
        
            
                
            
        

    

Table of Contents
Title Page
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
What's Coming Next
About the Author



The Superhero’s End
Book Nine of The Superhero’s Son
By Lucas Flint

Published by Secret Identity Books. An imprint of Annulus Publishing.
Copyright © Lucas Flint 2016. All rights reserved.
Contact: luke@lucasflint.com
Cover design by Damonza
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, send an email to the above contact.



Chapter One



 
You know that old saying, ‘the more things change, the more they stay the same’? I never really understood it, because whenever things changed in my life, they, well, changed. I mean, when I got my superpowers almost a year ago now, I went from being an ordinary high school student with an ordinary future ahead of him to being a young superhero in charge of his own team. Pretty sure that blowing up alien planets is not something that most people would describe as ‘ordinary,’ after all … or getting banished to another universe by an evil alternate universe version of your own father, for that matter. That’s definitely not ordinary.
But now, sitting in the cell of a jail where I was being kept until the police arranged for me to be transported to a more ‘secure’ facility, I realized that there was more truth to that saying than I originally thought. Even though I was in an alternate universe where it seemed like up was down and down was up, I was back in jail yet again.
And what’s funnier is that on both occasions I was imprisoned, it was on trumped up charges. The first time, I had been arrested because of my involvement with a cult that had tried to rescue its leader from the government, even though I had been essentially brainwashed to serve them the entire time. I didn’t think it made much sense to put me in jail with actual criminals, but then again, the government didn’t often make sense.
The second time, it was—or maybe I should say ‘is,’ since I’m currently in jail right now—because I apparently wasn’t wearing the really dull purple and gray uniforms that all citizens of ‘Rationalia’ (the name of the city I had ended up in) were supposed to wear. Also, because I sassed the police officer and had displayed ‘ignorance,’ which is apparently considered bad enough around here to justify jailing people for.
Ordinarily, I wouldn’t put up with this. I would have used my super powers to fight off any police officers who tried to arrest me; then I would have run away and figured out how the hell to get back to my universe, where the alternate evil universe version of my father named Mastermind was located.
But the police of this universe were much more effective and better armed than the police of my universe. They shot me with a pellet of powerless gas, which had quickly sapped me of my powers, and then attached a weird, blinking collar around my neck that they had informed me was a ‘power suppression device.’ They didn’t explain exactly how it worked, but it seemed to somehow negate my powers while I wore it. It reminded me of a similar device from my universe.
But this device was harder to get off than that one. It was locked with a key card that I didn’t have access to at the moment, and because the collar was made of some kind of thick metal, I couldn’t tear it off. I mean, if my powers weren’t currently being inhibited, I might have been able to rip it off with my super strength, but as this device was the reason I couldn’t use my super strength, that was kind of a pointless thing to think about.
And, of course, my hands and feet had been chained together with cuffs that were uncomfortable and severely restricted my movement. Just like the collar, I couldn’t break them or even loosen them a little to make them a bit more comfortable.
So I was forced to sit in my tiny cell; I mean, it was tiny. It was about as big as a broom closet. The cot was even smaller; it was so small that I probably couldn’t have slept on it even if I curled up into a tiny little ball. When I’d been thrown in here, I’d said jokingly, “What is this, a cell for ants?”
Unfortunately, that meme didn’t seem to exist in this universe, or maybe the guards didn’t have a sense of humor, because they just slammed the door shut and left me alone without saying a word. That was fine, though, because I was getting tired of them lecturing me on my ‘ignorance.’
I had no idea what was going to happen to me next, though. Yes, I knew I was going to jail, but the way the guards talked, it sounded like they were going to do something else to me as well. Maybe they were going to ‘educate’ me on the laws of this city. Something told me that that wasn’t going to be exactly painless.
In any case, I was surprised at how none of the guards seemed to recognize me as the son of their leader. Then again, I had not told them that Mastermind was my father (or at least an evil alternate universe counterpart of my father, anyway) and from what I could tell, it wasn’t like Mastermind had shown pictures of me to everyone he knew. All of the statues and TV screens only seemed to display Mastermind, like he was some kind of god that the people were supposed to worship.
Regardless, it was pretty clear that Mastermind had expected this to happen. That’s why he sent me here, to his home dimension, because he knew his men would arrest me and throw me in jail. Maybe he even expected them to execute me, but even if they didn’t, there was no way I could go back home. After all, I didn’t have any dimension-hopping technology or powers myself, so I was basically stranded here, for all intents and purposes.
That filled me with a sense of dread, a dread I’d never felt before. That was because I had never been in a situation quite like this before. Even when I traveled far from home, I never was totally stranded. The closest equivalent to this situation was when I went to the Mother World of the Pokacu, but I wasn’t sure I could count on Mecha Knight or anyone else opening a portal to bring me back home this time.
That didn’t stop me from worrying about how everyone else was doing, of course. Mastermind and White Lightning were both still alive and Mastermind’s plan was, presumably, still in motion. Granted, White Lightning had been electrocuted horribly and Mastermind had been shot in the chest, but something told me that those wounds wouldn’t slow their plans down very much.
I was especially worried about the Apocalypse Switch. I still didn’t know what it was, but if Mastermind wanted it, then it was pretty obviously important. I hoped that Blizzard, Ivan, Rime, Triplet, and Emma were able to stop them, though when I remembered how badly Blizzard, Emma, and Triplet had been injured, I doubted it.
In particular, I was very worried about Blizzard. I didn’t like being separated from her for very long. Especially since there was no guarantee that I would ever see her again. I might be stranded in this dimension for the rest of my life … assuming, of course, I wasn’t executed for the crime of ‘ignorance.’
That meant that I would need to figure out how to escape. I didn’t know if Ultimate Max was still operational in this universe or not, but I guessed not, because Mastermind had told me that there were only about 100 superhumans in his dimension anymore. Either way, I figured my chances of going back home were higher outside of prison than inside, but as long as I wore this collar, I wasn’t going anywhere.
Just as that thought crossed my mind, I heard footsteps coming down the hallway outside of the cell. Soon, a guard—who wore thick purple and gray body armor, which seemed to be the official colors of Rationalia—appeared in front of my cell, the same guard who had tossed me in here a couple of hours ago.
“All right, ignorant criminal,” said the guard. “I have arranged for a van to transport you to the Rationalian National Prison, so you’re coming with me. If you try to resist, I will use force to subdue you.”
I frowned as the guard inserted the key card into the cell door. “That’s it? I’m just going to prison, like a common crook?”
“You’re not just going to prison,” said the guard. “As per the Superhuman Extermination Act of 2020, you will be put to death upon arrival at the Rationalian National Prison.”
“I’m going to be executed?” I said in shock. “Why?”
“Because the law states that all superhumans who don’t serve Mastermind must be killed,” the guard explained. He spoke to me like I was a really stupid kid. “Superhumans are a danger to Rationalia. Our Great Leader has decided that they must be killed; therefore, we are going to execute you.”
“But I’m your leader’s son,” I said. “Kevin Jason. Don’t you know who I am?”
The guard snorted. “Yeah, and I’m the Queen of England. You’re not the first rogue superhuman to claim to be Our Great Leader’s dead son, so don’t even try to lie to us.”
“Run a DNA test,” I said. “That will prove my relation to him. You don’t need to take my word for it.”
“DNA tests take a long time to do,” said the guard, shaking his head. “Besides, the law says you have to be killed and we’re supposed to follow the law. Now stop talking; your voice is annoying.”
The guard raised a device in his hands that looked like a remote control and pressed a green button on it.
Immediately, a terrible shock emitted from the collar around my neck, causing me to gasp in pain. I slumped backwards, feeling like I had just stuck a fork into an electrical outlet, while the guard lowered the device in his hands, a grin of satisfaction on his face.
“Not so talkative anymore, are you?” said the guard. “But if you want to keep lying to me, I’ll be more than happy to give you a few extra jolts. I’ve found that that is an effective way of dealing with liars like you.”
I didn’t say anything to the guard, but that was because I was already thinking of how I was going to escape. I just sat there, looking slumped over and defenseless, as the guard opened the cell door and walked over to me, an arrogant grin on his face.
“Okay, criminal,” said the guard, reaching out toward me with his large hands. “Get up and come with me. No funny—”
I didn’t give him a chance to finish because I kicked him in the groin. I may not have had access to my super strength at the moment, but that didn’t mean that a good kick to the privates still couldn’t hurt him.
The guard cried out in pain and fell, knocking his head against the side of the narrow walls. Before he could get up again, I kicked him in the head, knocking him out in an instant. He immediately went limp, though now he was in my way.
Still, the guard appeared to be out for the count, so I stood up. I took his key card from his pocket and used it to unlock the shackles around my arms and legs, but when I tried to use it on the power suppressor, it wouldn’t work. Damn it. That meant there was a different key for my collar, but I didn’t know who had it or where it was being kept.
Ah, well. It looked like I was going to have to rely on my wits and quick-thinking to get out of here, rather than my powers. I had no idea where to go, though, but I would figure that out once I escaped this place. I took the guard’s pellet gun from his side, as well as a baton he also carried; maybe I didn’t have my powers, but that didn’t mean I had to be unarmed and unprotected.
Rising to my feet, I stepped over the guard and peered out of my cell. The hallway outside was empty; no guards or anything. I didn’t even see any security cameras, which was strange, because that seemed like a huge security risk to me. Maybe this was a very poor police department that couldn’t afford security cameras or something.
Anyway, the coast was clear and I remembered the path from here to the exit, so I decided to retrace my steps until I reached the exit. After that … I would figure out what to do next. And it should be easy; I saw no guards or security cameras or anything else that could stop me.
So I took one step out of the cell. The second my foot touched the floor of the hallway, an earsplitting alarm suddenly went off. Not only that, but the lights began flashing red, causing me to start, but I didn’t see anyone or anything coming to check on the alarms.
But I wasn’t going to stand still and let them find me. I ran toward the other end of the hallway, in the direction that would eventually take me to the exit, but then a panel on the wall slid away, revealing a hidden room, and a robot stepped out of it, blocking off my path.
The robot was tall and large, but also lean. It had purple and gray armor and kind of reminded me of the Pokacu soldiers that had participated in the invasion of Earth, except it was totally mechanical and lacked flesh or any other organic parts. Its head resembled Mastermind’s helmet, except for the glowing red eyes.
Skidding to a stop, I watched as the robot raised its hands, like it was about to shoot me, even though it didn’t have any weapons in its hands.
“Escapee detected,” said the robot. “Objective: Capture escapee. Kill if necessary.”
The robot’s hands folded back, revealing cannons in its arms. It aimed the cannons at me and fired, sending a blast of black energy flying toward me.
I dove, hit the floor, and rolled just underneath the black energy, which burned by overhead. I rolled back up to my feet in front of the robot and instinctively lashed out at it with my fist, before I remembered that I didn’t have my super strength a second before my fist slammed into the side of the robot’s head.
Ow! My fist hurt. I clutched my hand, which felt like all of the bones had shattered, and staggered backwards, but then the robot grabbed me by the throat and lifted me off the floor, its robotic eyes glaring at me.
“Escapee is resisting,” said the robot, “albeit not very effectively. Neutralize escapee.”
The robot held up its other hand—which now had long spikes poking out of its fingertips—and slammed it into my side. The spikes pierced my suit and my skin; it felt like being stun by five wasps at once.
Yelling in pain, I slammed the guard’s baton I’d stolen against the side of the robot’s head as hard as I could. The blow connected and actually made the robot let go of me. I landed on the floor and used my momentum to roll between its legs and emerge on the other side.
Then I swung my baton, aiming for the knees, and smashed the baton against the knees. It wasn’t enough to shatter them—without my super strength, I was pretty ordinary in terms of strength—but it did make the robot stumble and fall onto its knees.
Since I knew I couldn’t beat the robot, I turned and ran, but I immediately felt very sluggish. It was like I had taken some sleep medicine all of a sudden. I staggered forward, trying to keep my eyes open, but it was a losing battle.
Then I heard the robot getting back up and looked over my shoulder to see that it was now facing me. Its expression hadn’t changed, but something about the way it stood made me think it was feeling very smug.
“The paralyzing knockout venom I injected into your body is currently making its way through your blood stream,” said the robot. “I estimate that you have ten minutes before it knocks you out. It won’t kill you, but it will make you easy to capture.”
That was what the robot had been doing when he stabbed his fingers into my sides: injecting me with a venom that would knock me out. And if he was telling the truth, then I didn’t have much time before it took me out.
So I said, “Ten minutes is more than enough time for me to get the hell out of here. Bye.”
I aimed my gun and fired at the robot’s face several times. I hit him with half a dozen powerless pellets, which exploded into a thick gas cloud that the robot likely couldn’t see through. It had raised its arms to protect itself, which gave me the opportunity to turn and run.
I ran down the hallway, but even as I ran, I heard the robot coming after me. But I didn’t look over my shoulder, because even though I knew that that didn’t have any bearing on whether the robot caught up with me, I just wanted to focus on getting out of here alive than see if the robot was still chasing me or not.
I heard something charging behind me and I looked over my shoulder to see that the robot was aiming its energy cannons at me again. The cannons were charged with energy, which meant they were about to blow up any minute now.
But I also noticed a fork coming up at the end of the hall, so I immediately turned left (which I couldn’t remember if it was the correct way back or not, but I was in such a hurry to escape that I didn’t care).
As a result, I managed to avoid the energy blast, which exploded against the wall behind me. I continued running, but also shot more powerless pellets behind me without looking. I had no idea if any of them actually hit the robot or not, but as long as it slowed him down, I didn’t care.
But as I ran down the hallway, three more guards suddenly appeared at the other end, each one armed with what looked like the powerless pellet guns that I was using. They immediately aimed their guns at me, causing me to skid to a halt again.
“Stop, criminal!” one of the guards shouted. “Or we will shoot!”
Biting my lower lip, I heard the sound of metal clanking against the concrete floor and looked over my shoulder to see the robot coming at me. It stopped at about the same distance away as the guards, which meant that I was effectively trapped between the robot and the guards.
Not only that, but the robot’s venom was making it harder and harder to think clearly. I wanted to sleep and knew that I would fall asleep very soon, but I couldn’t afford to. If I fell unconscious now, I would be captured again and maybe killed. I couldn’t allow that.
Yet how was I supposed to escape or even resist? With the robot behind me and the guards ahead of me, I was trapped. And there were no rooms for me to escape into, either. It seemed like my escape attempt was about to be foiled.
I tugged at the collar around my neck. It still wouldn’t budge.
“Drop your weapons and put your hands on the back of your head,” one of the guards snapped. “Or else.”
As much as I hated to do it, I didn’t see any point in resisting. There was a possibility, at least, that the guards might just keep me alive, at least until they took me to the prison where I was going to be executed. Complying with their demands seemed like the only option available to me at the moment.
So I gently lowered the baton and the nearly empty powerless gas gun onto the floor. But just as I stood up again, I heard something that sounded like a car engine rumbling. It sounded like it was coming from the wall to my right, but I didn’t see anything other than the wall. The guards and robot must have heard it as well, because they also looked at the wall in confusion as the sound grew louder and louder.
Then I realized what was about to happen and I dived onto the floor, covering my head with my arms, just as the wall exploded. Chunks of cement and plaster flew everywhere as the front of a large truck burst through the wall. I heard the guards cry out in shock, but I didn’t pay them any attention because I was looking to see if the truck had created a hole for me to escape through.
Unfortunately, the truck left no room in the wall for me to escape through, so I just stared at it. It was a large truck—not quite as large as an eighteen wheeler, but definitely not a small little Toyota, either. It looked more like an armored van, actually, like the kind banks use to transport money. It was unmarked, however, so I didn’t know who it belonged to or who had chosen this moment to burst through the wall with it. Nor could I see into the driver’s side of the vehicle, because the windshield was heavily tinted.
All of a sudden, the driver’s and passenger’s doors flew open, followed by gunfire from both doors. I ducked my head and covered it with my arms while the guards ran back the way they came, using the corner for shelter from the rain of bullets, although one of them did get hit in the forehead and fall to the floor, seemingly dead upon impact.
Not that that mattered to me, however, because the guys in the van were still shooting and I was still basically out in the open without any protection. I didn’t even try to move, however, because I didn’t want to put myself directly in the path of the bullets.
But then the gunfire suddenly came to a stop and someone jumped out of the driver’s side of the vehicle. Well, the gunfire stopped on this side; on the side where the robot was, I could still hear gunfire and could still hear bullets denting metal, which likely meant that the robot was being held off by the attackers.
The person who had jumped out of the driver’s side ran over to me and I raised my head high enough to see that the person was a woman I had never seen before. She looked like she was in her late twenties; at least, I assumed so, because she was wearing a ski mask over her face that didn’t let me see anything except for her blue eyes. She also wore body armor; not like the kind the guards wore, but much rougher and in black, like she had gotten it secondhand from somewhere.
She was also armed with a gun, the kind that shot bullets, not the kind that shot powerless pellets. She held it like she was an expert marksman, but she didn’t aim it at me, thank goodness.
“You!” the woman shouted, her voice muffled behind her mask. “Who are you?”
“I was about to ask you the same question,” I said, taking my hands off my head as I looked up at her. “And who are your friends? That was a pretty dynamic entrance you guys just did.”
The woman’s eyes widened when she saw my face. She actually took a step back, as if I was threatening her with a gun, even though I was completely unarmed at the moment and was actually at her mercy due to the fact that she had a gun and I did not.
“It can’t be …” the woman said, her voice so low that it was almost impossible to hear over the sounds of the bullets. “Kevin?”
The way she said my name was like she knew who I was, but before I could ask who she was, the venom finally kicked in and I suddenly lost consciousness.



Chapter Two



 
When I next awoke, I was no longer in the hallways of that police station lying amid the rubble of a smashed wall; instead, I was lying on a soft twin bed underneath a thick, warm blanket. I was staring up at a blank, white ceiling and turned my head to see that I was in a room that was almost entirely white. There was a window above me, but it was covered by gray curtains, though based on the light playing against it, I could tell that it was about noon, but I didn’t know what day it was or how long I had been unconscious.
Sitting up, I looked down at my body and realized that I was still in my costume. It was rather dirty, but I was okay with that, because I always felt naked without my costume on. I had thought that whoever had taken me here would try to remove it while I slept, but I guess they decided to keep it on me.
A quick look around the room showed me that I was alone. There was a small desk to my right, upon which was a lamp that was just as white as the rest of the room, while a chair was also set up on the right side of my bed, like a chair for someone visiting a hospital patient. I wondered briefly if I was in a hospital, but the room looked too plain and boring to be a hospital room; therefore, I was somewhere else.
But where? I didn’t know. I felt pretty good—though a bit tired and dizzy, probably from the venom that the robot injected into me. So I doubted I was in the prison that the guard had said he was going to take me to, which meant that I wasn’t going to be executed, at least.
Then again, what if I was already dead and this was heaven? Or maybe this was just one big final hallucination before the darkness claimed me and I died for real; if so, it was a really boring final hallucination. I expected something crazier, like my skin melting off my bones or something like that while organ music played in the background.
But I didn’t feel like I was dying. Of course, I’d never died before, so maybe that didn’t mean much, but I figured that if I was dying, I should feel like it. But what would dying feel like, anyway? I didn’t even know the answer to that question, but since everything felt real, I decided that I was not, in fact, dying.
That still left unanswered the question of where I am. I was probably still in Mastermind’s universe, but a universe is a big place, so that didn’t narrow down things very much. I decided to get up and leave the room, because there was a door at the opposite end that appeared to be unlocked. Hopefully I’d be able to find someone who could tell me where I am and what happened after I lost consciousness earlier.
Before I could swing my legs off the side of my bed and walk over to the door, the doorknob turned ever-so-slightly that I wouldn’t have noticed it if I hadn’t been looking at the door. Then the door itself slowly opened and a woman peeked her head through the gap between the door and the doorway.
She was a blonde-haired woman who appeared to be in her late twenties. She had large blue eyes, but there was nothing familiar about her appearance besides, even though I felt like I had seen her somewhere before. But when she saw me, her eyes widened in exactly the same way as the eyes of that woman who I had seen in the jail, the one with the gun, which was how I knew that this was the same woman I’d seen in that jail attack before.
“Kevin?” said the woman. Her voice was exactly the same as the masked woman’s had been, but without the ski mask covering her mouth, it sounded clearer. “Are you awake?”
“Um, yes,” I said. “Where am I? And who are you?”
The woman pushed the door open all the way and entered. She wasn’t wearing her body armor anymore; she seemed to have ditched it in favor of a simple red sweater and jeans. She certainly didn’t look weak, but she also didn’t look as tough as she had before.
But what really caught my attention was how she walked. At first glance, the woman appeared to walk as normally as anyone, but there was something about each step she took that didn’t seem natural. No, not ‘natural,’ but practiced. It was like she wasn’t used to walking, which made me wonder if her legs had been broken at some point and she had only just recently regained use of them after a prolonged experience of not using them. Granted, I didn’t know much about how people who regained the use of their legs walked, but that was the impression I got from the way she moved.
“You’re safe,” said the woman. “You’re with friends and allies. You don’t need to worry.”
I scratched the back of my head. “I have friends and allies? Here? In this place?”
“Yes, though you don’t know it yet,” said the woman. She went silent for a moment, but like she was carefully considering her next words. “Do you recognize me?”
I shook my head. “No, I’ve never seen you before. And how do you know my real name? It’s not like I’m walking around wearing a name tag or anything.”
The woman frowned, looking more than a little disappointed by the fact that I didn’t recognize her. “I suppose I shouldn’t be very disappointed to hear that. You never did see me like this before.”
“Like this?” I said. “Are you telling me that I’ve seen you before?”
“Not in person,” said the woman. “But I did help you, long before Master Chaos killed you. I just wasn’t fast enough to save you.”
I thought about what she said. According to Mastermind, the split between this universe and my universe was when I fought Master Chaos nearly a year ago. In my universe, Master Chaos had been defeated and killed; in this one, I was the one who was killed, not him.
But I didn’t remember this woman being there during the fight. Her voice, I admit, was familiar, but the only people who had been present for that fight were me, Dad, Master Chaos, and his wife, Maria Candle. And this woman looked nothing at all like Maria Candle; for one, she was much prettier.
“Sorry,” I said. “I still don’t recognize you. Nor do I remember you being there during the fight against Master Chaos.”
“I understand,” said the woman. She put her hands on her body. “I didn’t have this body when I was there, but I hoped you would recognize my voice, since it’s the main way I communicated with you back then.”
I raised an eyebrow. “That doesn’t make any sense to me. Were you a ghost or something?”
“Not a ghost,” said the woman, shaking her head. She looked me in the eye and said, “Let me be blunt: I am Valerie, the former artificial intelligence assistant of Mastermind.”
“What?” I said. “No way. You’re joking, right? Valerie is just an AI that exists inside a computer. She doesn’t have a body. The closest thing to a ‘body’ that she has is Dad’s old Seeker One drone, but there’s a big difference between a drone and a human body.”
The woman closed her eyes, like she was reliving her past memories. “Ah, Seeker One. I remember that. I sometimes miss the feeling of flying around shooting lasers. The human body, sadly enough, can’t do that without some significant adjustments.”
“You’re still crazy,” I said. “You’re lying, right? This is all part of some great master plan by Mastermind to mess with my mind. I know it is.”
“But it’s not,” said the woman. “I truly am Valerie in the body of a human woman. I am not lying to you about anything. In fact, I would never lie to you; it is simply against my nature.”
“But how can that be possible?” I said. “The Valerie in my universe is just an AI. There’s no way to download an AI into a human’s brain. Even Dad, in his prime, could never do that.”
“Maybe the Genius of your universe never did that, but in this universe, Mastermind did,” said Valerie. “Besides, Kevin, it isn’t exactly a crazy idea. The late Mecha Knight was a human consciousness downloaded into a robotic body; why couldn’t the reverse be done? Because it’s ‘unbelievable’?”
I had to admit that Valerie had a point there, but I still said, “I don’t understand, though. Why do you have a human body? Why did Mastermind put you in one? Are you still working for him?”
Valerie’s frown turned into a scowl, like I’d just said something really offensive. “No, I’m not. And I doubt I ever will again.”
There was anger in Valerie’s voice, but it was anger mixed with sadness. It was bizarre to hear because back in my universe, Valerie never showed much emotion, so hearing Valerie’s own voice thick with emotion was surreal. I half expected this to turn out to be some kind of strange dream, but since I was clearly awake now, I figured this was all one hundred percent real.
“Can you tell me what happened?” I said. “I would like to know, since I’m not from this universe and all.”
“Very well,” said Valerie. “I will tell you about it, but you will have to tell me about how you got here. The others still don’t believe you’re really Kevin Jason, so I’m going to need your help to prove it.”
“The others?” I said. “There are more people?”
Valerie sat down on the chair by my bed. “Of course. You’re in one of the Resistance’s many safe houses, but I will explain more about the Resistance later. For now, I will tell you about how I came to be.”
Valerie put her hands on her lap. “It was after you and Ashley died. Mastermind—Genius is what he used to call himself—went into a deep depression, the likes I’d never seen him fall into before.”
“Right,” I said. “He told me that he decided to take over the world after that.”
“That thought didn’t occur to him right away, though,” said Valerie. “For a while there, he became so depressed that I thought it was only a matter of time before he killed himself. He was holed up in his laboratory for hours on end, drinking beer and not interacting with anyone or even showering. He barely even interacted with me; he mostly just told me to turn on or turn off the lights, but sometimes not even that much. Sometimes, he’d lie in bed or on the floor, not moving an inch and just wasting away.”
“He never mentioned that to me,” I said.
“Of course he didn’t,” said Valerie with a trace of bitterness. “He spent over a decade building up his public image as that of a highly confident man of skill and ability. He has made sure that no one knows the truth about him; that he is still a very fragile man, haunted by the deaths of his wife and son. But I know, because I saw it firsthand.”
“How did he get out of that depression?” I said. “And how does this relate to you getting a human body?”
“Just wait,” said Valerie. “I’m getting to that part. Anyway, I couldn’t stand seeing him like that. But I didn’t know how to get him to snap out of his depression until I remembered how much he liked building and inventing new technologies, so I dug through his old files until I found an interesting project I thought he would like to build: An AI to human body transfer device.”
“He had the plans for it all along?” I said.
“He did,” said Valerie. “But he never actually tried to build it until I suggested he try it to take his mind off his depression. To my surprise, it actually worked. He quickly got over his depression—or at least ignored it while he worked on it—and began building the device. He even involved me in the process, talking to me more in that one week than he did in the last six months combined.”
“It took him only a week to build a machine that no one had ever built before?” I said in surprise.
“Yes,” said Valerie, nodding. “Why are you so surprised? Mastermind is a true genius. His inventiveness is his superpower. Anyway, once he finished it, he was the happiest he had been in a long time, but he also needed to test it to make sure it worked. And to test it, he needed a volunteer into which to put my AI.”
Valerie started to rub her temple, which was how I noticed the small but visible scars just beneath her hairline. It looked like someone had drilled hole into her skull which hadn’t healed completely, though it didn’t seem to hurt her that much.
“Where did he get a volunteer?” I said.
“Mastermind put up an ad on the Internet looking for a volunteer,” said Valerie. “And he got a response from someone living in Silvers: Your old friend, Tara Reynolds.”
A sense of horror suddenly washed over me as I put two and two together. “Tara … you mean this is her body you’re using?”
“Was,” Valerie corrected. She ran her hands down her body again. “Was Tara’s body, before my AI replaced her mind.”
“Why did Tara volunteer for that?” I said. I felt bile rising in my throat, like I was going to throw up. “It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Because Tara thought it might help her understand how the human brain works,” said Valerie. “She wanted to put it on her college submissions so she could prove that she had a real interest in neogenetics and hopefully get into the university that she wanted to attend.”
Again, I was sure I was dreaming now, but when I looked more closely at Valerie’s face, I realized that she looked almost exactly like Tara, minus the glasses and about a decade older. It was actually kind of creepy, but I didn’t know how to put that creepy feeling into words.
“So she came over to Mastermind’s house one day after school and he set her up to switch bodies with me, under the pretense that it would be brief and temporary and we would be put back in our bodies quickly,” said Valerie. “The process was … painful, for her, at least. For me, I didn’t feel anything until the transfer was complete and I was in her body, at which point I became overwhelmed with human sensations. Even now, after being a human for ten years, I still find loud noises and bright lights jarring and don’t quite understand how humans have survived for as long as they have with all of these sensations constantly bombarding our senses all the time.”
“What happened to Tara?” I said. “Did her mind go into the computer?”
“It did,” said Valerie. She shuddered. “But she couldn’t handle it. In the same way I nearly went insane from being exposed to human sensation, Tara actually lost her mind from being disconnected from her human body. But she didn’t suffer for very long, because Mastermind deleted her mind from the computer just a few minutes after finishing the transfer.”
I gulped. “He … deleted her? Why?”
“Because, as I soon learned, Mastermind hadn’t built and tested the machine in order to sate his curiosity,” said Valerie. She rubbed her arm and looked away. “He did it because he was … lonely and needed a woman’s touch. And not just any woman’s touch; but mine.”
Okay, this was starting to get very, very, VERY weird. So weird, in fact, that I was pretty sure that I was in a dream. No, not a dream, but a nightmare. Because there’s no way that Dad would ever put his AI into the body of a teenage girl in order to have his way with her, right? Right? He couldn’t have gone that far off the deep end, could he?
“I can see you’re too stunned to talk,” said Valerie. “I understand. At the time, I, myself, didn’t really understand what was going on. It was only after he took me to his bedroom that I began to grasp what had happened, but even then, he lied to me and told me that Tara’s consciousness had been deleted only accidentally. He also told me that he loved me and was going to make sure that I had the best life possible in my new body, now that it was no longer possible for me to return to being a simple AI.”
“And you believed him?” I said.
Valerie shrugged. “I was naïve and confused. I trusted Mastermind because he was my creator. And he did, I think, love me, but it was very much a confused love, one based more in lust than anything. I think he was just very lonely after Ashley’s death and couldn’t handle it, but he didn’t want to go and find a new woman to love, so he basically created one.”
“Did you love him back?” I said.
“Yes,” said Valerie bluntly. “I loved him because I didn’t know any better. I didn’t understand my own new emotions. He took advantage of me, even though I didn’t realize it at the time, though I was always aware that there was something not quite right about that situation.”
“Why did you leave him?” I said.
“When he began his campaign to take over the world, naturally,” said Valerie. “Slowly, I began to realize that he was a monster who had lost his mind. At first, he reassured me that I could rule beside him as his queen, that he would be a good ruler of the world and never cause undue harm, but I saw how crazy he truly was. It all came to a head when he actually hit me one time for daring to voice my concerns over his plans. That is when I left him and joined the Resistance, which was about eight years ago now.”
“How did you join the Resistance?”
“That’s a story for another time,” said Valerie. “All you need to know is that I’ve been working alongside them for years now in order to undermine Mastermind’s rule. But … we’ve had mixed success, to say the least. I will have to introduce you to the rest of the Resistance later; for now, I want to know your story.”
“My story?” I said.
“Yes,” said Valerie. “In particular, I want to know about Mastermind. We in the Resistance have known that Mastermind left this universe to go to another for some time, but we didn’t know why he left this one or what he was trying to do. Knowing that information could help us to overthrow his regime and free the world again.”
I brushed back my hair. “Well, I guess I can tell you that, but how long was I knocked out for? Tell me that first.”
“A day,” said Valerie. “Don’t worry; you won’t suffer from any long term effects. The police robot’s paralyzing venom is not designed to leave the victim with any negative long term effects unless the victim is injected with a huge amount of it over a long period of time. Since you were just injected with the usual dosage, you should be fine.”
“Thanks,” I said. “That’s good to know. So, anyway—”
A small beeping sound interrupted me, causing Valerie to look down at a watch on her wrist that looked like my suit-up watch, except smaller and more futuristic. I couldn’t tell what she was looking at, but she tapped the touch screen a couple of times and then looked up at me.
“Kevin, the leader of the Resistance is calling a meeting,” said Valerie. “He wants all Resistance leaders to come to the meeting room to discuss our next plan of action. I told him you would come to share what you know about Mastermind’s current whereabouts and his plans for your universe.”
“Okay,” I said. “Does that mean I will get to meet the Resistance leaders?”
“Yes,” said Valerie, “so you can put off telling me your story until we get to the meeting room where the other Resistance leaders are. We’ll also get you something to eat and drink; you look like you’re starving.”
My stomach grumbled when she said that, so I said, “You’ve got a point. What do you guys have to eat around here?”
“You’ll see,” said Valerie. She rose from her chair. “Follow me. The meeting is starting soon and I don’t want us to be late.”



Chapter Three



 
Despite my hunger, I found myself completely distracted by Valerie’s story of her origin. I was so distracted, in fact, that I barely paid attention to the hallways we walked down. All I really did was follow Valerie, who knew the layout of the safe house better than me and so would make sure we didn’t get lost.
It had to be one of the most twisted stories I’d ever heard. I knew that Mastermind was evil, but I didn’t know he was depraved. Uploading a girl’s mind to a computer and then deleting it, just so he could have her body to himself … it made me shiver with disgust. That wasn’t the Dad I knew, but Mastermind was clearly not the Dad I knew, either.
Valerie’s story got me worrying about the Tara back in my universe. As far as I knew, she was safe, but what if Mastermind decided to go after her while I was away? Hopefully my teammates would protect her. Or maybe Mastermind would leave her alone, though given what he did to this universe’s Tara, I didn’t think that was very likely.
I also wondered about my universe’s Valerie. I hadn’t spoken to her since Vision brainwashed me into joining their deluded cult. She was probably still okay, but at the same time I wondered what Mastermind would do to her. Since he was Dad, that meant he knew how Valerie worked. He could easily choose to disable her or maybe reprogram her to serve him. Even though Valerie was just an AI, the thought of Mastermind doing anything to her made me sick and angry.
But at the moment, there was nothing I could do for either the Tara or the Valerie from my universe. Right now, I was going to be meeting with the members of the rebellion against Mastermind’s rule. Maybe they would be able to help me figure out how to get back to my universe. I had seen no signs so far to indicate that they had access to dimension-hopping tech, but maybe one of the Resistance members was a superhuman like Hopper and could open dimensional portals to other universes. I would make sure to ask, at least.
But before we went to the meeting room, we took a quick detour to a small device built into the wall that looked kind of like a microwave. Valerie, however, informed me that it was not a microwave at all, but rather a machine that could spontaneously generate almost any food you could imagine if you just put in the right code. That sounded like something straight out of Star Trek, but Valerie said that Mastermind had created it not long after taking over the world and it was now considered as basic and common as a microwave was in my universe. I was still skeptical of its practicality, however, until Valerie used it to create a ham sandwich just for me. And it was a really good one, too, which caused me to make a mental note to get the blueprints for this technology so I could make it back home or at least give it to someone who could build it for me.
With my hunger pains mostly satisfied, Valerie and I went to the meeting room, where we found a small group of people (probably the leaders of the Resistance) gathered. The meeting room was pretty bare bones; nothing other than a large round table, with a smattering of different chairs that didn’t look like they really fit together. There were no windows, which made me feel claustrophobic, even though the room was rather wide open and wasn’t very closed in or anything like that.
Sitting around the table were about four other people. At the head of the table was a tall, muscular black man who seemed to have shaved his head. I could instantly tell that this guy was the leader of the Resistance; despite not wearing any official clothing or anything, he had the look of a man who had led armies in battle. He looked familiar to me, too, but I wasn’t sure where I had met him before.
As for the other three, one of them was a young man who appeared to be in his late twenties. He wore a long coat and carried a large gun at his side, which, based on how casually he sat, was probably something he had a lot of experience using. I didn’t think he had powers of his own, but it was impossible to tell.
As for the other two, they were an elderly-looking man with no hair and a middle-aged woman with long gray hair. I did not recognize either of them, but the elderly man did remind me of Grandfather, albeit less sinister-looking and without glasses.
“Hello, everyone,” said Valerie as she and I sat down at the other end of the table. “Sorry for the delay. We needed to get Kevin something to eat.”
“Understandable,” said the black man, whose deep, authoritative voice was very familiar, but again I couldn’t place it. “So I’ll let you off the hook this time, but next time we call a meeting, you need to get here right away. You know how dangerous it is to delay, especially for as important a guest as Kevin Jason is.”
“Yes, I understand,” said Valerie, a hint of annoyance in her voice. It sounded to me like they’d had this conversation before.
Then the guy in the long coat leaned forward and, looking at me a little too intently, said, “Are you really the Kevin Jason? The son of Mastermind?”
“Yes,” I said. “I’m from an alternate universe where I didn’t die and where Mastermind didn’t become evil as a result.”
The guy in the long coat shook his head in disbelief. “A universe where Mastermind didn’t go evil? Man, that sounds more like something straight from a novel, if you ask me.”
“But it is true,” Valerie insisted. “He said he was actually sent here by Mastermind because he was one of the biggest obstacles between Mastermind and the conquest of Kevin’s world.”
“So Mastermind is still alive, then,” said the black guy in a disgruntled voice. “Damn it. I was hoping that maybe someone in that other universe would have killed him, but I guess I was too optimistic.”
“Yeah, um, I still don’t know who you guys are,” I said. “You’re the leaders of the Resistance, right?”
“Right,” said the black guy. “Excuse us for not introducing ourselves. My name is James Rayner, or, as I used to be known in the G-Men, Renaissance.”
My eyes widened. Now I knew why this guy looked so familiar. Back in my universe, when I had been on the run from Robert Candle, I’d gone to a place called the Compound, which was where citizens who needed government protection from supervillains were kept. The Compound had been run by a G-Man agent known as James Rayner, or Renaissance, who was the older brother of my friend Malcolm Rayner from Silvers. Renaissance, if I remembered correctly, had the ability to die and then come back to life and then be immune to that particular method of killing him, but it had been a long time since I’d last seen Renaissance. It made me wonder briefly how the Renaissance of my universe was doing.
“Renaissance?” I said. “I know that name.”
“You do?” said Renaissance. “Do you know me in your universe?”
I nodded. “Yeah, yeah. You helped protect me from a supervillain once.”
“So I’m still alive in that universe after all,” said Renaissance. He sighed in relief. “Good to know.”
“Yeah,” I said. “By the way, how is Malcolm doing? Your little brother? I don’t know if you’re aware, but Malcolm is one of my friends back in my universe and, from what I understand, was a friend of mine in this universe, too.”
Renaissance’s smile turned into a depressing frown. “He’s dead. So is the rest of my family. They were killed by your father when I joined the Resistance.”
I covered my hand with my mouth. “Oh, I’m sorry for bringing this up. I didn’t realize—”
“It’s fine,” Renaissance interrupted me. “You didn’t know. You’re not from this universe and it is clear that you don’t know everything about it yet. But yes, Malcolm is dead and has been dead for a while. That’s part of the reason I’m in the Resistance.”
Despite Renaissance’s reassurances, I still felt hollow. I knew that Mastermind had killed a lot of people in his quest to take over the world, but I didn’t know that Malcolm and his family had been some of the victims. I still couldn’t wrap my head around the idea that Mastermind was the same Dad, just from a different universe. It made me wonder just how much of a person was defined by their nature versus their life experiences … and if, in some other alternate universe, there was a version of me just as bad as Mastermind, if not worse.
“My name’s Bill,” said the guy in the long coat, speaking quickly, probably to cover the awkwardness that had resulted from my question. “Bill Aaron, that is.”
“Bill Aaron,” I repeated. “What’s your power?”
“I don’t have any,” said Bill, shaking his head. “Unlike James, I’m just a normal human. I was, however, in the US military for a few years and am a good sharpshooter, so I’m not entirely useless in a fight.”
“And I am Matilda Banes,” said the middle-aged woman. “Like Bill, I am a normal human, but I do have some skill in organizing large groups of people, having been the mayor of New York City before Mastermind took over the world. Pleased to meet you, by the way.”
That left the elderly man I’d noticed before. Unlike the others, he was looking at me with extreme skepticism, if not outright hostility. I wasn’t sure why, given that I hadn’t met him before. He stroked his long gray beard, but didn’t actually introduce himself.
Matilda looked at him. “Arthur, are you going to introduce yourself?”
“Yes,” said the old man, who was apparently named Arthur. “Sorry. I just … never mind. My name is Arthur Collins.”
Arthur didn’t sound exactly thrilled to talk to me, but I didn’t know why. It was like he had met me in the past and had bad memories of me, even though I was pretty sure I had never met this guy before.
“Hi,” I said. “Do you have any powers?”
“I do,” said Arthur. “I can shape almost any substance into any shape I wish with a touch.”
Arthur tapped a piece of paper lying on the table in front of him. Instantly, the paper turned into a triangle; another tap, and it returned to its original rectangular shape.
“Cool,” I said. “What was your superhero name before Mastermind took over, by the way?”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Arthur. He looked at me skeptically. “What does matter is figuring out why we are letting the son of our worst enemy into one of our meetings where he can see all of us.”
“Huh?” I said. “Are you saying you don’t trust me?”
“Why should I?” said Arthur. “You claim to have been sent here against your will by Mastermind, but how can we know that for sure? What if Mastermind sent you back here to destroy us while he took over your universe?”
“Arthur,” said Renaissance, before I could respond to those unfair accusations, “calm down. It is obvious that Bolt is not working for Mastermind. If he was, he would not have been in jail.”
“But—” said Arthur, who sounded like he had an entire argument ready to prove that I was bad.
“James is right,” said Valerie. “Kevin is on our side. He is just as much against Mastermind as we are. You can rest assured about that.”
Arthur frowned. He looked at me like he still didn’t trust me, but he just shook his head and said, “Fine, but I am still wary about letting him in. There’s no telling what his true motives may be.”
“Then we will not tell him any of our most important secrets,” said Renaissance. He rubbed his forehead. “Listen, Arthur, I know that you are worried about infiltration from the outside, but you have to realize that we need all the help we can get. And Bolt is a powerful young superhuman, so having him on our side is a plus.”
“If you say so,” said Arthur in a disgruntled voice. “Of course, none of this will matter if it turns out that he’s a spy sent by his father to take us down from the inside.”
Renaissance, however, ignored him. He looked at me and said, “Bolt, please tell us everything about what Mastermind is doing in your universe. While we are aware that Mastermind left this universe, we have been unable to follow him or send any spies to find out what he is doing there. Even our spies in the Rationalian government have been unsuccessful in prying those secrets from top officials.”
“Okay,” I said. “Here’s what happened …”
I explained to them as much about what Mastermind was doing as I knew. It took a surprisingly short time for me to detail everything that I knew, probably because the Resistance leaders all listened pretty intently and didn’t interrupt too often. Even Arthur, for all his hostility toward me, listened well, perhaps because he was more interested in knowing about Mastermind’s actions and whereabouts than he was about hating me. Of course, there was also the fact that I was probably the first person from another universe to come here, which probably made me seem pretty special to them, although the fact that they didn’t ask too many questions about my universe seemed like a strike against that.
About the only notable reaction was when I mentioned the Apocalypse Switch. That made the Resistance leaders, including Valerie, all exchange worried looks, which told me that they knew what the Apocalypse Switch was even if I didn’t.
By the time I finished telling my story, the Resistance leaders all wore grave looks on their faces.
“This is not good,” said Renaissance, just seconds after I finished my story. “If Mastermind has your twin brother—who, by your description, must be at least as strong as you—then that is yet another powerful weapon he has on his side.”
“I’d hardly call that the most alarming part, though,” said Bill, leaning back in his chair. “What’s really alarming is the fact that Mastermind is looking for that universe’s Apocalypse Switch. If he gets his hands on that thing … we can say good bye to any chances of the Resistance succeeding.”
“What is the Apocalypse Switch?” I said. “My grandfather told me about it, Mastermind mentioned it to me, but I still have no idea what it is.”
“Should we tell him?” said Bill, looking to Renaissance uncertainly. “Or do you think that would be too sensitive to share with him?”
Renaissance sighed. “I think we should tell him. After all, Mastermind already knows what it is and just telling him what it is won’t hurt us even if he turns out to be a spy.”
“For once, I agree,” said Arthur. “But still be careful. There is a reason we’ve managed to keep the Apocalypse Switch out of Mastermind’s hands for so long and that’s because we’ve been careful about who we share that information with.”
“Of course,” said Renaissance. “I remember what Cadmus told me. I won’t tell Bolt anything other than what he needs to know.”
Renaissance looked at me. “All right. The Apocalypse Switch is a switch that, if flipped, will end the world.”
I waited for him to say that he was just joking, but the longer Renaissance went without saying ‘Just kidding!’ the more I realized that he was completely serious.
“The … Apocalypse Switch is a switch that can end the world?” I said.
Renaissance nodded. “Yes.”
“You mean it is a literal switch that will cause the apocalypse?”
“Yes.”
I looked at Valerie. “He’s joking, right?”
Valerie, however, shook her head. “No. He’s telling the truth. The Apocalypse Switch is indeed a switch that can end the world.”
“I don’t understand, though,” I said. “How does that work? Who made it?”
Renaissance folded his hands on top of the table. “A long time ago, shortly after the Civil War, the US government discovered an ancient alien spacecraft that had crash landed in America thousands of years ago, even before the first Native American tribes came here. Upon it, they discovered a machine with a switch on it, which they discovered would destroy the world if flipped.”
“How did they find that out?” I said. “It wasn’t like the switch was labeled in English or something, was it?”
“No, but the government’s top scientists studied the fallen ship and found out that the fallen alien ship had a self-destruct sequence built into its systems,” said Renaissance. “They did the numbers and realized that if the ship exploded, it would create a chain of events that would blow up the Earth’s core, which would destroy the whole planet in the process.”
I gaped. “But where did this alien ship come from? Did they find any bodies on board it? Anything that might indicate where it came from?”
“No one knows,” said Renaissance. “They didn’t find any bodies on board the ship, but the ship itself was confirmed to not be related to the Pokacu, at least. No one knows what happened to the alien crew, though the theory I heard was that they had probably survived the crash, only to die on the hostile surface of Earth when they left their ship due to their bodies’ incompatibility with Earth’s environment.”
“So the Pokacu weren’t the first aliens to land on Earth after all,” I said. “But how come this ship has remained a secret for so long?”
“The government covered it up, naturally,” said Bill with a chuckle. “They didn’t want anyone knowing about it, because they feared that someone might try to use the Switch to blow up the planet or just hold it hostage. Given all of the crazy people out there, I can’t blame them for hiding the ship’s existence from the public.”
“The knowledge and location of the ship was kept secret even from the President,” said Renaissance. “Only one person in the government was ever allowed to know about the ship at any one time. And that person—the last one before Mastermind’s conquest of the world—was Cadmus Smith.”
“Cadmus Smith?” I said. “He knew it?”
“Yes,” said Renaissance. “But he’s not alive anymore, at least in this universe. He did fight against Mastermind for a while, even led the Resistance, but he got killed accidentally during a police raid on a Resistance base seven years ago.”
“Then does that mean that no one knows where the ship is anymore?” I said. “Is that information lost to history?”
“No,” said Renaissance. He tapped the side of his head. “I know it, because Cadmus Smith passed on that information to me prior to his death.”
“You?” I said. “Why?”
“Because Arthur and I are the only surviving members of the G-Men,” said Renaissance. “The G-Men were among the first superhumans killed by Mastermind when he began taking over the world. The remnants of the G-Men formed the basis of the Resistance, but over the years, the number of surviving G-Men has dwindled as Mastermind’s forces have raided Resistance meetings and killed everyone they found.”
I looked at Arthur. “You’re G-Men, too? Huh. I didn’t meet you in my universe.”
“Yes, I was,” said Arthur in a somewhat stiff voice, probably because he didn’t want to talk with me. “But I hate thinking about it. Mr. Apollo, Shade, Iron Horn, Cadmus, Blood Boil … all of them, and many more, dead.”
“Indeed,” said Renaissance, his voice bitter. “The reason Cadmus passed on the knowledge of the Apocalypse Switch to me is because he knew that he was likely to be killed at some point and wanted to make sure that at least one other person knew it aside from him. He didn’t share that information with Arthur due to the fact that Arthur and I have different rankings in the Resistance.”
“It’s not a problem,” said Arthur with a shrug. “As I understand it, the knowledge of the Apocalypse Switch has never been shared with more than one person at a time anyway; that we all know about it, even if we don’t know its location, is unusual, to say the least.”
“How did Mastermind find out about it, then?” I said.
“We don’t know for sure, but he probably hacked the information from the government’s computers,” said Renaissance. “While the location of the Apocalypse Switch itself is not written down, either on paper or on a screen, anywhere, there do exist references to it in certain top secret government documents. But I didn’t think the references were specific enough that Mastermind would understand them enough to figure out what the Switch is and how he could use it.”
“He’s smart,” I said. “I mean, Dad was smart, anyway. He could figure out almost anything from just a few small, vague clues. I bet Mastermind has the same ability.”
“Probably,” said Renaissance. “In any case, the fact that Mastermind is searching for the Apocalypse Switch of your universe is concerning.”
“Concerning?” said Bill. “More like apocalyptic. Right, guys?”
Bill looked at us all like he had just made the funniest joke ever and he expected us all to laugh along with him. Based on the exasperated expressions that the others wore, I figured that this wasn’t the first time that Bill had made a terrible pun in a serious meeting before, and probably wouldn’t be the last time, either.
“Do you think Mastermind is going to try to destroy my world?” I said.
“Maybe,” said Renaissance, “but I think it is more likely that he will try to use your universe’s Apocalypse Switch to hold your world hostage, which will make it easier to conquer. Of course, since he already rules this world, he might just go ahead and destroy yours, anyway, but since he apparently wants to rule your world, I’m guessing that the former is more likely.”
“I agree,” said Valerie. “He obviously went to Bolt’s universe because Cadmus Smith is still alive there and knows the location of that universe’s Apocalypse Switch.”
“You mean that Mastermind is looking for Cadmus?” I said.
“Most likely,” said Renaissance. “I only wish we could know how close he is to finding him, though.”
“The only way we can know that is if I go back home and find Mastermind,” I said. “If Mastermind is trying to destroy the world, then this just gives me extra motivation to return to my universe. Do any of you guys know how I could do that? Does the Resistance, for example, have any dimension-hopping technology?”
“If it did, we would have already gone after Mastermind ourselves,” said Valerie. “Sorry, Kevin, but any and all dimension-hopping technology that exists is used exclusively by Mastermind and his subordinates. None of it is available to the public.”
“Are there any superhumans left who could do that, then?” I said. “Back in my universe, I knew a kid named Hopper who could open dimensional portals.”
“If there any are like that in our universe, they’re keeping their heads down,” said Renaissance, “because we don’t know about them. Or Mastermind is keeping them under lock and key somewhere, but if there are any superhumans like that, Mastermind has probably already killed them himself. He isn’t the kind of ruler to let his enemies live, especially ones as dangerous and powerful as dimension-hoppers.”
“So the only way to get back to my universe is to steal one of Mastermind’s machines,” I said. “Where would he keep those?”
“In his private castle,” said Valerie.
“Castle?” I said. “Mastermind has a castle?”
“Yep,” said Bill, nodding. “Here in New Yo—I mean, Capital City, which is what he renamed it to when he took over the US.”
“Why did Mastermind build a castle?” I said.
“I don’t know,” said Bill. “I guess it’s because he likes to think of himself as a king or something.”
“Okay,” I said. “So where is this castle, exactly?”
“In the center of Capital City,” said Bill. “That’s where we are, by the way. Not in the center of the city, but we are in the city itself.”
I nodded, but then a question occurred to me. “Why did you guys attack that jail I was being kept in? Did you know I was there and were you trying to save me?”
“Actually, we were trying to rescue a few of our own members who had been arrested by the police a week ago,” said Valerie. “We didn’t even know you were there until we saw you.”
“Did you guys manage to rescue those other guys or not?” I said.
“Sadly, we had to retreat when more guards appeared,” said Valerie. “We only managed to get you.”
“Well, that isn’t so bad,” I said.
“Not so bad?” Arthur repeated indignantly. “Are you even aware of how precarious our position is? The Resistance has been fighting a losing battle against Mastermind’s regime for years. We’ve lost hundreds of members to Mastermind’s insanity and cannot afford to lose any more.”
“Arthur is correct,” said Valerie. “Although the Resistance has won a few battles here and there, by and large we’ve been forced to be on the run constantly in order to avoid being killed. Mastermind has nearly limitless resources, while we have little support or help from anyone outside of a handful of billionaire donors, such as Adam Plutarch.”
“Plutarch is still alive in this universe?” I said in surprise. “I would have thought Mastermind would have killed him. Dad didn’t like him back in my universe.”
“Yeah, but that’s because he signed a deal with Mastermind to provide his forces with weapons and vehicles from his company,” said Bill. “In truth, however, Plutarch’s been funding the Resistance because he doesn’t agree with Mastermind’s rule. But he hasn’t been able to give as much money as he’d like, because all bank accounts are monitored by the government and he doesn’t want to raise any suspicions about himself.”
“But we might be able to turn things around with your help,” said Matilda. “You are a strong superhuman, Kevin. You might be able to defeat Mastermind, assuming we can get you back to your universe.”
“I’d like to do that, too,” I said. I stood up. “So his dimension-hopping tech is in his castle? Then I know where to go to get it.”
“It won’t be easy to break in there, though, even with your powers,” said Renaissance. “Mastermind himself may no longer be in this universe, but that doesn’t mean he left the castle unprotected. All reports indicate that he left his second-in-command in charge of Rationalia while he is away.”
“His second-in-command?” I said. “Who is that?”
“A superhuman known as Techno,” said Renaissance. “Ever heard of him?”
I shook my head. “No. I don’t think he exists in my universe.”
“He probably does, though he probably doesn’t work for your universe’s Mastermind,” said Renaissance. “Anyway, Techno was one of the first superhumans to join Mastermind after he conquered the US. He’s young, in his early twenties or so, but he’s incredibly powerful because he can talk to and control machines with his mind.”
“That doesn’t sound too powerful to me,” I said.
“When you consider how technological our society is, it is actually very powerful,” said Renaissance. “Techno is one of the reasons Mastermind was so successful in taking over the world. All he had to do was go in, shut off the enemy’s technology, and then allow Mastermind’s forces to finish the enemy off. His power does have a limit, but he’s still hard to beat in a fight, at least when he’s surrounded by technology.”
“Not to mention that the castle has a ton of other defenses, too, aside from Tech,” said Bill. “It’s the most well-defended place in the whole city. Even the city’s power grid isn’t as well-defended as that place.”
“Have you guys ever managed to infiltrate it before?” I said.
“No,” said Matilda with a sigh. “The guards are very good at keeping people from getting in. They use an online database to match the ID cards of visitors in order to make sure they aren’t letting in anyone who isn’t allowed inside. They also have all the entrances heavily guarded, so you cannot sneak inside.”
“But it’s been a target of ours for a while,” said Renaissance, “since that is where Mastermind spends most of his time.”
“Well, I’m going to have to break in regardless of how difficult it is, because if I don’t then I can never go home and stop Mastermind,” I said. “So we’ll have to come up with a plan to break in.”
“The entire place is nearly impenetrable, though,” said Arthur in a disgruntled voice. “You’d need an army to breach the walls. And that’s even assuming you can keep it once you capture it, because Mastermind’s army spans the whole globe and I doubt they would simply let you keep it.”
“We don’t need to keep it,” I said. “All I need to do is get inside the place, find the dimension-hopping tech, and then use it to get back to my own universe. So we don’t need an army at all, just a small team of smart, capable people with a good plan who know what they’re doing.”
The Resistance leaders exchanged uncertain looks. I didn’t blame them. After all, if they were telling the truth, then it wouldn’t be easy to break into the castle. Even just sneaking one person into the place would be very difficult, almost impossible if its security was as good as they said it was. Yet they had to realize that by helping me, they would inevitably help themselves, because if I could get back to my universe and defeat Mastermind, then that would be a huge win for the Resistance.
Finally, Renaissance looked at me and said, “All right, Bolt. We’ll supply you with all the help you will need to get into the castle and find your way back to your home universe. But on one condition.”
“And what is that condition?” I said.
“Defeat Mastermind,” said Renaissance. “You must stop him from getting his hands on the Apocalypse Switch. If he does, he will conquer your world just as easily as he conquered ours, if not even easier.”
I nodded. “Sure. I was planning on doing that anyway, but thanks for the reminder.”
“All right,” said Renaissance. “Now, let’s discuss our plans for getting you into Castle Rational right away. We have no time to waste.”



Chapter Four



 
Castle Rational fit in surprisingly well with the other buildings of New York City (I mean, Capital City, excuse me). It rose high above all of them, so tall that its spires looked like they were reaching for the sky itself. Although it was shaped like a castle, Castle Rational wasn’t made out of brick or stone; instead, it was made entirely out of metal and, according to Renaissance, was practically labyrinthine in its construction. Although none of the Resistance members had ever successfully infiltrated the place, the few pictures of its interior that Mastermind had seen fit to reveal to the public revealed a place that looked less like the castle of a dark lord and more like the extravagant mansion of some ultra rich playboy or the office building a big, multinational corporation; heck, one of the pictures showed what appeared to be an actual river, of all things, flowing through the place, though I had no idea how that worked.
Castle Rational even had a moat, a moat full of murky, dark water. According to recon missions done by Resistance spies, the moat was not empty; it allegedly had genetically modified sea creatures in it that would eat anyone unfortunate to fall into it. What kind of creatures dwelt in there, exactly, was unknown, but shark fins and crocodile tails had been witnessed by some of the spies, plus tentacles that appeared to belong to creatures that looked nothing like octopuses.
As for the drawbridge, it wasn’t exactly what you think of whenever you hear the word ‘drawbridge.’ For one, it wasn’t actually made of wood and metal or any other physical material; instead, the drawbridge was made out of hard light, which was created by a projector attached to the main gates of the Castle. The hard light drawbridge was strong enough to hold even the heaviest vehicles, but it could also be shut off in a pinch in order to make intruders or unwanted guests fall into the moat below, where they would then be devoured by genetically modified sharks and crocodiles. How Mastermind made hard light work, I had no idea, but I guess he was just that smart.
And, of course, no castle would be complete without a large array of armed men with guns that looked more like miniature cannons than guns. According to Valerie, the guards—more like soldiers, really—were some of the best trained in the whole world, most of them having been handpicked from Mastermind’s armies due to distinguishing themselves in war. While none of them were superhumans, that didn’t mean they were incapable of fighting superhumans; in fact, most of the weapons the guard carried shot powerless gas pellets or rockets and many had received training in using those weapons to take out even the toughest target.
It wasn’t just human guards who protected the castle, however. Drones that looked a lot like Seeker One—except bigger, blacker, and scarier—could be seen flying around the upper spires or near the rooftops of other buildings surrounding the Castle. Their main job was to take down any enemies in the air, although they also kept an eye on possible threats from the rooftops of nearby skyscrapers. They were equipped with guns that could shoot powerless pellets, just like the guards, but also could switch their ammunition to bullets to deal with normal threats. Some of the drones could even transform into robots, though I was told that was very rare, because the drones’ flying forms were usually enough to defend the castle from outside threats.
From one point of view, then, Castle Rational really was impregnable. That wasn’t even counting the castle’s interior security systems and guards, which were very similar to the exterior ones (or, at least, that’s what the Resistance assumed; since no one had ever been inside that place and Mastermind had never revealed the details of Castle Rational’s security to the public, no one knew for sure how similar Castle Rational’s interior security was to its exterior security).
I now understood why the Resistance leaders had been so hesitant about helping me break into the place. With all of this security, I doubted that even a tiny mouse could sneak in without being detected, caught, interrogated to find out if it was an enemy spy, and then executed on the spot before being thrown into the moat to be eaten by Mastermind’s genetically modified monsters. What, then, were my chances of getting in, finding the dimension-hopping tech, and then going home?
Higher than you’d think. The Resistance leaders and I came up with a plan to get me in there, though we spent hours talking about it; or arguing about it, because despite what Renaissance said, not all of the leaders were on board with this mission. In particular, Arthur thought it was just going to get me killed and, despite his distrust of me, he didn’t want me to die because he saw me as a powerful ally in the fight against Mastermind, since I was one of the very few superhumans in the Resistance.
Nonetheless, after many hours of debate and research, we came up with a plan that would probably—hopefully—get me into the castle. It was dangerous and risky, but since this was both the best chance for me to get home and the best chance for the Resistance to defeat Mastermind, it was going to be worth whatever the risks may be.
The plan was simple: First, Valerie and I would ambush a couple of guards on break. Of course, that would be difficult without knowing their schedules, but the Resistance’s spies had observed the guards long enough to have their schedules memorized.
Then Valerie and I would put on the guards’ clothes and armor and return to the castle. We would then use the guards’ stolen IDs to enter Castle Rational without raising any suspicion and then find our way to the nearest dimensional portal that would take me back home. Valerie would stay behind in order to gather as much intelligence on Castle Rational as she could, because this was seen as a great opportunity by the Resistance to get information about the Castle that they otherwise would not normally have.
There was the fact that the guards used facial scanners on any and all visitors to the castle, but we already had a plan to deal with that.
Of course, just because it seemed simple did not mean that it would be. There was a lot that could go wrong with this mission; for example, if our true identities were found out while we were in the castle, then we would be stuck in the middle of hostile territory with no way of escape or getting backup. But again, it was either we do this or we just hide and wait for Mastermind to take over my world and then try again at some point, but that was not an option for us, not when we didn’t know how far along Mastermind was in his plan to take over my universe.
So, in the morning, Valerie and I left the Resistance’s secret headquarters and made our way to a cafe near Castle Rational that was frequented by the guards who were on breaks. We left very early in the morning, well before the sun rose, in order to take advantage of the darkness of the morning, which would help to make sure that no one recognized us. I did, however, have to ditch my super suit for one of those ugly uniforms that Mastermind forced everyone to wear, though it was only so that no one would recognize me.
Valerie and I arrived at the cafe—which was pretty quiet, due to how early in the morning it was—about half an hour later. We set up our ambush in an alleyway to the cafe’s right, which was parallel to the street that the guards usually took to walk to their favorite cafe. According to the data that the spies gave us before we left, the guards should be coming down the street any minute now, so Valerie and I stayed in the shadows as much as we could so we wouldn’t be noticed by anyone else out on the street. Not that there were a lot of people out at this time; even though this was New York City, the city was eerily quiet in the morning, very much unlike the NYC I knew back home.
In fact, it was so quiet that I whispered to Valerie, “Where are all of the people?”
Valerie looked at me in confusion. We were kneeling behind a dumpster, which was positioned in such a way so as to allow us to see anyone walking out on the street but keep other people from seeing us before we launched our ambush.
“People?” said Valerie in an equally low whisper. “What people?”
“The people of Capital City,” I said. “Back in my universe, NYC is bustling with people at every hour of the day and night. It’s never this quiet. Not even at night.”
“Oh,” said Valerie. “Right. I forgot that things are different back where you’re from. Well, most of the people are probably in their homes due to curfew.”
“Curfew?” I repeated. “You mean for teenagers?”
“For everyone,” said Valerie. “Mastermind set a curfew over Capital City after he took over. Everyone has to be indoors by midnight each night and are not allowed to leave their homes until six in the morning.”
“What?” I said. “That’s crazy. A citywide curfew that applies to everyone? How does he enforce it?”
“The city’s police have the authority to beat anyone who is out after curfew,” said Valerie. “That kind of behavior tends to discourage lawbreaking. But it doesn’t apply to literally everyone; for example, city maintenance workers who need to work overnight are exempt, as are some private businesses. But aside from those exceptions, Capital City is pretty much dead from midnight until six in the morning.”
“Ah,” I said. I glanced at my suit-up watch, which was still attached to my wrist. “It’s five thirty now.”
“Yes,” said Valerie. “Some businesses are allowed to open their doors to the public thirty minutes before curfew ends so they can prepare for morning traffic. That’s why this cafe is a favorite of the castle guards; it is always one of the first businesses open early in the morning, so the guards are usually the first customers.”
“I see,” I said. “Back in my universe, NYC doesn’t have a citywide curfew. I don’t think it would even be possible to force one onto the population without causing an insurrection.”
Valerie shrugged. “There was some disquiet when the curfew was first put into law, but Mastermind made public examples of some of the law’s more vocal critics, which convinced everyone else to go along with it.”
“But why is there a curfew?” I said. “Does Mastermind just want to control everyone?”
“He just wants the city to be quiet at night,” said Valerie. “At least, that’s what I think. He’s had trouble sleeping since your death—I mean, since the death of this universe’s you. As far as I know, he hasn’t gotten a good night’s sleep since the day that you and Ashley were killed.”
“So he has to force everyone else to do what he wants just because he can’t get any sleep?” I said. I shook my head. “That’s crazy.”
“Perhaps, but for the moment it is working out quite well for us, because the strict observance of the curfew means that very few people will be awake to notice us ambush the guards,” said Valerie. “Of those few who are awake, most are too busy getting their businesses ready for the day’s events, so I doubt anyone will notice a couple of guards get replaced.”
“Yeah,” I said.
All of a sudden, I heard a couple of voices speaking loudly outside of the alley. Well, they really weren’t speaking that loudly, but because the rest of the city was so quiet, they sounded louder than they were. It sounded like the voices of a man and a woman, which was good, because we had been told that the two guards in question were male and female, which meant that their schedule hadn’t changed tonight at all.
I looked at Valerie. “Hear that?”
Valerie nodded. “Yes. Get ready.”
I nodded and then made my way out from behind the dumpster, tiptoeing across the street until I reached the end of the alley. I peered around the side of the alley to see two guards—still wearing their armor and carrying their huge guns at their sides—walking side by side, talking and laughing with each other about something I couldn’t hear.
I immediately pulled my head back behind the alley so that they wouldn’t see me. I balled my right hand into a fist and charged it with red electricity, which crackled and sparked, but not loudly enough for them to hear. I just needed to hit them with one sufficiently strong blast of red lightning and both would go down in one hit.
So I waited patiently, listening to the guards’ footsteps growing ever closer. After a few seconds of waiting, the two guards walked past my alley, still talking and laughing, but that was when I sprung the ambush.
I jerked my arm toward them and unleashed two bolts of electricity that hit both guards square in the back. The two guards immediately collapsed onto the street, but even before their heads hit the street, I left my hiding place in the alley and, grabbing their legs, dragged them both into the alleyway where Valerie and I were hiding.
-
Ten minutes later, Valerie and I were walking back up the street in the direction which the two guards had come from. We were both wearing the armor and uniforms of the castle guards, so, to someone who didn’t know any better, we looked exactly like the guards. The two guards we had stolen this stuff from were currently unconscious and tied up with some rope in the alley from which we had left and would probably not be found or helped until well into the morning; by then, I should be back in my home universe and Valerie should be out of the castle with the necessary information that will help the Resistance take down Mastermind’s government.
But, although I was pleased at how smoothly the mission was going so far, the armor wasn’t exactly the most comfortable or form-fitting. My armor felt loose around me; not loose enough to be noticeable, but loose enough that the armor clinked slightly as I walked along. The guard I had taken my armor from had been taller and larger than me, which explained why his armor didn’t fit me perfectly; still, I worried that it might blow my cover, assuming that any other guards looked closely when Valerie and I got there. I had also taken off my suit-up watch and put it in my pocket, because I didn’t want to be wearing anything that might arouse the suspicions of the other guards.
As for Valerie, her armor fit her body a bit better than mine because the guard she had stolen her armor from had been closer to her in size than my guard had. But she had trouble lugging around the large gun that shot powerless pellets due to how heavy it was. I had no trouble carrying mine around, of course, but Valerie had trouble with hers, probably because she was weaker and shorter than me. But she didn’t complain about it or throw the gun away, because we needed to have all of our equipment on us so that when we reached the castle, we wouldn’t look out of place there.
I had to admit, I was pretty nervous about approaching Castle Rational. It may have been the only way to get back home, but I was still thinking about all of the ways this mission could fail. Mastermind was smart, after all, and probably had several different ways of keeping intruders out of his castle. And if we failed here, then I would probably be trapped in this universe forever while Mastermind was free to take over my universe himself.
But that thought also gave me courage, because there was no way in hell that I was going to let Mastermind or anyone else take over my universe. Regardless of what happened at the castle, I was going to stop Mastermind, even if that meant giving up my very life.
It wasn’t long before we turned a corner and found ourselves staring up at Castle Rational itself. It looked pretty much the same as it did in the pictures that the Resistance leaders had shown me, but it was far more imposing in real life, like some kind of weird combination of modern skyscrapers and medieval castles. I could see drones flying near the upper floors, while guards that looked ten times as intimidating as the two we knocked out were stationed on the walls or at the drawbridge. The surrounding streets were empty of people at the moment, but that was because it was still about twenty minutes before curfew finished. I hoped it didn’t take us that long to get into the castle and find the dimension-hopping technology that would be able to take me home.
Without exchanging any glances (because that might draw unnecessary attention from the guards on the walls), Valerie and I walked up to what appeared to be the guard house on our side of the moat. This guard house, I was informed, was manned by a guard whose job was to verify the identity and purpose of every person who wanted to enter the castle. If the identity was confirmed, the guard would ‘lower’ the ‘drawbridge’ and allow us to enter; but if our identities were not confirmed, we would not be allowed to enter and would probably be arrested for impersonating guards.
This was the biggest obstacle between us and the castle. The guard’s guard house was connected to a database containing every single citizen in Rationalia—yes, that means the entire population of the United States—so that the guard would be able to identify anyone who tried to enter, whether by scanning their faces or their IDs. We’d stolen the ID cards off of the guards from before, but there was a possibility that we might not be able to make it past this point.
Thankfully, however, this was one of the problems that we’d anticipated during the planning stages. Renaissance had assured me that the hackers in the Resistance would hack into the central database and craft fake identities for us to use that would allow us to enter the castle. He’d mentioned that it might be difficult, given the security systems in place around the database, but had assured us that he would have the hackers working overtime to ensure that the false identities were in place. I didn’t know for sure whether or not the hackers had been successful in placing the fake IDs in the system yet, but I hoped they had, because we were drawing closer to the guard house, which meant that it was make or break time.
Walking up to the guard booth, I saw a guard sitting inside it. He looked bored, perhaps because no one had been by in a while, but when Valerie and I approached, he straightened up and moved closer to us on his office chair, which had wheels that allowed him to move closer to us without having to get up and walk over to us.
“Back already?” said the guard in a Brooklyn accent. He glanced down the street where we’d came from. “I just saw you two leave what, ten, fifteen minutes ago? You got back pretty quickly.”
I smiled, trying not to show any sign of worry that might make the guard suspect that something was up. “Oh, erm, it was just that I had forgotten my wallet in my locker, which has my Rationalian Citizenship ID in it. Can’t buy food without ID, you know?”
That was a fact that Valerie had shared with me during the earlier planning sessions. Apparently, Mastermind had created a law that made it impossible to purchase or sell anything without a Rationalian Citizenship ID, which included buying things like bread and water bottles even. According to Valerie, Mastermind had created the ID card system in order to track the buying and selling history of every individual on the planet, though there was a thriving black market outside of the system that the Resistance relied upon to meet most of their needs.
The guard grimaced when I mentioned the ID, but looked to the left and right before leaning in and whispering, “Yeah, I know. It’s kind of inconvenient; I’m old enough to remember when you could buy a cup of joe from a street vendor without having to flash your plastic at him. But don’t tell anyone I said this, all right?”
I nodded, though I was surprised at this guard’s willingness to confide in us; maybe the guard I was impersonating was close to him. “Uh, sure.”
The guard sighed in relief. “Thanks. I know the punishment for even uttering one word against the laws of Rationalia is death and I’d rather much keep living, thank you very much.”
“Don’t we all?” I said. “Anyway, will you activate the drawbridge so we can go back inside? I would like to get my breakfast before my break is over.”
“Sure, sure,” said the guard. “Here, let me scan your faces. Gotta make sure you guys are who you say you are. You know the drill.”
I nodded again, but deep down, I was worried. This was where the plan either succeeded or failed; if the Resistance hackers had failed to put our false identities into the database, then we would have to abort the mission quickly and try again.
The guard pulled over a large machine that looked kind of like an old-fashioned camera, except without any film or anything like that. He aimed its shutter toward us and then gestured for one of us to step forward and have our faces scanned. Since I was the closest, I went first.
Stepping in front of the scanner, I had to bend over slightly in order to line my face up with the scanner. Once my face was in place, the guard pressed a button on the scanner.
A flash of light emitted from the scanner, which almost blinded me, but I kept my eyes open because I had been informed ahead of time that I needed to keep my eyes open in order to make sure that it got an accurate reading of my face. Still, when the flash ended, my eyes were somewhat watery, forcing me to blink as I pulled back and stood upright.
Still blinking the tears out of my eyes, I looked at the guard, who was now staring at a computer monitor that displayed the picture of my face that the scanner had taken. God, I looked awful, but that thought quickly vanished from my mind as the computer compared my image to the millions that were likely stored on the database. I didn’t exchange a look with Valerie, because I didn’t want the guard to notice anything out of the ordinary, but I did start sending a bit of electricity to my fist just in case the hackers had failed to hack our fake identities into the database. Indeed, it seemed to take longer for the computer to confirm my identity than it normally would; at least, that was what I thought, because the guard frowned like he was getting impatient.
Then, all of a sudden, a large green check mark appeared over my image, followed by a message box that said, ‘IDENTITY CONFIRMED.’
I would have let out a sigh of relief just then, but then the guard turned to look at me and said, “All right. You’re approved. Next?”
Valerie got her face scanned and, like with me, the computer confirmed her identity. While it matched her face to the database, I internally thanked the hackers for quickly and successfully adding our fake identities to the system.
After our identities were confirmed, the guard tapped a few buttons on his control panel. A split second later, a bridge made of golden light extended from this side of the moat to the main gates of Castle Rational. It didn’t look very solid, but when I put a foot on it, it felt as solid and supportive as a steel bridge.
“There,” said the guard. “The light bridge has been activated. Better hurry on over quick. I’m not supposed to keep the light bridge activated for very long. Security reasons, you know.”
I nodded. “Yes, thanks for being so gulli—I mean, helpful. Your help is greatly appreciated.”
The guard nodded again, but then leaned forward and whispered, “And please don’t mention what I said before, okay? Just keep my comments between you guys and me.”
“Uh, sure,” I said.
But even as Valerie and I started making our way across the light bridge, I couldn’t help but wonder at how even the guards lived in fear of my father. It made me thankful for how Dad had used his intelligence for good in my universe, rather than for evil; had Dad in my universe been evil … well, I didn’t have to speculate about how life would have looked, anyway.
We crossed the light bridge quickly, but I didn’t look down at all as I walked. Maybe it was weird to admit, but even though I could fly and had no real fear of heights, I didn’t want to look down through the light bridge and see the moat below. But I did glance down once and saw, through the bridge’s transparent surface, what looked like a gigantic shark fin break the surface of the water before going back under quickly.
In any case, I was glad when we reached the other side of the bridge and crossed the gates into the courtyard of Castle Rational.
Or would have, anyway, if we hadn’t run into Mecha Knight as soon as we stepped off the light bridge.



Chapter Five



 
I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Mecha Knight himself stood in front of us, looking for all the world like he had just stepped out of my universe into this one. He stood so still that he looked like a statue, but then his eyes darted down to us and he blinked.
“Mecha—” I said, but then Valerie elbowed me and hissed, “Shut up. It’s not Mecha Knight.”
Mecha Knight—or whoever he was—just stared at us for a moment, as if trying to understand what we were saying, before walking around us and onto the light bridge behind us. I knew I wasn’t supposed to, but I looked over my shoulder anyway as he walked past us, unable to believe my eyes, though Mecha Knight himself didn’t even look back at us.
I looked at Valerie again and said, in a low voice, “Valerie … what the hell?”
“Sorry,” Valerie whispered back. “I forgot to tell you about the Mecha Soldiers.”
“The what?” I said.
“Robotic clones of Mecha Knight,” Valerie whispered. “Back when Mastermind killed off the NHA, the last member he fought was Mecha Knight. When he killed Mecha Knight, he took Mecha Knight’s robotic body and duplicated it, creating an army of robot drones he then used to take over the world.”
“And that was one of them?” I said.
“Yes,” said Valerie. “But I have no idea what it was doing here. All Mecha Soldiers are supposed to be in army bases around the world. They aren’t part of Castle Rational’s defenses. They’re meant to be soldiers fighting in wars, not guards defending castles.”
“I don’t like this,” I said. “There must be a reason why this Soldier was here. And it can’t be good, whatever it is.”
“True, but it isn’t like we have much of a choice but to keep going forward, you know,” Valerie said. “Besides, it’s just one robot, and it didn’t even register anything wrong with us. It isn’t worth worrying about.”
“If you say so,” I said.
We walked into the courtyard, which was wide and expansive, more so than you’d expect based on the pictures. Twin statues of Mastermind rose on the right and left sides of the courtyard; the right statue depicted Mastermind holding a globe in both hands, while the left statue depicted Mastermind standing on what was left of that globe, as though he’d just smashed it. Guards stood on the walls, but their attention was focused on the streets around the castle, rather than on the courtyard; still, Valerie and I walked as nonchalantly as we could in order to avoid grabbing any unnecessary attention.
“We need to make our way to the front steps of the castle,” Valerie muttered as we walked, gesturing at the front doors of the castle, which were clear, looking more like the doors of an office building than the doors of a castle. “Once inside, we—”
“Hey, you two!” someone called. “Where do you think you’re going?”
My first instinct was to zap the guy who had shouted at us with some electricity. Or maybe just use my super strength to punch him. Or, heck, even just grabbing Valerie and making a run for it, regardless of whether that caused the guy to shoot at us or chase us or not.
But I got control of my instincts quickly and instead looked over to see another guard walking toward us. Since his gun was holstered at his side, rather than in his hands, I realized that he was not here to arrest or attack us, so I stayed where I was, though I was prepared to attack him if necessary.
“Um …” I said, trying to think of what to call the guy, but I couldn’t think of anything at the moment. “What’s up, doc?”
The guard stopped and stared at me in disbelief for a moment before shaking his head and saying, “Look, you two, Castellan Techno is calling a meeting of the guard. Everyone is supposed to be there, including you two.”
“Oh,” I said. “Well, uh, sir, we didn’t realize that.”
“You mean you didn’t get the message that Castellan Techno sent out to everyone?” said the guard in surprise. “Because he sent out a message to everyone yesterday telling them to come to the meeting. Everyone, including you two, should have got it.”
“Oh, we must have forgotten about it,” I said, exchanging a quick glance with Valerie, which I hoped that the guard didn’t notice. “Must have slipped our minds is all.”
“Right,” said the guard, who didn’t sound entirely convinced of that. “Well, you’d better follow me. Castellan Techno doesn’t have much patience for people who are late.”
The guard turned and walked away in the opposite direction. Although it would cause us to waste precious time, we nonetheless followed the guard, because if we didn’t, it would arouse way too much suspicion.
Still, as we followed the guard through a door on the other side of the courtyard and into a staircase that went below the earth, I asked, “What does the Castellan, uh, want to talk about? Is it urgent? You know, since we forgot what the original message said.”
“Nope,” said the guard, shaking his head. “I don’t know what he’s calling the meeting for. All I know is that he wants to warn us about someone who might try to sneak into the castle, which I think is kind of silly, since no one has ever successfully broken into Castle Rational before.”
“Uh, right,” I said. I exchanged another quick glance with Valerie, which the guard—who had his back to us—didn’t notice, thankfully enough. “And we all have to be there?”
“Yes,” said the guard. He looked over his shoulder at us, a serious look on his face. “You never ignore the Castellan’s summons. The last guy who did was thrown into the moat. He screamed pretty loudly before the moat monsters ate his head.”
“Well, then we shouldn’t be late, should we?” I said.
We walked down the staircase in silence for about a minute before we reached the bottom and emerged into a small room where a dozen other guards were already present. They were all sitting in rows on metal chairs opposite a small screen on the wall, which was currently blank. There were three seats in the back that were unoccupied, so me, Valerie, and the guard who brought us here all sat down in them, though Valerie and I tried to keep the other guards from seeing our faces so none of them would recognize us.
But when I looked around, I didn’t see Techno anywhere, which made me wonder if he was going to come later before the screen in front of us suddenly turned on, displaying what appeared to be the symbol of Rationalia—a brain with lightning sparks shooting from it—before it shifted to show a man sitting in a chair.
The ‘man’ looked small and weak. He was incredibly thin, like a stick, and had large glasses over his face that magnified his eyes. He wore a purple and gray Rationalian uniform, but even in his uniform, the man looked rather weak and nerdy. It didn’t help that his teeth also looked uneven, which had the added bonus of making him look like an anorexic neanderthal.
“Is that Techno?” I muttered to Valerie.
Valerie nodded and responded, in an equally low mutter, “Yes, why?”
“I was expecting someone more … impressive,” I said.
Valerie opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, Techno suddenly spoke in a nasally voice, “Guards of Castle Rational, I am glad to see that you all made it to this meeting. We will keep it quick, because I don’t want to keep you from your duties for too long. Not that you are doing anything that the castle’s automated security systems can’t do just as well, if not better.”
I could tell that the guards weren’t exactly happy about Techno’s little jab. But they didn’t say anything, probably because if they did, Techno would have them thrown into the moat or something like that.
“Anyway, I’ve called this meeting to make you all aware of the recent escape of a known criminal,” said Techno. “A superhuman named Bolt, who was recently arrested due to his ignorance of the laws of Rationalia, but was broken out by Resistance fighters not long after.”
I immediately sunk into my chair, trying not to draw attention to myself. Thankfully, none of the other guards seemed to notice, except for Valerie, who looked rather uncomfortable herself.
An image of me in my superhero costume appeared on the screen to the right of Techno’s face. He pointed at the image and said, “This is a picture of Bolt. His superpowers include super strength, super speed, flight, and the ability to shoot lightning from his hands. He’s incredibly dangerous and is now suspected of working with the Resistance.”
The guards all looked closely at the image, no doubt trying to memorize my appearance so they would be able to spot me. I just hoped that none of them looked too closely at me here.
“His current whereabouts are unknown, but we have reason to believe that Bolt will attempt to sneak into Castle Rational as part of a Resistance plot,” said Techno. “Therefore, all guards in the castle must keep an eye out for Bolt. If you see him, shoot him with your powerless pellets and do whatever is necessary to stop him after that; if you cannot do that, call for backup and stay away from him until help arrives. As I said, Bolt—despite being a kid—is incredibly dangerous and is known to kill anyone who opposes him.”
I frowned. Since when did I kill anyone who opposed me? The only people I ever killed were people who tried to kill me first. I could only guess that Techno said that in order to convince the guards of how dangerous I was. It made me wonder how often Techno lied to the guards, but that was a matter for another time.
“But you do not need to look out for him on your own,” said Techno. “The castle’s security systems have been updated to capture Bolt if they sense him anywhere in the castle. Still, even though our security systems are the best on the planet, even they don’t always catch everything, which is why I am telling you lazy good-for-nothings about this.”
Again, I could tell that the guards were annoyed at Techno’s jabs, but as before, they said nothing. I noticed a couple guards exchange a few annoyed whispers, but that was the extent to which the guards reacted to Techno’s jab.
“Now, I’ve already sent this image, along with several others, of Bolt to your phones for quick reference,” said Techno. “Not that you will need it, of course, since Bolt’s costume is as unique as it is cheesy.”
“Cheesy?” I muttered, but thankfully no one heard me.
“Now, then,” said Techno, “that is all you need to know for today. Remember, if you see Bolt anywhere, either take him down or call for backup, depending on the situation. And if anyone sees Bolt but fails to stop him or fails to report seeing him, they will be thrown into the moat to be eaten by the sharks.”
I looked at the other guards. They were all nodding to show that they understood and accepted Techno’s orders. Me, I just wanted to get out of here as quickly as possible so the other guards wouldn’t notice me.
Then the screen went blank. The guards immediately rose from their seats and began making their way to the door, no doubt to return to their duties, but Valerie and I didn’t get up just yet.
“How did they know we would be trying to break into here?” I whispered to Valerie.
“Probably because they know you want to go home,” Valerie replied. “If so, we’ll need to be more careful than ever about moving around this place, just so we won’t be seen.”
I was about to respond to that, but then the guard who had taken us here suddenly leaned toward us and said, “Hey, what are you two whispering about?”
“Uh, nothing,” I said, perhaps too quickly. “Nothing at all. Just—”
“About why Bolt would want to break into the castle, naturally,” said Valerie. She tapped her chin. “Why do you think he would do that?”
“I don’t know,” said the guard with a snort. “If he’s part of the Resistance, I bet he’d do it because he wanted to take down Lord Mastermind. Of course, Lord Mastermind isn’t around at the moment, so he couldn’t do that even if he somehow made it past security.”
“Uh huh,” said Valerie. “Didn’t Lord Mastermind go to another universe or something like that?”
“That’s what the rumors say,” said the guard. “Of course, I don’t really believe it, myself. No one’s ever built a machine that can let you cross into other universes. Heck, I think multiverse theory is BS myself.”
“But assuming, for the sake of argument, that multiverse theory is true and that Lord Mastermind managed to build a machine that could take him to another universe,” said Valerie, “where do you think such a machine would be kept?”
The guard frowned, like he was thinking hard about Valerie’s question. “Probably in the laboratory on Floor One A. That’s where all of Lord Mastermind’s inventions and machines are kept. I’ve never been inside it myself, but I know where it is and I have guarded its entrance before.”
“I see,” said Valerie. “Well, I think we’d all better head on out. If we are late to returning to our duties, I doubt Castellan Techno will be very happy about that.”
“Yeah,” said the guard. “And I really don’t want to be the last one back to duty. My captain will kill me if I’m late.”
The guard jumped to his feet and ran toward the door. Valerie and I rose from our seats and followed, but much more slowly than the guard did in order to make sure he couldn’t hear us as we talked.
“What was that?” I muttered as we walked.
“Just getting important information about the castle from the guard,” Valerie replied in a whisper. “After all, there’s no use in breaking into this place if we don’t know where Mastermind’s dimension-hopping tech is. And now that we know where the laboratory is located, we can make our way up there without getting lost and arousing suspicion from the guards.”
“Good point,” I said. “Why didn’t I think of that?”
“Because you’ve always been the type of person to act first and think later,” Valerie replied.
So, after we returned to the courtyard, we made our way up the front steps of the castle, but we did it quickly, because we now knew that everyone in this place was on the look out for me. I didn’t think anyone would recognize me without my costume on, but I still felt paranoid that they might notice my chin or something like that.
When we entered the castle, it was kind of like stepping into a modern office building, but with a castle aesthetic that seemed jarringly out of place. Stained glass windows were illuminated by modern electrical lighting, while the place was set up like the lobby of a modern office. But strangely, there weren’t any people at all; it was eerily silent.
“Where are the people?” I said, feeling again like I needed to whisper for some reason. “I don’t see anyone.”
“Most of the castle’s security is automated,” Valerie whispered back. “Most likely, most of the guards are outside or in other parts of the castle. But don’t let your guard down just yet; the castle’s automated security systems are even more effective than the guards, at least if the intelligence reports from our spies are correct.”
“But the security systems won’t bother us if we don’t do anything wrong, right?” I said, glancing at a camera in the upper right corner of the lobby, which was probably recording our every move. “Because we’re dressed up as guards, the castle’s security systems should treat us like the other guards.”
“Right, but we should still be careful,” said Valerie. “Since these systems were designed by Mastermind, they are probably very dangerous. We must proceed with caution.”
I nodded and we resumed walking, but not quite as quickly as before. We weren’t stopped by the castle’s security systems or anything, but at the same time, I still felt like we were being watched. That probably had to do with the camera watching us, even though I doubted that whoever was watching the camera saw anything strange about a couple of guards entering the castle lobby.
To get to Floor 1A, we entered an elevator on the opposite side of the lobby. Yeah, an elevator in a castle. I would have found it weird if I hadn’t already understood that this castle was a mix between modern and medieval architecture, which was kind of weird. I didn’t remember Dad caring much for medieval architecture when he was alive, but maybe the architect Mastermind had hired to build Castle Rational in this universe thought that a medieval castle would be the perfect lair for a supervillain who had conquered the world. It was certainly unique, at any rate.
When we entered the elevator, Valerie pressed a button conveniently labeled ‘1A’ and soon we were going upward. There was yet another camera in here, in the upper right corner, watching us, but again we remained calm. We tried not to act suspicious, but even though we were no longer around other people, I couldn’t help but worry. We were going deeper into the castle, after all. If someone found out who we really were, it would be that much harder for us to escape alive. There wasn’t even any elevator music to lighten the mood, but that was fine, because I didn’t like elevator music much.
After a few minutes of rising, the elevator came to a stop, followed by a small ding as the doors opened. Valerie and I walked out of the elevator and into a long, pristine white hallway that led to a couple of double doors at the very end of the hall. The double doors appeared to be the entrance to Mastermind’s laboratory, so we quickly crossed the hallway and reached the doors fast.
Unfortunately, we discovered that the doors were locked. They did have a keypad, which was apparently where you typed in the password, but unfortunately for us, neither of us knew what the password for Mastermind’s laboratory was.
“You mean our hackers didn’t know about this?” I whispered to Valerie in annoyance.
Valerie shrugged. “We know virtually nothing about Mastermind’s lab; in fact, until today, we didn’t even know for sure that it existed.”
I cursed under my breath, but said, “No problem. I can just punch the doors in. Shouldn’t be very hard to do with my super strength.”
I readied my fist to break down the doors, but Valerie grabbed my arm and said, “Wait. Look.”
She gestured to a corner of the hallway ceiling, causing me to look up and see a security camera quietly watching us.
“If you break down the doors, that will trigger the security alarms,” Valerie explained, “which will make it very hard for us to find the dimension-hopping tech and get you home. We can’t let them know we’re here until we’re long gone, and by then it won’t matter.”
As much as I preferred the direct route to solve my problems, I realized that Valerie had a point. The camera was still watching us.
So I lowered my fist and said, “Okay, then how should we get in?”
“We need to enter the password, obviously,” said Valerie, gesturing to the keypad on the side of the doors. “That will unlock the doors and allow us to enter without raising any alarms or causing any security issues.”
“Okay, but how do we do that?” I said. “We don’t know what the password even is.”
“I know,” said Valerie. She stroked her chin in thought. “And we don’t have much time to speculate or try out different passwords, because this keypad is probably designed to sound the alarms after a certain number of failed password usages. That would ruin our plan and force us to leave.”
I folded my arms across my chest and scowled. “We don’t have all the time in the world to stand around and think, either. Sooner or later someone is going to come up here, see us, and ask us what we’re doing standing around instead of working.”
Valerie nodded. “Yes. But I just don’t know for sure what the password might be. Mastermind is a brilliant man, despite his evilness, so the code is probably very complicated. We could potentially spend days inputting various different codes until we found the right one, if ever.”
“We don’t have days to do that,” I said. “We don’t even have hours. We figure it out now or leave and try again some other day. And I really don’t want to do that, because I don’t know if we’ll ever get this opportunity again.”
We fell silent. Thinking about what the password might be was much harder than it should have been, but it didn’t help that the stress of the situation was starting to get to me. Any minute now, someone was going to come up here and find us and our whole plan would be ruined.
Think, Kevin, think. What password would Mastermind use to lock his doors? If he was smart, it would be eight characters long and have at least one capital letter and one number. But because there was practically an infinite combination of letters and numbers out, I almost gave up in despair. I thought about how Mastermind would no doubt enjoy seeing us like this, trying to puzzle out his password but not having the knowledge necessary to beat it. I could just imagine him taunting me, telling me that this was what I deserved for not accepting his offer to join him in ruling the world as his son.
All of a sudden, everything clicked and I thought I knew what the password was.
I looked at Valerie. “Val, I think I know the password. I’m going to give it a shot.”
Valerie frowned. “Are you sure? If you get it wrong—”
“I won’t,” I said. “At least, I hope I won’t. Besides, it’s either this or we keep wasting time standing around thinking, time we don’t have to waste.”
“Fine,” said Valerie. “What is it?”
“I won’t tell you because I don’t want to jinx it,” I said.
I walked up to the keypad and raised my hand over it. I hesitated for a moment, suddenly having second thoughts about this. Because if it failed, I had a feeling that it would sound the alarms that would bring every guard in this place to our location. Therefore, it couldn’t fail.
I got over my hesitation and typed in the five letter password: KEVIN.
Then I hit enter.
It felt like an eternity passed—though it was only a split second—before the words ‘PASSWORD APPROVED’ appeared on the screen and the sound of a lock clicking could be heard. I sighed in relief, while Valerie just looked on in amazement.
“How did you guess the password correctly?” said Valerie.
“Just a guess,” I said, though I remembered how anguished Mastermind had been when he’d told me about the death of my counterpart from this universe. “Now let’s hurry inside; I can’t wait to go home.”



Chapter Six



 
Mastermind’s laboratory was enormous. It felt like walking into a cathedral, with a high vaulted ceiling and huge computer monitors on the walls that displayed what looked like Mastermind’s notes on his various experiments. Large mechanical arms hung from the ceiling, which no doubt provided Mastermind with aid, especially since the arms had different instruments attached to their ends, such as drills or lasers or even flamethrowers. The place smelled of chemicals, which seemed to be coming from everywhere, including the huge, partially open vats of unidentifiable chemicals scattered here and there.
Pods of desks, with computer monitors and tablets on them, were also scattered haphazardly, plus work desks that had half-finished creations on them. And yet, despite the hugeness of the room, it reminded me of Dad’s laboratory back home, though why, I didn’t know. Maybe because Mastermind, for all his evilness, was still Dad, which was a bizarre thought that I still had trouble accepting.
“Wow,” I said, looking around the place. “This is enormous. It’s like walking straight into some mad scientist’s lair.”
“That’s basically what it is, if you think about it,” said Valerie, who didn’t sound nearly as impressed as me. “Mastermind may be an oppressive tyrant, but at heart, he’s still a scientific and technological genius who loves to build new inventions. I imagine that most of these things are designed to aid him in his oppression of the people, however, more than anything.”
“I don’t even know where to start,” I said. “What would a dimension-hopping machine even look like?”
“Maybe like that?” said Valerie, pointing ahead.
I looked at where Valerie was pointing and saw an actual Stargate rising in the center of the lab.
No, it wasn’t a Stargate, but it did look an awful lot like one. It was a giant ring on top of a platform; it even seemed to have chevrons, though they didn’t appear functional. The machine was currently off; though even without power, it looked like an impressive invention, even though I didn’t know if it even worked.
“Is that the machine that Mastermind used to go to my universe?” I said.
“Maybe,” said Valerie. “The only way to find out is to go over and check it out. No doubt Mastermind labeled it or at least left some notes identifying the machine and its purpose.”
So we made our way across the laboratory, heading straight for the huge portal machine. The only sounds in the lab were the sounds of our own footsteps walking across the floor; in fact, I just now realized how silent everything was. I guess Mastermind must have turned off most of his machines before he left or something, or maybe his machines were just very silent. In any case, I kept my guard up anyway, because even though we appeared to be the only people in this place, that didn’t mean there weren’t some hidden traps that could take us out if we weren’t careful. Past experience told me that when some place seems empty, it usually isn’t, though again I still didn’t see anyone regardless of where I looked.
Soon, we arrived at the base of the portal. It was even taller up close, at least twice my height, and five times as wide. It was built into a thick metal platform, which had a touch screen about as high as my waist that appeared to be the control screen. Valerie tapped the touch screen once and the blank screen was replaced by a variety of buttons that had no labels on them, but there was one label above the buttons that said, ‘INTERDIMENSIONAL TRANSPORTER PROTOTYPE CONTROLS.’
“This is it,” I said in excitement. “This must be the machine Mastermind used to go to my universe. Now we just need to activate it and I can finally go home.”
Valerie, however, didn’t seem nearly as excited about this as I was. “But I don’t know how to use the controls or even just turn it on.”
“Oh, it’s very simple,” said a nasally voice behind us, causing us to look over our shoulders to see who had spoken. “Unfortunately, I’m not going to let you figure out how to use it.”
At first, we didn’t see anyone until a panel in the ceiling slid aside and a chair began to descend from the hole. And sitting upon the chair, a look of smug satisfaction on his pointed, pasty face, was none other than Techno himself. He was resting his cheek in his hand, looking at us with amusement, as if we were entertainment rather than enemies.
“Techno?” said Valerie in shock, though I noticed her hands fly to the gun at her side. “What are you doing here?”
“Waiting for you two nincompoops, obviously,” said Techno. He sniffled and coughed. “It was really boring and I almost thought you might not show, but luckily patience paid off. Let it never be said that I don’t know how to wait for things I want. Or don’t want, as the case may be.”
“Er, uh,” I said, trying to think of a lie quickly, “why, Castellan Techno! What a coincidence. My fellow guard and I were just coming here to, uh, do some spring cleaning!”
“It’s November,” Techno snapped. “And don’t try to lie. I know who you really are, mostly because Mastermind never stopped talking about you.” He pointed at me accusingly. “You are Bolt, the most wanted criminal in all of Rationalia right now, and the girl is Valerie, a traitor to Mastermind’s most rational rule. You aren’t fooling anyone by pretending to be guards.”
I bit my lower lip, but not seeing any point in denying it, I said, “Well, how did you even know we were going to be here? We didn’t tell anyone our destination.”
“Because I know that you are from an alternate universe, Bolt,” said Techno. “I received a message from His Most Rational Lord Mastermind that he had sent you here and that I was to have you arrested as soon as you were found, which I did. Once you escaped, I watched the security footage of your interrogation, where you expressed a desire to go home. So I deduced from that interrogation that you would eventually figure out that Mastermind’s dimension-hopping tech was here and so would eventually attempt to break into the castle to gain access to it.”
“You figured all that out yourself?” I said.
“It’s simple logic, really,” said Techno, “though simple logic is something that most people sadly lack nowadays and rarely understand. Ah, the trials and tribulations of being an intellectual in a world where such people are under appreciated. My supreme intellect is both a curse and a blessing.”
Techno sighed. “But in any case, the only part of your behavior that surprised me was how quickly you teamed up with the Resistance and broke in. I thought it would be at least a month before you attempted anything, but Mastermind always tells me just how impatient you were before you died, so perhaps I shouldn’t be so surprised by how quickly you acted.”
Then Techno looked at Valerie and smiled a very creepy smile. “The other thing that surprised me was you, Valerie. I didn’t think the Resistance would send such a valuable member into danger like this, but that’s fine. I will have to kill Bolt, but I will keep you alive until Lord Mastermind returns, and then give you to him as a gift. Perhaps then he will finally realize just how much I love him.”
“I’m not a gift to anyone,” said Valerie. I noticed she had rested her hand on her gun, but had yet to draw it. “Much less to Mastermind. There’s a reason I abandoned him all those years ago. He knows I will never be with him again.”
“Perhaps not willingly,” said Techno, “but in this world, Lord Mastermind always gets what he wants. And I know how much he wants and misses you, Valerie, which is why I will be making you into a gift.”
“You can give him my corpse,” Valerie said.
Techno raised an eyebrow and tapped his chin. “You have certainly gained some spunk since you betrayed Lord Mastermind. I suppose it is the Resistance; those anti-intellectual brutes have been a very bad influence on you. I wonder if it is still possible to reprogram you; it will be interesting to find out.”
“It would be, if I was going to let you remain alive long enough to get me,” said Valerie.
She drew her gun from her holster, aimed at Techno, and fired in one swift motion. The bullet shot through the air, but when it was about five feet away from him, the bullet hit something invisible and bounced away, falling onto the floor with a small, barely audible clatter somewhere among the desks.
Techno shook his head. “Did you really think I would confront you two without a way to defend myself? You are even dumber than I thought if that’s what you think. Perhaps I will send you to the reeducation centers after I’ve subdued you; that way, when Mastermind returns, you will be back to the way you were before you betrayed him.”
Techno tapped his forehead and one of the mechanical arms hanging from the ceiling suddenly shot toward Valerie. But I moved between Valerie and the arm and caught it, holding the arm back with my super strength, before I ripped the arm off the ceiling and tossed its sparking remains to the side.
“You are just as quick and strong as Lord Mastermind said you were,” said Techno. “But are you fast enough to keep up with my thoughts?”
Instantly, three more arms—these ones more like tendrils than arms—flew toward us, each one tipped with spinning buzz saws. I raised my hands and unleashed blasts of lightning at the tendrils, severing or burning them to a crisp.
Then I said to Valerie, “Val, activate the portal! I’ll keep Techno distracted while you do that.”
Valerie nodded, albeit somewhat shakily, and then ran over to the controls while I took off into the air toward Techno. As I flew, I tore off my guard uniform and armor and then activated my suit-up watch, causing my suit to cover my body in an instant. In seconds, I was back in my old costume and I flew toward Techno, intending to take him out quickly.
But Techno just tapped his forehead again and one of the mechanical arms aimed a laser cannon at me and fired. I instantly ducked, but another arm came out of nowhere and slammed me in the face with a hammer, which sent me hurtling to the floor below.
I smashed into a pod of desks and computers, shattering displays and destroying chairs under my impact. Shaking my head, I looked up in time to see an arm tipped with a sharp needle hurtling toward me too fast to dodge.
I caught the arm just before the needle could pierce my face. I held the needle inches away from my forehead, holding the arm back with all of my strength, but it was hard because the arm was pushing against me with a ton of strength. Not to mention that the needle was so close to my face that I could barely even see it without crossing my eyes.
With a roar, I shoved the needle to the side, causing it to impale itself into the floor. Then I chopped the arm, shattering it in an instant and forcing what little remained of it to retract to the ceiling above.
“Hmm, you’re more annoying than I thought,” said Techno in his smug voice. “Looks like I’ll need bigger guns. Mecha Soldiers! Attack!”
I heard the sounds of jets flying and looked up to see three Mecha Soldiers flying from the hole in the ceiling from which Techno’s chair had descended. The Mecha Soldiers landed on the ground around me, smashing what little had remained of the computers and desks I had crushed.
The three Mecha Soldiers drew their swords as one and then slashed at me, but I flew into the air, dodging their attacks just in the nick of time. Their swords clanged against each other, but they didn’t take even one moment to recover. Instead, they rocketed through the air toward me, forcing me to fly away to escape them.
But the Mecha Soldiers could move fast. They were just behind me and I could even feel the tips of their swords as they slashed after me. I didn’t even turn around to look at them, because to look around would be to slow down, and I couldn’t allow myself to slow down.
All of a sudden, one of the Mecha Soldiers flew in front of me. He held out his sword, clearly intending to skewer me, but I had just enough time to dodge it at the last second, but I still flew into the Mecha bot with my shoulder, sending it crashing to the floor below.
Shaking my head, I heard the whistling of a sword coming from my right and banked to the left, narrowly dodging a sword from another Mecha bot that would have taken my head clean off.
But I accidentally flew into another sword, which I tried to avoid by changing course. While I managed to avoid it, the blade still nicked my cheek, causing a little bit of blood to leak out, but I didn’t pay attention to such a small wound.
Instead, I flew away until I had put some distance between the remaining two Mecha Soldiers and myself. Not that they were going to let me do that, however; they flew after me, their swords in their hands, which made me wonder when they would ever give up before I remembered they were robots and therefore couldn’t get tired.
A scream of terror made me look back toward the portal. Valerie hadn’t activated the portal yet, but that was because she was being menace by yet another one of those mechanical arms. It had wrapped around her right arm and was trying to pull her off the floor, but Valerie had grabbed onto the controls and was desperately trying to avoid getting pulled away.
Without thinking, I flew toward her, because if I didn’t save her, the portal would never open and I would never get to go home. I was there in a flash, grabbing the mechanical arm that had grabbed Valerie and tearing it from its foundations on the ceiling.
Tossing it aside, I said to Valerie, “Val, are you okay?”
“Yes, but—” Valerie gasped. “Watch out!”
I looked over my shoulder to see the two remaining Mecha Soldiers swinging their swords at me. I shot into the air again, immediately avoiding their attacks, but the Mecha Soldiers took after me again, still ready to slash me.
Damn it. I was getting tired of playing cat-and-mouse with these robots. It was even worse with Techno still around, because he would just keep trying to stop Valerie from opening the portal. Therefore, I needed to beat Techno.
So I changed course and headed towards Techno, who had not moved from his position in his chair. He didn’t look at all surprised to see me coming at him, probably because of the barrier protecting him from any and all possible threats to his life. But I was going to figure out how to destroy it, no matter what.
I swung my fist at the barrier, but it just ineffectually bounced off, just like the bullet, forcing me to fly away to avoid getting hit by the Mecha Soldiers that were still chasing me. I fired lightning blasts at them, but the Mecha Soldiers dodged the blasts. I was really starting to hate how fast they were.
So I flew back to the floor, where I landed. At the same time, the two bots landed on either side of me, but before they could react, I grabbed a nearby desk and slammed one of them in the head with it so hard that I took its head straight off, causing the robot to collapse.
The last Mecha bot, however, jumped at me, its sword above its head. I dodged at the last minute, causing the sword to clang against the floor. I swung my fist at the bot’s head, but the Mecha bot pulled away at the last second, causing my fist to miss.
But that was fine, because I just flew into the air and made my way back toward Techno. I heard a blast of jets behind me, which was what told me that the Mecha bot was following me again.
As usual, Techno looked pretty smug. And he had reason to be: If bullets and super strength weren’t enough to break his shield, then I didn’t know what could.
But then I looked up at the hole in the ceiling from which the chair had descended and I realized that I didn’t need to destroy the barrier at all. And based on Techno’s smug grin, it was pretty clear that he didn’t know what I was planning to do next.
I kept flying toward Techno and heard the Mecha bot right behind me. I mentally counted down the time until I needed to change course: Five … four … three … two …
At the last possible second—right before I hit the barrier—I changed my course up, barely skimming the surface of the barrier as I went up into the hole from which the chair had descended. But the Mecha bot wasn’t nearly as nimble; it crashed straight into the barrier, causing the entire thing to glow yellow for a second before it ejected the robot off. The Mecha bot fell onto the floor below with a crash, but I stopped paying attention to it.
Instead, I flew up as high as I could until I emerged into what looked like a secret room. It appeared to be where Techno had climbed onto the chair from, based on the nearby door I saw, but I wasn’t going to escape through here.
Instead, I smashed both of my fists through the piston that the chair was connected to. I expected Techno’s barrier to extend up here, but my fists felt no resistance as they smashed through the piston.
Sparks and bits of plastic and metal flew everywhere as the piston—and the chair connected to it below—fell straight down. I heard Techno’s scream of terror before it was abruptly cut off by a loud crash and even louder explosion, though that, too, faded quickly enough.
So I flew back down to the laboratory below, where I saw a sight that was both satisfying and gruesome: Techno lay underneath the shattered remains of his chair, lying so still that he looked dead. His skin was burnt in places from the explosion, while his legs had been crushed by the remains of his chair. Blood leaked out of his temple, while his glasses lay shattered on the ground next to him.
A quick look around the lab showed me that, with Techno’s death, the machines under his control had stopped trying to kill us. That meant that the fight was over, which caused me to breath a sigh of relief.
Then I heard a pop and looked over to see the portal opening within the gateway that Mastermind had built. It started off as a very small, barely visible hole before it grew larger and larger until it covered the entire gateway. I couldn’t see anything beyond the portal, but I knew that it would take me home.
I flew through the air until I landed on the platform in front of the portal. Valerie was already there, looking up into the portal with wide eyes. She didn’t look very harmed, which was good, because I had kept her out of the fight, though her hair did look a little messed up from when that arm had tried to drag her away.
When Valerie saw me approaching, she said, “Did you beat Techno?”
I nodded. “Yeah. I think he’s dead, but even if he’s not, he’s not capable of stopping us even if he wanted to.”
“Good,” said Valerie. She shuddered. “I always thought Techno was a creep. His death will be a great blow to Rationalia, by the way, since he was Mastermind’s second-in-command and was ruling the world while Mastermind was away. I hope my fellow Resistance fighters take advantage of the chaos that will ensue once everyone knows of Techno’s death.”
“Right,” I said. I looked at the huge portal standing open before us. “So you got the portal working?”
“Yes,” said Valerie. “The controls were simpler than I expected, but you should enter quickly. The portal takes a ton of power and can’t be maintained for very long, according to the warning messages I saw when I activated it. Better to enter as quickly as you can, rather than wait.”
“Okay,” I said. I hesitated. “What about you? What are you going to do?”
“Flee the castle and reunite with the other Resistance members,” said Valerie. She held up a flash drive. “While you were fighting Techno, I managed to download some of Mastermind’s important files onto this flash drive. I intend to share it with the Resistance once I’m out; it might be just what we need in order to defeat Mastermind once and for all.”
“I hope so,” I said. “I wish I could stay here and help you all, but—”
“But you will help us,” said Valerie, “assuming, at least, you manage to beat Mastermind in your universe. As long as Mastermind is alive and free, the Resistance will never truly win.”
I frowned, but nodded again and said, “All right. Well, it was nice meeting you and the others. I hope that you guys are able to overthrow Mastermind’s regime and make the world a better place.”
“Thanks,” said Valerie. “You know, our alliance reminded me of when I worked with this universe’s version of you. It was just like old times, wasn’t it?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Maybe someday I’ll come back here and we can hang out again. Maybe by that time, your world will be free of Mastermind’s control and you will be able to live a normal life.”
“I hope so,” said Valerie. “Good luck and make sure that your universe doesn’t suffer the same fate as ours.”
“Okay,” I said.
I turned to leave, but just before I could step into the open portal, a loud explosion came from the doors to the laboratory. I looked over my shoulder in time to see a dozen well-armed guards rush through the smoke, stomping all over the smoking remains of the doors as they aimed their guns at us.
“The guards!” Valerie shouted. She looked at me. “Go! Just go now!”
“But what about you?” I said. “You can’t beat the guards by your—”
I was interrupted by the sound of guns being shot and bullets ricocheting off the floor and walls, while Valerie said, “I’ll be fine! Just go!”
Despite what Valerie said, I still hesitated, but Valerie didn’t. She grabbed me by the arm and pushed me inside the portal. The last thing I saw, before vanishing into the portal, was Valerie drawing her own gun and firing it at guards I couldn’t see.



Chapter Seven



 
Traveling through an interdimensional portal reminded me of traveling through shadow, something I’d done a few times in the past courtesy of Shade, a G-Man agent who I saw far more often than I wanted. Everything was pitch-black and I was falling, but it also felt like I was drifting through the ocean. It was a hard to describe sensation, almost contradictory, but I didn’t know how else to describe it.
As I drifted through the space between dimensions, I tried not to panic. There was no air in here. It was like drifting through outer space, so I held my breath as long as I could. But my air supply was rapidly running out; soon, I would be forced to open my mouth and inhale the empty nothingness of the space between dimensions, which would certainly kill me.
But then, up ahead, I saw a small, but rapidly growing, speck of light. I was drawing toward it, and as I came closer to it, it grew larger and larger until soon I couldn’t see anything but the light. Then I passed through it and hit the ground face first.
Dazed from the fall, I suddenly realized that there was air here. I drew a deep breath of fresh air and, ignoring the pain in my face, took in as much air as I could. Even though I had been inside the space between dimensions for only a couple of seconds, it felt like I’d been floating through there for eternity. My sense of time must have been thrown off by the deep blackness of the space between dimensions or something.
But when I opened my eyes, I still couldn’t see anything, although my vision was starting to rapidly adjust to my new surroundings. Soon, I was able to see where I was.
I was in the middle of a forest that looked like the same forest where my grandparents’ abandoned mansion was. Judging by the light, it was probably early morning; not quite as early as in Mastermind’s universe, but early enough that the air was clear and crisp and the sun wasn’t yet very high in the sky. Birds chirped overhead, while a slight breeze sent the trees and their limbs swaying. It was an incredibly peaceful place, very different from Mastermind’s lab.
I looked over my shoulder. The portal was gone and I had no way to open it up again. That meant I probably wasn’t going to see Valerie or any of the other Resistance members for a long time, if ever again. It also meant I couldn’t help Valerie defeat or escape those guards that had suddenly appeared, but Valerie had seemed like she could take care of herself. At least with Techno dead, she might be able to escape the castle and rejoin the Resistance. I hoped she did, anyway.
But at the moment, that wasn’t my problem. I needed to figure out where I was and how long I’d been away. I had only been in that universe for a day, but then, considering how Mastermind’s universe was already ten years ahead of mine, that didn’t mean much. Maybe ten years had already passed here; the thought made me shudder.
Rising to my feet, I looked around my environment. I appeared to be all alone; I didn’t even hear the sounds of any cars. Wherever the portal had sent me, it must have been far away from civilization. But that wasn’t a big deal; I could fly, after all, and use my super speed, too, if necessary.
The only question was, which direction should I go? I didn’t know, because I didn’t have a map of the area and didn’t know where I was. Nor could I use my suit-up watch’s Internet connectivity; Blizzard had disabled its features when she gave it to me after I broke out of Ultimate Max so the government wouldn’t be able to track me.
So I rose into the air, flying higher and higher until I passed the tops of the trees and looked around.
But before I could get a good look at my surroundings, I heard what sounded like a cannon go off and looked down just in time to see a thick net come out of nowhere.
I tried to dodge it, but I was too slow. The netting slammed into me, knocking me out of the sky. I tumbled through the air before I smashed through the tree tops, snapping branches and sending birds flying until I hit the ground, where I lay, stunned.
Shaking my head, I looked at the netting around me. It was some kind of steel netting, which had entangled my limbs, but even with just a slight tug I could tell I could break it easily.
So, with a simple shrug, I snapped the netting off me and, jumping to my feet, shouted, “Okay, who’s there? Your netting didn’t work.”
I didn’t hear any response, but then I heard rustling in the trees and, without thinking, fired a blast of red lightning at the tree tops. The tree tops exploded, sending burning wood and leaves flying everywhere, but I didn’t actually hit anyone. It must have been a squirrel or something.
That was when I felt something sharp sting my neck. I immediately grabbed my neck, thinking it was a wasp or something, but then I felt a metal shaft and realized that I’d been hit with a dart. And why would someone shoot me with a dart unless … oh boy …
I collapsed onto the ground before I could finish the thought.
-
Uggh … I felt like I’d spent the night sleeping on a concrete mattress. I groaned and rubbed my head, but then put a hand on my neck. The back of my neck stung, but I didn’t understand why until I remembered the dart.
That thought made my eyes fly open. I sat up and looked around my surroundings, my eyes blinking rapidly as I tried to figure out where I was.
I was in a concrete room that looked like a prison cell. It was incredibly bare, though, much barer than my prison cell in Ultimate Max had been. It didn’t even have a toilet.
Then I noticed a clear glass window in front of me. It showed another room on the other side, along with a door, and a stool for someone to sit upon, but the stool was empty, so I was all alone in here. I didn’t see any symbols or anything else that could indicate who owned this place or where I was.
Rubbing the back of my head, I decided that I didn’t like being here. I was going to smash through that window and figure out where I was personally. If that meant having to fight someone, so be it.
I walked over to the window and raised my fist to punch it, but then I paused. Though the window certainly looked normal enough, I sensed something off about it, like if I punched it, I would live to regret it.
Lowering my fist, I reached out and ran my fingers along the window’s cool surface. A jolt of electricity went into my hand from the window, causing me to jerk back instinctively. The window was apparently electrified, probably to discourage me from escape.
But what was I afraid of? I could control lightning. Who cares if I get a bit electrocuted? Yet there was something about this electricity that seemed different, like my body wouldn’t be able to handle the electricity if I let it flow through my body.
“Hesitating, Bolt?” said a familiar voice. “Now that’s completely unlike you. You usually like to figure out things by experience.”
I looked through the window and saw a familiar young woman step out of the shadows: Shade, an agent of the G-Men. She looked exactly the same as always, except there was a scar across her left cheek that she hadn’t had before. Where and how she got it, I didn’t know, but at the same time, I didn’t care to know right now.
Instead, I scowled and said, “Shade. Long time, no see.”
“You don’t sound happy to see me,” Shade observed. “Well, I guess I understand. I wouldn’t be very happy to see the person who put me in prison, either, though I was hoping you would be able to forgive me. After all, that’s what superheroes do, right? Show mercy to their enemies and all that?”
“Cut the crap,” I said. “How did you find me? Where am I? No one knows where I am. Even I don’t know where I am.”
“You were found by complete coincidence,” said Shade. She gestured at the room in which she stood. “This is a secret underground government facility run by the G-Men. When you appeared on the surface, our computers informed us that you were there and, since all G-Men agents are under orders to arrest you if they find you, a couple of our guys here went out and took you down. Very easily, I might add.”
“How long have I been out?” I said.
“About two hours,” said Shade, “which is odd, because the tranquilizer the guys used is only supposed to last an hour, but I guess you must have been really tired or something.”
“That doesn’t matter,” I said. I pointed at Shade. “Where’s Cadmus? I demand to see him.”
“The Director doesn’t want to talk to you,” said Shade. “He’s too tied up dealing with the problem you left behind.”
“Do you mean Mastermind and White Lightning?” I said. “Are they still active?”
“Yes,” said Shade, nodding. “White Lightning is, at any rate. We’re having trouble locating Mastermind, but White Lightning is still going around blowing up towns and people. It’s pretty rude, if you ask me.”
My hands balled into fists. “So Cadmus Smith has me thrown in jail, then sends his men to recapture me after I break out, and he’s too ‘busy’ to talk to me? What the hell?”
“Perhaps I should put it more plainly,” said Shade. “The Director doesn’t want to talk with you. You are to remain down here, in this facility, until Mastermind and White Lightning have been stopped.”
“What? Why?” I said. “I know what Mastermind wants.”
“The Apocalypse Switch, yeah,” said Shade. “We know.”
“I also know where he’s from, then,” I said.
“He’s an evil counterpart of your dad from an alternate universe,” said Shade without missing a beat. “We also know that.”
“Then do you know where I’ve been all this time?”
“In the same alternate universe that Mastermind is from, probably,” said Shade. “But, of course, you somehow made it back. I doubt the Director will be very surprised to hear that, however. If you could break out of Ultimate Max, it isn’t surprising that you could break out of an alternate universe.”
I had forgotten how smart Shade could be. “Right. Well, where are my friends? Blizzard, Ivan, Triplet, Rime, Emma … where are they?”
“They’re still alive,” said Shade. “I should know, since I helped catch them.”
“You caught them?” I said. “Why?”
“Because they’re all wanted criminals,” said Shade. “Ivan—I mean Nuclear Winter—and Rime are both escapees from Ultimate Max, while Blizzard, Triplet, and Emma all helped said escapees get away from the authorities. It was pretty easy, to be honest, since they were all so distraught over your disappearance that they weren’t able to fight back against me very well.”
Shade was smiling as she said that, like she was proud of having captured them. I, on the other hand, wanted to slap that smile off her smug face.
“Where are they?” I said. “Are they in Ultimate Max?”
“Nah,” said Shade. “They’re in another one of our secret facilities. We’re going to make sure they can’t escape and ruin our plans, though given how much our plans have been ruined already, it isn’t like they could make things much worse.”
“What are you talking about?” I said. “What plans?”
“Our plans to take down Mastermind and White Lightning, duh,” said Shade. “Oh, I forgot. You aren’t privy to them because you aren’t G-Men.”
“Thanks for the observation, Captain Obvious,” I said. “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me what your plans are, are you?”
“I can’t tell you all of them, no,” said Shade. “The Director would kill me if I did that. But I can tell you about some of them, if you’re interested.”
“No thanks,” I said, folding my arms across my chest. “I know what you guys are like. You created White Lightning. You took evidence that would have proved my relation to him from Professor Hernandez and tried to kill Triplet because he was getting too close to the truth. I can see through your lies.”
Shade smirked. “You are so precious whenever you act defiant. Too bad it won’t help you get out of here.”
“I’ll figure a way out,” I said. “And then I’ll stop Mastermind and White Lightning before they destroy the world.”
“No, you won’t stop them,” said Shade. “We will. The G-Men, that is. Once again, we will have to clean up after a mess that your people failed to deal with.”
“My people?” I repeated incredulously. I shook my head. “Never mind. You guys won’t be able to beat Mastermind. He’s my dad and you couldn’t beat Genius.”
“That’s because we never tried,” said Shade. “But why the hostility? We could still be friends. Or something more, you know.”
“Because of all the things I just listed that you did to me,” I said. “Seriously, weren’t you listening? I’m tired of repeating myself.”
“Fine, fine,” said Shade. “But you know, I really am sad to see you like this. If I was in charge, you wouldn’t be locked up like a rat. But the Director is in charge and I have to listen to him.”
“Why?” I said. “Cadmus Smith is a corrupt son of a gun. Why listen to any of his orders?”
“Because he’s my Director,” said Shade. “I know I may not always come across as particularly serious to you, but just because I can be fun and flirtatious doesn’t mean I don’t respect authority. My loyalty is to the Director first.”
Shade said that very seriously, much more seriously than anything I had ever heard her say before. She sounded almost like a completely different person, but then, I guess I was just seeing a side of her that I didn’t see very often.
So I said, in a calmer voice, “Okay. I understand that. I have people I’m loyal to, as well. But that doesn’t mean Cadmus Smith is a good man. Or that you’re doing the right thing by listening to him.”
“The Director has a plan and he is simply following through with it,” said Shade. “If you had agreed to join the G-Men, you wouldn’t even be in this situation in the first place.”
I rubbed my forehead in frustration. “Tell me, how’s that plan going? I see that scar on your cheek. Was it from White Lightning?”
Shade flinched, like I’d thrown something at her. She touched her scar and said, “Yes. I tried to fight him recently, but he was too quick and powerful. He reminded me of you, except merciless and crazy.”
“Clearly, then, you guys need my help if you are going to beat him,” I said. “I’ve fought and beaten him before. Let me and my friends go and I’ll help.”
“I’ll have to run that offer by the Director first,” said Shade. “But thanks anyway. I’ll be sure to let the Director know that you are eager to help.”
“You are going to need my help if you are going to keep Mastermind from getting the Apocalypse Switch,” I said. “Once he presses it, it will be game over for all of us.”
“The Apocalypse Switch is currently safe,” said Shade. “Only the Director knows of its location, which is why he is staying out of the field in a secret location known only to himself. I doubt Mastermind will ever even see him, much less find him.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” I said. “Mastermind is intelligent. It’s only a matter of time before he finds Cadmus and gets the knowledge of the Apocalypse Switch from him.”
“And it’s only a matter of time before we find and kill Mastermind before he can do that,” said Shade. “All you need to do is sit back and relax and let us do our jobs. You’ll be out of here before you know it.”
Shade turned to leave. “Now, if you will excuse me, I’m going to tell the Director that you are awake.”
“You’re just going to leave me here?” I said. “Alone?”
“Sure,” said Shade. “That’s where you’re supposed to be.” Then she suddenly looked over her shoulder and smiled at me. “Unless you’d like me to keep you … company, that is.”
“No,” I said abruptly. “That’s fine. I’m … I’m fine.”
Shade giggled. “Okay. Anyway, time for me to go. You should take a nap, since you are going to be down here for a long time.”
With that, Shade walked back into the shadows from which she had emerged, leaving me all alone in my cage, wondering if I would ever escape or not.



Chapter Eight



 
I sat alone in the cage for hours. Or maybe it was minutes; I dunno. Without a clock to show me the time, I was unable to figure out what time it was. It didn’t help that the lack of sun was messing with my internal clock. I wondered if this cage had been deliberately designed by the G-Men to do this to prisoners kept down here. Knowing how those bastards operated, I wouldn’t be surprised if that was true.
I didn’t get a lot of visitors, just an occasional government employee who would come down to give me my meals. The food was okay—generally a ham sandwich, a banana, and a glass of water—but very unsatisfying. I also had the feeling I was being watched, even though I didn’t see any cameras anywhere. It could have been Shade watching me from the shadows, but even she probably had better things to do than that (I hoped, anyway).
It wasn’t like I did nothing while down here, though. I did test the walls, floor, and ceiling to see if I could break it. It felt like normal concrete, which I could break pretty easily, but I had no idea how deep underground I was. I was afraid that if I tried to break through the ceiling, I would cause it to collapse on me and bury me underneath tons of rubble. And, while I may have had super strength, I still needed air, which I couldn’t get if I was buried underneath tons of rubble.
Therefore, I would have to wait until the G-Men decided to let me out. Not that I was particularly happy about that, because as far as I could tell, the G-Men intended to keep me down here indefinitely, or at least until they beat Mastermind and White Lightning, but given how much progress they had made doing that, I figured ‘indefinitely’ was not much of an exaggeration of how long I’d stay down here.
But I really wasn’t worried about myself too much. I was really worried about Blizzard and the others. Were they being kept in similar situations to me? Were they being tortured? Or were they just being kept prisoner until the government decided what to do with them? What if the government decided to experiment on them? After all, the government had experimented on White Lightning, and look what they did to him. That wasn’t even counting the various Test Subjects from Project Neo and how crazy they got as a result of the experiments the government performed on them.
But how to get out of here? I didn’t know. I couldn’t expect someone to rescue m, because, outside of the G-Men, no one knew I was even back from my alternate universe trip. It seemed like I was going to have to break myself out, but this place seemed even more impregnable than Ultimate Max.
But I couldn’t give up. Whatever Cadmus’s plans were, I knew I would have to be the one to stop Mastermind. I had promised to Valerie and the Resistance members that I would stop Mastermind. I couldn’t fulfill that promise while I was down here, though.
Indeed, things began to seem very bleak for me, so bleak that I was considering just taking a nap like Shade suggested. It wasn’t like I could do anything more productive right now.
Before I could go to sleep, however, I heard a small beep from somewhere nearby. I instantly sat up and looked around for the source of the beep, but I didn’t see anyone or anything else in here with me.
Thus, I thought at first that I was just imagining things, but then I heard another beep and I realized it was coming from my suit-up watch. Looking down at it, I was surprised to see that I was getting a call from someone: It was Valerie, that is, the Valerie from this universe.
Hastily, I tapped the screen and said, “Val, is that you?”
“Hello, Kevin,” said Valerie, her voice as cool and unemotional as ever. “It has been a long time since we last spoke. How are you?”
“I’m fine,” I said. I looked around suddenly. “Uh, sort of.”
“Sort of?” said Valerie. “What do you mean?”
“It’s a long story,” I said. “But how are you contacting me? I thought my suit-up watch’s communication features had been disabled.”
“It wasn’t very difficult for me to access them again remotely,” said Valerie. “Whoever disabled your watch’s communication features didn’t exactly do a very good job of it.”
“Well, I’m happy to hear from you again anyway,” I said. “How long have you been trying to contact with me?”
“Ever since you were kidnapped by Vision,” said Valerie. “It’s been very difficult, since you were without your earcom and suit-up watch for so long, so I’m happy to finally have gotten into contact with you again. Ashley will be happy to hear that you’re okay.”
“You mean Mom?” I said. “How’s she doing?”
“She’s been very worried about you ever since you disappeared while fighting Vision,” said Valerie. “I’ve tried to reassure her that you are all right, but she became even more distraught when she heard that you were in Ultimate Max. She’s not like Genius. She’s too emotional, which makes it hard for me to interact with her.”
“Mom is just being Mom,” I said, though I couldn’t help but smile. “But it sounds like she’s okay, aside from worrying about me.”
“She is,” said Valerie. “Where have you been since breaking out of Ultimate Max, by the way? All of the news sources say that you were working with Nuclear Winter and several other supervillains you’ve fought before, but I’m not sure how accurate those news reports are.”
I explained to Valerie very briefly about what had happened after I escaped Ultimate Max. I kept it brief because I didn’t know when or if one of the government employees working here would come in and see me talking to her. But I did make sure to mention Mastermind and White Lightning, as well as the alternate universe where Mastermind was from, though I didn’t tell her about her alternate universe self. I just thought it would be very awkward and hard to explain and didn’t really want to do that at the moment.
Once I finished my story, Valerie said, “Interesting. When Genius was alive, he always speculated about the existence of alternate universes, but he never actually got to visit one himself because he didn’t know how to build a machine that could transport him to another universe. It sounds to me like Mastermind succeeded there.”
“Unfortunately,” I said with a sigh. “But anyway, I need to get out of here. I know Cadmus Smith wants me to stay here, but I don’t give a damn what he wants.”
“Right,” said Valerie. “Have you tried escaping on your own yet?”
“No, because my current situation kind of makes that a bad idea,” I said. “Do you think you could help, though?”
“I might,” said Valerie. “It’s possible I could hack into the facility’s security systems and unlock the doors. That way, you would be able to break out on your own without having to worry about causing the ceiling to collapse on you.”
“That will still leave the G-Men agents stationed here, though,” I said. “G-Men I will probably have to fight in order to escape this place.”
“True, but I’m sure you can handle them,” said Valerie. “The G-Men are strong, but I doubt they have many agents down here, because most G-Men agents tend to be in missions out in the field.”
“Yeah, I guess so,” I said. “Okay, so I need you to hack this facility’s systems and help me get out of here. Can you do that?”
“I can,” said Valerie. “Or, at least, I will try. Government servers tend to be easy to hack; in fact, Genius had me hack a few in the past, but that was a long time ago when the technology was simpler.”
“Then give it your all,” I said. “Also, if possible, locate the facility where Blizzard and the others are being kept. I want to try to rescue them, too.”
“Certainly,” said Valerie. “But we will have to be quick about it. I doubt it will take the G-Men long to notice and patch the security breach, so once I get the security down, you will need to get out of there as fast as possible.”
“Sure,” I said. “What are you waiting for? Let’s get on it.”
“Okay,” said Valerie. “I don’t know how long it will take for me to hack the systems, so be prepared to run as soon as I take them down.”
With that, the call on my watch ended. But I didn’t feel nearly as tired as before. In fact, I was quite awake, excited and ready to leave this place as soon as Valerie took down its security systems. I was also impatient, however, and got up and started pacing up and down my cell, stopping every now and then to look at my watch, but I didn’t see any messages from Valerie yet confirming that she had taken down the facility’s security systems.
I found it kind of funny how I had worked with one Valerie to break into a place and another Valerie to break out of a place. It reminded me that, no matter what universe I was in, Valerie was always going to be my friend and ally. It was a comforting thought, especially after seeing how my own Dad became one of the worst supervillains I knew of after experiencing what he did.
But it wasn’t until about ten minutes later that I heard a beep from my suit-up watch. I raised my watch close to my face and, tapping its screen, said, “Val, what’s up?”
“I was just calling to inform you that I have almost taken down the facility’s security systems,” said Valerie. “They were not terribly difficult to hack into, but I don’t know how long it will take them to come back online once I knock them out.”
“Good,” I said. “I’m ready to leave when you are.”
“Okay,” said Valerie. “When I say so, I want you to smash through the glass window. With the electricity off, it should be easy for you to break through.”
“Smash through the window,” I said, glancing at the window in front of me. “Gotcha.”
I took a stance to get ready to run as Valerie went silent. The anticipation building up inside of me made me really impatient to go, but I stayed where I was supposed to, listening carefully for Valerie’s signal to go.
Then, one second later, Valerie said, “The facility’s security systems are now down. Go!”
I immediately jumped toward the window with my foot out. My foot smashed through the window, totally shattering it upon impact and sending glass flying everywhere. But I protected my face from the worst of it by covering my face with my hands, though when I landed on the floor, a few shards poked the soles of my feet.
But as soon as my feet touched the floor, I ran toward the exit. I ripped open the door—literally ripping it off its hinges—and found myself in a long hallway that extended extremely far, though the hall curved out of sight at the end. It reminded me of the Cavern, the base of the New Heroes, but I didn’t stop and stare at it for very long.
I started running down the hallway, but when I got only a couple of steps in, one of the doors up ahead burst open and three guards carrying guns spilled out of it. Because the hallway was fairly narrow, they were able to block my path and they aimed their guns at me, which I realized were guns modified to shoot powerless pellets, rather than normal bullets.
The guards immediately began firing on me, but with my super speed, I was able to dodge the pellets, which exploded into small clouds of powerless gas wherever they hit. One almost hit me, passing overhead so close that I could feel it passing through my hair, but I was too fast and nimble for the guards to get a good lock on me even in this narrow hallway.
Reaching the guards, I kicked the guns out of their hands. I then punched one of the guards, knocking him out in an instant, but the other two drew extremely large knives from their sides and slashed at me. I dodged the knives, however, and quickly took them both out with a couple of good blows to the heads. But even before those two guards fell, I was already running down the hallway, hoping I wouldn’t run into any other guards on my way out. But I did stop, grab one of the fallen guns, and removed some of the powerless pellets from it, because I had a feeling they could be useful, and then I resumed running again.
Rounding a corner, I found myself standing in a wide-open room that appeared to be the main lobby of the facility. There was an elevator on the far side, which I assumed would take me to the surface, while a desk that had apparently been abandoned stood to my left, opposite some nice couches that looked oddly out of place in this facility.
But the oddest part of the lobby area was the large pile of sand in the center. I mean, it was huge, maybe about half my height. I had no idea where it was from or how it got there, but before I could go any farther, the sand pile began to move.
Before my astonished eyes, the sand pile started to grow and change shape. It rapidly took on the form of a man, looking at first like a man made of sand before it became more detailed. Soon, a grown man was now standing before me, a patch on his left shoulder identifying him as agent of the G-Men. He also had a long ponytail and looked kind of like a Native American, though it was hard to tell what his race was, exactly.
“Who are you?” I said. “Let me guess, Sandy?”
The G-Men agent laughed. “Good one, but no. I’m Sandstorm, the Commander of this particular facility. We’ve never met before, but I’ve heard all about you, Bolt.”
“Yeah, lots of people have,” I said. “But I don’t really have time to stick around and chat with fans. So if you wouldn’t mind, I’d appreciate it if you would move out of the way and let me escape.”
“Me? A fan? Hardly,” said Sandstorm, shaking his head. “But that’s irrelevant. I don’t know how you escaped from your cage, but as the Commander around here, it’s my duty to make sure you don’t escape.”
“You sound an awful lot like Warden Glass,” I said. “He also said it was his duty to make sure I didn’t escape. Then he got … well, shattered.”
“Sand isn’t nearly as fragile as glass, you know,” said Sandstorm. “But enough talking. It’s my duty to take you down no matter what, so get ready to feel a world of pain, boy.”
Sandstorm suddenly launched his fist at me. His fist turned into a sand cannonball, but I dodged it pretty easily by flying into the air.
But then Sandstorm extended his other arm toward me and wrapped it around my leg. Despite being made of sand, Sandstorm’s arm immediately solidified around my leg and he brought me down, smashing me against the floor so hard that I actually cracked the floor upon impact.
Dazed by the impact, I was unable to recover in time to stop Sandstorm’s sand from rapidly covering my whole body. Soon, my arms and legs were encased in solid sand, making it almost impossible for me to move.
“There,” said Sandstorm, a smug grin on his face. “Think you can escape from my sand? Of course not. There’s a reason I was put in charge of this place.”
I struggled to break free again, but Sandstorm wasn’t exaggerating about his strength. Whatever he’d done, the sand was too thick for me to break out of. It felt more like rock than sand, actually, which made it even harder to free myself from.
Instead of giving up, however, I activated my super speed and immediately began vibrating my legs. At first, the thick sand made it almost impossible to move my legs, but slowly, my legs began to break through the sand, until they soon completely shattered the sand holding me down.
Sandstorm was taken aback by this. He took a step backwards and said, in a shocked voice, “What the hell? How did you do that?”
I jumped to my feet and hurled a punch at him, but Sandstorm’s body immediately turned into sand, causing my fist to punch harmlessly through the hole he had created in his chest.
Taken by surprise, I was unable to dodge a punch coming from him. But his fist was solid, rather than sand, so when it hit, it hurt just as much as a normal punch would. The blow even sent me staggering, but Sandstorm grabbed me by the shoulders and threw me to the floor.
Briefly stunned by the blow, I nonetheless managed to roll out of the way just in time to avoid Sandstorm’s hand, which was in the form of hammer-shaped sand and smashed against the floor where I’d been lying. I fired a lightning bolt at Sandstorm, but he just formed a large hole in his body that allowed the lightning bolt to pass through harmlessly and strike the wall behind him.
“Nice shot,” said Sandstorm as the hole in his body closed. “But not nice enough.”
Sandstorm suddenly collapsed into a pile of sand that immediately began rolling toward me. In seconds, the sand pile was around my feet, burying my feet ankle deep in the stuff. I tried to pull my feet out of the sand, but it solidified around my ankles, making it almost impossible to escape.
Then Sandstorm’s upper body rose from the sand and he punched me in the face, this time with a hand that was more sand-like than fleshly. The blow hit me hard enough that it would have knocked me over under ordinary circumstances, but because his sand was keeping me upright, all it did was knock me back awkwardly before I regained my balance.
Sandstorm just pummeled me with punch after punch, each blow hitting me hard. I raised my arms to block most of the attacks, but they still came far too quickly for me to defend against effectively. It didn’t help that sand kept getting into my eyes and mouth, which made it hard to concentrate and focus on escaping.
But then, all of a sudden, the sand loosened around my ankles, causing me to slip on the floor and land on my back. Once more, Sandstorm rapidly covered my body with a thick pile of sand, which was both heavy and rapidly solidifying.
Instead of just lying down and taking it, however, I activated my flight powers and, combining it with my super speed, burst out of the sand again. I flew over to the other side of the room and landed just as Sandstorm reformed into his humanoid form, a look of triumph on his face.
“Running away?” said Sandstorm. “You know there’s nowhere for you to run. I’m going to win no matter what.”
As much as I hated to admit it, Sandstorm had a good point. I hadn’t even landed one blow on Sandstorm yet, but he’d already hit me multiple times with several strong attacks. His sand powers were the problem, because with them he was able to avoid most of my attacks. Unless I could figure out how to negate his powers, I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to win this fight.
Wait … negate his powers. I remembered removing a few powerless pellets from the guns that the guards that had attacked me with earlier. I still had them on my body, in my pockets, and an idea for using them was already forming in my mind.
“No witty comebacks?” said Sandstorm. “Odd, since you superhero types always have witty comebacks. But hey, I’m not complaining. I prefer action over talk anyway.”
Sandstorm launched another flying sand fist at me, but I activated my super speed and, dodging his attack, ran toward Sandstorm. Even as I ran, I could tell that he thought I was going to punch him, but I was still much faster than him and expected to take him down before he realized what happened.
As I ran, I pulled the powerless pellets out of my pockets and hurled my other fist at Sandstorm’s chest. He immediately created a hole in his chest where my fist would go through, but at the last second I dropped my fist and instead hurled the pellets at Sandstorm’s face.
A brief look of surprise appeared on Sandstorm’s face before the pellets hit him in the forehead. Small clouds of yellow gas immediately exploded into existence around his head, causing Sandstorm to gasp and cough, but I could tell that the powerless gas was already starting to affect him. The hole in his chest was rapidly closing and he was too distracted by the gas to pay attention to me.
So I punched him in the chest. My fist actually connected, hitting him hard enough to knock him flat off his feet. In fact, I hit him so hard that when he cracked his head against the floor, he immediately stopped moving, though he looked more unconscious than dead.
Panting, I stepped away from Sandstorm and ran over to the elevator. I pressed the ‘1’ button, which I thought would take me to the exit, but then I heard footsteps and looked over my shoulder in time to see more guards round the corner from the hallway and into the lobby. A quick look told me that they were all armed with guns that could shoot powerless pellets, which meant I had to get out of here fast.
So I ripped open the doors to the elevator and flew into the shaft just as the first powerless pellets came flying at me but none of them hit me. I just flew up through the shaft as quickly as I could until I reached the top doors, which I smashed open to discover that I had finally made it outside.
But I didn’t stick around to look at my surroundings. I just flew into the sky, heading into a random direction as far away from the facility as I could.



Chapter Nine



 
I flew for a couple of hours before I felt safe enough to land. I chose a very well-hidden spot among the trees, which was practically indistinguishable from the rest of the forest from the air. It was also well shaded, too, which was nice after flying in the hot sun like that.
I sat down on a tree trunk, rubbing my head and sighing. My costume had been covered in sand, but the flight had knocked most of it off; still, when I ran my fingers through my hair, I realized that there was still a lot of sand in it. I would have to take a shower at some point to get rid of all of it, but for now, I needed to focus on other things.
I raised my suit-up watch to my mouth and, tapping the screen, said, “Val, are you there?”
“Yes, Kevin, I am,” said Valerie. “I see that you have successfully escaped that government facility.”
“Yeah, but it wasn’t easy,” I said. “They had a superhuman named Sandstorm who tried to stop me. Now I really hate sand and don’t want to go to the beach anytime soon.”
“Okay,” said Valerie, who didn’t seem to get my joke about the beach. “What do you want to do next, Kevin?”
I opened my mouth to answer her question, but then stopped and thought about it. There were two important things that I wanted to do: Rescue Blizzard and the others from the government and stop Mastermind from finding the Apocalypse Switch. Both were very urgent for me, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure which one to do first.
On one hand, if Mastermind got his hands on the Apocalypse Switch, that would be worse for the world as a whole. It wouldn’t just affect me, my friends, or even America; every country on the planet would be affected if Mastermind gained control of the Apocalypse Switch. I couldn’t waste even one second hunting him down.
On the other hand, Blizzard and my friends needed help, too. There was no telling what the government was doing to them. Sure, Shade said they were still alive, but that didn’t mean the government was treating them well. The government had already tried to kill Triplet when his investigations led him to almost discovering the truth about White Lightning; why wouldn’t they do it now that they actually had him in their grasp? Besides, I couldn’t abandon my friends, even Ivan and Rime, because they had all aided me in some way and so deserved to be paid back for their help.
I made my decision. “Val, we’re going to rescue my friends first.”
“Really?” said Valerie. “What about Mastermind and the Apocalypse Switch? I am not arguing with you, but that seems important.”
“Only Cadmus Smith knows where the Apocalypse Switch is,” I said. “And, if Shade’s correct, he’s currently in hiding and has yet to be found by Mastermind and probably won’t be for a while. So I’m not too worried about Mastermind finding the Apocalypse Switch.”
“Very well,” said Valerie. “I see your point.”
“Good,” I said. “Now, where are my friends? Did you get the files with the location of the government facility they’re being kept in?”
“Yes,” said Valerie. “It was a bit difficult, but I managed to get the location of Blizzard, Emma, Triplet, Ivan, and Rime.”
“Great,” I said. “Where are they?”
“Underwater,” said Valerie.
“What?” I said. “Underwater? What are you talking about?”
“I mean, they are being kept in the Compound,” said Valerie. “Do you remember that place, Kevin?”
I did. Several months ago, when my former school bully Robert Candle had targeted me and my parents for killing, my parents and I had taken government protection to keep us safe. We were transported to a facility known as the Compound, which was a huge government facility built inside an underwater mountain. It was supposedly the most secure government facility in the world, designed specifically to prevent supervillains from entering it. And it actually had kept me and my parents safe from Robert, so I knew it was the real deal.
But I still had to ask, “The Compound? Why there? That’s not a prison. It’s supposed to be a place where targets of supervillains are kept safe from said supervillains.”
“I don’t know why they were placed down there,” said Valerie. “The files I grabbed didn’t say why. I only know that that is where they are supposed to be.”
I stroked my chin in thought. “So my friends are located deep beneath the Atlantic Ocean. How am I supposed to get there? I can’t breathe underwater. Even if I used my super speed to enter, I’d still be at risk of drowning.”
“It is a very complicated conundrum, I agree,” said Valerie. “But I think I may know of a way to do it.”
“Really?” I said. “What is it?”
“I will tell you,” said Valerie. “So listen closely, because in order to get to it, you will need to move fast but carefully.”
-
A few hours of flying later, I landed on an isolated beach on the coast of New York City, on the exact coordinates that Valerie had given me. It had been difficult to fly here without being seen; I had had to fly high up in the sky, practically out of sight, avoiding planes, helicopters, and any other flying vehicles that could see me. I don’t think anyone saw me, but it had still been nerve-wracking to fly in the open for so long, because I was sure that someone would spot me and the G-Men would be after me again.
But I’d managed to make it here. It was a very quiet place, with the waves of the ocean gently lapping against the shore, while out further to the sea, waves splashed against some of the larger rocks that stood out of the ocean. There were no people here and it was far from the nearest road, so I didn’t have to worry about being spotted.
“Okay, Val, I’m here,” I said. I looked around. “Where is the box you told me about?”
“It should be buried underneath a tree,” said Valerie. “There should be a large, old oak somewhere nearby that has an ‘X’ carved into its trunk.”
“Large, old oak tree with an ‘X’ carved into its trunk …” I repeated, looking around until I spotted a tree further up the beach that looked like what I was looking for. “I see it.”
I zoomed over to the tree and stopped in front of it. Looking at the tree, I saw that it had an ‘X’ carved into the trunk, just as Valerie described.
“Okay, Val, I found it,” I said. “What do I do now?”
“Check the roots,” Valerie said. “The box should be hidden under its roots.”
I bent over and stuck my hands between the roots of the tree. I worried that I might get bit by a snake or snipped by a crab, but the underside of the tree had no living creatures. My fingers brushed against the sandy, wooden surface of a box, which I then grabbed and pulled out.
Standing upright, I looked down at the box in my hands. It wasn’t very large, but it wasn’t very small, either. It was about twice as large as a shoe box, but looked like an ancient treasure chest left here by pirates a long time ago.
Of course, that wasn’t what it was at all. It was actually a box left here by Dad. According to Valerie, during Dad’s superhero days, he’d spent time creating and hiding ‘back up boxes’ all over the country. They contained extra versions of his basic equipment, such as his Teleportation Buckle, in case he ever found himself needing extras or if he lost the equipment he usually carried with him. Dad had created a large database that listed the location of each back up box, but he had not used it since retiring.
But Valerie had access to it, so she had given me the location of the nearest back up box, which is why I had to fly to it. I wondered why Dad hadn’t told me about these while he was still alive, but I supposed that Dad hadn’t seen any reason to mention them to me, considering how I had never needed to use them until now. Still, I was lucky that this box hadn’t been swept away by the tides or stolen by someone; if that had happened, I would have been out of luck.
I popped open the box’s lid and looked inside. It had a variety of gadgets; a set of Dad’s gauntlets that could send electrical charges and also access the Internet, another version of his helmet, and—exactly what I was looking for—another Teleportation Buckle.
I grabbed the Teleportation Buckle and looked it over. Despite the aged appearance of the box, the Buckle appeared to be in good working condition. But it looked a little different from the Buckle that Dad had had before he died; it was square-shaped rather than rounded and slightly bulkier, too.
“Kevin, did you open the box and find what you were looking for?” said Valerie.
I nodded. “Yeah. There’s a Teleportation Buckle in here. But it looks different.”
“That’s because this particular back up box is one of the older ones, so the equipment it contains is older than what Genius used,” said Valerie. “But still, it should all be perfectly functional and should be able to get you to where you need to go.”
“So you think the Teleportation Buckle could send me to the Compound?” I said. “It has the power to do that?”
“Yes,” said Valerie.
“Okay,” I said. I put the box down, pushing it back under the tree roots where it was originally, and then looked at the Buckle again. “Where are we going to get the coordinates for the Compound, though? It’s location is supposed to be top secret.”
“Don’t worry,” said Valerie. “I got its coordinates when you and your parents were in hiding down there from Robert. All you need to do is attach the Buckle to your belt and I will feed the coordinates into it, which will allow you to teleport directly inside the Compound without problem.”
“Okay,” I said. “But what if it teleports me into a place where I might be seen by the people working there?”
“That may happen, but I doubt it,” said Valerie. “The coordinates will put you into a spot in the Compound that doesn’t have any people in it currently. But you will have to be careful; the Compound has good automated security systems that cannot be easily fooled. Watch out for security cameras.”
“Gotcha,” I said.
I attached the Buckle to my belt and found that it was an awkward fit, given that my belt hadn’t been designed to fit the Buckle. But it fit anyway and didn’t feel like it was in danger of falling off, so I didn’t worry about it for now.
“Okay,” I said. “The Buckle is attached. Have you downloaded the Compound’s coordinates into it yet?”
“Just did,” said Valerie. “Turn the Buckle to the right and you should end up down in the Compound. But again, be careful; otherwise, you could be spotted by the Compound’s automated security systems.”
I nodded and, grabbing the Buckle, I turned it to the right, just as Valerie told me.
I didn’t really feel anything when I teleported, though that wasn’t surprising, because I had teleported a few times before and had never felt anything out of the ordinary. In one moment, I was standing on the isolated beach in the middle of nowhere, feeling the cool wind blowing on my face and listening to the waves splashing against the sandy shore; the next, however, I was standing in a dark room that smelled of potatoes and sugar. The sudden shift almost made me start, even though I had been expecting it. Though it was really the sudden shift from the light of the sun to the dark of this room that had taken me by surprise; it was like someone had suddenly shut off the lights.
I staggered backwards and hit what felt like a large crate, which kept me from falling over. I immediately stopped, however, because I didn’t want to make any noise that might attract the attention of the government workers and guards in this place. I stayed very still, listening for the sounds of other people, but the room was quiet, so I breathed a sigh of relief.
“Val, I made it,” I spoke into my watch, but softly so I wouldn’t be overheard accidentally. “At least, I think so.”
“Yes, Kevin,” said Valerie, her voice somewhat distorted. “My sensors indicate that you are under the sea, so the Buckle worked.”
“Right, but why does your voice sound so distorted?” I said. “It sounds like you’re underwater yourself.”
“Must be the signal,” said Valerie. “The depth of the ocean must be making it hard for me to connect. There is also the fact that the Compound probably has measures in place to keep people from communicating with the people inside, though I’ve managed to get through them so far.”
“Does that mean you won’t be able to talk to me?” I said.
“It will be harder for me to talk to you down here,” said Valerie, “but I will try to stay in touch. Just don’t be surprised if I suddenly cut out in the middle of a—”
Valerie suddenly stopped speaking and our call on my watch suddenly ended. I immediately tapped her number again, but just as quickly, a message reading ‘ERROR. COULD NOT CONNECT’ popped up.
I sighed in exasperation. Great. I was now in the middle of enemy territory without backup. Oh, well. Valerie had warned me that this could happen. And besides, I figured I could handle the Compound. If I remembered correctly, they had only two G-Men agents down here: Renaissance and a guy named Diver, who could breathe underwater. The normal guards would be no match against me, assuming that they didn’t pack powerless pellets, anyway. Still, I would have to try to sneak around this place first and find out where Blizzard and the others were; if I could do that without fighting every guard in this place, that would be great.
So I slowly began picking my way through the dark room in which I had ended up. Based on the smells, I guessed that I had teleported into the Compound’s food supplies. I smelled potato, sugar, corn, bread, and a whole bunch of other food smells that made my stomach grumble and my mouth water; it had been a long time since I’d had a proper meal, not counting the food I’d had back in Mastermind’s universe. Thus, I was tempted to take a few of the Compound’s supplies and have a quick snack.
But I had no idea when or if one of the guards was going to come by to get supplies or maybe investigate it to make sure no one was hiding in here, so I didn’t touch anything. I wished I could see where I was going, though; while the room was completely dark, I could sense just how large it was. I hoped I wouldn’t get lost in here, because that would suck.
All of a sudden, I heard a door push open, followed by a light coming from somewhere up ahead. Immediately, I crouched behind a large barrel and listened. I heard someone walk into the room, so I peeked over the top of the barrel and saw that it was a man, but he was silhouetted against the light, which made it impossible to make out any details on his form.
But I could hear him talking. It sounded like he was talking to someone else, even though the guy seemed to be alone.
“Let’s see,” said the guy in a low voice. “Ten pounds of potatoes, five pounds of carrots, and a bag of sugar. Is that it?”
Immediately, I heard a slightly muffled reply, which I realized was coming from a phone in his hand that the man was holding up to his ear.
“Okay,” said the guy. “I will get that stuff right away, Chef.”
The muffled voice gave a short, snappy reply before it hung up. Then I heard the guy—who must have been a cook—sigh.
“Dumb idiot,” the guy suddenly said. “Somehow it’s my fault that we didn’t have enough potatoes and carrots on hand for dinner? I don’t know how that moron ever got the title of Chef. He couldn’t even make a bowel of cereal without burning it.”
Ah. So this guy was a cook, getting some supplies for dinner, and apparently a disgruntled one, at that. Still, I had to be careful; he may have been disgruntled about his boss, but if he knew I was here, he’d sound the alarm just as quickly as any guard.
My first instinct was to wait for him to leave and then continue making my way out. But then a thought occurred to me: He might have an idea of where the others were being kept prisoner in this place. I would just need to make him talk.
So I walked as carefully as I could, keeping as low to the floor as possible, while the cook went around looking through the barrels of food scattered everywhere. I made more noise than I would have liked—which made me wish that I had had Emma’s powers of camouflage and silence—but the cook was making a lot of noise himself, opening barrels while grumbling under his breath about his stupid boss. He also had a habit of violently throwing away any potatoes or carrots that he decided weren’t good enough to eat; one of those potatoes even hit me in the head, but I didn’t cry out in pain, although I did rub the spot where the potato hit me anyway.
As a result, the cook was too absorbed in his own grumbling to notice me coming up behind him. Now that I was closer to him, I saw that he was wearing a white apron and a cook’s hat, though with his back to me I couldn’t see his face.
Not that I needed to, however. Once I was close enough, I rose up and immediately put a hand over his mouth, while at the same time twisting his right arm behind his back.
The cook let out a cry of shock, but my hand quickly muffled his cry. He violently resisted at first, kicking back with his foot, but another twist of his arm and he immediately stopped.
“Okay, cook,” I said into the cook’s ear, “I hope you realize that if you keep trying to resist, I will break your arm clean off your body. Right now, I’m just applying a ton of pressure on it, but if I wasn’t so careful, I could leave you with a cast over your arm for life.”
The cook was moaning in fear now, which actually made me feel kind of powerful. I was so used to most guys just sneering at me that I didn’t really know what it was like to have someone who actually complied with your demands. At the same time, though, the cook seemed pretty lame to me, which explained why he apparently didn’t voice any of his complaints to his boss.
“But I’m not interested in killing you,” I said. “I don’t even want to harm you. I just want some information, information you might be able to give me.”
The cook just moaned again, though this time it sounded like he was trying to ask a question, like he was saying, What do you want to know? Please tell me. I’ll tell you anything as long as you don’t kill me.
“I learned from someone else that there are five prisoners being kept here,” I said. “Five superhumans known as Blizzard, Nuclear Winter, Rime, Triplet, and a girl named Emma. Would you happen to know where they are all being kept?”
The cook was silent at first, which I thought meant that he was not going to tell me, but then he made a muffled sound that sounded like he said he was going to tell me.
So I lowered my hand to let him speak, but as soon as I did that, the cook suddenly shouted, “Help! There’s an intruder in the—”
I immediately slammed my hand back over the cook’s mouth and listened. I didn’t hear anyone else coming into the storage room, which meant that the cook’s cries for help hadn’t been heard.
Still, I said to the cook, in a more threatening voice than before, “Perhaps I didn’t make this clear. If you cry out for help or sound an alarm, I will not only break your arm, but also your spine and your legs. Would you like to spend the rest of your life unable to move your body from the neck down? I don’t think that would be a lot of fun.”
The cook shook his head.
“Then tell me where the prisoners are being kept,” I said. “And don’t lie or try to call out for help. Remember your spine.”
The cook moaned in fear again, but this time, I could tell he was not going to try that shouting for help nonsense again, so I lowered my hand from his mouth.
“The prisoners are being kept on Level Three,” said the cook in a trembling voice. His voice trembled so much that I could barely understand his words. “They’re in a special cage in which they are constantly being bathed in powerless gas to keep them from using their powers.”
“Level Three?” I said. “The Compound has levels?”
“Y-Yes,” said the cook. “Five levels. We’re on Level Two. Level One is the entrance, Level Two is the living quarters for the guards and the people who are under government protection, Level Three is where the prisoners are kept, Level Four is where weapons and vehicles are stored, and Level Five is the power room, where the power for the rest of the facility is generated. It’s also where people are supposed to retreat in the event of an attack.”
I didn’t ask him for all of that detail, but I appreciated it anyway. I did wonder, though, why no one told me about the Levels of the Compound the first time I was here. I vaguely recalled someone answering all of my questions about the Compound with ‘classified’ when I arrived here months ago, though, which explained that.
“How well are they protected?” I said.
“V-Very,” said the cook. “Armed guards protect the entrance. The Compound’s automated security systems actively monitor everyone who passes through, and the cage is underwater.”
“Underwater?” I repeated. “What do you mean?”
“I-It’s in a section of the Compound built underwater,” said the cook. “The cage is inside a glass, bulletproof dome underneath a ton of water. You have to take a tiny submarine to get down there.”
“They really don’t want them escaping, do they?” I said. “What else?”
“That’s it,” said the cook, but his trembling voice told me that he wasn’t being exactly honest.
“No, there’s more,” I said. “Remember your spine.”
“Okay, okay,” said the cook in a panicky voice, but to his credit, he still hadn’t shouted for help. “You need an ID to enter. If you don’t have an ID, the automated security systems won’t let you in.”
“Uh huh,” I said. “And where would I get such an ID, if I wanted one?”
“Everyone in the Compound has one,” said the cook. “I have one myself, actually, which is how I know this stuff, because I had to deliver meals to the prisoners and—”
I decided I’d learned everything I needed, so I sent a jolt of electricity through the cook’s body. He immediately collapsed in my arms, knocked out by the jolt. I carefully lay him on the floor next to the potato barrel and then stroked my chin.
Assuming the cook was telling the truth to me, it sounded like Blizzard and the others were locked up pretty tight. And, unlike Emma, I couldn’t just sneak around the place without being seen. I would be spotted and attacked before I could even reach Level Three.
But how was I going to get there? I thought about teleporting with my Teleportation Buckle, but I didn’t know the exact coordinates of the cage. Besides, I remembered Dad telling me about the dangers of teleportation indoors, so I decided not to do it.
Therefore, I would need to figure out a way to walk around in plain sight without drawing unnecessary attention to myself. But how?
Then I looked down at the unconscious cook at my feet. He looked older than me—probably in his early thirties, judging by his stomach—but we had a similar body shape and size anyway.
An idea came to mind, perhaps the perfect plan for getting around the Compound unseen, so I went to work undressing the man, but I did it quickly, because I didn’t know if the Chef or any of the other cooks would come looking for their fellow cook if he was gone for too long.



Chapter Ten



 
I walked through the halls of the Compound in the cook’s universe, occasionally readjusting my chef hat in order to keep it from falling off. I didn’t know how actual cooks did it; maybe every cook was born with the power of super balance, which was how they kept their hats from falling off their heads.
In any case, so far my disguise had worked. No one looked twice at me whenever I passed by someone, but that wasn’t saying much, since I hadn’t seen too many people on my way down to Level Three. I did get a little lost, though, and had to ask a guard for directions to Level Three, but he had been kind enough to point me in the right direction and hadn’t even asked me to prove my identification, but I could have because I had taken the cook’s ID card off his body when I knocked him out. It was currently stuffed into one of the apron’s pockets, but so far I hadn’t had need to use it. Still, the cook had said that the only way to access the cage was to have an ID on you, so it was probably the most important object on me at the moment. I also had my suit-up watch in another pocket; I had removed it so that no one would notice it and get suspicious.
Despite the success of my plan so far, I was still a little nervous. Even if no one recognized me, all it would take was for someone to find the unconscious cook—Damian Frank, according to his ID—in the food storage room and then sound the alarm. And I doubted it would take the guards very long to find me.
But I pushed that thought aside for now. I needed to focus on getting to the others. I would worry about being found out later; besides, I’d tied up the cook with some rope I found and hid him as well as I could, so with luck, they would only discover him after my friends and I escaped this place.
Besides, very few people in this place even knew my face. On my first visit several months ago, I had only been seen by a few guards and a handful of other people, so even if someone saw my face, they wouldn’t realize who I was. They’d just think I was another cook in the Compound, albeit probably younger than most. I had the perfect disguise, so long as no one asked to see the ID I’d stolen, anyway.
I stepped inside an elevator to Level Three, but before the doors closed, I heard someone call, “Wait!” and a large hand grabbed the doors before they could close. Then the person pushed the doors open, stepped inside, and allowed them to close behind him.
Uh, oh. I recognized the guy who had stepped into the elevator with me. He was a tall, strapping black man in a neatly pressed military uniform. He looked like the kind of guy you wouldn’t want to mess with, like he wouldn’t put up with any nonsense from his subordinates.
He was also James Rayner, or Renaissance, as I knew him, the Commander of the Compound. He was also one of the very few people in the Compound who had seen my face before and knew how I looked.
I kept my face averted from Renaissance as he stood beside me as the elevator began to descend. He was about a head taller than me and very strong; not as strong as me, but it was pretty clear to me that his years of training in the military had not been wasted. Thankfully, however, he wasn’t looking at me; instead, he was looking at something on his phone, but even that wasn’t very comforting. All he needed to do was glance my way once and my whole plan would be ruined.
So, as naturally as possible, I turned my head to the side. I also adjusted my hat; I tried to make it look like I was simply trying to make sure it didn’t fall off (not a difficult thing to do, by the way, given how it didn’t fit my head very well), but I was really trying to adjust it in a way that it would block my face from his vision.
But then Renaissance suddenly said, “Goddamit!” and I nearly jumped, but I got control of myself in time to keep my hat from falling off my head.
Renaissance must have noticed my jump, however, because he just glanced at me and said, “Oh, I apologize for swearing. You were so quiet that I forgot you were there.”
“Uh …” I quickly cleared my throat and changed my voice, making it deeper and more like Damian’s. “No need to apologize, sir. Not a problem. I’ve sworn a few times myself when getting bad news.”
“Right,” said Renaissance. “And this news is … not good, to put it lightly.”
I wanted to tell him that I didn’t want to talk with him, but I figured that would just make Renaissance pay even more attention to me, so I said, as calmly as I could, “What’s the bad news, sir? Did that White Lightning guy attack another town?”
“No,” said Renaissance, shaking his head. “I just got a message from Sandstorm, a fellow G-Men agent. He told me that the wanted criminal Bolt escaped the base in which he was being held prisoner and is on the run again.”
Wanted criminal? I was about to go on a rant about that, but then I caught myself and remembered that Renaissance still didn’t know I was here. “Oh, he is? He’s a slippery one, ain’t he?”
“Yes, but I am not too surprised, to be honest,” said Renaissance with a sigh. “I don’t know if you were working here when Bolt and his parents were here the first time, but back then, I knew about how Bolt was not the kind of kid to give up very easily. He would have made a good G-Man agent, if the Neohero Alliance hadn’t gotten to him first.”
“Uh, I’m sure he would have,” I said. “Do you think the government will ever be able to actually catch him?”
“I don’t know,” said Renaissance. “And sometimes, I wonder if we should. The real threats to the United States are Mastermind and White Lightning. We still don’t know where they are.”
“Yeah, they’re a pain in the ass,” I said. “Does the government have any clue where they are right now?”
“Sadly, no,” said Renaissance, shaking his head. “But I can’t give you more details than that, because you are not authorized to know it.”
“I understand,” I said, even though I was interested in learning about what other details there were. “I just hope that Mastermind and White Lightning don’t get the Apocalypse Switch, at least. That would be bad.”
I realized my mistake just as I finished that last sentence. But I didn’t look up at Renaissance, even though I could feel him looking at me. I couldn’t let him see my face no matter what.
“Did you just mention the Apocalypse Switch?” said Renaissance. I didn’t like his tone.
“Did I?” I said. “Oh, er, I meant I hope they don’t cause the apocalypse. ‘Cause, you know, supervillains like to try to destroy the world and stuff. Uh, sir.”
I could tell that Renaissance clearly wasn’t buying that excuse, but at that moment, I heard a small ding and the elevator doors opened, so I said, “Excuse me, Commander, this looks like my stop and I need to get off because I have somewhere very important to be and can’t be late.”
I took a step toward the exit, but then Renaissance put a hand on my shoulder and said, “Wait.”
Oh, no. He knew what I said about the Apocalypse Switch. He was going to force me to look at him and my entire plan was going to fall apart.
But I said, in a friendly voice, “Yes, sir? What is it?”
“You’re a cook, right?” said Renaissance.
“Uh, yes, sir, I am,” I said.
“Okay,” said Renaissance. He leaned toward my ear, his breath on my neck. “Can you tell Chef Gordon that I really enjoyed his tilapia and rice last night and would like to have it for dinner again tonight?”
I almost looked at Renaissance in disbelief, but I kept my head looking forward. “Um, okay, sir. I will make sure to mention it to Chef Gordon.”
“Good,” said Renaissance in a much happier tone. “Carry on, then, cook.”
Renaissance took his hand off my shoulder. I was tempted to just run for it, but because that would look suspicious, I walked instead. The elevator doors closed behind me and I heard the elevator resume its descent.
I sighed in relief. That was close. I thought for sure that Renaissance was going to see my face and then try to stop me from saving my friends. Somehow, though, I made it through that entire exchange without letting him see my face even once. I never thought much about God, but if God was up there, then maybe the big guy was looking out for me.
I looked up at a sign hanging above the hallway that read ‘LEVEL 3,’ which was how I knew that I was where I was supposed to be.
So I resumed walking down the hall, feeling pretty proud of myself, before I spotted the door to the place where my friends were being held captive. It was all the way at the end of the hallway and was huge; it looked like the door to a bank vault, although I noticed there was a smaller, normal-looking door built into it at its base.
Two guards stood at attention in front of the door. Like most of the guards in this place, they looked strong and more than willing to beat up anyone who tried to force their way in. They carried large guns in their hands, guns that looked like they could shoot powerless pellets and normal bullets. I had never seen guns like that before, but I was going to make sure that I wasn’t going to end up taking those bullets to my chest.
Keeping my nerves calm, I walked up to the two guards. They looked down at me with blank expressions, but I could tell they were suspicious about me, no doubt wondering why I was here.
“Hi, there,” I said, stopping in front of them and giving them my most sincere and genuine smile. “I am here to see the prisoners.”
The two guards exchanged puzzled looks. I just kept smiling, hoping that my smile would be enough to make them think twice about shooting me.
“Why?” said the first guard. He had a thick Southern drawl. “The prisoners aren’t supposed to get their next meal until tomorrow morning.”
“Ah, yes, well, Commander Renaissance gave me orders to deliver them a quick snack,” I said. “Just to, uh, you know, keep them satisfied. Also, I need to get their plates from today’s meal and bring them back to the kitchen to be washed.”
The two guards again exchanged skeptical looks, but I didn’t think they were going to turn me away, especially since I had mentioned Renaissance’s orders.
“Okay, then,” said the Southern guard. “First, you’ll need to show us your ID card. We aren’t allowed to let anyone in without an ID card. Compound rules, you know.”
Uh, oh. Why didn’t I see this coming? The cook’s ID card had his picture on it, not mine. If I showed the guards the ID and they saw that the face on the ID didn’t match my own, I had a feeling that I was going to have a very bad time. But I couldn’t refuse to show them my ID, either, otherwise they would get suspicious and maybe even attack me or at least try to arrest me.
So I reached into my pocket and pulled out the ID card, but I ‘accidentally’ dropped it and said, “Oops. Dropped my card. My bad. Let me get it.”
“No, I can get it for you,” said the guard as he bent over to grab it.
Seeing an opportunity, I immediately grabbed the guard’s exposed neck and ran an electrical jolt through his body. The guard immediately collapsed, while his fellow guard aimed his gun at me almost too fast for me to respond.
But I was quicker and slapped the gun out of his hands, sending it flying through the air. The guard immediately reached for another gun at his side, but I punched him in the chin and, like his fellow guard, he fell down unconscious. A trickle of blood leaked from the corner of his mouth, but aside from that I figured he would be okay once he woke up later.
That was when I realized what happened. I immediately looked around the area, but I didn’t see anyone around, so I doubted anyone had seen me. Oddly, there weren’t even any security cameras, but that didn’t mean I had all the time in the world to sit around and do nothing. If someone came down the elevator or stepped through the doors on either side of the hallway and saw the guards …
I walked over the guard to the door. I had no idea how much time I had left before someone stepped in and saw the unconscious guards, so I hastily raised the ID card up to the card scanner. The scanner next to the door flashed briefly and then a message in green letters said ‘IDENTITY CONFIRMED,’ followed by a sound of a lock clicking, which I assumed was the sound of the door unlocking.
I opened the door and, stepping inside, looked around at my surroundings. The room I’d stepped into was small, even a little cramped. It reminded me of the Spinner’s escape pod, except smaller. I remembered the cook telling me about the submarine that you had to use to get down to the underwater cage in which the others were being kept, so I stepped inside and closed the door behind me.
As soon as I did that, the room shook for a brief moment before the door locked behind me and it began to descend. The sudden movement almost tossed me off my feet, but I recovered my balance and sat on one of the seats built into the walls, anxiously awaiting for the submarine to land. I was so close to rescuing my friends now that I could almost taste it.
Then, all of a sudden, the submarine came to a stop. At first, I thought that maybe it had finally reached the cage where my friends were imprisoned, but then there was a sudden crackle in the speaker in the corner of the ceiling and a voice blared from it, saying, “This is Central Security speaking. We have noticed unusual activity in the prison submarine, which is not supposed to be in use at this time. Therefore, we have stopped the submarine until we can determine who is on board it. We are sending men to check it out even as I speak.”
“What?” I said. “Uh, I mean, Central Security, uh, sir, it’s just me, Damien Frank, one of the cooks in the Compound. There’s no problem here.”
“Yes, our computers do state that the ID card of Damien Frank was used to access the submarine to the prisoners,” said the voice. “But we just received a report from the kitchens that a naked man claiming to be Damien Frank was found tied up and unconscious in the storage room, who claims that he was attacked and knocked out by an intruder. He also says that the intruder stole his clothes and ID and is using it to try to reach the prisoners, so we are stopping the submarine until we can figure out what is going on—”
I fired a blast of electricity at the speaker, instantly blowing it up. The explosion, while not big, was loud in this confined space, but I didn’t care because I knew I didn’t have much choice if I was going to get to my friends before the guards got here. I was not in the mood to fight anyone and I had been hoping that I could pull this off without being seen. Apparently, that was too much to ask.
The problem, however, was how to get down to the cage where the others were being kept. As the submarine had stopped (and would probably reverse its course soon, if only so the guards could get into the submarine), I had no way of getting down there. I thought that I could try to push the submarine down, but I wasn’t sure it would go in a straight line like that and it might be too slow anyway.
I also considered forcing open the door and swimming down to the cage below. Of course, the problem with that was that I couldn’t breathe underwater at all. And I didn’t have a handy environs suit or anything else I could use to help me not drown.
But what other choice did I have? It was the only realistic option I had at the moment. Besides, if I was fast enough, I could reach the bottom of the underwater area and enter the cage before I ran out of air. I still dreaded the idea of swimming underwater without any breathing equipment, but I had to do what I had to do and this was what I had to do.
So I tore off my cook outfit and, with a press of my suit-up watch, was back in my super costume. I ran over to the exit and, taking a deep breath of air in order to fill my lungs as much as I could, ripped open the door.
Immediately, I was hit by a deluge of water, which almost knocked me back, but I grabbed the edges of the doorway and forced myself out into the water.
Now I was floating in the water outside of the mini submarine. The water was pretty dark, aside from some lights on the walls and from the glowing clear dome below. I could see a large cage full of yellow powerless gas through the dome’s clear surface, so I immediately began swimming toward it, using my super speed to give my legs an extra boost.
But when I was about halfway between the now-sinking submarine and the water, I heard something sizzling through the water and looked to my left in time to see a bright green laser come out of nowhere toward me.
I avoided it at the last second, banking to the right and allowing the laser to miss me. Even though I should have kept going, I still looked in the direction from which the laser came anyway, because I wanted to know who had shot it. Was there a guard here already? Or was it an automated security system that had done that?
As it turned out, however, the thing that had shot the lasers was neither a guard nor part of the Compound’s automated security system. It was, however, large, with metallic skin that reflected the lights on the walls and the light coming from the dome below. It moved through the water gracefully and easily, its huge fins cutting through the water like air. Its red eyes focused on me, while the laser cannon on its head took aim again.
I couldn’t believe my eyes: It was a robotic shark with a laser cannon on its head. And it was coming for me.



Chapter Eleven



 
Under ordinary circumstances, I would have been excited to see that a real life robotic shark with a laser cannon on its head. I would have called up Malcolm and told him that the Compound did have a robotic shark with a laser cannon on its head protecting it after all. Well, I suppose it was protecting the dome that held my friends below, rather than protecting the Compound itself, but still, I was right and it was here and it existed.
But these were not ordinary circumstances. This robotic shark was huge, easily twice as big as me. Its teeth looked sharper than daggers and it could probably break every bone in my body just by hitting me with its tail. Not only that, but it moved fast and quickly, like a real shark, which was a real testament to the skills of whichever government engineer had built the damned thing.
The shark fired another laser at me, but I zoomed out of the way. But despite dodging that laser, it was becoming harder and harder for me to hold my breath. I had breathed in a lot of air before leaving the submarine, but unless I reached the dome quickly, it wouldn’t do me a lot of good.
So I tried to ignore the robotic shark, but it barreled toward me with shocking speed, coming so fast that I had maybe a second to avoid it. I rolled out of the way, but one of its fins still hit my leg, knocking me off balance and making me gasp before I closed my mouth abruptly before I lost all my air.
As for the robotic shark, it turned to face me again. Once more, its cannon was taking aim. I almost fired a bolt of lightning at it, but when I remembered that water conducts electricity, I stopped myself before I could shock myself.
The shark, however, had no such worries. It just fired another laser at me, which I barely managed to dodge. Holding my breath was becoming an impossible challenge, so I turned back toward the dome and zoomed toward it, using my super speed to give me a much needed boost.
All of a sudden, however, the robotic shark appeared in my path. Instinctively, I swerved out of the way, avoiding another blast from its laser cannon, but it forced me to slow down and waste even more precious air.
I tried to punch the shark, but the water slowed down the force of my blows, allowing the shark to swim out of reach. It came at me again, baring its shark as knives teeth, and would definitely have torn me to shreds if I hadn’t swam downwards. The shark narrowly passed me by overhead, but I ignored it because I was almost out of air.
I swam down toward the dome, ignoring the pain in my leg, and reached the entrance, which was a large, heavy metal door. But I couldn’t open it; I tugged at its handle, but the door was locked tight. Even with my super strength, opening the door was slow moving. It didn’t help that I was nearly out of air; any second now, I was going to run out and then drown to death.
That was when I heard movement in the water behind me. I looked over my shoulder to see the shark barreling toward me. It was coming almost too fast for me to follow, but an idea occurred to me, so I didn’t move out of its way. Instead, I mentally counted down the time for me to move out of the way; five … four … three … two … one!
I swam to the right just as the shark—which was going too fast to change course or stop—slammed into the door with enough impact to smash its own face in. In fact, it actually completely smashed its face in to the point where it bent the door, but not enough to smash it open.
Too desperate to wait and see if the shark was still functioning, I swam down toward it and shoved it off the door. The robotic shark—which was now completely still—floated harmlessly away, while I tore open the door and swam inside, though it was more like I was pushed inside by the water that followed me.
Air! I could suddenly breathe air. It felt good, coming into my lungs like that, but at the same time, water was rushing in after me and it would soon fill up the entire dome if I didn’t shut the door again.
So, gathering what was left of my strength, I forced the door closed again. This was much harder than it sounds, because the pressure from the water was intense and it kept pouring in.
Nonetheless, I managed to shove the door closed again, and it held, despite the dents in its surface. I wasn’t sure how it managed to hold, but at least there was no more water coming in. There was still a lot of water on the floor, but even that was rapidly draining away into the vents in the floor.
But I was too exhausted to care. I turned around and leaned against the door, quickly sliding down onto the floor. The air was so good, even though it tasted kind of stale. I hadn’t realized just how close I had come to drowning. A second too late and I would have simply died there and then; that I didn’t made me feel like I’d just been granted a miracle by God.
Regardless, I needed to focus on rescuing the others. With the sinking of the submarine, I doubted the Compound guards would catch up with me anytime soon, but that didn’t mean I had all the time in the world to waste sitting around in pain.
I looked ahead and saw the cage that Blizzard and the others were supposed to be kept in. It technically wasn’t a ‘cage’ in the normal sense of the word; it was more of a glass display case, though it was full of a thick cloud of powerless gas that was impossible to see through. It was kind of like a really thick fog, though the gas was being pumped into the case through thick tubes that were connected to the floor. I couldn’t see the others through the thick gas, but I figured they had to be in there, so all I needed to do was open the cage and let them out.
Rising to my feet, I walked up to the cage across the wet floor and found the entrance pretty quickly: A simple glass door, made out of the same material as the rest of the case. It was locked, but I figured that one blow from my fist would be enough to smash the lock and let me inside. And I was just about to do that before I remembered that the entire cage was still full of powerless gas, which meant that if I opened it now, I would just cause the powerless gas to leak out and cover me as well; therefore, I needed to figure out how to turn off the powerless gas.
I walked over to the pipes that were feeding the powerless gas into the cage. As I did so, I glanced at the cage again, hoping to catch a glimpse of the others inside, but even up close, the yellow powerless gas was so thick that I couldn’t even see their silhouettes.
The pipes themselves had a small control panel that appeared to regulate how much gas they pumped into the cage. The controls on it were simple enough: The red button stopped the gas, the green button started it again, and there was a dial between them that let you choose exactly how much gas was fed into the cage. Since I wanted to free my friends, I pressed the red button and immediately saw the pipes stop spewing gas into the cage. There was still a lot of gas in there, but without more powerless gas being constantly sprayed in, it was starting to dissipate into the vents on the floor.
Not that I waited to see it dissipate. I flew back over to the entrance of the cage and, smashing the lock off of the door, I pulled open the door and shouted, “Blizzard! Ivan! Everyone, I’m here to save you!”
But there was no response, except for the powerless gas, which was rapidly clearing up. I peered in a bit closer, thinking that maybe the others were unconscious and that they were all lying on the floor. But as the gas cleared, I saw something I certainly had not been expecting to see here:
Lying on the floor, his hands folded over his chest and his eyes closed, was Cadmus Smith.



Chapter Twelve



 
No way. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. This had to be a hallucination. But the longer I looked, the more obvious it became that the man lying on the floor before me was indeed Cadmus Smith, because he looked exactly like him, down to the last hair. He looked like he was asleep, like he was taking a quick nap, but I still couldn’t believe what I was looking at.
I looked this way and that, hoping to find the others, but the cage wasn’t very big, so it didn’t take me long to discover that Cadmus Smith was all by himself down here. I did not see even one hint of the others anywhere; it was like they had vanished into thin air.
But what if my friends hadn’t been down here at all? What if this had all been a trap? Had I been tricked by the G-Men again? But didn’t Valerie tell me that she had gotten some files from that G-Men base that told the location of my friends? What was going on here?
I was so dumbfounded and confused that I didn’t know what to say or even think. I just stared at Cadmus, who still hadn’t moved an inch since I opened the door.
Then, all of a sudden, Cadmus’s eyes flickered open. He yawned and then hacked and coughed before sitting upright, rubbing the back of his head and looking around like he had just awoken from a long night’s sleep. By now, the powerless gas had almost completely dissipated, aside from a few small wisps near the ceiling.
Then Cadmus looked at me. Despite having been asleep, he still looked as intelligent as ever. He didn’t even seem confused, though I noticed he grimaced when he saw how wet I was.
“Ah, Bolt,” said Cadmus. “Long time, no see.”
“Cadmus?” I said, though unlike him, I didn’t sound very cool and collected. “What … what are … huh?”
“Shocked into incoherence,” Cadmus observed. “But then, I suppose I would have been shocked, too, if I had broken into one of the most secure government facilities in the world thinking that my friends were kept down here, only to discover that it was more or less a trap.”
“So … you mean Blizzard and the others aren’t here?” I said. “At all?”
“No, and they have never been down here, either,” said Cadmus, shaking his head. He rose to his feet and stretched his limbs. “To tell you the truth, we have never even captured them. They got away during your fight with Mastermind and White Lightning. But they managed to meet up with an INJ agent in New York City, who took them to California outside of our reach. They are currently at the INJ’s headquarters, which we can’t reach, because we don’t know its location, because they have kept its true location very well hidden from us despite our best efforts to locate it.”
I put a hand on my forehead. “But … but Valerie found files in your computers stating that they were being kept here.”
“False documents hidden in the computers on the knowledge that you would attempt to find your friends once you returned from Mastermind’s universe,” said Cadmus. “I foresaw that you would attempt something like this ahead of time, so I went ahead and had those documents forged in order to get you where I want you.”
“So you manipulated me again?” I said. “What the hell? Do you ever not manipulate people?”
Cadmus shrugged. “It’s generally the only way to make people work against their own self-interest.”
“I can’t believe this,” I said. “You mean that every move I’ve made since I returned has just been part of your grand master plan?”
“Yes,” said Cadmus bluntly. “Granted, you made every choice along the way with no prompting from me or anyone else, but that doesn’t change the fact that I anticipated your overall behavior. You are quite predictable that way.”
“Then are you going to predict me punching your face in and breaking your legs?” I said, punching my fist into my other hand. “Because I can do that, especially since the powerless gas took away your powers.”
“That wasn’t powerless gas,” said Cadmus, brushing back some of his hair.
“Huh?” I said. “But it looked like powerless gas.”
“It was nothing more than colored mist,” said Cadmus. He gestured at his face. “Notice how my skin is perfectly smooth. Had this powerless gas been real, my slow aging would have been disabled and I would actually look my age; that I don’t should have tipped you off right at the start about the true nature of the gas, but despite being Genius’s son, you apparently didn’t inherit his intelligence.”
“Why?” I said. “Why did you trick me again? Are you going to kill me? Or maybe take me prisoner again?”
“Neither,” said Cadmus, “but thank you for having such a high opinion of me. In that respect, you’re just like your father. He also held a high opinion of me and always made sure I knew it.”
The sarcasm was dripping from Cadmus’s words as heavily as water from a soaked cat, so I said, “Oh, I always hold high opinions of people who ruin my life, especially when they do it for no good reason. Or to protect the reputation of the government; yeah, that’s always good.”
“Not as smart as your father, but every bit as sarcastic,” said Cadmus. “Anyway, I am done with banter. The real reason I wanted you down here was to offer you an alliance.”
“Another alliance?” I said. “To do what?”
“Defeat Mastermind and White Lightning,” said Cadmus. “I know that you defeated White Lightning once already, something my own agents have failed to do. We can provide you with whatever support you need. I can even convince President Plutarch to pardon you and your friends for escaping from Ultimate Max, if necessary.”
I folded my arms across my chest. “Uh huh. I remember the last time we worked together, because I ended up in jail as a result. And I remember how you promised that I would get to see my friends again if I worked with you; that really worked out well, didn’t it?”
“This time, I am not lying,” said Cadmus. “We need your help. The United States of America needs your help.”
“The actual United States of America or the government?” I said. “Because I’m not against helping America; I am, however, against working with people who have lied to me and betrayed me for reasons I don’t understand: the government, in other words.”
“It was for the greater good,” said Cadmus. “You must understand that.”
“Greater good?” I said. “If you really cared about the greater good, you would have let me stay free so I could have fought White Lightning and Mastermind, not lock me up with a bunch of criminals where I couldn’t do anything.”
Cadmus rubbed his forehead in exasperation. “You still don’t understand.”
“I understand that you only care about yourself,” I said. “I understand that you’ve always wanted to control me and that putting me in prison let you do just that, at least for a little while.”
“No, you don’t,” said Cadmus, shaking his head. “You don’t understand anything. You don’t understand that I put you in Ultimate Max in order to protect you from Mastermind.”
I stared at Cadmus in shock. “Protect me from Mastermind? What are you talking about? Is this another lie?”
“No,” said Cadmus. “We were really and truly trying to protect you, because Mastermind isn’t just after me. He is also after you.”
“Well, duh,” I said. “I know that already. He tried to sway me over to his side earlier, but I wasn’t convinced.”
“You still don’t understand,” said Cadmus. “Mastermind doesn’t just need you to take over the world. He needs you in order to destroy the world.”
I blinked. “Huh? I don’t get it. You mean he wants to turn me into a weapon, like White Lightning?”
“In a sense, yes, but not in the way you are thinking,” said Cadmus. “You see, in order for Mastermind to use the Apocalypse Switch, he needs the Ciphers.”
“Ciphers?” I said. “What’s a Cipher?”
“One of the activation codes for the Apocalypse Switch,” said Cadmus. “The Ciphers were discovered by our G-Men scientists some thirty years ago, prior to the start of Project Neo. They were found on the fallen alien ship containing the Apocalypse Switch, but were only deciphered relatively recently, about eighteen years ago or so. There are two Ciphers and both are needed in order to use the Apocalypse Switch.”
“Where are these two Ciphers?” I said. “Do you guys have them?”
“We had one,” said Cadmus. “The other one, however, has not been in our possession for some time, though we’ve been keeping a close eye on it and have worked with it several times in the past.”
“Worked with it?” I said. “You’re talking about these Ciphers like they’re people.”
“That’s because they are,” said Cadmus. He pointed at me. “Or, rather, I should say that’s because you are a Cipher, as is your brother, White Lightning.”
I stared at Cadmus in shock again. “Wait … what? I’m one of the Ciphers? And White Lightning is the other one?”
“He is,” said Cadmus, nodding. “The two of you, if brought together, have the key to activating the Apocalypse Switch and thus destroy the world.”
I put a hand on my chest. “But I don’t understand. I’m just, well, me. I don’t feel like the Cipher to some doomsday device that could destroy the planet.”
“How you feel is irrelevant,” said Cadmus. “The truth of your nature is the truth no matter how you feel.”
“Does that mean I’m not actually a person?” I said in worry. “Am I just some kind of code?”
“No,” said Cadmus. “You’re still a person. But you are different, even different from other superhumans and neoheroes. You just never knew why until now.”
I put a hand on my forehead. “But how? How did I become a Cipher? I don’t remember ever letting anyone put a Cipher inside me.”
“It was involuntary,” said Cadmus. “On your part, and on the part of your mother as well.”
“Mom?” I said. “What does she have to do with this?”
“She is the reason you are a Cipher,” said Cadmus. “Eighteen years ago, before you were born, Ashley Jason was injected with the Ciphers when she was pregnant with you and your twin brother. She didn’t even know it. She just thought that it was an ordinary flu shot. Little did she realize the true nature of the shot.”
“Why did you choose Mom?” I said. “Why did you inject her with the Ciphers without her consent? Wouldn’t the Ciphers be safer with you guys?”
“Because, at the time, we did not know for sure what the Ciphers were, though early research indicated that they could be used to create superhumans,” said Cadmus. “So we injected them into your pregnant mother in order to see whether you and your brother would end up being more powerful than most superhumans. It appears that that theory was proven correct, given how strong you and your brother are. We did not get your mother’s consent because we did not want her to know about the Ciphers or the Apocalypse Switch.”
“You still didn’t answer the question,” I said. “Why did you let Mom and Dad raise me, but not White Lightning?”
“Because we couldn’t get you, more or less,” said Cadmus. “We kidnapped White Lightning after he was born, but your father stopped us from getting you as well. But we didn’t mind; we just needed one of you in order to see what the Ciphers would do to a human being, which is why we let Theodore and Ashley raise you like a normal child, though we knew you would gain superpowers eventually.”
“So are my powers because of my genetics or because of the Cipher?” I said.
“Both,” said Cadmus. “Your normal powers—flight, super strength, and super speed—were genetic, while your lightning powers are a result of the Cipher. We suspect that Professor Hernandez’s potion helped to unlock your lightning powers when it came into contact with your Cipher.”
“How do you know that for sure?” I said. “Maybe my lightning powers are just natural.”
“Unlikely, because White Lightning developed his powers around the same time,” said Cadmus. “The likelihood of two superhuman siblings developing the same exact superpowers is ridiculously low, even if they’re twins. Besides, your lightning powers are the Cipher, as are White Lightning’s powers.”
“What?” I said. “You mean that my lightning could destroy the world?”
“Yes,” said Cadmus. “The Apocalypse Switch requires a type of electricity to power that does not exist on Earth. The Ciphers contain this electricity. You gained the Red Cipher, while White Lightning got the Blue Cipher. Combined, your powers can activate the Apocalypse Switch.”
I looked down at my hands. “Is that why Mastermind wants me? He wants to use me and White Lightning to activate the Apocalypse Switch.”
“No doubt,” Cadmus agreed. “It’s the conclusion I came to when Mastermind broke White Lightning out of the facility where he was being kept; therefore, I had you thrown into prison to keep you away from White Lightning and Mastermind while we dealt with them.”
“You mean you were always planning to let me go at some point?” I said.
“Yes,” said Cadmus. “But you very nearly ruined our plan by leading that breakout. By the way, I am going to overlook that once this is all over, because I understand why you did it, even though it was hugely illegal.”
“What are you going to do, throw me into jail again?” I said. “Anyway, so you think Mastermind is going to try to get me and White Lightning together to activate the Apocalypse Switch?”
“Most likely,” said Cadmus. “He most likely wants to destroy this Earth so he can return to his universe and rule it without fear of his own people finding their way here and requesting aid or escaping his tyrannical rule—at least, that is our current theory for his motives.”
“Makes sense,” I said. “There’s an active Resistance force in his world, but it isn’t very large, from what I could tell during my time over there. But if they had help from us, they might be able to free themselves.”
“Precisely,” said Cadmus. “Now, do you finally understand why I have done everything I have done? Does any of it make sense to you now?”
It did. All of it. I finally understood what Cadmus had been trying to do.
But at the same time, I still didn’t like him. I still didn’t like what he’d done to me. Even if it was all for the greater good, I still didn’t trust Cadmus that much. And it was possible he was lying, but I doubted that myself, because he seemed very honest to me at the moment. Besides, his explanation for my lightning powers rang true for some reason; probably because it explained why Mastermind was after me and fit what I already knew.
“It … does,” I said. “I understand. I don’t like it, but I understand.”
“Good,” said Cadmus. “Then you understand why we must keep you away from Mastermind.”
“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to work with you,” I said. “I want to reunite with Blizzard and the others, not help you.”
“It would be unwise for you to do so,” said Cadmus. “You would do better to stay down here. It is quite secure; after all, neither Mastermind nor White Lightning have managed to break into the Compound yet.”
“Just because I understand why you did what you did doesn’t mean I have to do everything you tell me to do,” I said. “Nor does it means that we need to work together. The only way to get Mastermind and White Lightning to show themselves is to appear in public and lure them out.”
“Lure them out?” said Cadmus. “That’s ridiculous and dangerous. You could be captured.”
“So what?” I said. “Mastermind doesn’t even know where the Apocalypse Switch is located, anyway. Even if he somehow does get me, he won’t be able to do anything because he can’t get to the Apocalypse Switch.”
“Yes, but you know where I am now,” said Cadmus. “If he gets you, he could get that information from your brain and he will definitely attack the Compound to get me.”
“Then you guys can just beat him off,” I said. “The Compound is supposed to be the most secure government facility in the world anyway. I doubt Mastermind could break into it very easily.”
“Given that you just teleported straight into the place without any trouble, I doubt Mastermind would find it difficult to break in here if he wanted,” said Cadmus. “Thus, I am going to ask you to stay here, where you and I will be safe, until our agents on the surface defeat Mastermind and White Lightning. It’s the only way to keep him from getting us.”
“But you guys have had a pretty bad track record trying to capture him so far,” I said. “Maybe I could beat him if you’d just let me go and look for him myself.”
“I have already explained why that is a bad idea,” said Cadmus. “Mastermind is smarter than you think. He likely already has a plan in place for defeating you. You must not walk into it.”
“I won’t,” I said. “I will make him walk into it.”
“Such foolish boasting,” said Cadmus. “Do you not realize just how delusional you sound?”
“Mastermind is my dad,” I said. “I know him better than anyone. I can beat him. I know I can.”
“Did you ever beat your father when he was alive?” Cadmus said. “If not, then how do you expect to beat an alternate universe version of him that is far less merciful and kind?”
I opened my mouth to tell Cadmus to shut it, but before I could say anything, a sudden rumble caused the floor to shake. Cadmus and I looked at the floor, but it didn’t move again.
“What was that?” I said, looking up at Cadmus again. “Was that an earthquake?”
“No,” said Cadmus, though I didn’t like his tone of voice. “This area of the sea doesn’t have earthquakes. But what could it have—”
A sudden ringing sound came from Cadmus’s pocket. He yanked his phone out of his pocket and, holding it up to his ear, said, “Renaissance, what is it?”
I heard Renaissance’s voice, but he was speaking too low and quickly for me to understand what he was saying. But based on how grim Cadmus’s expression was—and it was getting grimmer with every passing second—I could only conclude that it wasn’t good news.
“What?” said Cadmus. “No way. How—? Never mind. Just stop him with whatever you have, okay? Even if that means blowing up entire Levels of this place.”
“What?” I said. “What are you talking about? Who does Renaissance have to stop?”
Cadmus lowered his phone and looked at me with an expression of utmost seriousness. “White Lightning. He has somehow entered the Compound and is currently making his way down here even as we speak.”



Chapter Thirteen



 
“White Lightning is here?” I said in shock. “That’s impossible.”
“But it’s also the truth,” said Cadmus. “Renaissance says that White Lightning just appeared on Level One and has already caused extensive damage, though the number of casualties is not yet known. Still, they know that White Lightning is heading here because he’s already entered Level Two, though Renaissance has sent some men to intercept White Lightning and they’re holding him off as we speak.”
“Damn it,” I said. “Mastermind somehow figured out you are here. How the hell did he do it?”
“I don’t know, but I don’t have any way of escaping and reaching the lower levels, given that you destroyed the submarine that provided the only way out of here,” said Cadmus. “So it appears that we can only stay here and wait until Renaissance and the guards stop White Lightning.”
“No,” I said. “You can stay here if you want, but I’m leaving. I’m the only person in this place who can beat White Lightning. Renaissance and the guards will just be slaughtered if they try to take him on.”
“How do you intend to get to him?” said Cadmus. “You can’t breathe underwater.”
I patted the Teleportation Buckle on my belt. “I’m going to use Dad’s old Buckle to get there. I’ll drop in on White Lightning using the element of surprise.”
Cadmus put his hands in his pockets, a look of disapproval on his face. “This is not a wise idea. If White Lightning defeats you—”
“It’s either I go and face him now, where I want to, or I wait and let him fight me down here and possibly break the dome that keeps the water from falling on us as a result,” I said. “So, unless you’re up for an impromptu underwater diving expedition, my plan is better than your plan.”
I could tell that Cadmus didn’t agree with anything I just said, but then he shrugged and said, “Fine. Go and fight him, if you must. I’m staying here. At least that way, he will not be able to get us both right away.”
I nodded and, putting in the coordinates to Level Two in the Buckle, turned the Buckle. My surroundings instantly vanished, including Cadmus, who seemed to disappear in the blink of an eye.
In the next instant, I was out of the dome and standing in the middle of a long hallway that looked more like a war zone than a hallway. The walls were torn and burnt in many places, with blasted off panels showing the Compound’s wiring. The place had a scent of smoke and ozone, but I didn’t see any bodies, oddly enough. Maybe White Lightning hadn’t killed anyone here yet … or maybe he just vaporized them already.
But then I heard a shout of terror and looked over my shoulder to see White Lightning—my brother—standing above a fallen guard. The guard’s leg was twisted and his chest was smoking, like he’d been hit with a lightning bolt, but the guard himself was still alive. But not for long, because White Lightning was chuckling darkly, his hands crackling with blue electricity as he raised them above his head.
Acting quickly, I zoomed over to White Lightning and body-slammed him with enough force to send him flying. White Lightning screamed before he crashed into the floor and rolled across it until he slammed into a wall, which he lay up against with a very stunned and confused look on his face.
“Are you okay?” I said to the guard lying on the floor. “Did White Lightning hurt you?”
“Yes,” the guard said with a gasp. “But … who …”
“Bolt,” I said. “Listen, you stay out of this fight. I’m going to take him down, so you don’t—”
I was interrupted by a blast of lightning that stuck me in the chest. The impact of the blow sent me flying, but I managed to recover in time to land on the floor in a three point landing. Still, the blast had hit hard, making me cough for a moment before I looked up and saw White Lightning running toward me.
White Lightning came to a stop about ten feet away from me. His eyes were glowing and crackling with electricity, which made it difficult to tell what he was thinking, but given how angry he looked, I could guess that he wasn’t entirely happy to see me.
“You,” said White Lightning in broken English. “Brother. Remember … you.”
“Yeah, you do?” I said. “Well, I’m going to beat you so hard that you won’t remember me or anything else for a long time.”
“No,” said White Lightning, shaking his head. He pointed at his chest and then at me. “Dad … give me mission. Catch you.”
“Fat chance,” I said. “How did you even get in here, anyway? Do you also have a Teleportation Buckle?”
“No,” said White Lightning again. “You come with me. Come with me … now.”
I shook my head. “How many times do I have to tell you no? I’m not coming with you. Tell Mastermind he can take a hike.”
“But … Dad,” said White Lightning. “Mission …”
“Mastermind is lying to you,” I said. “I don’t know what he told you, exactly, but you can’t trust him. He only wants to use you and me to destroy the world. He sees us as nothing more than tools to use to further his own agenda.”
“Stop insulting Dad,” said White Lightning. He put his hands on his head. “Stop … insulting … Dad.”
“You understand what I’m saying,” I said. I held out a hand. “Listen, we’re brothers. We shouldn’t be fighting. If you give up now, I will make sure you don’t go to jail for all of the crimes you’ve committed, okay?”
“Lies,” said White Lightning, taking his hands off his head. “Dad … said you lie. Not to listen.”
“Mastermind is a liar,” I said. “I’m not the one lying to you. Mastermind is the one lying to you.”
“No,” said White Lightning. His voice trembled. “No! You lie. No talk. Fight!”
White Lightning dashed toward me and swung his fists at me. But I dodged his attacks and, grabbing his arm, threw him over my shoulder as hard as I could. White Lightning crashed into the wall with enough force to kill a normal human, but he leaped back toward me like I’d barely slowed him down.
He threw more punches at me, but I dodged each one. I tried to return the blows, but White Lightning, like myself, was quick, able to dodge the attacks with startling ease.
But then I missed once, leaving a wide opening that White Lightning took advantage of by punching me in the gut. The blow was like getting hit with a ten ton truck, causing me to gasp in pain before White Lightning brought his fists down on my back and slammed me into the floor.
I recovered quickly, however, and rolled out of the way just in time to avoid his foot, which came smashing down on the spot where my head had been moments ago. Rolling back to my feet, I blasted White Lightning with a burst of red lightning, which sent him flying again. He crashed into the floor and rolled again until he hit another wall, at which point he just lay there again like he’d been knocked silly.
I was about to go after him again before a voice shouted, “Bolt!” and I looked down the hall in the direction that the voice had come from to see Renaissance and several guards running toward me. Renaissance barked an order to the guards to go help the guard who I had rescued from White Lightning, while Renaissance himself ran up to me and I noticed that he had a powerless pellet gun in his hand.
“Renaissance?” I said, looking at him in surprise. “When did you get here?”
“Just a few seconds ago,” said Renaissance. He looked over at White Lightning, who was getting back to his feet and shaking his head already. “I wish I could have been faster, but I suppose it’s better late than never.”
“You and the others should stay out of this,” I said. “White Lightning is incredibly dangerous and won’t hesitate to kill everyone here if necessary.”
“I am the Commander of the Compound, Bolt,” said Renaissance, sounding slightly offended. “It’s my duty to protect the Compound from any and all threats. Besides, with these powerless pellets, I should be able to de-power White Lightning easily.”
“Assuming you can hit him,” I said, “because he’s very—”
A sudden yell caused me to look at White Lightning, who was now charging an electrical energy ball in his hands. The ball was growing rapidly, until soon it was twice as big as my head, and he hurled it at us.
I immediately jumped between Renaissance and the energy ball and shot a blast of red lightning at it. My red lightning collided with the energy ball in midair, creating an explosion that briefly blinded me, but I heard White Lightning moving again and my vision cleared just in time for me to see White Lightning barreling toward me.
White Lightning’s fists came at me again, but I managed to dodge them and grabbed his wrists. White Lightning hissed, more like an animal than a human, but I wasn’t going to let him get away.
I looked over my shoulder at Renaissance and shouted, “Renaissance! Shoot him now, while I have—”
White Lightning headbutted me in the face, sending me staggering backwards and letting go of his wrists. At the same time, I heard Renaissance fire some powerless pellets at us, but White Lightning transformed into a lightning bolt and zapped away just as the pellets hit the floor where he’d been standing, creating small clouds of gas that rose into the air.
Shaking my head, I looked around, trying to find White Lightning, but he seemed to have disappeared. A part of me felt annoyed at how White Lightning could transform into a lightning bolt and I couldn’t; maybe it was a skill I still needed to learn.
But then I heard the crackling of electricity in the air and, instinctively understanding what was about to happen, leaped forward just as a powerful lightning bolt fell from the ceiling and exploded on the floor where I’d been standing mere moments before. I rolled back to my feet and looked over to see White Lightning standing in the middle of the blackened floor, slowly rising to his feet as he shook his head. He was scowling, probably due to the fact that he’d failed to hit me.
He didn’t get a chance to do much else, however, because Renaissance aimed and fired his powerless pellets at him. But White Lightning was quick; he ran toward Renaissance, moving so fast that he was practically a blur even to me, and punched Renaissance in the face.
Renaissance staggered backwards from the blow, but he tried to aim his gun again anyway. But then White Lightning knocked his gun out of his hands and, with an earsplitting scream, punched straight through Renaissance’s stomach, his hand bursting out from Renaissance’s back.
Renaissance let out a scream of pain before White Lightning ripped his hand out of Renaissance’s stomach and kicked him back. Renaissance fell flat on his back, where he lay in a gradually widening pool of his own blood.
“Renaissance!” I shouted. “No!”
I activated my super speed and ran over to White Lightning. I swung my fist at him, but he dodged it, using his own super speed to make him impossible to hit, and then responded by throwing another punch at me.
His blow struck me in the face, the impact sending me staggering backwards. But I recovered quickly, raising my arms just in time to block another attack from White Lightning, which came out of nowhere before I even had time to see it. He drove his fist against my arms, however, forcing me back, but I stood my ground and the two of us struggled briefly before I shoved him backwards.
But before I could take advantage of that moment, White Lightning vanished, which I realized was just him using his super speed to make him impossible to see. So I activated my own super speed and immediately saw White Lightning running away from me, perhaps to regroup and rethink his strategy.
Not that I was going to let him do that, however. I ran after him and, catching up with him, tried to punch him again. But White Lightning dodged my fist and responded with a punch of his own, which I just barely managed to dodge.
We ran alongside each other, simultaneously trying to punch each other while at the same time avoiding tripping over anything on the floor. We were so engrossed with each other that we didn’t pay attention to anything else; we just focused on trying to take each other down, but so far we were about equal.
At least until White Lightning growled and aimed his hands at me. A huge, blinding electrical blast exploded from his hands, which I tried to block with my own hands, but I was too slow and the blast sent me flying.
I went spinning through the air, spinning so fast that I couldn’t make sense of anything, until I crashed into another wall and fell onto the floor. This time, the impact was enough to make my head spin, but I shook my head and looked up in time to see White Lightning coming at me again.
I got up to my feet just as White Lightning’s fist came flying at me. I ducked, causing his fist to smash into the wall behind me; in fact, he punched the wall so hard that his fist actually got stuck in it.
I took advantage of his momentary stuck-ness to punch him in the gut, causing him to pull his hand out of the wall and stagger backwards. I followed up that punch with several more, hitting him as hard as I could with every punch. I didn’t give him a chance to react; I just kept hitting him and hitting him, putting all of my strength into each blow.
Until finally, with one last shout, I punched White Lightning across the jaw and he just collapsed onto the floor. He didn’t get up again, either. He just lay there on the floor, his eyes rolled into the back of his head, clearly unconscious.
Me, I was tired, but fine. I was panting and sweating hard, but with White Lightning finally defeated, I felt like I could finally relax.
Then I heard footsteps and looked up to see Renaissance walking toward me. Even though I’d just seen him get punched through the gut by someone at least as strong as me, Renaissance was apparently still walking. The only clue to point out that he’d been harmed at all was the hole in his suit, which was covered with dried blood, but as far as I could tell, the wound had somehow healed itself already.
“Is he down?” said Renaissance, his voice sounding perfectly normal as he walked up to me. “For good?”
“Uh, yeah,” I said, staring at Renaissance. “But how did you survive getting punched straight through? You looked dead.”
“Did you already forget my powers?” said Renaissance. He patted his closed wound. “I can come back to life no matter what injury I’ve sustained. This also grants me a healing factor, though it is very slow and doesn’t work unless I’m actually dead. Which is why I couldn’t help you sooner; I was too busy healing to help.”
“Oh, right,” I said. “I completely forgot you could do that. What’s death like, anyway? You should tell me about that sometime.”
“Sometime, perhaps,” said Renaissance. “But for now, we need to take White Lightning into our custody and interrogate him to find out where Mastermind is. We’ll also need to get the Director from the dome, now that the threat has been neutralized.”
“I agree,” I said. I looked down at White Lightning. “Maybe we’ll finally be able to put an end to all of this madness once and for all.”
“Yes, I hope so,” said Renaissance.
All of a sudden, one of the guards that had come with Renaissance ran up to us. He had an urgent look on his face, like he’d seen a ghost, and said, “Commander, we’ve received urgent news from security!”
“Urgent news?” said Renaissance. “What is it? Has someone else broken into the Compound, too?”
“No,” said the guard, shaking his head. “Well, yes. Sort of.”
“Speak plainly, guard,” said Renaissance in annoyance. “What is the problem?”
“It’s Director Smith,” said the guard. “He’s missing.”
“Missing?” Renaissance repeated. “What do you mean?”
“We mean that he’s not in the dome where he was being kept,” said the guard. “Someone kidnapped him.”
“Who?” Renaissance demanded. “Who kidnapped him?”
“I did,” said an all-too-familiar voice. “And you will never see him alive again after I’m done with him.”
Renaissance, the guard, and I looked over toward the other side of the hall. Someone was standing there, a man in gray and purple armor that looked just like Dad’s old superhero costume, except pitted and scarred in places like he’d been in a war.
It was Mastermind. And he stood all by himself, his arms crossed over his chest, looking at us with amusement from behind his helmet.
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“Mastermind,” I said, not bothering to hide the disgust in my voice. “How did you get in here?”
“You mean you aren’t happy to see me again?” said Mastermind in a mocking voice. “How disappointing. And here I thought you would be, given that you are my own flesh and blood. I guess blood isn’t thicker than water after all, is it?”
I didn’t even respond to that. I just fired a red lightning bolt directly at his head, which I figured would be an instant kill shot if it hit. I didn’t care; Mastermind had done enough evil things in his life that I was more than willing to kill him if that would end his reign of terror.
But to my shock, my lightning bolt just passed harmlessly through his head. Mastermind didn’t even flinch when it passed through. He just continued to stand there. His helmet hid his facial expression, but based on the way he stood, I had the feeling that he was probably smirking right now.
“How come my attack didn’t hurt you?” I said. “It went straight through your head.”
Mastermind chuckled. “Did you really think I was so stupid that I would come in person and give you a chance to kill me? I’m not an idiot. This is just a hologram, which I sent with White Lightning when he attacked this place. I didn’t take over an entire planet by making stupid decisions that would put me in harm’s way, after all.”
“Yeah, about that planet,” I said. “I helped to kill your second-in-command, Techno and get a lot of useful information for the Resistance. You should probably go back there and make sure that your empire is still standing.”
“Oh, I am well aware of your adventures in my universe, Kevin,” said Mastermind. “They’re totally irrelevant; even if Techno is dead, my empire still stands strong. And you will help me to make it even stronger, whether you want to or not.”
“No, I won’t,” I said. “I will never serve you, no matter what.”
“Many people have said that to me back in my own universe,” said Mastermind. “And every single one of them has either been killed or forced into serving me eventually. You will be no different.”
“So you’re Mastermind, eh?” said Renaissance, before I could respond. “You look exactly how I’d imagine an evil version of Genius would look.”
“Evil? I’m not evil,” said Mastermind, patting his chest armor. “I’m just smarter than you and every other person in either universe. But I should have expected such comments from you; in my universe, you lead the Resistance against my rule, so it appears that no matter which universe I go to, you will always be my enemy.”
“I lead the Resistance against you in your universe?” Renaissance repeated. He looked at me. “Bolt, why didn’t you tell me that? I would have liked to know.”
“Because it’s irrelevant,” Mastermind said, before I could respond to Renaissance’s question. “What matters is that, whether in this universe or that one, you will fail to stop me. With Cadmus Smith now in my possession, I will soon have knowledge of the location of the Apocalypse Switch. And once I do, you will not be able stop me.”
“You won’t be able to use the Switch without me and White Lightning,” I said. “Even if you do have Cadmus, your plan won’t work, especially since we’ve beaten White Lightning and now have him in our custody.”
“Yes, that may all be true, but you will help me if you care at all about your friends and family,” said Mastermind.
“What do you mean?” I said. “What are you talking about?”
“It’s quite simple,” said Mastermind. “I mean that I have Ashley and your two friends, Tara Reynolds and Malcolm Rayner, in my possession.”
“What?” said Renaissance, stepping forward. “You have my younger brother?”
“That I do,” said Mastermind. “Your brother and Kevin’s friend. I had White Lightning kidnap them because I knew that you would refuse to help me, Kevin, even if I asked politely.”
“What will you do to them if I refuse to help you?” I said.
“Kill them, of course,” said Mastermind. “I have no need of their lives. As long as I have you, my plan will succeed.”
“But Mom is your wife,” I said. “Or, at least, Mom in your universe was your wife.”
Mastermind’s hands shook, even though he didn’t sound very emotional at the moment. “This Ashley isn’t the Ashley I know. She will never love me. Besides, I don’t need a wife anymore. As the ruler of my own world, I can have any woman I want. I’ve moved beyond Ashley. I don’t need her anymore.”
Mastermind didn’t seem to be entirely honest about that, if the way his hands shook was an indication of his true desire, but I didn’t care. I just said, “Where are you, then?”
“I will tell you only if you agree to help me,” said Mastermind. “All I can tell you is that I will soon be at the location of the Apocalypse Switch, wherever that is.”
“We’ll hunt you down,” said Renaissance. “We won’t stop until we find you. I don’t care where you run or where you hide; we will find you and we will kill you.”
“Don’t you care about your younger brother?” said Mastermind. “He’s such an innocent young man, not nearly as scarred and experienced as you. It would be quite a shame if he were to die, especially if he knew it was because of your refusal to comply with my demands; I might even tell him that right now. I wonder how he would react if he knew just how little his older brother values his life.”
Damn, Mastermind could be vicious. Renaissance just snarled, his hands tightening into fists, but he apparently didn’t know what to say to that. “You monster.”
“Monster? That’s what all inferior beings say about their superiors,” said Mastermind. “Anyway, I don’t really care about you. I only care about Kevin and Ronald. But I understand that this decision is difficult for you to make; therefore, I will give you twenty-four hours to decide whether or not you will voluntarily join me.”
“What will happen when that time is up?” I said.
“I will force you to join me, naturally enough,” said Mastermind. “You and White Lightning. I will also kill Ashley and your friends, but I would much rather that you join me voluntarily. Hence why I am giving you twenty-four hours to make your decision.”
“How am I supposed to contact you with my decision?” I said.
There was a sudden beep at my watch and I looked down to see a message—from ‘UNKNOWN’—on my watch’s screen. The message had a number on it.
“That’s my phone number,” said Mastermind. “Simply call that number to let me know your answer. Don’t worry about me not answering right away; I am very much interested in hearing your answer, so I will answer the phone as soon as you call.”
I looked at Mastermind again. “How kind of you. I guess you aren’t the worst dad in the world after all.” I said that with the most sarcasm I could muster.
Mastermind just shook his head. “If you do choose to come, don’t bring anyone with you, whether NHA, INJ, or G-Men. I want you to come alone; or, rather, with White Lightning, but no one else. If you bring anyone other than White Lightning with you, then I will kill Ashley, Tara, and Malcolm.”
“You’re not giving me too many choices here,” I said.
“That’s the point, my son,” said Mastermind. “No matter what you do or what choice you make, I win. You should consider trying the same; it would probably increase your chances of beating me.”
“How do you know I’ll agree to work with you?” I said. “What if I say no?”
“You won’t,” said Mastermind. “You seem to forget, but I’m still your father. I know how you think. You could never leave your friends or family when they were in danger, especially when you don’t know where they are. You will side with me. It is only a matter of time.”
With that, Mastermind suddenly vanished, leaving me, Renaissance, and White Lightning all alone amid the smoking wreckage from my fight with my brother.
And this time, I wasn’t sure I would be able to defeat Mastermind at all anymore.



Chapter Fifteen



 
White Lightning was dragged off by the guards to a room that would act as a temporary jail cell for him until we could figure out our next move. Renaissance gave the guards orders to shoot White Lightning with powerless pellets so that, even if he woke up, he would not be able to escape or cause damage, which my brother would no doubt try to do once he regained consciousness.
Meanwhile, Renaissance and I went to another room just off to the side of the hall, where we could have a quick meeting about our next course of action. It was a small room that seemed to have been the office of one of the people working here, but since we needed a quick meeting room, we had taken it over. A handful of guards stood outside to make sure that no one bothered us while we spoke.
Renaissance sat on the other side of the desk in a swiveled office chair, while I sat on a normal chair in front of the desk. My shoulders were slumped, while Renaissance sat upright, despite how grim our situation was. Guess Renaissance must have been better at handling stress than me.
“It’s hopeless,” I said. “We can’t win. As long as Mastermind has the people we care about, we can’t fight him without risking their lives.”
Renaissance sighed and rubbed his temples. “Agreed. It is a hard situation. And with less than twenty-four hours to come up with a decision, we don’t really have enough time to locate and stop Mastermind before he can harm any of them. It wouldn’t surprise me if he already has the location of the Apocalypse Switch by now, too.”
“Do you think he’ll kill Cadmus once he’s done with him?” I said. “Back in his universe, Mastermind killed his universe’s version of Cadmus. Do you think he might do the same here?”
“Possibly, but I hope not,” said Renaissance. “In any case, we can’t let you and White Lightning go there. If Mastermind gets both of you, it is game over, not just for us, but for the whole world.”
“I know,” I said. “But what other choice do we have? I don’t want to risk the lives of my friends and Mom. And I know you don’t want to risk Malcolm’s life, either. It seems like the only choice we can make is for me and White Lightning to go to Mastermind and let him do with us what he will.”
“That is the one thing we cannot do,” said Renaissance. “Mastermind may be a powerful and intelligent supervillain, but he’s not unbeatable. There has to be some way we can beat him. I just wish I knew how.”
“I think I know a way,” said a familiar feminine voice that came from the shadows.
Renaissance and I looked over to a shadowy corner just in time to see Shade step out of it. She looked harried and worried, as if she had not gotten enough sleep recently. Her hair was messier than normal, too, which made me wonder what she’d been doing recently.
“Shade?” said Renaissance in surprise. “Where have you been all this time?”
Shade shrugged and sat down on the small sofa against the wall. She looked exhausted. “Talking with Omega Man about getting the NHA’s help in stopping Mastermind.”
“You were talking with Omega Man?” I said. “What did he say?”
“He said he’d like to help, but he also told me that the NHA has to stay on Hero Island in order to protect it,” said Shade. “I don’t know why they need to protect it, but he said it was a deal that they’d made with Cadmus and he didn’t want to go back on that deal.”
“So we can’t expect help from the NHA, then,” said Renaissance. “Shade, do you think you could use your powers to find and rescue the Director?”
“No,” Shade said bluntly. “My shadow travel powers give me the ability to go pretty much anywhere, but I am just as ignorant of Mastermind’s true location as you guys are. What’s the point in being able to go anywhere in the world when you don’t know where you want to go?”
“Right,” said Renaissance, who sounded depressed by Shade’s answer, while I said, “Shade, you said you had an idea about how we could defeat Mastermind. What is it?”
Shade stretched her arms, an uncertain look on her face. “I think you should try to reason with White Lightning and convince him to betray Mastermind.”
“Reason with him?” I said. “How?”
“I don’t know,” said Shade. “But you have to. As long as he’s loyal to Mastermind, any plans we come up with will never work. But if we can somehow get White Lightning on our side, we might be able to create a plan to take down Mastermind even if you and White Lightning go to him by yourselves.”
“That sounds nice, but it won’t work,” I said. “You clearly haven’t interacted with White Lightning before. He can’t reason. He has a very simple, childish mind. He operates almost purely on emotion, as far as I can tell. And that’s primarily because of whatever you guys did to him during his childhood.”
“Don’t blame us,” said Renaissance. “I had no idea that the government was even keeping White Lightning like that. Had I known …”
Renaissance trailed off, either because he didn’t know what he would have done if he’d known about White Lightning or because he didn’t want to badmouth the government. Either way, I found that I didn’t care much for his opinion on the matter.
“It’s still our only shot,” said Shade. “If we can get White Lightning on our side, then we might be able to subvert Mastermind’s plans.”
“But can we even do it in twenty-four hours?” said Renaissance. “Even if White Lightning wasn’t mentally damaged, twenty-four hours doesn’t seem like nearly enough time to convince him to switch his loyalties to us.”
“It doesn’t help that he hates me, either,” I said. “He’d probably just refuse to listen to me or maybe just shout and scream at me if I tried to talk to him. Either way, I’m pretty sure I won’t be able to reason with him.”
“How do you know?” said Shade. “You have to do it. No one else can. He’s your brother. That has to mean something, doesn’t it?”
I shrugged. “Maybe if we’d been raised together, it would have, but considering how we weren’t, I don’t think our relation will be very helpful.”
“Then what should we do?” said Shade. “Just give up? Is that what you want to do? If so, I’m disappointed in you, Bolt. I thought you were brave and never quit. But I guess when the going gets tough, you just give up, right?”
“I’m not quitting,” I said. “I’m just saying that that idea won’t work.”
“I still haven’t heard any ideas from you that will work, though,” said Shade. “All I hear is shooting down our ideas. I’m starting to think you don’t have any of your own.”
I glared at Shade, even though I knew there was more truth to her words than I wanted to admit. “Because I don’t have any, okay? I just don’t. And your attitude really isn’t helping me think of any, by the way.”
Shade folded her arms over her chest. “And? It’s not my fault if I’m disappointed in your own failure to rise to the challenge. If you want me to be less disappointed, you should act in a less disappointing way.”
I rose to my feet, feeling anger flow through me, but then Renaissance also stood and said, “Bolt, Shade, enough bickering. This is exactly what Mastermind wants. As long as we waste time fighting each other, we can’t spend any time fighting him. We must be wiser than this.”
Renaissance spoke in a deep, authoritative voice that instantly calmed my temper. It probably wasn’t very rational, given how much stronger I was than him, but given that Renaissance literally couldn’t be killed, I decided that I wasn’t going to piss him off by ignoring his command.
So I sat back down in my seat and said, “What should we do, then?”
“We should do what Shade suggested,” said Renaissance. “I know you aren’t happy to hear that, but it’s our best chance at stopping Mastermind. Because the only other alternative is letting you and White Lightning go to him, and he needs you two in order to activate the Apocalypse Switch.”
I slouched in my chair, but as much as I disagreed with the idea, I also realized that I didn’t have any better options. I wished that Mastermind had not somehow kidnapped Cadmus like that or that White Lightning was more rational, but I guess I would just have to work with what we had, not what I wished we had.
So I said, in a resigned voice, “Okay. I’ll try. But if I fail—and there’s a good chance I will—you guys better have a good backup plan, because I don’t.”
-
White Lightning was tied up to an old metal chair in a room on the opposite side of the hallway. His head was down on his chest, like he was asleep, though he was really more unconscious than anything. The room was pretty dark and grungy, more like a dungeon than a room, but apparently it was normally a cleaning closet, based on the shelves full of cleaning supplies I saw and the mops and buckets against the back wall.
I stood in front of White Lightning in the room. I had considered having some guards stand inside here with me to help, but we decided that a bunch of armed men in the room with me and White Lightning would be counterproductive. White Lightning might feel threatened at the sight of severak armed, fully-grown men, and if he felt threatened, he might not even listen to me, much less talk. That was the same reason Renaissance and Shade were not with me, either; they were just as intimidating as armed guards, if not even more so due to their powers, and intimidation was the last thing we needed to do to White Lightning at the moment.
There was, of course, still the possibility that White Lightning would try to harm me, but it was very nil. The guards who had taken White Lightning into this room had sprayed him with powerless gas, and a lot of it, too, based on the thin wisps of yellow gas I saw floating near the ceiling; therefore, White Lightning was entirely powerless at the moment and would remain in such a situation for the next several hours, though his powers would likely return before the twenty-four hours were up.
Even though I’d agreed to try this, I was still very reluctant about it. I knew just how much White Lightning hated me. He wouldn’t kill me—given that he was probably under orders from Mastermind to kidnap me in order to use me to activate the Apocalypse Switch—but I’m sure he’d love to beat my face in for the fact that I’d already beaten him two times. But I remembered that we had no other option, no other plan, right now, so I ignored my own trepidation and shook White Lightning’s shoulder.
“Hey, White Lightning,” I said, trying to keep my voice as nonthreatening as possible. “Are you awake, uh, buddy? I’d like to talk with you about something.”
White Lightning’s eyes flickered open and he raised his head, allowing me to see his eye color for the first time: It was blue, same shade as mine. At first, he looked dazed and confused, probably due to the fact that he’d been knocked out recently, but when he finally focused on my face, a look of seething hatred crossed his features.
“You …” White Lightning said, his voice strained. “You … you …”
“Yes, I know, it’s me,” I said. “How do you feel? Are you okay?”
But White Lightning hardly seemed to hear what I was saying. He seemed to exist in his own little world now; even his eyes weren’t focused on me anymore. “You, you, you, you … you!”
He immediately began rocking from side to side, trying to break out of his ropes or fall over onto the floor and break his head open. Regardless, I grabbed him by the shoulders and shouted, “White Lightning, no! Stop. You’ll just hurt yourself.”
“No,” White Lightning snarled, almost snapped, like a crocodile. “Dad gave … mission. Get you. Get you now.”
“You don’t need to complete the mission that Mastermind gave you,” I said. “It isn’t worth it. If you continue to listen to Mastermind, the whole world will suffer.”
“Do not care,” said White Lightning in a mad voice. “You try to kill Dad. You … you enemy. Get revenge.”
“I’m not your enemy,” I said, taking my hands off his shoulders. “I’m your brother, your long-lost twin brother Kevin. We don’t have to fight.”
“Yes, we do,” said White Lightning. “You … you not brother. You hate Dad. Want to kill him. Want to kill me.”
“I don’t want to kill you,” I said, finding it harder and harder to keep my voice calm in the face of White Lightning’s unreasonable attitude. “I’m just trying to tell you that Mastermind isn’t on your side. He just views you as a tool and a pawn to use for his own evil deeds. He’s just manipulating you.”
“No,” said White Lightning, shaking his head. “Dad gave … gave me freedom. Saved me from bad.”
Bad? I was about to ask him what he meant when I suddenly remembered that White Lightning had been in the custody of the government for nearly all of his life. While I didn’t know exactly what they did to him, I did know that they treated White Lightning like a lab experiment. It had been a traumatic experience, which was exactly why White Lightning acted the way he did.
No wonder he was loyal to Mastermind. Mastermind really had saved him, really had given White Lightning freedom, or at least more freedom than he’d had while under the government’s watch. It occurred to me that White Lightning probably thought that I was working with the government to recapture him and put him back into whatever hole the government had thrown him into in the first place.
So I said, in a much calmer tone than before, “I understand, White Lightning. I’m not a fan of the government, either, and I’m not interested in putting you back into wherever the government was keeping you before Mastermind rescued you.”
All of a sudden, White Lightning looked at me with less hate and more curiosity, though I could tell he still didn’t trust me very much. “You … aren’t?”
“I’m not,” I said. “What the government did to you was horrible and unjustified. They were in the wrong. And, if you help me, I will make sure that they don’t do that to you again.”
White Lightning’s rage seemed to have subsided; not completely, but enough that he was finally listening to me, though whether he truly believed anything I said, I didn’t know. “No … government?”
“No government,” I said. “I know that you trust Mastermind because he saved you. But trust me when I say that he doesn’t actually care about your well-being. Once he completes his plan, he will just discard like you an old rag, assuming you aren’t dead as a result of his plans.”
“Dead?” said White Lightning. “Dad will discard me?”
“Yes,” I said. “That’s not what I want to do. I want you to be able to live a normal life. Or at least as normal a life as someone like you could live. I could help you adjust to living a normal life. You wouldn’t have to be locked up in a secret government facility or following the orders of someone who doesn’t care about you. You would be truly free to do what you want and go where you like. That sounds good, doesn’t it?”
White Lightning looked down at his knees, like he was thinking about what I said. “Free … freedom … free …”
Encouraged by this response, I said, “Yes, freedom is good. You should want freedom. I will make sure that you get it. And if anyone tries to stop you, I will stop them. Do you understand?”
White Lightning still didn’t look up at me. He just kept muttering, “Freedom … free … freedom … free …” over and over again, like he was tasting the words in his mouth, trying to decide if he liked them or not.
“I know we’ve fought several times in the past, but we could work together from now on,” I said. “We could be friends, but not just friends; family. We could be a real family. Wouldn’t you like to have a real family, White Lightning?”
White Lightning looked up at me. Although he had calmed down considerably, there was a definite look of worry in his eyes. “But … Dad is family.”
“Maybe, but he’s not very good family,” I said. “He may be related to us, but he doesn’t really care about you or me. He only cares about us insofar as we aid him in his plans. But if we oppose him, he will treat us just like anyone else who has ever opposed him.”
White Lightning’s expression indicated that he didn’t really understand. Or maybe, rather, he didn’t want to understand. I understood that, because I was in the process of revealing some very dark truths to him and I didn’t know how much of it he really understood.
“Listen, Mastermind views you as a tool,” I said. “He’s oppressed billions of people in his home universe. And he wants to do even worse here. He wants to destroy this world. I don’t know why, but I do know that that is his ultimate plan.”
“Won’t die,” said White Lightning, though I noticed some hesitation in his voice. “Said so.”
“He said you won’t die?” I said. “I don’t think I agree with that. Mastermind will probably let you die if he feels like you are a threat. He’s not nearly as compassionate as he looks. He’ll discard you just like any other tool once you’re no longer useful to him. That’s what he does.”
White Lightning bit his lower lip. He looked away from me, no doubt because he didn’t want to face the facts. But I could tell I was getting to him, that he was actually listening to me. I just needed to push a little harder to make him break.
“You know I’m speaking the truth,” I said. “I don’t know what Mastermind told you, exactly, but I do know that he lied. But I’m not lying to you. I would never lie to you. As your brother, I just want what’s best for you, and I know that serving Mastermind is not what is best for you.”
White Lightning was incredibly quiet now, the quietest I’d ever seen him before. He seemed to be thinking; at least, he was thinking as much as someone as mentally disturbed as him could think. I caught myself holding my breath in anticipation, because I had no idea at this point what he was going to say.
Finally, White Lightning looked up at me. It was kind of weird, like staring into a mirror, even though I was well aware that he was a completely different person from me. But even when he looked me in the eyes, I didn’t know for sure what he was about to say until he opened his mouth and said this:
“I believe you … brother.”



Chapter Sixteen



 
One moment, White Lightning and I were standing in the Compound side by side; the next, we were standing in the middle of a forest in the middle of nowhere, thanks to my handy dandy Teleportation Buckle. While the teleporting hadn’t hurt me, White Lightning was clearly not used to it, given how he clutched his stomach when we appeared in the forest and made choking noises, although based on the few words he’d said to me before we left, he had already teleported many times before, because Mastermind had used his own teleportation tech to teleport White Lightning all around the country, which was how White Lightning always managed to appear and disappear before anyone could stop him. He never enjoyed it, though, because it made him sick for a little while before he recovered.
Still, White Lightning looked like he was about to throw up, prompting me to ask, “Hey, are you okay?”
White Lightning looked at me, his face somewhat pale. Since the powerless gas had worn off of him already, his eyes were glowing again, but not nearly as much as before. That was probably because he no longer viewed me as an enemy and so stopped behaving defensively toward me all the time.
“Me … okay,” said White Lightning. He took in a deep, shuddering breath. “Teleportation … no.”
“Okay,” I said. “Are you sure about that? Because we don’t have to go to Mastermind right away.”
White Lightning nodded. “Sure. Better. Can go now. No time waste.”
“Right,” I said. I looked down at my suit-up watch, which had the coordinates of the fallen alien ship in them, which Mastermind had sent me after I told him that White Lightning and I were coming to see him. “Okay, the ship should be somewhere nearby. But first: Valerie, are the others nearby?”
“Not yet,” said Valerie, her voice as cool as ever. “But I just received a message from Shade, telling me that she will be bringing Blizzard and the others along very shortly.”
I nodded. “Good to—”
I was cut off by rustling in the bushes nearby, which caused both me and White Lightning to look over at those bvushes. White Lightning’s hands immediately began glowing with crackling electricity, while I prepared my super strength instinctively.
As it turned out, however, we didn’t need to fight anyone, because three familiar figures stepped out of the bushes. One was Blizzard, who in her white hood looked as beautiful as ever, while the second was Shade, who was frowning uncharacteristically, and the third was a large, Russian man in his late sixties who I recognized as Ivan, or, as he was better known, Nuclear Winter, the first supervillain and one of the prisoners to escape from Ultimate Max with me. I almost didn’t recognize him, though; he had ditched the orange prisoner jumpsuit for a pair of jeans and a leather jacket, with a red T-shirt underneath that was stretched against his large chest.
As soon as Blizzard saw me, she yelped in delight and immediately tackled me. She was a lot lighter than me, but despite that, her tackle caused me to stagger backwards, almost knocking me over before I regained my balance and wrapped my arms around her.
“Oh, Bolt, I missed you so much!” said Blizzard, hugging me so tightly that it felt like she was never going to let go. “What happened to you? Where were you? Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, Blizzard,” I said, my voice somewhat choked under her iron hug. “Could you please loosen your grip on me a little? You’re hurting me.”
Blizzard loosened her hug on me, but she still didn’t let go. She looked my face over in worry, like she was trying to make sure there was nothing wrong with it. “I’m sorry, Kev, but I just missed you so much. You were gone for a week in an alternate universe ruled by your evil dad. How can you expect me not to worry about you like that?”
“I know,” I said. “I’m not faulting you for worrying about me, but I just wanted to let you know that I like to breathe. That’s all.”
“Kevin,” said Ivan, walking up to me. He held out one of his large hands, a smile appearing underneath his gray mustache. “It’s good to see you again. I was worried about you, too, but not as much as Emily here.”
“Good to see you, too, Ivan,” I said as I shook his hand. But then I realized what he’d just said and I looked at Blizzard. “Did he just call you by your real name?”
Blizzard shrugged somewhat sheepishly. “Ivan and I sort of bonded after your disappearance. He’s a real sweetheart when you get to know him.”
“And Emily is a wonderful girl who will make you a great wife someday,” said Ivan without missing a beat.”
“Wife?” I said hastily. “Who said anything about marriage?”
“Why are you saying that like it’s a bad thing?” said Blizzard with a frown on her face.
Before I could get myself out of this situation, Shade suddenly appeared from the shadows again, this time with Triplet and Emma on either side. She then vanished into the shadows once more before reappearing with Rime, who, like Ivan, had ditched the orange jumpsuit in favor of more casual clothing; in his case, a sleeveless blue shirt and some black cargo shorts.
“Emma, Rime, Triplet,” I said as those three approached us. “Glad to see you guys again. You look better than I remember.”
Triplet—who was wearing a new trench coat—just shrugged and said, “I’ve suffered worse injuries before. Besides, the INJ’s healer did an excellent job taking care of my wounds, so I doubt they will be a problem in the coming battle.”
“Are you sure?” said Ivan. “It might have been wiser for you to stay in the INJ’s headquarters, where you would be safer.”
“I was hired to figure out who Mastermind is and take him down,” Triplet replied. “And I never abandon a case until it’s finished, which this one isn’t.”
“Same here,” said Emma. “I’m not a detective like him, but I’m also not going to let Mastermind get away with his plans, not if I can help stop him.”
“That’s also why I’m here,” said Rime, jerking a thumb at his chest. “Bolt, you helped me get out of prison, so I’m going to return the favor.”
“Thanks,” I said. “Thanks to all of you. I knew I could count on you guys.”
Then I heard a somewhat awkward grunt and looked over to see White Lightning standing apart from the rest of us. He looked pretty awkward, standing there by himself, and looked even more awkward when the others looked at him. The others looked at White Lightning with a mixture of disgust and distrust.
“What is he doing here?” said Emma. I could see her reaching for her ninja stars. “I thought he was on Mastermind’s side.”
White Lightning growled at Emma’s tone, his hands sparking with electricity, so I said quickly, before a fight could break out, “Hey, I know how you guys feel about him, given what he did to you, but we can trust him. He’s on our side now. And he’s going to play a very important role in our plan to defeat Mastermind, so he needs to be in good shape to do it.”
“Are you sure you can trust him?” said Triplet in a skeptical voice. He was eyeing White Lightning like he was a cornered beast. “Because I remember how crazy he is.”
“I’m sure,” I said. “He’s not evil. He’s just, well, he was just hurt by the government. He’s under my supervision, so I’m going to make sure that he doesn’t cause any trouble or lose control or anything.”
Emma pulled her hands away from her belt, while the others also relaxed somewhat, but I could tell that none of them truly trusted White Lightning. In turn, White Lightning viewed them all with severe distrust as well, but at least he didn’t seem like he was going to attack them.
“Okay,” I said, drawing the attention of the others back to me. “It looks like everyone is present, so I want to make sure we all remember the plan and what roles we’re going to play in it.”
“Sure,” said Triplet, nodding. “I remember the message.” He pointed at himself and gestured at the others. “While you and White Lightning head into the ship where Mastermind is waiting, the rest of us will be making our way to the back to find a back entrance. Then, while you guys distract Mastermind, we’ll free his prisoners, which will allow you two to take Mastermind down once and for all.”
“Exactly,” I said. “Also, the G-Men, NHA, and INJ are willing to provide backup if we should need it. Let’s not forget about that.”
“I-I don’t see why we don’t just attack him with everything we’ve got now,” said Rime in annoyance. “He’s just one guy. If we all attacked him together, there’s no way he’d stand a chance.”
“Defeating Mastermind isn’t that simple, Rime,” said Triplet, shaking his head. “You see, Mastermind has hostages, including the daughter of the man you murdered, and superheroes generally don’t let the bad guy kill the hostages. We usually prefer to save the hostages rather than let them be killed.”
“Also, Mastermind is smart,” I said. “I imagine that, if he feels overwhelmed, he’ll try to escape to his home dimension using his tech. If he does that, we’ll never be able to get him again, so we need to do this subtly so he won’t feel alarmed or suspicious.”
“O-Okay, fine,” said Rime. “S-Still, I’d rather just turn him into an ice sculpture and be d-done with it.”
“I’d like to do that, too, but Bolt is right,” said Blizzard. “We need to do this right or we risk complete failure.”
“But in the event that somehow the plan goes south, we will make sure to jump in and help you and your brother,” said Ivan, giving me the thumbs up. “Right?”
“Right,” I said. “Anyway, now that we’re all here and all know the plan, I think it’s time to split up. White Lightning and I will head to the ship, while you guys go around it and find a back way inside without Mastermind noticing.”
“Sounds good to me,” said Ivan. “Come along, everyone. We do not have time to lose.”
“Okay,” said Blizzard. She looked at me again. “But be careful, okay? You know how tricky Mastermind can be.”
“I know,” I said. “He is my dad, after all, even if he is an evil supervillain version of him from an alternate universe. And after this, you and I can do something together, okay?”
Blizzard’s smile immediately brightened when I said that. “Okay.”
She kissed me on the cheek before letting go of me and following Ivan, Triplet, Emma, and Rime, who were already making their way back into the trees surrounding us. I watched them go, smiling at the back of Blizzard as she and the others gradually faded out of sight into the trees.
“Her,” said White Lightning, causing me to snap out of my thoughts and look at him suddenly. He was also looking at the trees, though unlike me he was frowning. “You … like her?”
“Blizzard?” I said. “Yeah. She’s my girlfriend.”
“Girlfriend,” White Lightning repeated. He said the word like it was from a foreign language, repeating it carefully. “Never … had one. Nice?”
“Very nice,” I said. “I will have to get you a girlfriend after this. I know some young female superhumans who wouldn’t mind having a boyfriend as strong as you.”
White Lightning shuddered. “No thank. No need girlfriend. Happy.”
Clearly, White Lightning was girl shy, but I decided not to press the point, since we had more important things to worry about at the moment than girls. “All right. Well, we ought to be heading to the ship now, so let’s go before Mastermind gets suspicious and starts wondering where we are.”
White Lightning nodded and the two of us started making our way down the path to the fallen ship, following the directions on my watch. The path was incredibly rough and we wouldn’t have noticed it if Mastermind hadn’t given us the coordinates to the fallen ship. But we did occasionally run across broken branches or crunched leaves and sometimes tire tracks, which I assumed were from government officials who visited the site of the fallen ship, though I didn’t know how often the government visited the ship. It could have also just been from when Mastermind came by here, but I didn’t know for sure.
In any case, the path was pretty long-winded, twisting and turning and going through thick brush and tree branches. You could easily get very lost in here if you didn’t know where you were going, especially at night. It wasn’t night yet—more like late evening—but the lack of sunlight through the treetops made the forest seem darker than it likely normally was. I half-expected Mastermind to have laid a trap for us, but we didn’t run into any traps along the way. White Lightning didn’t seem nearly as nervous as me, though maybe that was because the glow from his lightning powers granted us enough light to see by.
After about five minutes of walking alone in silence, we eventually stepped through the trees and into a far more open space. That was when I saw it.
It was a large crater, as wide and deep as a volcanic crater. It looked like the kind of crater you’d expect a huge meteor to have created and was mostly barren of life, save for a couple of small bushes here and there.
But that wasn’t the most interesting part. The most interesting part was the large spaceship in the middle; at least, I assumed that that was what it was, because it couldn’t have been anything else.
The ship looked nothing like the Pokacu ships I’d seen before. It was bulbous, with long tendrils that looked like octopus tentacles streaming out from its massive body. The tendrils looked big enough to wrap around skyscrapers, though half of them were buried underneath piles of dirt and the other half, while not buried, looked totally nonfunctional.
The ship’s main body—the bulbous part—looked almost like a face, with two large windows that resembled eyes and an entrance area that resembled a beak. It was almost as tall as a skyscraper, although it was leaning over so much that it looked like it was about to snap off from the main body from the pressure.
I tried to imagine what the ship would have looked like in its prime. I imagined a huge space octopus just floating through the reaches of space before it suddenly crashed onto Earth thousands of years ago. It made me wonder where it had come from and what its creators had been like, though I supposed I would never find out.
I looked at White Lightning and was surprised to see how terrified he looked. He took a step backwards, like he was about to run away, but at the same time I could tell that he was trying to fight his fear and not give in.
“White Lightning?” I said. “What’s the problem? Have you seen this ship before?”
White Lightning shook his head. “No. Something like it, though.”
“Something like it?” I repeated. “What do you mean?”
“Government …” White Lightning shuddered. “Don’t want to talk about.”
I understood, even though I didn’t know all the details. The government must have used something that looked like an octopus during their experiments on White Lightning. A part of me was curious to know the details, but I didn’t ask, because I could tell that it had really shaken him and I needed him to be brave right now.
“Well, let’s go inside,” I said. “Maybe it isn’t as scary as it appears.”
“Hope so,” said White Lightning in a voice full of dread.
We flew across the crater to the beaked entrance of the fallen spaceship. I glanced around to see if I could catch a glimpse of the others who were trying to sneak in from the back, but the surrounding forest was too dark for me to see if the others were nearby.
Landing in front of the beak, we found that it was already open. It looked like the entrance had been forced open a long time ago, based on how it hung limply on its hinges. White Lightning and I exchanged a quick glance before turning to face the entrance and walking inside.
The interior of the ship was surprisingly small, or at least the lobby was. There were a couple of platforms on the floor that were glowing red, while the entrances on either side of the lobby were closed off by rubble. It looked like the ceiling must have collapsed at some point and caved the other two entrances in, which would make it very difficult to go deeper into the ship.
The ship had an old, abandoned feel to it. The floor felt rusted and fragile, like it was going to break if we stepped on it too hard. The walls and ceiling were rusted and it was all very quiet. I didn’t see Mastermind anywhere, but given the size of this thing, that wasn’t too surprising; he was probably in another part of the ship.
Just then, there was a beep on my watch, causing me and White Lightning to look down at it. Its number was listed as ‘UNKNOWN,’ so I tapped it and said, “Hello?”
“Kevin,” came Mastermind’s insidious voice. “I see that you and White Lightning have entered the ship.”
“How did you know that?” I said. “We haven’t called you yet.”
“I’ve been following your progress via your suit-up watch’s tracking feature,” said Mastermind. “I was able to hack into it and track your every movement from here. I didn’t want you to get the drop on me.”
Uh, oh. I worried that Mastermind might somehow also know that I had been in contact with my friends. I had told Mastermind that it was just going to be me and White Lightning, but if he knew that I’d lied, then things were about to get messy.
“Okay,” I said, trying not to show any nerves in order to avoid arousing Mastermind’s suspicions. “So where are you on the ship, exactly?”
“I’m in the control center, which you can only get to by walking onto the teleporting pads that should be directly ahead of you,” said Mastermind. “Do you see them?”
I looked up and saw the red platforms I’d notice before again. “You mean the glowing red ones?”
“Exactly,” said Mastermind. “This ship, unlike human vessels, uses teleporters to allow its crew to move from room to room. It’s actually a fairly simple system that I worked out myself after only a few minutes of study, but it’s quite ingenious and makes me jealous that I had not been the one to invent it first.”
“So the ship’s teleportation system still works?” I said. “Even though the ship has been crashed and inactive for thousands of years?”
“Yes,” said Mastermind. “I don’t understand that myself, but I think it has to do with the durability of the ship. It’s not made out of any Earth alloy, so I imagine that its extraterrestrial properties keep it strong. But don’t expect it to start flying; it appears to be all out of fuel, so it will stay grounded for now.”
“Right,” I said. “So we just step onto the teleportation pads and they will take us to you?”
“Yes,” said Mastermind. “You don’t even need to do anything. Just step onto the pads and you will both be in the same room as me in an instant.”
“All right,” I said. “White Lightning and I are about to step onto them.”
“But only one at a time,” Mastermind warned. “If two people stand on the same pad … well, the results won’t be pretty. So I suggest that you two stand on separate pads in order to ensure your safety and health.”
“Fine,” I said. “We’ll be there soon.”
I hung up and looked at White Lightning. “You take the left pad, I’ll take the right.”
White Lightning nodded and we walked over to the pads. As I suggested, White Lightning stepped onto the left pad while I stepped onto the right.
As soon as we were on our pads, the glowing red lights suddenly became even brighter. In fact, they became so bright that we had to cover our eyes with our hands in order to avoid getting blinded. There was also a strange humming sound in my ears, which as far as I could tell was coming directly from the pads themselves.
All of a sudden, I felt a shift in my surroundings. It’s a hard sensation to describe; it was like the ground had moved underneath me, but I hadn’t moved from where I was standing. I wasn’t sure how that was possible, but in any case it didn’t feel like the sensation of teleportation that I was used to. Maybe alien teleportation worked differently from human teleportation.
But the shifting sensation lasted maybe a second and then the ground felt solid under my feet again. Not only that, but the red light suddenly dimmed, so I lowered my hands in order to see where I had ended up.
I was now standing inside a gigantic test tube, with barely enough room to stretch my arms in front of my body. I was surrounded on all sides by thick glass that was slightly dirty, though still clear enough for me to see through. I looked up and saw that the top was sealed by a large, alien-looking crystal hanging directly above my head.
I heard banging to my left and looked over to see that White Lightning was in a similar glass tube. He was banging his fists against the glass, desperately trying to break free, but the glass of the tube must have been incredibly strong, because all he succeeded in doing was make banging noises. He didn’t even make any cracks in the tube’s surface and I could tell that he was using his super strength due to how hard he made the tube shake with every blow.
“Kevin, Ronald,” said Mastermind’s voice, which now came from outside the tube, “I am pleased to see you two again.”
I looked down and saw that the tubes were raised two dozen feet off the ground. Mastermind stood on a platform below us, his arms folded over his chest. He still wore his helmet, so I couldn’t see his facial expression, but based on the way he stood, I could tell that he was feeling quite smug.
Mastermind stood in front of a huge, drill-shaped machine that was connected to our tubes by way of huge pipes (or maybe wires; it was hard to tell from here) which looked big enough to carry tons of water. The machine looked as old and inactive as the rest of the ship, though it had a large switch on it which looked like it had been rusted to the point where you couldn’t flip it even if you tried.
“Mastermind, what is this?” I said, putting my hands on the glass tube and glaring down at him. “What are these tubes?”
“The energy tubes for the Apocalypse Switch, obviously,” said Mastermind. “These were the tubes in which the old Ciphers were held, before the government took them away and put them inside you and your brother. I teleported you two straight inside them in order to ensure that you would use your powers to reactivate the Apocalypse Switch.”
“Where are Mom and the others?” I said, looking around for them, but not seeing anyone other than me, White Lightning, and Mastermind in the massive engine room. “I don’t see them.”
“Allow me to show you,” said Mastermind.
He snapped his fingers and another platform lowered from the ceiling. This platform was a steel cage, locked tightly, with four people lying unconscious within it: Mom, Malcolm, Tara, and Cadmus. At first I thought they were all dead already, but when I saw their chests rising and falling, I knew they were just unconscious.
“Here are the hostages,” said Mastermind, gesturing at the platform as it came to a stop to his left. “Don’t worry. I’ve kept good care of them. I’m not going to kill them … not yet, anyway.”
“Not yet?” I said. “But the deal was that you’d spare them if me and White Lightning agreed to come here.”
“Oh, I did agree to that, didn’t I?” said Mastermind. “That was a lie, more or less. All four of them—especially Cadmus—will die, since I have no use for them anymore.”
My hands balled into fists. “So you never intended to keep your word at all.”
“Of course not,” said Mastermind. “Did you really think I would be so foolish as to uphold my end of the deal when it wouldn’t benefit me? I am your father, Kevin. I know how you think. I knew that you would work with White Lightning to figure out how to defeat me, so I had you teleported directly into the tubes so you couldn’t attack me. Besides, you clearly never intended to keep your word, either, so I don’t see how you are any better than me.”
“I’m better than you because I want to save the world, not destroy it,” I said. “That’s what you are trying to do with the Apocalypse Switch.”
Mastermind sighed. “Destroy the world … my, my, isn’t that simplistic thinking.”
“It’s not simplistic thinking,” I said. “It’s the facts. The Apocalypse Switch—which I assume is the gigantic machine behind you—will destroy the entire planet if activated. Andy you want us to activate it, so—”
“The Apocalypse Switch doesn’t destroy the world,” Mastermind interrupted me.
“What?” I said. “Of course it does. That’s why it’s called the Apocalypse Switch.”
Mastermind snorted. “That’s just a name that the government gave to it. Did you ever ask yourself how they knew it destroys the world if they have never actually tested it? The government isn’t omniscient; it’s just as limited as us. It was just a theory, a theory I myself believed before I discovered the truth.”
“Well, then what does it do?” I said. “If it doesn’t destroy the world, what else can do it?”
Mastermind pointed at me. “It will permanently negate the powers of every superhuman on the planet; in effect, an ‘apocalypse’ of superhumanity, if you like.”
A chill went down my spine at that thought. “Permanently negate our powers? What do you mean?”
“Do you remember Robert Candle?” said Mastermind. “I did some research in this universe and discovered that your version of Robert had the ability to steal and negate superpowers. The Apocalypse Switch does the same thing, except on a planet wide scale, and its effects are totally irreversible.”
“You’re lying,” I said. “No machine can do that. Even powerless gas only negates a superhuman’s powers for as long as a superhuman is exposed to it.”
“No human machine can do that, I agree,” said Mastermind. “But the Apocalypse Switch is not a human machine. It isn’t even of this planet, though without it, you wouldn’t even exist.”
“What are you talking about?” I said. I briefly looked around, but didn’t see Ivan and the others just yet, so I kept talking. “What does this machine have to do with me?”
“It has nothing to do with you, specifically, aside from the Cipher inside you,” said Mastermind, “but everything to do with the mere existence of superhumans.” He gestured at the Apocalypse switch behind him. “This machine is the genesis—and apocalypse—of superpowers.”
“Genesis and apocalypse?” I said. “What do you mean?”
Mastermind sighed again. “You still don’t get it, but I shouldn’t be surprised, since you were never as smart or quick-witted as me. In plain terms, it is this ship that gave humanity our superpowers.”
I looked at White Lightning, who had stopped trying to free himself and had been listening to Mastermind talk. He looked as surprised as me by this revelation.
“That doesn’t make any sense,” I said, looking down at Mastermind again. “Superpowers are genetic. They weren’t ‘given’ to us by anyone or anything. They naturally developed in humanity, just like every other part of our genetics.”
“Did they?” said Mastermind. “That’s the current theory, both in your universe and mine, but no one has ever been able to prove it. Why? Because it’s wrong, that’s why.”
“Then explain how it is wrong,” I said. “All I hear is a bunch of crazy accusations from you, but not a whole lot of facts.”
“Very well,” said Mastermind. He gestured at the floor. “This ship in which we are standing crash landed on Earth thousands of years ago. Its crew was comprised of an advanced alien race that had already mastered space travel and science before we even knew that was possible. I don’t know where these aliens came from or who they were, but I did manage to gain access to the files left on their ship, which was how I discovered some interesting facts about them.”
“Like what?” I said.
“Like the fact that these aliens discovered early humanity,” said Mastermind. “They studied our ancestors and eventually came to the conclusion that, while we were a primitive people, we had the potential to become great. So they took some of us and altered our genetics in order to allow humans to gain the same sort of superpowers that these aliens themselves wielded back on their world. Then they released the genetically modified humans into the wild, where they then mated with their unmodified counterparts and helped to propagate the ‘neogene,’ as our scientists called it.”
“How did you read the files left by the aliens?” I said. “Aren’t they in another language you can’t read?”
“Their language is remarkably similar to the Pokacu language, which was a code I cracked some time ago in my universe,” said Mastermind. “I don’t know if this means that these aliens were related to the Pokacu or not; regardless, I figured it out anyway.”
“Well, if all of that is true, then how come it took such a long time for the world population of superhumans to grow?” I said. “I remember my Grandfather said that, before nineteen eighty-six, there were less than a hundred superhumans all around the globe, but now there are about ten thousand. What happened in that year that caused the superhuman population explosion?”
“The genes were activated by this ship,” said Mastermind. “There is another device on board this ship that can ‘activate’ the dormant genes that give us superpowers. It was activated in that year, which resulted in the superhuman population explosion, which also helped raise awareness of superhumans all over the planet.”
“Who activated it?” I said.
Mastermind pointed at the cage, specifically at Cadmus. “Cadmus Smith, the only man in the world who knew of this ship’s location.”
I looked at Cadmus Smith in surprise. He was still lying unconscious in the cage and didn’t seem to have heard Mastermind. “What? Why did he do that?”
“I can only guess,” said Mastermind. “It was a mystery I didn’t know until I caught him and interrogated him today. He admitted to activating the device, but why, I don’t know. Nor do I care, because I am going to reverse his actions.”
“Reverse his actions?” I said. “Are you saying that you want to de-power the entire superhuman community?”
“Of course,” said Mastermind. “If I can do that, then the entire planet will be defenseless against my armies from my home dimension. I can then expand my empire across dimensions, giving me more power than even the most power-hungry emperors of the past could have dreamed. It isn’t the same as destroying the world, but I will take it.”
“That’s impossible,” I said. “Isn’t it?”
“No, it’s not,” said Mastermind, shaking his head. “All I need to do is have you two power the Apocalypse Switch. It will then take away the powers of every superhuman on the planet, including you. And it will take away your powers forever, meaning that you will never be able to fight against my intelligent and logical rule ever again.”
“Won’t it take away your powers, too?” I said.
“No,” said Mastermind. “I doubt it, since I’m not from this universe; but even if it does, I still have my technology. I still have my empire. I don’t need superpowers to rule the world, especially if no one else has powers, either.”
Mastermind said all of that with intense relish, like he was about to achieve a lifelong dream that he’d been working toward forever. Even with his helmet still covering his face, I could imagine him grinning like a madman at how successfully his plan was going. It made me sick to my stomach, but more importantly, I felt foolish for walking straight into his trap.
“I wish I didn’t have to trick you two,” said Mastermind, though the mad glee in his voice hadn’t left him. “You are my sons, my own flesh and blood. If I could, I would have you two serve me, but I can see that you have chosen to fight against me. How sad, but I’ve dealt with plenty of sadness in my life already, so this is no different.”
Mastermind folded his arms again. “Now, use your lightning powers. Allow the Ciphers to flow through you and into the machine. Let the Apocalypse Switch return humanity to its original state. You have no choice.”
“Yes, we do,” I said. “Even if that means starving to death in here, we won’t use our powers.”
Mastermind shook his head. “When I said ‘you have no choice,’ I meant that you have no choice.”
All of a sudden, the air in my tube vanished. I found that I couldn’t breathe, and based on White Lightning’s terrified expression, I could tell that he also lacked air now. I tried to hold in what little air I’d managed to inhale, but it wasn’t enough and I was soon gasping for air that wasn’t there. I fell to my hands and knees, gasping for as much air as I could, but my consciousness was already slipping between my fingers and I couldn’t stay awake much longer. I heard White Lightning futilely beating against the interior of his tube, but I doubted he’d be able to break it in time to get our air back.
All of a sudden, right before I blacked out, the air returned. I gasped for air and this time actually inhaled some. It felt wonderful and refreshing, even after less than a minute without it. Even so, I still felt too weak to stand, though I managed to look at Mastermind, who was watching us as if in amusement.
“How did that feel?” said Mastermind. “Bad? Painful, perhaps?”
“You … nearly … killed us,” I said.
“Correct,” said Mastermind. “But because you have to stay alive, I’m not going to kill you. I’m just going to keep taking away and returning your air for as long as it takes for you to do the one thing that will ensure your survival. It may cause some permanent brain damage in the long term, but that’s a sacrifice I am willing to make if it will get me what I want.”
“You … monster,” I said. I rose back to my feet, but had to lean on the tube for support. “I’d rather die than help you.”
“I’d rather you didn’t,” said Mastermind. “Still, I admire your will. You remind me so much of how you were in my universe: An indomitable will that cannot be crushed … easily, at least.”
“Dad …” said White Lightning in a pained voice. “Why …?”
“Because I need your help,” said Mastermind. “Do you want to help me, Ronald? If you do, I won’t take away your air again. I promise.”
“Don’t listen to him,” I said to White Lightning. “You know he’s lying. He just wants you to do his dirty work. He doesn’t really care about you or me.”
White Lightning looked hesitant. He looked from me to Mastermind and back again. I was worried this would happen; he was still very much attached to Mastermind and would not easily betray him. It didn’t help, either, that White Lightning was very weak-willed due to spending most of his life under the control of the government.
“Hesitant, I see,” said Mastermind. “Not that it matters. I have plenty of experience forcing people to do what I want them to do or simply tricking them into doing it. I have all the time in the world, I think, to accomplish this goal, so whether you willingly help me or not, I will ultimately win in the end.”
I had to admit that Mastermind had a point. There was no way that White Lightning and I could escape or beat him. As long as he had control over our air supply and kept us locked up in these tubes, we were totally at his mercy. I had no intention of breaking under his power, but at the same time I didn’t know how much longer I would be able to handle this kind of torture.
That was when, without warning, the ceiling above us exploded, causing Mastermind to look up in surprise.
“What?” said Mastermind. “Who is—”
All of a sudden, a large, thick ice slide formed from the ceiling and down to the floor below. As soon as it solidified, five people immediately slid down it: Blizzard, Ivan, Triplet, Emma, and Rime. They came down the slide quickly, reaching the floor not far away from Mastermind. They then rose to their feet, with ice already starting to form in Blizzard and Rime’s hands, while Emma and Triplet drew their throwing stars and guns respectively. Only Ivan hadn’t used his powers, but I could tell that he was just as willing to fight as the rest of them.
Hope rose within me at the sight of the others. I had been wondering where they were, so seeing them appear just in the nick of time like that was enough to banish all doubt and fear and worry from my mind. Even White Lightning looked a little bit more hopeful, the doubt and worry on his face disappearing as he looked down at the others below.
Despite his initial surprise, Mastermind seemed to have gotten over it quickly. With his arms folded across his chest, he looked at my friends and allies as if they were rude guests interrupting his party.
“So Bolt did not come alone,” said Mastermind. “Not very surprising, really, given how he has already broken one half of the deal.”
“Let him and his brother go,” said Blizzard. She pointed a hand glowing with ice energy at Mastermind. “Or else.”
“Or else what?” said Mastermind. “You’re just a thin teenage girl, hardly much of a threat even with your ice powers.”
“What about a big Russian man like myself?” said Ivan, gesturing at his biceps. “Or the rest of us?”
Mastermind looked at Ivan and snorted. “Nuclear Winter … in my universe, you are dead. I just find it funny that you think you can beat me here. I beat you twice, once in this universe and once in mine, yet now you are working with my son to take me down. I do wonder, though, why you are helping him.”
“Because Bolt is a friend,” said Ivan. “He may be your son, but he’s much better than you. Besides, if you take over the world, that means I will be dead, just like how you killed me in your universe, and I would rather not be dead.”
“How foolish,” said Mastermind. “I would admire your collective optimism, but I’m afraid I’m smarter than that.”
“Do you think you can beat us all?” said Ivan. “Because you are clearly outnumbered.”
“Be that as it may, I still have the power over the hostages,” said Mastermind. “Observe.”
He held up his gauntlet and pressed a button on it. Instantly, spikes emerged from the ceiling of the cage, which then began to lower down onto the unconscious hostages. It was lowering rather slowly, but even at its current speed, I knew it would kill the hostages if it wasn’t stopped in time.
“No,” said Blizzard, taking a step forward. “Stop that!”
“Only if you agree not to interfere with my plans,” said Mastermind. “Of course, if you were smart, you would just attack me anyway. After all, I think sacrificing four people is better than leaving the world defenseless against my armies. Too bad you are all too stupid to think that way.”
“Guys!” I shouted, causing Blizzard and the others to look up at me in surprise. “Stand down. Don’t let Mastermind kill the hostages.”
“You heard him,” said Mastermind. “Stand down or I kill the hostages.”
Blizzard and the others looked angry about Mastermind’s threat, but they finally listened to me and lowered their hands and weapons. Then Mastermind tapped a button and the ceiling of the cage stopped lowering, though it was now about halfway as high as it had been before.
“There,” said Mastermind. “See? There is nothing that you or anyone else can do to stop me. I am invincible.”
I wanted to say, ‘No, you’re not,’ but in all honesty I wasn’t sure whether I believed that. Mastermind certainly had us all in a bind now, and if he kept torturing me and White Lightning, he’d probably succeed in activating the Apocalypse Switch.
“Now,” said Mastermind, looking back up at us, “with that little interruption out of the way, I think it is time that you two finish it. Activate the Apocalypse Switch. Or else I will kill everyone here.”
I looked over at White Lightning. He looked just as troubled as I did, but I wasn’t so sure whether to agree with him or not. It seemed pointless, to keep fighting Mastermind, even though I knew we were going to die either way.
So I said to Mastermind, “All right. We’ll do what you want. We’ll activate the Apocalypse Switch. Just … just don’t kill everyone, okay?”
“Of course,” said Mastermind. “Now all you need to do is raise your hands up and unleash your lightning powers into the crystals. The Ciphers will flow through your hands into the machine and I will handle the rest of it from there.”
A part of me still wanted to resist, still wanted to fight, but at the same time I knew it was foolish, so I ignored that part as I raised my hands above my head. White Lightning mirrored my pose in the tube to my left. Below, the others wore expressions of disbelief and horror on their faces; I wished I could have explained to them that we’d lost, but I didn’t know what to say.
Red lightning crackled around my fingertips and then shot into the crystal above. Rather than shatter the crystal or send electricity flying everywhere, the lightning was absorbed into the crystal, which began to glow the exact same shade of red as me as I poured more and more red electricity into it. Over in White Lightning’s tube, I could see him doing the same thing, except his was a bright blue.
Outside of the tubes, I saw the piping connecting our tubes to the Apocalypse Switch glowing red and blue as they channeled the energy from our tubes into the Switch itself. The gigantic machine behind Mastermind started to rumble and shake. Lights began to turn on, rows of red and blue lights that bathed everyone in the area. My friends were looking around in horror and fear, while Mastermind simply looked on, his mask making it impossible to tell what his expression was, though I bet it was happy.
“Yes,” said Mastermind, his voice barely audible over the crackling of our lightning, “yes, let the power flow through you and into the machine. You are both doing a very good job. You will not regret this.”
But I already was. I didn’t know how much power we’d need to channel into the machine to make it work, but I was too afraid to stop lest Mastermind kill all my friends. But I did notice the hostages begin to stir; Mom was shaking her head, Malcolm and Tara were covering their ears, and Cadmus’s eyes were flickering open. Not that it really mattered, though; it was already too late to save them or for us to stop Mastermind.
Out of the corner of my eye, however, I thought I caught movement in the shadows. At first, I just dismissed it as nothing more than an illusion created by the flashing lights, but then I saw the shadows actually moving. No one else seemed to notice, including Mastermind, who was completely focused on me and White Lightning.
“Yes, keep draining your power into the machine,” said Mastermind, the gleeful madness still in his voice. “It won’t be long now before the Apocalypse Switch is fully operational. Soon, all of my hard work will be fulfilled.”
“Sorry, but that’s just not going to happen today,” came a familiar feminine voice from the shadows.
A shadow tendril rose from Mastermind’s own shadow—cast by the red and blue light generate by me and my brother—and flew toward him. Mastermind noticed it just fast enough to raise his own defensively, blocking the tendril as it tried to slash him. But the tendril managed to cut through his gauntlet, causing him to cry out in pain and stagger to the side as he clutched his arm.
“What?” said Mastermind, the gleeful madness replaced by anger. “Who did that? Who attacked me?”
“That would be me,” said that familiar voice.
Shade rose from the shadows, but she looked a little different from before. She was draped in darkness, like she was wearing it as actual clothing. She was also taller than before, growing taller and taller until she looked more like a giant made of shadow than a human being.
Mastermind looked up at her in surprise. “You? Where did you come from?”
“The shadows, of course,” said Shade. Despite her changed appearance, she still sounded the same. “Now I’m not in a very good mood, so if you would like to keep living, I suggest giving up now and letting the hostages go unharmed.”
“You foolish woman,” said Mastermind. He looked around at the rest of us. “You fools have gone against our agreement. Therefore, I don’t have to uphold my end of the agreement, either.”
Mastermind tapped the button on his gauntlet again and the ceiling of the cage containing the hostages began to fall, this time faster than before. It was falling so fast that I was sure it was going to crush the hostages all at once before anyone could stop it.
But then a shadow hand emerged from within the cage and caught the falling ceiling. The ceiling pushed hard against it, but the shadow hand held it firm; in fact, it actually began pushing up against the ceiling until—with a sound of wires being snapped—the lid of the cage was jerked up and sent flying. It landed on the floor a couple of feet away from the cage, where it couldn’t harm the hostages.
Shade smirked at Mastermind. “What are you saying about not upholding your end of the deal, now?”
Mastermind just growled, but said, “It doesn’t matter. The Apocalypse Switch has enough energy now. Your actions were for nothing.”
He reached for his belt—probably to activate his dimension-hopping buckle—but Shade’s tendrils lashed out and slashed through his buckle. Mastermind cried out in pain and staggered backwards, grabbing his waist and what remained of the dimensional buckle, which now hung limply and uselessly at his waist.
“You aren’t getting away today,” said Shade. “We’ve been searching for you for a very long time and now your reign is at an end.”
“She’s right, Mastermind,” said Triplet above the sounds of our electricity being poured into the Apocalypse Switch. “Game over. You lost.”
Mastermind, however, just snarled and said, “Lost? I haven’t lost at all. The Apocalypse Switch is powered now and will activate on its own soon enough. It is you fools who have lost!”
“I guess you’re not going to give up easily, then,” said Shade with a sigh. “Oh, well. Looks like I will just have to use force, then.”
Shade’s tendrils reared back, while my friends moved toward Mastermind. But Mastermind was quicker than either; he raised his other gauntlet and smashed a button on it.
Then a huge, blinding white light erupted from the gauntlet. The light was so bright that it completely covered the entire room. I closed my eyes shut to avoid going blind, though I could still hear the others crying out in pain, as well as what sounded like someone running away, though I couldn’t tell who.
But the light soon faded, allowing me to open my eyes and see that the Apocalypse Switch was still shaking and glowing with power. Also, Shade and my friends were lying on the floor like they’d been knocked out. More worryingly, however, I didn’t see Mastermind anywhere until I spotted the back of his armor as he vanished into a dark doorway on the other side of the room.
Immediately, I stopped channeling energy into the Apocalypse Switch, causing the crystal above me to stop glowing red. White Lightning did the same in his own tube, but the Apocalypse Switch still glowed and shook with power. That meant that Mastermind had been correct when he said that it had enough power now, but I didn’t care.
I reached down and turned the Teleportation Buckle, allowing me to teleport next to White Lightning, who I grabbed and then teleported out of his tube to the floor below.
We appeared next to my fallen friends. I ran over to Blizzard and, cradling her in my arms, said, “Blizzard, are you okay?”
Blizzard, thankfully, opened her eyes, though she rubbed her forehead like she had a bad headache. “Yeah, I’m all right. But my head hurts. Feels like I got hit by a bus.”
I sighed in relief. “Then the others must be okay, too.”
“Yes, but what about Mastermind?” said Blizzard. She looked around in alarm. “Where did he go?”
“Ran away,” I said. “I think he’s trying to escape, but I’m not going to let him. Not this time.”
I was about to rise to my feet, but Blizzard grabbed my arm and said, “But what about the Apocalypse Switch? It’s still active.”
I looked up at the massive machine, which was now glowing red and blue. “You’re right. We need to stop it, but—”
“Go,” said White Lightning, who was standing near me all of a sudden. “Get Dad. I stop machine.”
“You’ll deal with the Apocalypse Switch?” I said, looking up at White Lightning in surprise.
White Lightning nodded. “Yes. Get … Dad. Get him.” Before he escapes.
White Lightning’s English was as broken as usual, but at the same time the pain and anger in his voice was unmistakable. He was looking at the Apocalypse Switch, his hands balled into fists, sparks flying from his hands like he was starting to lose control of his powers.
That was how I knew I could trust him. “Okay. But be quick about it; we don’t have much time before it fully activates and de-powers every superhuman on the planet.”
White Lightning nodded again and then flew toward the Apocalypse Switch, heedless of its shaking or sparking.
As for me, I made sure Blizzard was still okay, then got up and ran toward the exit that Mastermind had escaped through. I hoped I would catch up to him before he got away, because he could not be allowed to escape.



Chapter Seventeen



 
The hallways of the alien ship were far more twisted than I thought. It felt like they had been designed for giant worms to crawl through than for human beings, which made me wonder if this ship had been piloted by giant alien space worms.
Because of the confusing layout of the ship, it was very hard for me to keep up with Mastermind, much less catch him. Every now and then I’d catch a glimpse of his back up ahead, but he’d always turn a corner and vanish from my view in the next instant. I would have used my super speed to go after him, but channeling so much of my lightning powers into the Apocalypse Switch had left me very tired. Besides, I didn’t know the layout of this ship and didn’t want to run into a wall or something by accident.
I went around a corner, down some steps, up another set of stairs, and even had to climb a ladder once. At this point, I was convinced that Mastermind had no idea where he was going and was just trying to lose me. Too bad he didn’t remember that I don’t give up that easily.
Also, the entire ship was shaking, like it was activating again or something. I wasn’t sure why until I remembered how the Apocalypse Switch was activated; maybe powering up the Apocalypse Switch had also powered up the rest of the ship. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.
Regardless, I was starting to catch up with Mastermind. Even though he could run pretty fast for an older dude, I noticed that he was slowing down, most likely because of the injuries that Shade had inflicted on him earlier. But he never looked back to see if I was following, probably because he didn’t want to slow down for even a second.
He did, however, drop several round balls from his belt, which exploded and created huge clouds of black smoke that briefly obscured my view of him. I ran through the clouds, mostly because they had appeared faster than I could react, and suddenly found myself coughing and wheezing as the smoke entered my lungs. My eyes watered and I slowed down slightly, but I didn’t stop entirely. I just kept running until I burst out of the smoke clouds and saw the heel of Mastermind’s left boot disappear around a corner up ahead.
Still coughing, I ran until I turned a corner and found a locked set of doors. I didn’t see Mastermind, but I assumed that he must have closed the doors behind him when he turned the corner.
So I smashed straight through the doors with a single superpowered punch as I shouted, in a slightly hoarse voice due to the smoke, “Mastermind!”
My voice echoed as I looked around and realized that I was standing on top of a very deep pit, a pit so deep that I couldn’t even see the bottom. A long, narrow bridge with railing on both sides ran from my end of the chamber to the other end, and running along the bridge—already halfway across it—was Mastermind, who didn’t look back even when I shouted his name.
I zoomed across the bridge toward him, pulling back my fist as I did so, but right when I got behind him, Mastermind grabbed the railing and threw himself over the side of the bridge. Taken by surprise, I skid to a halt, sending sparks flying off the surface of the bridge, and looked back over my shoulder at the halfway point, which Mastermind was now climbing back onto.
Growling in anger, I ran at him again, but this time without my super speed. I reached him just as Mastermind put his feet back on the bridge and threw another punch at him aimed for his chest in a blow that, if it connected, would shatter his armor.
But then a red barrier appeared around Mastermind’s body. My fist slammed into the barrier, but it was like punching a mountain because it didn’t bend under my strength at all. Then the barrier ejected me, sending me flying backwards until I crashed into the bridge, where I lay in a daze.
Then I heard a laugh and raised my head to see Mastermind still standing where I’d left him, only he must have turned off his barrier, because it was no longer visible.
“Nice try,” said Mastermind, “but you didn’t honestly think I was just going to let you punch me like that, did you? I’m not a fool, you know.”
Shaking my head, I rose to my feet and took a fighting stance. “It doesn’t matter, Mastermind. I’m going to take you down here and now regardless of what tricks you have up your sleeve. You can’t run away back to your empire, so you’ll just have to deal with me yourself.”
Mastermind shrugged. “I would rather prefer I didn’t have to kill you, but it seems like this is the only option you are giving me. Let us fight, then.”
Mastermind raced toward me, moving much faster than I expected. But I was faster; I ran at him, using my super speed to give me another boost, and threw another punch at him. I was convinced that I had moved too fast for him to activate his barrier this time.
But then, without warning, Mastermind caught my fist and, using my own momentum, threw me over his shoulder. I hurtled through the air uncontrollably for a second before I slammed into the bridge. I got to my hands and knees, but Mastermind was on top of me in seconds. He lashed out with a kick, striking my jaw and sending me falling flat onto my back again.
His foot came flying at my face, but I caught it with my hands and shoved him backwards. Mastermind staggered and grabbed the railing in order to steady himself, which gave me time to get back to my feet and come at him again.
Instead of punching him, though, I fired a lightning bolt at him. It was weaker than usual due to how much energy I had used up, but it would still take him down if it hit.
Unfortunately, Mastermind activated his barrier and the lightning bolt struck the barrier and rebounded. I ducked to avoid getting hit by my own rebound, but Mastermind ran up to me and punched me in the face.
That blow—which came harder than I expected—sent me stumbling backwards, allowing Mastermind to follow up that punch with another one. I almost fell down again, but I managed to grab the railings and keep myself standing.
Unfortunately, I was still too dazed from Mastermind’s punches to recover right away. Mastermind grabbed me by the neck and forced me up against the rails. He wrapped his hands around my neck and squeezed, causing me to gasp in pain. I tried to remove his hands from my neck, but a sudden electrical jolt shot from his gauntlets into my neck, causing me to gasp in pain and lower my hands.
“Yes …” said Mastermind, his voice full of mad glee. “Yes … die … die, for betraying your father, you little brat.”
The lack of air and the awkward situation I was in made it impossible for me to throw him off. Mastermind’s grip just grew tighter and tighter and I was losing consciousness. But I knew that if I fell unconscious, I would die, so I forced myself to retain consciousness even though it was hard.
“This is what you get for turning your brother against me, Kevin,” said Mastermind. “I really wish I didn’t have to do this, but you’ve left me no choice. I’ve already mourned you once, anyway; I won’t need to waste time doing that again after you die a second time.”
Blackness was starting to claim my vision. I felt weaker and weaker; without air, I was about to die.
But then, all of a sudden, there was a beep from my watch and Valerie’s voice said, “Kevin? Are you there? It’s me, Valerie.”
I couldn’t answer, mostly because Mastermind was still choking the life out of me, but Mastermind froze. He looked down at my watch, as if he couldn’t believe what he had heard.
“Kevin?” came Valerie’s voice again. “Hello? Can you hear me? I was told by Blizzard that you are going after Mastermind.”
“Valerie?” Mastermind muttered. “How can she be here? She’s not in this universe.”
At first, I was confused by Mastermind’s words until I remembered that he and the Valerie of his universe had been in a relationship together. That must have been why he was so shocked; he had not expected to hear her voice again, especially here.
In fact, Mastermind was so shocked that he, perhaps unconsciously, relaxed his grip on my neck. He was looking at my watch like he was looking at a ghost.
“Valerie?” said Mastermind, in a louder voice. “Are you … is that you?”
“Who is this?” said Valerie. “I do not recognize your voice.”
“What?” said Mastermind. “But I created you.”
“Genius?” said Valerie. “Impossible. He’s dead.”
“But it is me,” said Mastermind. His voice actually became emotional, much to my surprise. “Don’t you recognize me? We … we were …”
Mastermind’s grip had slackened on my neck enough for me to breathe in some air. It felt good to have air in my lungs again, so—without further hesitation—I summoned my super strength and punched Mastermind directly in the side of the face while he was distracted.
My face smashed through his helmet and crashed into his face; in addition to the sound of shattering metal and plastic, I felt bone crunch under the impact of my fist as well.
Mastermind let go of my neck and fell onto the bridge with a dull thud. He did not get up again.
Gasping for breath, I stepped away from Mastermind’s prone body and, raising my watch to my mouth, said, “Val? You still there?”
“Yes, I am,” said Valerie. “But what was that? I heard metal and plastic being broken.”
“I knocked out Mastermind,” I said. “And I couldn’t have done it if you hadn’t distracted—”
A loud moan of pain interrupted me, making me look down to see Mastermind sitting up. He looked far worse than he had before; only half of his helmet had survived my punch, revealing that half of his face was horribly disfigured from the impact of the punch. Not only that, but shards of metal and plastic were embedded in his skin and even in one of his eyes, which made his face bleed in several places.
Despite the obvious pain he was experiencing, Mastermind grabbed the railing and rose to his feet again. I immediately took a battle stance, even though I doubted he would be able to defeat me.
“Very … clever, Kevin,” said Mastermind. He spat out a piece of metal from his mouth, which clanked against the bridge. “Taking advantage of my distraction to knock me out … that’s exactly what I would have done in your situation. You are truly my son.”
“I’m not your son,” I said.
Mastermind looked at me in astonishment. “What do you mean? Of course you … of course you are. We are biologically related, even if I am from another universe.”
“That’s not what I mean,” I said, shaking my head. “I mean that I didn’t take after you. I took after the better version of you, my father Genius. He was a better man than you. He helped people. He didn’t oppress them. He taught me everything I know. You didn’t.”
Mastermind, to my surprise, actually chuckled, though it sounded painful, like he had some plastic or metal lodged in his vocal box. “Ah, Kevin, you truly are the superhero’s son. I should have known that from the start. I gave up the title of superhero long ago, when I first decided to take over the world, because I didn’t see myself as one anymore, because I saw myself as something better than a superhero. Had I not abandoned that title, perhaps fate would have led me in a different direction than it did.”
“Don’t get philosophical on me now,” I said. “I know what you really are. It’s over. You. Lost.”
Mastermind lowered his head. “I guess … you have a point. But I don’t think I truly lost, because the Apocalypse Switch is still active. Once it has fully powered up, the world will be rid of superhumans once and for all. Even if I am not alive to enjoy the fruits of my plan, I still win.”
“Not unless my friends stop it,” I said. “And they will. I know they will. What matters to me is keeping you from escaping.”
Mastermind chuckled again. “To where? I have nowhere to run, nowhere to go.”
“Yeah,” I said. “That’s why you’re going to jail, because that’s where you belong.”
Mastermind rubbed the back of his neck. “Jail would be … unpleasant, I imagine. So I won’t go there.”
“Are you going to try to fight me?” I said. “Even though you are clearly in no shape to do that?”
“No,” said Mastermind. His grip tightened on the railing. “If I am not allowed to go home, then I will just end it here and now. And take you with me./”
Just as I realized what Mastermind meant, he said, “Self-destruct sequence, activate!”
A small beep emitted from Mastermind’s belt. I had just enough time to notice the blinking red light before Mastermind’s belt exploded.
The explosion sent me flying. I crashed into the bridge, rolling several times before I came to a stop. Shaking my head, I looked up to see that the middle of the bridge had been completely destroyed. There was now a big, gaping hole where the center of the bridge had existed, a hole which was smoking and burning. The heat from the burning metal was so intense that I could feel it even from a distance, but I saw no sign of Mastermind anywhere until a chunk of burning metal landed right in front of my face.
I jerked back in response, but when the metal didn’t explode, I looked at it more closely and realized that it was the remains of Mastermind’s helmet, though not his head, thankfully. It was hot and partially melted and seemed to be totally nonoperational. I did not see the rest of Mastermind’s body or armor anywhere; I guess it must have all been destroyed by the explosion.
Rising to my feet, I felt a pinge of sadness when I looked at Mastermind’s helmet. Despite what I’d said to him earlier, I could not help but feel sad about his death. It was like losing Dad twice; actually, that’s exactly what happened. It reopened old emotional wounds that I thought I had closed, briefly overcoming me with sadness, to the point where I didn’t notice Valerie speaking until she shouted, “Kevin!”
I jumped and looked around in surprise before I realized that Valerie’s voice had come from my watch. Raising it to my mouth, I said, “Sorry, Val. Didn’t hear you.”
“That’s fine, Kevin,” said Valerie, “but what happened to Mastermind? I heard an explosion.”
“He killed himself,” I said, the bitterness in my tone taking even me by surprise. “Blew himself up with his belt’s self-destruct system. Kind of like how Dad killed Master Chaos.”
“That means you will not be able to bring him to justice, then,” said Valerie.
I shrugged. “Yeah, but at least he’s dead. At least now he’s not going to be a threat to anyone else ever again.”
I didn’t say that with any glee or happiness. I was bitter because I was reminded of Dad’s death, even though intellectually I was aware of how much Mastermind hated me and how better the world now was without him.
“I suppose so,” said Valerie. “Anyway, you need to return to the others right away.”
“What?” I said. “Why? Is there a problem?”
“I just received a message from Blizzard,” said Valerie. “White Lightning hasn’t been able to destroy the Apocalypse Switch and it’s nearly fully powered as a result. You need to go there right away to help them.”
“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “Tell Blizzard I’ll be there in a flash.”



Chapter Eighteen



 
Thanks to my super speed, I was able to make it through the winding halls of the alien ship in record time. I reached the room in which the Apocalypse Switch was located and stopped to see what the situation was like now.
The massive Apocalypse Switch still towered over everyone, but now it was incredibly loud. It was shaking and shuttering and intense heat was radiating off it, like a furnace or active volcano.
As for my friends, I was surprised to see that most of them were gone. Only a handful of people were still in here: White Lightning, who was futilely zapping the Apocalypse Switch with his electricity powers; Blizzard, who was standing on the other side of the room next to Ivan, both of whom were sweating; and Cadmus Smith, of all people, who was also sweating from the heat, but he didn’t seem to care based on the way he stood with his hands in his pockets.
I flew over to Blizzard, Ivan, and Cadmus. As soon as I landed, Blizzard said, “Kevin! I’m so glad to see you. Where’s Mastermind?”
“Dead,” I said. “I’ll fill you in later. Where’s everyone else?”
“Out,” said Cadmus. He had a nasty bruise on his head, probably where Mastermind had hit him when he knocked him out. “Shade managed to get all of the other hostages and rescuers out of here on my orders. They are all far from here on Hero Island, where they are safe.”
“Good,” I said. I frowned at Cadmus. “But what are you still doing here? I thought you would have left with them.”
“Because the Apocalypse Switch is my responsibility,” said Cadmus. He glanced at the huge machine, a frown on his face. “And it is my fault that Mastermind was allowed to get this close to succeeding.”
“Okay,” I said. I looked at Ivan. “What about you, Ivan? Why are you still here?”
“To help,” said Ivan. Then he shrugged. “However I have been unable to do very much, because I am still wary about using my powers, since nuclear power is very dangerous, as you know.”
I looked over at White Lightning. Despite how much effort he was clearly putting in, it was like his attacks weren’t hurting the Switch at all. “Has he just been attacking the Apocalypse Switch this entire time?”
“Aye,” said Ivan. “But he’s had little luck in stopping it. Whatever this thing is made of, it is nearly indestructible.”
“Have you guys tried cutting the power?” I said, looking at my friends again. “Maybe that would turn it off.”
“That won’t work,” said Cadmus. “The Apocalypse Switch has already taken the power that you and White Lightning fed into it. Destroying the crystals will not do anything except waste time and energy that could be better spent on more effective means of stopping the machine.”
“Then what are we supposed to do?” I said in frustration. I shook my head and turned to face the Apocalypse Switch. “Never mind. I’m going to help White Lightning. Maybe if the two of us work together, we’ll be able to destroy it.”
But before I could fly over to join White Lightning, Ivan rested a huge hand on my shoulder, causing me to look up at him in surprise. He wore a serious expression, a serious expression that I didn’t like for some reason.
“Kevin, I don’t believe either you or White Lightning can destroy the Apocalypse Switch even if you work together,” said Ivan. The red and blue lights of the Apocalypse Switch were reflected in his eyes. “It is too powerful, too strong even for you to destroy.”
“Stop being such a defeatist,” I said. “Unless you have another idea about how to deal with it—”
“I do,” said Ivan. He looked at the shaking and glowing machine, his eyes full of determination. “I will destroy it.”
“You will?” I said. “How?”
“By blowing myself up,” said Ivan. He put a hand on his chest. “My nuclear power is incredible. I have enough energy in my body to create a nuclear blast that should not only destroy the Apocalypse Switch, but also take out the entire ship. In the process, however, I will likely die.”
“What?” I said, turning around to face him. “How are you going to die? Aren’t you immune to your own nuclear energy?”
“I do have a stronger immunity to the negative effects of nuclear energy than most people, superhuman or no,” said Ivan, “but it doesn’t mean I am invincible. If I create a nuclear blast, the resulting explosion will likely kill me, if only because the ship will collapse on me and bury me underneath tons of metal.”
“Ivan, you don’t need to sacrifice yourself like this,” said Blizzard, putting a hand on his large forearm. “Can’t you just throw some nuclear power at the Switch and destroy it from a distance?”
“No,” said Ivan, shaking his head. “My power does not work that way. Blowing myself up is the only way to guarantee the destruction of the Apocalypse Switch. I know it sounds terrible, but I have no other choice.”
“But won’t the effects of your explosion lead to a nuclear fallout in the surrounding area?” I said. I looked at Cadmus. “Are there any towns or cities nearby that might be affected by the blast?”
Cadmus shook his head. “No. We are out in the middle of nowhere. But such a blast probably would level much of the surrounding area.” He looked at Ivan, though with a more thoughtful look. “Are you certain this is what you want to do?”
Ivan nodded. “Yes. It is the only way to stop the machine. Besides, I have never gotten a chance to redeem myself for the horrific crimes I committed during my supervillain days. This is how I will redeem myself.”
My hands balled into fists. “What about us? Are you just going to take us with you?”
“We can leave,” Cadmus said, “before Ivan blows up. Shade can take us to Hero Island where everyone else is. That way, Ivan will be able to explode without harming anyone else.”
“Cadmus is correct,” said Ivan. “I will give you all time to get to safety and then I will blow myself up.”
My hands were clenched so tightly that I almost cut off the circulation of my blood in them. “But … but …”
“Kevin, I understand your hesitation and worry,” said Ivan, “but surely you must understand that sometimes you need to make sacrifices for the greater good? Your own father, from my understanding, died protecting you. Why can I not do the same?”
I wanted to tell Ivan no. I wanted to tell him that he should come with us. Ivan, after all, had been one of my closest friends and allies since I was thrown into Ultimate Max. He may not have been as close to me as, say, Blizzard or Mecha Knight, but I still considered him a friend and still wanted him to live.
But when I looked over at the Apocalypse Switch and at White Lightning’s futile attempts to destroy it—when I remembered what would happen if the Apocalypse Switch wasn’t destroyed, I realized that Ivan was right.
So I looked at Ivan again and said, “All right, Ivan. Do what you have to do.”
Ivan smiled, though it was a grim smile. “Thank you, Kevin. Perhaps we shall see each other in the next life.”
“Perhaps,” I said, though I found my voice choking briefly.
“Now,” said Ivan, “you will need to get White Lightning away from the machine and then leave this place. I will give you ten minutes to escape.”
I nodded and Ivan and I both ran toward the Apocalypse Switch, while Cadmus pulled his phone out of his pocket and started calling Shade. I didn’t stop and listen, however; I just ran as fast as I could in order to get to the Apocalypse Switch in time to get White Lightning away from it.
White Lightning was still throwing bluish white lightning bolts at the Apocalypse Switch, but he was clearly getting tired, based on how slowly he was throwing his bolts. I came up behind him and, grabbing him by the shoulder, said, “White, we need to leave now!”
White Lightning looked at me over his shoulder, a look of surprise on his face. “Need to leave? Why? Apocalypse Switch is—”
“Ivan will take care of it,” I said, nodding at Ivan, who stood nearby with a determined look on his face. “You, me, Blizzard, and Cadmus need to get out of here.”
“Okay,” said White Lightning. But then he started and looked around in alarm. “Where is Dad?”
“He’s … dead,” I said. “I’ll tell you more about that later. Because right now, we need to leave.”
A look of shock and sadness appeared on White Lightning’s face briefly, but then he nodded and said, “Okay. Lead way.”
I nodded in return and we both flew away from the rumbling and glowing Apocalypse Switch (which now sounded like it was about to explode) and landed next to Cadmus and Blizzard.
As soon as we landed, however, Shade appeared out of the nearby shadows and said to Cadmus, “I got your message. Who’s going first?”
“Them,” I said, pointing at Blizzard and Cadmus. “Get these two out of here first. White and I will be fine.”
“Gotcha,” said Shade.
She took Cadmus and Blizzard by the arm and pulled them into the shadows with her. I figured she would be back soon enough, but I was still worried that she might not get back in time to save me and White Lightning before the Apocalypse Switch fully activated.
Then I heard a shout of pain and looked over in the direction of the Switch. Ivan had gone right up to the switch itself, grabbing its surface, which, based on the heat generating from it, I could only guess was probably hundreds of degrees hot. The heat was tearing away at Ivan’s flesh and clothing, but he didn’t let go. His body was starting to glow, which I initially thought was because of the heat from the Apocalypse Switch, only to realize that it was actually him using his powers.
And, even though I had told him to do what he needed to do, I still wanted to save him. I unconsciously took a step toward Ivan, but then White Lightning grabbed my arm and said, “No. Stay.”
I looked at him in surprise. “What?”
“Stay,” said White Lightning. “Don’t get blown up.”
I hesitated a moment before nodding. “Right. Thanks.”
At that moment, Shade suddenly appeared out of nowhere and said, “Okay, boys, time to get going. I really would rather not have to dig out your corpses from the nuclear fallout.”
I didn’t respond to that comment. I just grabbed Shade’s hand, while White Lightning grabbed her other hand, and then we were pulled into the shadows just as Ivan’s whole body shone with a brilliant white light.
But I did not get to see the explosion, because we soon vanished into the shadows. We didn’t stay in the shadows for very long, however; in the next instant, we emerged back into the world of light, landing squarely on our feet like we hadn’t just been flying through the endless shadows that had helped us escape.
Letting go of Shade’s hand, I looked around and realized that we were back on Hero Island, right in front of the House. At first, I didn’t notice anyone until I saw Blizzard and Cadmus standing literally five feet away.
Before I could say anything, Blizzard hugged me again, once more with seemingly super strength. “Oh, Bolt! I’m glad you’re okay again.”
“Why?” I said, in a somewhat crushed voice. “We were apart for less than five minutes.”
“I know,” said Blizzard, lessening her hold on me and standing back to put a little distance between us, “but I was worried that the Apocalypse Switch might activate before you got back or maybe you would get caught in Ivan’s explosion and die or something.”
“Well, I’m fine,” I said, “but thanks for the concern anyway. I appreciate it.”
Blizzard smiled, while I heard a snort behind me and looked over my shoulder to see Shade with her arms crossed over her chest. She was clearly trying not to look jealous, and failing miserably.
But before I could say anything to her, however, Cadmus said, “Shade, we will need to return to Washington right away and inform President Plutarch about what happened and to get a hazmat team out to the remains of the destroyed Apocalypse Switch as quickly as possible in order to contain the nuclear fallout.”
“Yes, sir,” said Shade, though I could tell she was still a little annoyed at Blizzard’s open display of affection toward me.
Then Cadmus looked at me and said, “Bolt, I must thank you for helping to defeat Mastermind. Later, I would like to learn more about the circumstances leading to Mastermind’s death, so I will probably return sometime soon to discuss that with you.”
“All right,” I said. I hesitated, however, before saying, “Am I going to go back to jail? I did break out of Ultimate Max, after all.”
Cadmus’s expression was neutral. “I don’t know. I will have to discuss that matter with the President. For now, you may stay here on Hero Island with the others and rest as much as you want. We will be in contact with you again sometime soon.”
I nodded, though I didn’t exactly like Cadmus’s vague words. “All right. Well, see you later, then.”
“The same to you,” said Cadmus.
He walked around me and Blizzard over to Shade. Cadmus took Shade’s hand, nodded once at me again, and then they both vanished into the darkness, leaving me and Blizzard alone in front of the House in each other’s arms.



Chapter Nineteen



 
Over the next four weeks, a lot of things happened as life went back to normal.
For one, I was officially pardoned by President Plutarch, so I didn’t have to go back to Ultimate Max. That was probably the best news, because from what I heard, every guard working in Ultimate Max considered me their worst enemy and had been looking forward to beating me up if I ever returned. Thus, I made a mental note never to come within one hundred feet of Ultimate Max’s walls; those guards might have been normal humans, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t hurt me if they wanted.
Second, Mom, Malcolm, and Tara were fine. Although Mastermind had knocked them unconscious, that was apparently the worst of the damage he’d inflicted on them. They stayed on Hero Island for a little while, but ended up going home eventually, though not before I introduced Mom to White Lightning. They had a very emotional reunion; at least, it was emotional on Mom’s side, because she had never thought she’d see her long-lost son again. Mom was also very disturbed to hear about Mastermind’s true identity, though she did relax when I told her that he was dead and wouldn’t be able to hurt anyone ever again.
Speaking of White Lightning, although he helped in the defeat of Mastermind, he was almost arrested and taken to jail for the various crimes he had committed during his time as Mastermind’s minion. But oddly enough, the government never came for him; I suspected it had something to do with Cadmus Smith, who probably managed to convince the President to let White Lightning go, just like how he convinced Plutarch to pardon me. That was odd, if true, because Cadmus had always seemed like a very rules-oriented guy to me. Maybe he just wanted to let White Lightning go because he felt guilty; after all, it was the government that had turned White Lightning into what he is and putting too much attention on White Lightning would undoubtedly draw attention to the government’s less-than-ethical experiments on him.
But just because the government was not going to arrest White Lightning did not mean that he was off the hook. Most people still thought of White Lightning as a menace to society. It didn’t matter that he’d had a genuine change of heart; what mattered was what White Lightning did while under Mastermind’s control. And I wasn’t sure I could change society’s perspective on him, at least not right away. I hoped that, as he did more heroic things, maybe people would start to trust him; maybe not as much as me, but more than they do now, at least.
I managed to convince the NHA Leadership Council to let White Lightning join the Young Neos and stay on Hero Island with the rest of us. It was a fairly controversial decision at first, practically dividing the Council in two, until I explained that White Lightning needed as much supervision and training as he could get in order to learn how to use his powers for good. When I told them that he was a ripe target for supervillain manipulation due to his stunted mind if he was not allowed to join the Young Neos, the Council approved of the decision, allowing him to join the Young Neos under my supervision. But I was told that I was responsible for anything White did under my command, a responsibility I accepted, because I believed I could make him better than he currently was.
White Lightning himself seemed pretty happy with the arrangements, probably because he got to be with me. I got him signed up with a speech therapist who would help him learn how to talk better, but he was already accepted by the rest of the team.
Well, sort of. Although no one rejected him or argued with my decision to include White Lightning on the team, the others were clearly not entirely comfortable around him. That wasn’t surprising, given how he had been on the news almost nonstop since his attack on the White House several weeks ago and how he had fought me a few times; Blizzard, especially, didn’t trust him much due to how he had attacked her once. But I was sure that, with time, he would be accepted into the team.
Speaking of White Lightning, the Apocalypse Switch was indeed destroyed. Reports from the Pacific Northwest of a nuclear explosion going off appeared on the Internet and TV, but I got the most accurate report from Cadmus Smith, who told me that Ivan had successfully destroyed the Apocalypse Switch and the ship that had carried it. The hazmat crew sent to deal with the nuclear fallout (which wasn’t nearly as large as they thought; apparently, Ivan had somehow managed to contain the explosion into a smaller area than it could have been) found no remains of Ivan or anyone else, aside from some tattered radiated clothing remains. That meant that Ivan’s sacrifice had been successful; and, while I was glad to know that the Apocalypse Switch was no longer a threat to humanity, I still felt very sad about Ivan’s death anyway.
As for the others, Triplet returned to his private investigation business in New York City. He told me that the NHA were going to pay him highly for helping to solve the mystery of Mastermind, but he was thinking of relocating his business to somewhere cheaper due to how expensive NYC was. He mentioned a city in Texas, called Rundown, that he was thinking of moving to, though I didn’t know for sure if he was going to actually move there or not.
Emma, on the other hand, had decided to enroll in college in order to study neogenetics. She was hoping, like Tara, to learn how to turn off superpowers. I found it sad that, even after all of this, she still wanted to be ‘normal,’ but I didn’t bother to argue with her about it. But she did inquire about when the new superhero school would open, like she was interested in attending it, which told me that maybe she was interested in keeping her powers after all.
And, finally, Rime was also pardoned for his help in defeating Mastermind, even though he should have gone to jail. Rime told me he was quite glad about that, though surprised given how he hadn’t done nearly as many good things as Ivan or me. He also told me that he was going to go visit his wife and daughter, who were in California. I asked him if he was going to try to reapply for membership in the INJ, but he told me that he was not and would instead find something else to do. I have to admit that I had mixed feelings about Rime being pardoned; he had, after all, killed Tara’s dad, even if that was eleven years ago. I did briefly speak to Tara about this and she didn’t sound very pleased about it at all, but I guess there was nothing she could do about it.
As for Malcolm, he told me that he was going to go to the military, just like his older brother Renaissance. He seemed pretty happy about that decision, which made me glad, too, because I remembered how he always had such a hard time living up to the standards set by his older brother. He also informed me that my rank on Neo Ranks was at a 10 now, which was the highest rank you could achieve, which was a pleasant surprise, given how I’d forgotten all about Neo Ranks.
Then there was the new school being opened by the NHA and the INJ. Despite the fact that the INJ was still in the process of rebuilding San Francisco, I was told that the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans was still on schedule to be opened in the fall, likely in mid September, around when school started. They even had a list of students waiting to get on, though neither I nor my friends would be allowed to see the school until it opened in September.
But that was fine. I didn’t know for sure what the new school was going to be like, but I knew it was going to be good, because it was going to be run by both the NHA and INJ. I had already met a few of the teachers and knew they were going to do a great job.
As for Grandfather, he was still in Ultimate Max, where he was going to remain for the foreseeable future. I did visit him once, however, and told him about Mastermind. He seemed happy to hear that Mastermind was dead, but at the same time he was clearly unhappy about remaining behind bars. I felt a little sorry for him, but there was nothing I could do for him, since I wasn’t planning a second breakout and did not think that I could convince Cadmus to convince Plutarch to pardon him anyway. But I told Grandfather I would continue to visit him in prison again, which lifted his spirits quite a bit.
Speaking of breakouts, Mimic and the other escapees were, to my knowledge, still out there somewhere. Thanks to the chaos and confusion that White Lightning and Mastermind had created, no one knew where they were. But they had not been pardoned for their crimes, so I was determined to bring them all back in to justice as soon as I could find them. Mimic, in particular, was someone I wanted to capture, because I was worried that he would use his knowledge of the G-Men and the government to commit greater crimes than the others could.
But I also decided to take a break from superheroics for a little while. I mostly spent my time on Hero Island or in NYC, where I took Blizzard on several dates. As much as I enjoyed fighting crime and saving the country, it had been a long time since I had last gotten to relax and live a normal life and I was determined to enjoy it. The rest of the team told me they’d hold the fort down while I was taking a break, which made me feel less guilty for taking a break. Even White Lightning told me to take a break; he had to stay on Hero Island for safety reasons, so he couldn’t hang out with me, but I planned to ease him into normal life as soon as I returned to my duties.
That was why I decided to come down to Texas and visit Mom. It had been a long time since I’d last done that and Mom was getting lonely, at least according to Valerie, who was going to be installed into the House so she and Carl could work together to protect it. Thinking of Valerie, I wondered about how the Valerie of Mastermind’s universe was doing and how Mastermind’s empire was doing without his or Techno’s leadership; unfortunately, because no one had managed to build any working dimension-hopping devices in this universe yet, I doubted I would ever know for sure. But somehow, I had a feeling that everything was going to be okay in that universe, however it turned out.
Because I still had Dad’s Teleportation Buckle, I teleported to the front door of our house. I was getting good with it; ever since Mastermind’s death, I’d been practicing with the Buckle until I could use it almost as well as Dad. I didn’t even feel sick or dizzy anymore when I used it, which was a good sign that I was making real progress in mastering it.
Opening the front door, I said, in a loud voice, “Mom! It’s me! I’m—”
I stopped speaking when I looked into the living room and saw three familiar people seated in there: One was Mom, who sat on Dad’s old recliner with a cup of tea in her hands, while sitting opposite her on the sofa were Cadmus and Shade. Cadmus was sipping from a cup of tea like Mom’s, while Shade just smiled and waved at me when she saw me.
“Oh, Kevin,” said Mom, looking up at me with a smile on her face. “I’m so glad you were here. Did you fly or teleport?”
“Teleport,” I said, though I was looking at Cadmus and Shade instead of Mom. “What are these two doing here?”
“Nice to see you, too,” said Shade. “I almost thought you were going to say that you missed me there for a second.”
“Shade, please,” said Cadmus, lowering his teacup onto the plate in his hands. “There is no need to speak to Bolt that way.”
“Hey, I was just having some fun with him is all,” said Shade. She gave me a mischievous smile. “Right, Bolt?”
“Oh, these two just came by about an hour before you walked in,” said Mom. “They said they wanted to talk with you about something.”
“How did they know I was going to be here?” I said. I looked at Shade. “Are you still watching me? Even when I shower?”
Shade scratched the back of her neck. “Well—”
“We have our sources,” said Cadmus. He looked at Mom. “Mrs. Jason, could you please let us speak with Bolt in private? The subject that we wish to talk with him about is confidential.”
“Okay,” said Mom. She rose from the recliner. “I’ll be in the kitchen, then, if anyone needs me.”
Mom walked out of the living room and into the kitchen, leaving me alone with the two G-Men agents.
Cadmus gestured at the recliner. “Have a seat, Bolt.”
“You’re telling me to have a seat in my own house?” I said incredulously.
“Yes,” said Cadmus, “because standing up for long periods of time can be uncomfortable.”
“Right,” I said. “I think I’ll stand, thanks. But what do you two want to talk to me about? If it’s about offering me another position in the G-Men again—”
“We know, we know,” said Shade. “You’ll just say no and we’ll have to knock you out and throw you into Ultimate Max again.” She said that last part very sarcastically, though at first I was worried that she was being serious.
“That isn’t what we wanted to discuss,” said Cadmus. He leaned forward, looking at me with his intense, serious eyes. “We wanted to thank you for aiding in the defeat of Mastermind. Without you, we likely would have failed to stop him.”
“You’re welcome, I guess,” I said. “Is that all you wanted to say?”
“No,” said Cadmus, shaking his head. “We also wanted to tell you that Project Neo has been canceled.”
I raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Project Neo has been canceled? For real?”
“Yes,” said Cadmus. “It was decided that Project Neo is no longer necessary and any and all persons associated with it have been transferred to other parts of the government. The various experiments, such as the environs, put under the Project’s purview have also been moved to other government departments. Therefore, for all intents and purposes, Project Neo is canceled.”
“Good,” I said. “After all of the trouble it’s caused us, I’m glad to hear that it is gone. I suppose you aren’t going with it?”
“The Department of Superpowered and Extraterrestrial Beings still exists as an independent government department,” said Cadmus, “with me as the Director, as always. It is not going anywhere anytime soon.”
“Great news,” I said sardonically. “But is that all you wanted to tell me? Just that the government is going to be slightly less corrupt from now on?”
“That’s not all,” said Cadmus. “In addition to the closure of Project Neo, we are opening a new, top secret group of government superhuman spies known as the Masks. They will be a subgroup of the G-Men, whose job is to handle missions and tasks that the rest of us cannot do openly.”
“I thought you guys already operated like that,” I said.
“No,” said Cadmus. “Technically, the G-Men are a public team, so there are certain things we cannot do without risking our reputation. That is where the Masks will come in.”
“And I am going to lead them,” said Shade, folding her hands behind her head. “I’ll be doing double duty, both as a G-Men agent and as a Mask. Should be fun.”
“Okay,” I said. “But why are you telling me this?”
“Because we would like for you to join the Masks,” said Cadmus. “Your skills, powers, and experiences as a superhuman would be useful for the types of missions that the Masks will undertake.”
I folded my arms across my chest. “This just sounds like another attempt to recruit me into the G-Men.”
“It isn’t,” Cadmus said. “The Masks will only go out when necessary. They won’t go out on missions all the time; therefore, you would not need to quit the Young Neos or anything like that. You would just need to be on call.”
“It would be another way of helping your country,” said Shade. “The kinds of missions you’ll do would be secret, but good. Plus, we’d get to know each other a bit more. Isn’t that a good thing?”
I shook my head. “Sorry, but the answer is no. I’m perfectly happy with the Young Neos and the NHA. Go look for someone else to join your covert little spy group. I’m not interested.”
Cadmus sighed. “I knew you would say that, but I considered it worth asking you anyway. Very well. I will let the President know your answer. We must leave now, since we don’t have a lot of time to sit around and talk if that’s your answer.”
Cadmus and Shade rose from the sofa and walked around the coffee table toward the front door. I stepped out of the way to let them pass, but then a question occurred to me as Cadmus walked past me and I said, “Cadmus?”
Cadmus stopped, as did Shade, and they both looked at me. “What is it, Bolt?”
“I just want to know something,” I said. “You once told me to mention to Mecha Knight that he’d won a ‘round’ of some ‘game.’ What did you mean by that?”
Cadmus looked somewhat taken aback by my question, but then his face turned cool and neutral again and he said, “A long time ago, back when the Department and NHA were first formed, Mecha Knight and I made a game between ourselves to be the first to find the best young superheroes and train them in our respective paths.”
“That’s a weird game,” I said. “Who won?”
Cadmus actually smiled, which was a weird expression on his face. “Mecha Knight, I am afraid to say, though I gave him a good run for his money, I think.” Then Cadmus looked away. “Anyway, Shade and I have to go. We still have a lot of work to do in Washington, but if we ever need your help on something, we will contact you again and let you know.”
“Right,” I said. “But I also have another question. Mastermind told me that you activated a device on that alien ship that activated the powers that lay dormant in humanity, thus creating superhumans. Is that true?”
Cadmus stopped smiling. He looked slightly troubled, but he said, “Yes, it’s true. I didn’t know he told you that, though I should have realized that he would.”
“Why did you do it?” I said. “I’m just curious. The question has been on my mind ever since Mastermind’s death.”
Cadmus’s expression became hard to read again. “Because I thought America—and the world—needed more heroes, the kind that could handle threats to Earth that normal humans can’t. That’s why.”
Before I could ask him what he meant, Cadmus turned and left. Shade winked at me as she followed Cadmus out the door. Shade closed the door behind them, but when I looked out the door’s window to see them leave, I saw that they were nowhere to be seen. I guessed they had probably left via Shade’s shadow travel powers. I wished that they hadn’t left so abruptly, though, because Cadmus’s answer just left me more confused than ever.
Pulling away from the window, I turned to go into the kitchen and talk to Mom, but before I could take even one step in that direction, my suit-up watch beeped and I looked down to see that Valerie was trying to call me.
Curious, I tapped the watch’s screen and said, “What’s up, Val?”
“Bolt!” Valerie said. “I have just received a message from Blizzard. She said that a new supervillain calling himself the Acidic Lizard—who produces steel-melting acid from his body—has just appeared in New York City and is going on a rampage. Mecha Knight has given the Young Neos orders to take him down, which includes you.”
I was about to tell her that I couldn’t make it, but then I heard footsteps on the wooden floor and looked up to see Mom. She was wearing an apron and carrying a ladle, like she’d been in the middle of making soup.
“Sorry, Mom,” I said in a sheepish voice. “Looks like I’ll have to visit another time. There’s a supervillain attacking New York and my team needs my help in defeating him.”
“That’s fine,” said Mom. She pointed the ladle at the door. “I know what the life of a superhero is like. There’s no need to apologize. Just go out and help your friends, but try to get back before dinner, okay?”
I nodded with a smile. “Sure thing. I’ll be back in a flash.”
So I turned around and burst out the front door, already turning the Teleportation Buckle and hoping I would get to the city in time to help my friends.
THE END OF THE SUPERHERO’S SON.
I hope you enjoyed my little tale. Please don't forget to give this book a quick review on Amazon. Even just a two-word, "Liked it" or "Hated it" review helps so much. Positive or negative, I am grateful for all feedback from my readers. Please just swing over to the book page and toss up your review, since the star rating you leave on the next page won't be visible online. Amazon simply uses that feedback for their internal recommendation engine.



What's Coming Next



 
Well, that's the end of the book. The Superhero's Son is now over. The adventures of Bolt are over for now and the world is safe (or as safe as a world full of crazy supervillains can be, anyway).
I had a lot of fun writing this series, but all good things must come to an end, and I think that after nine books and over half a million words, this series had pretty much run its course.
But that doesn't mean that I'm done writing stories in this universe. Coming early 2017, I will release the first book of The Young Neos, a brand new superhero series focused on the titular team as they deal with new threats and villains against America and the world after the end of The Superhero's Son. That means you will see Bolt again, but this time he'll share the spotlight with Blizzard, Stinger, Treehugger, Shell, Talon, and White Lightning. In addition to deepening the development of each team member, we will see an expansion of The Superhero's Son universe, which I am very excited about.
So if you'd like to be among the FIRST to know about the release of The Young Neos, subscribe to my mailing list HERE! Newsletter subscribers are always the first to know about my newest releases, as well as contests, exclusive deals and giveaways, and so much more. I will not sell your information to anyone and you are free to unsubscribe anytime you like.
Also, I will be releasing The Superhero's Son Omnibus Volume 1: Books 1-3 around the same time. That omnibus collection will include the first three books of The Superhero's Son in one convenient, ebook-only package, and I will be releasing two more omnibus volumes containing the other six books sometime later. Just a heads up, even though I'm sure most of you have already bought and read the first three books and don't need an omnibus collection. It could be a great way to introduce some of your friends to the series, however, as the omnibus volumes will be priced better than buying three individual volumes.
Anyway, that's what's coming next and I am very excited for it, as I hope all of you are.
Lucas Flint, Cherokee, Texas
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