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Chapter One



 
Waking up inside a prison cell was hardly how I expected to start my day, but then, that was just how life went sometimes, I suppose. Before he died, Dad always used to tell me that you could never know what the next day would bring you, but he never mentioned that you might find yourself lying on the top bunk of a bunk bed in a prison cell. Then again, Dad had never been in prison himself, being a famous superhero and all, and he certainly never expected his son—me, also a superhero—to end up in there sometime, though he had put plenty of people behind bars during his long career.
Sitting up, I looked around at my cell. It was a pretty small room, with maybe enough room for two people at most. There was a toilet at the back wall—with no walls or anything to hide it from the rest of the prison—plus a sink next to it that looked like it hadn’t been cleaned since World War II. The ceiling, walls, and floor were thick concrete, while thick steel bars kept me from being able to leave the cell. I could hear the voices of the other prisoners on the cell block, talking among each other or throwing curses at the guards.
But I didn’t know what I was doing here. I was a superhero; specifically, the superhero Bolt. I had never broken a law in my life. I didn’t remember being arrested for anything. The last thing I remembered was being knocked out by a jolt of electricity from a woman named Shade, who was a member of the government-sponsored superhero team known as the G-Men. That still didn’t explain what I was doing here, though.
Shaking my head, I looked down at my clothes. I was no longer in my superhero costume and my suit-up watch was also missing, meaning that I couldn’t put on my costume and suit up even if I wanted to. I was in an orange prison jumpsuit, which was hardly appropriate for crime-fighting; then again, I wasn’t likely to do much crime-fighting in this place. It looked like a normal prison, but I didn’t know which prison I was in.
“Finally awake, eh?” said a voice tinged with a Russian accent in the bunk underneath mine, causing me to start, because I hadn’t known I had a cellmate. “I thought you were just going to sleep forever. Then again, I doubt the G-Men would have put you here if you’d been in a coma.”
I looked over the side of my bunk and saw another prisoner lying on the bunk underneath. He was reading a magazine—Cat Weekly, which seemed entirely out of place in a prison—and it was obscuring his face. But I could see his hands and arms; they were thick and muscular. Clearly, this guy worked out, though I doubted he could take me in a fight, given that I had super strength and he probably didn’t.
“Who are you?” I said. I glanced out our cell, but didn’t see anyone out there. “And where am I? How did I get here? Last thing I remember, I was knocked out by the G-Men. And how long have I been unconscious?”
“Eh, probably about a day or so,” said the man as he flipped to the next page of his magazine. “They brought you in yesterday. Was told you were my new cellmate, which I don’t mind, since I hate being alone.”
“What happened to your last cellmate?” I said.
“I killed him,” the man said, as nonchalantly as before, though his Russian accent made him sound very threatening anyway. “Snapped his neck like a pencil. He had it coming, since he insulted my mother, and I don’t let anyone insult my mother.”
I rubbed my own neck unconsciously as I said, “That’s, er, um, interesting. Why didn’t the guards stop you?”
“What can they do about it?” said the man. He chuckled. “I’m already in prison. And they can’t execute me, either, since that wasn’t the sentence that the judge gave me. They can take away my cat magazines, though. Bastards.”
Given that this guy had murdered his cellmate just because he had insulted his mother, I thought taking away his cat magazines was the lightest punishment they could inflict on him.
But that wasn’t my biggest concern at the moment. “Where am I? Can you tell me that, at least?”
“You don’t know where you are?” said the man in surprise, though he still didn’t lower his magazine. “Then again, you were unconscious when you got here, so I shouldn’t be so surprised. Well, I’ll tell you, since you’re my new cellmate, which means I’m going to have to teach you the ropes: You are in Ultimate Max, the one and only prison in the whole country dedicated to holding supervillains and criminals.”
A chill went down my spine. I knew that name. I had always heard about Ultimate Max—and, in fact, had sent more than a few supervillains here myself during my own superhero career—but I had never actually visited the prison before. I had never had any need to; after all, I was a superhero, and superheroes didn’t go to jail unless they went rogue.
“You’re joking, right?” I said.
“Joking? Nah,” said the man as he turned his magazine to the next page, still without looking at me. “I’m no good at humor. One of the guys I killed one time, though, was. He was a comedian. Cracked some jokes about me and my friends, so I cracked his skull wide open. Was a lot funnier than his stupid jokes and just as messy.”
I found it very disturbing how casually my cellmate could speak about killing people, but again I had other things to worry about. “But why am I here? I’ve never committed a crime in my life.”
“That’s what everyone here says,” said the man in a disgruntled voice. “Heck, even I’ve said it myself at one point. The judge who put me behind bars apparently didn’t consider that enough evidence to prove my innocence. Probably for the best.”
“No, I’m serious,” I said. “I was a superhero before I came here. I’m as innocent as they come.”
“A superhero, huh?” said the man. “We’ve got a few ex-superheroes here. They’re always crazier than the guys who just went straight to villainy or criminality. I always avoid them. You can see the craziness in their eyes.”
I thought it was rich that a guy who had probably been put behind bars for murder (multiple murders, if he was telling the truth) was calling other people crazy, but I didn’t mention it. “Did the guards say why I was put here?”
“They mentioned something about you being a member of a cult that tried to kill the President or something,” said the man. “Think it was called Vision. I don’t know. I don’t pay attention to the outside world much anymore. Since I’m never going to see the world beyond these walls again, I’ve focused on more important things, like reading magazines about cats.”
At this point, I couldn’t tell if this guy was just pulling my leg or if he genuinely believed that reading magazines like Cat Weekly was important. In any case, I had to know what was going on, but I did remember what this man was talking about.
Not long ago, I had been brainwashed into joining a superhuman cult called Vision. Its purpose was to spread the ‘vision’ of a world where normal humans and superhumans are ‘equal,’ by which it meant denying biological reality by claiming that superpowers were just a social construct that anyone could get just by believing and that anyone who disagreed was an evil bigot. Yeah, I didn’t get it, either.
Their leader was a former Senator named Barnabas Sagan, also known as the Visionary, who had nearly won the presidential election last year, but due to the untimely gun shot from his assistant, had ended up in a coma. His followers—many of whom had been respected members of the superhero community before their true nature was revealed—had been forced to go into hiding, but had still tried to give me trouble, such as briefly allying with the bully from my old school (who, incidentally, had been the son of my first supervillain who had escaped from Ultimate Max, but that was a whole ‘nother story I didn’t want to think about right now).
About a week ago, I had been brainwashed by this cult into helping them rescue their leader from the government. I managed to break the brainwashing, however, and killed Sagan and defeated his remaining followers, thus ending the threat of Vision once and for all.
By any measure of goodness and justice, I was a hero. Sure, I had done some bad things during my brainwashed period, but I had done them while being manipulated by Vision, so they weren’t technically my fault. Why had I been thrown into prison, then? It made no sense whatsoever, especially since Cadmus Smith, the leader of the G-Men, had promised me that he would let me see my friends and family again after we took down Vision.
Therefore, I could only conclude that Cadmus must have been lying to me about that. But why would he throw me into prison? Did he think I was lying about my brainwashed status? What were my friends and family doing? Did they think I had willingly joined Vision? Was the Neohero Alliance trying to get me out of here? Surely they knew that I didn’t belong in the same place as some of the country’s worst criminals, didn’t they?
I had too many questions and too few answers. I swung my legs over the side of the bunk and jumped down to the floor. I walked up to the door, which was locked tightly, but I knew that I could break it with a few well-placed punches backed up by my super strength.
“What are you doing, boy?” said the man, still without looking at me. “Going to call mommy?”
“No,” I said. I balled my right hand into a fist. “I am going to break out of this place, because I know I’m not supposed to be here and I am going to get the answers I seek no matter what.”
“Good luck with that,” said the man. “It’s your funeral.”
I rolled my eyes. Not only was this guy crazy, but he was also sarcastic. Then again, Ultimate Max was supposed to be inescapable, with only one supervillain—Master Chaos, who I knew far too well—ever succeeding in breaking out. But I was strong and fast, a combination I figured would be enough for me to escape.
So I threw my fist door, aiming for the lock specifically. One blow to the door and the entire thing should fall apart.
But as soon as my fist struck the door, the door didn’t break off. Instead, the door bent with my fist, almost like rubber, yet it felt just like metal.
Then, all of a sudden, the door rebounded. The rebound sent me flying backwards into the back wall of the cell. I crashed into the back wall and fell to the floor, dazed by the impact. I shook my head quickly and looked at the door, unsure what just happened.
“What … what was that?” I said, rubbing the back of my head where I’d cracked it against the surface of the wall.
“Indestructonium,” said my cellmate as he flipped to the next page of Cat Weekly. “Artificial alloy created by the government’s top scientists in order to build a metal that superhumans can’t break. Like the name suggests, it can’t be destroyed; instead, it absorbs the impact of the blow and rebounds it back at the attacker. You were lucky it just knocked you back; I’ve seen more than a few prisoners get outright killed by the rebounds from their own attacks during failed escape attempts.”
I gulped and looked at the cell door. “Meaning I can’t break it?”
“Yep,” said the man. “Well, maybe if you had a nuke, you could blow it sky high, but since you clearly aren’t Nuke Boy, you’re stuck here with the rest of us.”
I scowled, but before I could say anything, I heard footsteps coming from the outside of the cell. Then a prison guard—wearing thick black armor and carrying a large gun I’d never seen before—appeared in front of our cell, an annoyed look on his face.
“What’s going on here?” said the guard. “I heard someone hit the wall. Already fighting your cellmate, Ivan?”
“No,” said my cellmate, who was apparently named Ivan, which explained the Russian accent. “The boy attempted to punch the door down and failed.”
“Ah,” said the guard. He chuckled. “Yeah, I love seeing new prisoners try to use their powers on Indestructonium. Always good for a laugh.”
I rose to my feet and walked up to the door, wrapping my hands around the bars. “Mr., uh, Prison Guard, I’m glad to see you. You have to let me out of here.”
The guard chuckled again. “Everyone says that on their first day here, kiddo. You think I’m stupid enough to fall for such a dumb trick?”
“Trick?” I said. “You clearly don’t know who I am.”
“Sure I do,” said the guard. “You’re Prisoner Number Four Four Three Five. Says so right there on your tag.”
I looked down at my chest. There was indeed a tag on it with my prisoner number on it: 4435, just as the guard said. I hadn’t noticed it until now, but there it was.
I looked up at the guard again. “I am not a number. I am the superhero Bolt, son of Genius, and leader of the Young Neos. I’ve done nothing in my life to deserve to be in the same place as all of these supervillains.”
“Yeah, right,” said the guard. “And I’m the Queen of England. You deserve to be here, just like every other damn criminal in this place, even if I don’t know exactly why you’re here. That you’re a superhero doesn’t change that; although if you really are Bolt, you should probably keep quiet about that around here.”
“What? Why?” I said.
The guard just laughed. “You’ll find out later today when we let the prisoners out to work out, which will be after lunch. Until then, shut the hell up and don’t ask me to let you go again.”
The guard laughed again after he said that and walked down the hall the way he came, still laughing all the while. I decided that not only were the prisoners here insane, but so were the guards.
“You’re Bolt?” said Ivan behind me, causing me to look over my shoulder. “The son of Genius?”
Ivan had finally put down his copy of Cat Weekly now, allowing me to see his face for the first time. He had a very strange face; it was kind of lopsided and crooked, like his face had been smashed in and he had had to readjust it without a mirror. His eyes were black and old. He looked like he might be in his late fifties or early sixties, though he was in great shape for a man his age.
“Yeah, I am,” I said as I turned around. “You’ve heard of me?”
“Yes,” said Ivan, nodding. “Well, I’ve heard of the ‘you’ described by the guys you’ve put behind bars.”
“What do they say about me?” I said.
“They don’t really say much about you, in particular, but more about what they’d like to do to you the next time they see you,” said Ivan. “Truthfully, I am amazed by the varied and vivid descriptions they gave me of what gruesome acts of cruelty they would prefer to inflict upon you if they could get their hands on you. When I was still active, most supervillains weren’t nearly so eloquent.”
I grimaced. “Yeah, it’s kind of annoying. But is that all they do? Just complain about me?”
“Of course not,” said Ivan. “They also work out heavily, so that when they next see you, they will be in good shape to rip out your spleen and stuff it down your throat while you are still alive.”
“Um …” I didn’t know what to say to that. “I think I could live without knowing what my spleen tastes like.”
Ivan shrugged. “I’m just repeating what they said. But in all seriousness, I think you will have some trouble later today. News spreads fast in this place; I’ve no doubt that every prisoner in the jail knows you are here now, probably already knew it when you were brought here yesterday.”
“How are superheroes put in here generally treated?” I said.
“Depends,” said Ivan, folding his arms across his chest. “Usually they get brutally beaten to a pulp by the enemies they put here, but sometimes they survive, usually by being crazier and more violent than the rest of us. Like I said, superheroes turned villains are usually the craziest.”
I bit my lower lip. “Great. Just great. I’m stuck in the world’s most secure prison for reasons I don’t know and I’m probably going to get beaten to a pulp by all of my worst enemies later today. How could my life get any worse?”
“You might miss this month’s issue of Cat Weekly,” Ivan suggested.
I looked at him in disbelief. “You do realize that was a rhetorical question, right?”
Ivan nodded. “I did, but it is also a serious suggestion. Without Cat Weekly, I would have gone insane by now.”
I wasn’t sure that Ivan wasn’t already insane, but instead I said, “Well, I still need to find out how I got here. Who is the warden? I need to speak with him.”
“Warden Glass doesn’t speak with prisoners,” said Ivan. “Ever. That you’re a superhero won’t change that policy of his.”
“But how else am I supposed to know how I got in here?” I said.
“I don’t know,” said Ivan with a shrug. “Maybe the government wants to keep an eye on you. Or maybe they’ve been looking for an excuse to jail you for a while and just decided to make one up to do it.”
“Cadmus Smith would never do that,” I said.
Ivan chuckled. “Cadmus Smith? I know him. Or knew him, anyway. There isn’t much I wouldn’t put past that man, at least if he thought it would help protect the United States.”
I wanted to argue against that, but Ivan did have a point. While Cadmus Smith had always been an ally to me, I always knew I couldn’t trust him entirely. He was always extremely secretive and had a bad habit of speaking vaguely about top secret information. Not only that, but Cadmus Smith and my Dad hadn’t exactly been the best of friends when Dad was alive and I was sure that there was a reason for that, even if I didn’t know exactly what.
“Then what am I supposed to do?” I said, throwing my hands up into the air. “Just rot away here in this cell forever?”
“That’s what I’m doing,” said Ivan. “Of course, given the crimes I committed when I was free, I probably deserve it.”
Ivan’s self-deprecating tone made me curious. “Why? What crimes did you commit? Who are you, anyway, and what kind of powers do you have?”
Ivan suddenly yawned. “I’m too pooped to answer all your questions, boy. I’m just going to take a nap before the guards escort us to the prison yard for the day’s exercise.”
Ivan rested on his bunk and turned so that his back was facing me. A second later, Ivan was snoring loudly, having apparently already fallen asleep.
Ivan may have been able to fall asleep without trouble, but there was no way I could rest for even five minutes with all of these questions in my head. Yet I had no way to get out or escape, which meant that there wasn’t much I could do until the exercise period in the prison yard later.
And frankly, I wasn’t looking forward to that at all.



Chapter Two



 
I stood by Ivan in the prison yard, trying not to appear nervous as I looked around at the other prisoners. Most of them looked really tough; in fact, aside from a few strange appendages or hair colors, most of them looked like ordinary prisoners in their orange jumpsuits. But I knew that each and every one of these guys had been supervillains at one point, though at the moment the area was so crowded with prisoners working out or talking to each other that I couldn’t recognize any of the villains I’d put behind bars.
I also looked up at the walls surrounding us. They were huge, far too tall for any of us to climb, and they were made of Indestructonium, too, according to Ivan. The prison yard was open to the sky, but Ivan told me that Ultimate Max had a force field generator over the prison yard that kept anyone with the ability to fly from attempting to fly out. He also told me that, in the event someone managed to make it past the force field, patrolling drones would shoot them down and generally kill them. I didn’t see any drones in the sky today, but given how tight security in this place seemed to be, I didn’t doubt that there were some drones on the outside just waiting to take down anyone who somehow managed to get past the force field.
But I did see guards. They wore the same black armor and carried the same huge guns that the first guard I’d spoken to had carried. According to Ivan, the guards used to carry just normal guns with normal bullets, but ever since the second Pokacu invasion, they had started carrying guns that could fire pellets full of powerless gas. Of course, they still carried normal guns on their bodies as well, but the powerless gas pellets would be more useful in the event that a prisoner attempted to use his or her powers to escape.
So it looked like I wouldn’t be able to break out here. There were at least a dozen guards on the walls, big and strong-looking guys who looked more like soldiers than prison guards, with a couple more at the entrance to the prison. Right now, they weren’t doing much more other than watching us to make sure we didn’t try to escape, but Ivan told me that the guards occasionally liked to taunt the prisoners or even beat them up. But they usually left Ivan alone, because according to him, he had ‘better behavior’ than the others.
Speaking of Ivan, he was lying on a bench, lifting huge weights that were twice the size of my skull. He apparently worked out every day and found it nearly as relaxing as reading this month’s edition of Cat Weekly. Ivan still refused to tell me his powers or his supervillain name, but I noticed that the other prisoners gave him a wide berth, so I figured that he had to be dangerous. Granted, he seemed more crazy than dangerous, but for whatever reason, he seemed to have taken a liking to me, so if hanging around him would keep the other prisoners away from me, I was going to stick by his side until I figured out how to get out of this place.
“What are you standing around worrying for, boy?” said Ivan, his voice strained from the effort of lifting the weights. “You should join me in weight-lifting. You probably don’t need it, but I find that intense exercise always takes my mind off unpleasant situations.”
“Lifting weights won’t get me out of prison or help me figure out why I’m here in the first place,” I said. “Besides, I don’t want to let my guard down around here. I have a lot of enemies who—”
“Hey, kid!” shouted a voice I recognized, even though I didn’t want to. “Long time, no see!”
I turned around to see six prisoners walking toward me, each one wearing a look of intense hatred on their faces. Although they were all in their prison jumpsuits instead of their usual costumes, I didn’t have any trouble recognizing them, especially the lead guy.
The guy at the front of the group was taller and thinner than me, with a face that didn’t quite seem to match the rest of his body. He was the Uncanny Mimic, or just Mimic for short; formerly a Visionist spy in the G-Men, he had helped Robert Candle try to kill me a few months back. He could shape-shift, if I recalled correctly, though he wasn’t very strong or powerful aside from that.
To his right was a hulking behemoth of a man with skin that shone like steel. He was Steel Skin. Like Mimic, he had worked for Vision, but as a hired killer rather than a true member. He had been bailed out of Ultimate Max by the Visionary in order to try to assassinate Plutarch during the presidential election, but I guess he must have been put right back in after Incantation and I beat him back then. Even before that, he had been a member of the Vile Four, a supervillain team who had been under Plutarch’s control back when Plutarch had been the supervillain known as the Billionaire.
Walking to Steel Skin’s left was Firespirit, yet another member of the Vile Four. Like Steel Skin, Firespirit had been hired by Vision to kill someone, though his role had been a bit different from Steel Skin’s. And, like Steel Skin, I had defeated him and sent him to Ultimate Max. He was smaller than Steel Skin and had a full head of fiery red hair, unlike his bald friend, but that did not make him any less dangerous than his fellow Vile Four member.
Over to Mimic’s left was a short, Japanese man with a huge forehead named Stephen Yamato, or, as he had been known prior to his defeat, Intellect. My team and I had beaten him only a couple of months ago; he was kind of a joke villain, to be honest, but I still wasn’t very pleased to see him.
To Intellect’s left was another hulking figure, Hammond Krill, or Jawtooth, as he was better known. In contrast to Intellect, Jawtooth’s powers were mostly physical; he looked like a humanoid crocodile, with tough skin and teeth capable of ripping through flesh and bone like paper. Again, he wasn’t exactly the biggest threat in the world, but he was pretty scary-looking and if he had the right guidance he could easily be a big threat in his own right.
And finally, walking behind Jawtooth was Ernest Rebus, or, as he called himself, Enor. He had the ability to increase his size to titanic heights, with a corresponding increase in strength. Unlike the others, he had been beaten by the New Heroes, rather than me and my team, but my friends and I had fought him as well, so he was probably looking forward to beating me up just as much as the other villains.
Separately, each one of these guys wasn’t much of a threat, but together and in this prison setting where the guards would shoot me with powerless gas if I misbehaved, I found myself nervous at the thought of facing them. I looked up at the guards on the walls, but aside from a few glances at Mimic and the others, they didn’t seem likely to step in to break up a potential fight.
“Uh, hey, Mimic,” I said, waving at him, even though I really wasn’t happy to see him or the others at all. “How’s prison been treating you?”
Mimic and the others stopped in front of me. I hadn’t realized just how many of my enemies were big, hulking brutes until now; for that matter, I hadn’t realized just how ugly my rogues gallery was, either.
“Awfully,” Mimic snapped. He pointed an accusing finger at me. “I heard that you killed the Visionary. Is that true?”
“Yes,” I said, since I saw no reason to deny it. “He had it coming, though.”
“Had it coming?” Mimic said indignantly. “How dare you. I will rip out your heart and throw your body to the dogs.”
Mimic took a step toward me, but then Steel Skin grabbed his arm, causing Mimic to look at him in annoyance. “What?”
“I want to tear our his spleen and make him eat it,” Steel Skin said. “You just stand back and watch.”
Mimic wrenched his arm out of Steel Skin’s grasp and growled, “Who died and made you leader? This kid killed the man who would have changed the world. He deserves death.”
“Who cares about some dumb cult leader?” said Intellect. He gestured at Jawtooth. “Jawtooth, rip out Bolt’s throat. A much cleaner and more efficient way of killing someone, unlike tearing out their hearts or spleens.”
Jawtooth nodded, but before he could take even one step forward, Enor suddenly shoved him aside and ran at me, shouting, “No way! The kid’s mine!”
Enor got maybe a few steps closer to me before Firespirit shot a fire dart at his legs. Enor immediately tripped and fell flat on his face, getting dirt in his beard, while Firespirit said, “No, no. You are all wrong. The Flame desires to consume all. We must burn his body, like a corpse on a pyre, except he will be alive and screaming.”
Enor scrambled back to his feet and glared at Firespirit. “Oh, yeah? Why don’t we have a fight to figure out who gets the chance to kill him? I could stomp you like an ant, fire face.”
Steel Skin stepped toward Enor and flexed his muscles. “Firespirit is my friend. You will have to go through me in order to get to him.”
“This is ridiculous,” Intellect said. He looked at Jawtooth again. “Jawtooth, beat these morons into dust and then kill Bolt. It isn’t like those three can match your strength, after all.”
Jawtooth nodded and then stepped forward, catching the attention of Steel Skin and Enor, who turned to face him. Firespirit summoned a fireball in his hand, while Intellect stepped back behind Jawtooth, obviously intending to stay out of the brawl.
Just as I was about to think that maybe my old enemies would take out each other so I wouldn’t have to, Mimic suddenly stepped into the middle of the almost brawl and said, “All of you, cut it out. This is exactly what Bolt wants. There’s no need to kill each other; all of us can have a shot at beating Bolt into pulp.”
“But I want to make him eat his spleen,” Steel Skin said, almost whined, like a kid who wanted to play with a toy first.
“We can’t have everything we want in life,” said Mimic. “But you all must realize that we can all put aside our differences and unite for the greater good; that is, beating Bolt into a pulp for ruining our lives.”
“I must admit that Mimic has a point,” said Intellect, rubbing his chin. “As much as I would like to rip out Bolt’s throat, what really matters is him being dead, even if that means I don’t get to kill him the way I’d like.”
“The Flame agrees,” said Firespirit, nodding. “There is nothing more beautiful than watching the skin of your enemies melt off their bones and hear their painful screams of pure agony; but alas, beauty must sometimes make way for practicality, as it does in this case.”
“Then it’s settled,” said Mimic. “We will rip him to shreds. I get his left leg.”
The villains nodded and turned to face me again. And, you know, this would have been a fine example of different people coming together to achieve a common purpose greater than themselves, except that purpose was killing me, so I didn’t see this as a good thing, necessarily.
But since it was pretty clear I was going to have to fight, I took a battle stance, even though I wasn’t sure I could beat them all on my own.
Before a fight could break out, however, I heard Ivan grunt next to me and lower his weights. He sat up, wiping off the sweat gleaming on his forehead, and, standing up, said to my villains, “Is there a problem here, gentlemen?”
“Yes,” said Mimic, without looking at Ivan. “It’s name is Bolt and we are going to kill it.”
“Hmm,” said Ivan, stroking his chin. “I am not so sure I can allow that. You see, I don’t like it when a bunch of adults team up to beat up a kid. It’s rather unfair.”
“Who cares about unfair?” said Mimic. He finally looked at Ivan. “What matters is … is … uh …”
Mimic’s face went pale. So did the faces of the other villains when they looked at Ivan. I also looked at Ivan, but I didn’t understand what they were so scared of. I also noticed that a loose ring of prisoners was starting to form around us, perhaps because the other prisoners sensed a fight was about to start and they wanted to see it.
“Yes?” said Ivan. His tone hadn’t changed at all, but there was definitely something threatening about the way he said that word. Maybe it was his Russian accent. “What were you going to say, Mimic?”
Mimic gulped. He looked at me and then at Ivan again, like he was trying to figure out whether he could beat us both in a fight or not. I didn’t know if Ivan was going to help me or not, but I wouldn’t mind the back up, especially if Ivan was as powerful as he seemed.
Mimic stepped back. “Nothing. I was not going to say anything. All I was going to say was that we wanted our revenge.”
“I used to want revenge, too, but then I found happiness in letting go,” said Ivan cheerfully. He smashed his fist into his other hand. “Of course, I know that sometimes you need happiness beaten into you. You seem like a rather unhappy man, Mimic, as do your friends. Perhaps I need to beat the happiness into you.”
Mimic’s eyes widened, while the other villains all exchanged terrified looks. “No, no, that will be fine. We’re just … going to go and lift some weights on the other side of the prison yard. Right, guys?”
“Right,” said Intellect, nodding furiously. “Jawtooth agrees. Right, Jawtooth?”
“Yeah,” said Jawtooth. “Don’t want cancer.”
I had no idea what that meant, but before I could ask, Enor stepped forward and said, “I’m not afraid of you, Ivan. You’re just a has-been.”
Ivan raised an eyebrow. “Has-been? So you know who I am?”
“Yeah,” said Enor, nodding. “But I know you aren’t anywhere near as lethal as you used to be in your younger years. You couldn’t beat us even if you wanted. When was the last time you were in a fight? Thirty years ago? You’re out of shape, old man. I bet even Intellect could beat you.”
Ivan tapped his chin. “True, I have lived a more or less peaceful life in this prison since being locked away, but that doesn’t mean I cannot fight. It means I simply choose not to.”
“Then I’ll choose to stomp you and Bolt,” said Enor.
Enor suddenly started growing in size. His jumpsuit snapped around him, until he was wearing only his stretched underwear that he wore underneath his suit. Soon, he towered above everyone else in the area, tall enough that he was about a head taller than the walls. None of the guards moved to stop him, but I noticed a few check their guns, probably to make sure they still worked in case they needed to use them on Enor.
“Now,” said Enor, his voice loud and deep. “Good bye!”
Enor raised his foot to bring it down on Ivan and I. I prepared my super strength, while Ivan’s eyes narrowed, as if he saw something I didn’t.
But before either of us could fight, an ice pillar shot from the ground and impaled Enor’s foot. Enor cried out in pain and instantly shrank back to his normal size, although now his foot was bleeding and he was lying on the ground clutching it while moaning in pain.
The ice pillar was receding into the ground now, but I was already looking around for whoever had created it. It couldn’t be Blizzard, my girlfriend, could it? Was she also in prison? Or maybe she had somehow broken in to save me?
Unfortunately, I didn’t see Blizzard anywhere among the crowd of prisoners who had gathered to watch the fight that probably wasn’t going to happen now. Nor did I see who had summoned the ice pillar, at least until someone stepped out from the crowd with one of his hands raised.
Like the other prisoners, this guy wore an orange jumpsuit; unlike the others, however, his skin was tinged blue, like he had been out in the cold too long. He had a short crew cut hairstyle and was constantly shivering, even though it was fairly warm out today.
Ivan looked over at the blue-skinned man and smiled. “Rime, thanks for the save. I thought I was going to have to use my powers, which would have been … disastrous for us all, to put it lightly.”
The blue-skinned prisoner—who must have been named Rime—nodded as he walked over to us, though he still shivered all the while. “N-No problem, Ivan. I just didn’t want a fight to break out that would require the guards to beat us up.”
“Good move,” said Ivan. Then he rested a hand on my shoulder. “This is Bolt. He is my new friend.”
“Uh, hi,” I said to Rime as he approached. “You’re Rime?”
“Yes,” said Rime, nodding, though his nodding was extremely shaky. “I have some control over ice and cold, t-though not nearly as well as I’d like.”
That reminded me of how Blizzard used to have problems with controlling her ice powers, but Blizzard’s reason was because she had been a new superhero and had just recently developed her powers. I didn’t know what Rime’s excuse was, but before I could ask, I heard Enor growl and I looked down to see that he was getting back on his feet already, even though his right foot was still bleeding from where Rime’s ice spear had stabbed it.
“Damn you, Rime,” said Enor, his voice stricken with pain. “Why are you sticking your nose in places it doesn’t belong? You have nothing to do with this.”
“I c-consider Ivan a f-friend,” said Rime, his teeth chattering. “So f-forgive me for coming to my friend’s defense.”
Enor growled, but then Ivan stepped forward, one hand raised. “Ernest, do you really want to take on me and my friend while you are in such terrible health? You should really get that foot looked at by one of the prison’s doctors. Otherwise, you risk getting an infection, which would likely require the removal of your foot to cure, and you don’t want to lose your foot, do you?”
Enor just glared at Ivan, which I thought meant that he was going to attack anyway. But then Enor shook his head, turned, and hobbled away, most likely to look for one of the guards so he could tell them about his injury.
Mimic and the others glared at me as well, but I guess they must not have wanted to fight Ivan and Rime, because they just turned and left, too. The crowd of watching prisoners split to allow Mimic and the others to leave, wary looks being cast in their directions as the villains went to different corners of the prison yard, though I doubted this would be the last I’d see of them while I was in prison.
But then Mimic stopped and, looking over his shoulder at Ivan, said, “I’m surprised, Ivan, that you are protecting the boy, given your history with his father. Saving him to kill him for yourself someday, maybe?”
Ivan just shrugged. “Whatever enmity I felt toward his father has long since vanished, but thank you for projecting, Mimic. It is an interesting look into your psyche.”
Mimic’s face contorted into the most angry scowl I’d ever seen, but he didn’t respond. He just turned and resumed walking, muttering threats under his breath all the while.
As a result of the lack of a fight, the ring of prisoners that had gathered began to break up, though I heard more than a few prisoners complaining about not getting to see a superhero get beat up, while others exchanged money for their bets on whether a fight would break out or not. The guards on the walls lowered their guns and returned to their usual duties.
But I didn’t care about any of that. I just looked up at Ivan, who was now wiping away the sweat from his forehead. He wasn’t looking at me, but whether that was out of fear or because he knew what I was about to ask, I didn’t know.
“Ivan, what did Mimic mean about your history with my dad?” I said. “Did my dad put you in jail before he died? Who are you, really?”
Ivan sighed and looked down at me. “Yes, Bolt, your father, Genius, did beat me, but he was not alone. He had help from Omega Man, Beyond Man, and Lady Amazon, however, though it was his intelligence that really helped them beat me.”
I stared at him in shock. “Then that means that you are—”
“Yes,” said Ivan. “I am indeed Nuclear Winter, the first supervillain and the first inmate of Ultimate Max.”



Chapter Three



 
Ivan returned to weight-lifting, but I just stared at him, unable to believe what he’d just told me.
I knew who Nuclear Winter was. Or, at least, knew of him, because he was featured predominantly in the history books about the history of superhumans in the United States. He was the first known supervillain and was the whole reason that Ultimate Max had been built in the first place.
It was thirty years ago, back in 1987, about a year after Dad, Omega Man, and all of the other first neoheroes first appeared. By then, superhumans were becoming more and more known. Most of the public superhumans at the time had been heroes or at least tried to be, with most using their powers for good, stopping criminals, helping people in natural disasters, and so on. Those few that weren’t interested in superheroics instead kept their powers to themselves or applied them in other areas, such as in business, sports, and so on. There had been a handful of ‘super criminals,’ as they were called at the time, but most super criminals had weak powers and weren’t very smart, which made it easy for even the normal police to deal with them.
Then Ivan Yadernoy—also known as Nuclear Winter—appeared. According to the history books, Ivan was a Russian immigrant and defector from the Soviet Union. He had allegedly been an important Soviet spy, but defected due to his hatred of communism and his desire to see the Soviet Union fall. At least, that was the excuse he gave; most people never trusted him and thought he was just pretending to be a defector.
Ivan developed superpowers shortly after his defection to the United States. What were those powers? Pretty simple: He could control nuclear energy, which he then used to attack various US cities and towns, killing thousands of people and causing untold costs in property damage. His main target was Washington, where he intended to overthrow the US government and turn the US into his own personal kingdom.
That’s where Dad and the others stepped in. They came up with a plan to defeat Nuclear Winter, since Nuclear Winter had pretty much steamrolled every attempt by the US military to stop him, and succeeded in taking him down. They then put him into Ultimate Max prison, where he was sentenced for life.
Actually, it was the defeat of Nuclear Winter that convinced Dad, Omega Man, Lady Amazon, and Beyond Man to create the Neohero Alliance. And it was the failure of the US military to deal with Nuclear Winter that led to the creation of the Department of Superpowered and Extraterrestrial Beings, or the G-Men, as they’re called, so that the US government would have a way of dealing with supervillains like Nuclear Winter in the future, instead of relying on private superheroes and organizations.
In fact, the term ‘supervillain’ was coined in order to describe superhumans like Nuclear Winter. He had been the first serious superhuman threat to any country in the world at the time, though he certainly wasn’t the last; Master Chaos was another, though the two never worked together as far as I knew.
I had grown up hearing all sorts of stories about Nuclear Winter, some true, some not. I had even seen footage of one of his rampages in history class; it had looked like a nuclear war zone. But Nuclear Winter had always seemed more like a myth than a real person due to the fact that he had been kept inside Ultimate Max for the last thirty years; in fact, he had been kept under such tight lock down that the press wasn’t even allowed to interview or film him. All of the pictures available to the public were pictures of him when he was in his thirties.
So I had a hard time believing that Ivan was, in fact, Nuclear Winter. The Nuclear Winter I had heard of was violent and a megalomaniac, willing to obliterate whole towns that refused to bow down to him. Ivan, on the other hand, was a crazy bodybuilder that liked cat magazines and considered me a friend.
But then, it explained why everyone seemed to avoid Ivan and why Mimic and the others had decided not to fight us. If Ivan really was Nuclear Winter, then that meant that he was probably the most powerful prisoner in the whole prison, even more powerful than me. After all, he didn’t even need to fight; he could infect me with nuclear radiation and I’d die in forty-five minutes or maybe a few days if I got lucky.
I looked at Rime, who had decided to stay with us instead of going back to hang out with the other prisoners. Based on his expression, I could tell that he already knew that Ivan was Nuclear Winter, which made sense, because Rime seemed to have been in prison for a while.
I looked at Ivan again. He was grunting with every lift of his weights and didn’t seem to be paying attention to me or anyone else. I wondered if he was trying to avoid talking to me about this subject.
“So you really are Nuclear Winter?” I said. “The same one that the Four Founders defeated thirty years ago?”
Ivan rested his weights on the bars and sighed. He looked at me again. “Yes, indeed. But I no longer go by that name; I am Ivan Yadernoy now. Nuclear Winter is dead.”
I bit my lower lip. I wasn’t sure what else to ask, but I knew I had to say something.
“Confused?” said Ivan. “Not surprising. Though I haven’t been outside of Ultimate Max in over three decades, I am aware of how the rest of the world sees me. I’ve been told that most people think I’m just a legend, a myth, even with all of the footage and pictures of me destroying towns. Most new prisoners here tend to react like you when they meet me; disbelief, slowly—and sometimes quickly—followed by fear.”
“It’s not just that,” I said. “It’s also … well, Dad beat you. Your defeat helped Dad to become a famous superhero.”
“Yes, he did,” Ivan agreed. “He was only a boy at the time, but he was much smarter than adults three times his age. It was thanks to his brilliant mind that he and the other three Founders took me down. Otherwise, I likely would have succeeded in my plans to nuke Washington and make myself the king of this country.”
Ivan sounded relieved about that, as if he was happy that his plot had been foiled and that he was in prison and would probably never be freed. I didn’t understand that at all, but then, there was a lot about my current situation I didn’t understand.
“I don’t understand,” I said. “Why are you happy that you were defeated and put inside jail? Everyone else here just wants out.”
“Because I’ve had time to think about my life,” said Ivan. “And I realized that I was really just driven by anger more than anything. So I have now devoted my life to peacefully carrying out the life sentence that the judge handed down to me thirty years ago; it’s much more fulfilling than constantly bitching about how this or that superhero foiled my plans.”
I scratched the back of my head. “So you’ve never tried to escape at all? Never tried to get your freedom?”
“Never,” said Ivan, shaking his head. He resumed lifting his weights. “Unlike Bernard, I had no reason to break free. I have no spouse, no children, nothing awaiting me on the outside. Besides, I suspect that my old communist pals in Russia would like to take me out for defecting to the USA, so I am much safer in here than I am out there.”
“Bernard,” I repeated. “You mean Master Chaos. Did you know him when he was in here?”
“Who didn’t?” said Ivan with a snort. “He was mad. He spent all day every day ranting about how he was going to get revenge and kill Genius. No one really liked him, so we were all quite relieved to hear about his death last year.”
“But he did manage to escape from this prison, though,” said Rime, glancing wistfully at the guards on the walls. “The only prisoner to do that.”
“How did he do it, exactly?” I said. “None of the news articles went into detail about it.”
“He used his chaos powers to cause a riot in the prison,” said Rime. “Then he stole a guard’s uniform and used it to sneak out while the other guards were preoccupied with ending the riot. He also used his powers to mess with Ultimate Max’s security systems, which helped him escape easily.”
“Huh,” I said. “That’s sounds simple. Wonder why he didn’t do it before.”
“Who knows?” said Ivan. “He was always crazy. I suspect it just never occurred to him that he could do it until he heard about how you punched out his son.”
“Yeah,” I said. “But anyway, who cares? I still don’t know what I’m doing here.”
“I was about to ask that, actually,” said Rime. “I’ve heard of you. You’re the superhero Bolt, right?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Who are you? I don’t think we’ve met before.”
“I-I’m Rime,” said Rime, his teeth chattering slightly. “I was put behind bars eleven years ago. I can control ice.”
“I saw that,” I said. “I have a friend who can do that, too.”
“It’s not exactly a common superpower,” said Rime. He looked down at his hands. “But it is my power, though I used to be able to control water until my powers changed.”
“Your powers changed?” I said. “What do you mean?”
“It’s something that happens as you grow older for some superhumans,” said Rime with a shrug. “Your powers can change as you age. It’s something to do with neogenetics. I don’t know. I’ve never understood it.”
“Me neither,” I said. “By the way, what are you in prison for? You didn’t say.”
Rime shrugged. “I killed a man, got caught, sentenced to life prison in Ultimate Max, and will probably be here until the are you growday I die.”
Rime didn’t look at me when he said that, like he was trying to avoid making eye contact with me. That meant that there was likely more to his story than what he was telling me, but at the same time, I didn’t see any reason to dig deeper, since I doubted his story had anything to do with me.
So I just said, “Do you want to escape? Or are you like Ivan and want to stay?”
“I’d like to escape, but it probably will never happen,” said Rime with a sigh. “Ultimate Max is practically inescapable. I’d also love to get the guy who actually caught me; that bastard deserves it.”
“Who caught you?” I said. “A superhero?”
“Someone you probably don’t know,” said Rime. “Some detective who calls himself Triplet. He’s pretty obscure.”
Triplet? I knew him. He was a superhero detective and former member of the NHA. I had worked with him in the past—once to expose Vision, the other time to find out the truth of my grandparents—but I hadn’t realized that he had defeated some supervillains on his own before. Then again, maybe that wasn’t so shocking, since Triplet had been active as a superhero and as a detective for a while. I wondered how many other inmates in here had been caught by Triplet … and how they would react if they knew that I was friends with him.
I decided not to mention my friendship with Triplet to Rime right now, because Rime sounded really angry about him. “I’ve heard of him, yeah. He’s supposed to be a good detective.”
“Maybe he is, maybe he isn’t,” said Rime with a shrug. “All I know is that he’s the reason I’ve spent the last eleven years behind bars. If I ever get a chance to see him, I’ll turn him into the most realistic ice sculpture that the world has ever seen.”
I bit my lower lip, mostly because I didn’t think I could agree with that, and then glanced at Ivan. Ivan just shrugged, as if to say that it was normal for Rime to talk like that and I shouldn’t worry too much. But I did make a mental note to ask Triplet about the details of Rime’s case later, if I ever managed to escape this place.
“Uh, okay,” I said. “So you and Ivan are friends?”
“Pretty much,” said Rime. “Only because Ivan is the only other prisoner I’ve ever gotten along with.”
“Ah,” I said. “I see.”
“And now it looks like you and I are going to be friends,” said Rime. “At least, if you’re a friend of Ivan’s, you’re a friend of mine. So I’m probably not going to try to kill you, unless you try to pick a fight with me, anyway.”
Rime spoke entirely seriously about that. I wasn’t sure how to take that, but since Rime so far was being mostly polite with me, I just nodded and said nothing. Besides, I thought it would be useful to have two fairly powerful allies in this place, especially since I had so many enemies that would be more than happy to kill me the second my back was turned. As long as I stuck with Ivan and Rime, I thought I was going to be all right.
But that didn’t change the fact that I still didn’t belong here. I would want to be out of here even if everyone wanted to be my friend, because I knew that I shouldn’t be here. I was innocent. I hadn’t committed any crimes, at least knowingly. Something was definitely wrong here, but what, I wasn’t sure, though I intended to find out.
I folded my arms over my chest and leaned against another bench that was next to Ivan’s. “I still don’t know why I’m here. But I do know I need to get out.”
Rime snorted. “Good luck with that. Ultimate Max is inescapable unless your name happens to be Master Chaos.”
“I know,” I said, “but you don’t understand. Unlike you guys, I’m innocent. I was put in here falsely.”
“What are we supposed to do about it?” said Rime with a shrug. “We can’t really help you escape or figure out why you’re in here.”
“I know,” I said. “But it’s just so frustrating. I wonder if I could talk to the Warden.”
“Of course not,” said Rime. “The Warden doesn’t talk with prisoners.”
“Well, just who is the Warden, anyway?” I said. “No one’s told me his name yet.”
“Mark Ferguson,” said Ivan, causing me to look down at him as he lifted weights. “Also known as the superhero Glass.”
I frowned. “Glass? Never heard of him. What’s he do, turn into glass?”
“Nope,” said Rime. “He turns other people and things into glass, and then breaks them. Saw him do it to a prisoner that attempted to escape once; it took the guards weeks to sweep up all of the shards.”
“And there is also the Chief of Security, Burn Shot,” Ivan added. “He has perfect accuracy and can shoot fire, meaning that if he takes aim at you, you’re probably dead. Between them and the guards, plus the prison’s security systems, it can get … interesting in here sometimes.”
“And neither will talk to me, right?” I said.
“Right,” said Rime. “All of the people who work here look down on us prisoners. And we look down on them in turn, so it all works out.”
“It doesn’t work out for me, though, or help me understand why I’m even here,” I said. “I need to talk to someone. Do prisoners get phone calls?”
Rime laughed. “Nope! Warden Glass doesn’t want anyone using our phone calls to coordinate break outs. You only get a phone call if the Warden allows it, and even then, it will be tapped and traced so they can make sure you aren’t calling your friends or minions on the outside for help.”
I cursed under my breath. I had been hoping to call Mecha Knight and see if he could help, but it was pretty clear that I wouldn’t be talking to anyone outside of the prison for quite sometime, if ever. That meant that I was going to be in here forever without ever knowing why.
I scowled and thought about who might be able to help. Maybe there was someone within the prison who might know what was going on. But all of the people I knew were my enemies who I had put behind bars, enemies who were just as out of the loop as I was.
Thus, it all seemed hopeless until I suddenly remembered that there was, in fact, someone in Ultimate Max who I knew and who might be able to help me understand what was I doing here. Granted, he was not a G-Man, but he had been involved with secret government projects about superheroes in the past. Maybe if I talked with him, he would be able to use his knowledge of the government to help.
But before I could ask Rime if it was possible for prisoners to meet with other prisoners, I heard someone running nearby and looked up to see Mimic running toward us. For a moment, I thought that he was going to try to attack me, but instead, he stopped several feet away from me, coming to a stop and putting his hands on his knees, panting like he was not used to running so much.
“Mimic?” said Rime, looking at Mimic in disgust. “What do you want? Come to try to fight us again?”
Mimic shook his head. “Of course not. I want to know how you did it.”
Mimic pointed at me when he said that, prompting me to reply, “How I did what?”
“You know,” said Mimic. “I just saw it on the TV. How did you do it?”
“I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “I’ve just been standing here talking with Rime and Ivan. So, unless you’re asking me about that—”
“Oh, yeah?” said Mimic with a sneer. “Then how come I just saw you on the news attacking the White House?”
“What?” I said. “What are you talking about?”
“Come and I’ll show you,” said Mimic. “I think the news is still showing the footage.”
Puzzled but intrigued, I followed Mimic, and so did Rime and Ivan, who looked just as confused as me. We walked all the way to the other end of the prison yard, where an old, small TV had been set up, apparently for the prisoners to watch the news. A dozen prisoners were already crowding around it, making it difficult to see it, but Mimic led us through the crowd until we reached the TV itself.
The TV was on one of the big major news channels, showing a news reporter talking about an attack on the White House that had apparently happened earlier today. She said that the G-Men and Secret Service were still investigating the attack, but footage from the White House’s own security cameras had somehow leaked online, which gave us a glimpse of the attacker.
Then the scene on the TV switched, showing footage of one of the White House’s hallways. All of a sudden, one of the blows exploded inward, sending chunks of plaster and wood flying everywhere, the dust briefly obscuring the camera’s view of the place.
But then a figure stepped through the newly-created hole in the wall, a figure who was briefly obscured by the dust. When the dust settled, it showed a guy in a white and blue superhero costume that looked almost exactly like mine standing in the hallway. The blue stripes on the suit were glowing brightly, and when the guy looked up, his eyes were also glowing the same shade of blue as his costume.
But that wasn’t the most significant part. The most important part was that the guy’s face looked exactly like mine.
We saw it for only a second, however, before the guy raised his hand and fired a bolt of blue lightning at the camera, which struck it and instantly caused the footage to go dark.



Chapter Four



 
I didn’t believe my eyes at first. The figure who had appeared in the security footage of the White House looked exactly like me. Same hair style (though a bit messier), same costume (though different colors), even similar powers … but that didn’t make any sense. I was still here, in Ultimate Max, and I didn’t even have my costume.
I looked at Rime and Ivan. The two of them looked just as shocked and confused as I was, which told me that they had no idea who that guy was, either. The other prisoners were too busy watching the TV to look at me, but most of them were talking to each other and theorizing about the attacker’s identity.
I looked at the TV again. It showed the news anchor from before and she was saying that the White House had still not identified the attacker. She was saying that the attacker had been fought off by President Plutarch’s bodyguards, while Plutarch himself had gone into a secret bunker where he was going to remain until the identity and location of the attacker could be determined. The attacker had fled before Plutarch’s bodyguards could beat him, but his current location was unknown, though the G-Men were already searching for him and asked anyone who recognized the attacker to come forward with information.
“So,” said Mimic, still smirking, “do you have a twin brother, perhaps?”
I shook my head. “No. I don’t have any siblings at all. I’m an only child.”
“Then who was that?” said Ivan. “That guy looked almost exactly like you.”
“A clone?” Rime suggested. “Maybe someone out there created a clone of you in order to frame you for something.”
“Perhaps that is why you are in jail,” Ivan said. “Your doppelganger framed you.”
“But I was put in jail before the attack on the White House,” I said. “This doesn’t make any sense.”
“Well, it certainly isn’t me pretending to be you, if that’s what you were about to suggest,” Mimic said. “Like you, I’ve been stuck in this prison this whole time, though now I wish I had come up with that idea myself. It would have been a good way to get back at you.”
I stroked my chin, ignoring what Mimic said because I frankly didn’t need his constant jabs in my life. The news was now covering yet another terrorist attack in France, though the anchor said they would keep viewers up to date on the White House attack, but my attention had drifted from the TV now.
Far too many mysterious things had just happened to me recently. First, I was knocked out and put in prison, despite not being a criminal or supervillain; and second, there was now apparently someone running around pretending to be me, attacking the White House and doing who-knows-what-else. I wondered how much Cadmus and the G-Men knew about this new guy and if he was somehow connected to everything that had happened to me recently.
Regardless, I knew, more than ever, who I needed to talk with, the only person in Ultimate Max who might be able to tell me what the hell was going on here: A man named Matthew Jason, or who I knew as Grandfather.
-
Unlike the other prisoners, Grandfather wasn’t kept in a normal cell or allowed to be out in the prison yard with the others. According to the guard who took me to see Grandfather, this was because Grandfather was considered a ‘special’ prisoner, no doubt due to his connection to the top secret government program known as Project Neo. As a result, Grandfather was kept in Cell Block Z, which was located on the eastern side of Ultimate Max, past six thick steel doors locked with the most advanced locks available, guarded by a dozen of the best SWAT-trained guards in the country, and a whole host of other defenses that the guard was not supposed to tell the other prisoners about. Apparently, the prisoners in Cell Block Z were considered too important by the government to be allowed to mix with the rest of the prison’s population, hence their separation and being given such high security.
It surprised me that I was allowed to see Grandfather, since I was a prisoner, too, but the guard explained to me that because I already had special privileges to meet Grandfather, I could go meet him even if I was a prisoner myself. But I could only meet Grandfather under strict supervision; there would be at least two guards in Grandfather’s cell with us, plus a security camera recording the entire exchange, just to make sure we didn’t plan an escape attempt. I wasn’t planning to escape just yet, so this didn’t concern me too much, but I still hated being treated like a criminal, even though I understood that this was just the normal way that most prisoners in Ultimate Max were treated.
Also, the guard put special handcuffs around my wrists. They were made of a very strong, thick kind of metal that I couldn’t identify, but a few tugs told me that I could probably break it if I used my super strength. The guard told me that if I did that, the cuffs would unleash a cloud of powerless gas that would instantly de-power me, which would render my efforts to free myself useless.
So, like the good prisoner I was, I allowed the guard to take me to Cell Block Z without any fuss. I could see the powerless gas swirling around inside the tiny metal box that connected my cuffs together, which brought back bad memories of my past experiences with the stuff.
Aside from the doors and the presence of more guards than usual, Cell Block Z looked just as dreary and boring as the rest of Ultimate Max. The actual cells were blocked off with thick doors made of Indestructonium, so I couldn’t see who the other prisoners of Cell Block Z were. I couldn’t even hear them on the other side; the guard reassured me that this was intentional, because Cell Block Z had the best security in the entire place due to the importance of the prisoners being held here. Aside from Grandfather, the guard didn’t tell me who else they kept in this part of the prison, which was just as well, because I wasn’t keen to meet some of the worst supervillains in the country.
Grandfather was kept in the second cell from the back wall, almost the very last prisoner in the Cell Block. We stopped in front of the door to Grandfather’s cell, which was already protected by two men in Indestructonium armor and carrying guns that had powerless pellets in them. The guard told the other two that I was here to meet Grandfather, so the two let me in, though they also came in with me to monitor our conversation.
Grandfather’s cell was much like mine and Ivan’s, except even smaller. It didn’t have any windows to the outside; the only illumination came from a light in the ceiling, which was very small and dim in comparison to the lights in the rest of the building. In fact, Grandfather’s cell felt almost like an abandoned broom closet rather than a prison cell, as if it had been hastily added onto the construction of the rest of the prison at some point without too much thought.
Then I saw Grandfather himself.
The last time I had seen Grandfather had been a couple of months ago, shortly after he and Grandmother had attempted to steal my youth (long story). Back then, he had neatly combed back silver hair, expensive-looking glasses, and a nice suit on top of that and had also lived in a nice mansion in upstate New York.
But the man lying on the cot by himself hardly looked like the Grandfather I remembered. His hair was messier and stood up everywhere, while his fancy glasses had been replaced with a much cheaper brand with lenses that were slightly cracked. Like every other prisoner in this place, he wore an orange jumpsuit, but he was so thin and weak that the suit seemed to hang off his body, even though the suit seemed to be his size. He looked almost nothing like the Grandfather I remembered. He didn’t even wake up when we entered; he was so still he might as well have been dead.
“Hey, Matthew,” said the guard who had brought me here. “Wake up. Your grandson is here.”
Grandfather’s eyes blinked open. He raised his head and looked up at us, but there was a vacant look in his eyes, like he did not remember who he was or what he was doing here. Then his eyes fell on me and a look of recognition passed over his old features. “Kevin? Is that you?”
I nodded and stepped forward. “Yes. Sorry for not visiting you before. I’ve just been … busy.”
Grandfather didn’t nod or do much else to show he’d heard what I said. He just pushed himself up into a sitting position and rubbed the back of his neck. Even though he had obviously just been resting, he still looked tired, probably because he was such an old man.
“All right,” said the guard, causing me to look over at him. “You’ve got ten minutes to talk with him. Then we’re escorting you back to your cell and you won’t get to see him for the rest of the day.”
“Ten minutes?” I said. “That’s not—”
“Prison rules,” said the guard. He smirked. “Of course, you could ask Warden Glass for an extension, but he’s not exactly the most flexible guy in the world, so I would suggest that you stop complaining. You’ve already wasted five seconds.”
I gritted my teeth, but the guard was right. So, while the two guards stepped back toward the door, I turned to face Grandfather, who was now staring at me like he was unsure what he just heard.
“Did that guard just say that he was going to escort you back to your cell?” said Grandfather. “Does that mean you are in prison, too?”
“Yeah,” I said, nodding. I gestured at my orange jumpsuit. “That’s why I’m wearing this. But not because I committed a crime or anything. I’m still a hero, no matter what the government says.”
Grandfather frowned. “Then why are you here? If you are truly innocent, then shouldn’t you be free?”
“Exactly,” I said. “I know I am innocent. I don’t know why I’m here. That’s why I wanted to talk to you.”
Grandfather slumped against the wall of his cell, his head bowed. “How could I help? I’m not the one who arrested you. You should ask someone from the government.”
“I know, but you don’t understand,” I said. “No one in the government or in this prison has been able to tell me why I’m here. I just woke up earlier today in my cell with no answers and loads of questions.”
Grandfather just shrugged. “I’m sorry, Kevin, but I haven’t been in much contact with the outside world since being locked up in here. I’ve been interrogated by the G-Men, of course, but they haven’t told me anything about you. I ask, but they never say anything.”
“Well, I thought you might at least help me understand how the government thinks, since you were involved in Project Neo,” I said. “You see, before I was thrown in here, I was working with the G-Men to destroy Vision. You know who they are, right?”
Grandfather nodded, though still without looking at me. “Yes, I am aware of them. What of it?”
“Well, we destroyed Vision,” I said. “but I was then knocked out by the G-Men and thrown into here. Do you know anything about the government that might help explain why they decided to turn on me all of a sudden?”
Grandfather didn’t look up at me, but I noticed that he began tugging at the sleeve of his prison uniform. I probably would have written it off as nothing more than his idle hands looking for something to do, but given how his eyes were clearly locked on his sleeve, I figured it was his way of not answering my question.
“Grandfather?” I said. “Do you have something that you need to tell me?”
Grandfather did not respond, at least at first. He just resumed tugging at his sleeve, but then a drop of sweat ran down his forehead. That told me that he knew something, but what, I didn’t know. Wish I could read minds like Cadmus right now.
“Grandfather,” I said, “you know why they put me in prison, don’t you?”
Grandfather shrugged. “I … have my theories, but I don’t know for sure. I haven’t been very deeply involved with the government for many years. And even when the G-Men interrogated me, they’ve always been careful about what information they share with me about their current operations.”
“But you clearly do know something,” I said. I glanced over my shoulders at the guards, but they didn’t seem like they were going to interrupt. “You can tell me. I don’t care if your theory is wrong; I just want to hear it.”
Grandfather hesitated. He looked up and said, “Come closer. I don’t want the guards to hear this.”
I stepped closer, but then heard the guards shuffle their feet behind me. I looked over my shoulder again and saw the guards were now looking at me and Grandfather with warning in their eyes. They probably thought we were planning a break out, so I stopped walking toward Grandfather.
“Looks like you’ll just have to talk,” I whispered to Grandfather.
Grandfather sighed, but said, “Fine. I imagine the government already knows, so it won’t be that much of a problem if these two hear what I’m about to tell you.”
“Then tell me,” I said. “I’m listening.”
“All right,” said Grandfather. “Kevin, do you remember what Jane—your grandmother—said before she died?”
I frowned when I remembered Grandmother. “She said a lot of things. What do you mean?”
“When she told you her reasons for starting Project Neo and kidnapping you,” said Grandfather. “You remember how she had a vision of the future, yes?”
I nodded. Grandmother, like me, had been a superhuman, though with the ability to see into the future instead of super strength or super speed. “I remember. She said something about ‘angels’ coming down from the sky to lay waste to cities, right?”
“Yes,” said Grandfather. “She wanted to take your youth and the soul of that young woman in order to make herself young and strong enough again so she could lead ten warriors against the angels and save the world.”
I remembered that as well. “I thought she was just crazy.”
“Her sanity did fracture toward the end there, but her visions were always correct even when we couldn’t understand them,” said Grandfather. “It’s why I so faithfully supported her throughout the years. Whatever her flaws, I truly believed that she wanted to save the world, to be a true hero.”
“And she would have done that by sacrificing her one and only grandson,” I said. “Without his permission, by the way.”
Grandfather spread his hands. “I never said I agreed with everything she did. It’s just that I agreed with her that we needed to stop the angels or at least be prepared for them when they came.”
“Right,” I said. “So what does this have to do with me?”
Grandfather folded his hands over his lap. “Because Grandmother was not the only person concerned about these angels. The government is, as well; more specifically, Cadmus Smith is.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Cadmus Smith? Did he see a vision, too?”
“No,” said Grandfather, shaking his head. “But I told him about Jane’s vision when I was taken into custody. He became interested in it. Of course, Cadmus didn’t tell me much about why he was interested in it—he’s so secretive and tight-lipped—but I think he must have an idea of who these angels are.”
“He does?” I said. “Why do you think that?”
“Because he mentioned something strange when he was interrogating me,” said Grandfather. “He mentioned how it ‘fit’ with something he had been thinking about, something he called the Apocalypse Switch.”
“What’s that?” I said.
“I have no idea,” said Grandfather with a shrug. “He didn’t elaborate on it; I don’t think he even intended for me to hear it. All I know is that Cadmus thinks it is connected to the angels.”
I stroked my chin, thinking about that. “That is very interesting … very interesting indeed.”
“But if you want my opinion, I think it may be a codename for something else, like Project Neo,” said Grandfather. “It may be that the government has discovered something that they have given the codename Apocalypse Switch to, though I suppose that still doesn’t tell us what it is, exactly.”
“You’re right,” I said. “I wonder if it has anything to do with my doppelganger.”
Grandfather froze, like I had just said something unexpected. “Doppelganger? What are you talking about?”
“Oh, right, you don’t have a TV in here, so you didn’t get to see the news report,” I said. “Earlier, the White House was attacked by someone who looked like me, except with inverted colors. He even had the same powers. No one knows who he is, where he came from, or what he’s trying to do, though; he’s a mystery.”
Grandfather put a hand on his heart. His eyes had widened and he was looking at the floor. He looked like he was having a heart attack, so I stepped forward and said, “Grandfather, what’s the matter? Are you all right?”
Grandfather looked up at me again. “Your doppelganger … I think I may know what he is.”
I frowned. “What he is? I’m more concerned with who he is.”
“I don’t know his identity,” said Grandfather. “But Jane saw him in a vision once. Or someone who looked like him, anyway.”
“What do you mean?” I said. “What vision?”
“It was about eighteen years ago, right before you were born,” said Grandfather. “Jane had a vision, the longest one she’d had yet. It had been on the darkest and stormiest night of my life; she’d screamed all night long and didn’t wake up until the wee hours of the morning.”
Grandfather shuddered. “I thought she was dying, but when she awoke, she told me of a terrible vision she’d had. She didn’t remember all of it, because part of it had been a dream, but she did remember seeing a vision. I thought it was just a nightmare myself, but now … I believe she was having a vision indeed.”
“What did she see?” I said. “Did she tell you?”
“She didn’t remember all of it,” said Grandfather. “But she did remember seeing two identical beings fighting, one white and blue, the other black and red. They had flown over a major city and used their powers to not only attack each other, but to tear the city itself apart. It was horrifying because she said she could hear the screams of innocent people as they were killed during the battle while the two ‘gods,’ as she called them, didn’t even seem to notice.”
I rubbed my forehead. “Gods, huh? Who are they?”
“You and your doppelganger,” said Grandfather simply.
I paused. “But I’m not a god.”
“Not literally, no, but you are a very powerful superhuman,” Grandfather pointed out. “Close to Omega Man in power level, actually. I always did think it odd that you were so powerful, but I never thought much about it until just recently, when I remembered Jane’s vision.”
“So what are you saying?” I said. “Are you saying I’m going to fight my doppelganger at some point?”
“Yes, but I think you will do more than fight him,” said Grandfather. “I believe that you will lose.”
I stared at Grandfather in surprise. “Why?”
“Because of how Jane’s vision ended,” said Grandfather. He smiled, though it was a weak, insincere smile. “She saw the white and blue god collapse a building on the black and red god. And the black and red god did not rise again.”
Okay, Grandfather seemed to be getting a little crazy. His eyes were wider than usual, his hands were balled into fists too tightly, and his tone sounded weird, too. I told myself that Grandfather was lying to me—because he’d lied to me before—but deep down I knew that Grandfather was telling the truth.
“What if it was just a nightmare, like you said?” I said. “Maybe it wasn’t one of Grandmother’s visions.”
Grandfather shook his head. “No. I know the difference between Jane’s visions and nightmares. This wasn’t a simple nightmare. I don’t know exactly when or where your conflict with your doppelganger will happen—I don’t even know who he is—but when it does, you will die.”
Fear started to rise inside me, but I pushed it down and ignored it. “I won’t. I’ll fight him to the end if I have to, but I won’t die.”
Grandfather shrugged again. “You can believe what you will, but Jane’s visions always turn out accurate sooner or later. And, given your doppelganger’s recent appearance, I think it will be sooner this time.”
“How does this tie in with the Apocalypse Switch?” I said. “And why I’m in prison?”
“How am I supposed to know?” said Grandfather. “It may be that all of these things are entirely unrelated. Or it may be that they are all connected, but you just don’t know how yet. Maybe you’re missing the one piece of evidence that will tie it all together.”
I hoped Grandfather was right, because I was now starting to realize that, whatever was really going on here, was far deeper and more complicated than I first believed.



Chapter Five



 
I spent my first night in Ultimate Max trying (and failing) to sleep in the top bunk of our bunk bed in our cell. Ivan had no trouble falling asleep; the minute he laid his head on his pillow, he started snoring so loudly that the frame of our bunk actually rattled. Which was part of the reason I had so much trouble actually falling to sleep, but that wasn’t the whole or even main reason why I was having a hard time sleeping.
What the heck was going on here? The Apocalypse Switch, my doppelganger, the angels, Grandmother’s visions … somehow, it all tied together, like Grandfather said. Of course, maybe none of it did; maybe it was all completely unrelated. But I didn’t think so. There was clearly something going on here, and Cadmus Smith knew.
I figured he had to be the key to it all. Cadmus was the one who put me in jail. He was the one who had mentioned the Apocalypse Switch to Grandfather. Maybe Cadmus didn’t know everything that was going on, but he probably had a better understanding of what was happening than I did, at least.
But why hadn’t Cadmus talked to me about it? Why did he have to trick me? How long had Cadmus had this all planned out? Or did he have a plan? Maybe he was just making it up as he went, just reacting to things as they happened. I didn’t know.
But more importantly, I was thinking about what my friends and family thought. It felt like it had been forever since I last saw them. What had they been told about me being thrown in jail? What did they think about my doppelganger? I wish I knew, but I didn’t have any way of contacting anyone outside the walls of this cursed prison. I found myself feeling some sympathy for the supervillains I’d put behind bars; maybe they deserved it, but being unable to communicate with the outside world or get your freedom really did suck.
Yet things seemed to begin looking up a little, because early in the morning, after breakfast (which was mostly just slop and water, hardly filling), I was told that I had a couple of visitors today. That was odd, because I didn’t expect to have any visitors anytime soon. The guard who came to get me didn’t tell me who my visitors were, just that a couple of people wanted to see me.
So, with my hands cuffed together and two guards escorting me, I was taken to the part of the prison where inmates could go see their visitors.
According to the guards, Ultimate Max inmates like myself were only allowed to meet a couple of visitors once a week for only an hour, and under extremely controlled circumstances. Visitors were not allowed to give inmates anything, not even a stick of gum, at least without the gift first having to go through the prison’s security, who would scan it to make sure there wasn’t anything in the gift that could be used by the prisoner to escape. Conversations were monitored and, if there was any hint of a break out being planned, then the visitors would be escorted out of the prison while the prisoner would be taken back to his or her cell.
Those rules seemed too strict to me, but when I thought about how Ultimate Max was home to people who could freeze things, generate nuclear radiation, and become giants, I decided that there was some logic to them. Still, it made me think that my visit with my visitors, whoever they were, probably wasn’t going to be all that informative.
The guards and I arrived in the room where I would meet with my guests. It was a private room (for certain uses of that word; at least I didn’t have to worry about other prisoners and their visitors listening in on our conversations, though I would have to worry about the guards listening) that was nicer than my prison cell, but just as bare. A solid glass wall—probably bulletproof—separated the wall in two right down the middle, with a table stuck in it. Small voice transmitters were connected to both sides of the wall to allow me and my visitors to talk to each other, though with that wall in the way, we wouldn’t be able to touch each other or exchange any objects.
I finally got to see my visitors, who were sitting on the opposite side of the glass. The first I quickly recognized: Mieko Hiro, or, as I knew him, Triplet, a former member of the NHA and the owner of Triple Eye Investigations. He was a superhero detective and had helped me a few times in the past. He looked about the same as always, wearing a large overcoat over his tall and thin body, but I noticed dark bags under his eyes, like he hadn’t gotten much sleep recently.
The girl sitting to his right I also recognized: Blizzard, my girlfriend and fellow member of the Young Neos. But she wasn’t in her Blizzard costume today; she was dressed in normal clothes, a bright blue dress and a white blouse, which made her darker skin stand out, especially with her white hair done in a ponytail. My heart started beating faster when I saw her and I desperately wanted to reach out and hug her, but the glass wall prevented me from even touching her fingers. When she looked up to see me, I saw that she felt the same way, but was just as powerless as I was at the moment.
The guards marched me over to the table, where they sat me down. Then they linked my cuffs to the table and tied my feet down to the floor, which I guessed were extra measures to ensure I wouldn’t try to escape. These extra chains seemed to be made out of the same Indestructonium that the rest of this damn prison was, so I doubted I would be able to escape here.
“All right,” said one of the guards. “You have one hour to talk with your visitors. If we even suspect that you or your visitors are planning something, however, we will cut your meeting with them short. Understand?”
I nodded. “Yes, I do.”
The guard nodded in return, but still looked at me like he didn’t exactly believe me. He and the other guard then retreated a good distance away, but were still close enough that they could shoot me with their powerless pellets if I tried anything.
But I didn’t care about the guards anymore. I looked at Triplet and Blizzard and said, “I am so relieved to see you guys. I didn’t think I’d see you ever again.”
“Same here,” said Blizzard. She put her hands on the glass, which kept her from grabbing my hand. “I can’t even put into words how scary this last week has been. So much has happened and we don’t even know about half of it.”
“It has indeed been a crazy week,” said Triplet, shaking his head. “But it’s also good to see that you’re still alive, Bolt, or at least not critically injured. It’s a well-known fact that superheroes who end up in Ultimate Max usually have a much shorter lifespan than supervillains locked up here.”
“I made some … friends,” I said, though I didn’t really want to talk about Rime or Ivan right now. “But how did you guys even know I was here?”
“What do you mean?” said Blizzard. “It was all over the news. Cadmus Smith even called a press conference about it.”
“What do you mean?” I said. “What are you talking about? I’ve been out of the loop recently.”
“Cadmus Smith held a press conference yesterday in which he confirmed that you were arrested for helping Vision break into the White House and several other government facilities,” said Triplet. “He said that you had also murdered Barnabas Sagan and that you were going to remain in Ultimate Max for the foreseeable future.”
“What?” I said, almost shouted, but then I heard the guards move behind me and I calmed down, because I didn’t want to give them any excuse to think I was losing it. “What? That liar. I’m not a Visionist. I’ll never be a Visionist.”
“We thought as much,” said Triplet. “His story made no sense. Of course, the media ate it up. The media always loves a fallen hero story. You should have seen the talking heads last night; bunch of idiots, as always.”
“No one even questioned it?” I said. “At all?”
“Why would they?” said Triplet. “The media loves sensational stories. And what’s more sensational than a rising star in the superhero community actually turning out to be a supervillain who wants to destroy America?”
“It’s still bull,” I said. “What does everyone else think?”
“The rest of the team doesn’t believe it at all,” said Blizzard. “We know you’d never side with Vision. We know you’re still a hero. Mecha Knight agrees, too, as does most of the NHA.”
“Most?” I repeated. “What do you mean by ‘most’?”
“Well, there is a teensy tiny minority of NHA members who believe it,” said Blizzard, somewhat apologetically. “But they’re totally tiny and powerless.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Are any Leadership Council members part of this ‘teensy tiny minority’?”
Blizzard smiled sheepishly. “Well, the newest member—Black Blur, who was elected after Nicknacks left Earth to search for those free Pokacu he told us about—is the leader of that minority, and now he’s demanding that the NHA officially condemn you and formally kick you out of the Young Neos.”
I knew who the Black Blur was, though I didn’t know him as well as some superheroes. He was a speedster and a loyal member of the NHA. I’d interacted with him a few times, but he never came across to me as someone who would believe media lies so easily like that. “How successful is his campaign?”
“Not very, so far,” said Blizzard, “but people are starting to believe that you’ve turned. And I worry that the longer you stay in jail, the more likely people will start to believe the government’s lies.”
“What about the INJ?” I said. “What do they think?”
“We’re not sure,” said Blizzard. “Right now, they’re too busy helping in the rebuilding of San Francisco to talk with the rest of us. But I did contact Dizzy and she said that the New Heroes still support you.”
I sighed in relief. “Good to hear. What about my mom? Do you know if she’s safe?”
“She is,” said Triplet. “I spoke with her. She’s sick with worry about you. So are your friends, Malcolm and Tara.”
“But what really happened?” said Blizzard, leaning forward in her chair. “After we were ambushed by Vision and you went missing, what happened? We still don’t know.”
I gave Blizzard and Triplet a quick rundown of my time as a brainwashed Visionist. I hated talking about it, because I hated to think about hanging out with Vision and supporting that vile cult, but I had to tell them so they would know what happened, so they would know the truth, rather than whatever wild story Cadmus and the media had come up with.
Once I finished, Blizzard and Triplet both looked troubled by my story. No shocker there; I was just as troubled as them, if not more so.
“It’s good to hear that Vision is no more,” said Blizzard, “but what Shade did to you … that’s not right.”
“But hardly surprising,” said Triplet. “I’ve always known you couldn’t trust the government. The G-Men have always have a rocky relationship with the superhero community, particularly after the Vigilante Criminalization Act of 1996 was defeated. Surprised it took them this long to betray you, though.”
“Yeah, I know,” I said. “But this seems strange even for the G-Men. No one has told me why I’m here. It seems like they just threw me into prison for no reason.”
“No,” said Triplet. “They have a reason. Or Cadmus Smith does, anyway. He’s not the kind of person to act without reason. I don’t know what that reason is, but it’s probably part of a greater plan, I’m sure.”
“What greater plan?” I said.
“Not sure,” said Triplet. “It probably won’t be good for anyone but the government, though, because Cadmus is a good, obedient dog of the government.”
“No doubt,” I said grimly. “Anyway, I’m glad to see you both, but Triplet, did you come just to see me?”
“Actually, I came because of a case I’m involved in,” said Triplet. “The clues I’ve been following have led me here, to Ultimate Max, to talk to you.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You mean I’m somehow connected to yet another one of your cases?”
“Yeah,” said Triplet. “Weird, but that’s the way it goes.”
“All right,” I said. “What is this case? What do I have to do with it?”
Triplet glanced over my shoulder, no doubt taking note of the two guards standing behind me. He probably didn’t want them overhearing it, but I sincerely doubted that the guards would let us talk in private.
“Do you remember a few months back, when I was investigating the Savannah Jones case?” said Triplet.
I nodded. “Yes. You ended up tracing her soul back to my grandparents.”
“Right,” said Triplet. “Remember when we defeated your grandparents, how Mecha Knight gave me a case for the NHA?”
“Yeah,” I said. “But neither you nor Mecha Knight told me what it was about.”
“Because it is supposed to be secret,” said Triplet. “But, since the evidence suggests that you are involved somehow, I’ve decided to reveal it to you. But you shouldn’t tell anyone else about this.”
“Okay,” I said. “What about Blizzard, though?”
“She can know about it,” said Triplet, glancing at her, “since I can’t just ask her to leave the room. Plus, if you trust her, then I trust her, too.”
Blizzard looked a little sheepish at that, but I said, “Fine. What is it?”
Triplet again glanced over my shoulder at the guards before looking at me again. “Have you heard of the supervillain Mastermind?”
I shook my head. “No, I haven’t. Who is he?”
“Exactly,” said Triplet. “I don’t know, either.”
“Huh?” I said. “Then why did you ask me?”
“Just to get your attention,” said Triplet. “Because I am investigating this supervillain’s plans.”
“I’m confused,” I said, sharing a glance with an equally confused-looking Blizzard.
“Let me start from the beginning,” said Triplet. He readjusted his coat before continuing. “After your grandparents were defeated, Mecha Knight gave me the job of investigating a brand new supervillain who appeared on the scene: Someone named Mastermind, who, as far as I can tell, is a highly intelligent criminal, well, mastermind who is behind a lot of recent crimes, including some with which you are involved.”
“Like what?” I said.
“Apparently, he supplied Maria Candle with the giant lizard that attacked the Neohero Alliance Museum on Hero Island during this year’s Neohero Summit,” said Triplet, “and he gave your grandfather the soul-stealing device that he used to steal Savannah Jones’s soul. He’s helped other supervillains, too, but these are the two cases that brought Mastermind to the attention of the Neohero Alliance.”
“How long has he been active?” I said.
“That’s just the thing,” said Triplet. “Until recently, no one even knew he existed. He’s incredibly secretive. He wipes all evidence of his involvement in most crimes, even going as far as to kill those who know anything about him or simply making them disappear. It reminds me of the case with the Visionary, except worse, because Mastermind is far more dangerous than Sagan ever was.”
“Why doesn’t the NHA track him down themselves?” I said.
“Because no one in the NHA is any good at tracking down people who don’t want to be found,” said Triplet. “I, on the other hand, specialize in tracking down people—supervillains or otherwise—who like their privacy. But Mastermind has been very difficult so far, because he’s at least twenty steps ahead of everyone and sometimes backtracks just to confuse me.”
Triplet said that in admiration, like he was talking about a fellow artist. Then again, Triplet seemed to like his detective work, so maybe he just saw Mastermind as an interesting challenge against which to test his wits.
“What do I have to do with him?” I said. “I didn’t even know this guy existed until five minutes ago.”
“Because of your doppelganger that attacked the White House yesterday,” said Triplet. “You saw the footage, yes?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Do you know who he is?”
“Nope,” said Triplet, shaking his head. “But I suspect that your doppelganger is working for Mastermind. My working theory is that Mastermind made a clone of you by taking some of your DNA, so I came to ask you if you were aware of anyone taking DNA from you recently.”
I thought about that for a moment and then shook my head. “No. As far as I know, no one’s ever taken a sample of my DNA away from me.”
“Are you sure?” said Triplet. “I know that Ultimate Max takes DNA samples of every prisoner in the place; that way, they have a means of quickly identifying escapees who are caught again. Are you sure they didn’t take a sample of your DNA when you were imprisoned?”
“I’m sure they didn’t,” I said. I rubbed the back of my neck. “Then again, I wasn’t conscious when I was brought here. Maybe they took a sample from me when I was unconscious. It would have been easy to do.”
“Very easy,” said Triplet. “And if they did, Mastermind might have taken it to use to create your clone.”
“Does Mastermind work at Ultimate Max?” I said with a gulp.
“I doubt it,” said Triplet, “but he’s already shown himself to be a man with access to resources that most people don’t have. I imagine that, if he wanted it, he could get it.”
I didn’t like the idea of some supervillain out there having access to my own DNA and using it to create an evil clone of me. “But why would he do that? Why would he create a clone of me? What’s his goal?”
“That, I do not know,” said Triplet, “but supervillains often do have extremely convoluted goals and plans anyway. And it’s up to me to unravel them before they get too far.”
“Well, I hope you do find him,” I said, thinking of what Grandfather had just told me earlier about the angels, “because I doubt that Mastermind’s plan, whatever it is, is going to be very good for any of us.”



Chapter Six



 
Our conversation pretty much ended there, since Triplet had asked me everything he’d needed to ask. Triplet told me that he would come back to me if he had any other questions, while Blizzard promised to stay in touch and let everyone else know how I was doing. We couldn’t hug or kiss goodbye; all we could do was press our hands against the glass. I felt Blizzard’s cold energy flowing through her hands onto the glass, but that was as close to actually feeling Blizzard as I was going to get for a long while.
Once Triplet and Blizzard left, the guards escorted me back to my cell, though they told me they’d be back with lunch later.
Ivan was awake when I got back, still lying in his bunk, occasionally flipping through the pages of Cat Weekly. It was still bizarre how the first and most vicious supervillain of all time was a fan of a magazine about cats, but in comparison to all of the other stuff I had to worry about right now, I decided it wasn’t a problem.
“Ah, you are back,” said Ivan, without looking away from his magazine, “how did it go?”
“Fine,” I said. “They didn’t know why I was in here, though, so I’m back to square one.”
“Indeed,” said Ivan. “I am sorry to hear that. The truth will be found sooner or later, I suppose.”
I nodded, but then a thought occurred to me. “Ivan, do you know who Mastermind is?”
Ivan, again, did not take his eyes away from his magazine. “No, I do not.”
“Oh,” I said, my shoulders slumping. “I thought you might know, since he’s a supervillain and you’re a supervillain and all.”
“Understandable, but I’ve been in Ultimate Max for thirty years,” said Ivan. “In fact, the thirtieth anniversary of my imprisonment is coming up next week. I’ve been trying to think of a way to celebrate it, but unfortunately, the guards will probably not give me a cake.”
“Thirty years …” I shook my head. “I can’t imagine being in prison for that long.”
“Of course you can’t,” said Ivan. “You aren’t even twenty. Sometimes, I miss my twenties. Life was more exciting back then, that’s for sure, but there is something to be said about enjoying the simplicities of life, such as magazines about cats.”
“Um, I guess so,” I said.
“And look on the bright side,” said Ivan. “You at least have friends on the outside who come to visit you. Most of the other prisoners do not.”
“Including you?” I said.
“Yes,” said Ivan. His voice became slightly tighter. “I have not had a visitor in thirty years, mostly due to my reputation. No one wants to be associated with the first supervillain.”
“So you don’t have anyone on the outside at all?” I said. “Not a wife or children or parents or anything?”
Ivan lowered his magazine, but still did not look at me. “When I first came to America so long ago, I did have a wife … but she died. I have not visited her grave in thirty years.”
“Oh,” I said. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
“It’s nothing,” said Ivan. “And I do not want to talk about it. One must never be anchored down by the past. Always look forward, I say. It is what Anna, my wife, would have wanted.”
I could tell that Ivan hadn’t gotten over Anna’s death entirely, despite what he said. His words trembled, just slightly, and he was deliberately looking away from me. I thought I even saw him hold back tears. It made me feel sorry for him, because despite knowing who he was, I had a hard time thinking of him as a vicious supervillain instead of as one of my only friends and allies in this place.
“Besides, you have many problems of your own right now,” said Ivan. He raised the magazine back over his face. “You do not need to carry my burden on your shoulders as well.”
“Okay,” I said, because I didn’t know what else to say.
I climbed up onto my bunk on the top and lay down on it. I was thinking about this Mastermind character. He was yet another piece in the puzzle of my imprisonment. I wondered if he was related to the G-Men or not. I wish I knew for sure, but as long as I was stuck in jail, I could only hope that Triplet would figure out the truth, because if I knew anything for sure, it was that the truth would set me free.
-
Over the next couple of weeks, I didn’t do much except wake up, eat, work out in the prison yard, and go back to sleep, only to repeat the process again the next day. Mimic and my other former enemies still wanted to kill me, but since I hung out with Ivan and Rime all the time, they never got a chance to even touch me. All they could do was glare at me from across the prison yard or mutter among themselves about what they’d like to do to me if they could get their hands on me, but honestly I wasn’t terribly afraid of them. They were afraid of a guy who read cat magazines, for Pete’s sake, though I guess it helped that Ivan could give them radiation sickness if he wanted.
But I did keep a very close eye on the TV, at least whenever the news was on. It seemed like every time the news stations began to focus on other topics, my doppelganger—who the Internet had dubbed ‘White Lightning,’ a term which had caught on with the general population and which the news stations were begrudgingly using—would attack somewhere and cause lots of death and property damage. His attack patterns were random; sometimes he would attack a major city like Houston or Los Angeles, but other times he would strike terror in a small town in the middle of nowhere. Cadmus Smith was on TV often, saying that the G-Men were working hard day and night to catch White Lightning and that the American people didn’t have anything to fear. Considering how the G-Men were always late to every White Lightning attack, however, I wondered how many people actually believed Cadmus’s reassurances and how many saw it as what it was: Government lies meant to make people think everything was okay when it really was not.
And, of course, there was lots of speculation about White Lightning’s identity. In the early days, the talking heads were sure that it was me, but when it was revealed that I was in prison and had not left Ultimate Max since being interned, the speculation turned to focus on various supervillains, even though White Lightning looked like no known supervillain and no one claimed him as their own. There was also the occasional conspiracy theorist who would appear in the news and blame White Lightning on the government, but without any evidence to back that up, I didn’t consider it very likely.
No one ever mentioned Mastermind, but then, if Triplet had been telling the truth, no one outside of the NHA and maybe the G-Men even knew he existed. Triplet didn’t come and tell me about his investigation, but Blizzard visited nearly every day and told me that Triplet had disappeared again, as he usually did whenever he was investigating, but that he was probably okay, because he was in touch with Mecha Knight and Mecha Knight had not said anything to her to indicate that Triplet was in trouble.
But even though I avidly followed the news every day, I didn’t feel very well informed. There was a cycle to each White Lightning attack: It would happen completely out of nowhere, usually hitting a community center or business or some other building with a lot of people, with White Lightning killing and destroying as much people and property as possible in a short time. Then he’d leave just as quickly as he came, the talking heads on TV would offer their usually uninformed opinions on the matter, there would be a big national debate between people from the two main political parties about what we should do or they would just blame each other for the carnage … and then things would just go back to ‘normal’ until White Lightning attacked again and restarted the whole damn cycle. It got really tiring after the third attack.
President Plutarch also made regular appearances on TV, promising that the G-Men, under his direction, would capture White Lightning and bring him to justice. While Plutarch always sounded so confident about this, the fact that the G-Men had failed to prevent any of White Lightning’s attacks since his first attack on the White House made his promises sound faker and faker with each passing day. His approval ratings, as a result, were on the decline and some people were even theorizing that he might not be reelected to a second term if White Lightning wasn’t stopped.
All the while, no one ever got a chance to talk with White Lightning. In fact, all of the footage and eyewitnesses of his attacks said the same thing: He never made a sound. He never laughed. He would strike, kill people and destroy things, and leave. He wouldn’t even mock those few non-supers who tried to fight him; he’d just fry them with a well-placed lightning bolt and then resume his rampage of destruction.
In fact, White Lightning’s attacks were becoming so frequent that a lot of talking heads were starting to compare him to Nuclear Winter. Apparently, Nuclear Winter had seemed just as unstoppable as White Lightning until he was eventually defeated, but the problem was that the G-Men had been invented precisely in order to nip these kinds of super threats in the bud. That White Lightning had so far evaded capture from the G-Men was starting to make people wonder what good the G-Men were for at all. Some might even be starting to speculate that Cadmus was in league with White Lightning, intentionally allowing my doppelganger to get away with anything for unknown reasons.
All in all, my doppelganger was causing way more damage than every other supervillain in the country. This was apparently leading to a spike in super crime, because the G-Men, NHA, and INJ were stretched thin trying to find my doppelganger, which left few superheroes available to deal with the other supervillains and criminals still free. It didn’t help that San Francisco was still undergoing reconstruction, though there was plenty of fear that White Lightning might strike there next, since the city was more vulnerable than ever in its reconstruction period.
As far as I could tell, the only consistent aspect of White Lightning’s attacks was that he always attacked places that lacked superhumans. But the reason why was hardly a mystery; after all, superhumans could potentially stop him, while normal humans were almost entirely useless against his might. More attacks showed that White Lightning’s power set was almost entirely identical with my own, though that didn’t mean he didn’t have more powers that he hadn’t used yet for whatever reason.
The other prisoners, by the way, loved White Lightning, because they saw him as attacking the society that had harmed them. Yeah, apparently a lot of the ex-supervillains in here thought that they were the victims of an unjust society. It was why most of the prisoners considered Ivan—who freely admitted to his own crimes—strange, because he didn’t spend his time railing against an ‘unjust’ society that had the audacity to have laws against insignificant things like murder and rape and to punish those who transgressed said laws.
In any case, I thought I knew what White Lightning was doing. He was no avenging angel casting judgment on America or striking against unjust institutions, nor was he your typical supervillain trying to become famous or increase his own power. He was trying to draw me out.
I came to that conclusion because of what Grandfather had told me, about the two ‘gods’ fighting each other over a city. I doubted that White Lightning knew about it, but he was clearly looking for a fight. It would explain why he kept randomly appearing and disappearing; he was trying to provoke me to fight him and he apparently thought that the best way to do that was to go around killing innocents and destroying property.
And I had to admit, it was working. Every time I saw another news report about yet another White Lightning attack, I wanted to jump off the couch and fly to wherever that bastard was. I wanted to put an end to his reign of terror once and for all.
But I couldn’t. The guards of Ultimate Max would never let me leave. Master Chaos may have been able to escape on his own, but it was doubtful that I could, because Ultimate Max’s security was some of the best in the country. Even with Rime and Ivan’s help, I didn’t think that I would be able to escape. I would have to wait for the Warden to decide to let me go.
Speaking of Warden Glass, I saw him for the first time the day after I spoke with Triplet and Blizzard. It had happened during the day, when all of the prisoners had been in the prison yard. As usual, I was with Rime and Ivan, lifting weights with them because I had nothing better to do. Mimic and his gang glared at us from across the yard every now and then, but as usual, the other prisoners gave us a wide berth and there wasn’t too much commotion, all things considered.
That all changed, though, when one of the prisoners—a guy known as Edge, because he could turn any part of his body into a ridiculously sharp blade—attempted a break out. He pretended to get hurt in a mock fight with a couple of his fellow prisoners, a ‘fight’ that got so vicious that a couple of the guards had to step in to break it up.
But when the guards got close enough, Edge turned his fingers into knives and slit the guards’ throats. Before anyone even realized what happened, Edge stole the keys from the guards and unlocked the shackles around the wrists of him and his friends, thus freeing them.
Then Edge and his two friends ran toward the exit, intending to make a getaway. None of the other prisoners tried to stop them, although a handful did try to get the keys from them, but Edge apparently wasn’t into sharing because he just took the keys with him.
This all happened so fast that Edge and his friends probably would have escaped if Warden Glass hadn’t appeared. The rest of the guards were too surprised by this sudden attack to react, and by the time they recovered, Edge and the others were already at the exit and would have escaped into the halls of Ultimate Max.
But, as I said, that was when Warden Glass appeared. I didn’t recognize him at first, because I hadn’t seen him before. He was a huge man; not fat, just really muscular and ripped, even more so than most of the prisoners who worked out all day. He wore a standard prison guard uniform and was completely bald, which made him look like the other guards so much that I didn’t even realize it was him until Edge and his friends tried to attack him.
That turned out to be a mistake. Despite his size, Glass easily dodged their attacks. He took out the first guy by grabbing his tongue and turning it into glass; it was like magic, watching Glass’s fingers touch the guy’s tongue and instantly transmute it. The guy suffocated and died on the spot.
Then Glass grabbed the second guy by the hair, turned his hair into glass, and then smashed it with one fist. That sent shards of glass cutting into the second guy’s skin, causing him to scream in agony and fall to the ground clutching his now-bleeding skull.
That left only Edge, who apparently thought he could succeed where his friends had miserably failed and went for an all out attack against Glass. But Glass didn’t try to dodge. He actually caught Edge’s blade arms with his bare hands, which were covered in a thick layer of strong glass, and then rapidly turned Edge’s entire body into glass. Edge had maybe a second to scream before his face and head turned into glass.
Once the transformation was complete, Glass just shoved Edge backwards and Edge’s glassy form shattered into pieces against the ground. It all happened pretty quickly, but by the time it was over, none of the other prisoners even tried to fight Glass. Even Rime and Ivan just avoided looking at Glass, like they were afraid that he might turn them into glass if they looked at him in a way he didn’t like.
I now understood why most of the prisoners here had not attempted to escape Ultimate Max. With someone like Warden Glass walking around turning people into glass sculptures if they tried anything, that would put a damper on my desire to escape as well.
And it did … sort of. I had been planning to escape sometime, but I hadn’t factored Warden Glass’s powers into my plans, mostly because I hadn’t seen them in action before. But having now seen them in action, I realized that Glass might be the biggest thing standing between me and freedom.
Because the fact was that I couldn’t just sit around in Ultimate Max waiting for Triplet to figure out the truth or for the G-Men to let me out. At this point, it was pretty obvious that I was the only one who could stop White Lightning, so I would have to break out sooner or later in order to get him out into the open where he could be caught.
And, despite the obvious dangers, I started to plan my escape.



Chapter Seven



 
Ultimate Max prison was a huge building, located well away from most major cities and towns. Its security was formidable; according to Ivan, it had state of the art high tech security systems, a veritable legion of guards trained in taking down superhumans, and its superhuman warden and chief of security. There was a very good reason, after all, why no one other than Master Chaos had managed to escape from Ultimate Max before, and that was because it was designed to be impossible to escape from.
But it actually wasn’t impossible. I may not have had Master Chaos’s powers, but that didn’t mean that it was literally impossible to escape from it. It might be difficult, but if Master Chaos could do it, then so could I.
In order to escape, though, I would need help. There was no way I would be able to escape on my own. Even with my powers, I would probably be taken down before I could get very far. Besides, I didn’t know the prison and its security systems as well as some of the older prisoners, so I couldn’t plan my escape attempt nearly as effectively as I ordinarily would.
So the day after I made the decision to escape, I took Ivan and Rime into a corner of the prison yard away from the watchful eyes of the guards or the ears of the other prisoners. I tried to make it look as casual as possible so that the guards wouldn’t suspect what we were actually talking about, but I had a feeling that the guards were well aware of these kinds of tricks and were no doubt keeping an eye on all three of us. But I was confident that if we spoke in low voices, the guards would never hear what we’re talking about.
“All right, Kevin,” said Ivan, once we were far enough away from the others that we would not need to worry about them eavesdropping on us. “What do you wish to talk about?”
I looked up at the walls, but there were no guards close enough to hear us. A few guards glanced our way, but it seemed like they didn’t sense anything out of the ordinary. That was good, because I doubted the guards would be happy if they learned what I was going to ask Ivan and Rime to do.
So I looked at Ivan and Rime and said, in a low voice, “I want to be the second prisoner to break out of Ultimate Max.”
Ivan and Rime exchanged surprised looks and then looked at me again.
“Y-You want to break out of this place?” said Rime, his teeth chattering. He shivered and looked around, most likely in case there were guards listening in. “You can’t talk about that. What if the guards overhear us?”
“I know,” I said. “I’m well aware of how dangerous this idea is, but I have to do it.”
“Why?” said Ivan. “I know you are innocent of any crime, but I still see no reason to put your life at risk like this. It would be wiser to wait until you get more information on why you were put behind bars before trying to break out.”
“I’ve already waited a couple of weeks for that,” I said in a voice that was almost a hiss. “And I haven’t heard from the G-Men at all. It’s pretty clear that Cadmus just wants me to rot behind bars for the rest of my life at this point; even if he doesn’t, that doesn’t mean I have to go along with whatever his dumb little plan is.”
“Perhaps, but you saw what Glass did to Edge and those other two,” said Ivan. “If they catch you, you will likely suffer the same fate.”
“I still don’t care,” I said. I jabbed a thumb at my chest. “I need to escape because I’m the only one who can beat White Lightning.”
“What makes you think that?” said Ivan.
“Because I think White Lightning is trying to lure me out so he can fight me,” I said. “It’s why he keeps attacking and running; he’s trying to cause enough damage to draw me out so he can fight me.”
“W-What if it’s a trap?” said Rime. “Maybe he wants to lure you into a trap so he can kill you or something.”
“It might be, especially if Mastermind is somehow involved, but just because it’s a trap doesn’t mean I have to let this guy get away with killing innocent people,” I said. “The G-Men, NHA, and INJ have been unable to even predict his next attack. Someone has to stop him before he kills again. And I have to do it.”
“I understand that, Kevin, but it is still a very risky thing to do,” said Ivan. “What if it fails?”
“Then I’ll be the one to take the full brunt of whatever the consequences are,” I said. “But I can’t do it on my own. I need help. I need your help. That’s why I’m telling you two about this.”
“Our help?” said Ivan. “How can we help?”
“Your knowledge,” I said. I gestured at the prison walls. “You two have been in this prison much longer than me. You know more about it and its guards and the people who run it than I do. By using your knowledge, I will be able to construct an escape plan to get out of here.”
“It’s true, we do know more about Ultimate Max than you,” said Ivan. He scratched his right arm. “And if you knew it, you might be able to escape, but … I am still unsure.”
“Why?” I said. “You two can come with me if you want. I mean, I think supervillains should be in prison, but if the only way I can get you to come with me is to promise you freedom, then I’ll do it.”
“Really?” said Rime. He stroked his chin. “T-That sounds good. I would certainly like to be f-free again.” He lowered his hand. “Okay. I’ll help.”
“Great,” I said. I looked at Ivan. “Ivan, what about you? Don’t you want to be free again?”
Ivan looked troubled. He appeared to be conflicted, but I didn’t understand why. It seemed like every prisoner in this place wanted to be free again. Why wouldn’t Ivan also want to be free? Then again, he had told me that he was content to live here and that he was guilty of the crimes he had committed, but I thought he had merely said that because he didn’t think he could escape on his own.
Ivan folded his arms across his chest. “No, I do not want to be free. I deserve to be in this prison for the rest of my life, however long that may be.”
“Are you sure, Ivan?” I said. “Don’t you think you’ve spent enough time here?”
“I was given a life sentence,” said Ivan with a shrug. “Besides, even if I wasn’t given a life sentence, I would never want to leave this place. The horrific crimes I committed all those years ago … I do not want to repeat them.”
“Then don’t,” I said. “You clearly realize that you did the wrong thing in the past. But the past isn’t a map of the future. What are the chances of you doing the same things you did back then?”
“Not very high, but even just a one percent chance of me falling back into evil is too high for me,” said Ivan. He wiped sweat from his brow. “It may be right and just for you to escape, but not for me. My powers are … too much. If I were to lose control again, I might hurt people I care about.”
“You seem to have great self-control to me,” I said.
“Only because I’ve spent time in this prison separate from the rest of society,” said Ivan. He put his hands on his chest. “I do not know how I would react if, say, I was out on the streets and suddenly jumped by a criminal. If I used my powers, I might lose control and just kill him.”
“So?” I said. “Killing someone in self-defense is perfectly justifiable.”
“But I would lose control,” said Ivan. He put a hand on his head. “I guess I haven’t told you that my power is quite addictive to me. Using nuclear energy to wipe out whole towns and cities, to irradiate my enemies and watch them waste away … it is addicting. And I fear that if I use it again, I will become addicted once more and return to my old villainous ways.”
The way Ivan spoke reminded me of a superhuman girl I once knew named Emma. She had also been worried about her powers to the point where she just wanted to get rid of them outright. I never understood that, but when I thought about it, not every superpower was good. I was now finally starting to understand why some superhumans were so negative about their powers.
Even so, I said, “Can you be sure about that, Ivan? Maybe you have better control over your powers than you think. I sure could use your help in escaping. You might even be able to help me beat White Lightning.”
“Just because I am not going with you doesn’t mean I can’t help you,” said Ivan. “I can still tell you everything I know about Ultimate Max’s security systems. It’s just that I won’t be coming with you and Rime. That’s all.”
I frowned. “Really?”
“Really,” said Ivan. He looked up at the sky. “Besides, perhaps this is how I can redeem myself. I killed many innocent people and am now going to help a superhero save innocent lives. What’s even more ironic is that you are the son of one of the superheroes who originally beat me; I never thought I’d ever help Genius’s son.”
“Okay,” I said. “You seem pretty convinced that you want to stay here, so I won’t convince you to come with me. But if you ever change your mind, just let me know.”
Ivan looked down at me again gratefully. “Thank you. Like I said, I will give you whatever information you need to make your escape. And I do hope that your escape plan goes well; I would be quite disappointed if you suffer the same fate as Edge and his friends did.”
“No problem,” I said. “I wish I could help you, though, because I still don’t think you deserve to be in here anymore.”
“What you think I ‘deserve’ is irrelevant,” said Ivan. “All that matters is that I fulfill my life sentence.”
It seemed like a depressing way of living to me, but at the same time, I knew better than to argue the point with Ivan. I had more important things to do than waste time trying to convince him to do something that he clearly wasn’t interested in being convinced to do.
So I said, “All right, then. Now I need to know everything that you two know about Ultimate Max; its security systems, how many guards it has, their rotation schedules, and so on. But later; the guards are starting to look at us suspiciously and I don’t want them to suspect what we’re up to.”



Chapter Eight



 
It took about a week for us to gather the necessary information for the escape plan. That didn’t sound like a long time, but I couldn’t get all of the information from Ivan and Rime that I wanted in one go, because the guards suddenly started to separate any groups of prisoners who stood around talking with each other for what they considered to be too long. Thus, the three of us could only share information in small, bite-sized pieces every now and then; a fact here, a fact there, a warning about this particular security system here, and so on. It didn’t help that I had to memorize all of it, because the guards didn’t provide us with pen and paper or anything else we could use to write. Ivan told me that the reason writing utensils were not given to prisoners was because of an incident about ten years ago when a particularly cunning prisoner somehow crafted a razor-sharp knife out of his pen and used it to slit the throats of several guards before finally being stopped by Warden Glass.
But I guess I didn’t need to use pen and paper, because I did manage to memorize everything I was told. I found that weird at first until I remembered something from what seemed like eons ago, when Dad had me learn what my superpowers were. He had said that one of my superpowers was perfect memory, which had seemed false at the time, since my memory didn’t really feel all that perfect, but now I wondered if Dad had been right all along. Maybe my perfect memory just took longer to develop than my other powers.
Regardless, the guards didn’t seem to know about my plan to escape. Yeah, they treated me with the same level of contempt that they treated everyone, but they never seemed to focus on me to the exclusion of the others. Still, a part of me worried that the guards were under orders from Cadmus to keep a close eye on me; I don’t know why I thought that, since as far as I know the guards didn’t listen to anyone other than Warden Glass, but that thought still occurred to me from time to time. It just made me even more careful about when and where I spoke with Ivan and Rime.
It wasn’t just the guards I had to watch out for, however. I also had to watch out for my fellow prisoners; in particular, Mimic and the other guys who I had put behind bars. I had originally considered bringing more prisoners into the plan, since I thought that the more people helping the easier it would be to escape, but Ivan told me that the main reason why so many escape plans had failed in the past was because too many people would be involved in the plan. Always, one would break ranks and squeal on the others to the guards; in fact, Ivan informed me that the guards had spies among the prisoners whose job was to become aware of any escape plans and then report them to the guards, who would then ruin or counter the plans before they could even get started. Apparently, the spies were usually rewarded for their efforts, often by shortening their sentences or giving them access to certain luxuries like flat screen TVs or nicer food than what we normally got.
The identities of the spies were usually revealed after the initial plan was foiled, which usually led to the spies being beaten up by their fellow prisoners for ruining the chances of the others of escaping. That’s why new spies were regularly chosen from among the prison population so that you never knew just who you could trust. The cellmate who you tell your escape plans about might just be relaying all of that information back to the guards and you wouldn’t know it until it was too late.
That made me hesitate about working with Ivan and Rime when I was told that, but they both assured me that they would not rat me out to the guards. And I believed them, because Ivan had so far shown himself to be a trustworthy guy, while Rime seemed to genuinely want to be free again. Plus, neither of them ever spoke very kindly of the guards, so I doubted either would ever feel tempted to ruin my escape plan.
But I couldn’t say the same about the other prisoners, especially my enemies. While Mimic and the others did have powers and abilities that would be useful for a break out, I chose to exclude them from my plotting because I didn’t want to risk one or more of them from sharing my plans with the guards. Besides, I didn’t want any of these guys back on the streets where they could cause trouble; they deserved to be behind bars because, unlike me, they had actually committed a lot of crimes and were a true threat to society.
I didn’t bring up this matter with the other prisoners, either, because again I did not know if I could trust any of them. Ivan and Rime were truly the only two prisoners I trusted in here; the rest I didn’t know and didn’t want to know. I did wonder, though, whether there were any other prisoners in this place who were jailed unjustly; under other circumstances, I might have tried to help them, but since I couldn’t be sure who was and was not innocent, I kept the plans strictly between me, Rime, and Ivan.
The plan that I had made so far was not yet complete, but it went something like this:
According to Ivan, the only time of day when the guards were not patrolling Ultimate Max was at midnight, when the day guards would switch out with the night guards. That left a small ten minute window in which there were no guards patrolling the halls; however, the exterior walls were still protected, and the hallways themselves were observed by automated security systems all day and all night without rest.
Furthermore, all prison cells were locked remotely from the security center, which was located on the top floor of the prison down a hall from the Warden’s office. Therefore, if you wanted to escape, you would need to access the security center and turn off the prison’s entire automated security system, which would then take down the last remaining defenses that kept the prisoners from escaping.
My plan, therefore, was this: At midnight, right when the guards were switching shifts, I’d have someone shut down the prison’s security systems and open my cell. I would then take advantage of this and run, using my super speed to allow me to escape the prison before the guards could take their positions and reactivate the systems again.
The problem, though, was this: How was I going to reach the security center when I was stuck in my prison cell on the first floor? I didn’t have Triplet’s powers; I couldn’t split myself into multiple clones and send one to go up to the security center. Nor could I ask one of the guards to do it for me; Ivan told me that the guards were trained to never take bribes from prisoners, in addition to each guard undergoing strict background checks to make sure they had not been involved with any of the prisoners interned here.
It seemed like an impossible obstacle to overcome, which almost made me give up, but then Rime told me that he might be able to help. He said that he could create little ‘Ice Soldiers,’ which were basically tiny walking ice statues that obeyed his will. He could have one of these Ice Soldiers sneak into the lunch cooler of one of the guards who manned the security center, wait until midnight, and then climb out and shut down the systems from within. Rime even demonstrated his ability to do that by creating a tiny Ice Soldier (which looked just like a real soldier, except small and made entirely of ice) in his hands. I made a mental note to ask him to teach Blizzard how to do that once we escaped, since I thought it could be a useful power for her to know.
Speaking of Blizzard, I managed to get her in on the scheme, too. Despite the fact that our visits were always heavily monitored by the guards, I managed to communicate my plan to Blizzard through carefully chosen code words. Of course, it was awkward at first because Blizzard just didn’t understand what I meant when I talked about our ‘big friend from up north’ (my codename for Rime), but she eventually caught on and we soon established that she would be waiting in a forest outside the prison where me and Rime could hide after we escaped the prison. Once we met up with her, she’d take us back to Hero Island and I’d start searching for White Lightning, wherever he was.
So the plan was simple: Wait for guards to switch out, turn off the security system, and then just run, run, run until we escaped the prison. Then run some more until we find Blizzard, at which point we run back to Hero Island, and then we look for White Lightning, who would undoubtedly show up for a fight with me once he knew that I had escaped Ultimate Max.
And best of all, none of the guards or employees in Ultimate Max even seemed to notice. That was why I was confident the plan would work; I mean, sure, plans don’t always go the way you think they will, but I honestly didn’t see how this plan could possibly go wrong. I estimated that it would take me and Rime ten minutes to escape Ultimate Max after the security systems were shut down, which would be more than enough time for us to escape.
The only part I didn’t like was that Ivan was staying behind. He certainly gave me a lot of good information about the prison’s inner works, but I still would have preferred it if he came with me. Yet I never pushed the subject anytime we talked, because I knew he was not going to be convinced by any attempt to reason with him.
I also didn’t involve Grandfather in the plan. I had no intention of saving Grandfather; yeah, he was my grandpa, but he deserved to be in prison. Besides, he had told me everything he knew about the angels; it wasn’t like he knew anything else important, and he would have been deadweight that would have only slowed us down anyway due to his age and frailty.
Thus, everything seemed to be looking up, and I even set a date to try the escape attempt, but then something completely unexpected happened: A G-Man agent came to visit me the day before I put my escape plan into action.
I was lifting weights with Ivan in the prison yard when a couple of guards came up to us and told me that someone from the G-Men was here to see me. Before I could ask who it was, the two guards grabbed and dragged me away from Ivan, telling me not to resist unless I wanted to be dragged there unconscious. And I didn’t resist, because I knew that I wouldn’t be able to stop them if they wanted to get me, and I also didn’t want my legs broken before I could try to escape tomorrow.
But I was worried. I was worried that the G-Men agent who I was going to talk to somehow knew about my plans. If the agent was Cadmus Smith, then I was surely doomed, because he’d just be able to read my mind and find out all about my escape plans. It probably wasn’t him, because the guards didn’t say it was him, but maybe it was another G-Men agent with telepathy, though as far as I knew Cadmus was the only member of the G-Men with telepathic powers.
I was dragged to a dark, plain room somewhere in the middle of the prison; I say ‘somewhere’ because I was blindfolded and not allowed to see where I was being taken. I had no idea why they did that, but maybe they just didn’t want me to know the layout of the prison or something. It would certainly fit in with the guards’ general behavior toward the prisoners, anyway.
Once we actually reached the room, they removed my blindfold, chained me to the table and chair, and then left. I was only alone in the room for a few seconds, however, before the G-Men agent entered.
He was a bald, middle-aged man with a finely combed mustache. He carried no weapons, but he did have a cane, a cane I recognized from personal experience.
“Mr. Apollo?” I said as the agent closed the door behind him and walked over to the table. “Is that you?”
“Yes, indeed,” said Mr. Apollo. He sat down in his chair and rested both hands on the head of his cane. “Long time, no see, Bolt. How has Ultimate Max treated you?”
“Badly,” I said. “The food sucks, the water doesn’t seem to be filtered, and my mattress is lumpy and uncomfortable to sleep on.”
“I will be sure to relay those comments to Warden Glass after our little meeting,” said Mr. Apollo. “He’s always seeking feedback from prisoners on ways to make this place even more miserable for inmates. It sounds to me like he still has some areas to improve upon.”
It was hard to tell if Mr. Apollo was being sincere or sarcastic; given his general attitude, I decided it was the later.
“What do you want?” I said. “Did Cadmus send you? Because if he did, tell him he can jump off a cliff.”
Mr. Apollo shrugged. “Director Smith probably already knows that. He told me you might not be in a cooperative mood due to how we treated you.”
“Might not be in a—?” I shook my head. “You guys tricked me into helping you defeat Vision, knocked me out without explanation, and then threw me into a prison full of guys who hate my guts. Frankly, I think describing my mood as ‘uncooperative’ is the understatement of the year.”
“You whine too much,” said Mr. Apollo. “When I was your age, I didn’t whine that much.”
“Because you weren’t thrown into prison for no reason,” I said. “But since you’re here, I assume you’re going to tell me why you threw me into prison?”
“Director Smith didn’t tell me that,” said Mr. Apollo. “It surprises me, since the Director usually tells me these sorts of things, so I can only assume that his reasons for throwing you into prison are top secret.”
“Then why the heck are you even here?” I said. “To complain about kids these days or something?”
“No,” said Mr. Apollo, “though I have to admit that that is a fun pastime for us older folks. The real reason I was sent to speak with you is because the Director wanted me to tell you to stay put.”
I frowned. “Stay put? What does that mean?”
“It means that you shouldn’t try to escape Ultimate Max, obviously,” said Mr. Apollo. “He said you’re safer here than outside.”
“Okay, now I know that Cadmus is pulling my leg,” I said. “How am I safer among my enemies than among my friends? It makes no sense. On my first day here, I almost got into a fight with a bunch of my old enemies.”
“Again, I don’t know the exact reasoning behind it, but I assume it has to do with that kid known as White Lightning, who looks surprisingly like you,” said Mr. Apollo. “Have you seen him on TV?”
“Yes,” I said. “By the way, how’s the search for him going? You guys just sitting around and hoping he has the balls to attack one of your bases so you don’t have to find him yourself?”
Mr. Apollo rolled his eyes. “Finding him isn’t that easy. He has this tendency to appear and disappear like lightning. Besides, I’d like to see you try to find him. I imagine it would be hilarious.”
“Maybe I should try to find him,” I said. “I’d probably have way more luck than you guys.”
Mr. Apollo did not respond to that. He just said, “The Director also wanted me to check up on you and make sure you were still okay. Warden Glass has been giving us regular updates on your health, but the Director wanted a direct report from someone he trusts.”
“Wait, you mean Glass has been monitoring me?” I said. “Why?”
“Because the Director told him to, of course,” said Mr. Apollo. “By the way, Glass doesn’t have a very high opinion of you, either. He thinks you’re too whiny. I told him that all kids your age seem to be that way nowadays. He agrees.”
I ignored the jab. “It’s so nice to hear that the guy who threw me into jail for no reason cares about my health. It almost makes the loss of my freedom and smearing of my reputation worth it. Almost.”
Mr. Apollo shrugged again. “Sarcasm and wit don’t impress the Director. I can tell you that much.”
“Is that all?” I said. “Just stay put?”
“Yes,” said Mr. Apollo. “It’s a simple order, though those always seem to be the orders that people have the most trouble with, don’t you agree?”
“I have ‘trouble with it’ because I haven’t been given a good reason to obey it,” I said. “And what’s Cadmus thinking, giving me ‘orders’ like I’m one of his oh so loyal G-Men agents?”
“The Director orders everyone around except for the President,” said Mr. Apollo. “Even then, I’m sure the Director would order Plutarch around if he could get away with it.”
“Right,” I said. “Are we done talking now or something?”
“Yes,” said Mr. Apollo. He glanced at his old-fashioned wristwatch. “I have to return to Washington for my next mission from the Director, so I’m leaving now. Just remember the Director’s orders and you should be fine.”
Mr. Apollo rose from his seat, but before he could leave, a question came to mind and I abruptly asked, “What is the Apocalypse Switch?”
Mr. Apollo froze. His old eyes darted down toward me, now eying me like he wasn’t sure if he had heard me or not. “What did you say?”
“The Apocalypse Switch,” I repeated. “What is it?”
Mr. Apollo leaned on his cane; he looked like he was trying to decide whether to sit down or not. “Where did you hear that term? It’s supposed to be top secret.”
“I have my sources,” I said, which I thought sounded a lot more impressive than ‘My grandpa told me.’ “Now, what is it?”
Mr. Apollo’s eyes turned from uncertainty to skepticism. “Why do you want to know?”
“Because I think it has something to do with White Lightning,” I said. “And I think that Cadmus knows that, too.”
Mr. Apollo’s grip on his cane tightened. “No one is supposed to know about that. Only the highest government officials are allowed to know it even exists.”
“But I know about it anyway,” I said. “Some secret, huh?”
I thought Mr. Apollo was going to smack me over the head with his cane, but he just looked away. “I am under no obligation to answer your questions, especially on such sensitive issues. The Director has made it plain that only authorized government officials are allowed to divulge these secrets, and I am not authorized to do that.”
“Who cares?” I said. “People get away with revealing government secrets all the time. Granted, sometimes they have to run away to Russia to avoid getting killed, but I hear Russia’s a nice place this time of year.”
“I am not a traitor to the Director or the government,” said Mr. Apollo. “But when I hear you talk so casually about breaking the law, I do wonder if you are not being entirely honest about being innocent of committing a crime. Perhaps you are in prison because the Director learned of a crime that you committed in your past; he certainly has the resources to do a thorough background check on you or anyone else, if he so desires.”
“That doesn’t change the fact that the Apocalypse Switch and White Lightning are connected,” I said. “And I think I deserve to know this connection, whatever it is, because it might be the only way to stop him before he kills anyone else.”
“The G-Men are already hard at work trying to stop him,” said Mr. Apollo. “Whatever connection may exist between White Lightning and the Apocalypse Switch—and I am not saying that any works—is unimportant and I will not waste any time speculating on that.”
“You sure aren’t wasting any time dismissing that speculation, though,” I said. “I wonder if that means I’m onto something.”
Mr. Apollo suddenly put the tip of his cane under my throat. That was when I realized that he had somehow managed to remove the cane’s tip to reveal a sharp knife underneath it, which was pressed up against my throat. Mr. Apollo himself was glaring at me, which was in sharp contrast to his normal calm demeanor.
“It means that you are asking questions you shouldn’t, boy,” said Mr. Apollo, his voice harsh. “The kind of questions that get good men killed. And it would be quite a shame if you were to be killed; you are so young and have so much potential, or at least that is what the Director says, though I think you are just another whiny kid who thinks he’s hot stuff.”
I didn’t say anything, because I didn’t want to give Mr. Apollo an excuse to slit my throat with the knife on his cane. I just met his glare, showing no weakness, until he looked away and removed his cane, which he then covered and rested on the floor again.
“Now that I’ve wasted enough time as it is, it is time for me to go,” said Mr. Apollo. “I have more important things to do than waste time threatening a youngster like yourself.”
Mr. Apollo walked toward the door, but before he could rest a hand on its knob, he stopped and looked over his shoulder at me. His normal calm demeanor, with a hint of amusement, had returned, but somehow it looked far more threatening than his anger had.
“Oh, and Bolt?” said Mr. Apollo. “Remember the Director’s orders: Stay put. Do not attempt to escape this place. Or life will get very bad for you very quickly.”
With that, Mr. Apollo opened the door and left. As soon as he left, the two guards from before entered, unchained me from the table, and marched me out of the room without saying a word between them.
I didn’t care, because I was thinking about what Mr. Apollo said—or, rather, what Cadmus had said through him.
‘Stay put’? Yeah, right. What did Cadmus know about what was best for me? He wasn’t my dad. He wasn’t even my uncle. He was just an overly bossy government official who thought that a prison for supervillains was the best place to keep a superhero safe.
No matter what Cadmus Smith or anyone else thought, I was still going through with my escape plans. At this point, I had no choice, especially now that my suspicions of a link between White Lightning and the Apocalypse Switch—and perhaps of a link between White Lightning and the government in general—had been confirmed.
Besides, even if something bad did happen after I escaped prison, I doubted it would be anywhere near as bad as what would happen if I didn’t escape.



Chapter Nine



 
It was five minutes before midnight of the day after my talk with Mr. Apollo. I lay on the top bunk of my and Ivan’s bunk bed, pretending to be asleep in case any guards came by to check on me, but I was really awake and waiting for Rime’s Ice Soldier to open the door to my cell. I had been awake for hours, but the anticipation meant I didn’t feel even slightly tired. I actually felt raring and ready to go; in fact, I was really impatient, so impatient that I wished I could leave now and not five minutes from now.
The prison was incredibly quiet tonight, as it always was. Every now and then I’d hear the snoring of a prisoner, but by and large everyone slept pretty quietly, mostly because the guards punished anyone who slept too loudly. I wasn’t sure why, other than that the guards liked to boss the rest of us around.
Feeling impatient, I looked over the side of my bed down at Ivan. I thought he might be asleep, but when I saw that he was lying with his eyes wide open, I whispered, “Can’t sleep?”
Ivan shook his head. “No.”
“Does that mean you changed your mind?” I said.
“No,” said Ivan. “I am still going to stay here. I just wanted to say goodbye and wish you luck.”
“Thanks,” I said. “But I don’t think Rime and I will need it. This plan should go off without a hitch.”
“Perhaps, but it never hurts to have luck,” said Ivan. “It can sometimes mean the difference between success and failure. And you certainly cannot fail this mission, unless you want to spend the rest of your life in solitary confinement with broken legs.”
“It’ll be fine,” I said. “Like all superheroes, I make my own luck.”
“Such an optimistic attitude,” said Ivan. “Even though I have been in America for thirty years, I still find myself surprised at the unrealistic optimism that you Americans often display.”
Before I could ask him what he meant by ‘unrealistic’ optimism, I heard the clanking of metal nearby. I looked over at the cell door and saw that it was open, which meant that Rime’s Ice Soldier had succeeded in entering the control center.
“Door’s open,” I said. I looked down at Ivan again. “Bye, Ivan. Maybe we’ll see each other again sometime.”
“I hope so,” said Ivan. “Good luck.”
I nodded at Ivan and then jumped off the side of the top bunk. I landed on the floor and walked over to the open doorway. I stuck my head out and looked up and down the hallway outside my cell, but I didn’t see any guards. Of course, we had chosen this time to escape specifically because of the lack of guards, but I was still pleased to see that the cell block was empty of them.
Tiptoeing out of the cell, I turned to the right and began walking as quickly and quietly as I could in the direction of the exit. Ivan had told me to go this way in order to reach the exit, so as long as I kept going in this general direction, I would be fine. As for Rime, he was on a different cell block than Ivan and I, but our paths would eventually intersect, so I didn’t worry about him right now.
I walked quietly so that I wouldn’t make any unnecessary sounds and wake up the other prisoners. I didn’t want any of the other prisoners shouting for the guards to come and apprehend me, because if they did, then that would make escape far more difficult than it was. Still, I really just wanted to run as fast as possible, because I was all too aware of our ten minute time limit. I could almost literally feel the time ticking, which encouraged me to pick up my pace.
I made my way down the cell blocks and down the stairs to the lower floors, not making any unnecessary sounds. Every now and then I’d hear movement in a nearby cell and would stop, thinking that one of the prisoners had awoken and would see me, but it always turned out to be a sleeping prisoner just adjusting his position on his bunk. Even though these stops were only for a couple of seconds, I hated them because I didn’t have that much time to waste.
When I got to the end of Cell Block E, I met Rime, who was coming from Cell Block F. We didn’t say anything when we met, because talking would risk waking up the others, but we did share a brief nod and made our way down the final hallway that would, according to Ivan, take us to the lobby, where we would reach the exit, and beyond that, the main gates of the walls. Once we got past the gates, we would be free. I could hardly wait.
We turned a corner in the hallway and found ourselves standing on the other side of the set of bars separating the rest of the prison from the lobby. The lobby was empty, dark, and quiet; there was no hint of anyone here besides ourselves, though it was too dark to tell for sure. A flat screen TV hung in one corner, but it was off, while the main doors of the prison were closed, but unlocked, if Rime’s Ice Soldier had been successful.
“This is it,” I whispered as we pushed open the door to the lobby, which creaked slightly on its hinges. “We’re nearly free. Just a few more feet and we’ll be—”
Rime slammed a hand over my mouth. “Shhh! Don’t jinx us.”
I nodded and Rime removed his hand from my mouth. “Sorry. Just getting very excited about this.”
“Wouldn’t get too excited if I were you, prisoner,” said a booming voice from somewhere within the shadows. “Because you will never see outside the walls of this prison ever again.”
All of a sudden, the lights in the lobby blasted on, causing Rime and I to raise our hands to protect our vision. At the same time, pellets suddenly exploded at our feet, creating great big clouds of yellow gas that caused Rime and I to cough and hack. The combination of the sudden light and yellow gas clouds made it almost impossible to see anything, but I could see the outlines of figures through the gas cloud.
A sudden weakness came over me, causing me to stagger. Rime actually fell to his hands and knees and stopped shivering, but now he looked too weak to stand on his own. I didn’t understand what was happening at first until I realized that we had been hit with powerless gas pellets, the exact same kind used by the guards of Ultimate Max.
And when the gas finally cleared enough for me to see our assailants, all my courage drained from me in an instant.
Warden Glass stood at the other end of the lobby, right between us and the exit. To his right was a tall, lanky man with burning fingers, most likely Burn Shot, the Chief of Security. And standing around them were twelve fully armed guards, each one aiming their guns full of powerless pellets at us. I didn’t know where all of these guys had come from, but they must have been hiding in the shadows of the lobby waiting for us.
“Glass,” I said. I coughed a few times. “What are you doing here?”
“Waiting for you escapees, of course,” said Glass. He cracked his knuckles. “As the Warden of Ultimate Max, it’s my duty to ensure that no prisoner ever goes beyond the walls of this place.”
“How did you even know we’d be trying to make an escape attempt tonight?” I said. “We didn’t tell anyone else about it.”
“Mr. Apollo, before he left, warned me that you might try this,” said Glass. “So I gathered twelve of the best guards in this place, plus my Chief of Security, and set up this little ambush. It looks like I will have to thank Mr. Apollo for this tip next time I see him.”
“Why?” I said. I clutched my chest, because I was finding it harder to breathe with all of this powerless gas. “Why are you doing this? I’m innocent. I’m not supposed to be in here. Surely you know that.”
“It’s not my place to decide if you are guilty of any crimes or not,” Glass said. “All that matters is making sure that you and Rime do not escape. In Ultimate Max’s thirty years of service, only one prisoner has ever successfully escaped from its confines, and I intend to make sure that that number does not rise any higher tonight.”
“Then we’ll fight,” I said, raising my fists. “So you’d better move out of the way unless you want to get your skull cracked.”
Glass laughed. “So arrogant. You do realize that the powerless pellets just took away your powers, right? You two are just ordinary humans now. You couldn’t hurt us even if you tried.”
As much as I hated to admit it, Glass was right. If Rime and I still had our powers, I would have been willing to fight these guys even knowing what kind of power Glass had and what he did to prisoners who tried to escape, but without our powers, this entire plan would fall apart. We were now at the mercy of Glass and the guards, which meant that I might very well never see freedom again.
But I didn’t want to give up. We were so close to freedom that I could practically taste it. All we had to do was get past Glass and the guards, but without our powers, even that relatively simple task became an insurmountable impossibility. Maybe I should try to fight them anyway; it wasn’t like they were going to treat me nicely if I peacefully surrendered.
I looked down at Rime. His skin had become less blue and more white, which made him look very sick. He didn’t seem to be in any shape to fight, which meant that I couldn’t count on him to help.
So I ran at Glass, yelling, swinging my fists at him. Glass didn’t even move. He just smirked and raised his own fist. He threw his punch at me, but I dodged it and tried to hit him with my own fists.
But then a fire bolt came out of nowhere and struck me in the chest. The burning flame ate away at the chest of my prison jumpsuit, causing me to cry out in pain. I patted out the flame as quickly as I could, but that meant letting down my guard, which allowed Glass to sock me in the face.
I crashed onto the floor and was then pinned there by one of Glass’s feet. He was much heavier than me; under ordinary circumstances, I would have been able to fling him off me, but because I was so weak and powerless, all I could do was lie there in pain. It didn’t help that he was stomping exactly where the fire had been burning, his weight making the burn wound hurt even more.
“I will admit, prisoner, that you have guts,” said Glass. “I was honestly surprised that you decided to try to attack me. I mean, you failed, but I can admire guts in anyone, even in prisoners trying to break free. Too many people nowadays—especially kids your age—just don’t have guts.”
Glass walked up to me and looked down at me, while Burn Shot was pointing his burning finger at me. “But regardless of whether you have ‘guts’ or not, I think you and Rime will get the solitary confinement treatment. That’s what you two deserve so that the other prisoners won’t get any ideas.”
“You mean you aren’t going to kill me?” I said.
Glass shook his head. “No. Cadmus Smith told me to keep you alive. Don’t see why, but since Cadmus is higher in the pecking order than me, I’ve got no choice but to obey.” Then he looked at Rime. “But he never said anything about Rime. Men! Bring him over here.”
A couple of the guards ran over to the cloud of powerless gas—which was already thinning out, barely visible in the air anymore—and dragged Rime next to me. They shoved Rime onto the floor and put the tips of their guns at the base of his neck, causing him to freeze.
“Rime, Rime, Rime,” said Glass with a chuckle. “I thought you’d already accepted your fate, but I can see that you thought you could use this boy to get your freedom so you can, what, kill again?”
“I … I just want to see my family,” said Rime, without looking up at Glass. “My little girl … she should be eleven now. I haven’t even see pictures of her yet.”
“I find that hilarious, coming from a man who’s in jail for killing another girl’s father,” said Glass. He looked at Burn Shot suddenly. “Who did he kill again? I find it hard to keep track of the reasons why these guys are in here.”
“Frederick Reynolds,” said Burn Shot without taking his burning finger away from me. “Superhuman activist.”
“Right,” said Glass, nodding. “Yeah, you killed that man and left his wife and daughter all on their own, so forgive me if I don’t exactly believe that you care about your own wife and daughter.”
Glass suddenly grabbed Rime’s neck and lifted him up off the ground. Rime struggled against Glass’s grip, but Glass just slapped him across the face and made him stop.
“So I’m just going to kill you here and now,” said Glass. “If anyone asks, I’ll just say it was to stop you from escaping. And it won’t exactly be a lie, because I know that if I spare you, you’ll just try again some other time. I’m not going to let you try again, though, because I believe in nipping problems in the bud, before they can grow into trees too big to cut down.”
“Please don’t,” I said, which was hard to say due to the pain in my chest. “He didn’t come up with the plan. I did.”
“So?” said Glass. “I don’t care who came up with it. An escapee is an escapee no matter what. And I’ve found that killing prisoners who try to escape is a great way to discourage anyone else who is thinking of trying it. That’s what I would have done to Master Chaos if I’d managed to get my hands on him.”
“But—” I grunted, cutting myself off, when Burn Shot pressed his foot down harder on my chest.
“I’m done talking,” said Glass. “So I’m just going to kill Rime and then have you put into solitary confinement with chains. You’ll be so chained up that you won’t even be able to scratch an itch on your nose.”
Then Glass looked at Rime and tightened his grip on his throat. I could already imagine what Glass was going to do; maybe turn Rime’s throat into glass and then shatter it, or maybe go all the way and turn his entire skull into glass. Either way, it was going to be a gruesome death.
But before Glass could turn even one inch of Rime’s skin into glass, echoes came from the hallway on the other side of the lobby’s doorway. At first, it sounded like the prison’s alarms going off, but as the sounds grew louder, they were more clearly voices. It sounded like a whole bunch of voices, all screaming and crashing together into an incomprehensible mess.
“Huh?” said Glass, lowering Rime and looking down that way. “What’s going on?” He looked at Burn Shot. “More guards coming?”
“Shouldn’t be,” said Burn Shot with a frown. “I didn’t ask anyone else to help us aside from these twelve.”
“Then what in Sam Hill is going—” said Glass, who was interrupted by a ball of flame launching out of the darkness of the shadows, hurtling over our heads, and landing directly in the center of the dozen guards standing around us.
The ball of flame exploded, knocking down the guards and even sending Burn Shot and Glass falling. The heat was intense, forcing me to cover my head with my arms, but I felt the flames eat at the sleeves of my prison jumpsuit. Still, my arms protected most of my face, and once the flames went away, I sat up and looked around.
All of the guards were down. Some of them—the ones who had taken the brunt of the blast—were clearly dead, their bodies and armor charred, while others were probably unconscious but badly wounded by the flame. Burn Shot lay on the floor next to me, a thin stream of blood leaking from where his head had cracked against the floor, while Glass was lying on his stomach, his head turned so I couldn’t see his face, but he was so still that I assumed that he was unconscious, maybe even dead.
I looked over at Rime. Rime was cowering with his hands over his head, but he seemed surprisingly unharmed. Maybe it was because Glass—whose body was actually smoking—had taken the brunt of the explosion, though there were a few burnt marks on Rime’s face and hands.
“W-What was that?” said Rime, his eyes wide. “Where did that explosion come from?”
“A gift from the Flame,” came a high, crazy voice behind us.
Rime and I looked over our shoulders. What hope had returned to my heart rapidly melted away again when I saw who was standing there:
It was Mimic, Steel Skin, Firespirit, Enor, Jawtooth, and Intellect. And they were all free.



Chapter Ten



 
I scrambled to my feet. I had no idea how these guys had gotten out of their cells or why they had saved us, but I could guess that it was because these guys wanted to kill me themselves. It was kind of weird how supervillains would get obsessed with wanting to be the ‘one’ to kill a particular superhero, but since the powerless gas still hadn’t worn off and my injuries from Burn Shot hadn’t healed yet, it didn’t seem so funny anymore. My chest burned when I rose, forcing me to cover it with a hand and cough before I looked at Mimic and the others.
“What are you guys doing here?” I said. “Come to kill me yourselves?”
Before any of my enemies could say anything, a familiar Russian voice cried, “Kevin!” and Ivan pushed his way past the others, even knocking Mimic to the floor without apologizing. Ivan walked up to me and Rime, a relieved smile on his face.
“I am so glad to see that we were in time,” said Ivan with a sigh. “I thought we might be too late and that Glass might just kill you both.”
“Ivan?” I said. “What are you doing here? I thought you were going to stay in our cell.”
“I was, but while in my cell, I heard some guards discussing how you and Rime were about to walk into a trap,” said Ivan. “I knew you needed help, so I went and freed these six on the condition that they help you in exchange for freedom from this place.”
“Yeah,” said Mimic, rising to his feet and dusting off his jumpsuit. “Don’t get the wrong idea, kid. We didn’t save you because we like you or anything. We did it just because Ivan threatened to give us all radiation poisoning if we didn’t.”
I looked at Ivan, who just shrugged and said, “What can I say? I might not be a supervillain anymore, but every now and then I will relapse into my old ways and threaten to nuke a city. Is not a problem.”
“Right,” I said. “Wait, does that mean that these guys are going to come with us?”
“That’s part of the deal we made with Ivan,” said Intellect in a cold voice. “He said that if we helped you, we would get our freedom. Or will he go back on his word?”
“Kevin, you must understand,” said Ivan, putting a hand on my shoulder before I could shout at him for being an idiot. “I know that you think these guys deserve to be here, but you will need their help to escape. There are clearly more important things to worry about right now than a few supervillains becoming free again; namely, White Lightning and Mastermind.”
I had to admit that Ivan had a point. While Mimic and the others were all scum who deserved to rot behind bars for the rest of their miserable lives, the fact was that they really weren’t the biggest threat to America or the world right now. White Lightning and Mastermind were. Besides, it wasn’t like I was in any position to beat them; my powers still hadn’t returned and I was in too much pain due to all of the fighting I’d done.
“Fine,” I said reluctantly. “They can come with us. What about you, Ivan? Are you coming with us, too?”
Ivan sighed and looked down at Glass. “I might as well, because when Glass awakes, he will probably kill whoever he can get his hands on. Besides, you will need someone to keep these guys in line, and every prisoner in Ultimate Max fears Nuclear Winter.”
Ivan looked over his shoulder at the others. “Right, guys?”
He said that in an incredibly threatening tone, causing Mimic and the others to nod quickly.
“Yes, Ivan, sir,” said Firespirit hastily. “We would never think to stab you in the back when you weren’t looking, no sir.”
“Yeah,” said Enor, nodding. “I definitely wasn’t planning to turn huge and stomp you and Bolt into pancakes at the nearest opportunity, and, if I was, I blame Mimic for giving me that idea. He’s a bad influence on us all.”
“What?” said Mimic, looking at Enor indignantly. “Why are you blaming all your problems on me?”
“Because no one likes you,” said Intellect with a snide chuckle.
Mimic looked like he was about to get into a shouting match with Intellect, but Ivan raised a hand and said, “Stop bickering. My god, you act less like supervillains and more like spoiled brats. I mean, I expect that from Mimic, but not from the rest of you.”
“Ivan’s right,” I said, before Mimic could protest. “No time for arguing. The prison’s security systems are likely about to come back online soon, so we should leave before we get boxed in or more guards try to capture us.”
“Fine,” said Mimic. “But the next time someone makes me the butt of their joke, I’m gone.”
“You say that like it is a bad thing,” said Enor.
“Let’s just go already,” I said in exasperation.
-
We burst out of the prison’s front doors. The area between the prison and the gates was pretty much empty; no guards whatsoever. But all of a sudden, lights from the watchtowers focused on us, nearly blinding us, followed by voices on loudspeakers shouting at us to stop, but Firespirit shot fire bolts at the watchtowers, instantly setting them aflame and causing the guards to jump out of them with cries of fear and surprise.
We all ran up to the gates. I was the first to reach them, but when I tried to open them, I found that they were locked tight. Evidently, the gates had not been unlocked with the rest of the prison’s security and, because my powers still hadn’t returned, there wasn’t anything I could do to smash them open myself.
I turned around to face the others. “Guys! We’re stuck. I can’t open the gates.”
“Leave it to us,” said Enor.
Enor, Steel Skin, and Jawtooth walked up to the gates, pushing me aside. I staggered back away from them, rejoining the others as we watched Enor, Steel Skin, and Jawtooth stop in front of the gates.
Immediately, Enor grew into his massive size, causing his jumpsuit to rip around him. Soon, he was as tall as the gates, big enough that he was at eye level with the burning watchtowers. Steel Skin and Jawtooth stood near his feet and then the three of them slammed into the gates with their shoulders at the same time.
The gates trembled under their combined attack, but they still stood and didn’t show any signs of bending under their assault.
“Damn it,” said Mimic, running a hand through his hair. “The gates are made of Indestructonium, too. That means you guys can’t break it open.”
“Then how are we supposed to escape?” said Rime.
“Enor,” Ivan shouted, causing the giant to look down at him. “Can you lift us all over the walls and drop us on the other side? I think that would be quicker than knocking down the gates.”
“Okay,” said Enor. “But we will have to be quick about it. The guards are already starting to mobilize.”
Enor was right. By the light of the burning watchtowers, I saw the guards starting to regroup on the walls, taking aim with their weapons at Enor, who was the biggest target in our group. It was pretty obvious that the guards would soon be mobilized enough to stop us, which we meant we had to leave quick.
So Enor bent over and rested his huge hands on the ground. Ivan, Rime, and I climbed onto his right hand, while Mimic, Steel Skin, Jawtooth, and Intellect jumped onto his left.
But just as Enor rose again, I noticed a guard with a sniper rifle aiming for Enor’s head, so I shouted, “Enor, watch out!”
Turns out I didn’t need to say that, because Firespirit immediately spotted the sniper and threw a fire dart at him. The fire dart hit the sniper in the throat, causing him to gasp in pain and tumble off the wall onto the ground, where he landed with a sickening crack and didn’t rise again.
“You all, go!” Firespirit shouted up at us. “I will distract the guards so they can’t shoot Enor!”
I nodded as Enor raised us over the gate until we were over on the other side. Then Rime—whose powers must have returned already—jabbed his hands at the ground, creating two ice slides that connected Enor’s hands to the ground.
“Everyone, go down the slides!” Rime shouted.
But just as he shouted that, I noticed another guard on the walls, this one wearing pure black that allowed him to fit in with the night. He took aim with his gun and fired a bullet before I could shout at Enor to watch out.
The bullet struck Enor in the shoulder, causing him to cry out in pain. His hands shook, shattering the ice slides and sending us all falling to the ground below. Rime tried to form some snow below us to break the fall, but he succeeded in making only a very light powder before we all hit the ground at once. I cracked my skull against the pavement, making me feel some blood leaking from my head, but I recovered quickly enough, rising to my feet and then looking back at the gates.
Enor was stomping around the prison’s perimeter, roaring in pain from the bullet that had been lodged into his shoulder. He swept his massive hands, striking the guard who had shot him and sending the guard falling to his death, while Firespirit nimbly jumped around, avoiding being accidentally squashed by Enor’s massive feet.
“Enor!” I shouted. “Come on! You and Firespirit need to get out of there, too!”
Just as I said that, there was a loud roaring of engines and several armored prison vans zoomed out from around the corner of the prison’s walls. They immediately set up a blockade, keeping us stuck between the exterior of the prison’s walls and the vehicles themselves. Then the guards poured out of the vehicles, each one armed to the teeth, until soon we were outnumbered four to one at least.
But Steel Skin and Jawtooth didn’t seem to think those were bad odds, because they both roared and ran at the guards. They tore through the guards like paper, while the guards futilely tried—and failed—to hit them with bullets. I was amazed at how brutal those two were, but then, they were supervillains, after all.
But not all of the guards were distracted by Steel Skin and Jawtooth. One guard broke away from the rest and ran toward us. He aimed his gun at me and fired, forcing me to duck, but he had clearly only used that as a feint, because he was soon upon me and began throwing punches and kicks at me.
This guy was good. His attacks came fast and swift and every blow he landed on me hit like lead. Ivan and Rime, however, quickly joined, but even with their help, this guard managed to keep us on defense. I couldn’t see his face through his helmet, but whoever he was, he was probably the most competent guard in the entire place.
Then a vicious punch came from his gloved fist and knocked me flat on my back. Rime tried to punch him, but the guard grabbed Rime and threw him into Ivan, instantly knocking them both down in one swift blow.
Then the guard, without missing a beat, walked over to me and pulled out a pistol, which he aimed at my forehead. His finger rested on the trigger and I knew that I was about to die.
But then Mimic came out of nowhere from behind and slammed the butt of a stolen rifle over the guard’s head. Despite his helmet, the guard collapsed instantly, dropping to the ground in a heap.
“Thanks,” I said as I rose to my feet, rubbing my chest, which still burned from where Burn Shot had hit it.
“Don’t get used to it,” Mimic growled as he lowered the rifle. “I just attacked him because I knew he’d come after me after he killed you. And I want to kill you myself, anyway.”
I was about to tell him thanks anyway, but then I heard the sound of doors bursting open, followed by a loud, angry voice shouting, “No one will leave this prison alive tonight!”
I whirled around to see, through the gaps in the gate’s bars, that Glass had burst out onto the front steps of the prison. He still looked as terrible as he did when Firespirit’s fireball had hit him, but he seemed to be ignoring the burn marks on his skin. His eyes were wide and crazy, almost like a cornered animal, which made me wonder what he was going to do.
“He’s still alive?” said Mimic in disgust. “I thought Firespirit killed him.”
“Guess not,” I said.
I looked over my shoulder at the other guards and saw that Steel Skin and Jawtooth had defeated or killed them all. The two hulking villains now stood among the defeated guards and even gave each other a high five, but that didn’t matter to me, because now the way to escape was now open.
“Enor, Firespirit!” I shouted. “You two get over here! We’re going to take one of their vans and get the hell out of here!”
Enor—who had been going around stomping on guards or knocking them off the walls—nodded and began making his way back to the gate, while Firespirit followed him, though he kept shooting fire bolts at any guards who tried to take them down from a distance.
“Oh, no you don’t!” Glass roared. “Take this!”
Glass slammed his hands onto the steps. Immediately, the steps began to turn to glass, but it wasn’t just the steps. It was like Glass had unleashed a wave of transmutation, because the glass started coming toward Firespirit and Enor, who were still not at the gates, transforming every inch of the ground it touched into glass.
I had no idea what would happen to Firespirit and Enor if they got caught in Glass’s wave, but I didn’t want to find out. “Guys, watch out behind you! Move faster!”
Enor glanced over his shoulder, his huge eyes widening in alarm. He immediately bent over, grabbed Firespirit, and threw him over the top of the walls. Firespirit screamed for a moment before he was caught by Steel Skin, who then dropped him rather unceremoniously on the ground after making sure he was okay.
As for Enor, he reached the gates and started trying to climb over them. He gripped the gates with both hands and began pulling himself up, but he was just too heavy. And the glass wave was still coming after him and would be upon him in seconds.
“Enor!” I shouted again. “No!”
But it was too late. The glass wave reached Enor’s feet, rapidly turning them into glass. With his feet suddenly transformed, Enor yelled in pain and fell onto the ground as the glassifying effect made its way up his huge body.
I moved forward to help, but Ivan grabbed my shoulder and said, “Kevin, no! Leave him. There’s nothing you or any of us can do for poor Enor now.”
I was about to tell him to let me go, but then I noticed that Glass was running across the glassy ground toward us. He ran past Enor and slammed into the gates, but was already stretching his arms through them like he was trying to reach for us.
“Get back here!” Glass shouted. “I will kill all of you, yes, even you, boy! I don’t care what Cadmus says anymore. No one escapes this prison alive under my watch!”
That was when I noticed that the glassifying effect was moving under the gates toward us. Ivan immediately grabbed my arm and dragged me away, with Rime running at our side. We ran toward one of the vans, which Mimic was driving. Steel Skin, Firespirit, Jawtooth, and Intellect were already sitting in the back of the van. Ivan tossed me into the back of the van with the others and he and Rime jumped in.
“Mimic, floor it!” Ivan said.
Mimic slammed his foot on the gas and the van roared away from the prison. We didn’t close the doors of the back of the van behind us, however, and so we could still see the glassifying effect making its way toward us, even going over the guards we defeated earlier and turning them into glass.
In fact, the glassifying effect was getting faster and I knew that it would be upon us in seconds. I could see Glass’s twisted grin of triumph as he also realized that same fact.
But then Enor rose behind Glass, his shadow falling over the Warden. Enor looked awful; he was now about halfway between glass and flesh, the light of the fire from the burning watchtowers reflecting off the portions of his skin that were glass. I didn’t know how he was still moving, but I guessed the glassifying effect must not have reached any of his vital organs just yet.
Regardless, Glass’s grin turned into a frown as he looked over his shoulder. That was the last thing he did, however, before Enor brought his massive fist directly down on Glass’s head.
Glass shattered under Enor’s fist, exploding into pieces without even getting a chance to shout. As soon as he shattered, the glassifying effect—which had been mere inches away from the bumper of our van—suddenly stopped, allowing us to speed away from it.
As for Enor, we could only watch as he was suddenly shot by dozens of guards. He had only enough time to wave us one last goodbye before bullets rained down on his body, shattering the glassy parts of his skin or piercing the fleshly parts. He immediately fell onto the ground, but I didn’t get to see much more of what happened to him because Ivan and Jawtooth finally slammed shut the doors of the van as our vehicle zoomed away from the prison as fast as possible.



Chapter Eleven



 
After the excitement of the last fifteen minutes, the ride to our rendezvous with Blizzard was incredibly quiet. We all sat on the seats against the walls, each one of us tired from the escape. At least, everyone looked tired, which wasn’t surprising, because I could already feel the adrenaline starting to fade from my body. My powers, however, were starting to return; already, I could feel my super strength coming back, but it would probably be another couple of hours or so before they came back fully.
I sat between Ivan and Rime. Rime’s body radiated cold air; not as much as it used to, but enough that I could tell that his powers were nearly back as well. As for Ivan, he was resting his head in his hands, like he was suffering from a really bad headache.
None of us mentioned or talked about Enor’s sacrifice. I had to admit that I really didn’t expect him to do that. I thought that Enor, like all supervillains, was just a selfish bastard who only looked out for himself. Yet he sacrificed himself in order to ensure that we would escape. Of course, he might have only killed Glass because he wanted revenge, but his motives didn’t really matter. All that mattered was the fact that we were now free.
Or almost. I expected the guards, once they put out the fires and figured out who was alive and who wasn’t, to organize a search team to hunt us down. Or they would contact the G-Men and tell them about us, but even so, I figured it would be hours before they did any of that. By then, we would be long gone and hopefully off their radar.
We drove in silence for hours until Mimic directed the vehicle down a side road that would take us off the main highway. Our van trundled down an obscure, overgrown country road, tree branches scraping against the vehicle’s sides as we went deeper and deeper into the countryside. In fact, I actually fell asleep at some point, or must have, because soon Ivan was shaking my shoulder and saying, “Kevin, wake up. We’ve arrived at the spot where we are supposed to rendezvous with your girlfriend.”
I opened my eyes. The van had come to a stop at some point and the back doors were open, with the other escapees already climbing out of the van and stretching their limbs.
Despite my exhaustion, I followed Ivan out of the van. We were now in a forest, which was very dark due to the fact that it was now in the early hours of the morning. We were miles away from any town or city, but that did not mean we were going to camp out for the night, assuming we were where we were supposed to be.
Then, all of a sudden, I heard someone shout joyfully, “Bolt!” and Blizzard practically tackled me. I staggered a couple of feet as Blizzard hugged the life out of me, while the other escapees just watched with a mixture of disgust and surprise on their faces.
“Oh, Bolt, I’m so glad you escaped,” said Blizzard, her grip tightening on me so much that I thought I felt one of my ribs crack. “I was worried that you might not escape or that you might get killed or … or …”
“I’m fine,” I said in a strained voice. “Can you please let go of me now? I can’t breathe.”
Blizzard loosened her grip on me considerably, but didn’t take her arms off me entirely. “Sorry. I was just so worried. No one has ever escaped from Ultimate Max before, aside from Master Chaos, so I was worried about whether your plan would work or not.”
“I understand,” I said. I hugged her back briefly. “But you really shouldn’t have worried. No prison can hold me for very long.”
A noise of disgust caused us to look at Mimic, who was leaning against a nearby tree. He had a look of sheer disgust on his features, like he’d just seen someone disemboweling a cat.
“Teenage love,” said Mimic in a dismissive voice. “I feel like I’m watching a stupid teenage romantic comedy or something.”
Blizzard immediately tensed by my side. “Mimic? What the heck is he doing here?” Then she looked around at the others and started when she saw Jawtooth and Intellect. “And these guys, too?”
“Hey, you’re the girl who helped put us behind bars in the first place,” said Intellect, his eyes squinting. “The ice girl. I didn’t know we were going to be meeting you.”
“Can I eat her?” said Jawtooth, looking down at Intellect as if waiting for orders. “I didn’t have dinner last night.”
“No,” I said, putting an arm around Blizzard’s shoulders and pulling her closer to me. “If you want to hurt her, you’ll have to go through me first.”
Jawtooth snarled, but then Ivan stepped in between us and said, “Stop fighting. We have all had a very long night. If we fight, we will make noise, noise that someone might hear, which they might report to the police. Do you want the police to know we are out here?”
Jawtooth stopped snarling, but I could tell that he still wanted to kill Blizzard. Intellect didn’t say anything, either, but he was probably thinking of a way to get Blizzard (and me, too, I bet) as soon as Ivan wasn’t around.
“Then what are we supposed to do?” said Steel Skin. He scratched the back of his neck and looked around the dark forest with a troubled expression. “Are we going to sleep out in the forest tonight? Because I hate camping and don’t want to do that.”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “There’s a reason I asked Blizzard to meet us here.” I looked at her. “Blizzard, is the mansion still here?”
“Yes,” said Blizzard, nodding. “It seems like no one is living in it right now, so I don’t think anyone will stumble upon us accidentally.”
“Good,” I said.
“Mansion?” Mimic repeated, causing me to look at him. “What mansion? I didn’t know you owned a mansion.”
“I don’t,” I said. “But my grandparents did and it is probably the safest place for us in the world right now. We’ll stay there for the night and then figure out our next moves in the morning.”
-
It was too dark for me to see my grandparents’ old mansion or the huge garden in front of it, but with a couple of flashlights that Mimic had found in the van’s glove compartment, I caught glimpses of the old mansion and the garden. The mansion was still in serviceable shape, but I caught glimpses of broken or dirty windows, while the garden was incredibly overgrown, like it hadn’t been tended to in years. I didn’t even need to see the garden to know that it was overgrown, however; the path through the garden to the mansion was incredibly thick, but Firespirit burned through any plants that got in our way, so it wasn’t as bad as it could have been.
Once we were inside the mansion, we turned on the lights, which miraculously still worked. But we made sure to cover the windows with whatever we could find first; while there probably were not any people wandering around this forest so late at night, we were not in the mood to take any unnecessary risks.
The interior of the mansion was much the same as it was when I first came here, except more rundown. A mouse ran across the floor, and it was a big one, too, and there was mold on the walls. Though the lights came on, they were dimmer than before and didn’t provide nearly as much illumination as they normally did. The chandelier still hung from the ceiling, but it was chipped and cracked in several places. There was also a thick layer of dust on practically everything, even in the carpeting.
We made our way to the living room, which was the only room in the place that was big enough for all of us. Before we entered, however, Blizzard went over and closed the curtains to the main window, just to make sure that we would not be seen.
Blizzard and I sat down on a couch, along with Rime, while Ivan stood behind us. Mimic, Firespirit, and Intellect took the couch opposite us, while Steel Skin and Jawtooth stood near the entrance. I know, there wasn’t anyone here but us, but I still appreciated the extra caution these guys practiced. It made me feel safer, even knowing how much most of these guys hated me.
“So what happened?” said Blizzard, looking at me in worry. Then she noticed my chest. “Oh, my god, what happened to your chest?”
She looked at Firespirit, an angry look crossing her features. “Are you responsible for that? Because if you are—”
“No, he’s not,” I said quickly, before Blizzard could finish her threat. “These guys actually helped me escape. I got this injury from someone else.”
So I explained to Blizzard all about our escape from prison, including Glass’s ambush, our fight with the guards, and Enor’s sacrifice. I also introduced Blizzard to Ivan and Rime, though despite their similar powers, Blizzard didn’t seem to care much for Rime, probably because he was still a supervillain, even though he had helped me escape.
Once I finished, Blizzard shook her head. “That’s quite the adventure you had. I’m glad you managed to escape Glass, though.”
“We almost didn’t,” said Ivan with a shudder. “Was only thanks to brave Enor that we escaped Glass’s powers. Otherwise, we would not be here right now.”
“I can’t believe that Enor sacrificed himself like that,” said Blizzard. “I remember him. He was one of the first villains we fought as a team. He almost beat us, too.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I guess that even the evilest supervillains have some redeeming features.”
“Personally, I believe that he did it just to get revenge on Glass,” said Mimic with a snide tone. “Glass was always hard on him in prison, so it wasn’t surprising that Enor would take advantage of his distraction to kill him.”
“Was Glass really killed, though?” said Rime. “He was shattered into pieces, true, but for an elemental superhuman, that’s easy enough to recover from.”
“I hope not,” said Intellect. “But even if he does recover, I bet he will have to stay in the hospital for months. Either way, I expect Enor to go down as a legend among the prisoners, since the one thing we all had in common was our shared hatred of Glass.”
“Right,” I said. “Well, we’re free now. That means we don’t have to travel together anymore.”
“Yes,” said Mimic with relish. “I am looking forward to being a free man once again. I hope to never see your stupid face ever again after this is all over.”
“But not now,” said Firespirit with a yawn. “Tonight, the Flame must rest. Does this place have beds?”
“Enough for all of us,” said Blizzard, nodding. “I checked before you all got here. It’s a big place.”
“Good,” said Mimic. “In the morning, I’m going to leave. And I will take the van with me, too, because I am going to need wheels.”
“I would not do that if I were you,” said Ivan. “The government will likely be keeping an eye out for a stolen prison van. You will be too easy to spot in that vehicle.”
“Ivan is correct,” said Intellect. His shoulders slumped. “Looks like we’ll just have to walk. I hate hiking.”
I felt Blizzard shift next to me and I looked at her. She was looking at me with a questioning gaze that said quite clearly Are you just going to let these guys go?
I shrugged. What was I supposed to do? Yeah, they were all supervillains, and yes, each and every one of them deserved to be in prison for the rest of their lives, but at the moment I couldn’t catch all of them. And if I tried to return them to prison, I’d be arrested with them. Right now, I wanted to focus on catching White Lightning and Mastermind, wherever they were, and clearing my name. Then I would go after these guys again.
“Well, Blizzard?” I said. “What about the rest of the team? Will we be heading for Hero Island tomorrow morning?”
Blizzard suddenly frowned. “Oh, no, we shouldn’t. Or you shouldn’t, at least.”
“What?” I said. “I thought the plan was for me to go to Hero Island, where the NHA would keep me safe from the government.”
“Hero Island isn’t safe anymore,” said Blizzard. “Yesterday, Cadmus Smith came to Hero Island and spoke with the Leadership Council for about an hour. After that, Omega Man did a press conference where he announced that the NHA was going to be working with the G-Men now.”
“What?” I said, almost shouted. “What does that mean?”
“I don’t know,” said Blizzard, wincing slightly at my shouting. She brushed back some of her white hair. “But Mecha Knight told me and the others that the NHA was going to build a new building on Hero Island that will be an office for the Department of Extraterrestrial and Superpowered Beings, with a dozen G-Men agents stationed there at all times. They were already sending agents to scout out a location for the base when I left.”
“Are you saying that if I return to Hero Island, the NHA will just hand me back over to the G-Men?” I said.
“Probably,” said Blizzard. “It was hard for me to leave. I had to sneak out of Hero Island without anyone noticing. And I made sure that no one from the G-Men followed me; but still, this is bad.”
“Bad? This is a disaster,” I said. “Why did the Leadership Council agree to this? It doesn’t make any sense. The Neohero Alliance has always been separate from the government. It has a history of defending its members whenever they get into conflicts with the government. Why would they do this? What did Cadmus Smith say to Omega Man and the others to make them think this was a great idea?”
“Again, I don’t know,” said Blizzard. “There are rumors that Cadmus used his mind powers to control the minds of the Leadership Council and make them do his bidding, but there’s nothing to prove that. All I know is that Hero Island is the last place you want to be right now.”
“Damn it,” I said. I stopped and thought about it. “Cadmus knew. Somehow, he knew that I was going to try to escape Ultimate Max and go back to Hero Island. So he acted three steps ahead of me and turned the only safe place for me on Earth into a trap just waiting to be sprung.”
“For what it’s worth, the decision isn’t very popular among the general NHA membership,” said Blizzard. “Lots of people have resigned in protest and are either going solo or going to the Independent Neoheroes for Justice instead.”
“What about Mecha Knight?” I said. “Did he tell you what’s going on?”
“That’s the thing,” said Blizzard. “He’s been very distant ever since you were arrested. He didn’t tell us what Cadmus said. He just told us about the decision before Omega Man announced it to the public. I would like to think that he’s got a plan, but he can be so hard to read sometimes.”
Mimic chuckled. “I’m not surprised about this at all. I worked for Cadmus Smith for years, you know, and this is exactly how he works. Once he’s set his mind to something, he will get it no matter what. It’s kind of scary, but hilarious.”
“Hilarious?” I said. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m just enjoying your pain,” said Mimic. “Your only hope has now been extinguished like a flower. You can’t make this stuff up. It’s comedy gold.”
Mimic laughed, but my temper had grown pretty short over the last few hours, so I stood up from the couch and jumped over the coffee table to him. I punched him in the face, causing him to gasp in pain, before I grabbed him and threw him off the couch and onto the floor. He skidded across the floor until he slammed into the legs of a desk, where he lay with a dazed look on his face.
I stalked toward Mimic, ready to give him the beat down of a lifetime, but then Ivan grabbed my shoulder and said, “Kevin, no. There is no reason to beat up Mimic.”
I glared at Ivan, but Ivan didn’t even hesitate under my look. “But he mocked me.”
“So?” said Ivan, his voice calm and firm. “I understand your frustration. And yes, I understand wanting to punch Mimic in the face, but we should not waste time fighting each other. We’re all wanted criminals now. No ship can sail if its crew is fighting each other.”
“Ivan is right, Bolt,” said Blizzard. “Mimic’s a jerk, but you need to remain calm. It’s the only way we can figure out what to do next.”
I was tempted to just ignore both Ivan and Blizzard’s counsel, but then I realized they were right, so I calmed down and said, “Fine.”
I wrenched my shoulder out of Ivan’s hand and sat down on the couch with Blizzard again. Mimic, meanwhile, was moaning in pain, sitting up and rubbing his cheek. A trickle of blood was leaking out of the corner of his mouth, but aside from that he didn’t seem to be suffering from any serious injuries, much to my disappointment.
“B-But, if we can’t go to Hero Island, then where can we go?” said Rime.
“We?” Mimic said. I noticed he had a broken tooth, which made him sound like he had a lisp. “Where did any of this ‘we’ business come from? You guys can do what you want. I’m out of here first thing in the morning.”
“Even though it would be more logical for us to stick together?” said Ivan. “Every police officer and government agent in the country will be on the look out for all of us soon. We might be safer if we stick together.”
“Hey, I can change my face to look however I want,” said Mimic. “I could walk around in broad daylight and no one would ever suspect who I really am. The rest of you, though, are screwed.”
“Thanks for the encouragement,” said Intellect sarcastically.
“I don’t know,” said Rime. “I would like to go visit my wife and daughter, but that is exactly the place where the G-Men will expect me to go. So I think I will stick with you for now, Bolt.”
“Same here,” said Ivan. “I have nowhere else to go, either. And I have a feeling that if I returned to Ultimate Max, I would be shot on sight no questions asked.”
“What about the rest of you?” I said. “Where will you guys go?”
“Jawtooth and I are going to Japan,” said Intellect. “I have family over there among the yakuza who will likely keep us safe. Right, Jawtooth?”
Jawtooth nodded. “Yes. I love ramen noodles.”
“Steel Skin and I will also have to leave the country,” said Firespirit. “We will travel to the land of maple syrup, Canada. Steel Skin, you have cousins up there who will help, right?”
“Yeah,” said Steel Skin. “But I’d really like to go after Plutarch. That bastard deserves to have his head on a pole for betraying us.”
“That would also be a good way to get arrested again,” said Firespirit. “So we won’t do it, at least for now.”
Steel Skin sulked in disappointment, but he didn’t challenge Firespirit’s decision, probably because he realized that Firespirit had a point about the impossibility of assassinating the current President of the United States.
“All right,” I said. “I know what all of you plan to do now, but that still doesn’t help me figure out what I need to do.”
“We should find people who will harbor us,” said Ivan. “Do you have any friends outside of the NHA who might be willing to do that?”
“We could go to my mom’s house,” I said. “She’s in Texas, but I’m sure she’ll be happy to help us.”
“Won’t the G-Men expect you to go to your mother, though?” said Blizzard. “I bet they have agents watching her house. And if they don’t, they soon will.”
“Good point,” I said. I scratched my chin. “I doubt Tara or Malcolm could help, either. Especially Malcolm, since his older brother is a G-Man agent.”
“Yeah,” said Blizzard. Then she brightened. “What about the INJ? They like us. Not only that, but they’re also against the government, so they probably won’t hand us over to the G-Men even if Cadmus tells them to.”
“Are they not currently aiding in the reconstruction of San Francisco, though?” said Ivan. “They may not have the manpower or resources to protect us.”
“P-Plus, they might protect you two, but what about Ivan and I?” said Rime, gesturing at himself and Ivan. “We’re still criminals. The INJ doesn’t like the government, but that doesn’t mean they like criminals any better. They might just hand us both back to the government while keeping you two safe.”
“Maybe, but going to them is still our best bet,” I said. “They’re the only people I know of with the resources and manpower to keep us safe from the G-Men. They might also be able to help us defeat White Lightning. So unless you two have any better ideas, we’re going to them.”
I looked at Rime and then at Ivan. The two them exchanged awkward looks, but it was pretty clear that neither of them had any better ideas.
“All right,” I said. “First thing tomorrow morning, we’re going to start our trip to California. We’ll do it at the crack of dawn, because the longer we stay in one place, the easier we make it for the G-Men to find us.”



Chapter Twelve



 
That night, I slept like a baby. I hadn’t realized it, but I had been so exhausted from the prison escape that I fell asleep the second my head hit the pillow. Blizzard shared my bed with me, while the others got their own rooms in other parts of the mansion. Before I went to sleep, though, I did worry that some of the other escapees might try to kill me in my sleep, but Ivan slept in the room next to ours and I knew that the others were still afraid of him, so I felt pretty safe.
In the morning, our weird alliance of heroes and criminals finally broke up. The first to leave was Mimic; in fact, he must have left very early, because we didn’t even know he was gone until we went to his room and found that it was empty. Then Jawtooth and Intellect left, followed by Steel Skin and Firespirit, thus leaving Blizzard, Ivan, Rime, and I alone in the house.
That left us with the problem of figuring out how to get to California. We discussed it over breakfast … well, I called it ‘breakfast,’ but it was really just a very sparse meal. Due to the fact that no one had lived in this mansion for a few months, there was practically no food in it whatsoever. And what little food was here was old and moldy; about the only food that was any good was an unopened jar of peanut butter we found in one of the kitchen pantries, which was supposed to expire a month from now, but a jar of peanut butter wasn’t very filling for four people. But it was pretty much all we had, so we just made do with it.
“Okay,” I said, licking peanut butter off my knife. “How are we going to get to California?”
Rime—who sat across the kitchen table from me with a large spoonful of peanut butter—said, “Y-You can fly, right? Why don’t you just f-fly us to California?”
“True, I can fly, and the powerless gas wore off in the night, so my powers have completely returned by now,” I said. “But even with my super strength, I’d have a hard time carrying all of you for long periods of time. And, of course, that would make it easier for the G-Men to see us.”
“What about your dad’s teleportation technology?” said Blizzard. “I remember that your dad had a belt that could teleport him almost anywhere.”
“He did, but I don’t have access to it right now,” I said. “It’s back in our home in Texas.” I patted my jumpsuit. “Also, I don’t even have my costume. The government still has it.”
“Oh, I almost forgot,” said Blizzard.
She stuck a hand in one of the pockets of her costume and withdrew something, which she then held out for me to take. “I got this for you before I left Hero Island.”
It was another suit-up watch, much to my surprise. I took it from her hands and turned it over, looking it over in astonishment. “This is a suit-up watch.”
“Yeah,” said Blizzard, nodding. “It was an extra one that was in the House’s storage room. I also got you an extra copy of your costume, which is stored inside the watch. I thought you might need it.”
I was about to thank her for it, but then I froze. “Wait, what if the G-Men use it to track our movements?”
“I had Shell disable it before I left,” Blizzard said. “So it can’t do anything except store your costume. That’s really all it needs to do, if you think about it.”
I sighed in relief. “Good. Thanks for getting it for me. I was worried about getting some new clothes, since Burn Shot created this hole in my jumpsuit. This will do.”
So I put on my new suit-up watch and pressed a button on its side. The watch’s screen flipped open and a second later I was suited up in my costume once again. It felt good to be back in my costume again; in fact, I felt like I was back to being a superhero and not a prison escapee currently on the run from the government.
I stood up and moved my arms and legs around in it. “This feels great. Should be useful for whenever I fight White Lightning.”
“You’re still going to fight him?” said Blizzard. “I thought that you wanted to go to the INJ first.”
I shook my head. “I’m not going to fight him right away. I want to go to the INJ first and then look for that guy. Now that I’m out of prison, he’s probably going to start waiting for me to come out and show myself, so it’s not like I’m in a hurry to fight him or anything.”
That wasn’t exactly the truth. I was still thinking about what Grandfather had told me, about Grandmother’s vision of the battle between the gods. I didn’t want to walk into what might be my death. I didn’t know if it was possible to subvert Grandmother’s visions or not, but I had to at least give it a shot, because I liked living better than dying.
“Kevin is right,” said Ivan. “Right now, we need allies, as many as we can get. It would be unwise for us to fight White Lightning in our current condition. Better to find allies who can keep us safe from the government and give us time to come up with a plan of action to take him down.”
“Yeah,” I said. I sat back down in my chair at the table. “But that just brings us back to our old problem: How do we get to California without being seen or caught?”
“M-Maybe we don’t need to,” said Rime. “Maybe we can find help right here in New York.”
I looked at Rime in confusion. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, doesn’t the INJ have a-agents all over the c-country?” said Rime. “M-Maybe all we need to do is search for the nearest INJ agent and ask if they can help us.”
I stroked my chin in thought. “The INJ isn’t as big or spread out as the NHA is, but they do have agents all over the country, like you said. But I wonder if they still have any after San Francisco; last I heard, they were all supposed to be in California helping in the rebuilding efforts.”
“True, but what other choice do we have?” said Ivan. “Besides, it is possible that they may still have someone around here, even if it is just one person. We just need to find them.”
“How, though?” said Rime. “We don’t know of the locations of any nearby INJ agents.”
“Actually, we do,” said Blizzard. “Or, at least, I do.”
“Really?” I said. “How?”
“After the Summit earlier this year, when the INJ and NHA agreed to work together, I took it upon myself to figure out where the nearest INJ agents were,” said Blizzard. “My research indicated that there were about fifty INJ members in the state of New York.”
“Fifty?” I repeated. “That’s great.”
“It isn’t nearly as great as it sounds, though,” said Blizzard. “For one, the vast majority of them are located in or near New York City, because that is where most criminals and supervillains in the state tend to hang out.”
“It would be unwise to go near a major city like that,” said Ivan. “The government will probably be watching NYC in case we try to go there. It would be like walking into a trap.”
“The other agents are few and far between,” Blizzard continued. “But from what I remember, there is one agent who is only a couple of hours away from here. She might be willing to help, if we go to her and tell her who we are.”
“Great,” I said. “Who is she?”
“She’s—” Blizzard was interrupted by loud, incessant knocking that came from the front door of the mansion.
All four of us tensed and shared alarmed looks. Who could possibly be at the door? It couldn’t have been one of the other escapees, since they had all left already, but they were the only other people who knew where we were. Had the G-Men somehow tracked us down? If so, we were about to be in for the fight of our lives.
“I’ll go check who it is,” I muttered to Blizzard. “If it’s a G-Men agent, I’ll take him down.”
“And I’ll back you up,” Blizzard said.
I nodded and made my way out of the kitchen and to the parlor, where the front door was. Thanks to the curtains drawn down in front of the the windows on either side of the door, I couldn’t look outside and tell who was there, but the knocking had become incredibly louder. It sounded like the knocking of someone who was trying to get to safety, but I had no idea who that could be. Maybe it was just someone who got lost in the woods and was looking for help.
I stopped in front of the door. I wished it had a peephole, but unfortunately my grandparents apparently had not seen fit to put one on this door.
So I said, in a loud voice, “Who’s there?”
“Bolt, is that you?” came a familiar gruff voice. “Open the door, damn it, it’s me, Triplet!”
“Triplet?” I said.
I didn’t hesitate to yank open the door. I expected to see Triplet standing there in his trench coat, looking as cool and focused as he usually did, perhaps about to stride in and tell me to shut the door so no one would hear what he had to tell me.
What I didn’t expect to see was his face bloodied and bruised and his left hand clutching what looked like a bullet wound in his abdomen. Leaves and twigs stuck to his coat, thanks to the blood splattered all over it, and even just standing there seemed to be taking all of his strength.
His eyes met mine and I saw fear and pain in them.
“Triplet?” I said again. “What … what happened to …”
“Mastermind,” said Triplet in a hoarse voice. “He’s … I … the G-Men …”
Triplet immediately collapsed onto the floor, but I caught him before he could crack his skull against the hardwood floor. I checked his pulse and found that it was incredibly low, so I looked over my shoulder and shouted, “Blizzard! Ivan! Rime! Triplet needs medical attention now!”



Chapter Thirteen



 
I rushed Triplet to the second floor, into one of the empty rooms, and placed him on the bed. Triplet was barely breathing and bleeding heavily; in fact, he was in such bad shape that I was surprised that he was even still alive.
I was worried that we might not have a first aid kit on hand, but it was only a couple of minutes later that Blizzard and Ivan came up with a first aid kit and a bunch of bandages they’d found in the cabinets of the kitchen. It was Ivan, however, who did the majority of the work healing Triplet, because he said that he’d learned first aid during his brief stint in the Russian army in his twenties, but we helped in other ways, such as taking Triplet’s coat and shirt and getting Ivan whatever he asked of us.
By the time Ivan finished cleaning and patching up all of Triplet’s wounds, Triplet looked much better than he did before. But his skin was paler than it usually was, no doubt due to the blood loss, and he had fallen completely unconscious. His heart, however, was beating and his pulse was stronger than before, so Ivan assured us that he would probably be all right.
“He just needs rest,” said Ivan, wiping the blood off of his hands onto an old rag I’d gotten from the bathroom. “I think we managed to get his wounds cleaned and bandaged just in time. If we had been too late, they might have gotten infected and he would almost certainly have died.”
“What happened to him?” said Blizzard, looking down at Triplet with worry. She stood next to me, rubbing her hands together in worry. She looked at me. “Did he tell you how he got this way?”
I shook my head. “He only mentioned Mastermind and the G-Men, but he didn’t go into much detail about what he meant.”
“What was he doing all the way out here, I wonder?” said Ivan. “Surely he couldn’t have known we’d be here.”
“Triplet visited this mansion once,” I said, remembering my first meeting with my grandparents what felt like a lifetime ago now. “So he knew where it was. But, yeah, I wonder why he’s here.”
All of a sudden, Triplet’s eyes flickered open. His eyes darted over to me, but he didn’t seem to be entirely conscious.
“Bolt?” said Triplet. He grimaced, probably due to the pain from his wounds. “Ow …”
“Don’t make any sudden movements,” said Ivan. “Your injuries are still quite serious. Best to remain as still as possible.”
Triplet looked down at his bandaged body. “Yeah, I can tell. Better than being dead, I suppose.”
“Of course,” said Ivan.
“Maybe you shouldn’t be talking, Triplet,” said Blizzard. “You need to rest.”
Triplet shook his head slowly. “No. Can’t rest. Not for long, anyway. I need to tell you about my findings.”
“Can’t it wait until you’ve healed a bit more?” I said. “Even talking might be too much for you.”
“No, you need to know this right away,” said Triplet. “And I mean you, specifically, Bolt. At this point, you’re the only one I can trust.”
“Uh, okay,” I said. “You don’t seem surprised to see that I’m out of prison.”
“Why should I be?” said Triplet. “I knew that you would break out eventually. Ultimate Max may be secure, but like every prison in the world, it has its weaknesses that you obviously exploited.” He looked at Ivan and frowned. “But I have no idea who this guy is.”
“Ivan Yadernoy,” said Ivan. “Or, as you might know me, Nuclear Winter, the first supervillain and first inmate of Ultimate Max.”
Triplet’s eyes widened and he looked at me in shock. “Bolt, is this guy joking?”
“No,” I said. “He really is Nuclear Winter.”
“But he’s a good guy now,” Blizzard said quickly. She looked at Ivan. “Right, Ivan?”
Ivan shrugged. “I am not and never have been a good man, but I’m no longer interested in committing crimes anymore, if that’s what you mean.”
“Jesus, Bolt, I knew you were going to try to escape, but I didn’t think you’d get help from Nuclear Winter, of all people,” said Triplet. “He’s insane.”
“It wasn’t just Ivan,” said Blizzard. “He also got help from a bunch of other criminals, including a few we’ve beaten ourselves.”
“So you led an actual prison breakout,” said Triplet. “I don’t remember that being part of the plan.”
“We had to improvise,” I said. “But really, you don’t need to worry about Ivan. He’s fine. He’s on our side and isn’t planning to kill us or anything. In fact, he’s the guy who cleaned your wounds and bandaged you up.”
Triplet looked at Ivan skeptically, but then sighed and said, “All right. I’m not sure I believe that, but there are more important things to worry about at the moment, including what Mastermind is up to.”
“And what is Mastermind up to?” I said. “What are you even doing out here in this forest? Why did you come to the mansion?”
“I came because I thought I might find you here,” said Triplet. “Looks like I was right about that. But anyway, I’ve uncovered Mastermind’s identity.”
“You have?” I said in surprise. “Who is he?”
“Cadmus Smith,” said Triplet.
A shocked silence fell over the room. Blizzard and I exchanged surprised looks, while Ivan just stroked his chin, a look of concern and confusion on his Russian features. Only Triplet seemed unaffected by that announcement, but then that made sense, given that he’d been the one to make it.
“Cadmus Smith is Mastermind?” I said. “That can’t be true.”
“It’s what the evidence suggests,” said Triplet. “And it’s why I almost died.”
“Start from the beginning,” I said. “How did you find out that Cadmus Smith is Mastermind?”
Triplet rubbed the back of his head, but stopped and groaned, putting a hand on the bullet wound on his chest. “As you know, I’ve been investigating the identity of Mastermind for some time now under the orders of the Leadership Council of the Neohero Alliance. I’ve been searching for him everywhere, but it wasn’t until recently that I finally began to find some clues to point to his identity.”
“Clues?” I said. “Like what?”
“I found a man who claimed to have met Mastermind once,” said Triplet. “He told me that he’d worked as minion for Mastermind at some point in the past and wanted to talk with me. Unfortunately, when I went to meet him, I found out that the man had committed suicide.”
“That’s horrible,” said Blizzard.
“And not suicide,” said Triplet. “He’d shot himself in the back of the head three times; at least, that is the police’s official report of his death. I tried to investigate the crime scene myself, but the police told me that they had been given orders not to let me onto the scene. It was odd how they were trying to keep me, in particular, from investigating it, but that’s what made me suspicious.”
“What happened after that?” I said.
“I was contacted by Mecha Knight,” said Triplet. “I was told that the NHA did not want me investigating the Mastermind case anymore and that they were instead handing over the investigation to the G-Men.”
“What?” I said. “Why did they do that?”
“He didn’t say,” said Triplet, “but that was shortly after the announcement that the G-Men were going to have a presence on Hero Island, so I suspected that there was something about this case that the G-Men didn’t want me investigating. That was when I heard back from Professor Hernandez.”
“Professor Hernandez?” I said. “You mean the guy who helped me get my powers back and who is also the leading authority on the study of neogenetics?”
“Yep,” said Triplet. “He was helping me with White Lightning. Remember how I theorized that White Lightning might be your clone?”
I nodded. “Yeah, what about it?”
“Well, I had managed to get some of White Lightning’s DNA from one of the sites of his attacks and sent it to Hernandez for him to study,” said Triplet. “It was tricky, since White Lightning rarely leaves anything that could be used to track him, but through some of my connections in the police force, I managed to get my hands on a strand of hair that had been confirmed to have fallen off of White Lightning’s head from his attack on the White House.”
“But how would that prove if he was my clone or not?” I said. “I didn’t give Hernandez any of my DNA.”
“Got a strand of your hair from Blizzard,” Triplet, nodding at her. “She got it from your bed in the House, so I sent both hair samples to Hernandez to compare.”
I looked at Blizzard in disbelief. “You mean you took some of my hair without my permission?”
Blizzard smiled at me sheepishly. “Hey, Triplet said that it might help us defeat White Lightning. Besides, I didn’t think you’d really care, because you were in prison and that hair was just on your bed.”
I frowned, but since I was more interested in Triplet’s story at the moment, I said to him, “Okay, what did Hernandez find?”
“No idea,” said Triplet, “because the government confiscated the hair samples, his equipment, and his data from him before he could analyze it.”
“What?” I said. “They just took it, without justification?”
“According to Hernandez, the government had told him that they were confiscating the material because they thought it might put national security at risk,” said Triplet. “Personally, I think that it was because they knew that Hernandez was about to find out that White Lightning is indeed your clone and didn’t want anyone outside of the government knowing that.”
“But why would they be against that?” I said. “Wouldn’t knowing White Lightning’s origin be helpful? At the very least, it might lead us to whoever Mastermind’s friend in Ultimate Max—the one who gave him my DNA in the first place—is, which could then lead us to Mastermind himself.”
“You’re missing the point,” said Triplet. “The government doesn’t want us knowing that White Lightning is a product of Project Neo.”
“He is?” I said in shock. “Why do you think that?”
“Let me finish my story,” said Triplet. He took a deep breath, no doubt due to his painful wounds, and continued. “I found it strange how the government had confiscated Hernandez’s possessions; strange and alarming. So I decided to take a trip to Texas to visit Hernandez himself, but along the way, I was attacked by G-Men agents.”
“G-Men agents?” I repeated. “Who?”
“I didn’t recognize them,” said Triplet. “It was the middle of the night when they attacked me on the road. They forced me to crash my station wagon and flee into the forest, but they didn’t let me get away. They attacked me in the forest and nearly killed me; that’s why I was in such terrible shape when you guys found me.”
“How did you escape?” said Blizzard.
“My Thirds helped,” said Triplet. “I split up into my Thirds and scattered into multiple directions, forcing the G-Men agents to split up themselves. I managed to use the darkness of the forest to my advantage, however, and captured one of them, a scrawny guy with a face like a rat. I interrogated him and he told me that he’d been sent by Cadmus Smith to take me down before I learned the ‘truth’ about Mastermind, White Lightning, and Project Neo.”
“Is that all he said?” I said. “What did he mean by that?”
“I think he meant that Mastermind is Cadmus and that White Lightning was created in Project Neo,” said Triplet, “but I’ll never know for sure, because that guy ate a cyanide pill and killed himself. I left his body in the forest.”
Blizzard covered her mouth with her hands. “That’s awful. Why did he kill himself?”
“To ensure that the truth would not get out to the people that the government would rather not know it,” said Ivan. “That is typically how things operate in the spy world.”
“Precisely,” said Triplet. “Anyway, I managed to lose the remaining G-Men agents, but I probably would have died if you guys hadn’t been here.”
“Then we have to leave,” I said. “If there are G-Men agents nearby—”
“I doubt it,” said Triplet. “I scattered and confused them so much that I doubt they’ve left the general area where we initially fought. Besides, the G-Men have never been very good trackers; they couldn’t even follow a road off a cliff.”
“But we should still flee anyway, yes?” said Ivan. “If the G-Men find us, they will probably kill us or at least throw us back into prison, where we will probably be killed by the guards.”
“Yes, but fleeing will be difficult to do,” said Triplet. “Aside from my own injuries, the government of New York is no doubt working very closely with the G-Men to find all of you.”
“Yeah,” I said. “But Blizzard said there was an INJ member nearby who might be able to help us. We think that the INJ will be able to keep us safe from the G-Men until we can beat White Lightning.”
“I hope so,” said Triplet. “But the destruction of San Francisco really hurt them. I am unsure how much help they will be against the G-Men, who are as strong as ever, if not stronger thanks to the events of the invasion.”
“The INJ is still our best shot,” I said. “By the way, how do you know that Cadmus is Mastermind?”
“Because it’s only logical,” said Triplet. “Why else would the government not want me investigating Mastermind if he was not someone important? Why would the government send their own agents to kill me if Mastermind wasn’t connected to the government in some way? And Cadmus Smith is about the only person I know of with the kind of intelligence and resources that someone like Mastermind would need to pull off the kind of crimes he’s committed.”
Triplet briefly stopped speaking and closed his eyes, probably due to the pain from his wounds, before opening his eyes again and resuming. “In fact, the only other person who could match Cadmus Smith in terms of intelligence was your father, Genius. There are a few mad genius supervillains out there, but none of them, I think, could be Mastermind.”
“But why?” I said. “Why would Cadmus Smith go to all of this trouble? Why take up the Mastermind identity and why create White Lightning? Does throwing me into jail have anything to do with this?”
“It may,” said Triplet. “I don’t know for sure. But I do know that Cadmus has always been something of a control freak. He’s always seen the superhero community outside of the G-Men as a threat to the United States. He is probably trying to control us.”
“Why?” I said.
“Because that way he can ‘protect’ the United States,” said Triplet. “It’s why he’s establishing a G-Men office on Hero Island, and it’s also why he will probably go after the INJ at some point, too.”
“It still doesn’t explain everything, though,” said Blizzard.
“Right,” said Triplet. “But that’s the best explanation I can come up with at the moment. There’s still a lot of facts I don’t have, so I will need to resume my investigation at some point in order to confirm my theory.”
“But not right now,” I said. “You need to rest and heal up.”
“I agree, but that’s a luxury I can’t afford at the moment,” said Triplet. “It won’t be long before the G-Men agents who tried to kill me will figure out where I am. If I stay here, I’ll definitely get killed, especially in my weakened state.”
“Then we can bring you with us,” said Blizzard. “I’m sure the INJ will help you.”
“No, they won’t,” said Triplet with a groan, probably from another spike of pain in his abdomen, based on how he grabbed it.
“What?” I said. “Why not?”
“Because one of my investigations put one of their members in jail a while back,” said Triplet. “Don’t think the Midnight Menace ever quite forgave me for that.”
I almost asked who that had been, but decided that it didn’t really matter. “Okay, but we can’t just abandon you. You’re in no shape to take care of yourself. We’ll bring you along anyway, and if anyone in the INJ objects or tries to harm you, they’ll have to go through me first.”
“Thanks,” said Triplet. “But I would just slow you all down. You should leave me here. I can take care of myself.”
“We will probably be moving slowly anyway in order to avoid being detected,” said Ivan with a shrug. “Carrying you around will likely not be that big of a problem.”
“I know,” said Triplet, “but …”
His voice trailed off. He was not looking at me, Ivan, or Blizzard anymore. Instead, he was looking straight ahead toward the open doorway, so I looked at it with him, wondering what he saw.
Standing in the open doorway was Rime. I had completely forgotten about him, though now that I thought about it, I didn’t know why he hadn’t come to help us with Triplet. Maybe he’d been in the bathroom or something.
But Triplet was staring at him like he’d just seen a ghost. His hands tightened around his blankets, like he wanted to throw something at him, but he didn’t move because of his injuries.
“Um …” I felt kind of awkward, like I should know what was going on. “Triplet, is there a …”
“So,” said Triplet, his voice more threatening than before. He was addressing Rime, who had not moved an inch from the doorway. “I didn’t know that you were one of Bolt’s fellow escapees, Rime.”
“I saw an opportunity and I went for it,” Rime said, his tone colder than the ice he created. “But I don’t think you’re going to be able to do much about it at the moment, considering you look like you just lost a wrestling match with a grizzly bear.”
“I don’t understand,” I said, looking from Triplet to Rime and back again. “You two know each other?”
“I was the one who put Rime in prison in the first place,” said Triplet, still without looking at me. “And I’m very shocked that you are working with him, Bolt, given his history.”
“I know he’s a criminal, but he helped me escape,” I said. “I’m not saying I support whatever he did, but—”
“No, I mean his history with you,” said Triplet. “Or with one of your friends, at least.”
“What?” I said. “What do you mean?”
Triplet looked up at me, a serious look on his face. “The reason Rime was put in prison … and the reason I was hired to investigate him in the first place … is because he is the murderer of George Reynolds, the father of your friend Tara Reynolds.”



Chapter Fourteen



 
I felt stunned. I looked at Rime, but Rime wasn’t looking at me or anyone else. His eyes were on the floor and he looked like he wanted to run away, but he didn’t move, probably because he had nowhere to run to.
“Is … is that true?” I said, looking at Triplet again. “Did he really kill Tara’s dad?”
Triplet nodded. “Yes. That was eleven years ago, when Tara was a little girl. It’s a sad story.”
“But Tara never mentioned the murder of her dad to me,” I said.
“Probably because it devastated her,” said Triplet. “And her mother, too. Remember how I told you that Tara’s mother hired me to solve a crime? Well, that is the crime she wanted me to solve.”
I looked at Rime again. Rime hadn’t said a word, but his entire demeanor was all the evidence I needed to confirm Triplet’s statement.
“What happened?” I said to Triplet. “What is the story?”
Triplet looked at Rime again. “Maybe you should ask him. He knows it.”
I was about to say something about that, but then Rime turned and left without saying a word. I heard him walk down the hall, open a door, and then slam it shut, probably going into his room.
“He clearly doesn’t want to talk about it,” said Ivan. “No surprise there.”
“Did you know this, Ivan?” I said. “That he killed the father of one of my friends?”
Ivan shrugged. “I knew that he murdered a man, but I did not know the exact details. He never shared them with me, but then, most of us prisoners rarely shared the details of our crimes with each other, except to boast or brag about our accomplishments.”
“Do you feel up to telling me, Trip?” I said to Triplet. “Or do you need to rest?”
“No, I can tell you,” Triplet said. “It isn’t a very long story, anyway, though like I said, it is sad.”
“Then start,” I said. “I’m listening.”
“All right,” said Triplet. He brushed back some of his messy hair. “Eleven years ago, there was a superhero and member of the Independent Neoheroes for Justice known as Rime.”
“Wait, Rime was a superhero?” I said in surprise. “I thought he was a supervillain.”
“He was a superhero, yes,” said Triplet. “But he was very brutal and dangerous in his methods and was never truly heroic. He mostly fought supervillains and criminals for the rush it gave him. I don’t think he ever really cared about being a hero.”
“But he doesn’t seem like the kind who likes fighting,” I said. “He seems pretty laid back.”
“Perhaps his years in jail have changed his attitude,” said Triplet. “In any case, what matters is that Rime was a member of the INJ for years, always skirting dangerously close to murdering his enemies, but always pulling back at the last second to avoid going to jail. He was never a very prominent member of the INJ until he murdered George Reynolds.”
“Why did he do that?” I said.
“To explain, I need to tell you who George Reynolds is,” said Triplet. He frowned. “Or was, since he’s dead. George Reynolds was a well-known defender of superhuman rights. He wasn’t superhuman himself, but he thought that we are a good thing for society overall and often encouraged cooperation between superhumans and normal humans.”
“Tara never told me that,” I said.
“Yes, I know, but it is true,” said Triplet. He scratched his chin. “But George didn’t necessarily view superhumans as deserving of complete independence. He was well aware of the damage that superhumans caused and was often critical of the way that the big superhero organizations like the NHA and INJ handled collateral damage. He supported laws that would make superhumans more accountable to the government, even though these laws were and still are very unpopular with the general superhero community.”
“Is that why Rime murdered him?” I said. “Because he disagreed with George about superhuman rights?”
“More or less,” said Triplet. “Once, George criticized the way that Rime defeated a supervillain, which resulted in a lot of death and property destruction. So Rime assassinated George and tried to frame another ice superhero for the crime, which everyone believed, except for George’s wife, Stephanie.”
“That would be Tara’s mom,” I said.
“Right,” said Triplet. “She didn’t believe that the framed guy was responsible for it. So she hired me to find out who had really killed her husband. And, after some investigation, I discovered that Rime had been the murderer and brought the evidence to the government, who then arrested and tried him for the murder of George Reynolds.”
“Oh,” I said. “That’s good.”
“It is now, but back then, it was a huge controversy,” said Triplet. “Remember that INJ member I said I put in jail? That would be Rime. Public opinion turned against the INJ for a couple of years even after the Midnight Menace publicly condemned Rime for it. I even got death threats for helping capture Rime, though thankfully no one ever actually went through with them.”
“So Rime is a fallen superhero,” I said. “I didn’t know that.”
“Few do, at least anymore,” said Triplet. “Despite the controversy at the time, no one really remembers it anymore. Except, I suppose, Tara and Stephanie, and myself.”
I thought about that. I knew Tara had always been anti-superhuman, but it had never occurred to me to ask why. Yet if her father being murdered by an alleged ‘superhero’ was the cause of her distrust and hatred toward superhumans, then her feelings made perfect sense. I wished I had known this before; it would have made it easier for me to understand her. Perhaps next time I saw her—if I ever saw her again—I would tell her I understand.
“Is that all there is to the story?” said Blizzard.
“Pretty much,” said Triplet. “I consider it sad because George was a good man who didn’t deserve to die and Rime was a superhero himself. It is always sad whenever a superhero turns to evil, no matter the reason.”
I nodded, but now I was thinking about Rime himself. I wasn’t so sure I wanted to travel with him anymore. How would Tara feel if she knew that her father’s murderer was free again? She was going to know eventually, because there was no way that the breakout of Ultimate Max would just be ignored by the media. And once she knew, she would also know that Rime helped me to escape. Would she hate me for it? Would she think I’m just a bad guy like Rime and the other escapees?
I didn’t know, but I did know that I would need to clear my name soon. And that meant capturing White Lightning and stopping Mastermind, or I should say Cadmus Smith, if Triplet’s theory was correct. Then I would be able to go and talk to Tara about this.
“Well, I suppose that what is past is past,” said Ivan, causing me to look at him. He put his hands on his knees and looked at me. “I am sorry to hear about the death of your friend’s father, but it seems to me that we will need to leave right away and go to that INJ agent that Blizzard was telling us about.”
“INJ agent?” said Triplet. “What do you mean?”
“Blizzard said that there’s a nearby INJ member who might be able to protect us from the government,” I said. “Our plan is to go to this member and ask her to put us under the INJ’s protection.”
“’Her’?” said Triplet. He put a hand on his forehead. “I think I know who you’re talking about, but I would not suggest going to her.”
“What?” I said. “Why not?”
Triplet opened his mouth to explain, but before even one word came from his mouth, a shattering of glass could be heard from the entrance below. We started when we heard that, causing us all to look toward the door, but none of us went over to see what had caused the shattering sound.
“What was that?” said Blizzard in fear. “It sounded like one of the windows on the first floor was broken.”
Immediately, Rime appeared in the doorway, a harried look on his face. “The G-Men are attacking! They’ve smashed the windows on the floor level and are trying to get in!”
“The G-Men?” Triplet repeated. He swore. “Damn it. I knew they’d get here eventually, but I didn’t expect them to find us so soon.”
“What do we do?” said Blizzard. “Fight?”
I quickly thought about our situation and then shook my head. “Here’s what we’ll do: Ivan and Blizzard, you two carry Triplet through the back, while Rime and I will distract the agents.”
“But I want to stay with you and help you fight,” said Blizzard.
“I know, but Triplet needs your help more than me,” I said. “Besides, Rime is strong. He’ll be helpful in a fight. And I can’t have Ivan fight, either, because his powers are too dangerous and he could cause more harm than good.”
“I agree with Kevin,” said Ivan. “Best if we try to get out of here while Kevin and Rime distract the G-Men.”
Blizzard frowned, clearly still in disagreement with the idea, but then she nodded and said, “Okay. But please be careful, Bolt. If the G-Men did this to Triplet, there’s no telling what they’ll do to you and Rime if you’re not careful.”
“I will be,” I said. I turned to Rime. “Now let’s go, before the G-Men get in and trap us all up here.”



Chapter Fifteen



 
Rime and I dashed out into the hallway outside of the room. We ran over to the railing that separated the second floor from the first floor and looked down to see that the windows on either side of the entrance had indeed been blown inward. It looked like someone had tossed a rock through them, but I didn’t see any G-Men agents below. Perhaps they simply hadn’t gotten in yet.
At any rate, we needed to be down there anyway, so I jumped over the railings and landed on the floor in a three point landing, while Rime created an ice slide that he used to get down to the ground floor with me.
As soon as we reached the ground floor, the front door was smashed open by a force from the other side. The door fell forward with a great, loud crash, allowing two people I had never seen before to enter the mansion.
I had no trouble identifying them both as G-Men; they had G-Men patches on their right shoulders, but aside from that, I did not know who these particular agents were. One of them was a man with wings like an angel, except his wings were metallic and had sharp tips, while the man himself looked kind of like a bodybuilder.
The other agent was a woman who looked pretty normal; at least, she didn’t have any physical abnormalities on her body that might hint at her powers. She did, however, have a gun at her side, though I didn’t think it would be of much use against us, so I wasn’t very afraid of it.
“Who are you two?” I said, holding up my fists.
“We’re G-Men,” the man replied, his voice deep. “We are searching for a Japanese man in a bloody trench coat. You wouldn’t happen to have seen him come this way, would you?”
The woman peered at us closely and started. “Enoch, I know who these two are. The young man is Bolt, while the blue-skinned man is Rime. They’re a couple of the Ultimate Max escapees that we were told about.”
“Really?” said the man named Enoch, looking at his partner in surprise. “I recall being told that we should keep an eye out for them, but I didn’t know that these two are the Bolt and Rime we were told about.”
“I am sure of it,” said the woman. “That means there is a possibility that the other escapees are here, as well.”
“Then we will need to call in backup,” said Enoch.
He reached for a walkie talkie at his side, but Rime pointed a finger and a beam of ice shot out and instantly froze the walkie talkie. The freezing effect began to creep over onto Enoch’s body, but Enoch ripped the walkie talkie off his belt and tossed it aside before it could spread over his torso.
“S-Sorry,” said Rime, “but you’re going to have to deal with us on your own.”
The woman shook her head. “How annoying, but very well. I’ve defeated worse enemies than you. It shouldn’t take much to take you two down. By the way, you can call me Move.”
“Move?” Rime repeated. “Why do they call you that? It’s such an uncreative—”
Move raised her hands and shoved them forward. Immediately, Rime and I were sent flying by a force we only sensed a second before it hit. We slammed into the floor hard enough to crack it, the impact briefly dizzying us before we shook our heads and scrambled back to our feet. I grabbed my head because it was hurting from the impact of the crash.
“They call me ‘Move’ because I can make anyone move with my mind,” said Move. “A useful ability for getting through crowded spaces, I can assure you. Or recapturing escapees and criminals like yourselves.”
Annoyed, I decided I wanted to end this quickly. I activated my super speed and sped toward Move so fast that I knew she wouldn’t be able to stop me, but then Enoch flew in between me and her and raised his wings to block my incoming fists. But that was fine; I’d just smash his wings and take him out, too.
But when my fist crashed into the surface of the metal wings, there was a loud clang, but the wings didn’t even shudder. They held strong, like a mountain planted into the earth, despite the fact that my fist had been driven by my super strength.
Then Enoch swept back his wings, sending me staggering backwards. He aimed his wings at me and started firing metal darts, but an ice wall erupted between me and the darts. The darts stabbed into the wall with shocking speed, but the wall was too thick for them to punch through.
I looked over my shoulder at Rime, who was now approaching me with his hands held up, probably because he was maintaining the ice wall.
“Thanks,” I said. “I would have been Swiss chess if you hadn’t saved me.”
“Don’t mention it,” said Rime.
But then, without warning, the ice wall shot toward us like someone had pushed it. Rime and I jumped to either side, just narrowly avoiding the wall, which flew into the living room behind us, tripped over the lip of the living room entrance and slammed into the floor, where it shattered into a million pieces.
I looked back over at Enoch and Move, but Move was already aiming her gun at me. She fired several shots, forcing me to duck and dodge, but one of the bullets grazed my side. My suit protected my skin, but the impact of the bullet still made me stagger, causing me to lower my defenses long enough for Enoch to soar toward me.
Enoch grabbed me by the shoulders and threw me over his shoulders. I went spiraling through the air uncontrollably for a second before I smashed through what remained of the windows and slammed into the ground outside, rolling across the paved path to the garden until I came to a halt.
Shaking my head, I looked up in time to see Enoch soar through the shattered window. He landed on the ground and immediately began firing more metal darts at me.
Without thinking about it, I jumped up and ran away, barely outpacing the darts that were just an inch or two behind me. I dove behind a tree and heard the metal darts embed themselves in the tree’s surface, but thankfully the tree was thick enough to catch the darts.
Panting, I stood up and peered around the side of the tree to see where Enoch was, but to my surprise, Enoch was nowhere to be seen. It was like he’d vanished into thin air, but then I heard a flap of metal wings above, followed by a large shadow, and looked up just in time to see Enoch soaring toward me.
Metal darts shot out of Enoch’s wings, but I shot into the air to avoid them. I flew high above the trees, while Enoch followed, flapping his wings that somehow allowed him to fly. He was actually gaining on me, so I knew I wouldn’t be able to lose him.
I turned around in midair and flew straight toward him, but Enoch just rolled out of the way at the last moment, causing me to go straight past him. And before I could correct my course, Enoch landed on my back, his sudden and unexpected weight causing me to fall straight down to the mansion below.
We crashed into and through the roof of the mansion and ended up inside what appeared to be the mansion’s attic. But I didn’t spend any time looking around; instead, I threw Enoch off me and stood up while Enoch also stood up.
“You’re good,” I said, panting hard. “Few people have been able to trick me into falling out of the sky like that.”
Enoch shrugged. “Comes from all my years in the Air Force. I learned how to do many things there, including how to kill an airborne enemy.”
“Well, this isn’t the Air Force,” I said. I slammed my fist into my other hand. “And you’ve never fought an airborne enemy like me before.”
With that, I tried to run toward him, but Enoch started firing more metal darts at me. As a result, I ducked and jumped to avoid the attacks, but they were just a distraction, because Enoch flew toward me and slapped me in the face with his wings.
The wings hit me harder than I expected. I was knocked off my feet, but rolled away just as his foot came smashing down on the spot where my head had been moments before. Rolling back to my feet, I grabbed Enoch’s large wings and tried to yank them off.
But instead, something slid off their quills, causing me to look down to see that I had instead removed what looked like the metallic ‘skin’ of the wings. Despite being metal, it was kind of gross, but I didn’t have time to think about that because Enoch slammed me with his wings, which sent me flying again.
I crashed into a covered sofa, knocking it over, but I rolled with the sofa and got back onto my feet just as Enoch soared toward me with his wings. But I ducked, allowing Enoch to fly over me, and then grabbed his ankles and hurled him to the other side of the attic.
Enoch spun crazily through the air until he crashed into the floor, bounced once, and then slammed into a chest of drawers. He fell off the chest, but it teetered and tottered from his impact before pitching forward onto him with a loud crash that made me jump.
I expected Enoch to throw the chest off himself and resume fighting, but the longer I stood there waiting, the quieter things seemed to get. That meant that Enoch was either dead or unconscious; either way, he was out for the count.
But the fight wasn’t over yet. Move, as far as I knew, was still around and still fighting Rime below. I couldn’t hear anything from below me, but the mansion was pretty huge, so the sounds of fighting below were probably obscured by the wood and rooms between me and the entrance.
So I flew out of the hole in the ceiling and toward the front door of the mansion below. Landing on the front steps, I noticed that the door was coated in ice and snow; no doubt from Rime’s ice powers, but I didn’t hear the sounds of fighting within. Hoping that meant that Rime had won, I dashed inside and shouted, “Rime! What’s going on? Did you—”
I stopped speaking as soon as I saw Rime lying on the floor, his body as still as a rock. He was still breathing, thankfully, but his legs appeared broken and he himself appeared unconscious.
Then I heard movement to the side and looked over to my left just in time to see Move jerk her hands toward me. Immediately, I was sent flying by a force that I could not see and landed with a thunk on the floor, where I was briefly dazed before recovering and scrambling back to my feet, while Move stepped toward me, a smirk on her face.
“I knew either you would come back eventually or Enoch would come back dragging you behind him like a corpse,” said Move. “So, after beating this prisoner, all I did was wait for you to show up, which you did.”
“How impressive,” I said, raising my fists. “You do realize that I’m stronger than you, right? If you want to be able to keep walking, I think you should just leave me alone.”
“And get the Director angry at me?” said Move with a snort. “No way. The Director gave us orders to capture Triplet, though I’m sure he won’t be angry if we catch you and Rime instead.”
“Then you’re an idiot,” I said. “Cadmus isn’t a good guy. He’s the real villain behind all of this.”
“I know he isn’t a saint,” said Move, “but he is my leader, so what does it matter? I desire to only follow my orders, regardless of who is giving them.”
I could see that Move was clearly not going to listen to reason, so I shot a red lightning bolt at her.
But Move jumped to the side, allowing the lightning bolt to fly past her. She shoved her hands forward again and, once more, I was hit with a force I couldn’t see.
This time, it shoved me back against the wall so hard that I actually smashed through it, sending chunks of wood and bits of wiring everywhere. I slammed into the hard wood floor of the next room, stumbling head over heels until I came to a stop at the foot of a coffee table. Shaking my head, I looked up and realized that I was in the living room.
But then Move jumped through the hole in the wall that I’d created, but I didn’t give her a chance to use her powers. I grabbed the leg of the coffee table next to me and threw the entire thing at her, but Move just shoved her hands toward it and the coffee table flew past me and smashed into the back wall, where it exploded into pieces.
That, however, was just a distraction. I fired another red lightning bolt at her, but my aim was off and I hit the floor at her feet instead. The lightning bolt exploded against the floor, sending Move flying through the air. She let out a scream of surprise, but I flew toward her and, catching her in midair, threw her down onto the floor below me.
Move crashed against the floor so hard that she actually created a small crater where she’d fallen. A loud crack followed, which sounded like her back or skull breaking, but in any case, when I looked down at her, she looked pretty much beaten. Her eyes were closed and she was very still, the only movement being a slight trickle of blood leaking from her crown.
Sighing in relief that the battle was finally over, I lowered toward the floor. I left the living room and walked over to Rime, who still hadn’t moved from where Move had left him, and bent over him.
“Rime?” I said. “Rime, can you hear me? Rime?”
Rime’s eyes flickered open. He looked up at me with dull eyes. “Bolt? What happened? Is Move—”
“Defeated,” I confirmed. “Both Enoch and Move are down. I don’t think they’re dead, but they probably won’t be coming after us again anytime soon.”
Rime sighed in relief. “Good.”
But then he suddenly groaned in pain and clutched his legs, prompting me to say, “What’s wrong with your legs?”
“They’re … not broken, but close,” said Rime, his voice tight with pain. “I don’t think I will be able to walk by myself.”
“Then I will carry you,” I said. “And we can follow Ivan and Blizzard out of here before more G-Men show up.”
“You aren’t going to abandon me?” said Rime. “Even though I killed your friend’s father?”
I hesitated for only a split second. “That’s in the past. What matters is that we keep going. I’m going to need all the help I can get if I’m going to figure out what is going on here and stop Cadmus. And that includes help from you.”
“Fine,” said Rime. “Lead the—”
A small beep interrupted Rime, causing us both to look around until I spotted a small phone on the ground a few feet away from us. It looked like it belonged to one of the G-Men agents who had attacked us; likely one of them had dropped it during our fight. Its screen was glowing, showing a notification that said that Cadmus Smith was calling.
“What is that?” said Rime. “Something one of the G-Men dropped?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Let me check it out.”
I walked over to the phone and picked it off the floor. It was indeed Cadmus Smith calling; I could tell, because it had his name on it, though I didn’t recognize the number. For a moment, I considered just smashing the phone and leaving it here, but my desire to confront Cadmus made me tap the screen.
“Agent Enoch,” came Cadmus’s voice, a voice that made my blood boil. “I am glad you finally answered. I’ve been trying to get a hold of you for the last five—”
“This isn’t Enoch,” I said, interrupting Cadmus. “It’s Bolt. You know, the guy you put in jail for no reason?”
Cadmus went silent on the other end. I couldn’t tell if he was surprised or simply thinking of a good response; in any case, I didn’t care. All I wanted to do was get some answers and Cadmus was going to give them to me whether he wanted to or not.
“So,” said Cadmus, “you defeated Enoch and Move.”
“Yeah,” I said. “And pretty easily, too. Perhaps you should have sent Shade. She would have been a tougher challenge.”
“Shade is …” Cadmus’s voice trailed off. “It doesn’t matter. I know about the breakout and Glass’s death. Are you still with the other escapees and Triplet?”
“Maybe I am, maybe I’m not,” I said. “That’s irrelevant either way. What matters is you telling me why you betrayed me at the last minute and put me in prison.”
“That’s classified information,” said Cadmus. “You are not authorized to know it.”
“Yeah, right,” I said. “Listen, Cadmus, I don’t know what game you think you’re playing or what your ultimate goal is, but I’m going to uncover it, and when I do, the whole world will know what you really are.”
“What are you talking about?” said Cadmus. “I’m playing no game. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Yeah, I do, actually, even though I don’t know all the facts yet,” I said. “But I don’t have time to waste on idiots like you. Once we meet face-to-face, I’m going to punch yours in.”
With that, I crushed the phone in my hands before Cadmus could respond and tossed it aside. The crushed phone clunked against the floor and rolled for a bit before stopping, but I already forgot about it as I turned and walked back over to Rime to carry him.
I suppose I should have talked with Cadmus a bit more, but if he was going to give me the whole ‘classified’ bull or play dumb, then I didn’t need it. I would get to the bottom of this one way or another, whether Cadmus wanted me to or not.



Chapter Sixteen



 
As it turned out, Rime actually could walk, but not by his own strength. I had to get him some crutches—which I found in a spare closet in the kitchen and which appeared to have belonged to my grandmother before her death—to help him support himself, but other than that I thought he’d be all right given time and rest.
Of course, we had no time to rest. We made our way to the back of the mansion, exiting through the back door, where we found Blizzard, Ivan, and Triplet. Apparently, they had been about to flee into the forest until they heard the sounds of fighting stop, so they had waited by the back door to see who was going to come out. They were quite relieved to see that Rime and I had won, but when I informed them that Enoch and Move were just unconscious and not dead, they were eager to resume fleeing the mansion.
We had to flee on foot, because we couldn’t go back and get the van, which would have made it easier for the G-Men to find us anyway. Still, it was hard going, because Rime had to walk slowly due to his crutches, while Triplet was still too badly wounded to be able to even use crutches on his own. It didn’t help that all of us were pretty hungry, because we hadn’t had a good meal in a long time. I hoped that the INJ agent we were going to, whoever she was, would be willing to give us some food; I was so hungry I could eat a horse right now.
So we traveled for a while, always keeping aware of our environment in case someone was following. We never heard anyone following us, of course, but every now and then we’d hear a sound only for it to turn out to be a deer or a squirrel or some other animal like that. Still, it was best to remain aware, because the G-Men were still searching for us or had already sent more agents to back up Enoch and Move. Or maybe Enoch and Move had recovered from our fight and had resumed searching for us. Regardless, we just needed to keep going, because we could not afford to stay still for very long.
The big question now was finding the INJ member who Blizzard had told us about, the one who might be willing to help us. According to Blizzard’s research, the INJ member was located near New York City, but that was hours away from our current location, and that was if we drove. On foot, it would take us a few days, if not a week or more, to get there, and that was assuming we avoided the police or G-Men.
But we didn’t really have any other choice at this point. Either we made the trip to that agent’s location or we didn’t, and we could not afford to not get there, especially since Triplet probably needed better medical care than what we could give him. Rime, too.
We got pretty deep into the forest before the sun fell, forcing us to camp for the night. We didn’t have any tents or other camping equipment, so we just found some trees and bushes we could hide behind and that would afford us some good cover while we slept. We also set up a night watch, which was basically just me, Blizzard, and Ivan taking turns keeping watch throughout the night, because Triplet and Rime were not in any condition to stay awake.
It was the worst night sleep I’d ever had, because I kept having to wake up to take my turn watching, plus the ground just wasn’t very soft even with leaves. When morning came round, I felt like I hadn’t gotten any sleep at all, and based on how exhausted and hungry the others looked, they weren’t doing much better.
“Okay,” I said, scratching my head as I sat on top of a stump. I yawned. “We can’t do this.”
“Do what?” said Blizzard. She sounded slightly more irritable than usual, probably because she had gotten about as much sleep as I did last night, though at least she hadn’t been in a fight with two powerful G-Men.
“Walk until we find the place we’re looking for,” I said. “It’s impractical. Not helped by the fact that we don’t even really know where this INJ member is located anyway.”
“How else are we supposed to look for her?” said Ivan with a shrug. “You said it yourself that our combined weight would be too heavy for you to carry via flight. And that was before we found Triplet and before Rime got injured, so I imagine his presence here will make it even harder for you to carry us.”
“I know, but there’s got to be a better way,” I said. “It’s only a matter of time before the G-Men catch up with us again. And this time, we might not be able to beat them; at least, it would be more difficult, since we’d have to defend Triplet and Rime at the same time.”
“True,” said Ivan. He stroked his mustache, a frown on his face. “But that does not change the fact that we have no other form of transportation more efficient than our own two feet. Regardless of the validity of your point, we cannot really move any faster than we already are.”
“I know,” I said. I looked at Triplet, who was lying on the ground with an expression that told me that he was about as happy about our current situation as I was. “Trip, don’t you have any ideas? Like, could your Thirds help us?”
“No,” said Triplet bluntly, “they can’t. My Thirds would be just as wounded as me, so if I created them now, that would just mean more deadweight for you to carry. I wish I could help, but I can’t.”
Scowling, I looked over at Rime, who was sitting on the ground with his crutches by his side. “What about you, Rime? Any ideas?”
Rime shook his head. “N-No. I wish we had a car or something, though.”
“Yes, a car would be useful,” Ivan agreed. “I am starting to think that it may have been a mistake, perhaps, to leave the van behind. If we had been worried about identification, perhaps we could have obscured the government logos on its sides so that people would think it is just an ordinary van.”
“It’s too late to go back and get it now,” I said in annoyance. “So, unless a miracle happens, we’re stuck. And frankly, I’m not going to wait on any miracles.”
“I was only making an observation,” said Ivan. “I didn’t mean to talk about it like it was a mistake.”
“Then don’t talk about it at all,” I snapped. “Got it?”
Ivan frowned. “Kevin, there is no need for that tone. We are all friends here.”
“Yes, yes, I know,” I said, “but I’m just so … hungry and thirsty. I haven’t eaten anything more substantial than a spoon of peanut butter in forever.”
“Maybe we could go hunting,” said Blizzard. “We’ve already seen a lot of animals around here that we could eat.”
“But I don’t know how to hunt,” I said.
“I do,” said Ivan, causing us to look at him. “When I was a boy in Russia, my father would take me out on hunting trips to the wilderness. He taught me how to capture and kill wildlife and even how to prepare it for basic meals. It has been many years since I last went hunting, but I do recall most of what my father taught me.”
Worried, I said, “But if we spend time hunting, that might give the government more time to find us.”
“Yet if we do not eat, then we will be snapping and snipping at each other for the rest of the journey, assuming we don’t simply collapse from hunger and thirst,” Ivan said. “Besides, I suspect it will take the government some time to track us down, so why not take advantage of this moment to fill our empty bellies?”
I would have argued that point if my stomach hadn’t chosen that moment to growl. My mouth also suddenly felt dry, so I said, “All right. Go and hunt whatever you can find. But be quick about it; the more time we waste here, the more time the G-Men have to find us.”
“Understood,” said Ivan. “I will be back in half an hour or less with something we can eat.”
Ivan rose from the overturned tree he sat on and walked away from our little circle until he vanished into the trees. I hoped he would be okay, but then I told myself not to worry too much about him. Ivan was obviously a competent and strong man, which wasn’t even factoring in his nuclear powers (though I hoped to God he wouldn’t use them to kill any animals he might hunt; I didn’t think radioactive squirrel meat would taste all that great).
The rest of us just sat in silence, since we were all too hungry and thirsty to talk. I thought about how lucky we had been to avoid capture by the G-Men yesterday, but now—whether because of my hunger and thirst or for other reasons, I didn’t know—I was worried that we were only barely ahead of the people chasing us. I didn’t know exactly what the G-Men might do to us if they caught us, but I didn’t want to find out.
I was just about to take a nap as I waited for Ivan to return when there was a sudden sound in the trees nearby. It sounded like footsteps crunching leaves, but they didn’t sound like Ivan’s heavy steps. They sounded lighter, perhaps the steps of a woman; regardless, we all froze as soon as we heard it and looked at each other in worry. Had the G-Men caught up with us again? Or was it just another person wandering around in the forest, like a camper or hiker, possibly a hunter?
The footsteps were becoming louder; they were getting closer. I rose to my feet, ready to take them out if necessary.
But then Blizzard grabbed my hand, causing me to look down at her. She had a worried look on her face.
“What?” I whispered, because I didn’t want whoever was nearby to hear my voice.
“I’m worried,” Blizzard whispered back in an equally low voice. “What if it’s a G-Men agent? Maybe it would be better if you just stayed here and waited until they left.”
“I understand, Blizzard, but at the same time I can’t agree with that,” I said. “It sounds like they’re getting closer and I don’t want them to get the drop on us. Besides, I just want to look; if they’re just some hikers or campers, I will not engage with them.”
Blizzard looked like she still didn’t quite agree with that, but she let go of my hand anyway and whispered, “Be careful.”
I nodded, turned, and walked into the trees, doing my best not to make any unnecessary noise that might bring attention to myself. I had to move slowly so I wouldn’t make any noise, but I could still hear the sounds of light footsteps somewhere nearby. I couldn’t see anything beyond the trees, but based on how loud the footsteps were getting, I knew I was getting close.
Then the footsteps stopped. So did I. I listened closely for any other sounds, such as breathing, that might tip me off to the direction the person was coming from. The footsteps had sounded like they were coming from directly in front of me, but the sounds in this place seemed strange; maybe it was because I was so tired and hungry that my senses were starting to become confused.
That was when I heard something that sounded like a piece of metal being drawn out of a leather bag. A second later, I heard something fly through the air toward me, causing me to duck as an object shot past my head and embedded itself into the tree behind me with an audible thunk.
Looking over my shoulder, I saw that the object was a small ninja throwing star. But before I could look at it too closely, I heard a couple more stars being thrown and I looked back just in time to see them coming.
I rolled to the side, which was hard to do with all of the trees and bushes, but managed to avoid the stars, which embedded themselves into the ground where I had been. Rolling to my feet, I estimated that the stars had come from between two trees ahead of me, so I aimed my hand and shot a small but powerful charge of red electricity between the trees, even though they were too dark for me to see between very clearly.
Instantly, I heard a yelp of pain, followed by a loud thump as whoever I hit fell to the ground. It was probably another G-Man agent, so I ran over to the spot between the two trees and jumped through it, ready to beat up the person who had attacked us and maybe interrogate them so I could figure out if they were alone or not.
But to my surprise, the woman lying on the ground before me wasn’t G-Man at all. She was very young, not much older than me, wearing dark ninja garb that allowed her to blend in with the shadows of the forest. She was lying on the ground, clutching her shoulder, which was smoking slightly from where my electric charge had hit her. She was moaning in pain, or had been, until I showed up and she looked up at me with an angry glare, but her anger vanished as soon as she saw me.
“Bolt?” said the woman in surprise. “Is that you?”
“Emma?” I said. “What are you doing here?”
The woman lying on the ground before me was indeed Emma. She was a young superhuman, close in age to myself, and had been the personal bodyguard of my grandparents until they were defeated. After that, she had left America to go to Japan in order to find scientists there who could take away her powers, because unlike me, Emma hated her powers and wanted nothing to do with them due to how they had made her an outcast in her childhood.
But that had been months ago. I didn’t know what she was doing back here in America, of all places. Of course, I hadn’t been in contact with her since she left, but it still struck me as bizarre that I would run into her here again, especially because I had first met her at my grandparents’ mansion.
“What are you doing back in America?” I said. “And why are you walking around alone in this forest?”
Emma got onto her hands and knees and looked up at me with urgent eyes. “Because I am looking for you.”
“Me? Why?” I said.
Emma looked me straight in the eyes, a serious look on her face. “Because I have a message from your father.”
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Emma didn’t elaborate on what she meant by that. Well, she would have, but I wanted to go back to the others and make sure they were still all right before she told me what the message was. I didn’t feel safe talking with her away from the others like this, even though there didn’t seem to be any enemies in the forest right now.
So I led Emma back to the camp, where I found that Ivan had apparently returned sometime between my departure and arrival, and was in the process of making a campfire to roast the three squirrels he had somehow caught. When the others saw Emma, they looked alarmed and worried for a second before I quickly explained who Emma was. Then they relaxed, though Triplet still kept a careful eye on her; then again, Triplet was always very suspicious of people in general, so I didn’t worry about that too much.
We sat in a circle around the campfire that Ivan had started, the smell of gradually roasting squirrel meat filling our nostrils. Emma also sat with us, her arms wrapped around her body, like she was cold, even though the morning was already warm.
“Emma, what are you doing back in America?” I said. “You told me you were going to Japan the last time I saw you. Did you succeed?”
“I did,” said Emma, nodding. “But the Japanese scientists I spoke with told me that their research about superpowers were inconclusive. So I didn’t get rid of my powers, like I wanted.” Emma sighed. “I volunteered to be their test subject, but they didn’t want me around, so I started traveling again, though I didn’t have a destination in mind. I was just going to wander the world until I found what I was looking for or some place I liked enough to stay.”
“But you ended up back here,” I said. “Why? And what is the message that my father gave you? How could he have even given you a message? He’s dead.”
Emma frowned. “The reason I came back to America is precisely because of your father. I know he’s supposed to be dead, but he actually did speak with me. I saw him with my own two eyes.”
“How?” I said, my voice almost cracking with emotion. “His body is in the graveyard back in Silvers. He’s been buried for months.”
“I don’t know,” said Emma. “Maybe it was his ghost or maybe it was something else. All I know is that I saw him and he talked to me.”
The others all exchanged doubtful looks, particularly Triplet and Blizzard, who had attended Dad’s funeral after his death and had watched the casket lowered into the earth. Yet I didn’t want to call Emma a liar, because she was a generally honest person.
“When and where did you see him?” I said.
“A month ago, in Berlin, shortly after the second Pokacu invasion,” said Emma. “I was eating in a restaurant when I saw him.”
“What did he look like?” I said.
“Almost exactly the same way he did when he was alive,” said Emma. “Glasses and everything. But there was something … different about him. There was a scar on his face, above his right eye, that I hadn’t seen in any of his pictures. I never met your father when he was alive, but Matthew had always told me that Genius was a kind person, despite his intellectual demeanor, but there was something about him then that didn’t seem right.”
“Can you be more specific?” said Triplet.
“Like … he was angry,” said Emma. “If I didn’t know any better, I would say that he didn’t seem to care about others. He spoke to me like I was just another machine to use to send messages to others. It was odd.”
I scratched my chin. Dad could be a little robotic and insensitive at times, but what Emma described didn’t sound like the Dad I knew. Of course, that was assuming that the guy who had spoken to her was Dad, but that was impossible because Dad was dead. Either we were dealing with an imposter or something else was going on here.
“Anyway, he sat down to talk with me, which I normally wouldn’t have approved of, but when he told me who he was, I relaxed,” said Emma. “He asked me if I could deliver a message to you, a personal one that he thought was nonetheless very important. I agreed to deliver the message to you because I wanted to see you again anyway.”
“Why?” I said. “Still interested in joining the Young Neos?”
“No,” said Emma. “I wanted to know if you could introduce me to Professor Nathaniel Hernandez, who, from what I have researched, knows you. I’m still interested in getting rid of my powers and I’m hoping Professor Hernandez might be able to help me in that quest with his knowledge of neogenetics.”
“I see,” I said. “Well, how did you find me? I didn’t tell anyone I was out here. Did you hear about our escape from Ultimate Max?”
“No, I didn’t,” said Emma, shaking her head. “I heard that you were arrested and thrown in jail, but I didn’t know you had broken free. That’s why I attacked you. Thanks to the low light of this forest, I wasn’t able to identify you immediately and thought you were something else. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have tried to throw those ninja stars in your face. As for why I came out here, that’s because I wanted to go back to your grandparents’ mansion to hide from White Lightning.”
“Hide from White Lightning?” Ivan repeated. He turned the squirrels over above the campfire to get the other sides cooked. “Is he after you?”
“No, but I’m worried about being caught in one of his attacks,” said Emma. “So I thought that Mr. Jason’s mansion would be safe, because it’s out in the wilderness away from civilization. That way, if White Lightning attacked again, I would not be caught up in any of it. Also, I don’t have anywhere else to go, so it’s basically the only place in America I can really call home.”
“Lucky you, that me and the others were here at the same time,” I said. “But anyway, the message from Dad, or from the guy who says he’s Dad, anyway. What is it?”
“The message he wanted me to give you is this,” said Emma. “He said that he wants to see you again.”
“He did?” I said. I leaned forward. “When? Where?”
“At your grandparents’ old house in New York City, where he grew up,” said Emma. “You know the place.”
I did. It was the place where I had confronted my grandparents and learned about their true plans for me. It was also where Grandmother had died, but I hadn’t visited the place in a long time. I guess I thought that the place had been sold off to someone or perhaps had been taken under the control of the G-Men, but apparently that was not the case, if ‘Dad’ was there.
“Did he say when, though?” I said.
“No,” said Emma. “He just told me to tell you to come there as quickly as possible. That was about a month ago, though, so I don’t know if he’s still there or not.”
“He probably is,” I said. “I know Dad. He’s very steady. Once he picks a place to stay, he doesn’t move unless he has to.”
“Ah, Kevin, you are speaking of Genius in the present tense,” said Ivan. “But he is dead, yes?”
“Not unless this guy turns out to be him,” said Triplet. He propped himself up on his elbows and looked at Emma suspiciously. “I’m not convinced that this guy actually is Genius. I saw his corpse in the coffin. He’s dead.”
Emma shrugged. “What are you getting annoyed at me for? I’m not making this up. Genius really did talk to me. Or, at least, a man who looked and acted a lot like him, anyway. I’m just the messenger.”
“It sounds like a trap,” said Triplet. “It really wouldn’t be very difficult for someone to impersonate Genius as a way to get Bolt.”
“But … but what if it isn’t?” I said. “What if there is something to this? Like maybe this guy might actually be Dad?”
“Ridiculous,” said Triplet. “You know that and I know that Genius is dead. And, unlike some superhumans, Genius never had the ability to come back from the dead after being killed. I say we ignore this message and move on.”
“Triplet is correct,” said Ivan. “It would be a big mistake to travel to that house to see this man who claims to be your father. We have nothing to confirm his identity aside from the words from this young woman.”
“I’m not a liar,” said Emma, folding her arms across her chest and pouting. “I’m just repeating what I saw and what I was told.”
“Yes, I know, but you could have been deceived,” said Ivan. “Whoever this man is, I think it would be a mistake to try to see him.”
As much as I hated to admit it, Triplet and Ivan were right. It was strange that there was apparently some guy going around pretending to be Dad, and it was pretending, because, as Triplet pointed out, Dad was dead and there was no way that he would ever come back to life. Besides, going to big cities like New York City would be very risky, because the G-Men likely had people there keeping an eye out for us and the other Ultimate Max escapees.
But before I could agree to going along with our original mission, Emma suddenly snapped her fingers. “Oh, and I just remembered something else. When I was speaking with that man, he told me that he knows what the ‘Apocalypse Switch’ is and could help you with it.” She looked around at us. “Do you guys know what an Apocalypse Switch is? I’ve never heard of it.”
Ivan and I exchanged surprised looks before I looked at Emma again and said, “Yes … well, no. Sort of.”
“That’s not a very helpful answer,” said Emma.
“But it is a correct one,” said Ivan. “You see, Emma, we learned from Kevin’s grandfather about something called the Apocalypse Switch. The most we know about it is that it is associated with Project Neo and the government; beyond that, we know practically nothing else.”
“But Dad—or Fake Dad, I guess—does?” I said. “He told you that a month ago?”
“Yes,” said Emma. “Why?”
“Because we didn’t even know about the existence of the Apocalypse Switch prior to the last couple of weeks,” I said. “How did he know we would find out about it?”
“I don’t know,” said Emma. “All I know is what he told me. I didn’t say any of it made sense.”
“This is very strange,” said Ivan. “Very strange indeed. I wonder if this fake Genius might possibly be involved in the government.”
“You mean a set-up?” I said. “Like this fake Dad is just a G-Man agent pretending to be my Dad in order to lure me out of hiding?”
“Too convoluted, even for Cadmus Smith,” said Triplet. “Besides, Emma’s conversation with the guy claiming to be your father happened before the government threw you into jail. I think this guy is unrelated.”
“But how does he know about the Apocalypse Switch, then?” I said. “Only the government is supposed to know about it.”
“Not sure,” said Triplet. “There are a lot of unanswered questions and unclear things about this man and what he says. That’s another reason to avoid him; we can’t waste time going to meet strange men like him, not when we don’t know who he is for sure.”
“But if he knows what the Apocalypse Switch is, don’t you think he might also know about White Lightning?” I said. “Maybe he could help us understand what Cadmus Smith’s goal is. And if he really is my father … if my father really is back somehow … then I have to meet him.”
I looked at the others. Ivan looked troubled, while Triplet looked skeptical. Rime kept looking from Triple to Ivan, as if searching for an answer from one of them, while Blizzard just tightened her grip on her hand next to me.
“I think we should go meet him,” I said. “If this guy, whoever he really is, knows what’s going on, then we have no choice but to go and meet him. He might be able to provide us with the answers we seek.”
“And what if it turns out to be a trap?” said Triplet. “What then?”
“We can handle it,” I said. “Whatever this guy’s real plan is, we can deal with it. We’re all strong superhumans here. Besides, the G-Men probably expect us to hide out in the wilderness anyway; they won’t expect us to travel to New York City itself.”
“Good point,” said Ivan. “But the question is still the same as ever: How do we get there in a timely manner? And what about Triplet and Rime, who both need medical attention?”
I stroked my chin in thought and then looked at Emma. An idea formed in my head as soon as I looked at her, so I said, “Emma, would you be willing to help us get to NYC? I know you don’t really want to be involved in any of this superhero stuff, but I just need your help for one thing and you won’t have to help us with anything else after this.”
Emma rubbed her arm, looking a bit hesitant, before nodding and saying, “Okay. You’ve helped me before, so I might as well repay the favor. What do you need me to do?”
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A few hours later, we were driving in a van down the main highways of New York, following the road to New York City and to the house where the man who claimed to be my father awaited us.
How we got the van was pretty simple: I asked Emma to steal it for us. Yeah, I know, as heroes we’re technically not supposed to steal, but I would have you know that I am a prison escapee and a criminal now, so it wasn’t like I already wasn’t going to jail again if I got caught. Plus, it technically wasn’t me or Blizzard who did it, but Emma, and Emma has never called herself a superhero. And we needed a ride to get to New York City, anyway, because I figured that whatever was going to happen there might very well help save the country from White Lightning.
I don’t know for sure where Emma got the van from. I just told her to go find and steal one using her camouflage and silencing powers. She went off on her own for a few hours before coming back to us with a large, old van that looked like she’d driven it straight out of the junkyard. She didn’t tell us where she got it, only that it had been ‘easy’ to steal the keys and that we should just get going as fast as possible. I didn’t know what that meant, but again I didn’t ask because I didn’t want to know.
It was a pretty large van, too, large enough for all of us to fit in. Triplet lay on the floor in the back, a pillow put under his head to keep him comfortable, while Rime had one of the back seats all to himself. Ivan drove, though he wore an old blue ‘Make America Normal Again’ hat from last year’s election in order to hide his identity better, while Blizzard and I sat in the second row behind the front seats. As for Emma—who had decided to come along with us, since she had nowhere else to go and thought that the mansion was unsafe since those other G-Men were there—she sat in the front passenger’s seat next to Ivan, which wasn’t a problem, because no one really knew how she looked, so if anyone driving on the highway glanced at the windshield, they would only see an old man and a young woman no one knew. That was why Blizzard and I had to be near the middle of the van away from the windows, because both of us were a lot more recognizable than the others due to our fame.
So we traveled along the highways for hours, using Emma’s phone map app to get to our location. We weren’t very worried that the G-Men would catch us; after all, we’d been last spotted fleeing in a black government-owned van, not in a beat up old van that looked like it was from the 80s. There was always the possibility of Ivan being identified, but that was why he wore the MANA hat.
Still, that didn’t change the fact that we were wanted by the government. The van did not have any windows aside from the windshield and the windows on the driver’s and passenger’s doors, which meant we in the back couldn’t see the road, but it also meant we couldn’t see if anyone was following us. Again, it seemed unlikely that anyone would choose to follow a nondescript beat-up old van on the off chance that it might be the getaway vehicle of a bunch of prison escapees, but it was still something I worried about.
It was a pretty boring ride, all things considered. The seats were lumpy and uncomfortable and the air conditioner apparently didn’t work, but that was about everything interesting about this particular van. No one talked much, either up front or in the back, though we did stop briefly by a fast food restaurant to get some food to eat, which was how we found out that the government had already put pictures of each Ultimate Max escapee on the Internet along with requests for information from anyone who knew where we were. The waitress who brought out our food thought that Ivan looked like the picture of himself that the government had put out, but Ivan managed to reassure her that it was just a coincidence and that, unlike Nuclear Winter, he loved ‘American football’ and ‘hot dogs and burgers,’ like a true American (which he said with a very bad and fake attempt at an American accent, though the waitress bought the story despite that).
Eating lunch helped make the rest of the trip go by quicker, or so it seemed. Soon, we were off the highway and found ourselves driving through a neighborhood just outside New York City, a familiar old neighborhood where Dad had grown up. The streets were still as empty and abandoned as ever, though this time I did see a few people sitting out on the porches of their houses or peering out the windows of their apartments. A part of me worried that the people here might see us and report us to the police, but then I realized that this didn’t seem like the kind of neighborhood where the police were welcomed by its inhabitants, so the chances of being reported to the police by the people here was low if not nonexistent.
Anyway, we soon arrived at Dad’s childhood home. It looked much the same as it had the last time I’d seen it: Old and abandoned, like every other part of this neighborhood. The front lawn was still dead; in fact, it wasn’t much of a ‘lawn’ anymore; more like a plot of dirt with a few tiny dead plants poking out of the earth. And, of course, the graffiti depicting the hooded superhero with glowing hands was still there, but even now I had no idea who that was. Maybe it was a gang symbol or something.
In any case, there were no lights in the house, nor were there any cars, trucks, or other vehicles parked out front. It looked like no one was there, but if Emma was telling the truth, then Dad was there. Or someone who claimed to be Dad, anyway.
But we didn’t park out front; like I said, there were a few people around this time and we didn’t want to risk any of them seeing and recognizing us and calling the police. So we pulled up around to the back of the house, where the secret back door entrance was located, and parked there. The doors of the van flew open and Blizzard and I jumped out, along with Emma, Ivan, and Rime. Triplet was still in the van because he was too weak and wounded to walk.
“All right,” I said, looking up at the back of the house before us. “This is the place.”
“I’ll go in first,” said Emma. “With my powers, I can scout out any traps that that guy might have laid out for us. Will be back in a sec.”
Emma walked past me, but I grabbed her arm and said, “No. I’m going in, though you and Blizzard can come with me.”
Emma stopped and looked at me in surprise. “Why? What if it turns out to be a trap?”
“It’s fine,” I said. “I’ll be able to handle whatever trap this guy has in store for us. And if it is a trap, I don’t want you or anyone else getting hurt, not when it was set for me.”
Emma still looked surprised, but she said, in a far less hostile tone than I expected, “Okay.”
I was actually surprised by how quickly Emma agreed to my plan, but I didn’t show it. I just looked over at Ivan and Rime and said, “You two should stay out here and protect the van and Triplet. While it’s not very likely that someone will try to attack the van while we’re away, the fact is that Triplet is in no position to take care of or defend himself. Therefore, you guys should stay out here. And if something happens, I want you guys to take the van and run, okay?”
Ivan nodded. “Yes, Kevin, understood. Right, Rime?”
Rime gave me the thumbs up. “Yes. B-But be c-careful. We have no idea who this guy really is. He could be dangerous.”
“Sure,” I said. I looked at Blizzard and Emma. “And you two, be ready to fight. I’m not sure we will need to fight anyone, but these types of confrontations, in my experience, usually end with me fighting someone.”
Blizzard and Emma nodded.
“All right,” I said. “Follow me.”
-
We advanced carefully through the dark hallway that led to the house’s basement. It unfortunately didn’t have any lights, but I could generate enough electricity in my hand to light the way, but I had to keep it small and dim in order to avoid creating a lightning bolt, so it wasn’t that much of an improvement. So if someone was hiding somewhere up ahead, we would not be able to see them in time to react.
It was very quiet in here, aside from the sounds of our own footsteps and breaths. Of course, that made sense, given that this house had been abandoned for months, but if Dad—no Fake Dad, that’s what I’m calling him until I figure out who he really is—was here, then we should have heard something. Of course, he might have really been on one of the upper floors, so that explained the silence.
We emerged out of the hallway into the basement. From what little I could see, the basement was basically the same as it had been the last time I was here; the stone tables where I and Grandmother had been tied down upon were even still here. The only thing missing was the Rejuvenator, the machine that my grandparents had intended to use to take my youth away, but I assumed that the G-Men must have confiscated it after they arrested Grandfather. That made me wonder where the Rejuvenator was and what the G-Men were using it for; given what it could do, I shuddered to think about what would happen if the G-Men decided to use it for their own reasons.
But the basement also seemed to be entirely devoid of anyone else other than ourselves, so we crossed it quickly to get to the staircase on the other side. We climbed up the old, creaky staircase as quickly as we could, until we finally reached the door at the top, which was unlocked, much to my surprise. Then again, if this place had been abandoned for as long as I thought, then I shouldn’t have been so surprised about this.
Pushing the door open, I peeked through the opening and out into the hallway on the other side. It was totally empty; I didn’t see a single person out there, nor was there any hint that anyone other than us had been through here recently. So I stepped out into the hallway, followed by Blizzard and Emma, but was unsure of where to go to next.
There was a staircase to my right, which led up to the house’s second story, while if we went to the left we would end up in the living room. Fake Dad could be in either direction, so I wasn’t sure which way to go.
At least until a light came on at the top of the staircase to the second floor. It was coming from a cracked door at the top, a door I remembered as leading to Grandfather’s study. The light had come on so suddenly that Blizzard grabbed my arm in alarm, while Emma drew a couple of ninja stars from her belt and held them up like she was about to throw them, but no one appeared or showed themselves.
“Think that’s where he is?” Blizzard muttered, looking at me with a questioning gaze.
I nodded. “Probably. Get ready. We’re climbing.”
I walked up the stairs, Blizzard and Emma right behind me. No sounds came from the light, but the fact was that lights didn’t turn on automatically like that. Someone was up there … and whether this someone was Fake Dad or someone else, we were about to find out.
When we reached the door, I hesitated for a split second before pushing it open and stepping inside. My super strength flowed through my body, giving me the power I needed in case this turned out to be a trap.
But no one attacked us. The room we had entered was Grandfather’s old study, which looked pretty unchanged from the last time I was here, aside from the thick layer of dust on the fireplace, shelves, and furniture. There were cobwebs in the corners of the ceiling, while the light above seemed dim, probably because it hadn’t been used in a long time.
My attention, however, was drawn to the desk. A high-backed chair stood behind the desk, obscuring the back of the head of whoever sat there. The desk was bare, but I didn’t care about the damn desk. I just cared about whoever was sitting there.
“So,” said a slightly muffled voice from behind the chair, “you have finally come, my son, and brought friends with you. I should have expected it, even though I wanted you to come alone. Perhaps the girl didn’t catch that when I asked her to deliver the message to you.”
The voice did indeed sound eerily like Dad, but there was something … off about it. There was an undercurrent of anger flowing underneath it, an anger I had never heard in Dad’s voice before. Actually, it did sound kind of familiar, but I didn’t remember where I had heard it before.
Regardless, I stepped forward and said, “Show yourself. I’m here, so there’s no reason to hide your face.”
“You have a point, given how I hate mysteriousness and theatrics,” said the voice.
The chair slowly rotated, inch by inch, until soon I was face to face with Dad.
And the man sitting in the chair looked exactly like Dad. He wore Dad’s old Genius costume, but instead of being white and silver, it was gray and purple. The armor was pitted and scratched in several areas, yet all of its devices and gadgets looked pretty functional. His helmet obscured his face, so I didn’t know if he also looked like Dad underneath it, but that didn’t matter because there was no mistaking that helmet, that costume, for the helmet or costume of anyone else.
Blizzard stifled a gasp beside me, while Emma shifted uncomfortably, even though she had already seen Fake Dad before. Then again, she had probably not seen him in his costume, so she was just as surprised as us at the moment.
“Welcome, Kevin,” said Fake Dad, though there was no warmth in his voice. “The last time I saw you, you were dead.”
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“I was … dead?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “What do you mean?” I shook my head. “No, you’re just trying to confuse me.”
“Confuse you? Why would I do that to my own son?” said Fake Dad. “I’m not like Cadmus Smith or any of those other villains. I always speak plainly, especially to my own family.”
“But … you can’t be Dad,” I said. “Dad is dead. I saw Robert kill him. He died in my arms. I saw his coffin get lowered into the ground and buried.”
Fake Dad sighed. “Yes, I am aware of that. I visited my grave when I first came here, just to see if the articles I read on the Internet were true. I liked the epitaph, by the way. Ignorance is bold and knowledge is reserved … it’s a sentiment I tend to agree with.”
“What do you mean, when you first came here?” I said. “Where are you from? Wait, are you a clone of Dad created by the government? Did the government take some of Dad’s DNA from his corpse and use it to create you?”
Fake Dad chuckled. “Ah, I missed your imagination, Kevin. You were never afraid to voice your ideas even if they were outlandish and silly; it’s something that I never quite learned to do. But no, I am not a clone. I am indeed Theodore Ronald Jason, or, as I am known here, Genius.”
“But …” My brain was starting to hurt from trying to make sense of what Fake Dad said. “You can’t be Dad, because Dad is dead.”
I know I already said that, but at this point it really was all I had left. Because it was true. You couldn’t be dead and alive at the same time. That wasn’t possible, even with superpowers. Something was clearly wrong here, and I was starting to think that it was with me.
“I understand your confusion,” said Fake Dad. “The dead are dead, always and forever, so it’s no surprise you think I’m a clone or something like that. But the truth, as always, is much stranger than fiction.”
“Then tell us,” I said, “who you really are and where you are from.”
Fake Dad steepled his fingers together; his expression was hidden behind his helmet, but I could tell that he was not excited about having to tell us his origin. “Tell me, Kevin, are you familiar with the multiverse theory?”
“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “That’s the theory that states that our universe is part of a great multiverse.”
“And a new universe is created for every action in this one,” Emma added, causing me to look at her in surprise.
“I didn’t know you knew about the multiverse theory, Emma,” I said.
Emma shrugged. “I like to read about theoretical science in case there are any theories about how to remove a person’s superpowers. It’s nothing.”
“But the multiverse theory is just theoretical, isn’t it?” said Blizzard. “No one has ever been able to prove that it is real; in fact, it may be unprovable.”
“In your universe, maybe,” said Fake Dad. He gestured at himself. “But in my universe, where I am from, the theory has been proven correct.”
“Wait, you’re from another universe?” I said in shock. “How did you get here from there? You have to be pulling my leg.”
“It’s no joke,” said Fake Dad. “And I’ve been here for quite some time, though it is only recently that I’ve become active. That is how I am your father without being a clone; I am just another version of myself, one that has experienced different things and walked a different, perhaps darker, path than your version of me did.”
I put a hand on the back of my head. “I don’t understand it, though. It’s just a theory.”
“Not one without any evidence,” Fake Dad pointed out. “If I recall correctly, Kevin, your suit-up watch stores your suit in a pocket dimension when you are not wearing it, yes? That means that your universe already has dimension-hopping technology, albeit an extremely primitive and barely functional kind.”
I looked down at my suit-up watch. I remembered what Dad had told me about it when I first got my suit-up watch. He had said what Fake Dad said, that it stored my suit in a pocket dimension whenever I wasn’t wearing it. I frankly hadn’t thought about it at all since then, but it did give more credence to Fake Dad’s story.
“My universe developed similar dimension-hopping tech, which I was able to use as a base for larger and more complicated dimension-hopping tech,” said Fake Dad. “That is how I got from my universe to this one. It took me many years of work, but it was well worth it in the end, because now there is no frontier that is off access to me.”
“But why?” I said. “Why would you come here to our universe? Why not just stay in your own universe? Doesn’t your universe need you there?”
Fake Dad chuckled. “Frankly, I think the people of my universe are happy that I’m gone, though I doubt they like the man I left in charge of them while I’m away. He’s rather … brutal toward rebellious subjects.”
“Subjects?” I repeated. “You make it sound like you are the king of that universe.”
“Just of that universe’s Earth,” said Fake Dad. “Expanding my empire beyond planet Earth has proven … difficult, to say the least, though inter-dimensional conquest might be easier, ironically enough.”
“Dad wasn’t a conqueror in this universe,” I said. “He was a hero, the hero named Genius.”
Fake Dad made a sound of disgust. “Genius? I no longer go by that name. I much prefer Mastermind; it’s a far better description of who and what I am.”
“So you’re Mastermind, too?” I said. “No way.”
“It’s true,” said Mastermind. “I’m the same Mastermind that that annoying detective has been investigating. Too bad he never found out the truth.”
“But I thought that Cadmus Smith was Mastermind,” I said. “Isn’t he?”
Mastermind chuckled. “Cadmus Smith? Of course not. He may be an intelligent man, but his intelligence doesn’t dwarf mine. Besides, Cadmus, even in my universe, has never been one to use superhero names, so he would never use the name ‘Mastermind’ even if I wasn’t Mastermind.”
“Then what are you doing here?” I said. “What is the other universe like? Why do you look so different and go by a different name?”
Mastermind leaned back in his chair, keeping his fingers steepled together. “I suppose I should explain that to you. Otherwise you will just stand there with dumb looks on your faces. But it is hard to know where to begin, though I think I know where our universes diverged: With your death.”
“My death?” I repeated. I put my hands on my chest, feeling my heart beating. “But—”
“Yes, I know, you are still alive and all that,” Mastermind interrupted me, just the same way Dad used to interrupt me when he was still alive. “But in my universe, you are dead and have been for some time.”
“How and when did I die?” I said.
“In my universe, you died ten years ago,” said Mastermind. “Time moves faster in my universe; ten months in your universe is ten in mine. In any case, it is the year twenty twenty-six where I am from, rather than twenty seventeen, as it is here.”
“Okay, but how did I die?” I said. “Who killed me?”
“Master Chaos, naturally,” said Mastermind. “After he broke out of Ultimate Max, he reached our home, where he killed you right in front of my very eyes.”
Mastermind’s voice became emotional when he said that and he glanced away, like he was trying to regain his composure. I guessed that Mastermind still hadn’t gotten over my death, which was a really weird thing to think because I was still alive here.
“And before you ask, your mother and my wife, Ashley, died, too,” said Mastermind. “He killed her when she tried to protect you. And he laughed while doing it.”
“How did you react?” I said.
“I killed him.” Mastermind said it in a very plain and simple way, but the anger and grief in his voice was still quite obvious. “I killed him there and then, just as cruelly as he killed you and Ashley. He deserved it.”
“Then how did you go from that to ruling the world?” I said. “And why did you decide to take over the world?”
“Simple,” said Mastermind. “Even after killing Master Chaos, I was stricken with grief. I looked around me and noticed how many other people were suffering because of the actions of superpowered freaks, whether ‘heroes,’ ‘villains,’ or otherwise. The world, it seemed to me, was suffering, not in the least because the governments of the world had no real power over superhumans. I decided to change that, especially after I discovered Graleex’s ship under the sea and the powerless gas canister within it.”
Mastermind took his fingers apart and raised his right gauntlet, which showed powerless gas swirling within it. “Using the powerless gas I recovered from Graleex’s ship, I created an army of robots designed to shoot it at superhumans and also figured out how to mass produce it for that purpose. I toppled the governments of the various countries around the world and de-powered and killed any superhumans who got in my way. That took me about two years to do.”
“It took you just two years to conquer the entire planet?” I said in shock.
“Yes,” said Mastermind. “It wasn’t very difficult. My super intelligence allowed me to see the most efficient way to do it. And because I did not allow myself to be weighed down by ideas like mercy or kindness, I did things that most other people would never think of doing. It helps that the various governments around the world were too stupid to stop me, even after I conquered America and Europe.”
Mastermind spoke about his conquest of the world like it was an interesting game. I just couldn’t help but think about all of the people he had to kill to accomplish it.
“The various superhumans around the world tried to stop me,” said Mastermind. “The Neohero Alliance and its international branches, the Independent Neoheroes for Justice, and others in foreign countries … but the powerless gas was sufficient enough to make them as weak as any normal human. They died just as easily, too.”
“Does that mean you killed all of the superhumans in your universe, then?” I said.
“Not all of them,” said Mastermind. “Most, yes, but I kept a few alive who pledged their loyalty to me, plus a handful I am keeping prisoner for my own reasons. There are also a handful among the Resistance, but they, too, will be crushed sooner or later, once my machines find and de-power them. I would estimate that the entire population of superhumans on my Earth is less than one hundred by now, down from the ten thousand it was after you died.”
“But most of those people were your friends, right?” I said. “Omega Man, Mecha Knight, Triplet, and the others … you knew them all, didn’t you? How could you kill the people who you had fought beside in the past?”
“When I realized they were a threat,” said Mastermind. “When I realized that none of them would agree with me about the dangers that our kind showed to the world. Like most superhumans, they were too selfish to understand the greater good; in fact, I don’t think they even realized that there is such a thing as the greater good. Little minds rarely do.”
Mastermind spoke so contemptuously of his old friends that I had to say, “I can’t believe I’m hearing this from my Dad. Dad never spoke of his friends this way, even if he sometimes disagreed with them. He never called anyone a ‘little mind.’”
“My alternate self was a fool,” said Mastermind. “He didn’t understand what was needed to save the world because he was too closeminded. Your death is what opened my eyes to the reality of the situation. That is why I did what I did, because it was the only way to ensure world peace.”
“Peace? You mean oppression,” I said. “It sounds to me like you rule your world with an iron fist.”
“How I rule my world is none of your business,” said Mastermind. “And frankly, I’m not surprised you don’t understand. You were never as smart as me, though I am happy to see that you are the same as you were back in my world, if a bit more naïve.”
“What about the Pokacu?” I said. “You said that you found Graleex’s ship. Did he escape Earth? How did you handle the second invasion?”
“It never happened,” said Mastermind. “I killed Graleex when I found his ship, which is how I got access to his supply of powerless gas. In any case, San Francisco was never destroyed in my universe, though I did nuke Washington in order to take out the United States government.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. The Dad I knew would never kill his friends just because they disagreed with him. Nor would he ever take over the world and become an oppressive tyrant (though he might nuke Washington; when he was alive, Dad never hesitated to complain about our politicians).
“Then why did you come here?” said Emma in a harsh voice. I noticed she was hiding some of her stars behind her back, probably to make sure that Mastermind couldn’t see them. “Why didn’t you just stay in your universe and be content to rule your world?”
“A good question,” said Mastermind. “Indeed, I could have done just that, but once you conquer one world, you tend to want to conquer more. Or, rather, I turned my focus to creating new and better technology, until I finally perfected dimension-hopping tech that was strong enough to allow me to go to other universes. It opened up whole new horizons to me; I realized that I could make not only my world, but all worlds, perfect.”
“Perfect?” I said. “There’s nothing ‘perfect’ about becoming an oppressive tyrant who kills anyone who stands against his rule.”
“I am well aware of my own imperfections, Kevin, but you don’t need to be perfect to save the world,” said Mastermind. He was starting to sound delusional now, and I mean more so than usual. “But I didn’t act immediately. Instead, I acted through intermediaries; for example, I was the one who provided Maria Candle with that lizard creature that attacked the Neohero Museum.”
“You mean you were working with her?” I said in surprise. “Why?”
“Because, even though I hated Maria Candle from my own universe, I was hoping that she might be able to manipulate the NHA and INJ into fighting against each other,” said Mastermind. “That would have made it easier for me to conquer this world, but alas, you and your friends foiled that plan of mine. So then I gave my parents—your grandparents—a soul-stealing device I had created. I didn’t tell them, of course, who I was, and I don’t think they ever knew my true identity, but it doesn’t matter because they wasted that device and were defeated, again by you.”
“So we’ve already foiled a couple of your plans, then, without even knowing you were behind them,” I said. I smirked. “Not so smart anymore, are you?”
“I am still as intelligent as ever,” said Mastermind. “It’s just that I made the mistake of relying upon others to carry out one’s plans. Rule number one of trying to take over the world: Do your own dirty work and don’t rely on useless minions to do it for you.”
“Let me guess,” I said, “after that, you finally decided to take matters into your own hands?”
“Precisely,” said Mastermind. “I made the decision to handle things myself. And I am pleased to report that everything is going exactly according to plan, aside from a few unexpected bumps here and there, such as you being thrown into prison, though now that you escaped that means I won’t have to bust you out on my own.”
“Then what is your great master plan?” I said. “What are you trying to do?”
“Destroy this world, obviously,” said Mastermind. “But I’m not going to spell out each step of my plan to you, because I don’t want you to foil it. If you don’t know what my plan is, after all, then you can’t stop it, yes?”
I punched my fist into my other hand. “Unless we stop you here and now and expose your plans to the world. We may not know every last detail of your great and amazing plan for world destruction, but I assume you play an important part in it, so all we need to do is beat you and your plan will be derailed. And we can do it, too, because if you are just like the Dad I knew, then that means that you aren’t strong enough to take us all on in a fight.”
Mastermind smiled. “When did I ever say I would fight you?”
All of a sudden, there was a crackling of electricity in the air, but I didn’t understand where it was coming from until a deafening boom suddenly exploded in the room, followed by a bright white light that nearly blinded me. It was so loud that Blizzard and Emma were actually driven to their knees, clasping their hands over their ears to protect their hearing. I also covered my ears, but managed to stay upright, though my ears continued to ring from the explosion anyway. Not that it was of much help; the white light was still obscuring my vision.
Then someone’s hand grabbed my throat and squeezed, causing me to gasp in pain and lower my hands from my ears. At the same time, the blinding white light was finally starting to fade, allowing me to see who was holding me:
It was White Lightning. And he was grinning crazily, his eyes sparking with electricity.
“Kevin,” said Mastermind behind White Lightning, “may I introduce you to White Lightning? You know him … or should, anyway, since he’s your long-lost brother.”



Chapter Twenty



 
This was the first time I had ever seen White Lightning up close and in person like this. He was about my height, but his hair was lightning white in contrast to my own brown. His skin was darker, probably from the heat from his electricity, while his eyes were nothing more than sparking pools of energy. He wore a costume that looked just like mine, except white and blue, and his grip on my neck was surprisingly strong, though not enough to cut off my breathing entirely. I smelled burning ozone around him.
But I paid very little attention to any of that. I looked over White Lightning’s shoulder at Mastermind in confusion. “Brother? But I don’t have a—”
White Lightning immediately slammed me onto the floor hard enough to make me gasp in pain. He then pinned me to the floor with one foot, his maniacal grin never leaving his face that looked way too much like mine.
“Bolt!” Blizzard said. “No!”
Before I could tell her to stay back, Blizzard raised her hands and unleashed a blast of ice at White Lightning. But White Lightning just unleashed an electrical blast that shattered the ice and hit Blizzard hard enough to send her flying into the back wall. She slammed against the wall and immediately fell onto the floor, where she lay very still, like she was dead.
“Blizzard!” I shouted. “Are you okay?”
Blizzard didn’t respond, but I did see her chest rising and falling, so I knew that she was just unconscious, rather than dead.
I looked up at White Lightning again. He was chuckling to himself now, as if attacking people was his hobby. Well, considering how many people he’d killed already, maybe it was.
But his chuckling turned to a growl when a ninja star flew into his chest. White Lightning staggered off me, clutching his chest as Emma said, “Take this, you monster!”
She threw several more ninja stars at White Lightning, each one hitting home. In fact, they came at him so fast that White Lighting actually slipped on a rug on the floor and fell on his back, blood leaking out of the spots where Emma’s stars had embedded themselves into his flesh. He looked as good as dead.
“Bolt, are you all right?” said Emma, bending down next to me, a concerned look on her face.
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m fine, but White Lightning isn’t.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t say that if I were you,” said Mastermind in an amused voice. “I’d say he looks just fine, myself.”
All of a sudden, White Lightning sat up. Although the ninja stars were still stuck in his chest, he didn’t even seem to notice them. He just picked them out of his body like ticks, throwing away each star onto the floor without even looking to see where they landed.
But that wasn’t the freakiest part about this. The freakiest part was how his wounds rapidly and neatly closed up with each star removed, until soon his chest looked as uninjured as it did before. The only difference was that the holes in his costume were still there, but they were so tiny and unnoticeable that it didn’t detract from his overall frightening appearance.
“What the heck?” said Emma. “I didn’t know he could—”
Emma was cut off when White Lightning transformed into a literal lightning bolt and flew at her. And I mean literally transformed; one moment, he was a physical human being, but in the very next, he was a lightning bolt that struck Emma head on.
Emma, like Blizzard, was sent flying. She crashed into the wall and fell to the floor with a thunk, her chest smoking. She seemed to still be alive, but I had a feeling that she survived due to luck more than anything.
As for White Lightning, he transformed back into his human form and immediately stood between me and Mastermind. I scrambled to my feet, however, and took up a fighting stance, even though I wasn’t sure I could beat him in a fight, especially if Mastermind helped him.
White Lightning must have thought the same thing, because he just grinned like a mad man when he saw me take a fighting stance. He took a step forward, but then Mastermind said, “White Lightning, don’t attack him just yet. We’re still haveing a father to son talk, something I haven’t had the pleasure of experiencing in years. But if he or his friends try to attack, you can rough him up a little if you want.”
White Lightning looked disappointed, but he didn’t question Mastermind’s orders. He just remained standing where he was, and, despite his crazy grin, it was impossible for me to figure out what he was thinking. That sent a chill down my spine.
“So White Lightning is working for you,” I said. I was panting, even though I hadn’t done much fighting so far. “I knew it.”
“It was a mystery?” said Mastermind incredulously. “Ah, well. It doesn’t matter if you know it or not, because there is little you can do about it.”
“Who is White Lightning?” I said. “You said … you said he was my brother?”
“Indeed,” said Mastermind. “And I am not talking metaphorically. I mean that he is your literal blood brother. He came from Ashley’s womb and has my blood flowing through his veins the same as you.”
“But …” I was temporarily at a loss for words. “That’s a lie. I’m an only child. I’ve never had siblings. I mean, I’ve wanted siblings, but I’ve never had any. This guy has to be a clone or me from another dimension or something.”
“He’s none of those things, but good try,” said Mastermind. “White Lightning is indeed your brother, the brother you never knew you had. But I knew, which is how I found him and put him into my employ. He’s very eager to serve his father. Right, White Lightning?”
White Lightning nodded eagerly. His silence was odd, though, which made me wonder if White Lighting could even speak.
“But my parents never told me I had a sibling,” I said. “They’ve never even implied I had another sibling.”
“Because they didn’t think you needed to know about the missing brother,” said Mastermind. “They thought you might try to search for him, which would have been a stupid—and fatal—mistake.”
“Fatal?” I said. “Why? Where has he been all this time?”
“In the Facility,” said Mastermind, “under the careful supervision of Cadmus Smith. As a result, he doesn’t have very good grasp on basic social cues, but he is extremely powerful, just like you, and easily controlled, too, unlike you.”
White Lighting suddenly snarled when Cadmus Smith’s name was mentioned. Granted, I shared the feeling, but seeing it on White Lightning’s face was just too surreal. It was like looking into a mirror, except the mirror was capable of forming independent facial expressions that didn’t always match your own. I almost wondered if I was losing my mind, but I decided that this was way too crazy to be a hallucination.
“What was he doing in the Facility?” I said. “How did he get there?”
“Allow me to tell you,” said Mastermind. “Nineteen years ago, your mother became pregnant with you, courtesy of this dimension’s version of myself. Nine months after that, Ashley Jason gave birth to identical twin boys. Both had a bright future ahead of them, with loving and supportive parents who would give their lives for them … until the government stepped in.”
Mastermind’s tone became harsher now, like he was reliving bad memories. “It was in the middle of the night, after Ashley gave birth to you two. I was staying in the hospital for the night because I wanted to be near her and the children. But then I heard something in the room where the babies were kept, so I awoke and got there just in time to see a G-Man agent flee through the window with one of the babies in his arms. After that night, I never saw my other son again and didn’t even know he was still alive until recently.”
“The G-Men kidnapped my brother?” I said. “Why?”
“I don’t know why,” said Mastermind. “All I know is that when I tried to report that to the police, they did not believe me. I was told that my son hadn’t been kidnapped, that medical records showed that my wife had only given birth to one baby boy, and that I was making a big deal out of nothing. I thought they were lying until I checked the medical records and saw that the hospital recorded Ashley only giving birth to one healthy baby boy, rather than two.”
Mastermind put a hand on his head. “But I remembered—and Ashley remembered—that we’d had two boys. I spent years searching for that other son, but it wasn’t until your death in my universe that I discovered that he was being kept in the Facility. But when I got there … he had been dead for a long time, his body turned into a gruesome science experiment for the government’s scientists.”
I put a hand over my mouth in shock, while White Lightning just growled some more, except this time his growl had more pain in it.
“I killed every last person I found in that building,” said Mastermind. “You have no idea what it was like, discovering the location of your long-lost son, only to discover that he was dead. I had lost two sons in a row. It was … unbearable. It hardened my resolve to take over the world so that no one else would lose their sons to the monsters that ruled this place.”
“What about this White Lightning?” I said, gesturing at him. “Where did he come from?”
“He’s the White Lightning of this universe,” said Mastermind. “When I came here, I thought I would see if he was still alive. I didn’t expect him to be, so when I broke into the Facility and found him breathing, I was shocked, to say the least. But I quickly freed him and recruited him onto my side. He likes me better than the scientists, mostly because I don’t treat him like a curious science experiment.”
White Lightning nodded again. He then said, in a halting voice that showed he was clearly not used to speaking, “Dad … is … good …”
“So are you telling me that the government was planning to kidnap me or my brother for a while?” I said. “To the point where they even made fake medical records to trick people into believing Mom had only had me?”
“It appears that way,” said Mastermind. “But I didn’t inquire too deeply about it, because, like I said, I killed everyone involved. I suppose they wanted a specimen to study for Project Neo, but they clearly had no idea what was coming to them.”
“How come I haven’t heard any news of White Lightning’s escape from the Facility, then?” I said.
“Because the government doesn’t want people to know that it kidnaps babies from their parents and keeps them locked up in top secret facilities separated from human contact, of course,” said Mastermind. “You act like it’s some grand mystery, but it’s nothing more and nothing less than the human ego’s attempt to defend itself from the uncomfortable truth.”
“And that’s why the government tried to kill Triplet,” I said, “and confiscated White Lighting’s DNA sample from Professor Hernandez. They didn’t want anyone to know that he’s my brother or that he was under the government’s control.”
“Correct,” said Mastermind. “But to be fair, this world’s government did keep him alive, unlike the government of the world I am from. So your universe’s government is slightly … slightly … more humane than mine was.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, but when I looked at White Lightning, I had an even harder time not believing it. We really did look alike. And Mastermind didn’t seem to be lying. Just something about the way he spoke made me think that he was telling the truth. It certainly fit with my own preconceptions about Cadmus Smith and the G-Men, anyway; I could see them doing something like that, given how they’d messed up my life enough already.
“So my brother has powers?” I said. “Does he have a name, too?”
“Yes to both,” said Mastermind. “His real name is Ronald, named after my own grandfather, so his name is Ronald Jason. As for his powers, his are similar to yours, except he also has a healing factor that allows him to heal from most wounds instantly. His electricity powers are also far stronger than yours.”
“And you’ve been having him cause chaos and destruction … why?” I said.
“Partially to draw you out, but also to set the stage for my conquest of this world,” said Mastermind. “I wanted to test the defenses of your universe’s government versus the defenses I had to face back in my own universe. They seem more or less the same, so it won’t be very difficult for me to conquer this world, I think. In fact, it should be quicker, since I’ve already done it once before and know better than to repeat the mistakes I made the first time I took over the world.”
“Not unless I stop you,” I said. “And my brother, too.”
Mastermind made an incredulous grunt. “Are you sure about that? You may have the power to stop us, but would it really be wise to do so?”
“Why wouldn’t it be?” I said. “I’m a superhero. We fight supervillains like you all the time. It’s what we do.”
“But who is the real villain around here?” said Mastermind. “Me or the government that made it so that you would never know your own flesh and blood brother? The same government that threw you into prison for no reason? The same government that is currently hunting you and your friends down like common crooks?”
I hesitated. As much as I hated to admit it, Mastermind had a point, but I said, “I’m not fighting for the US government or any other government. I fight because it’s the right thing to do.”
“So, rather than fight the corrupt government that has torn apart your family before you were even born, you choose to fight your own father and brother?” said Mastermind. “Kevin, I always knew you could be impulsive and fail to think things through logically, but this just makes you look like an idiot of the highest order.”
“But you’ve killed people,” I said. “And you’re planning to take over the world. I can’t allow that.”
“The government has also killed lots of people and seems to want to take over the world as well,” said Mastermind. “I’ve seen the politics of your universe. It isn’t much different from what my universe was like, at least before I took over. And even if you do beat me, the government won’t let you off the hook. They’ll just throw you back into jail and treat you no better than a common thief, perhaps even worse, since you led the second jailbreak in Ultimate Max’s history and made the government look foolish and incompetent in the process.”
I honestly couldn’t disagree with anything Mastermind had said. Looking at it from his point of view, looking at it from the facts, there wasn’t too much difference between Mastermind and the federal government. And he had a point; even if I defeated him, the government wouldn’t pardon me. They’d just lock me up again, too, and probably wouldn’t even acknowledge my help in defeating him.
“I can see that my logic is getting to you,” said Mastermind. “Don’t try to deny it. Being your father, I know you far better than you know yourself. You know I speak the truth, but you’re just too prideful to admit it.”
I bit my lower lip. I hated how right he was, but I wouldn’t say that aloud, perhaps because of my ‘pride,’ as he put it.
Mastermind held out a hand. “Now we’re back to the whole reason I did any of this: I want you to join me. I want you to rule the world by my side. I want a successor, one who will be able to rule as justly and rightly as me, and I want that successor to be you.”
“Me?” I said. “Why not White Lightning?”
“Because he lacks the mental fortitude necessary to be the next ruler of the world,” said Mastermind. “The years of experimentation on him by the government has left him with a severely underdeveloped mind that will take too long to grow into something useful. But you, Kevin … with just a little effort, you could be great.”
“What about my friends?” I said. I glanced at Blizzard and Emma. “What about them? Will you spare their lives if I join you?”
“Of course,” said Mastermind. “What you don’t seem to grasp, Kevin, is that I don’t take lives except when necessary. So I will spare all your friends if you would just join me.”
“And what about Mom?” I said. “Does she know you’re here?”
“No,” said Mastermind. “I haven’t had a chance to see her, but I will, once you and I are together. I know how much she misses me. And if she sees that you and I are a team, she will no doubt accept me without question. Back in my universe, she was always a devoted wife, so I don’t think it will be very difficult to make her devoted to me here.”
This was honestly very tempting, more tempting than I expected it to be. Mastermind didn’t seem nearly as crazy as I thought he was going to be. I may not have agreed with every little thing he did and said, but at the same time, it was hard to dispute with his logic. And he was Dad; sure, he was Dad from an alternate universe, but that didn’t change the fact that we were technically biologically related (I think? I dunno. I’m not an expert on multiversal biology or how any of this works).
And if he was going to spare my friends and Mom, plus maybe some other people I would ask him to spare … maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if I joined him. If Dad was still alive today, I was certain that he’d be a better leader of America and the world in general than our government. Maybe, by siding with Mastermind, I really could make the world a better place. Maybe we could even wipe out crime entirely, which was the goal of every superhero.
“Kevin, I know you want to join me,” said Mastermind. “I can tell. I can’t read your mind, but as your father, I don’t need to in order to know what you are thinking, what you want. I can even see it in your body language; your fighting stance is relaxing.”
It was, and I hadn’t even realized it. I had lowered my fists slightly and brought my legs closer together. A part of me still resisted, but now I didn’t see any reason to keep doing that. I had no reason to say no to Mastermind’s offer. None at all.
Just as that thought crossed my mind, I heard the click of a gun behind me, but before I could look, a familiar voice shouted, “Bolt! Get out of the way!”
Instinctively, I jumped to the side just as a gun shot went off, which was deafening in this small room. But I didn’t pay attention to that because a bullet shot by me and White Lightning and struck Mastermind in the chest.
Mastermind let out a gasp of pain before collapsing face first onto the desk. White Lightning let out a weird strangled yell and ran over to Mastermind, shouting, “Dad, Dad, no!”
But I didn’t go over to join him. I just looked over my shoulder to see who had shot Mastermind.
It was Triplet. He was still bandaged, still tired, but he was standing on his own. He was holding a gun in his hands, a gun that was smoking, though he’d lowered the gun to his side after firing. Sweat ran down his face in rivulets, making him look like he was about to pass out any second.
“Trip?” I said in shock. “What … how … what are you doing up here? Where are Ivan and Rime?”
Triplet coughed. “Downstairs making sure no one surprises us. I came up here to give you back up. When I saw that Mastermind was distracted, I went in for the kill.”
“But didn’t you hear?” I said. “That was Dad. You were friends with Dad.”
Triplet frowned. “That wasn’t Ted. The Ted I knew wasn’t a plotting conqueror. He was a father … and a friend.”
A sudden shriek caused us both to look back over at the desk where Mastermind was sitting. The shriek had come from White Lightning, who whirled around to look at us. He was now breathing in and out heavily, the electricity in his eyes crackling so much that it was almost impossible to look at him directly without harming your eyes.
“You … hurt … Dad,” said White Lightning, each word laced with hatred. “I … kill … you!”
White Lightning transformed into a lightning bolt and shot toward Triplet. But I stepped into the way and, summoning my own lightning powers, punched the lightning bolt just as it came within my reach.
My electricity charged blow sent White Lightning’s lightning form flying the other way. It exploded through the back wall, sending chunks of plaster and wood flying everywhere, some of it hitting Mastermind, who still hadn’t moved from his position on the desk. The resulting collision between my electric-charged fist and White Lightning’s lightning form had also burned the floor and walls, but not very much.
“Whoa,” said Triple, staring at the hole in the wall in astonishment. “What the—”
At that moment, Ivan and Rime appeared in the doorway, both looking harried. They gaped at the scene before them, like they had completely forgotten what they were about to say.
“What happened here?” said Ivan. “We heard shouting and an explosion. Was anyone hurt?”
“Just Mastermind and White Lightning,” I said, gesturing at Mastermind, who still hadn’t moved from the desk, which made me wonder if he was actually dead or not. “Oh, and Emma and Blizzard were knocked out.”
Ivan looked over at Blizzard and Emma and gasped. “Oh, my god! They look terrible.”
“Yeah,” I said. “But you guys need to get them both out of here. And fast, because White Lighting is going to be back soon and he’s going to be very, very angry.”
“What about Mastermind?” said Ivan. “Should we not take him as well?”
“He’s not going anywhere,” I said. “What matters is getting Blizzard and Emma to safety. Get them in the van and drive as far away from here as you can.”
“Why?” said Rime in surprise. “D-Did Mastermind set up a bomb or s-something?”
I shook my head. “No, but my fight with White Lightning will probably be like one and I can’t guarantee that I will be able to protect any of you from the side effects.”
“Understood,” said Ivan. “Good luck, Kevin. Godspeed.”
I nodded and flew through the hole in the wall that White Lightning had created, grimly remembering what Grandfather had told me about Grandmother’s vision. I hoped that my fight with White Lightning would not end the way he had said it would.



Chapter Twenty-One



 
White Lightning was lying in the middle of a smashed bookcase in the next room. He looked dazed from the blow, but what few cuts had appeared on his skin were rapidly healing. It made me wish I had gotten a healing factor; in fact, I wondered why I didn’t have one, since he was my twin, but I guess that just being twins doesn’t automatically mean we have the same powers.
Landing in front of White Lightning’s smoking body, I said, “White Lightning, are you awake?”
Immediately, White Lightning’s eyes flickered open. But when I looked into them, I didn’t see reason. I just saw angry and madness, angry and madness that was about to be directed toward me.
With an angry groan, White Lightning rose from the smashed bookcase, burnt book pages fluttering off his body as he rose. He was breathing heavily now, sounding less like a human being and more like a bull that was about to attack its prey.
“White, we don’t need to fight,” I said. “I know you don’t know me very well, but we’re brothers. We shouldn’t fight. I don’t hate you.”
“You … killed … Dad …” Each one of White Lightning’s words were so laced with pain that I felt sorry for him.
“I didn’t do it,” I said. “That was Triplet. But either way, we can put our differences behind ourselves and work together. I might even be able to help you avoid going to prison for everything you’ve done.”
“You … killed … Dad …” White Lightning either didn’t understand what I was saying or didn’t care. Either way, I didn’t like it. “You … killed … Dad …”
“I know you’re upset,” I said, “but that doesn’t mean you need to—”
White Lightning rushed toward me with a scream. He threw a punch at me, but I caught it and twisted his arm, causing him to practically screech in pain before his other fist came out of nowhere and smashed into the side of my head.
That blow jarred my senses, causing me to stagger to the side and let go of White Lightning’s other fist. White Lightning then grabbed me and threw me hard enough to send me flying.
I smashed through the wall and ended up in another room, which must have been the house’s bathroom, because I smashed a porcelain bath tub into pieces upon crashing into it. Dazed, I shook my head just in time to see White Lightning fly toward me, his eyes glowing with electricity.
I immediately rolled to the side just as White Lightning landed hard on the spot where I had been lying mere moments before, shattering even more of the tub and cracking the tile. I jumped to my feet and swung my fists at White Lightning, but he blocked them with his arms and then punched me.
But I dodged his blow and, grabbing a chunk of the tub, smashed it against White Lightning’s face. White Lightning cried out in pain, grabbed his face, which was now bleeding from being cut open by the sharp porcelain.
I wasn’t going to let him recover, however. I grabbed the shower curtain and tossed it over White Lightning’s head, obscuring his vision and making him stumble around blindly. He backed into the toilet, causing him to slip and trip, but, before he could fall onto the ground, I swung my fist at his face and struck him in the jaw.
The blow sent him flying through the bathroom’s other wall, which sent him out into the streets. I saw him slam into the streets outside, slam so hard into the pavement that he created a small crater where he’d landed. He was still covered in the shower curtain, but he was already tearing it apart.
I jumped out of the house and flew toward White Lightning, but before I reached him, he ripped apart the last of the curtain and fired a lightning bolt at me. I narrowly dodged it, feeling the heat of the lightning bolt as it flew by me. I landed on the ground about a dozen yards away from White Lightning, who had risen back to his feet, throwing away the last of the shower curtain as he turned to face me.
“You … killed … Dad,” said White Lightning. “You … killed … Dad …”
This time, he wasn’t speaking in a purely angry voice. There was pain, pain and sadness, and it struck me because I recognized it as the very same pain and sadness I’d felt when Dad (real Dad, that is; Genius, not Mastermind) died. It occurred to me that White Lightning really did see Mastermind as Dad, and him seeing Mastermind die was like when Dad died in my arms so many months ago.
That realization stunned me to the point where I didn’t notice White Lightning running at me until it was too late to dodge.
His fists came flying at me, but I dodged them both and kicked him in the gut. That blow knocked the air out of him, so I grabbed White Lightning by the shoulders and slammed his face into my knee. That should have knocked him out instantly, but instead, White Lightning just growled and his whole body crackled with electricity, causing me to let go in order to avoid getting electrocuted.
But then White Lightning tackled me, but not to the ground. Instead, he tackled me up, pushing us both high into the air. We rose higher and higher, going at speeds even I didn’t usually dare to go, high above the buildings that surrounded us on all sides.
And before I could recover, White Lightning came to an abrupt stop and hurled me down to the street below. He threw me hard and fast and the wind whipped by my ears, making it impossible for me to hear anything or regain control of my trajectory.
Then I crashed into the street, crashed into its so hard that I smashed straight through its surface and into the sewers below. I splashed into the sewage water, falling into it so hard that I actually struck the bottom of the sewer. A loud crack followed, but I wasn’t sure if that was my skull cracking open or the bottom of the sewer itself cracking from the impact of my crash.
In any case, I needed air. I stood up, gasping for air, but started coughing up the sewage water I’d accidentally inhaled. God, it tasted awful; it tasted like six year old gym socks worn by a skunk that lived in a dump. In fact, I didn’t really cough so much as I threw up pretty much all of my internal organs.
But then I heard something above me and looked up. White Lightning fell through the hole above and splashed down into the sewage water beside me, spraying me with more of that awful stuff. Before I could react, he grabbed me by the throat and forced me underwater again.
Shocked, I’d opened my mouth, allowing water to fill my lungs. I gasped and coughed, but underwater, that did nothing except fill my lungs with more of the disgusting crap. I struggled against White Lightning, but his grip on me was too strong. He was determined to drown me, I realized, because he couldn’t kill me any other way.
That thought sent panic running through my whole body. I thrashed and splashed hard, but White Lightning’s grip was like steel. I couldn’t see or hear anything; in fact, my consciousness was rapidly slipping away even as I thought this. That was how I knew I was going to die.
But I couldn’t. Not with White Lightning still alive. As long as he was alive, he’d go after the others once he finished with me. And if he did that, there was no way they’d survive.
The thought of White Lightning killing my friends sent anger shooting through my veins. In fact, it gave me an extra boost of strength, allowing me to push myself upwards so fast that my head finally emerged from the water. White Lightning actually staggered backwards, a fact I took advantage of by socking him in the face hard enough to send him falling backwards into the sewage.
Wanting to end this right away, I jumped out of the water and flew over to the part of the sewer that was above the water. I landed on that part and immediately sent red electricity flowing through my hands; in fact, I charged so much energy through my hands that they were sparkling and crackling like fireworks.
By now, White Lightning had recovered from my punch. He was rubbing his cheek and scowling, looking around for me, but when he saw me, his scowl turned into an animalistic lust for blood.
“You … killed … Dad …” said White Lightning. The pain was still in his voice, a pain so terrible I almost hesitated because of how much it reminded me of my own. “You … killed … Dad …”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “But this might kill you. I’m sorry.”
I brought my electrified hands down on the water. At the last second, I saw realization dawn on White Lightning’s face as he realized what I was about to do, but I was too fast for him to react.
When my hands touched the water, it was like a bomb had gone off in the sewer. The electricity ran from my hands into the water, sending sparks crackling and popping everywhere. White Lightning screamed in pain as the water conducted the electricity. He shook and staggered, his body jerking in unnatural ways. His hair even burned, while the electricity tore holes in his costume and ate at his skin. The stink of burning human flesh mixed with the stink of the sewer, but I was too focused on White Lightning’s agonizing screams to pay attention to that.
But it was all over in a minute. White Lightning still stood in the water, but his whole form was smoking. Awful burn marks were visible on his face and body, which weren’t even healing, though it was possible that his healing factor just hadn’t kicked in yet.
As for White Lightning himself, he didn’t even say a word. He just fell over face first into the water and floated there. I couldn’t tell if he was dead or just unconscious; if the latter, I doubted he would be in any condition to fight for a very long time.
Exhausted, I flew back up through the hole in the ceiling. Maybe I should have gone to pull White Lightning out of the water, but the way I saw it, he wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. I wasn’t sure whether or not he should go with the government—since it was the government that messed him up in the first place—but I decided to worry about that later. Right now, I needed to check on my friends and make sure they were okay.
Rising out of the sewer, I took in a huge breathe of fresh air. I mean, New York City air wasn’t exactly the cleanest in the world, but compared to the air in the sewer, it was like taking a step into the countryside after a nice rainstorm.
I landed on the street and stretched my limbs before I heard a voice say, “So you beat him.”
I looked over and saw, with a shock of anger, that the voice had come from Mastermind. He stood a hundred feet away from me, a hand covering the bullet wound in his chest. I had no idea where he had come from, but that didn’t matter, because I knew where he was going: To jail.
“How did you survive getting shot?” I said.
Mastermind shrugged. “I’ve made some … improvements to my armor. It can automatically heal wounds created by any foreign objects sent into my body, like a bullet. It’s still uncomfortable and inconvenient, but hardly lethal. Still, Triplet is a good shot, just like the Triplet from my universe was. Too bad I will have to kill him for that; I had hoped White Lightning would do that for me, but given that you beat him, I guess I will have to do it myself.”
“You won’t be doing anything yourself once I’m through with you,” I said. I slammed my fist into my other hand. “I don’t care if you’re my father or not. All that matters is that I am going to finish you off.”
“Some son you are,” said Mastermind with a snort. “Ronald was better. Unlike you, he actually got angry when I got shot. Like a true son, he didn’t want any harm to come to his father.”
“Only because he’s too mentally stunted to realize what kind of monster you are,” I said.
“And why is he that way?” said Mastermind. “Think, Kevin, think. It’s because the government did that to him. They would have done the same to you, too, if I hadn’t heard them stealing Ronald. What kind of life would you be living now? Locked up in some government facility somewhere, officially off the books, with every government official from the President downwards denying your very existence?”
“That may all be true, but that doesn’t change the fact that you and White Lightning have killed a lot of people for no reason other than to get my attention,” I said. “And I can’t support that, even if you are my father.”
To my surprise, Mastermind chuckled. “Ah, Kevin, still as stubborn as ever. You remind me of myself when I was your age. I feel like I just took a step back into the past.”
“It’s not amusing,” I said. “But if you want, you can laugh all you like once you’re in prison, where scum like you belong.”
“Scum like me? Or scum like you?” said Mastermind. “Think about it, Kevin. You were in prison not so long ago yourself, weren’t you? Why would you want to put me in there, too? Do you really trust the government—the very institution that tore apart your family, that made it impossible for you to know your own twin even existed—to hold me?”
I hesitated. Mastermind, again, had a point. If I beat him and sent him to Ultimate Max, he would be at the mercy of the government. They would probably extract all of his secrets from his brain, and he probably knew loads of important things; I mean, he’s Dad, even if he is an evil alternate universe version of him. Did I really trust the government with whatever knowledge that Mastermind had? What kind of power would that give the government over our country and the world, assuming they could get that knowledge from his head?
“And you still don’t know what the Apocalypse Switch is,” said Mastermind. “I can tell you, if you like, because it factors into my plans. But on one condition.”
“What is it?” I said.
“That you join me,” said Mastermind. He held out a hand. “Now that you have beaten White Lightning, I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that you are the stronger of the two twins. You are truly the son of a superhero. With you by my side, taking over this world will be a piece of cake.”
Again, I hesitated. I was interested in knowing what the Apocalypse Switch was. It sounded important, especially if Mastermind was going to use it for his own gain.
But at the same time, I didn’t want to join Mastermind. I didn’t trust him. In another universe, he might have been my dad, but in this universe, he was just another supervillain. Or was he? If he really did intend to take down the government, wasn’t that a good thing? Wouldn’t it be better for us all if Dad was in charge of the world, rather than the various corrupt governments?
It was a hard decision, so hard that I wasn’t sure I would be able to make it. I thought I was just going to stand there forever, constantly weighing the pros and cons of both decisions, but never coming to a final choice on the matter.
“Choose, Kevin, choose,” said Mastermind, his voice almost hypnotic. “You know your choice. All you need to do is act.”
Finally, I shook my head. “You’re right. I do. And it’s stopping you.”
Mastermind’s helmet hid his expression, but I could tell he was shocked. “What? But I’m your father. Isn’t family more important than government?”
“It is,” I said, nodding. “And that’s why I’m disgusted at you. You don’t really love your family. You’re just using that as an excuse to commit crime and terror.”
“But I rescued my son from the government,” said Mastermind. “If I didn’t care for my family, why would I have saved Ronald?”
“Because you needed a weapon,” I said. “That’s why you saved him, isn’t it? You needed a weapon you could use to take over the world. You couldn’t get me, because I was in prison, so you went for the next best thing: My brother.”
“That doesn’t change the fact that Ronald is my son and I love him,” said Mastermind. “That’s more than you can say for the government, isn’t it?”
“You don’t love him any more than the government did,” I said. “Whereas the government saw him as a science experiment, to be dissected and experimented on as they saw fit, you saw him as a weapon. If you didn’t, then why is he so … pathetic? Why haven’t you taught him how to speak properly or how to be normal?”
“Because he doesn’t need to know that,” Mastermind snapped. “He need know only that which will help me take over the world.”
“So you only taught him knowledge that would benefit you,” I said. “Right?”
Mastermind didn’t respond to that. Though his face was hidden from me, I could tell I had shocked him into silence.
“But that isn’t what Dad did,” I said. “Genius, that is. He taught me how to fight, but he also taught me how to be a hero. He didn’t see me as a weapon; in fact, Dad didn’t want me to be a superhero at all. He wanted me to live a normal life.”
“Because he was a fool,” said Mastermind. “I was a fool. And it took your death for me to understand that. Genius would have gone down the very same path I did had you died here.”
“No, I don’t think he would have,” I said. “Even if you and Dad are the same person, I think you’re lying. Dad wasn’t a villain. He never had any desire to take over anything. And that’s the difference between a genius and a mastermind; a genius helps people, while a mastermind makes people help him.”
I really didn’t know where all of that came from, but it sure sounded cool, so I didn’t take it back. Besides, it was all true, every word of it. I didn’t understand exactly how things like alternate universes and the like worked, but I believed every word I said nonetheless.
Mastermind was silent. Too silent. He just stood there, like a robot whose batteries had run out.
Then he slowly lowered his head. “I see your choice. I do not agree with it, but I see it. You won’t side with me.”
“Of course not,” I said. “You make a lot of good points about the government, but in the end, you’re no better than them and a hell of a lot worse.”
“If you believe that, then I can see there’s no convincing you,” said Mastermind. “We are enemies, then.”
“Yes, we are,” I said. “Anyway, I’m done talking. You’re going down for good this time. And I don’t even want to know about the Apocalypse Switch; I can hear about that later, if I want.”
I ran at Mastermind. All I needed was one punch in the face and he would crumple like a piece of paper. Dad, after all, hadn’t had super invulnerability when he was alive, so I doubted Mastermind did, either. Even his armor would only absorb some of the impact, but not enough to protect him or keep him conscious.
Mastermind didn’t even try to dodge. He just watched me approach, like he was resigned to his fate. He knew he had lost and he clearly had accepted that fact.
But then Mastermind reached down toward his belt and turned the buckle on it, the buckle I hadn’t even noticed until just now. It looked like Dad’s old Teleportation Buckle, which made me think that Mastermind was going to teleport away to fight again another day.
Instead, a dimensional portal exploded open in between me and Mastermind. It appeared so abruptly that I couldn’t avoid it or stop. I ran straight into the portal and soon found myself in a tunnel of darkness that I couldn’t see through.
In the next instant, I emerged back into the light. I skidded to a stop, blinking rapidly as my eyes adjusted to the sudden light I’d run into. I heard a pop behind me, probably the sound of the portal closing, but until I knew exactly where I was, I didn’t know whether that was a good thing or a bad thing.
Finally, after a couple more seconds, my vision cleared and I could see where I was. And I was stunned by what I saw.
I was standing in the middle of Times Square in New York City, full of people bustling about and doing their business. I had been to Times Square loads of times in the past, at least when I lived in New York, so I was very familiar with it. That’s why I was shocked by the statue of Dad rising from the center of it.
No; not a statue of Dad. It was a statue of Mastermind. It looked like one of those old Greek marble statues in terms of detail. He rose dozens of feet above the heads of every person in Times Square, looking down at them all like they were bugs he was about to squish.
And when I looked at the screens on the buildings, I saw nothing but videos of Mastermind playing. Some of them showed Mastermind talking, while others showed him leading armies of robots to attack and conquer cities or clash with other armies.
When I looked around at the people, I realized they were all wearing the same purple and gray uniforms. Men wore purple and gray suits that made them look refined and important, while women wore dresses and skirts with the same colors. Even the little babies in strollers had blankets with the same purple and gray colors.
“Huh?” I said, looking around in surprise. “What … where …”
“You there!” came a voice behind me, harsh and authoritative. “Young man, why are you not in your assigned uniform?”
I looked over my shoulder as a large, burly man who looked kind of like a police officer in gray and purple walked up to me. He was muscular and tall and had a mustache that added to his authoritative appearance. He also carried a weird-looking gun at his side, but I didn’t pay attention to it.
“What?” I said. “What assigned uniform? What are you talking about?”
“Feigning ignorance of the dress protocols established by Lord Mastermind?” said the officer in shock. He pulled out a device that looked like a smartphone and tapped the screen. “That’s a second offense.”
“Second offense?” I repeated. “What the hell’s the first one?”
“Walking around in public without your assigned uniform,” said the officer. “And you just committed a third offense by using curse words in front of a badged officer.”
“Swearing is against the law?” I said. “What are you talking about? Is this kindergarten or something?”
“Cursing is a sign of stupidity and lack of education in an individual,” the officer said, “and since ignorance is a crime in Rationalia, I am going to have to bring you in.”
“You’ll have to catch me first,” I said.
I was about to run, but the officer was quicker. He drew his gun from his holster and fired it.
I expected a bullet to come flying at me, but instead, it was a pellet, which exploded against my chest and created a large cloud of powerless gas in my face. I instinctively inhaled it, which turned out to be a huge mistake, because I immediately felt weak once the gas entered my lungs.
Then the officer slammed the back of my head with his gun and shoved me to the street even as people pointed and shouted. But the officer ignored them as he cuffed my hands together.
“I don’t know who you are, but you are under arrest,” said the officer, speaking so closely to my ear that I could feel the spittle flying from his mouth. “And in accordance with the laws of Rationalia, you will never see the light of day again unless Mastermind pardons you. And that, I can assure you, will never happen.”
TO BE CONTINUED
-
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