan was simple: With my powers misfiring the way they were, I wanted to see if Mr. Peters might be able to whip up a serum that could help restore my powers. I knew that Mr. Peters had not made the serum, or anything like it, since the day I drank it, but he might be able to help me at least diagnose what the problem was if nothing else.
I thought about going to the Elastic Cave, but I didn’t think that would be a very safe place to be right now. The Zero Knights knew where the Cave was and would no doubt be keeping an eye on it in case I tried to go there. But they didn’t know about my connection to Mr. Peters or have any reason to suspect I would go to Mr. Peters for help. Frankly, I didn’t expect I’d have to go to him for help, either, but I guess this was one of those curveballs Dad told me life likes to throw at you sometimes.
Just as I considered pressing the button again, the door suddenly opened, revealing Mr. Peters—still wearing his button-down school shirt and slacks, with his shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows—standing there, saying, “I already told you Girl Scouts, I don’t want any of your—”
Mr. Peters abruptly stopped talking when he saw me standing on his front porch. He looked like a deer staring into headlights, his half-eaten bagel dripping butter on the floor of his house.
Smiling nervously, I said, “Hi, Mr. Peters. Hope I’m not interrupting anything important.”
Mr. Peters shook his head and said, in a disbelieving voice, “This is a joke, right? You can’t be the Beams. The news said Beams was killed by a supervillain. You can’t be him.”
“I am him, sir,” I said, gesturing at myself. “I survived, though I can’t say the same about my boss.”
Mr. Peters gulped and nearly slammed the door in my face, causing me to reach out and hold the door open, saying, “Wait, why are you closing the door?”
“If you’re here, that supervillain is going to be here, too,” said Mr. Peters in a strained voice as he struggled to close the door on me. “And if you think I am going to let my house become the site of a brawl between you and some mass-murdering psychopath, you’ve got another thing coming, mister!”
“Slasher doesn’t know I’m here,” I said, struggling to hold his door open. Mr. Peters was stronger than he looked.“He doesn’t know I survived. You’re going to be safe.”
“I’ll be even safer if you get the hell out of here,” said Mr. Peters. “I would say I would call the cops on you, but seeing as all of the cops are dead, I’m just going to have to ask you to leave my house now!”
Gritting my teeth, I said, “But I need your help. You’re the only person who can help me.”
“Help you?” said Mr. Peters. “Help you how? I’m just a science teacher. If you expect me to suit up and help you fight that monster, you’ve got another thing coming, pal.”
“I don’t mean in that way,” I said in frustration. “I mean I need your help with my powers.”
“Your powers?” Mr. Peters said. I felt the door give slightly, though not entirely. “I don’t know anything about your powers. It’s not like I gave them to you or anything.”
“Actually …” I hesitated. I had known I might have to tell him my real identity, but I was still unsure about how wise that would be.
“Actually what?” said Mr. Peters.
I gulped and said, in a low voice, “Actually, you did.”
Without warning, the door opened again and I almost fell inside the house, catching the door frame for support. I looked up at Mr. Peters, who was staring at me with a confused expression on his face.
“Did you seriously say I gave you your powers?” said Mr. Peters. “Are you crazy or just nuts?”
Standing upright, I looked Mr. Peters straight in the eyes. “I’m neither, sir. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have my powers.”
“Ridiculous,” said Mr. Peters. “If I had given you your powers, I think I would know it.”
“Not unless I never told you,” I said. “You remember that serum you made a year and a half ago, don’t you? The one that was supposed to give you superpowers and kickstart your own superhero career?”
Mr. Peters stared at me in absolute shock. “But how can you possibly know about that? No one else even knew about my serum except for me and … and …”
I could tell Mr. Peters was starting to put two and two together now. I could see the gears turning in his mind as he realized the only way I could have known about the serum he made that gave me my powers.
Still, I decided to say it out loud anyway, just to clear up the air: “Yes, sir, I am Alex Fry. And I really, really need your help.”




CHAPTER NINETEEN


I braced myself for Mr. Peters’ response. I remembered how angrily Mr. Peters had spoken of me drinking his serum and ruining his superhero career before it even started. At best, I expected Mr. Peters to throw his bagel at me and tell me to leave. At worst, I expected him to grab his gun and shoot me. Not like he could call the police to arrest me for stealing his dreams, after all. 
But to my surprise, Mr. Peters nodded. “Yes. That makes sense. Perfect sense, actually. It explains so much …”
“You mean you aren’t angry?” I said hopefully.
Mr. Peters’ expression suddenly turned into a hostile scowl. “Angry? I’m not just angry. I’m furious.”
Although Mr. Peters was significantly thinner and weaker than me even without my powers, I nonetheless cringed at his tone. “I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t have drunk your serum. It was on a stupid dare from a friend and—”
Mr. Peters raised a hand. “Shut up and come inside. If we’re going to talk, I’d rather we have some privacy first. No need for my neighbors to hear me screaming at you in the middle of the afternoon.”
With that, Mr. Peters turned around and walked deeper into his house. I stepped inside the house, closing the door gently behind me and wondering if this was how I was going to die. Not at the hands of a mass-murdering psychopath in power armor who belonged to one of the most powerful criminal organizations in the world, but at the hands of my pissed-off science teacher who thought I’d ruined his dreams.
Despite how terrified I was, I did pay attention to his house, because this was the first time I’d ever been inside it. And I was surprised by what I saw.
On the walls all around us were posters of various superheroes. Some of them I recognized, like Myster or Angel Wings. Model statues and action figures of different superheroes stood in bookshelves along the walls or were displayed on tables scattered here and there. The TV in the living room was on, showing an episode of Slinger’s World playing. On a bookshelf to the right of the TV were thick chemistry textbooks and tomes, which were probably full of stuff that I would never be able to understand in a million years.
Off to the left was Mr. Peters’ tiny kitchen, where Mr. Peters himself was putting away some dishes. Without even looking at me, he said, “Sit down on the couch. I’ll be there in a minute.”
Feeling like I was back in school, I nonetheless sat down on the sofa, which was covered in superhero and chemistry magazines, forcing me to move some aside in order to be able to sit down. Mr. Peters’ sofa was hard and lumpy, but given how on edge Mr. Peters was, I was not going to complain. If I was going to get his help, I needed to be as diplomatic as possible.
A low hissing sound nearly made me jump out of the sofa. Looking around, I immediately spotted a plastic tank in which a large tan/brown snake sat curled up underneath a small fake tree. The tank was thankfully sealed, but the snake within was glaring at me with an expression that reminded me of the way Mr. Peters looked at me and my classmates whenever he was angry.
“Did Jonathan say hello?” said Mr. Peters, stepping out from behind the couch like he had teleported there.
Nearly falling off the sofa, I said, “Uh, Jonathan?”
Mr. Peters pointed at the snake. “My pet corn snake, Jonathan. He’s a friendly fellow, despite the fangs. He doesn’t like kids very much, though neither do I. He’s not venomous, by the way.”
I eyed Jonathan very carefully. Although I was sure Mr. Peters would never keep a venomous snake in his house or let it bite one of his students, the snake’s presence made me a little nervous.
It didn’t seem to bother Mr. Peters, though. If anything, he seemed to relax a little when he heard Jonathan hiss. I was now starting to realize there was a good reason I didn’t like Mr. Peters and hoped I never had to visit his house again after this.
Mr. Peters now had a steaming hot cup of coffee in his hand. He stood in front of the couch, glaring down at me from behind his horn-rimmed glasses as if daring me to speak back to me. I could only stare back, knowing that if I showed any weakness or disrespect, Mr. Peters would throw me out of his house.
Taking my helmet off—there was no reason for me to wear it now that Mr. Peters knew who I was—I said, “I just wanted to say I’m sorry, Mr. Peters, for drinking your serum, and—”
“Sorry?” said Mr. Peters. He sipped his coffee, his glare never leaving me. “Sorry for what?”
I blinked several times. “For drinking your serum. And ruining your chances of becoming a superhero. For ‘stealing your dreams,’ as you put it.”
“Oh, that,” said Mr. Peters. “I am very angry about that, true. But I am also kind of conflicted, to be honest.”
“Conflicted?” I said. “What do you mean?”
Mr. Peters sipped his coffee again, a thoughtful expression on his face. “As a chemist, I am beyond happy to learn that my theories were correct and that my experiment worked. Granted, the serum gave you the wrong powers, but the fact that it gave you powers at all is proof that I was right and knew what I was doing. It means I managed to fix a problem that even some of the world’s best chemists couldn’t. I can finally be proud of myself, even if I didn’t know that right away.”
I smiled hesitatingly. Maybe I had miscalculated Mr. Peters’ response. What he said did make sense. It sounded to me like part of Mr. Peters’ stress over the last year and a half was believing he had failed at his chosen profession in a pretty major way. Maybe I was wrong and he wouldn’t be angry at me after all.
“But I’m also angry because it worked,” said Mr. Peters. His grip on his mug—which was a Prime Man branded mug—tightened considerably. “If I had known that the serum worked sooner, I could have made another, maybe even improved upon it, and given it to myself. Then I could have quit my teaching job, become a superhero, and finally achieve my dreams.”
Mr. Peters said that while glancing at some of the posters on the walls. Seeing the longing way Mr. Peters gazed upon his superhero posters made me realized he wanted to be a superhero a lot more than I thought. It made me feel like even more of a jerk for drinking his serum and not telling him it worked than I did before. Maybe Mr. Peters wasn’t the jerk here. Maybe I was.
“And I am angry enough to want you expelled from school,” said Mr. Peters, looking at me again. “For a year and a half, I had a successful experiment sitting in the back of my science class, a successful experiment I didn’t even know was a success. You lied to me, hiding the truth from me for a year and a half. Ever since I was a little boy, I’ve only ever wanted to become a superhero, and you denied me that chance because you were what, afraid of what I would say? Afraid I might put you in detention or something?”
I gulped. “Sir, I—”
“I don’t want to hear anything you have to say,” said Mr. Peters. He pointed back to the door, his finger shaking with suppressed rage. “Get the hell out of my house. I won’t tell anyone your secret identity—don’t want you losing your license—but I don’t want you here. I don’t want to see your face again until school tomorrow. Even then, I might just have you wear a paper bag on your head just so I won’t have to look into your eyes and be reminded of my failure.”
Despite knowing how dangerous this might be, I stood up and looked Mr. Peters square in the eyes. He must not have been expecting it because he stepped backward, nearly dropping his coffee mug and almost tripping over his coffee table, while Jonathan hissed from his tank.
“I know what I did was wrong,” I said. “I know I shouldn’t have drank your serum or lied to your face about it. I know I should have told you upfront that it worked. I am sorry for stealing your dreams and for messing with your life plans. I really and truly didn’t mean to.”
“Well, I don’t care what you ‘meant’ to do,” Mr. Peters said, “because the only thing that matters is—”
“What I did, yeah,” I cut him off. “I know what you’re talking about. But here’s the thing, Mr. Peters, sir: I need your help. With Rubberman dead, the police destroyed, and the Zero Knights running free, I have no one else to turn to except for you.”
Mr. Peters was shaking slightly now, though whether due to fear or anger, I couldn’t tell. “Me? Why me? We’re not friends.”
“I know we’re not,” I said. I put a hand on my chest. “But your serum gave me my powers. The reason why Slasher killed Rubberman and nearly killed me is because my powers are failing. Sometimes they work, sometimes they don’t. I need you to help me understand why.”
Mr. Peters looked at me in puzzlement. “Your hypothetical question from yesterday—”
“Wasn’t hypothetical,” I cut him off. “Like I said, I am sorry about lying to you, but I need your help. If I can’t figure out what is wrong with my powers soon, I won’t be able to stop Slasher. If I can’t stop Slasher, then all of Golden City will suffer. It’s my fault things have gotten this bad already. And I have to be the one to fix it.”
I said that with as much sincerity as I could, which was easy because it was true. My power failure was what gave Slasher the time he needed to finish off Rubberman and get rid of me. Keeping my powers a secret from Mr. Peters had resulted in me not getting the helped I needed. Many things that had happened recently were my fault, which was why I felt it was my responsibility to fix things.
Mr. Peters looked at me for a long while. He seemed shocked by how frankly I spoke. Couldn’t blame him. In his class, none of his students ever openly defied him to his face the way that I just did. But I wanted Mr. Peters to see that I wasn’t just his student and that this wasn’t his science class. This was a life-or-death situation and it was only with his help that any of us stood even half a chance of putting an end to this madness.
After what seemed like an eternity of waiting, Mr. Peters lowered his cup of coffee. “All right, Alex. I will help you.”
Surprised, I said in a hopeful voice, “You will?”
Mr. Peters sighed. “Yes. I still want you to leave my house, but hearing your explanation … well, I can’t say no. I might not be a licensed superhero like Rubberman, but I can still help save the day just like him and all of the other superheroes I’ve ever admired growing up.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Maybe Mr. Peters was cooler than I thought.
Then Mr. Peters sipped his coffee cup again. “Now come with me to my basement. I believe I may know of a way to help stabilize your powers, though I haven’t had a chance to test it yet. Would you like to be my first test subject?”
I didn’t like the way Mr. Peters was grinning at me when he said that, but I said anyway, “Sure. I’m willing to do anything if it will help stabilize my powers.”
Mr. Peters nodded. “Good. Very good, in fact. Now come with me. Real superheroes are always in a hurry to save the day, aren’t they?”




CHAPTER TWENTY


Mr. Peters’ basement was basically a chemistry lab. I was shocked at how advanced the place was. Although not very big—probably only about half the size of my parents’ living room—it was full of complicated, expensive-looking equipment and lethal-looking chemicals in a variety of bright colors. A vent near the ceiling was probably what kept the chemical fumes from building up in here, while a closet full of more equipment was built into the wall directly opposite the staircase. 
As Mr. Peters opened the closet and started digging through it for something, I said, “This is your basement?”
“Of course,” said Mr. Peters without looking at me. He held up a vial with some kind of purple liquid in it labeled ‘ACID’ before shaking his head and putting back down. “It’s more like a personal lab, though. I’ve spent a long time buying all of this equipment. It’s how I was able to experiment with the serum from my friend in the first place. No way I could have done that with the simplistic, cheap stuff I have your class practice with.”
Dang. I always knew that Mr. Peters was a huge chemistry nerd, but having his own personal laboratory, complete with strange chemicals and equipment that probably cost more than my Dad’s house? That took his science nerd creds to a level I couldn’t even fathom.
“Now, I rarely let other people down here due to how dangerous the chemicals here are,” said Mr. Peters, again without looking over at me. “So please don’t touch of any of the chemicals or equipment. Especially the pink ones.”
I was reaching out toward an unmarked vial of bubbling pink liquid but pulled my hand back as soon as Mr. Peters said that. “Oh. Yeah. Sure thing, Mr. Peters, sir.”
I swear I could hear Mr. Peters roll his eyes when I said that, but then he said, “Ah-ha!” and stood up and turned around to face me with a genuinely happy smile on his face.
“Found it,” said Mr. Peters. He thrust out a vial toward me. “Here it is, the other serum I was telling you about.”
I looked at the serum carefully. It looked somewhat similar to the serum I had drunk to get my powers the first time, only this one was a lighter shade of green, so light it was almost white. It wasn’t bubbling or anything, either. When I took the vial from him, it felt ice-cold, like it had been sitting inside a huge freezer for hours, though based on the way it sloshed around inside the vial, I could tell it was not frozen.
“What is this?” I said, looking at Mr. Peters uncertainly. “I thought you said that you didn’t make the serum again because it was too expensive or because you didn’t think it would work.”
“That’s not the serum you drank,” said Mr. Peters with a shake of his head. “But it is similar. A derivative designed to stabilize the powers you get from the serum.”
I looked at the flat white serum skeptically. “But didn’t you say that you thought the first serum was a failure and so didn’t make another?”
“As I said, this isn’t the serum you drank,” said Mr. Peters. “Remember, one of the chief problems that my friend was having with his serum was that it wasn’t stable. I couldn’t find a way to make the serum give you powers while stabilizing them at the same time, so instead, I concocted two separate serums: One that can give you powers, the other that stabilizes them. You are supposed to drink them both together, but since you drank the first one, I never did get to properly test this one.”
“Do you think it will work?” I said. “I drank the first serum so long ago that I’m not sure this other serum will have any effect.”
“Like I said, I haven’t tested it, so I don’t know for sure,” said Mr. Peters. “But that’s why I need you to drink it. I will, of course, be taking notes on the effects it has on your body.”
With that, Mr. Peters walked backward to the other side of the basement and hid behind a desk. “That is, I will be taking notes on the serum’s effect on your body from over here, where I am safe from possible negative side effects.”
I grimaced. Maybe going to Mr. Peters for help wasn’t such a great idea.
But it was too late now. If Mr. Peters’ first serum had allowed me to get powers in the first place, then his second serum would probably work, too.
Steeling myself for whatever was going to happen next, I lifted the vial to my lips and drank the serum in one gulp. It even tasted good, much better than the first serum. It was kind of like chilled orange juice, if slightly more acidic.
“So?” said Mr. Peters. He was peeking over the top of the desk, wearing a football helmet, of all things, on his head. “How do you feel?”
Lowering the vial, I put a hand on my stomach and said, “I feel fine, actually. It tasted really good. If we weren’t in a hurry, I would—”
Without warning, my stomach lurched and I dropped the vial, which broke against the concrete floor, shattering into a million pieces. But I ignored that and clutched my stomach, which felt like it was trying to change shapes inside me while doing jumping jacks.
Then an intense heat rose from within my stomach, up my throat, and into my mouth. It felt like someone had unleashed a flamethrower in my stomach. My teeth felt like they were melting and my skin felt like it was bubbling.
Even worse, however, were my eyes. They were growing hotter and hotter while at the same time watering so intensely that I couldn’t even see my own hands. Power like I’d never felt before rose up within me. My bones began to feel like they were cracking, while my fingernails started to make ominous cracking sounds. From the soles of my feet to the top of my head, I felt like I was on fire, freezing, and melting at the same time.
Then, as quickly as it began, it was over. Leaning against the wall, I was both sweating bullets and shivering at the same time, a deeply uncomfortable feeling. I also wanted to take a nap, but for some reason found it impossible to close my eyes. It felt like someone was using duct tape to keep my eyes open. It was a really weird sensation and I didn’t like it one bit.
“Alex, are you all right?” said Mr. Peters. He rose from behind the desk, which was when I noticed he was now wearing makeshift body armor consisting of an old football uniform with pillows strapped on. “You look like you’re about to throw up.”
I put a hand on my stomach. “My stomach feels empty, Mr. Peters, but I also feel awful. I feel like I’m hot and cold at the same time.”
“Interesting,” said Mr. Peters. He whipped a notepad and pen out of nowhere and began furiously scribbling notes. “What about your powers? Can you use them again?”
I hesitated and looked around at the lab. “Um, do you really want me to use my powers in your lab right in the middle of all of these dangerous chemicals and expensive equipment?”
Mr. Peters pointed at a target hanging on the wall on the other side of the room. “Try hitting that target. It’s out of the way of my chemicals and equipment, so if you destroy it, it’s not a big deal.”
I was still hesitant about using my laser beams in here, but decided that Mr. Peters probably knew best. So I looked at the target, squinted my eyes, and then fired twin energy beams far hotter and stronger than any energy beams I’d shot before. The beams didn’t just strike and blow up the target, but they actually went through the target, burrowing a deep hole within the wall of the basement for several feet before I cut them off to avoid causing more unnecessary damage.
Mr. Peters—who had again ducked behind his desk when the target exploded—walked over to the now-smoking hole and peered within it in amazement. “Amazing! This hole has to be at least three feet deep. Did you do that on purpose?”
Gulping, I said, “No, I didn’t. I just tried to shoot my normal energy beams. I didn’t mean to blow a hole in your basement wall.”
Mr. Peters looked over his shoulder at me with interested eyes. “So not only did the serum successfully stabilize your powers, but it also made them stronger. What an unexpected side effect.” He dashed a few notes down on his notepad as he said that. “How do your eyes feel?”
“About the same as they always do,” I said. I suddenly felt a shift in my stomach and grabbed my belly. “Ugh. I don’t think the serum has finished stabilizing yet. Feel like my stomach just took on a life of its own.”
“Yes, yes, of course,” said Mr. Peters, clearly not caring about my pain or discomfort. “This is very interesting and exciting. It means that my skills were vindicated yet again. I’m not terrible chemist after all. Perhaps I can even become the superhero I’ve always wanted to be.”
I smiled weakly. “That’s nice, Mr. Peters, but right now we have more important things to worry about. Now that my powers are stabilized, I—”
Without warning, my stomach lurched again. This time, heat rose up from within my stomach, the same kind of heat I always felt whenever I used my eye beams.
But instead of going into my eyes, like it usually did, the heat went into my arms and down my arms into my hands. My hands suddenly began to glow the same orange-ish red color that my eyes did whenever I used my eye beams. The temperature of my hands shot up, making it feel like my skin was starting to melt.
With a yell, I thrust my hands forward and energy exploded from my palms and hurtled through the air, striking one of Mr. Peters’ very expensive-looking pieces of equipment and literally making it exploded. The impact of the explosion knocked Mr. Peters off his feet, sending his notes scattering the wind from the blast. Even I was sent stumbling backward from the impact of the energy explosion, which sent bits of glass and metal flying everywhere.
Taking his hands off his helmeted head, Mr. Peters glanced at the smoking remains of his expensive chemistry equipment with a shocked look on his face. “What … what was that?”
“I … I don’t know,” I said, looking down at my hands. Aside from my burnt palms, they didn’t hurt or feel particularly hot. “I somehow shot energy from my hands.”
Mr. Peters whipped his head over to look at me. “Have you ever done that before?”
I shook my head. “No. Never. My energy beams have always come from my eyes, never my hands.”
Mr. Peters hastily climbed to his feet, dusting off his safety armor as he did so. He snatched a loose sheet of paper off the floor and began scribbling even more notes than before. “This is even more amazing than I originally thought! It means that the stabilizing serum somehow gave you a new power. Or is it a variation on an old power, seeing as the energy you shot from your hands appears to be the same as the energy you shoot from your eyes? Ah, it will require more testing to figure out.”
“We don’t have time for more testing, sir,” I said, balling my hands into fists, feeling the heat leftover from the blast on my palms. “While I appreciate the help, I need to get going. Slasher is still active and I am the only one who can stop him.”
Mr. Peters looked up at me with a pleading face. “But this is a huge discovery! Can’t we test it out at least a little more? Please?”
It was absolutely bizarre to see Mr. Peters, my stern and boring science teacher, trying to pull the puppy dog eyes look on me. It was also kind of creepy. “Sorry, but maybe later. I need to attack Slasher and I need to do it now.”
Mr. Peters sighed. “Fine. I need to clean up all the mess you made, anyway, like I do after every class. My days off are starting to look a lot like work.”
There was the crotchety old Mr. Peters I knew and didn’t love very much at all.
“But where, exactly, are you going to go?” said Mr. Peters. “Are you going to fight Slasher yourself? If so, I am not sure that would be a good idea, given how well your last fight against him went. You don’t seriously think you can beat him on your own, do you?”
I bit my lower lip. Mr. Peters was right. By myself, I didn’t pose much of a threat to Slasher, even with my powers stabilized and improved. If I was going to stop Slasher, I needed help. I needed allies.
That was when another thought occurred to me and I looked at Mr. Peters. “Mr. Peters, can you do me one last favor and drive me to the Golden City General Hospital?”
Mr. Peters frowned. “I suppose I could, but why do you want to go there? Do you need to see the doctor or something?”
I shook my head. “No. There are a couple of people there I need to talk to, people who might be able to help me beat Slasher, and I need to talk to them as soon as possible.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


About half an hour later, I sat in a chair in Johnny ‘Three Fingers’ Diamond’s room in the hospital. Three Fingers himself was still in the hospital, lying in his bed in his teal patient’s gown, a Holy Bible sitting on his lap. Three Fingers was looking a lot better than the last time I saw him. His skin, though still quite pale, had regained quite a bit of color and seemed more alert and awake. He seemed to be in less pain than normal, which was good because I was going to need his help to beat Slasher. 
But we weren’t alone. Sitting in another chair on the other side of Three Fingers was Adams. Adams wore an identical gown to Three Fingers’, but he looked like he was nearly recovered already. He still had a bunch of stitches and bandages and looked kind of tired, but other than that, Adams seemed fairly healthy. The doctor had told me that Adams was making an excellent recovery despite his old age, which didn’t surprise me. Adams wasn’t just Rubberman’s butler. He was also a former military veteran and a capable fighter in his own right, even if not as strong as Rubberman or me.
“Well, hello there, Beams,” said Three Fingers, speaking to me like we were old friends. “Surprised to see you here. The news said you were dead.”
“The reports of my death were greatly exaggerated,” I replied. “You’re looking a lot better yourself, Three Fingers, though I thought you’d be released from the hospital and in prison already.”
Three Fingers put a hand on his chest. “You would think so, but every time the doctors get ready to release me, they find something new to work on. Apparently, Slasher’s claws cut a lot deeper than they originally thought. So at this point, I’m not sure when I am being released. Not that it matters. It isn’t like I can just walk out of the hospital on my own anyway.”
“Same here,” said Adams. He clutched his stomach. “I am doing much better, but still feel like butchered meat. Even just sitting here like this hurts.”
“I know, but I needed to get you guys together so we could talk about our plan of action,” I said. “With Rubberman dead and the police crushed, Slasher is basically running around Golden City unopposed.”
“Is that why you’re here?” said Three Fingers. He glanced at himself and Adams. “Some army. A couple of cripples and a teenager. I don’t see how that is supposed to form an effective resistance to a Zero Knight or even his Squires.”
“The reason I came to you, Three Fingers, is because you might know something about Slasher that I don’t know,” I said. “You fought Slasher before I did. Does he have some kind of weakness I can exploit to take him down?”
Three Fingers shrugged. “How am I supposed to know? It isn’t like I am an expert on the Zero Knights. Just because my entire gang was slaughtered like pigs by a Zero Knight doesn’t mean I know anything about them or how their armor works.”
“I know, but surely you must have noticed something when Slasher attacked you and your gang,” I said. “Something that we can use to our advantage. Even if it’s small and seemingly irrelevant, I want to hear it.”
Three Fingers frowned. He was clearly thinking back to that horrible night that happened less than a week ago now, that night when he and his gang were slaughtered in their base. “I don’t remember much. Like I said, it was totally dark. I think that Slasher somehow cut the power to the warehouse before he began his assault. It’s the only explanation I have for why everything went dark and we couldn’t see anything.”
I nodded. “Makes sense.”
“But … I could hear just fine,” said Three Fingers. “And I remember, after Slasher killed the last guy, that Slasher said something very strange. I didn’t think much of it at the time, and I am still not entirely sure about what it means, but perhaps you will understand it better than me.”
I leaned forward. “Tell me what he said.”
Three Fingers frowned even more deeply than before. “He said something to the effect of that his ‘battery’ needed to be ‘fixed.’ Possibly he was referring to the power source of the suit. He was complaining about one of my men accidentally damaging it, I think.”
I stroked my chin. “Did he say where the battery was or—?”
“No, but I think it might be on his chest,” said Three Fingers. “Assuming, that is, that the battery is the glowing thing on his chest. It’s entirely possible I could be wrong about that, though. Like I said, I am not an expert on Zero Knights.”
I nodded. I thought back to my first fight with Slasher and how he went to great lengths to avoid getting his chest hit by my laser beams. Combining that with what Three Fingers heard him say and it was starting to look like Slasher’s chest was a potential weak point, especially if that was where the Zero Armor’s battery was located.
“But none of this matters anyway,” said Three Fingers with another shrug. “No one has ever beaten back the Zero Knights before. Once the Zero Knights choose to move into new territory, that’s it. You either accept their rule or die. No one has ever stopped the Zero Knights from conquering territory once they set their eyes on it.”
“Same here,” said Adams grimly. “I helped Rubberman do some research on the Zero Knights and they have never been defeated or driven out of territory they conquer. I don’t think it’s impossible to stop them, but our chances of doing so are … low. Especially with Mr. Pullman’s apparent death at Slasher’s hands.”
My hands balled into fists. “What choice do we have? We can’t just sit back and let Slasher do what he wants. You might be able to, Three Fingers, but I can’t. The reason why the Zero Knights won is because of my failure. If I am going to save Golden City, then I can’t just run away. That’s not what sidekicks do.”
Three Fingers shrugged once more. “That’s the difference between you and me, though. I am not a sidekick or a superhero or even a cop. I’m a criminal, same as the Zero Knights, so I don’t feel like I am under any obligation to save a city that has consistently attempted to have me and mine arrested for breaking the law. At this point, I am content to wait until my doctors release me from the hospital so I can spend the rest of my days in jail, where I deserve to go.”
“Maybe that’s where you deserve to be, but that’s not where we’re going,” I said. “If you won’t help us, Adams and I will save Golden City ourselves. I wish you could help, but I understand if you don’t want to.”
“Of course you do,” said Three Fingers. “I am a criminal, after all, and criminals generally don’t save the day.”
“Maybe so, but don’t you want to avenge your fellow gangsters?” I said. “Slasher personally killed over a dozen of your men. Doesn’t that bother you in the slightest?”
Three Fingers’ grip on his Bible tightened. “Of course it bothers me, but that doesn’t mean I am going to risk my life to fight Slasher. Not like I can even leave the hospital. Even if I could leave the hospital, I wouldn’t be of any use in a fight against Slasher. You’re barking up the wrong tree, kid.”
I had to admit that Three Fingers had a point. Even though he was looking better, it was obvious to anyone with working eyes that Three Fingers wouldn’t last even three seconds in a full-on confrontation with Slasher. Even one of Slasher’s Squires would have no trouble killing Three Fingers in a straight fight. And a glance at Adams told me that Adams wasn’t much better.
Perhaps I had been wrong. Maybe it wasn’t possible to defeat Slasher after all. Without Rubberman to lead us, there was no way we could pose any sort of challenge to the Zero Knight. Perhaps Three Fingers was right. Slasher had already mowed through the Three Fingers Gang, Rubberman, a SWAT team, and nearly the entirety of the GCPD. One teenager and a couple of cripples were not much of a challenge in comparison to that.
But then, maybe we didn’t need to be. Maybe we didn’t need to fight Slasher directly or head-on. Maybe Adams and Three Fingers could still be helpful even without being able to fight. I remembered something Slasher said to me, about how disappointed he was about not getting a chance to finish off Three Fingers for good. I glanced at my invisibility watch and a plan suddenly formed in my mind, a plan that just might work.
“Guys, I’ve got a plan,” I said. “And I am going to need both of you guys to pull it off.”
“Weren’t you listening?” said Three Fingers irritably. “We’re both crippled. Sending us into battle would be like sending a couple of wounded sheep into a lions’ den.”
I smiled when Three Fingers said that. “Oh, I am not going to send either of you into battle. I am going to use you guys as bait for the lions and lure them into a trap they can’t escape.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


At midnight that night, I once again found myself crouching low in the bushes surrounding the Francis Golden Hotel. It looked much the same as it did the last time I saw it, an old Victorian-style hotel towering over the Roger Gate River, which flowed silently behind it like a snake slithering through the grass. I couldn’t see the window I had been thrown out of from here, but when I came to scout it out earlier I had seen the hole in the window shaped somewhat like me, which brought back bad memories from a couple of days ago. 
Despite the bad memories, however, I wasn’t going to run away. I tapped the side of my helmet and said into the radio, “Is everyone in position?”
“Present,” said Adams’ voice over my ear radio. “I am monitoring the situation very closely via the Rubber Drone. It looks clear from up here.”
I glanced up at the sky when Adams said that, but did not see the ‘Rubber Drone’ anywhere, though I knew what it looked like. The Rubber Drone was one of Rubberman’s newest additions to the business. It was a remote-controlled drone whose main purpose was to scout ahead to crime scenes or other dangerous places we couldn’t get to on our own. We called it the Rubber Drone for branding purposes, but it could also shoot rubber bullets, a feature I hoped I would not need to use tonight.
“Good,” I said. “Three Fingers? Are you in position?”
Three Fingers’ slow, smooth voice came out of my radio and into my ear. “Yes. I am in the car on the other side of the road. I don’t see any Squires, nor do I see Slasher. I’m ready to go when you are.”
I nodded. “Okay. We’ll wait just a few more minutes to make sure that Slasher is still in the hotel, and then we’ll get started. Everyone, be ready to act on my signal.”
After hearing a few more affirmatives from Adams and Three Fingers, I settled back into my position in the bushes to watch the Francis. As I did so, I thought over our plan one last time. It was a good plan, I thought, one that had a high chance of succeeding. There was an element of luck involved, but not, I hoped, very much.
The plan went like this: On my signal, Three Fingers would get out of his car on the other side of the street and walk up to the front door of the Francis. He would make a big show of it, holding a fully-loaded gun and loudly demanding that Slasher come out to fight him so he could avenge his fallen comrades. We were banking on the fact that Slasher hated leaving any of his victims alive and that he might decide to come outside and finish Three Fingers off himself. If Slasher sent out his Squires instead, that would make things a little bit more difficult, but not very much, because that was where I came in.
Once Slasher left the hotel to fight Three Fingers, I would activate my invisibility watch, which would allow me to turn invisible. Being invisible, I would sneak out of the bushes and make my way close to Slasher. While Three Fingers kept Slasher distracted, I would get into the right position to shoot Slasher. Once I was in position, I would shoot Slasher in the chest, specifically at his armor’s battery. The plan was to take Slasher—who still didn’t know I was alive—by surprise and blast him in the chest with a powerful charged up laser. With luck, that would be enough to destroy his battery and render Slasher helpless, especially now that my lasers were much stronger than before.
As simple as the plan was, however, there were a few caveats. As I said, we were betting on Slasher coming out alone. If he sent out his Squires instead, we would have to retreat because we couldn’t beat the Squires on our own. At the very least, we’d have to go into the hotel itself, which I didn’t want to do because Slasher knew the hotel better than I did and would have an environmental advantage over me.
Furthermore, we also had to deal with the fact that Slasher’s battery might not be located on his chest. If I wasted my energy blasting away at his chest, only to discover that I’d destroyed a decorative light rather than his suit’s power source … well, let’s just say that I probably would not live long enough to correct that particular mistake.
Still, this was the best plan we had. It was either this or run away, and I was not going to run away. If Rubberman was alive, then we had to act now. I wished we could get backup from Heroes United or some other organization like that, but because Rubberman wasn’t an HU member, I didn’t think they would bother to send us help.
That meant, once again, that it was up to us and us alone to stop Slasher. And I would stop Slasher work one way or another, even if I had to give up my own life to do it.
My thoughts were interrupted when I saw a figure emerge from behind the Francis. It was a Squire, though whether it was Thomas or another one, I couldn’t tell from this distance. I could tell, however, based on the way it walked that the Squire was patrolling the exterior of the Francis. Most likely, the Squire was a guard, but that was fine. We needed some way to get Slasher’s attention and this Squire would have to do.
Tapping my helmet, I said, “Okay, Three Fingers, it’s go time. A Squire is patrolling the Francis. Try to get his attention.”
“Sure thing,” said Three Fingers. “Will be there in a sec.”
Three Fingers wasn’t kidding. The second I heard the telltale click of his radio shutting off, Three Fingers himself—clad in a thick winter coat and jeans—appeared in the parking lot, walking with an exaggerated limp to make himself seem weaker than he actually was. In his right hand he clearly and obviously carried a fully-loaded pistol, which he swung with such carelessness that I was almost afraid he was accidentally going to shoot himself if he wasn’t careful.
The moment Three Fingers appeared, the Squire immediately stopped and pointed a sword at him. “Halt! Who goes there?”
The Squire’s voice sounded strangely feminine, meaning it wasn’t Thomas. Guess the Zero Knights were equal opportunity employers.
“Halt?” Three Fingers repeated, raising his voice as part of the act we had discussed in the hospital earlier. “Seriously? You really are taking this whole ‘knight’ thing seriously if you’re using words like that to talk to people. Why not just speak normal and say ‘Stop’?”
The Squire did not seem particularly impressed with Three Fingers’ joke. She just said, in a loud and clear voice, “Wait a minute. I recognize you. You are Johnny ‘Three Fingers’ Diamond, aren’t you? I thought you were supposed to be in the hospital.”
“The doc let me out early because of my speedy recovery,” Three Fingers replied. He grimaced. “Still gotta take pain pills for three weeks, though. Two a day. And they’re not the small kind, either. Feels like I’m swallowing a rock when I take one of those.”
“What are you doing here?” said the Squire, pointing her sword at him again. She seemed to be overcompensating, which made me wonder if she was new. “Do you want to die tonight?”
“Nope,” said Three Fingers, shaking his head. He waved his gun over his head. “I’m here to kill your boss to avenge my fellow gangsters. You know, the ones he slaughtered like pigs?”
“Sir Slasher isn’t available right now,” said the Squire. “And if you take even one more step closer to the hotel, it will be the last step you ever take. Got it?”
I frowned. Yeah, she was definitely overcompensating right now. She must have been hired recently. That might make things easier for us, but at the same time, I hoped Three Fingers got the plan back on track. If this newbie Squire attacked him, I’d have to save him, which would ruin the plan.
“Girl, I don’t have any beef with you,” said Three Fingers. “I have a beef with your boss, though. Unless your boss is afraid to fight a guy who just got out of the hospital, though.”
“You disrespectful—” the Squire began before a familiar arrogant voice from within the hotel said, “That is enough, Emily. I can handle this myself.”
Slasher stepped out from the broken front doors of the hotel. I tensed the second I saw him. Seeing him brought back flashbacks to me and Rubberman fighting him only a couple of days ago. From a distance, Slasher looked no different from the last time I saw him. He did, however, have far more confident and even arrogant body language, which I couldn’t blame him for. He had been winning a lot so far, after all. I’d probably feel pretty proud of myself, too, if I was winning as much as he was.
But it was like Dad always said: The bigger they are, the harder they fall, and Slasher was about to fall hard.
Pressing a button on my invisibility watch, my whole body became invisible. Rising from the bushes, I quietly but quickly circled the parking lot, keeping my eyes fixed on Slasher’s chest. The glowing green light in his chest was clear even from a distance. It was also still cracked, a sign that Slasher had, for whatever reason, failed to repair it. Perhaps he didn’t have the right tools to fix it himself.
“Slasher,” said Three Fingers, raising his gun, though he didn’t pull the trigger just yet. “Long time, no see.”
“It hasn’t even been a week and you’re back for another round already,” said Slasher, coming to a stop next to Emily, who still pointed her sword at Three Fingers. “I thought I had crushed your spirit by killing all of your men, but it looks like the lesson I sought to teach you didn’t sink in.”
“I’m a bad student,” Three Fingers admitted. “Always have been, always will be. If you’d known that, perhaps you wouldn’t have tried to teach me anything.”
Slasher glared at Three Fingers. “Stop being so literal-minded. I swear this is exactly why King Xero sent me out here. He knows your kind are so stupid that it would infuriate me and make me want to kill you even more than I already do.”
I could tell Slasher was just itching to kill Three Fingers. His claws were already out and his fingers were twitching with anticipation. I still wasn’t in position yet, so I hoped Three Fingers would be able to keep Slasher distracted for just a few more seconds.
“Well, only one of us is going to walk away tonight alive,” said Three Fingers. “And it’s not going to be you.”
Slasher sneered. “Oh, really? Perhaps you’ve blocked out the traumatic memories of me killing your men and so have forgotten how powerful I am. I will be more than happy to remind you about that.”
“We’ll see about that, Slasher,” said Three Fingers, fingering the trigger of the gun. “Maybe I just need to get one good shot in just the right place.”
Though Three Fingers was not looking at me when he said that, I could tell he was talking to me, albeit indirectly. He was trying to ask me if I was in position yet. I couldn’t answer in the affirmative yet, but I was. I stood directly behind Three Fingers and whispered into his ear, “Three Fingers, I’m ready. Get him to run at you now.”
Three Fingers did not nod or do anything to show that he had heard me. He just raised his gun and aimed it at Slasher. “But you know what? I’m done talking with you. Let’s get to the part where we’re killing each other.”
With that, Three Fingers fired a single bullet at Slasher, which Slasher, of course, easily dodged. Slasher then rushed toward Three Fingers, moving so fast he was almost a blur, his claws held out to his sides. I estimated Slasher would reach us in less than five seconds … four … three … two …
“Duck!” I shouted into Three Fingers’ ear.
Three Fingers practically crumpled onto the ground like a piece of paper. At the same time, I dropped the invisibility and fired two powerful eye beams directly at Slasher’s chest.
Slasher didn’t even have time to react before my eye beams struck his chest and tore into his armor. The impact of the blast sent him flying. He crashed into and through the front doors of the Francis, but did not come back out or rise again.
“Sir Slasher!” said Emily, looking over her shoulder at the front doors of the Francis. “No!”
I immediately fired my eye beams at Emily, striking her in the back of the head and knocking her flat on her feet. She might not have been fighting me at the moment, but I’d be damned if I was going to let Slasher’s Squires get us after I already took him out.
Running up to Emily, I slammed my foot down on her chest and said, “Where’s Rubberman? What did you do with him?”
Emily reached for her sword, but I blasted the sword away outside of her reach and said, “I said, where’s my boss? Tell me now or—”
“Or what?” came Slasher’s unsettling voice from within the hotel. “You will hit us with your pretty lights again?”
I froze when I heard Slasher’s voice. I slowly looked up to see Slasher emerging from within the Francis, the hole in his chest smoking from the impact of my lasers. Despite that, however, Slasher’s Zero Armor appeared to be perfectly functional. Which meant I hadn’t hit the battery at all.
“You survived,” I said, trying not to show any fear in my voice. “How—? I thought I destroyed your armor’s battery!”
Slasher chuckled. He gestured at the hole in his armor. “That is easy. You thought we would put the power source for our suits right in our chests where anyone could get them? Please. Our suits’ power sources are far better hidden than that.”
Uh oh. This wasn’t part of the plan. The plan was for me to take out Slasher in one hit.
But if Slasher’s battery had not, in fact, been destroyed … then we were screwed.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Slasher stepped forward, his claws clicking together. “I will admit I am surprised to see that you are still alive. I thought for sure you wouldn’t have survived getting tossed out of a three-story window into a rushing river. But it doesn’t matter. King Xero is always chiding me for not being thorough, a habit I fully intend to break tonight.” 
I glanced at Emily. “You aren’t worried that I have one of your Squires and might kill her if you take even one step closer?”
Slasher chuckled again. “Oh, I’m not worried about that at all. I have a chess piece of my own. Thomas!”
At that moment, Thomas, the first Squire I fought, stepped out from the Francis. He was dragging something with a chain behind him, but I had no idea what he was dragging behind him until he pulled the mass into the light and my heart failed me at the sight:
It was Rubberman. He looked a little better than the last time I saw him—his wounds weren’t open anymore, for example—but not by much. His blue and white bodysuit was stained with dried blood and he seemed barely conscious. How he was still alive at all, I had no idea. He must have been tougher than I thought.
“Rubberman?” I said. I looked at Slasher. “Is he—?”
“Alive?” Slasher finished for me. “Of course. But just barely. His healing factor is the only thing keeping him alive right now.”
“But I thought …” I struggled to find the words to speak. “I thought you had killed him.”
“I would have killed him,” said Slasher, glancing at Rubberman with obvious disgust, “but I didn’t come here just to expand the Order’s presence and operations, although I did that, too. I came also for Rubberman himself.”
“What are you talking about?” I said. “Why do you want Rubberman?”
“His powers,” said Slasher, looking at me again. “King Xero has expressed an interest in Rubberman’s unique powers, which supposedly came from an alien source. Why King Xero wants him alive, I don’t know. It is just as easy to dissect a dead man as it is a live man, if not easier, because living people move a lot more than dead people.”
I wasn’t going to confirm it, but the rumor that Slasher heard was true. Rubberman’s powers had come from physical contact with the brain of a dead alien god from another universe. I wondered how he heard that, though, given how Rubberman was pretty tight-lipped about his origin. “Does Xero want to become a rubber man himself or something?
“King Xero’s reasons for wanting Rubberman’s powers are his own,” said Slasher. “But I can tell you this, that King Xero did not say anything about getting your powers. Which, of course, is why I am going to kill you tonight.”
I grimaced as Three Fingers stood up beside me, dusting himself off. He still held his gun and had even somehow gotten Emily’s sword, but I knew that even with Three Fingers’ help, we didn’t stand a ghost of a chance against Slasher. The only advantage I had over him right now was that Slasher didn’t know the full extent of my powers yet.
But was I powerful enough to defeat Slasher? Or even just survive Round 2 with him? That, I wasn’t so sure.
“I brought out Rubberman to show you that I have someone you care about,” said Slasher, his claws clicking together. “While I’m not one to disobey King Xero’s orders, my claws have been known to … slip occasionally. If you try to fight me, they might just slip and slit poor Rubberman’s throat. Accidentally, of course.”
My hands balled into fists. Slasher was a lot closer to Rubberman than I was. I could try to shoot him, but Slasher would probably kill Rubberman well before I hit him. I had seen how fast Slasher moved. He could easily kill not just Rubberman, but me and Three Fingers before we even knew it.
But I also didn’t want to give up. I didn’t come back to Golden City just to die. I came back to defeat Slasher and save Rubberman. No way was I going to surrender and let Slasher kill me like a coward.
But what choice did I have? I did have Emily, that was true, but Slasher made it clear that he didn’t really care much for her anyway. Slasher probably saw all of his Squires as interchangeable and wouldn’t care if I killed Emily. Not that I planned to do that. Although I was willing to kill supervillains who threatened me, Emily wasn’t a threat to me at the moment. Plus, Slasher would take Emily’s death as an excuse to kill Rubberman.
There was still Adams, but I didn’t dare risk calling him in case Slasher overheard and used that to justifying killing Rubberman. Besides, what could Adams do? He wasn’t in any position to come to our rescue. That left me and Three Fingers on our own, trying to figure out how to get out of this situation without giving Slasher what he wanted, which was seeming more and more impossible by the second.
“What’s the matter?” said Slasher. “Cat got your tongue? Or do you simply know that there is nothing you can do to save your boss, much less yourself?”
I bit my lower lip. I opened my mouth to respond, but then I noticed a shadow in the clouds above. It was brief—so brief it would have been easy to mistake it for a trick of the eyes, or maybe a bird or a bat hunting out late at night.
But I recognized the shape and I knew where it had come from. And so a plan formed in my head at that moment. I just needed to keep Slasher distracted just a little while longer and hope that Three Fingers would understand what I was trying to do without saying it aloud.
“You drive a hard bargain, Slasher,” I said. “You’re pretty tough. Smart, too. Smarter than most criminals I’ve fought.”
“Flattery won’t get you anywhere with me, boy,” said Slasher, his claws clicking together. “I don’t need it, especially coming from a sidekick like you.”
“Then maybe I won’t flatter you,” I said. “I’ll just outright insult you instead.”
“Insult me?” said Slasher in a voice that was equal parts confusion and anger. “What are you talking about?”
I spread my arms wide to indicate the whole area. “I’m talking about you being the ‘next step’ in ‘criminal evolution.’ You keep bragging about how you and your friends are so much superior to common purse-snatchers, how you guys are taking crime to the next level, and on and on and on. But then you pull crap like this, where you hold someone important to me hostage and demand I surrender or you will kill them, which seems more like something Three Fingers or some other petty criminal would do.”
Slasher’s hands balled into fists so tight that I thought he was going to dent his gauntlets. “Are you accusing me of being like a petty crook or a common thief? If so, then you are gravely—”
“I’m not calling you that,” I said, glancing up at the sky briefly to make sure the shadow was still there. It was. “I’m calling you a copycat. You’re taking a leaf out of the supervillain training manual. You’ve got no original ideas. You’re not doing anything big and grand with that fancy armor of yours or your unique position in Golden City. You’re just threatening to kill a teenager like me and a random crook like Three Fingers. That doesn’t seem particularly highly-evolved to me.”
I was getting to him. Slasher was visibly shaking now. Still couldn’t see his face, but in my mind’s eye, I could just see a vein bulging in his head and his eyes popping out of his skull. “You call me a copycat? As a Zero Knight, I would never stoop so low as to copy my criminal inferiors. You have no idea just how much you’ve insulted me, boy.”
“Actually, I think I do,” I said. “I’ve insulted you enough to make you shake, which is funny because I’d expect better from a highly-evolved criminal like yourself. Maybe you’re not as superior as you think you are, letting simple words have such a profound effect on you like this.”
“Keep talking and I will rip that tongue out of your mouth and force you to choke on it,” said Slasher.
I smirked. “That’s not even a particularly original insult. Seriously, where’s the creativity? Did you ‘evolve’ away from a sense of humor, too?”
That seemed to do it. Slasher’s optics suddenly glowed brightly and he raised his claws, but before he could rush toward me, the shadow in the clouds above dive-bombed out of the sky toward us.
It was the Rubber Drone. A cannon lowered from underneath it and began firing rubber bullets at Slasher and Thomas. The rubber bullets didn’t do much against their Zero Armor, but the Rubber Drone did distract them both, forcing Slasher and Thomas to cover their heads to avoid getting hit by the bullets coming at them at a million miles an hour.
Now was the chance I’d been waiting for. I closed my eyes, fired my lasers into my eyelids, and they bounced into my brain. Adrenaline surged within me and I leaped into the air, flying over Slasher and Thomas and landed behind Thomas. The Squire whirled around, reaching for his sword, but I lashed out with a kick that visibly dented his helmet and caused him to stagger. I followed it up with a particularly strong laser blast that sent him flying. He crashed into and on top of Emily, who had tried to get up when I jumped off of her. Meanwhile, the Rubber Drone continued to fly around Slasher, peppering him with a seemingly never-ending supply of rubber bullets.
I paid no attention to that, however, rushing over to Rubberman and blasting the chain off his body. Shaking him, I said, “Boss, wake up! It’s me, Beams. Can you hear me? Boss? Boss?”
Luckily, Rubberman’s eyes flickered open. He looked up at me with confusion in his eyes, like he wasn’t quite sure where he was. “Alex? What happened? What are you doing here?”
A smile of relief appeared on my face when I heard Rubberman speak. “Lots of things, boss, but if you can walk, then maybe—”
The sound of metal tearing through metal and rubber caused me to look over my shoulder. Slasher had somehow managed to knock the Rubber Drone out of the air and was now ripping it apart with his claws. He showed no mercy to the Rubber Drone, his claws tearing through its metal plating and the wiring within like it was made of butter. He specifically focused on the engine, ripping it out wholesale and then ripping it in half before tossing both sides aside with a rather inhuman roar. He looked like a lion tearing apart a mouse.
“Uh oh,” I said with a gulp. I looked at Rubberman. “Boss, you gotta get up. Slasher just destroyed the Rubber Drone and—”
“He what?” said Rubberman. He looked over at the destroyed Rubber Drone and groaned. “Not the Rubber Drone! That thing cost a fortune.”
“I know, boss, but we can worry about that later,” I said as I tried to help Rubberman to his feet, “but right now we need to go. Slasher will be back any minute and—”
Another inhuman roar interrupted me and made me look over my shoulder again. Slasher was rushing toward us, his claws gleaming under the moonlight. Without thinking, I jumped into the air, leaping a good ten feet before I caught the sill of one of the hotel windows. Hauling myself onto the windowsill, I looked over my shoulder just in time to see Slasher crash onto the windowsill below me, embedding his claws deeply into the wooden exterior of the Francis and glaring up at me with obvious rage. Thomas and Emily stood below, with Thomas wielding a sword and Emily carrying Thomas’ hammer, perhaps because she had lost her sword earlier.
“Get back here, you brat!” Slasher roared. “Right where I can tear your spleen out of your body and shove it down your disrespectful mouth!”
Without answering, I smashed through the boarded-up window into one of the hotel rooms just as Slasher started climbing up after me and Thomas and Emily appeared below. Rolling to my feet inside the hotel room, I heard more thumps behind me and looked over my shoulder in time to see Thomas and Emily trying to fit through the window at the same time. They raised their weapons at me, but I fired my lasers and hit them both, knocking the two Squires back and sending them falling out of the window.
I didn’t stop to stay and watch them fall, however. I turned and ran deeper into the hotel, hoping against hope I’d lose them.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Rushing down the hallway, my legs pumping and my heart pumping even more, I heard the sounds of Thomas and Emily climbing through the window behind me. I didn’t look over my shoulder, however, instead choosing to jump up the stairs, going up to the third floor. The two Squires would be after me soon enough, but hopefully they would be distracted by the doors I left open when I ran through the hallway and think I had hidden inside one of the hotel rooms or something. 
Reaching the third floor, I found myself in the same hallway from the last time I was here, only the bodies of the SWAT team members were gone now, thankfully. The walls, floor, and chandelier on the ceiling were still stained with their blood, but at least the bodies were gone, though I now found myself wondering exactly what Slasher and his Squires had done with the corpses. I doubted they gave the SWAT team members respectful burials.
Regardless, I ran down the hallway, hoping to find another set of stairs at the other end that might take me back down to the ground floor. I didn’t relish getting stuck in an old hotel with a bunch of crazy supervillains trying to kill me. If I could just get outside, then maybe—
What remained of the boarded up window behind me—the one I’d been tossed out of before—exploded as Slasher shot through it. I immediately dropped to the floor, just barely avoiding Slasher’s claws as he flew by overhead. Slasher hit the floor with a roll, digging his claws into the floorboards in an attempt to stop his momentum. Turning around, Slasher ripped his claws out of the floor and held them up. His claws began to glow red with energy, which was the same attack he had used to nearly kill Rubberman during our last battle.
“Stupid boy,” said Slasher. His voice sounded a lot deeper now, far crazier, with more than a hint of animalistic rage fueling his words. “You spoke a big game back there, accusing me of being a copycat, yet you run away the second I break your toys. Perhaps you are not as tough as you think you are.”
Dang it. I took a step back, but then I heard footsteps behind me and looked over my shoulder to see Thomas and Emily emerge from the stairwell. The two of them immediately pointed their weapons at me, standing close enough together that I certainly couldn’t squeeze past them. That meant I was trapped between a rock and a hard place, a situation I found myself in way too often these days.
“Sir!” said Thomas. “We have cornered the sidekick!”
“I know that,” Slasher snapped. “Tell me something I don’t know, Thomas.”
“Sorry, sir,” said Thomas. “I was just—”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Slasher. He looked at me, clicking his claws together again. “Now, do you have any last words, boy, before we chop you up into little pieces and feed you to the fishes? Or are you going to die silently like the child you are?”
I bit my lower lip. This wasn’t good. The Squires alone were more than enough to kill me. But Slasher and his Squires? No way I could fight them on my own. As usual, I needed to be smart and not allow myself to get overwhelmed by emotion or instinct.
I glanced up at the chandelier above and a new plan suddenly formed in my brain. A risky one, but it hinged on the fact that Slasher and his Squires knew almost nothing about my powers beyond what I’d shown them. It also hinged on the fact that they assumed I was going to beat them myself. It would require careful timing on my part, though. If I didn’t time it just right, I would die.
Readying myself for a jump, I said, “I don’t have any last words to say to you, Slasher, except these: You suck.”
That did the trick. Slasher let loose another roar and rushed toward me almost faster than I could see. Behind me, the Squires sprinted forward as well, their weapons swinging through the air, aiming for my neck and head.
I waited, mentally counting down the seconds. Five … four … three … two …
When Slasher and the Squires were less than five feet away from me, I jumped into the air, using the last of my energy-boosted adrenaline to reach the ceiling. I reached out and grabbed the chandelier, which creaked and groaned under my weight, swaying slightly under my weight but otherwise holding up well.
I couldn’t say the same about Slasher and the Squires, however. Because they were both going too fast to stop and my jump had come out of nowhere, they weren’t able to stop from colliding into each other. More specifically, they weren’t able to stop their weapons from clashing against each other.
The Squire’s weapons clashed against Slasher’s claws, but I guess Slasher’s claws must have been far more powerful, because Slasher’s claws cut through the Squires’ weapons like they were made of paper. And because Slasher couldn’t stop the momentum of his energy-boosted claws, he also ended up slashing into and through the chest armor of his two Squires.
Thomas and Emily both screamed in pain and staggered backward, dropping their broken weapons at the same time as they clutched their chests. And man did their chests look awful. Slasher’s claws hadn’t just torn apart their armor. It had cut into their skin and flesh, leaving bloody gashes in their chest that were bleeding profusely. The two of them immediately collapsed, though whether they were dead or just unconscious, I wasn’t sure.
Nor did I care. Because it was now my turn to show Slasher why he shouldn’t have messed with my boss.
Slasher was clearly shocked by the fact that he had just killed his minions accidentally. He looked at their prone bodies with bewilderment, his claws now dripping with the blood of his own Squires.
“What the—?” said Slasher, looking at Thomas and Emily in confusion. “Where did Beams go?”
“Up here, jerk,” I said.
Slasher looked up at me just as I fired my most powerful energy beam yet. The continuous beam of energy struck Slasher in the face and slammed him into the floor. But I didn’t just hit him once. I kept pouring on the energy, hitting him harder and harder, forcing my powers to their limits. I felt the energy burning up inside me, making my whole body heat up from the use, but I didn’t care. I just increased the pressure, forcing more and more energy into my beams and keeping Slasher from getting up.
My energy beams were beating into Slasher so much that he didn’t even have time to scream. He was forced down onto the floor, my energy beams beating him down like pile drivers. The floor began to creak and crack under the pressure until Slasher smashed through the floor. He didn’t stop there, though. He smashed through the next floor as well and crashed into the lobby below, creating such a loud boom that the entire hotel shook, including the chandelier I hung from. The sudden shaking made me cut off my energy beams and hang on for dear life, but once the building stopped shaking, I looked down through the multiple holes in the floor to try to get a good look at Slasher.
At first, it was impossible to see Slasher due to the dust and debris that had been created by his fall. But when the dust settled, I could see Slasher’s prone body lying on top of a pile of wood and debris, twisted and broken by my laser beams.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Exhausted, I let go of the chandelier and dropped to the floor, landing on my feet, but just barely. I had never used so much energy in one blast in my entire life. Even against the Dread God, I hadn’t felt the need to use that much energy. But I didn’t regret it. Slasher had already proved that he was a huge threat. He had already taken punishment that would have put down a normal man for good. If anything, I felt like he got off easy. 
My eyes especially hurt. They didn’t quite melt out of my eyeballs like I expected, but they did hurt. And I suspected that wasn’t even the worst of it. The real pain was probably going to be felt over the next few days, week, whatever as my body adjusted to the massive amount of energy I just used. Hopefully, it would all recover, but regardless of how long that took, I was glad I did it. It had been especially satisfying to blast Slasher after all he did to me.
But I couldn’t celebrate just yet. Although I had hit Slasher with enough energy to kill an ordinary person, the fact was that Slasher was not an ordinary person, if only because his Zero Armor made him nigh-invincible. Best to check on him to make sure.
Activating my rocket boots, I carefully descended through the smoking holes in the floors until I reached the lobby. I landed a few feet away from where Slasher lay and walked over to him carefully, looking over his body for any signs that he was still alive.
Up close, Slasher looked even worse than I thought. His helmet and chest plate, having taken the brunt of the blast, were melted in several places, maybe even melted to his skin outright. A couple of his claws had snapped off from the fall, while his body was half-buried in sheetrock, ceiling tiles, pink puffs of insulation fiber, and various other pieces of debris he had picked up on his way down. He had even left a small crater in the floor, wisps of smoke rising from his armor. The lights in his helmet’s optics had gone out completely and his body was still. One of his legs appeared to be twisted and his right arm seemed dislocated from his socket.
I grimaced. Although I hated Slasher with a deep, burning hatred, I had to admit that a part of me felt sorry for him. That was the first time I’d ever used such intense power on a human being before. I couldn’t even imagine the pain he was in, assuming he was even still alive at all. If he died, then perhaps that was for the best.
“Beams?” said a familiar voice from the front.
Looking up, I saw Rubberman, limping terribly, walking toward me. Three Fingers, surprisingly enough, was with him, wielding both his gun and Emily’s sword. I guess he must have liked her sword a lot or something.
I ran around Slasher’s corpse and rushed toward Rubberman, skidding to a halt in front of him and saying, “Boss, are you all right? Are you sure you should be walking? We need to get you to the hospital right away.”
Rubberman waved a hand. “Don’t worry about me, Beams. I’ll be fine. Remember my healing factor? It’s already taken care of the worst of the injuries I’ve received from the Zero Knights.”
“You should still go to the hospital anyway just to be safe,” I said.
“You should, too,” Rubberman pointed out. “At least take a bath. Look at you. You’re filthy.”
I looked down at my costume. It was indeed torn and filthy, probably due to the fact that I hadn’t taken it off since … well, I couldn’t remember when. Maybe a couple of days ago? It was weird how everything seemed to blur together over the last couple of days. “Yeah, but at least I can walk without a limp.”
Rubberman chuckled. “Good point.”
“Is Slasher really dead?” asked Three Fingers, causing me to look at him. Three Fingers wasn’t looking at me, however. His eyes were on Slasher’s broken body not more than ten feet away from us, with the sword resting on his shoulder.
I nodded. “Yeah. No way anyone could survive that. I hit him with everything I got and blasted him through three floors. If he’s not dead, then he’s probably not going to be able to walk—or breathe—on his own for the rest of his life.”
Three Fingers nodded. “All right. The hotel seems secure, but I will go and look just to make sure there are no more Squires hidden somewhere nearby.”
With that, Three Fingers walked off to the other side of the lobby, the sword on his shoulder, leaving Rubberman and I by ourselves at the front of the lobby. Seemed kind of random, but I wasn’t about to argue with the guy who wielded both a sword and a gun, especially a guy who wasn’t afraid to use them.
“Well,” I said, looking at Rubberman, “what do you think we should—”
“Mr. Pullman!” came Adams’ joyful voice over our radios. “Mr. Fry! You are both alive! How wonderful!”
“Yes, Adams, we’re still alive,” said Rubberman, flinching somewhat at Adams’ overly-joyful voice. “Barely, in my case.”
“Most excellent, Mr. Pullman!” said Adams. “I had to admit I was doubtful at first that Mr. Fry’s plan would work at first, but I am pleased to see that I was proven totally wrong. We must celebrate this most joyous day when you two return to the Elastic Cave!”
“Sounds good to me,” said Rubberman. He glanced at Slasher’s body. “First, we need to take Slasher and his Squires to prison. Then we can go back to the Elastic Cave.”
“Of course, of course,” said Adams. “I will be there in about half an hour to pick up you two and Three Fingers in the Rubbermobile. I have also notified the state police, so they will be sending in some state troopers to act as backup and transport Slasher and his Squires to prison. Until then, see you later!”
The click in our ears told me that Adams had turned off the radio, so I looked at Rubberman and said, “Ready to go to bed, boss?”
“More like go to the hospital,” said Rubberman, touching his stomach gingerly and cringing. “Right now, we need to focus on securing the bodies of Slasher and his Squires first.”
A harsh, croak of a laugh entered our ears. “Bodies? You talk about us like we’re dead.”
Rubberman and I both turned around to see a sight that would likely live in my nightmares: Slasher standing up amid the pile of rubble and debris from his crash. He looked almost like a zombie now. One of his glowing optics was out, while the other continued to glow a bright green, although based on the way it flickered occasionally, I could tell even that was heavily damaged. He was leaning on his claws for support, which he definitely needed, seeing as one of his legs was currently twisted in a very unnatural and painful way.
“What the—?” I said. “How did you survive that? You should be dead.”
Slasher chuckled, which sounded quite painful and made me wonder if maybe his lungs had been punctured. “As I told you before, we Zero Knights are the next step in criminal evolution. Killing us isn’t that easy. Yet even if you killed me, that would end nothing.”
Slasher took a shaky step forward, still leaning on his claws and without taking his eyes off of us. “I am not some lone wolf. I am a member of the Order of the Zero Knights. Those who dare to slay one of our own will be utterly annihilated. King Xero is not a forgiving man, especially toward those who harm his Knights.”
Slasher coughed suddenly, a metallic sound. He looked up at us again and this time I could have sworn that his inexpressive mask was itself grinning ghoulishly at us now. “You don’t know the storm that is coming to your tiny irrelevant city, boy. King Xero will not be happy with merely controlling the city’s crime scene or drug routes now. Oh, no. He will burn the entire city to the ground and salt the earth. Everyone you know, everyone you love, everything you have ever known, will be completely and utterly destroyed.”
Slasher spoke with the kind of feverish insanity I usually associated with delusional religious fanatics or political activists. Only there was something in his voice that made me think he wasn’t merely playing up his leader’s viciousness. He almost seemed to be prophesying, which was a weird way to describe it, I will admit, but I couldn’t think of a better way to describe his attitude and behavior.
“Let Xero do what he wants,” I said. “If I can beat you, I can certainly beat him.”
Slasher laughed again, a long, crazy laugh that made me shiver in my boots. “What foolish arrogance. No one can beat King Xero. Even Prime Man cannot. If you think that beating me means you can beat King Xero, then you are even more stupid than I thought. As I said, your whole city will suffer. It will be wiped off the map. And it will be all your—”
Slasher stopped speaking suddenly when the bloody tip of a sword poked through the hole in his chest. Slasher gasped and looked down at the tip of the sword poking through his chest before the sword was withdrawn. Then Slasher suddenly collapsed onto the floor, his body as still as death, his red blood leaking out of his chest and staining the pink insulation underneath him.
Standing behind Slasher, the bloody sword in his hands, was Three Fingers. Despite being bandaged up and wearing casual clothing, he looked terrifying standing there with the sword in his hand. He was looking down at Slasher’s body with the cold intensity that had allowed him to survive on the streets of Golden City and lead his gang in the first place.
“That was for my men,” said Three Fingers, lowering the sword, which dripped Slasher’s blood. “And for me.”
With that, Three Fingers dropped the sword and walked over to us. He stopped in front of us and held out his hands. “Cuff me.”
I stared at Three Fingers in confusion. “What?”
“Cuff me,” said Three Fingers again. “Didn’t you hear what I said? I’m supposed to be in jail. Cuff me.”
Rubberman didn’t hesitate to pull some handcuffs out of his utility belt and put them around Three Fingers’ wrists. As soon as the cuffs were clamped securely around his wrists, Three Fingers nodded and sat down. “It is finished.”
I looked at Three Fingers uncertainly, but Three Fingers wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at Slasher, smiling serenely, as if all was right with the world.
Leaning toward Rubberman, I whispered, “Three Fingers sure is a weird guy, isn’t he?”
“Yeah,” said Rubberman in an equally low voice. “He is. But hey, at least he didn’t try to run away. That’s more than I can say for most criminals.”
I pursed my lips and looked at Three Fingers again. Despite being the leader of one of Golden City’s most notorious gangs, I had to admit that he was a good deal more honorable than I thought.
But then I shook my head. Honorable or not, Three Fingers would have to go to jail. And then we’d have to deal with the so-called ‘storm’ that Slasher warned us about.
I wanted to dismiss it, to pretend like Slasher’s warning was just an empty threat, but deep down, I knew it wasn’t.
And I wasn’t sure if we would be ready for it when it came.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Three days later … 
I stepped out of the newly-repaired elevator onto Level One of the Elastic Cave and said, “Adams! I’m here!”
I heard Adams’ familiar Scottish accented voice call out from Rubberman’s office, “Welcome, Mr. Fry! Please get your costume on and get ready for work. We’ve got a lot of things for you to do today and not enough time in which to do them!”
I nodded and made my way to my changing room on the other side of the Level. As I closed the door behind me and began to strip, I glanced at my costume hanging on the coat hanger and noticed that the palms of its gloves were no longer burned. That was good. When I returned from the Francis three nights ago, Adams had told me that he would get my costume replaced with a nicer one that would be able to handle energy blasts from my hands as well as my eyes. It looked like he must have gotten the replacement at some point.
And that got me thinking about the events of the last few days as I pulled on my costume and zipped it up. It was crazy how it had only been three days since our final battle with Slasher and his Squires, yet it seemed like an eternity ago to me. Then again, it seemed like the older I got, the faster time moved. I was now starting to better understand why my parents were always complaining about how fast time flew.
Shaking my head, I strapped my helmet on my head and emerged from my room in time to see Rubberman and Adams walk out of Rubberman’s office. Rubberman himself looked a good deal better than he had just three days ago. His costume was clean and in one piece, with all of the blood washed off, and his skin color was almost back to normal. An ordinary human being wouldn’t have been able to recover from the kind of wounds Rubberman sustained nearly as quickly as he did, but Rubberman had an incredibly quick healing factor, which let him shrug off wounds that would put most people in the hospital for months.
“Hey, boss,” I said, giving Rubberman a high five when we approached. “How are you feeling? Doing well?”
“Better,” said Rubberman. He grimaced and rubbed his belly. “Doc told me I was lucky that Slasher didn’t tear up any organs. Plus, my healing factor has been working in overdrive recently, so I feel better than I should, probably.”
“Lucky,” I said. I winced and rubbed my back. “I’m like half your age and I still feel like my grandpa with how my back hurts from getting thrown out that window.”
“Don’t complain about back problems to me, Mr. Fry,” said Adams. He was also looking a lot better now, though I could tell he was still in some pain himself, using crutches for support. “When you’re pushing seventy after years of working in the military, perhaps then you can start to complain about pain. Until then, be quiet and be grateful you still have the body of a teenager.”
I chuckled. “Yeah, sure, Adams.” I looked at Rubberman again. “Any updates on the Zero Knight situation?”
I asked that, despite knowing full well what happened after Three Fingers killed Slasher. I just wanted to make sure there hadn’t been any updates since then. I had not been at work since that night, because it had been a Friday night and I got weekends off. All I knew was what the Golden City Journal’s news site reported on the situation, which frankly wasn’t much.
Rubberman’s shoulders slumped. “There’s good news and bad news. Which do you want to hear first?”
I grimaced. “Good news, I guess. I could use some after all of the crap we’ve been through.”
“Okay,” said Rubberman. “Good news: The Department of Superheroes has confiscated the bodies of Slasher and his two Squires, plus their armor, equipment, and so on. The FBI has also started to help rebuild the GCPD using the few officers who survived the initial slaughter as the basis, including Chief Williams. Plus, Three Fingers is officially back in jail, where he will be spending the next fifty years behind bars.”
I nodded. None of that surprised me. “And the bad news?”
Rubberman’s shoulders slumped even more. “Bad news is that it’s going to take the FBI a long time to rebuild the GCPD, so until then, you and I are going to be the only real law enforcers in Golden City and even in Golden County. The state has offered to send some state troopers to help pick up the slack, but even with their help, we’re going to have to do more work than we normally do.”
I sighed. “Don’t look forward to it, but can’t say I am surprised.”
“Yeah,” said Rubberman. He rubbed the back of his neck. “The good news is that between the decimation of the Three Fingers Gang and the defeat of Slasher, crime in Golden City is mostly unorganized and scattered. I suspect that, unless something happens over the next month or so, we’ll mostly have to deal with purse snatchers and the like.”
“Don’t jinx us,” I said. “You know how something always happens around here. Especially if the Zero Knights decided to avenge Slasher.”
“That,” said Rubberman, nodding. “Yes, I haven’t actually heard anything about the Zero Knights since Slasher’s death. I have not heard of or seen any sightings of Zero Knights in Golden City. I haven’t even received any threatening messages from their leader. Total silence.”
“That’s a good thing, isn’t it?” I said, putting my hands together hopefully. “Maybe Slasher was full of it when he warned us of a storm that was going to raze the whole city.”
But to my disappointment, Rubberman shook his head. “No, I don’t think he was full of it, not entirely. The Zero Knights are a huge criminal enterprise. In comparison to some of the territories they control, Golden City is fairly small. I imagine we must not be a particularly high priority on their list. But I have no doubt they will strike back eventually. When and how, I can’t say, but everything I’ve read about the Zero Knights or heard from my fellow superheroes suggests that they do not take it very lightly when one of their own is attacked, much less killed.”
I gulped. “Meaning we are going to need to keep our eyes and ears open for retaliation from Slasher’s friends?”
“Definitely,” said Rubberman. “And frankly … I am not sure we will be able to handle them. We managed to defeat Slasher this time, but I feel like we got lucky there. I’m going to take some measures today to make sure we’re ready for them. Among other things, I plan to increase the security of the Elastic Cave so we don’t have a repeat of what happened to Adams.”
“A solid idea, Mr. Pullman,” said Adams, nodding. “I would rather not have to worry about getting my stomach cut open again by a crazy idiot who thinks he’s a knight’s squire.”
“Yeah,” said Rubberman. “That’s the immediate step. Beyond that … well, I’ll keep you informed, Beams. For now, I just recommend practicing situational awareness and also practicing your new energy attacks from your hands. In fact, I want you to use the Rubber Room to practice firing energy from your hands today.”
I looked down at my hands. “Can my suit handle that?”
“Yes,” said Rubberman with a nod. “I made a special order for a brand new suit with thicker material on the palms. They should be able to handle your new energy attacks without burning now. It is experimental, though, so we don’t know how much energy it can take before it burns.”
I nodded. “Gotcha. I’ll test it out today and see what I can find.”
“Great,” said Rubberman. He hesitated. “Oh, and about Mr. Peters knowing your secret identity—”
“I had to do it,” I said to Rubberman quickly. “I know I shouldn’t have done it, but if I hadn’t told him about my secret identity and gotten that serum, my powers wouldn’t have worked and we’d all be dead. I did what I had to do.”
To my surprise, Rubberman held up a hand as if to stop me. “I understand. I’m not going to hold it against you, nor am I going to have your sidekick license taken away. From what I understand, it is permissible for a sidekick to reveal his secret identity to someone in case of emergency like you did. This was definitely an emergency, so I think you should be in the clear.”
I sighed. “Thanks, boss, I—”
“But please be more careful about who you reveal your secret identity to going forward,” Rubberman continued. “Remember, secret identity laws exist to protect the safety of kids like you. And also remember the cardinal rule of secrets: The more people who know, the more likely a secret will be leaked. Understood?”
I could tell that Rubberman genuinely cared about me, so I said, “Yes, sir. I understand. I’ll do my best to tell fewer people about my secret identity from now on.”
Rubberman smiled in approval. “Good to hear. Now, go to the Rubber Room and start practicing your new powers. If we’re going to keep the streets safe, then we need to have total mastery over our powers and skills.”
I nodded and then turned around and ran to the Rubber Room. I could hear Rubberman and Adams speaking to each other, talking about the upcoming Rubberman movie, but I didn’t care about that. I was mostly thinking about the future myself and what was going to come next not just for me, but for all of Golden City.
If what Slasher said was true, then we should be hearing from the Zero Knights again very soon. When and how they would respond, I didn’t know. His warning about razing the city to the ground sounded like hyperbole to me, maybe a way to scare us, but when I remembered how a single Zero Knight had, by himself, destroyed Golden City’s preeminent gang, slaughtered an entire SWAT team, nearly eliminated the entire police department, and came close to outright killing Rubberman and I, I didn’t even want to think about what two or more Zero Knights could do, especially if they had some Squires to back them up.
There was a lot more truth to what Rubberman said than I wanted to admit, that it was partly because we got lucky that we survived at all. Would we get lucky against the Zero Knights again?
That, I did not know. I did know that we needed to get ready, that we needed to prepare, because I could sense that a war was coming to Golden City, a war that could tear the entire city apart unless we figured out how to stop it.
But I wasn’t afraid. Not really. Even knowing how uncertain our future was, I wasn’t about to let myself become afraid. As long as Rubberman and I still breathed, there was always a chance.
And sometimes, a chance was all we needed.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Johnny ‘Three Fingers’ Diamond sat in a corner by himself in the prison cafeteria, slowly eating the gruel called ‘food’ that he had been given by the prison’s cafeteria staff. He found the gruel tasteless and disgusting. Even mud had more taste. He supposed he couldn’t complain. At any time this week, he could have been ruthlessly killed by Slasher or one of his Squires. Logically, he shouldn’t have even been alive to be able to taste this gruel or spend time in prison. 
Yet somehow here he was, still breathing, still eating, if a bit weaker than before.
That was one of the reasons why Three Fingers had taken such an interest in religion after the slaughter of his gang. When he had been a kid, Three Fingers had gone to church, but never really believed or cared much about the doctrines preached at his church. His grandmother, a sweet old lady who had died ten years ago, had tried to instill Christian values in him, but for Three Fingers, they never took, even though they did for his brother, who was currently an ordained minister somewhere in Alabama at the moment. ‘Somewhere’ was all he knew because Three Fingers had cut off relations with his family after he got into crime.
Though I’m sure Howard would be thrilled if he found out about my new faith, Three Fingers thought. Assuming he even still wants to talk to me, that is.
But now, as Three Fingers ate his gruel and turned the page in the Bible that lay flat on the table before him, he could not help but be fascinated by religion. He couldn’t explain how he had survived any of this except that God Himself had spared him. Why, Three Fingers did not know. But that’s the only explanation he could come up with. Grandmother had always told Three Fingers that he was ‘special,’ that God had great plans for ‘him,’ but until this week, he had never actually believed that.
Over at another table, a group of Mexican prisoners was huddled together talking rapidly to each other in Spanish. Though Three Fingers wasn’t Hispanic himself, he had employed several Mexicans in his gang and deal with a lot of Spanish speakers, which was how he was able to understand that the prisoners were talking about the recent events in Golden City regarding Slasher the Zero Knight. The gist was that, with Slasher’s death and the Three Fingers Gang destroyed, there would be a lot of opportunity to commit crime in the city. One particularly short and fat prisoner was bragging about how his brother was likely going to become the new crime lord of Golden City in the absence of the Three Fingers Gang.
Three Fingers, of course, said nothing to that. He did not feel a need to. Everyone in the prison knew who he was, yet none of the other prisoners ever spoke to or interacted with him more than was strictly necessary. It seemed to him that most prisoners went out of their way to avoid him, which he didn’t quite understand, but appreciated nonetheless. He didn’t need to be butting heads with the rest of the prisoners to figure his ‘place’ in the pecking order. So long as he was allowed to study the Scriptures and eat his gruel, he was okay with that.
Someone dropped their tray in front of Three Fingers, causing him to start and look up to see who had just chosen to sit down with him.
The man was someone Three Fingers had never seen before. With his bloodshot eyes, messy hair, and pale skin, he looked like he hadn’t gotten a good night’s sleep in ages. Even his jumpsuit looked far more crumpled and full of creases than the jumpsuits of the other prisoners. Despite how tired and sleepy he looked, however, there was a clear intelligence and alertness in his eyes that told Three Fingers not to underestimate this man. He also wore a strange metallic collar around his neck that he scratched at occasionally.
Three Fingers stared blankly at the man. “Who are you?”
The man smiled a tired smile that nonetheless reminded Three Fingers of a cat about to pounce on a mouse. “Sorry about that. Let me introduce myself: I am Gerald Renner, but you might know me better as ZZZ.”
Three Fingers froze. He knew who ZZZ was, all right. ZZZ was an infamous assassin who specialized in killing his targets while they slept. ZZZ had come to Golden City about a year and a half ago seeking to kill Rubberman and Beams, only to get defeated by the two of them and thrown behind bars shortly after. Three Fingers had never met ZZZ himself, but he was well aware of his reputation.
ZZZ smirked. “I take it by your silence and surprised face that you know who I am. Wonderful. It means my carefully managed reputation is still intact. I guess that means we can just get straight to business, then.”
Three Fingers raised an eyebrow. “Business? What kind of business?”
“The only kind of business worth working in,” said ZZZ with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Revenge. Oh, and crime, but mostly revenge.”
Three Fingers frowned. “I’m afraid I don’t follow.”
ZZZ looked at Three Fingers like he was an idiot. “I know you’re the leader of a petty gang of illiterate illegal aliens and high school drop-outs, but I’d hoped you would be smart enough to catch my drift. Guess I should be a bit clearer: I’m talking about revenge against Rubberman and his sidekick. Especially his sidekick.”
Three Fingers didn’t appreciate the jab at his former gang but nodded anyway to show he understood. He didn’t want to pick a fight with ZZZ, especially if the rumors about his sleep powers were true. “You want revenge?”
“Of course I want revenge,” said ZZZ. He scowled. “Those two ruined my business and my reputation. And then the Department of Superheroes decided to slap this experimental power dampener collar on my neck to make sure I couldn’t use my powers to just walk out of prison again, which I’ve done, like, a million times before. Seriously, this thing is itchy and tight.”
“Why are you approaching me about this?” said Three Fingers as he stirred his gruel. “We’re not friends.”
“Because you’ve gained quite the reputation yourself,” said ZZZ. He leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “Is it true that you were the one who killed Slasher? That’s what the rumors say, but I haven’t been able to verify it myself, and as a general rule I don’t trust prison rumors because most prisoners are liars.”
Without changing his facial expression, Three Fingers said, “Yes, it’s true. I finished him off. With a sword wielded by one of his Squires, no less.”
“Oooh,” said ZZZ. He sat back down. “I thought those rumors were too good to be true, but looks like the rumor mill was right after all. Guess your nickname of the Knightslayer is accurate.”
“What?” said Three Fingers, staring at ZZZ in surprise.
“You haven’t heard?” said ZZZ in surprise. He gestured at the group of prisoners huddled around the nearby table. “The other prisoners have started calling you Knightslayer for killing a Zero Knight. That’s why everyone’s been avoiding you for the past three days. I’ve heard all sorts of crazy rumors about how nuts you are, which is exactly why I decided to come and talk to you and get to the bottom of things.”
Three Fingers frowned. Knightslayer … he had to admit, he liked the sound of that. It was cooler than Three Fingers, anyway.
Still, he wasn’t sure he liked ZZZ that much or wanted to talk to him, so he said, “You think I would be willing to help you get revenge against Rubberman and Beams.”
“Well, sure,” said ZZZ, his smirk becoming even smugger. “I’ve been thinking about it for a while, but haven’t had a good opportunity to put my plan into action. But now that things have changed in Golden City, I feel like now is the perfect time to strike back and get the sweet revenge I so rightly deserve.”
“What do you mean?” said Three Fingers. “What’s changed?”
ZZZ threw his hands up in the air. “Just about everything. The GCPD is basically dead, crime is loose and unorganized, and Rubberman and Beams have taken a lot of hits themselves. There’s fear in the air among the general citizenry and a Zero Knight has been killed. If I were an entrepreneur, I would say that now is the perfect time for a new group to step in and start exploiting the situation for pure profit.”
Three Fingers ate another mouthful of gruel and chewed on it to consider his response. “So you think you and I can do it.”
“Oh, not just you and I,” said ZZZ, shaking his head. “I’ve been talking with some of the other prisoners who have beefs with Rubberman and Beams, which is like, sixty percent of the prisoners here in Golden State. Quite a few of them are also interested in working together to exploit the current situation. It won’t just be the two of us, but an entire team of criminals and supervillains who hold a grudge against those two.”
“Revenge is nice, but …” Three Fingers contemplated his next words. “Empty. Killing Rubberman and Beams would be nice, but it would be like eating cake for lunch every day. Delicious, but unsatisfying.”
“Oh, killing those two jokers would be the first step,” said ZZZ. His eyes were shining with greed. “If a Zero Knight can be killed—something everyone thought was impossible—then that means the Order isn’t nearly as invincible as they like to think they are. And with a crime vacuum in Golden City, perhaps that means there’s an opportunity for a new crime gang to emerge, to fill the vacuum left by your gang.”
Three Fingers frowned again. “So you think we can be that new criminal gang.”
“Exactly,” said ZZZ. “See? You’re smarter than I thought. But don’t call us a ‘gang.’ That’s too small-brained.”
“Small-brained?”
“Tiny,” ZZZ said. “Unambitious. No, if we’re going to be a real threat, if we’re going to let the whole world—superheroes, police, governments, and so on—let us know exactly how dangerous we are, then we need to call ourselves something bigger than that. Haven’t decided on a name yet, but I’m sure one will come eventually, especially once you join the team. What do you say?”
Three Fingers again contemplated his response, taking a sip from his water. While he didn’t hold any special hatred toward Rubberman or Beams—it was the Zero Knights, after all, who had killed his gang, not Rubberman and Beams—he had to admit that ZZZ’s offer was tempting. He had expected to spend the rest of his life behind bars, slowly rotting away like his father, but here was an opportunity to avoid that fate, to become greater, to achieve things he couldn’t do on his own.
Maybe this is why God saved me, Three Fingers thought. To bring order to the criminal world of Golden City … and become its leader and protector.
Aloud, however, Three Fingers merely nodded. “All right. I accept your offer. What do we do next?”
A crazed grin crossed ZZZ’s face when Three Fingers said that. Leaning forward, he said, in a low whisper of a voice, “We wait. We plan. And then, when the time is right, we strike.”
-
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PREVIEW: FIRST STORM 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.”
-
Read the rest of First Storm HERE!






NOTES FROM THE AUTHOR


Dear Reader, 
Thanks for reading First Knight! I hope you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it. It was fun to return to Beams, Rubberman, and everyone else. The Minimum Wage Sidekick world has always been a personal favorite of mine and I love the fact that I have a chance to write this series.
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Lucas Flint, Cherokee, Texas, September 2019




More books by Lucas Flint


For a complete listing of all of my books, you can go to my website  HERE. My website is always up-to-date on my newest books, complete with series reading order, links to books, and more. Good place to check if you want to know what I’ve written.
Or if you don’t want to go to my website, you can download my free reading order and guide on BookFunnel HERE. The Official Lucas Flint Series Reading Order & Guide is updated not quite as often as my website, but it’s still a great free resource with the definitive reading order of all of my series, plus links to where you can buy them. Lots of people have told me how helpful the guide is, so check it out.




Subscribe to my newsletter and get three FREE novels!



[image: image-placeholder]
Get 3 free, full-length ebooks instantly when you sign up to get updates from me—>
In addition to the free ebooks, newsletter subscribers also get:
	New release announcements before anyone else
	Previews and sample chapters of upcoming books
	Exclusive deals
	Weekly updates every Saturday on upcoming books, projects, etc.
	And more!

So what are you waiting for? Subscribe to my newsletter today HERE!




Join my Discord!


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.
Additionally, we have monthly dedicated AMAs with yours truly! So if you have any burning questions about my books, characters, stories, or anything, that’s the place to be.
If that sounds like your thing, then join my Discord HERE!
See ya,
Lucas Flint




About the Author


Lucas Flint writes superhero fiction. He is the author of The Superhero’s Son, Minimum Wage Sidekick, The Legacy Superhero, and Capes Online, among others. He lives in Oklahoma City with his wife. 
Find links to books, social media, updates on newest releases, and more by going to his website here. You can also sign up to be the first to learn about his newest releases by subscribing to his mailing list here.













OEBPS/images/a8fd4761-2b7a-412b-b729-98d7014222ba.jpeg
Lucas Nt






OEBPS/images/c92dbd45-f81e-4ca4-adcd-db0690e456fc.jpeg





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Toalian I Lo ol

BOOK ONE OF CAPES & MASKS .






