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Chapter One



 
I've been punched in the face before. I've been stabbed by a guy who thought using a nail gun made him a supervillain. I've been kicked, knocked out of the sky by murderous transforming robots, shot at, and mentally assaulted by crazy telepaths.
But I've never been crushed under the foot of a giant man the size of a small New York City skyscraper and about twice as thick based on how far his belly sticks out. That was new.
The giant man in question was notorious, small-time supervillain Enor, supposedly short for 'enormous,' but which sounded an awful lot like Eeyore to me. His name gave away his power; he could grow his size to gigantic proportions, including his own clothes and shoes, making him big enough to wrestle a whale. Based on the debriefing I received in the House, Enor—real name Ernest Rebus—could also shrink, though he usually preferred to be in his giant form.
Personally, I would have preferred it if he was in his small form, if only because then I wouldn't be desperately holding back his gigantic leather boot as he tried to squash me underneath. Although super strength was one of my powers, the fact was that Enor was still heavier than me, so all he had to do was keep pressing down on me until I either gave out and let him squish me like a bug or until I sank into the street under my feet. Considering how I could already hear the concrete cracking underneath me, I figured I didn't have much time before that happened.
Nor could I depend on any help. The other members of the Young Neos were out for the count. Stinger had been knocked from the air like a bug and was probably lying unconscious on the roof of some building somewhere, Blizzard had accidentally frozen herself to someone's car, Shell had tripped in a puddle and fallen on his back and couldn't get up, Talon had chipped her claws and was probably complaining about them somewhere, and Treehugger—who I couldn't even see—was basically useless because the closest plants were the sliced up tomatoes in an overturned burger cart, but I doubted that Enor was in any mood to have lunch.
Yeah, not exactly the team I was imagining when I was first made leader of the newest incarnation of the Young Neos. And that wouldn't have been a problem, perhaps, if I hadn't been about to be crushed like an ant.
“Stupid kids,” said Enor, his voice loud even though he wasn't sure. “I was expecting the Neohero Alliance to send an actual neohero to take me down. Is Omega Man taking a nap?”
I would have told him that we were sent to fight him because Enor was on the lower end of the supervillain threat scale, but I feared that if I spoke, I'd break my concentration and Enor would squish me.
Instead, I focused on pushing back as hard as I could. Unfortunately, Enor was almost too heavy. He pushed down on me harder than I could push against him. I looked around for anything I could use against him, but I was all alone. The cracking under my feet was getting louder and louder, while Enor felt like he was getting heavier and heavier.
But then, all of a sudden, a laser blast shot from a nearby building and struck Enor in the chest. Enor shouted, more in surprise than in pain, and staggered backwards. His foot immediately lifted off me, allowing me to see the sky again, or as much as I could see between the towering skyscrapers of New York City.
Then I looked over at the building where the laser had come from, wondering who had fired that laser, when I saw a guy about my age appear at the edge of the roof. I instantly identified him as a neohero, because he wore a costume similar to mine in design; but in contrast to my red and black, his was blue and yellow, like lightning. He also wore a cape, which blew in the wind behind him, which I had to admit looked kind of cool.
Then I heard someone running over to me and looked over in time to see Treehugger—a very thin, petite girl close to my age who wore a green superhero costume and a mask shaped like a leaf—running over to me.
“Bolt,” said Treehugger, coming to a halt before me. “Are you okay? Did Enor hurt you?”
I waved off her concern. “Nah, I'm fine. I've been through worse.” I glanced at the guy standing on the rooftop, his eyes glowing. “But who the heck is that guy? Have you seen him before?”
Treehugger looked at the guy on the roof and gasped. “Oh my gosh! That's—”
Treehugger was interrupted when Enor suddenly shouted, “Hey! That hurt. Who did that?”
The neohero standing on the roof smirked. “I didn't know you could speak English, ugly. You don't look all that smart.”
“Smart?” Enor rumbled. He was rubbing a burning hole in his chest, which seemed to be where the laser had hit him. “I will have you know that I have a PhD in physics from Harvard. But it doesn't matter. I've already beaten a few kids today. I can beat another.”
Enor grabbed a nearby lamppost and ripped it from its foundations. He raised it above his head, probably to throw it at the new guy, but then the new guy waved his hands.
Immediately, the lamppost started coiling around Enor's arm like a snake. Enor looked at it in surprise before it tightened around his arm enough to make him scream in pain. He tried shaking it off, but the lamppost was wound too tightly around his arm to get rid of.
“Why are you screaming?” said the new guy. “I just wanted to make sure that you didn't lose your new toy.”
Enor stopped screaming and now looked as furious as a bull. He stepped toward the new guy, but some kind of weird green sludge bubbled up through the cracks in the street and quickly encased Enor's foot in a thick blob. Enor immediately stopped and looked down at his foot in surprise.
“What the hell is this?” said Enor. He tugged at his foot, but it wouldn't come out. “It's like glue.”
“Good job, Slime,” said the new guy, giving the blob a thumbs up. “Hold him steady while the others finish him off.”
The blob—which I guessed was called Slime—rumbled in affirmation, which I took to mean that it was either the new guy's sentient pet blob or it was an actual neohero who had the ability to turn into slime. The latter seemed more likely to me, though given what I'd seen in my short time as a superhero so far, I wasn't willing to bet on it.
“So you think you can stop me with glue?” said Enor. “Ha! I will … I … oh, I'm starting to feel dizzy …”
Enor put a hand on his head and seemed about to lose his balance. I didn't know why, though, until I spotted a girl standing on the rooftop of yet another building. She wore a uniform similar to the new guy's, but hers was white and pink. She also wore a weird helmet on her head that reminded me of the helmet that my dad, the retired superhero Genius, sometimes wore. The helmet was glowing, but I didn't understand what was going on until Treehugger said, “She's making him dizzy with her mind.”
Before I could say anything to that, the new guy shouted, “Lightning Triplets! Finish him off!”
Out of nowhere, three streaks of lightning flew through the air and struck Enor in his forehead. When they hit him, it made a sound of lightning striking and caused Enor to fall backwards. Slime must have let go of him, because Enor's foot slipped out of the blob as he crashed onto his back on the street.
Immediately, Enor started shrinking and shrinking until he had returned to his original height. But he did not get up or make any noises. Smoke rose off his forehead from where the lightning had hit him in his giant mode, although it seemed to have knocked him out rather than kill him.
The lamppost that had been wrapped around Enor's arm—which was now much too big for him—started wrapping itself around Enor's whole body until soon Enor's arms and legs were bound against each other. Enor still didn't move, but I guess the new guy just wanted to make sure that Enor wouldn't be able to escape or grow again if he woke up.
“Wow,” said Treehugger, her hands on her cheeks. “They … they're—”
“Better than us?” I finished. “Faster than us? More efficient than us?”
Treehugger nodded. “Pretty much.”
Then I heard a hovering sound and looked over to see the new guy slowly hovering toward us. He was riding what looked like a metal surfboard, his cape fluttering in the air behind him as he came down toward us.
“Hey there,” said the new guy, his smile revealing a set of pure white teeth. “Bolt and the Young Neos, right?”
“Uh, yeah,” I said as the new guy landed in front of us. “Who are you?”
The new guy's smile didn't waver as he held out his hand. “My name is Strike and I am the leader of the New Heroes. And I wanted to meet you for a long time now.”



Chapter Two



 
I shook Strike's hand—who had a surprisingly strong grip—and said, “The New Heroes? I've never heard of you before.”
“I have,” said Treehugger, though it was a little too quickly for my tastes. She was looking at Strike like she was almost afraid of him, which seemed strange because he seemed friendly enough to me. “They're the young neohero team for the Independent Neoheroes for Justice.”
“Right,” said Strike. “We're not as famous as you guys, but we've got more than a few accomplishments under our belt.”
“A few?” said Treehugger. She sounded almost like a fan girl now. “You guys beat Tsunami. Even Omega Man had trouble against him.”
Strike shrugged. “What can I say? It was a tough battle, but we won through ingenuity, teamwork, and science.”
I didn't know the details about this battle with Tsunami (a name I was only vaguely familiar with, though I knew he was a supervillain with water powers and not much else), so I just said, “Well, thanks for saving us anyway. We were having a lot of trouble against Enor.”
“Yeah, size-changers are always hard,” said Strike. “Reminds me of the team we fought the Ants, a team of supervillains who could shrink. A lot more annoying than it sounds.”
“Right,” I said. “But what are you doing here in New York? The INJ is based on California. That's the other other side of the country.”
“We wanted to meet you in person, of course,” said Strike, nodding at me. “We've heard all about how you beat Master Chaos and exposed Vision, so we just wanted to meet the man Bolt himself.”
Although Strike spoke in a friendly voice, I could tell that he had another reason for being here but for some reason wasn't saying it. I figured that Treehugger's presence was what was keeping him from being entirely honest, so I looked at Treehugger and said, “Treehugger, can you go and round up the others? Now that Enor is down, we'll need to return to the House soon.”
Treehugger—who seemed mesmerized by Strike's good looks—suddenly shook her head and said, “Oh, yeah. Sure thing, Bolt. Be back in a bit!”
Treehugger dashed off, though not without looking at Strike one last time over her shoulder. I watched her go for a moment before looking at Strike again. “Okay, so what's your real reason for being here? I know you didn't come all the way from California just to meet me.”
Strike looked taken aback by my questions, which made me think that I might have overstepped, but before Strike could answer, the blob that had caught Enor rolled over to us. It smelled awful, like sewage water, forcing me to cover my nose before it stopped a few feet from us and started to change shape.
In a second, the blob had been replaced by a teenaged kid, probably about fifteen or so, who had sickly green skin and wore a black uniform just like Strike's, except without the cape or goggles. He was slouching slightly and his skin seemed to be constantly generating that slime, which made me step away from him involuntarily.
“Hey, Strike,” said the green-skinned teenager, who I remembered was called Slime. He sounded bored. “We beat the giant. Are we going home now?” He shivered. “New York's too cold for me.”
“Not yet, Slime,” said Strike. Then he looked at me again. “Bolt, this is Slime, my second-in-command and a member of the New Heroes. And Slime, this is Bolt.”
“Bolt?” Slime repeated. He looked at me curiously. He held out a hand that was dripping slime. “Nice to meet you. I saw the video where you and your dad fought Master Chaos. It was cool.”
I didn't want to shake Slime's hand, mostly because I wasn't sure how healthy his slime was, but I also didn't want to offend him unnecessarily, so I took his very slippery and disgusting hand and shook it as I said, as politely as I could, “Thanks. Yeah, it was cool, but hard, too. Master Chaos definitely lived up to his reputation.”
I quickly stopped shaking hands with Slime. Now goop was dripping off my own hand. It didn't seem toxic or anything, but I did feel ill just looking at it.
“You can wipe it off if you want,” said Slime. “I won't be offended.”
“Uh, thanks,” I said, though I wasn't sure if I wanted to get it on my suit, so I just shook as much of it off my hand as possible. “So you have slime powers, then.”
“Yeah,” said Slime, nodding. He didn't sound embarrassed about it at all. He gestured at his body. “My entire body is made of this stuff. I can change into almost any shape I want. I can also stick to surfaces, catch criminals, and carry things in side me. See?”
A smartphone pushed out of Slime's hands for a moment before going back in. I wondered how he could possibly use a smartphone, considering how slimy his hands were, but I decided not to ask that question.
“And don't worry,” said Strike, patting Slime on the shoulder, “his goop isn't poisonous or toxic, though you should avoid eating the stuff if you don't want to lose all your teeth.”
I was about to ask how they knew that would happen when I smelled ozone in the air. The next second, three flashes of light shot down from the rooftop of the nearest building and landed beside us. I raised my hand to protect my eyes from the flashes until they faded.
When I lowered my hand, I saw three kids standing there. They looked like triplets, with identical faces, hair, and heights, though each one had their hair done in a different style. Their uniforms, although similar in style to Strike's, were yellow, purple, and white, which reminded me of lightning. They couldn't have been older than fourteen at most and they seemed to be brothers.
“Hello,” said one of the triplets, waving at me so fast that his hand was a blur. He spoke fast, too, almost too fast for me to follow. “You are Bolt, yes? We are the Lightning Triplets, Volt, Watt, and Lumen. I know we all look very similar, but I can assure you that we are indeed triplets and not clones, as so many people seem to think we are. Our powers stretch across the electrical spectrum, so we can do things like control electricity-powered devices, shoot lightning, and even control thunderstorms sometimes, but that last is hard because when it is raining and windy that makes it hard to concentrate. Still, we always do our best and have helped the New Heroes win many battles. It is a pleasure to meet you.”
Volt said all of that in less than a second. At least that was what it seemed like, because he spoke so fast that I could barely keep up.
But I nodded anyway and said, “Hey, I've heard of you guys before. I thought you weren't part of a superhero team, though.”
Volt opened his mouth, probably to give me another long but quick explanation, but Strike held up a hand and said, “They joined a few months back. Right, guys?”
“Correct, Strike,” said Volt, who I could tell was going to give another lengthy speech. “The circumstances under which we joined the New Heroes was—”
“We can talk about that later,” said a feminine voice from nearby. “Or Bolt can just look up your history on Neo Ranks, since you can find out everything about us there.”
I looked over in the direction that the voice had come. The girl I noticed earlier, the one who had caused Enor to become confused, was walking toward us. With that weird helmet on her head, it was impossible to see what her face looked like.
“What's your name?” I said as the girl approached.
“Call me Dizzy,” said the girl, before Strike or the others could respond. She didn't hold out a hand to shake. “You're Bolt, right?”
“Yes,” I said. “What kind of powers do you have?”
“I can make people disoriented,” said Dizzy. She gestured at Enor, who still lay on the street unconscious. “It isn't the flashiest ability, but it's useful in combat, as you just saw.”
“Is this the whole team?” I said, looking at the assembled New Heroes. “Or is there someone else missing?”
“This is it,” said Strike. He folded his arms over his chest, taking up a pose that, to me, look quite practiced. “We're a six-man team, just like you guys. By the way, where is the rest of the team?”
I looked over my shoulder. Treehugger and Talon were trying to help free Blizzard, who was still frozen to that person's car (and now the car's owner was standing nearby, ranting about how they were going to have to pay for the damage done to his car by Blizzard's ice). Stinger was nowhere to be seen and Shell was still on his back and unable to get up.
I looked back at Strike and the New Heroes. “Er, they're a to be senbit busy recovering from the fight.” I tried not to look embarrassed when I said that.
Strike, thankfully, seemed to catch my drift, because he said, “Okay. Well, I wanted to talk with you before we left.”
“Talk about what?” I said.
“About teaming up,” said Strike. “Like, forming an alliance between the Young Neos and the New Heroes.”
“An alliance?” I said. I looked at Strike suspiciously. “Why?”
Strike didn't seem to notice my suspicious tone, because he just said, “Because I've been meaning to extend this offer to the Young Neos for a while now, but Incantation was a bit of a … well, you know, and that was before I found out she was a member of Vision.”
I nodded. Incantation had been the previous leader of the Young Neos. She had also been a disciple of the Vision cult and had tried to murder me when I refused to join it. Her current whereabouts were unknown, but I was just glad she hadn't tried to kill me recently. I didn't exactly have very fond memories of her, to put it lightly.
“So I was hoping that we could form an alliance between our teams,” said Strike. “For mutual aid. So if, for example, you guys needed help against some powerful villain, you could call us over to help, and vice versa.”
I glanced at Enor. “You mean like we did just now?”
“Yeah,” said Strike. “But don't worry. I wouldn't, you know, boss you around or anything. We'd be equals.”
Strike seemed sincere, but I was a little annoyed at how easily the New Heroes had taken out Enor. Yeah, it was nice that they defeated him before he could cause too much damage, but I was starting to notice people on the streets and in the buildings looking at us, which meant that people had seen us get beaten by Enor. It made me feel embarrassed and pathetic, mostly because I figured there were going to be a million pictures and videos about this all over the Internet soon, if there weren't already.
And if forming an alliance with the New Heroes would result in more embarrassing saves like this, then I wasn't so sure I wanted it. But I didn't say that aloud because I knew it would look like sour grapes if I did.
Instead, I said, “How can we work together if you guys work under the INJ and we work under the NHA? It's not like we're part of the same organization, after all.”
“The Midnight Menace already gave us permission to speak with you about this,” said Strike. “Of course, it won't be official until the NHA approves. And that won't be until the Neohero Summit, which is about a month away now.”
I nodded again. The Neohero Summit was a yearly event in New York that drew neoheroes from all over the country and world together to talk about recent developments in the word that affected the neohero community, among other things. This year's Summit would be my first, since it was going to take place on Hero Island, which was the headquarters of the Neohero Alliance and the Young Neos.
Still, that didn't change how I felt about what Strike just did. Strike just felt a little too perfect to me. I doubted he was really a supervillain in disguise or anything, but there was something about his hair and his smile that put me off. Maybe it was the fact that he hung out with a literal blob monster or maybe it was just how he and his team beat Enor so easily.
“But you could talk to the NHA leadership about this,” said Strike. “I know that the NHA and the INJ don't exactly have a stellar history together, but this could be a way for the two organizations to put aside our differences and work for greater justice.”
“What do you mean?” I said.
Strike leaned closer to me, like he was telling me a secret. “Think about it. We're the next generation of heroes. The relationships we form now will define our futures. I imagine that you and I, in particular, will end up in important positions in our respective organizations when we're older.”
I had never thought about that. Yes, I had planned to join the NHA once I turned eighteen, but I wasn't thinking about becoming leader or anything like that. But when I thought about it, I found that I liked the idea of being a member of the Leadership Council. Not only that, but I had also been told that most Young Neo leaders usually went on to play important roles in the NHA, so there was a good chance I might get on the Leadership Council as long as I stayed in the Young Neos.
But I just didn't like Strike. He seemed too perfect, too nice, too … well, you know. I didn't suffer from low self-esteem, but I had to admit that his very presence made me feel inadequate. I couldn't explain it.
So I said, “I guess that's not a bad idea, but I'm not sure about it yet. We just met, after all, and I need to run this idea by the Leadership Council anyway, since they'd have to approve of it before we did anything.”
Strike looked disappointed for a second before smiling and saying, “Oh, I understand. Like I said, nothing official will happen until the Summit. That's when our leaders will determine whether or not our organizations will work together. That's plenty of time to think about it.”
Strike sounded optimistic that we'd be working together at some point, which kind of annoyed me.
But I nodded anyway and said, “Sure, yeah, I get it. Working together is often better than working separately, after all.”
“Glad you agree,” said Strike, flashing another white-toothed grin at me. “Now, if you'll excuse us, we have to leave. We've got some other business here in New York to deal with before we head back to California. See you at the Summit.”
With that, the New Heroes started to leave. The Lightning Triplets turned into lightning and zapped away, while Dizzy got on Strike's metal board and flew off with him. As for Slime, he just turned into a blob and sank into the cracks in the street, leaving me standing here all alone as I watched Strike and Dizzy fly away.



Chapter Three



 
After making sure the police took Enor off to jail, the Young Neos and I returned to the House. I was pretty much the only one who could fly long distances without tiring, so we had to take the Neocopter, which was the private helicopter of the Young Neos that was sometimes used to transport the team to wherever we needed to go. The pilot's name was Willy and, as far as I could tell, he was not a neohero himself, but just an ordinary guy who happened to work for the NHA. I told him we wanted to go back to the House, but Willy excitedly asked me if I had gotten Strike's autograph; apparently, everyone was a fan of Strike and I hadn't even known it until not even ten minutes ago.
We sat in the Neocopter as it flew back to Hero Island, not saying much because of the loud rotors and wind outside. Prior to liftoff, I had told the team about what Strike and the New Heroes had said, but we wouldn't get a chance to talk about it much until we got back to the House.
So I took this time to look around at the team that the NHA had assembled for me. I already knew everyone and what their powers were, but after seeing the efficiency of the New Heroes, I found myself comparing my team to them.
Sitting next to me was Treehugger, real name Alica Simpson. She was checking out something on her phone, looking at what appeared to be Strike's Neo Ranks page, which I thought was kind of a waste, considering how we wouldn't even be seeing him again until next month.
From what I had been told, Treehugger was from Virginia, having been raised by her hippie grandparents. Her powers were pretty simple: She could control and command plants to do her bidding. Depending on the environment, that could be either a devastating or incredibly weak power; unfortunately, Treehugger's powers hadn't exactly been very useful so far, mostly because she didn't have much practice using them and we hadn't done many missions in places with lots of plants.
Then I looked at Blizzard, who sat across from me. She was slightly younger than me by about a year or two and had snow-white hair and dark skin, and was looking down at the floor, probably feeling embarrassed by freezing herself to that car. I had been told that she was from Arizona, which seemed like an odd place for an ice-powered person to come from, but neohero powers were genetic, so anyone could get any power from anywhere.
The thing was, though, that while Blizzard could control ice and coldness, she was really bad at controlling it. I mean, really bad. Freezing herself to that car back there was hardly the most embarrassing thing that had happened to her due to her lack of control over her powers. I think her lack of control came from a severe lack of confidence and fear of her own powers, although I didn't understand why she was so afraid of her powers. She probably just needed some more practice.
Sitting to Blizzard's right was Talon, who was the same age as her. Talon, unlike Blizzard, showed no embarrassment or fear whatsoever. She was looking at her claws, which were razor sharp appendages that came out of her wrists, kind of like Wolverine. Her claws could cut through almost any substance, but the problem was that she didn't like getting dirty or chipping her claws. Made sense, given that she was apparently the daughter of a major fashion designer, although it was very frustrating whenever we were fighting a villain and I told her to cut something and she instead worried about what it would do to her claws.
And sitting on Blizzard's left, was Shell. He was the youngest member of the team at thirteen years of age. He was pretty short and stout, with an abnormal growth on his back that resembled a turtle shell, which was where his name came from. He wore coke bottle spectacles and was pretty introverted, although he didn't seem as fearful or timid as Blizzard. His 'shell,' as we called it, was incredibly thick and strong, capable of taking direct blows from powerful villains and weapons. He wasn't much of a fighter, but unlike Talon, he at least didn't worry about his appearance whenever I asked him to do something that might get him dirty. He was also incredibly smart and good with technology, though not on the same level as Dad.
And finally, sitting next to Treehugger, was Stinger. He was a really tall, skinny guy with a big head (a literal one, though sometimes he had a metaphorical one, too). He had insect-like wings sprouting from his back, but his real powers came from the stingers he could create on his hands and feet that allowed him to paralyze or even poison whoever he touched. Out of all of us, Stinger was probably the most reliable, since he had used his powers more than once to help us capture villains since the team's formation.
And, of course, there was me, the leader and the most experienced in fighting crime and supervillains. I was a pretty good leader, all things considered, but seeing how Strike led the New Heroes … well, I wondered if we could be better.
But I probably shouldn't have been surprised. My team, to be frank, wasn't all that good. All of us had come from outside the Neohero Academy, which had been an intentional choice on the part of Mecha Knight, our supervisor and one of the Leadership Council members, in order to minimize whatever Visionist influences existed in the Academy. But it seemed to me like our team had been thrown together rather haphazardly, like the NHA had been in a hurry to put together a new Young Neos, maybe in time for the Summit.
More than once since New Year's, which was when I was first introduced to the team, I found myself wondering what Mecha Knight was thinking when he put us together. Maybe he saw potential in us that we couldn't see in ourselves, or maybe he was just in such a hurry that he lowered his standards and accepted anyone he could find. Whatever the case, I knew we weren't exactly the most popular incarnation of the Young Neos, because I had seen on Neo Ranks that our incarnation of the team was ranked a 4, in contrast to the previous incarnation, which was still an 8 even after everyone knew about the true nature of Incantation and the others. And the only reason our rank was even a 4 was because of my presence on the team; I didn't even want to think about how low it would be without me.
It wasn't all bad, of course. We got to stay in the House on Hero Island, which was a large compound-like structure with plenty of food, dozens of rooms, and video games and TVs for us to use. Granted, we spent most of the time training there, since we were always on call for any missions Mecha Knight gave us, but it was still a fun place to hang out.
Yet sometimes the House felt like the only good thing about the Young Neos. Even the fact that I had some actual neohero friends around my age was dampened by the fact that I had more experience than the rest of them when it came to superheroics, so I didn't have as much in common with the others as I could have even if I did get along with them well.
When we landed on the helicopter pad on top of the House an hour later, we immediately split up. The others went to the medical room, where they would have their injuries looked at by the robots and systems of the House, while I went to my office to report back to our supervisor, Mecha Knight.
Yeah, I had an office. Or at least I called it that. It was really just the other half of my room in the House. The left half of my room had my bed, my closet where I kept my civilian clothes, and the door to my personal bathroom, while the right half of the room had a huge screen on display that would connect me with Mecha Knight, plus dozens of buttons and switches that I could use to watch the news or watch the security cameras. Thankfully, the two halves of the room were usually separated by a retractable wall, so that way I never had to worry about the screen turning on just as I walked out of the bathroom without my clothes on.
It was a lot nicer than my room back in Texas, but it didn't quite feel like home, even after I put up posters of my favorite bands and movies and kept my clothes strewn across the floor. It was probably because Mom and Dad weren't here. Dad talked to me every day via my suit-up watch, but it wasn't quite the same as talking to him in person.
Shaking my head, I walked over to the huge screen on the other side of the room and then tapped a button.
Immediately, an energetic male voice said, “Hey, Bolt! Has your day been AWESOME so far?”
I cringed at the voice's excitement, but said, “It's fine, Carl. Just connect me with Mecha Knight. We're back from our battle with Enor and I need to give him my report on how things went.”
Carl was the new AI of the House, designed and installed by Dad, and was the replacement for Reeve, the previous House AI, which had turned out to be a willing collaborator in the last team's evil plans. Carl's main purpose was to make sure that the utilities kept running and that we were all on time for whatever was on our schedules, as well as keeping an eye on our security cameras and the like. But I didn't understand why Dad gave Carl such an enthusiastic and happy personality. Maybe Dad had a better sense of humor than I thought.
“Sure thing, Bolt,” said Carl in a cheery voice. “Please stand by while I connect with Mecha Knight's office.”
The word 'CONNECTING' appeared on the massive screen for a few seconds before it was replaced by 'CONNECTED.' Then that word also vanished, showing me the face of Mecha Knight, the supervisor of the Young Neos and one of the leaders of the NHA.
Or rather, it showed me his helmet, which completely covered his face. Unlike most neoheroes, Mecha Knight didn't have any actual powers, at least as far as I knew. He instead wore a suit of powered armor that gave him all sorts of abilities, such as flight. His armor looked like a suit of old-fashioned knight armor, except updated and streamlined to make it more modern and aerodynamic.
“Bolt,” said Mecha Knight, who didn't sound surprised to see me. “You and the others are back already.”
“Yes, sir,” I said. “I'm here to report on the success of our mission. Is this a good time for you?”
“It always is,” said Mecha Knight. “But I heard from the police that you apparently had help from another group of young heroes from a rival organization.”
I heard disapproval in Mecha Knight's voice, which I had expected. After all, the New Heroes worked for the INJ, and the NHA and the INJ rarely got along. I wasn't exactly sure why the two superhero organizations didn't get together, but I knew it had been that way for a very long time.
“Yes, sir,” I said. “It was the New Heroes, led by Strike. Have you heard of them?”
Mecha Knight nodded. “Yes. I have actually met Strike before, though that was a couple of years ago, before he … well, that is irrelevant.”
That piqued my interest. What had Mecha Knight been about to say about Strike? Maybe he was just going to say that he had met Strike before Strike joined the New Heroes, but I had a feeling he had been referring to something else.
Regardless, I said, “Yeah, the New Heroes took out Enor in like, five minutes.”
“Why didn't you and your team defeat him?” said Mecha Knight.
I scratched the back of my head in embarrassment. “Well, see, that's an interesting question. Enor turned out to be a lot stronger than we thought, so fighting him turned out to be more complicated than we thought.”
Although Mecha Knight's face was completely obscured by his helmet, I could tell that he didn't buy that excuse. “I see. Well, what were the New Heroes even doing here in New York? I did not know they were going to be here. They usually operate on the West Coast.”
“Strike offered to form an alliance with me and the others,” I said, grateful that we were moving beyond my team's failure to defeat Enor on our own. “He said that if the New Heroes and Young Neos worked together we would be able to handle far worse threats against the world than we could handle on our own.”
“He made this offer to you?” said Mecha Knight. He sounded curious, but also a little worried.
“I told him I'd tell you about it,” I said. “He said that the alliance will probably be finalized at the Neohero Summit at the end of the month, assuming we go through with it.”
Mecha Knight's helmet showed no facial expressions whatsoever, but I thought that Mecha Knight was thinking about what I just said, and not in a good way, either.
“Very interesting,” said Mecha Knight. “I will bring this up with Omega Man and the rest of the Leadership Council at our meeting later today. They will want to know about this.”
I nodded. “But what do you think about it? Do you think it would be a good idea?”
“My thoughts on this are irrelevant,” said Mecha Knight, the tone in his voice flat. “But I noticed that you do not seem entirely excited about it yourself.”
I folded my hands behind my back, but I was unsure what to say. “Well, it's just—”
“I don't care why,” Mecha Knight interrupted me. “It was merely an observation, that is all. Is there anything else you need to report to me?”
“No, sir,” I said, shaking my head. “That's all you need to know. Everyone on the team made it back alive and in one piece, if a bit dinged in a few places.”
“Good to hear,” said Mecha Knight. “If you need anything or have any more news to share, feel free to call me. I will contact you again in the morning with your assignments for the rest of the week. Good bye.”
With that, the screen went blank. Then my shoulders slumped and I sighed.
I liked Mecha Knight. Or at least respected him. He was strong and no-nonsense and rarely seemed disturbed by anything. It was kind of weird how he never took off his armor, not even removing his helmet to show his face, but there was a reason he was a famous neohero in his own right and the supervisor of the Young Neos, and it was due to his experience and success as a hero in his own right.
But he wasn't Dad. He was never interested in hearing about my problems or talking to me about how I felt. I hated touchy-feely talk, don't get me wrong, but even I needed someone to talk to about my problems every now and then. And Dad—although he acted like a robot sometimes—really did care about me and my problems. So did Mom, but Dad was a superhero himself and so understood what I was going through better than she did.
Speaking of Dad, I hadn't talked to him today. So I walked over to my bed, sat down in it, and then dialed Dad's number on my suit-up watch's surface.
One second later, Dad's face appeared on the watch's small screen. He was not wearing his Genius costume, which made sense, seeing as he was technically retired, but I kind of wished he would because I thought that the Genius helmet was pretty awesome.
“Kevin?” said Dad. “I was wondering when you'd call me up for our daily chat. How have things been in New York?”
“Okay,” I said. “Did you hear about our fight with Enor?”
“I saw an article about it online,” said Dad. “It said you had help from the New Heroes. They are the young superhero team for the INJ, yes?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Have you heard of them before?”
“Oh, sure,” said Dad. “When I was still an active superhero, I met the first incarnation of the New Heroes shortly after the formation of the INJ. Very different from the Young Neos, they were, but they seemed like a good set of kids and many of them went on to play larger roles in the INJ, such as Switchblade.”
“I know,” I said, frowning when I thought about how easily the New Heroes had beaten Enor. “I talked to their leader, a guy named Strike. He said he wanted to form an alliance between the Young Neos and the New Heroes, but it won't be finalized until the Neohero Summit next month, assuming that the NHA accepts it.”
“An alliance?” said Dad. He furrowed his brow in worry. “Odd.”
“What's so odd about it?” I said.
“The Neohero Alliance and the Independent Neoheroes for Justice have never really worked together,” said Dad. “Granted, we did work together to push back the Pokacu invasion twelve years ago, but that was only a temporary alliance and we went back to our normal relations after that.”
“Yeah, it is weird,” I said. “But Strike said that he thinks we would make a great team if we worked together.”
“That may be true, but it is still odd,” said Dad. He stroked his chin and his sight seemed to become distant, like he was lost in his memories. “I wonder if the Midnight Menace approved of this.”
“He must have,” I said. “Strike said that the INJ leadership was okay with it.”
“Yes, but it doesn't seem like the Midnight Menace's usual modus operandi,” said Dad. “I knew the Midnight Menace, both before and after he quit the NHA and formed the INJ. He was quite clear about burning bridges with us and only grudgingly worked with us when the Pokacu attacked because he couldn't deal with the problem on his own.”
“You mean you know the Midnight Menace, too?” I said. “You seem to know everyone, Dad.”
“Oh, I didn't tell you that?” said Dad. “I actually recruited the Midnight Menace into the NHA.” He sighed. “Not that he was ever a very good member, mind you, but if I hadn't invited him, he would never have joined the organization.”
“Really?” I said. “Now that I think about it, what is the history behind the NHA and the INJ, anyway? You were active when the INJ was formed, weren't you?”
“Yes,” said Dad, though he didn't sound very pleased about it. “Long story short, there was a lot of disagreement over how the NHA should relate to the US government. The Midnight Menace was on what we might call the, ah, libertarian side of the issue and left the organization after we voted for a decision he didn't agree with. He, along with a few other dissenters, formed the INJ not long after.”
“What do you mean by 'libertarian'?” I said.
Dad waved off my question. “Ah, it doesn't matter. What's past is past. That was a long time ago, well before you were born, and pretty much irrelevant now. Don't worry about it.”
“Okay,” I said, though secretly I made a mental note to do some research on the history between the two organizations later, because I was curious about the subject and thought I should know more about it. “So will you be coming to the Neohero Summit at the end of the month?”
“I doubt it,” said Dad. “I'm retired, remember? And anyway, that's going to be the anniversary of me and your mom's wedding. I promised I'd take your mom out to dinner, plus I have a gift for her that I want to give her on that day. Your mom wouldn't be very happy if I spent our anniversary away from her in New York.”
“Oh, right,” I said. “Well, are you sure that you can't make it for at least a couple of days? I mean, the Summit is supposed to be a three day long event.”
“No, I'm fine,” said Dad. “My superhero days are behind me. You can tell me about it later after it's over.”
I knew that Dad was going to say that, but I was still disappointed nonetheless because I had hoped that I would get to see Dad again sometime soon. “Okay.” Then I hesitated. “How are Malcolm and Tara?”
“You mean your friends from school?” said Dad. He frowned. “Haven't you been keeping in touch with them since you went to Hero Island?”
Truthfully, I hadn't. When I went to New York to lead the Young Neos, that meant that I had had to leave John Smith High School back in Texas. Both Malcolm Rayner and Tara Reynolds, my only two friends from that school, had my phone number, but I hadn't had a chance to speak with either of them. Malcolm knew that I had gone to New York to lead the Young Neos, but Tara—who knew nothing about my superhero identity—thought that I had just gone to some private boarding school in New York.
Regardless, I hadn't spoken to either of them at all since I got here. Nor had they tried to call me, at least as far as I knew. Still, I felt guilty about it, especially since I had told Malcolm that I would call him as soon as I got to Hero Island, but had forgotten to do so when I arrived.
“No,” I said, feeling embarrassed. “I haven't.”
“Well, I haven't, either, because neither of them know me enough to make any interaction between us appear natural,” said Dad. “But I'm sure they're fine.
“I hope you're right,” I said. I yawned. “All right, Dad, I'm getting hungry. I'm going to go grab some dinner and get some training in before bed.”
“All right,” said Dad. “Sounds like a great idea. Your mom is cooking dinner tonight, by the way, and she's making some of her great mashed potatoes.”
“Really?” I said. “Man, I wish I could be there to have some. Can you teleport me a bowl later?”
“Kevin,” said Dad, looking at me in disapproval. “My teleportation technology is not meant to be used for such trivial matters as teleporting your mom's cooking to you.”
“Are you saying that Mom's cooking is trivial?” I said.
“What? No,” said Dad. “I—”
Dad was interrupted when I heard an angry voice speaking off-screen that sounded like Mom's voice. Dad's expression quickly turned to alarm and he looked at me and said, “Uh oh. Your mother heard 'trivial' and 'her cooking' in the same sentence. Looks like I need to do some damaged control. Talk to you tomorrow.”
I nodded, but before I could say anything else, the screen on my watch went blank.
Lowering my suit-up watch to my side, I considered calling Malcolm and Tara. I had their numbers in my watch. It would be incredibly easy to just go to my contacts and press their numbers. I could be talking to both of them right now, though of course not at once.
But I hesitated. Would they be angry with me if I contacted them now, a few weeks after I said I would contact them? I knew them both pretty well, but at the same time, I could see them getting angry at me for not talking to them.
I decided to take a shower instead, because I was dirty and greasy from the fight with Enor. After I took a shower, I'd call them … after, of course, I ate dinner, so maybe I'd try to call them then.



Chapter Four



 
In the morning, I got up before anyone else. I always did, because as the leader I had several duties to do and I couldn't just sleep in, not even on weekends, unless I wanted to mess everything up.
But not today. Today, my tutor—a middle-aged guy named Mr. White—was sick and wouldn't be able to help me with my lessons, so I was given the day off from them. Granted, I still had other things to do, but I had some time before breakfast, so I went to the Training Room to get some practice in.
The Training Room was basically where the other Young Neos and I could practice our skills and powers, both individually and as a team. It was equipped with all sorts of different things, ranging from holograms for target practice and fighting robots for combat training. The environment could also be changed if you wanted to train in different environments, such as raising or lowering the Room's temperature or even creating artificial rain. Not only that, but the Room had been designed to handle even the strongest of Young Neos (I had heard rumors that it had been tested by Omega Man himself), so you never had to worry about actually destroying it or causing any heavy or permanent damage. More than once I'd gone all out in there while training and left maybe a few dents in the walls. It was why I liked it so much; here I didn't have to worry about accidentally breaking or damaging anything.
I didn't expect anyone else to be there this morning, but to my surprise, when I walked up to the door to the Training Room, I saw the words 'TRAINING SESSION ACTIVE' in glowing green letters at the top of the door. That meant that someone was already in there, but who could it be?
I opened the door, which slid aside like something from out of Star Trek, and entered to find myself standing in the middle of a blizzard.
Seriously, I could barely see anything. Snow flew around everywhere, so thick that I couldn't even see my own fingers. The temperature felt like it was subzero, though my suit managed to keep my body temperature at a reasonable level, but my chin and lips got cold due to being exposed. The wind was raging, too, and in the confined space of the Training Room it was even louder than normal.
I was sure this was some kind of weird hallucination until I heard a familiar voice shout, “Oh, Bolt! I'm so sorry. Hold on a minute.”
Immediately, the blizzard stopped, although the floor was still covered in at least an inch of thick snow and the walls and ceiling were covered in a glistening sheet of ice. Still, the wind was gone and the snow wasn't assaulting me, although my goggles were somewhat obscured by it.
Wiping the snow off my goggles, I looked and saw a couple of our training robots completely frozen. One them was standing up, raising a giant fist, while the other had fallen on its hands and knees. Their eyes were glowing from within the ice, which meant that they were still active, but it seemed like they were not going to be fighting again until maybe the spring.
Standing before the robots was Blizzard. As usual, she wore her hood over her head, but unlike everything else in the Room, I did not see even one snowflake on her body. It was like she hadn't been standing in the middle of a raging snowstorm just a few seconds ago.
“Blizzard?” I said. “What are you doing up this early? Were you training?”
Blizzard lowered her hands and didn't meet my eyes. “Well, uh, yes. I was just … just wanted to get some training in before the start of the day. After what happened yesterday … well, you know.”
I nodded. “It wasn't really your fault, you know. You just—”
“I just lost control of my powers,” said Blizzard. Her tone was surprisingly bitter. “I don't know why. You never do. Nor do any of the others.”
“Maybe you just need to practice,” I said. “I mean, all of us do. There's no reason to beat yourself up over it.”
“I know,” said Blizzard. She still didn't look at me. “That's why I'm here. But … I don't know, it doesn't seem to be working.”
“What do you mean?” I said. I gestured at the robots. “You froze those robots you were training against.”
“I was trying to freeze them without causing a snowstorm,” said Blizzard. “Or freeze the walls and ceiling, for that matter.”
“Oh,” I said. I glanced at the snow. “Well, that's what the Training Room is for. You can do whatever you want in here and don't have to worry about causing any damage or not getting the results that you want right away.”
“Right,” said Blizzard, though she didn't sound like she believed me.
So I said, “Why don't we train together? I don't have ice powers myself, but maybe you need a training partner in order to gain better control over your powers. How does that sound?”
Blizzard just shrugged, but said, “I guess we can try that. But doesn't the cold bother you?”
I shook my head and patted my suit. “Nah. My suit keeps me warm. I'll be fine.”
Blizzard didn't look entirely convinced by that, but she didn't object. She just said, “Do you want me to unfreeze the robots, then, so we can train against them?”
“Sure,” I said. “I like sparring with our bots, so let them out.”
Blizzard nodded and turned toward the robots. She raised her hands and they glowed as white a snow for a moment. A second later, the robots gradually started unfreezing, until soon they were back to normal. The two robots immediately stood upright, defaulting to their normal pose, before I said, “Okay, guys, hit us with your best shot!”
The training bots did not say anything, but they did immediately start moving. The first one brought its fist down on Blizzard, who jumped to the side to avoid being squashed.
The second robot, on the other hand, ran at me with its fist swinging. I launched into the air at the last minute, causing its fists to miss me. I kicked the robot in the head, sending it staggering backwards before it recovered and came at me again, but this time I caught its fist and shoved it backwards.
The robot staggered across the snow and actually fell on its behind, which gave me another opening. I dashed toward it and punched it in the face hard before it could get back up. That blow knocked it flat on its back in the snow and it did not get back up.
Smiling at my quick victory, I looked over to see Blizzard was still fighting her robot. She seemed to be having trouble against it, though, because instead of fighting it head on like me, she was gliding across the snow and dodging its attacks. I realized that she was probably still too afraid to use her powers, so I shouted, “Don't be afraid, Blizz! Just freeze him!”
Blizzard jumped backwards out of the robot's reach and shouted back at me, “Are you sure? Because I can't guarantee I'll control it!”
“Just do it!” I shouted. “You'll be fine.”
Blizzard looked doubtful, but she turned her attention to the robot and raised her hands. Her hands glowed white once more and ice started crawling up the robot's legs. I looked around, but did not see the snow flying or hear the wind blowing.
“All right,” I said, giving her the thumbs up. “Good job. Looks like you're doing great!”
Unfortunately, I spoke too soon, because the robot, despite the ice crawling up its body, was still moving. It swung its fists at Blizzard, striking her in the abdomen and knocking her off her feet. She landed on her back and her hands stopped glowing. She looked stunned, but I didn't think she was that badly hurt.
In any case, the training robots were designed to go easy whenever one of us was knocked down. Since they were just supposed to be training robots and not actual enemies, they were not supposed to kill us.
That was why I was surprised when I saw the robot raising its fists to bring them down on the obviously unconscious Blizzard. It looked like it was about to kill her, so I flew over to stop it before it could squish her.
Just as the robot brought its fists down on Blizzard, I zoomed over and caught them before they could crush her. The fists came down hard, but in comparison to Enor, I had little trouble holding them back.
“Hey!” I said, gritting my teeth as I pushed back against the robot. “Blizzard is unconscious. Stand down.”
The training robots were programmed to obey our voices, especially when we told them to stop fighting, but this one didn't. It just kept increasing its pressure on me, trying to smash me with Blizzard. I didn't understand why it wasn't giving up, but I didn't need to. All I needed to do was take it down.
So I flew up, forcing its arms up until I took the robot off the floor. The robot's limbs flailed about as I carried it upwards before I hurled it onto the snow below.
The robot crashed into the snow with a loud crash, but just as it did that, the second robot—the one I thought I'd defeated earlier—flew at me with its fists swinging again. Because it came so fast, I was unable to dodge it. It fists smashed into me like a pile driver, sending me hurtling head over heels through the air until I crashed into the wall.
The impact dazed me, but I recovered just in time to see the second robot flying down toward the still-unconscious Blizzard. It looked like it was about to crash into her, so I jumped out of the dent in the wall and zoomed toward Blizzard as fast as I could, although it was hard to move quickly through the snow without slipping and tripping.
I reached Blizzard well before the robot did, scooping her up in my arms as I ran. I got her out of the robot's way just in the nick of time. It crashed into the snow upon which she had been lying and sent snow and ice flying into the air.
Skidding to a stop in the snow, I looked down at Blizzard. She was still breathing and appeared unharmed, but I knew I had to get her to the medical room anyway. It was the only way to make sure that she was okay.
But before I could leave, I heard the creaking and cracking of mechanical joints and looked over to see the two training robots getting back up. The second one's head was smashed in, while the other one's arms seemed damaged, but they looked like they were ready for Round Two anyway. I considered just leaving the Training Room, but I figured that if I didn't take them down here, then they might just leave the Room and attack the others, because these robots apparently decided to be the Terminator today.
So I carefully put Blizzard down on the snow behind me and then turned to face the two training robots again. I punched my hand into my fist and said, “Okay, you two. I was just playing earlier, but now I'm serious.”
The two training robots probably didn't understand me, which was fine, because I could still turn them into tin cans anyway, but then they did something unexpected. Instead of charging at me, they started to transform.
The second robot's head retracted into its body, while its upper torso lowered down into its waist, its arms clasping to the sides of its legs. The first robot, meanwhile, jumped into the air, its legs folding upwards and attaching to its arms. The first robot landed on the second robot and I heard a loud click as the two fitted together.
Now there was just one robot, rather than two, and it was a lot bigger and tougher-looking than the original two.
I groaned when I saw it. How could I have forgotten about the practice bots' combination ability? I had to admit, though, that it was pretty cool even if the robots had only combined in order to become a more efficient killing machine.
But I could take it. I flew at the robot, but it moved out of my way quickly. As I flew past it, it grabbed me and slammed me between its fists. It was like getting crushed between two boulders and I struggled to break free, but the robot was stronger than I thought. It just squeezed me between its fists, so I decided that if I couldn't punch free, I'd fly free.
So I activated my flying power and shot upwards, forcing the robot's hands to jerk upwards. The sudden upward movement loosened its grip on my body, allowing me to fly out of its grasp. I stopped when I was near the ceiling and looked down at the robot just as its hands folded into cannons.
I tried to remember what it was going to shoot when its cannons exploded and two thick steel nets flew out of them. I tried to dodge them, but the nets hit me before I could dodge and I was knocked out of the air again.
I crashed into the snow, which broke my fall somewhat, but the fall still jarred me. Nonetheless, I tried to free myself, but the netting immediately electrocuted me, causing me to gasp in pain. My suit and natural strength protected me from the worst of the electricity, but it still stunned me anyway.
Then I heard loud footsteps coming toward me and I looked up to see the robot standing above me. Its cannons folded back into its arms and were replaced by a sword and a normal hand. It grabbed the netting around me and lifted it up even as I started fighting against it again.
“Hey!” I shouted. “Let me go! Put me down!”
The robot didn't seem to be listening to me, however. It just raised its sword hand, aiming at me. I realized that there wasn't enough room in the netting for me to dodge the sword. Unless a miracle happened, I was about to become a human shish kebob.
That was when I heard Blizzard shout, “Bolt!” and I looked over in time to see Blizzard standing up. But she didn't look normal. Her eyes, hands, and face were all glowing white. Snow was rising slowly around her, while the temperature in the Training Room seemed to drop another ten degrees in a second.
“Blizzard?” I said. “What's—”
A gigantic snowstorm suddenly came out of nowhere. It even took the robot by surprise, causing it to drop me to the floor. The impact was jarring, but in comparison to the robot, I thought I was doing pretty good for myself. The robot was staggering backwards, waving its sword arm wildly about, but there was nothing for it to hit.
Then ice started rapidly running up its legs, only this time much quicker than before. The robot didn't seem to notice, but it did notice Blizzard, who it must have realized was the source of the snowstorm.
Just as the ice reached its waist, the robot's upper body flew off. It transformed in midair into its normal form and, landing on the ground, ran toward Blizzard with its sword arm out.
“Blizzard!” I shouted as I struggled to break free of the netting, although it still wouldn't budge. “Watch out!”
But I probably shouldn't have been worrying for Blizzard. Instead, I should have been worrying for the robot.
Blizzard held out one hand toward the robot and flicked her wrist. Immediately, a thick spear made of ice exploded from the snow and impaled the training robot. The training robot stopped, its body sparking and smoking from where the spear had hit it. It started making weird buzzing and beeping sounds, but before it could do anything else, another ice spear shot from the ceiling and impaled it in the head.
Then Blizzard let out a yell that was audible even above the roaring wind. The ice spears jerked in opposite directions, completely tearing the robot apart, and this time it wasn't going to be able to combine back to normal. The two halves fell to the floor as smoke and sparks shot out, but neither half moved again.
“Good job, Blizz!” I shouted. “Now, can you let me out of the—”
My voice was drowned out by the howling of the snowstorm all around us. Blizzard didn't even seem to notice me. She was just raising her hands, her eyes glowing, like she was looking at something else.
“Uh, Blizzard?” I shouted again, this time raising my voice even higher than before. “I'm still here. Remember me, Bolt? You know, your leader? The guy who is not a robot and can't survive extreme cold for very long, even with my costume?”
But again, Blizzard wasn't listening. She seemed to have become completely consumed by her own power. I had never seen Blizzard like this before, but it didn't matter. If I didn't break out quickly and somehow stop this, I figured that she'd turn the entire House into a freezer.
Then I noticed that ice was starting to form around the netting. It was even getting on my suit, which caused me to panic, because it wouldn't be long before I was frozen if I didn't escape soon. I lashed out and smashed the frozen netting around me, freeing me in an instant.
I rose to my feet, but slowly, because the wind and snow made even doing that much difficult. I could barely see anything; in fact, the only reason I even saw Blizzard was because her eyes and hands were glowing so brightly that they were like a lighthouse in the middle of a thunderstorm.
I walked toward her, not risking flying or running fast in case I tripped or was knocked down by the wind. I could feel the chill starting to sink into my bones, but I trudged on nonetheless, because I had to if I wanted to stop Blizzard.
“Blizzard!” I shouted as I drew closer to her, though I wasn't sure how much she could hear over the roaring of the wind. “Blizzard, listen to me! Blizzard, can you hear me?”
Finally, I seem to have gotten her attention, because she actually looked at me this time. But I didn't see any recognition in her eyes. I just saw the glowing white light that made her look less like a human and more like some sort of force of nature.
But she seemed to be listening to me, at least, so I said, “All right, Blizzard, you stopped the robots. Now we just need to—”
I felt a cold pain in my legs and looked down to see ice forming on them. The ice was slowly crawling up to my waist, causing me to look at Blizzard again.
“Blizzard, please,” I said. I reached out to her. “It's me, Bolt, remember? You're killing me. Get a hold of yourself!”
Again, Blizzard didn't seem to be listening, so I knew I'd have to put her down the hard way.
I activated my super speed and my legs started moving fast, so fast that they shattered what little ice had managed to accumulate on my legs. I ran toward Blizzard fast, much faster than she could follow. I saw a look of surprise appear on her face, but I wasn't going to give her a moment to react.
I ran around her and struck her in the back of her neck in just the right spot with just the right amount of pressure. It wasn't enough to break her neck or cause her any lasting damage, but it did make her collapse immediately. But I caught her before she fell onto the snow, saving her from cracking her head open on the floor.
But it worked like a charm, because the snowstorm died down just as quickly as it appeared. The Training Room was still ice cold, but it was more like walking into a really cold freezer now rather than, well, a blizzard.
I looked down at Blizzard in my arms. She wasn't glowing anymore, but she didn't look good. She was actually shivering in my arms, like she was suffering from hypothermia, so I knew I had to get her to the medical station right away if I wanted to make sure she survived.



Chapter Five



 
According to Carl, who was also in charge of the House's medical station, Blizzard was going to be just fine. Despite having stood in the middle of an extremely powerful snowstorm trapped in one room, Blizzard had apparently only suffered minor injuries as a result and just needed to rest in a nice, warm bed for a while. That made sense, seeing as Blizzard was mostly immune to her own powers, but it still seemed weird to me anyway.
But it turned out that I was a lot worse off than her. Although the snowstorm hadn't lasted long and I had managed to break off the ice that had formed around my legs, I had still suffered very, very minor frostbite. Thus, I had to keep my feet in warm water while I sat in the medical station near Blizzard, who was lying unconscious on the bed underneath a thick blanket.
The other Young Neos stood nearby. Stinger, Shell, Treehugger, and Talon stood near me, looking at Blizzard in worry and confusion.
“What happened to you guys?” said Stinger. He was not wearing his bug-like mask at the moment, which showed off his crew cut hair and his worried face. “We got the message from Carl that you were injured in the Training Room.”
My stomach grumbled, which was a reminder for breakfast, but I ignored it and said, “We were training in the Training Room when the practice bots attacked.”
“But the practice bots don't have any ice powers,” Shell pointed out. “And what do you mean they 'attacked,' anyway?”
“I mean, they were actively trying to kill us,” I said. I grimaced at the coldness in my feet, though the warm water felt nice. “They weren't just giving us a good fight. They were honestly trying to murder us in cold blood.”
“Murder?” said Treehugger. She covered her mouth with her hands. “Oh my god.”
“Doesn't make any sense, though,” said Stinger. “The practice bots aren't programmed to kill. They have a variety of difficulty levels, but they should have shut off when you told them to or when they knocked Blizzard out and it became clear that she couldn't fight back.”
“I know what they should have done, but what matters is what they actually did,” I said, “and what they did was try to kill me and Blizzard.”
“Did someone reprogram them?” said Shell. He took off his glasses and wiped them off on his shirt before putting them back on his face.
“I don't know,” I said. “I'm not sure who could. Has anyone here touched them?”
“No,” said Shell, shaking his head. “I don't think anyone has.”
“Maybe they were glitching up,” said Talon. She was busy looking at herself in her mirror, which seemed kind of inappropriate for the situation, but I said nothing about it. “Perhaps it was the cold messing with their wiring or something.”
“I doubt it,” said Shell, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “I took a look at them when I first got here. Their plating is sealed too tightly for anything but the most intense of coldness. It would take a lot of force to damage their interior, even more force than Bolt can muster, and he's the toughest of us all.”
“But who could have reprogrammed them?” said Treehugger. “We know it wasn't one of us, but who else could have gained access to the practice bots?”
“Carl might know,” I said. “He has access to the security cameras and I know there's a camera in the storage place where the practice bots are kept when they're not in use. There might be footage of someone reprogramming them.”
I looked up at the ceiling and said, “Carl? Can you check the security footage for the storage area for the last week or so and see if you can find anything suspicious, maybe footage of anyone who shouldn't be there?”
“No problem,” came Carl's cheery and chipper voice. “It will take a couple of hours, though, but I'll get it done as fast as I can.”
“Can't you do it any faster than that?” I said. “What if whoever reprogrammed the robots is still here?”
“I would if I could, but there's just too much footage to go through any faster than that,” said Carl. “But as soon as I finish it, I'll let you know.”
“All right,” I said. “But please don't delay. This is important.”
Carl did not respond, but that was fine, because I just wanted him to focus on analyzing the footage and finding out who or what did this than talking with us.
“So how did Blizzard lose control of her powers?” said Stinger, glancing at the unconscious Blizzard. “What happened?”
“I'm not sure,” I said. “The combined robot was about to kill me, but then Blizzard got up and her hands and eyes started to glow.”
“That's weird,” said Stinger. “Maybe she has other powers we're not aware of?”
“I doubt it,” I said. “I read Mecha Knight's report on her before I first met her and it only said she can generate ice and control coldness. It didn't mention any other powers.”
“Gotta admit, that makes me a bit nervous,” said Stinger. He looked at the rest of us. “What if she loses control during a battle with some supervillain when innocent people are nearby? We're lucky her power was contained in the Training Room, if you ask me.”
“She just needs practice,” I said. “She has unusually powerful powers, so it's no surprise that she has trouble controlling them.”
“And she is absolutely timid,” said Talon. She glanced up from her mirror at Blizzard before returning her attention to her own appearance. “Like a mouse. I can't imagine that that makes it easier for her to control of her powers.”
“Right, but we can't control her confidence,” I said. “I think it comes from the fact that she can't control her powers very well. If she learns how to master her powers, I think we'll see her confidence go way up.”
“Do you think she'll really be eager to try again, though?” said Treehugger. “I mean, after this? She almost killed you. She might not want to use her powers ever again.”
“Maybe, but we won't know until she wakes up and talks to us about it,” I said. “I hope she doesn't want to quit, though, because—”
The door to the medical station suddenly opened, causing the team and I to look over in time to see Mecha Knight enter. As always, he was completely clad in his armor, which clanked along as he hurried toward us.
“Mecha Knight?” I said. I wished I could stand to salute him, since that was usually how we were supposed to greet our supervisor, but my feet needed to stay in the warm water. “What are you doing here?”
Mecha Knight stopped a few feet away from us. He pointed at Blizzard. “I received a report from Carl that Blizzard was in critical condition and that you and she were nearly killed by your practice bots. I came to see the damage for myself.”
“Did you stop by the Training Room?” I said.
Mecha Knight nodded. “Yes. I examined the remains of the robots and the state of the Training Room. I imagine it will be very expensive to repair, once we figure out how much it will cost.”
“I'm sorry,” I said. “We didn't mean to damage it so much. We just—”
“I understand,” Mecha Knight interrupted me. “I am not blaming you or Blizzard. It is good that you two survived. Your lives are more important than the Training Room.” Then he looked at Blizzard again and, although I could not see his face, I thought he was frowning. “But Blizzard's loss of control over her powers is … problematic.”
I didn't like Mecha Knight's tone, so I said, “It wasn't her fault, sir. I think she was so worried about saving me that she let her emotions get the best of her.”
“That may be true, but I am aware of the extent of her powers,” said Mecha Knight. “Had you not stopped her, she might have frozen the entire island and everyone on it.”
“She just needs some more practice,” I said. “Once she gets better control over her powers, she'll become a safer superhero.”
“Perhaps, but unlike the rest of you, she still does not have much control over her powers,” said Mecha Knight. “This is not the first time the loss of control over her powers has put the lives of other people at risk. When I first met her some months ago … well, I should have expected this.”
I was curious about Mecha Knight's first meeting with Blizzard. I knew that Mecha Knight had been the one to recruit the various members of the team, including yours truly, but I didn't know the exact details of each meeting. I guess I assumed that most of them had been like mine, with Mecha Knight meeting me in secret and offering me a position on the Young Neos, but it sounded to me like Mecha Knight's meeting with Blizzard must have been different.
Before I could ask about it, Mecha Knight looked at us again. “I believe that Blizzard has much potential as a superhero, but we cannot let her keep losing control of her powers like this. We were lucky that you managed to stop her, but we can't guarantee that you or anyone else on the team will be close enough to stop her again should she lose control of her powers. If she cannot control her powers, she will be more of a liability to the team than a help.”
“Are you saying we should kick her off the team?” said Treehugger in horror.
“No,” said Mecha Knight. “But the fact is that the rest of the NHA leadership—who are very much aware of what has happened here, thanks to Carl's report—do not feel comfortable with a young and powerful superhero who cannot control her powers being on Hero Island or so close to New York City.”
“So what are you saying we should do?” I said. “Just keep an eye on her and make sure she doesn't lose control over her powers again?”
“Yes, but that is not all,” said Mecha Knight. “If Blizzard ever loses control her powers like this again … whether she does it here or elsewhere … and it results in death, injury, or intense property damage, then we will have to take her off the team. For good.”
“What?” said Treehugger. “Mecha Knight, sir, don't you think that's a bit harsh? Where would she go if we kicked her off the team without being able to control her powers?”
“Likely to Ultimate Max,” said Mecha Knight, unfazed by Treehugger's surprise. “It is specially designed to hold all kinds of superhumans. She would be unable to harm anyone there, even if she completely lost control over her powers.”
“But Ultimate Max is a prison for the worst supervillains,” I said. I gestured at Blizzard “Do you really think that she would even survive going there? You know how timid she is. She's just a teenager, even if she is a powerful one.”
“I know, but I am also aware of the potential of her power,” said Mecha Knight. “We cannot have someone like her walking around on her own without any supervision or guidance. If we kicked her off the team and let her free, she would probably cause untold damage to the country or maybe land in the hands of a supervillain that would like to make use of her powers for nefarious reasons. Trust me, there are many villains out there who would like to have a neohero of her caliber on their side.”
“It's still cruel, though,” said Treehugger.
“It is less about cruelty and more about ensuring the safety of society as a whole,” said Mecha Knight. “Blizzard, like the rest of you, is no ordinary teenager. If we kick her off the team, then she needs to be contained no matter what her age is.”
“Yeah, I know, but come on,” I said. “Ultimate Max still seems a bit extreme.”
Mecha Knight just shook his head. “I see you don't understand. Tell me, Bolt, have you ever heard the story of Flame?”
“Who?” I said.
“Flame?” said Shell. “I know who he is. He was one of the founding members of the first incarnation of the Young Neos.”
“Exactly,” said Mecha Knight. “He was around Blizzard's age, but unlike her, he could generate and control flame. He was far braver and more extroverted than Blizzard, but also quicker to anger and foolhardiness. He was easily the most powerful member of the Young Neos at the time, however, and very good at capturing villains, which is why we put up with his arrogance and foolishness.”
“What happened to him?” I said.
“He kept a secret from us,” said Mecha Knight. “He didn't have nearly as good control over his powers as he led us to believe. He could control it at very low levels, such as lighting a candle, but he found it hard to control anything larger than that.”
“Why did he keep it a secret from you?” I said.
“Because he was arrogant, as I said, and he didn't want us putting more supervision on him than he wanted,” said Mecha Knight. “And for a while, Flame didn't cause any terrible disasters until about a year after the team was formed. He and the other first generation members were battling a supervillain on the US/Canadian border who turned out to be a lot more powerful than he first appeared.”
“I read about that,” said Shell. “Can't remember the villain's name, but didn't the battle end with the town they were battling in being set on fire by the villain?”
“That is the official story, the one we and the government—who helped to cover it up—gave to the public,” said Mecha Knight. “But the truth of the matter is that it wasn't the villain who did it. It was Flame, who lost control over his fire powers when he attempted to use them to defeat the villain, who had proven too powerful to be taken down by normal means.”
“Wait, you mean you guys lied to the public about this?” I said in shock. “Why?”
“Because we did not want the public to fear or hate us,” said Mecha Knight. “You have to understand. At the time, the Young Neos were seen as the shining example of well-behaved youth, a glimpse into the next generation of adult superheroes. Even back then, there were still a lot of people who did not trust us, so we wanted them to know that the next generation of heroes would be just as safe as the current one. We thought it would be the best way to battle prejudice against superhumans.”
“Why would anyone think the next generation of neoheroes would be bad?” said Treehugger, tilting her head in confusion. “Weren't they under your control and supervision?”
“Many reasons, but the chief among them is the fear that power corrupts,” said Mecha Knight. “A lot of people, both normal and superhumans, believed that teenagers with super powers needed intense control and supervision so they would not grow up as arrogant and unaccountable vigilantes who did what they wanted regardless of what the laws said.”
“But that hasn't happened,” I said. “Right?”
“Perhaps, but it is a realistic fear,” said Mecha Knight. “Consider how much trouble the average non-super powered teenager gets into. Now imagine if that same teen could fly, read minds, control volcanoes, or rip skyscrapers from their foundations. What adult could ever keep such a teen under control? And if an adult couldn't keep that teen under control, then he would grow up to become someone that no one could control.”
“Oh,” I said. “I see. But what happened to Flame after he lost control of his powers?”
Mecha Knight looked me directly in the eyes. “He died. He was consumed by his own fire and killed and injured hundreds of other people in the process. The entire town was nearly burned to the ground. It took a lot of effort to put out that fire, even with superpowers.”
Mecha Knight sounded like he was recounting something he had witnessed himself, which seemed likely given how old he was. Of course, he spoke as emotionless as ever, which made me wonder if Mecha Knight was ever horrified or scared or excited by anything.
Regardless, I said, “Do you think something like that might happen to Blizzard, if she loses control?”
“Possibly,” said Mecha Knight. “I hope not, because we are going to make sure that she can control her powers, but if she fails, then we will make sure that she cannot harm anyone else with her powers. I just wanted you all to know this so that, if it happens, you will know why.”
I looked at the others. They all looked horrified by Mecha Knight's story, but I thought they were also worried about the same thing happening to Blizzard. Blizzard probably wouldn't catch on fire if she lost control of her powers again, but I bet she'd freeze herself to death, and maybe take other people with her, too. It wouldn't be a good thing either way.
“Now,” said Mecha Knight, “I was told that the practice bots attempted to kill you and Blizzard.”
“Yes, sir,” I said, nodding. “Carl is currently analyzing the security footage to see if anyone reprogrammed them. He said it will take a couple of hours to do.”
“I see,” said Mecha Knight, which told me nothing about what he actually thought of the situation. “Have Carl send me and the Leadership Council his findings. If someone has indeed been reprogramming the practice bots without our knowledge, then I want to know.”
Mecha Knight turned and left, prompting me to say, “Mecha Knight, where are you going?”
“Back to headquarters,” said Mecha Knight without looking over his shoulder. “The rest of the Leadership Council is concerned about this just as much as I am and would like to know about it. If anything comes up, contact me.”
With that, Mecha Knight was gone, leaving us all alone in the medical station with the still-unconscious Blizzard.
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Waiting over the next couple of hours for Carl to finish analyzing the security footage was hard. I went and got breakfast while I waited, because I was hungry and hadn't gotten anything to eat yet, but I ate it pretty quickly and so still had to wait a while for Carl. The others were just as impatient as me, but there wasn't any way we could make Carl work faster, so we had to wait.
Soon, however, Carl called us to the Meeting Room to show us his findings, where we all went to watch the footage that he had found. He said that he had found something important, but wanted to show it to us instead of just telling us about it because he wanted us to see it for ourselves.
We all sat around the big table in the Meeting Room and turned in our chairs to face the huge TV screen on the other end of the Room. Well, all of us except for Blizzard, who was still in the medical station, but I decided to tell her what we saw later after Carl showed us the footage.
“All right,” said Carl, his voice still peppy. “So I looked at all of the security footage from the last two days, because our records show that the last time the practice bots were given check-ups by the NHA mechanics was two days ago before you fought Enor in the city.”
“So are you telling me that our mechanics are assassins?” said Stinger. He punched his fist into his other hand. “I knew it.”
“Actually, the mechanics have nothing to do with it,” said Carl. “All they did was perform a regular check-up and maintenance. I should know, because the footage didn't show them doing anything they don't normally do. Besides, the mechanics who work on Hero Island have already been vetted and have had their backgrounds checked, so we know they're not secretly supervillains in disguise or whatever.”
Stinger actually looked disappointed by that, but I said, “So what did you find, then?”
“Well, that's what I wanted to show you,” said Carl. “Let me play the footage I found. It's not very long, but it is interesting.”
Immediately, the TV turned on. It showed the black-and-white footage from the security camera; based on the time stamp in the upper right corner, this was from last night, shortly after midnight.
It showed the two practice bots that had tried to kill Blizzard and I earlier standing in their rest stations, where they were hooked up to the walls and inactive, with a ladder leaning against the wall to their right. With their heads resting on their chests, they almost looked like they were asleep, although because they were robots they couldn't, of course, actually sleep.
Then, all of a sudden, someone stepped into frame. It was a woman, that much I could tell, but beyond that, I couldn't tell who she was. She was wearing a black baseball cap pulled firmly down over her face, as well as completely black spandex that looked kind of like ninja clothing. Her back was to the camera, but even if it hadn't been, I could tell that she was wearing a mask that likely protected her face from view.
The mysterious woman carefully made her way over to the practice bots. She stopped every now and then to look both ways, like she was worried someone might see her, but she did not stop or turn around and leave. She didn't move very gracefully, which told me that she probably wasn't used to sneaking around like this.
Once the woman reached the practice bots, she pulled over the ladder next to them and climbed it until she was up to the bots' chests. Then she popped open their chests and started messing with the wiring and stuff on the inside. It was easy to tell that she knew what she was doing, because she didn't hesitate at all as she reprogrammed the bots. She must have had experience with mechanics or something.
In five minutes, the woman was done. She closed the bots' chests, checked to make sure that they were locked, and then climbed down the ladder, which she pulled back to where it was originally. Then she turned and, with her head down, went back the way she came and disappeared off the camera.
Abruptly, the camera paused and Carl said, “And that is what I found. What do you think?”
“You mean that's it?” said Treehugger. She looked around like she expected to see the mysterious woman standing in a corner watching us or something. “Isn't there more footage? Like, maybe footage of the woman sneaking into or out of the House?”
“Nope,” said Carl in a tone that was too cheery for the circumstances. “I checked the security footage of every entrance and hallway in the House, including the basement and rooftop. She doesn't appear on anywhere else.”
“So how did she get into here?” said Stinger. “And how did she escape without being caught on camera?”
“She must have a power that lets her get in and out of places without being seen,” said Shell. “Maybe she can turn invisible or something.”
“But who is she?” I said. “How did she get onto Hero Island without anyone noticing? Seriously, this place is incredibly well-protected. We don't even let pigeons fly here without our knowledge.”
“What if she's still here?” said Treehugger. She looked around again in fear. “What if she's just hiding? If she's invisible, then doesn't that mean that she could still be here even if we can't see her?”
“If she is, we can take her,” Talon insisted. She held up her hands and her claws shot out of her wrists. “And I will be more than happy to introduce her to my fabulous claws for daring to harm two of my dearest friends.”
“Carl, are you sure you haven't detected anything out of the ordinary?” I said, looking up at the ceiling. “At least since last night?”
“Nothing,” said Carl. “It's like she existed just long enough to get in, reprogram the bots, and leave.”
“Have you sent this footage to Mecha Knight?” I said.
“Of course,” said Carl. “In fact, the Leadership Council is actually watching the footage right now and speculating on who she is, but I can't tell you what their theories about her identity are because then Mecha Knight would get angry at me.”
“We don't need to know them,” I said. I tapped my chin in thought. “Hmm … I wonder if there are any female supervillains who are capable of entering and exiting buildings unseen.”
“Isn't there that Shade girl from the G-Men?” said Stinger. “I heard she can travel through shadow and appear almost anywhere she wants.”
“I don't think this woman is Shade,” I said as I leaned back in my seat. “I've met Shade before. From what the footage showed, this woman looks nothing like Shade. We're dealing with someone else.”
Shell opened his mouth to say something, but then he closed it and looked away, prompting me to say, “Did you have something to say, Shell?”
“Well,” said Shell, scratching the back of his head, “uh, I was just wondering … do you think this woman could be with Vision?”
I sat up straight at the mention of that cult. “Why would you think that?”
Shell looked at me this time and spoke in a logical tone. “Well, think about it. Who else hates you enough to sneak into the House and reprogram the practice bots to kill you?”
“Hold on,” said Talon, leaning on the table to look at Shell better, “how do you know that the woman was trying to assassinate Bolt?”
“Because the robots only turned murderous after Bolt went to train with Blizzard,” Shell explained. “And we all know that Bolt has a lot of enemies, more than the rest of us anyway. We know that Vision really hates Bolt after he helped to thwart their leader's plans to take over the world, so it makes sense they'd try to kill him.”
“I'm still not sure,” said Stinger, tapping his chin. “Vision is a likely candidate, but—”
“And remember, the last incarnation of the Young Neos, the guys before us, were Visionists,” Shell continued. “They probably know the House even better than us. And if they have Hopper and Ghost on their side, it should be easy for them to enter and exit the House without any of us knowing.”
I scowled when I remembered the original Young Neos and how they had tried to kill me. “Even if that's true, that woman didn't look like Incantation, Technical, or Sarah.”
“She doesn't have to be any of them,” said Shell. “She could just be another Visionist who agreed to sneak in and reprogram the practice bots to kill you.”
“Do you think they were trying to kill Blizzard, too?” said Treehugger.
“I doubt it,” said Shell, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose again. “Blizzard isn't their main enemy. She was probably just collateral.”
“Gotta admit, Shell's got a point,” said Stinger. “I know we've tightened up security ever since the last Young Neos were defeated, but it's probably still easier for them to enter or help someone else enter the House than it is for most people.”
“I know,” I said. “Something about this doesn't seem entirely right, though. Right now, Vision is trying to lay low. It doesn't make sense for them to attack me again now, not when everyone knows about them and we're still keeping an eye out for them.”
“It's the best theory we've got, though,” said Shell. He shrugged. “Of course, it could be wrong, but I don't see any reason to doubt it at the moment.”
I tapped my chin and looked up at the TV. “Carl, can you replay the security footage, except slower? Maybe there's a detail we're overlooking that could help us identify the woman.”
The footage rewound and started playing again, except much slower. I didn't see anything out of the ordinary at first, but then Shell said, “Wait. Carl, play that part again.”
The part Shell was talking about was the part where the mysterious woman was reprogramming the bots. Like the rest of the video, it was playing very slowly, but I still didn't see anything strange until Shell said, “Pause right there and zoom in on her right shoulder.”
The video paused and then zoomed in on the mysterious woman's right shoulder, which displayed a startling sight:
A badge with the letters INJ in gold lettering was visible … which were the initials of the Independent Neoheroes for Justice.
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I couldn't believe it. I looked at the others, who all looked just as shocked as I felt. I looked at the screen again, hoping my eyes were playing tricks on me, but it didn't matter how long I stared at it, because that badge with the INJ's initials did not change.
“Uh oh,” said Stinger, who had just vocalized what the rest of us were thinking. “Please tell me the footage is messed up.”
“Of course it isn't,” said Carl, who didn't sound nearly as shocked as the rest of us. “Before showing you the footage, I digitally removed any and all imperfections so you can have the clearest, most high definition picture around. Blu-Ray's got nothing on this!”
I leaned forward, putting my forehead in my hands. “If this is true, then that means that someone from the INJ somehow broke into the House and tried to kill us.”
“But why?” said Treehugger. “I mean, I know the NHA and the INJ have hardly been the best of friends, but I don't think either of them have tried to kill their youngest members like this.”
“Hardly surprises me,” said Talon, rolling her eyes. “The INJ has always been very morally questionable, if you ask me. Though I must admit that I never believed that they would actually target teenagers like us.”
“Could it be a fake?” said Shell, rubbing his hands together anxiously. “Maybe someone faked an INJ badge and is trying to frame them.”
“Maybe, but I doubt it,” I said. “I doubt the INJ would let anyone run around setting them up like this.”
“What if it's a rogue agent, then?” said Shell. “Maybe some in the INJ just decided to take action in their own hands and take us out, because we're the next generation of the Neohero Alliance, after all.”
“Possibly, but if they were a rogue agent, why would they continue to wear their INJ badge right where everyone could see it?” I said. “I think it is far more likely that the woman is under orders from the INJ's leadership.”
“That's a serious accusation to make, Bolt,” said Stinger. “But then, we can't really know for sure what's going on. Maybe it's a set up, maybe it's a rogue agent, or maybe she was really ordered by the INJ to attack us … who knows? We don't even know her name, much less whatever her motives may be.”
“Agreed,” I said. I looked up at the ceiling again. “Carl, does the Leadership Council know about this?”
“They do now,” said Carl. “I just showed them the INJ badge on the woman's shoulder. And I must say, I didn't know Omega Man knew that many swear words.”
“What's going to happen now?” said Treehugger. She hugged herself “Are we going to fight the INJ?”
“I don't know, but hopefully not,” I said. “I guess we'll just have to see what the Leadership Council says we should do. But I can't imagine that it will be nice, whatever it is that we do.”
“And just before the Neohero Summit, too,” said Stinger. He rubbed his forehead. “I hope Omega Man and the Midnight Menace don't get into a fight because of—”
“Bolt!” Carl suddenly shouted. “Please go to the Council Chamber in HQ to speak with the Leadership Council. They would like to speak with you about this discovery.”
Uh oh. I didn't think I was going to get into trouble, but the Leadership Council rarely summoned me in person like this. Most of the time they spoke to me through Mecha Knight. That they wanted to speak with me in person meant that things were even more serious than I thought.
But I knew better than to say no to any kind of summons from the Council. So I stood up from my chair and said to Carl, “Tell the Leadership Council that I'll be there in five minutes.” I looked at the others. “The rest of you, stay here. I'll be back before you even know it.”
-
It actually took me three minutes to fly from the House to the NHA headquarters located in the center of Hero Island. It was a massive compound, the largest building on the entire Island, and was where most of the NHA's members stayed whenever they were between missions or visiting Hero Island. It was hardly the most appealing or pretty building, but it had been designed to withstand pretty much anything short of a nuclear blast and had all sorts of defenses I didn't even know about.
But none of that mattered to me at the moment. I just flew over to the huge tower rising from the center of the compound, known as the Tower of Heroes, and flew in through the ceiling, which was capable of opening up to the sky to allow flying heroes like myself to fly in. I kept a neutral face as I landed in the center of the Council Chamber, even though deep down my nerves were jangled, because I had only met the entire Leadership Council once before, when I first came to Hero Island, and had only spoken with Mecha Knight on a regular basis since then.
Landing in the center of the Council Chamber, I looked at the chairs—more like thrones, really, mostly because they were much higher than me—upon which sat the seven neoheroes who made up the Leadership Council.
On the far left was Mecha Knight, who nodded when he saw me and I nodded in return, although his helmet, as usual, made it impossible to tell how he felt.
Next to Mecha Knight was a large, almost fat middle-aged man with a pickaxe and dirty skin and even dirtier work clothes: Mr. Miner, who could control the earth and was the creator of Hero Island itself. He was a pretty easygoing guy from what I knew, but I didn't know him that well.
On Mr. Miner's right was a pale-skinned, thin man who wore white robes that almost made him look like a ghost: Beyond Man, who could summon the dead and speak with ghosts. He sat so still that I thought he was dead until I saw him blink once.
And on the far right, I saw a green-skinned, horned alien in strange, blocky armor: Nicknacks, real name N'ckn'ax, the only non-human on the Leadership Council. He was probably the strangest of them all, because he didn't really have much of a 'face' so much as two glowing slits and what looked like an organic vent for a mouth. All I knew for sure about Nicknacks was that he could shape-shift and was the last surviving member of an alien species that was wiped out a long time ago; beyond that, he was an enigma to me and most of the rest of humanity. I also knew he was on the Council because he had helped the NHA fight against the invading Pokacu aliens during the invasion fifteen years ago and had warned of the incoming invasion years before it happened.
To Nicknacks' left was a man wearing a flight suit and a mask that looked like an eagle's face: High Fly, who could fly at super sonic speeds and speak to birds. Unlike the rest, High Fly was reclining in his seat, like he didn't take any of this very seriously.
And to his left was a muscular woman wearing a set of armor that reminded me of Ancient Greece: Lady Amazon, also known as the strongest woman in the world. She had a sword and spear at her side, but I knew that she really didn't need them, seeing as she was strong enough to shatter iron with one blow.
Sitting in the very center of this group was the man, the legend, one of the first and most well-known and popular of all neoheroes, Omega Man himself. He was huge and muscular and wore a blue and red suit that showed off his muscles. He wore a black cape, while a stylized O was emblazoned on his chest. He gave off an aura of experience and power, but I didn't feel afraid him at all. Actually, I felt safe around him, probably because I knew that he was one of the best heroes around.
All seven members of the Leadership Council were present, but I did notice an empty eighth throne, just to Mecha Knight's left, that the rest of the Council seemed to be ignoring. That was where Thaumaturge had sat before he went rogue and left the NHA to who-knows-where. I wondered why they hadn't found a replacement for him yet, but maybe they were just too busy focusing on the upcoming Summit to figure out who should be Thaumaturge's replacement right away.
“Bolt,” said Omega Man. His voice was deep and sonorous, but warm, too, which again made me feel safe around him. “We are glad that you arrived so quickly.”
“Yes, sir,” I said. “You saw the footage of that woman with the INJ badge, right?”
“Exactly,” said Omega Man. I noticed Lady Amazon scowled beside him. “It is a disturbing discovery. We are just glad that you and Blizzard weren't killed by the robots; otherwise, that could have made us behave irrationally.”
“Irrationally?” Lady Amazon said. She glared at Omega Man. “John, we have video proof that one of the INJ's agents attempted to kill two of our younger heroes. I say we should attack them now, before the INJ realizes we've discovered their awful act. This is an obvious declaration of war.”
“We're not going to war before the Summit,” said Omega Man, looking at her sharply. “I know how you feel, Lady, but I do not want us to act too hastily. There may be a more reasonable explanation for this.”
“Explanation?” said Lady Amazon in indignation. “There is no explanation for attempting to kill children. If we attack now, they will never see it coming and we can throw the Midnight Menace and his sorry gang of losers into Ultimate Max where they belong.”
Children? Yeah, Blizzard and I were not yet adults, but I didn't think of us as children. But I also knew better than to argue with Lady Amazon whenever she was angry; she had a habit of throwing her spear at people who pissed her off, up to and including her friends and allies.
“We've maintained a steady peace with the INJ for years,” said Omega Man. “And I still consider the Midnight Menace a friend, even if we don't always see eye to eye on everything.”
“A war would lead to much death,” said Beyond Man, his voice soft but still clear. “Not just in the INJ or NHA, either. Innocent civilians would likely get caught in the crossfire. The entire country might collapse as a result.”
“Yeah, but I gotta admit I agree with the lady,” said Mr. Miner. He pushed up the brim of his baseball cap, revealing his small eyes. “I hate anyone who tries to harm kids, especially our kids. I wouldn't mind breaking that fault line and letting California and the INJ drift off to sea.”
“Hey, I'm from California,” said High Fly in annoyance.
“So?” said Mr. Miner.
Omega Man held up a hand before High Fly could respond. “Enough. We can all agree that this development is a very serious affair. If the INJ is indeed behind this, then it is the worst thing they have ever done to us and it would be impossible for us to forgive them.”
“I agree,” said Lady Amazon. “That is why I say we should go to war. Let every man, woman, and child in the world know what happens to those who try to bring harm to those under our protection.”
Omega Man sighed in exasperation and said, “No. I have a much better idea about how to get to the truth of this matter, one that involves Bolt, actually.”
“Are we going to send Bolt to destroy their headquarters?” said Lady Amazon. She looked at me as if she was trying to imagine me destroying the INJ's headquarters.
“No, of course not,” said Omega Man. “Instead, we're going to confirm whether the INJ was involved in this attack or not, rather than jumping to conclusions based on flimsy evidence.”
“How do you propose we do that?” said Lady Amazon sarcastically. “Are we going to go to the Midnight Menace and ask him if he ordered one of his allies to kill the Young Neos?”
“No,” said Omega Man. “While I doubt the Midnight Menace would lie to us, it is possible he won't be entirely honest with us if he is behind this attack. Therefore, we need to send someone into the INJ's headquarters to find out the truth covertly.”
“You mean like a spy?” said Beyond Man. “Or are you going to suggest that we hire someone like Triplet to investigate?”
“Neither,” said Omega Man. He pointed at me. “Instead, we're going to have Bolt visit the INJ's headquarters in California on the pretense that he would like to get to know the New Heroes better in anticipation for the upcoming Summit.”
“Me?” I said in surprise. “Is that why you called me here?”
“Yes,” said Omega Man. “While you are there, you must search for any clues that might point toward the identity or purpose of the woman who tried to kill you and Blizzard. But you must do it covertly, because I do not want the Midnight Menace knowing that we are investigating him and his organization.”
“Why me?” I said. “I don't have any invisibility powers or anything. I can barely tiptoe without making a racket.”
“Because no one would ever suspect you of being a spy,” said Omega Man. “They would just assume that you are visiting in order to learn more about the New Heroes. It would be the perfect cover.”
“But where would I start?” I said. “And what about the rest of the Young Neos? Would they come with me, too?”
“No,” said Omega Man. “The rest of the Young Neos would stay here. The more people we send, the greater odds that someone will find out what you are actually trying to do. One is enough.”
“How long would I be there?” I said.
“I'd say a couple of days or so, which would give you more than enough time to find any clues linking the INJ to the woman,” said Omega Man. “But you must return before the Summit. I would like to have this matter figured out before then, because I do not want to worry that someone in the INJ might try to harm someone here during the Summit itself.”
That made sense, so I said, “Okay, but I'm still not sure where I am supposed to look. I've never been to California and I don't even know where the INJ's headquarters is.”
“We'll figure that out later,” said Omega Man. “For now, I must ask if you will accept this mission or not.”
“But we haven't even voted on it,” Lady Amazon pointed out. “Why are you offering it to him now when we haven't actually agreed on whether we should send him there at all?”
“The Lady has a point,” said Mecha Knight. “While I am in favor of sending Bolt to do this, we must always follow the rules laid out in the Neohero Alliance Constitution. That means that we must have a vote on whether to go ahead with this mission or not.”
“Ah, yes, I forgot,” said Omega Man. “Very well, then. Carl, are you recording the minutes of this meeting?”
“Indeed I am, Omega Man,” said Carl, his voice still cheery.
“All right,” said Omega Man. He looked at the other Council members. “All in favor of sending Bolt to the headquarters of the INJ to investigate the INJ's connection to the robot attack?”
Omega Man, Mecha Knight, High Fly, and Beyond Man raised their hands.
“And against?” said Omega Man.
Lady Amazon and Mr. Miner raised their hands. Then everyone looked at Nicknacks, who had been silent since my arrival. In fact, I had almost forgotten about him he was so quiet.
“Nicknacks?” said Omega Man. “Are you going to offer your input on this decision?”
Nicknacks did not answer. I didn't know the alien very well, but I did know that he had a hard time communicating with us sometimes because English was very different from the language that he spoke back on his home planet. I imagined that he was trying to figure out what words to use to express his thoughts.
Then Nicknacks said, in a strange, somewhat gargled voice, “I would like to abstain from this vote, my friends. Because I do not support either war or spying, I will not take either side in this vote.”
“What do you want to do, then?” said Lady Amazon. “Just let the INJ get away with this?”
“No,” said Nicknacks, shaking his head. “I don't know what we should do, but I do not believe that either of the proposed solutions will help. It may be wiser to postpone the Summit until we are able to perform a better investigation into the matter.”
“Postpone the Summit?” said High Fly in shock. “We can't do that. We've never had to postpone the Summit before. Besides, if we do that, that will get the INJ suspicious, which might just make things worse.”
“High Fly has a point,” said Omega Man. “Nonetheless, we will respect your decision to abstain, Nicknacks.”
“Thank you, John,” said Nicknacks. “I hope that we are able to figure out the truth, regardless of what course of action we take here in this meeting.”
“Very well, then,” said Omega Man. “We had four yeas and two nays. The yeas have it.” He looked at me again. “Bolt, will you accept this mission? You are free to say no if you want. We have other ways of investigating the INJ, so if you decline, it won't be a great inconvenience for us.”
I thought about that for a moment. I was sure that the woman in the footage was part of some kind of grand conspiracy in the background, some plot that would be dangerous for me or anyone else to investigate if we didn't want to die. Besides, I didn't want to go to California, because then that would mean meeting with Strike and I didn't want to see his face ever again.
On the other hand, if I didn't do this, then I might never find out who almost killed me and Blizzard. Not only that, but that woman might try to kill us again, and she might even succeed or at least seriously injure us, because I doubted she was the kind of person to give up that easily. I was thinking especially of Blizzard, who was still lying unconscious in the House's medical station. We didn't know exactly how Blizzard was going to act once she awakened, but whether she was going to be normal or not, what mattered was that this woman had nearly killed one of my teammates and that was unforgivable. If this would help me find out who this woman was and stop her before she harmed anyone else, then it would be worth it.
So I said, “I accept. When do I leave?”
“We will contact the INJ and ask them if you can visit with Strike and the New Heroes in California sometime soon,” said Omega Man. “Once we have all the details worked out, we will let you know when you can go. For now, however, you may return to the House and inform the other Young Neos about our plan, if you wish.”
I nodded. “Okay.”
With that, I flew up through the ceiling, which had opened again. As I flew back to the House, I could not help but wonder whether Strike was involved with the mysterious woman or not. I supposed I'd find out once I went to California, whenever that would be.



Chapter Eight



 
“Is that your base?” I said a week later, peering out the window of the cockpit at the California countryside below. It was hard to see from up here, especially with all of the trees, but I could make out what appeared to be a single landing strip in the middle of nowhere somewhere below us.
“Yep,” said the pilot, a man named Horace Henderson. “We'll be landing in about five minutes, so just hold on tight.”
I nodded and pulled back from the window, checking the straps on my seat to make sure I was securely strapped in. I didn't really need the straps—super strength and the ability to fly meant that I'd probably be okay in the event of a plane crash—but Horace had insisted that I strap myself in for safety reasons. Besides, I was trying to avoid annoying the INJ too much, and Horace, being one of their pilots, probably wouldn't have been very happy if I said no.
Granted, I could have flown across the country myself, but the INJ had insisted that I take one of their planes to the New Heroes' base instead. I was told that the location of the New Heroes' base was a secret and that they did not want me flying to it for fear that a supervillain might follow me and find it. That was fine by me; while I liked flying, I dreaded the idea of flying across the entire country, which would have been a long and grueling journey even if the weather cooperated and I had flown as fast as I could.
The plane was a lot smaller than the one my parents and I had taken to fly to Texas when we moved there. There was basically just enough room for the pilot and me, plus a few boxes full of things in the back that the pilot didn't identify for me but which seemed important. It had a really futuristic, streamlined look, looking like it had flown from the future or something. It was apparently a Plutarch Plane, designed by Adam Plutarch's airplane building company, a fact I knew only because I saw the words 'PLUTARCH PLANE' written on the underside of one of the wings when the plane first landed. I wondered if the INJ had contributed to Plutarch's campaign during the election and if Plutarch had given them this in return for it.
As for the pilot, Horace, I had asked him what powers he had when I first boarded the plane. But all Horace did was shake his head and chuckle. I didn't know if that meant that Horace was just an ordinary human pilot who was hired by the INJ to fly their planes (like Willy with the Neocopter on Hero Island) and therefore had no powers, or, if he did have powers and just wasn't going to tell me. He showed no signs of having any sort of powers at all as we flew from New York to California.
And man, did we fly fast. It felt like it took us maybe ten minutes from lifting off from New York to reach California. How that was possible, I didn't know. Either Plutarch Planes were really that fast or Horace had the power to bend the space/time continuum to shorten the distance between New York and California. Horace certainly didn't bother to explain, even when I asked him. He just laughed and shook his head, which seemed to be his standard response to every question I asked him.
We were coming in for a landing on the narrow landing strip below, and as we drew closer to the ground, I looked down to see if I could see more of the New Heroes' base better. But all I could see was that single landing strip; there wasn't even a watch tower or anything. It looked like someone had just built a landing strip in the middle of nowhere and then abandoned it.
I looked at Horace again, who was focused on the controls. “Uh, Horace? Are you sure this is the right place?”
“Positive,” said Horace, without looking at me. “I've flown here many times. This is the place.”
“Are you sure?” I said. “Because it looks pretty barren down there to me.”
“Looks can be deceiving,” said Horace. “Anyway, please be quiet. We're going in for a landing and I don't want any distractions that could cause us to crash.”
I nodded silently and sat back as Horace brought the plane in for a landing. The landing was surprisingly smooth, almost like we hadn't landed at all. And soon, the plane stopped completely and its engines started to die down.
I looked out the windows again. I didn't see anyone nearby or any buildings that might have made up the New Heroes' base. It was just wilderness for miles in every direction, except for the landing strip.
“Um, Horace?” I said, looking at the pilot again. “Where is the—”
I was interrupted by the sound of metal sliding against metal, followed by a loud hissing sound, which came from outside the plane. I looked out the windows once more to see that the landing strip was starting to pull aside, like panels hiding a secret button. Then the plane started to slowly descend into the earth, which would have worried me if Horace hadn't looked so comfortable and relaxed.
We descended down a long metal tunnel that seemed to go down deep into the earth. I didn't know how deeply it went or how much time passed as we descended, but it seemed like we descended for a long time, as if it was a very deep hole. White lights on the tunnel walls gave us some light to see by, though not as much as the sun.
Eventually, the platform reached the bottom of the tunnel and was silent again. Outside of the plane, I saw that we had descended into some kind of hanger, with about six other planes—which were even smaller than this one—arranged on both sides. A metal walkway led from the platform, upon which we stood, all the way to a set of metal doors at the other end of the room, which appeared to lead to the other parts of the base.
Standing on top of a nearby platform was Strike, wearing his cape and goggles as usual, and Dizzy, who still wore her strange pink helmet. The two looked pretty much the same as they had the last time I saw them and they waved at me when the platform ceased descending. I waved back at them and immediately started undoing my straps just as the lid of the cockpit started rising.
Once my straps were completely undone, I thanked Horace for taking me here and then jumped out of the plane and landed on the floor just as Strike and Dizzy flew toward me on a metal board that carried them both. I shivered when I jumped out of the plane, because the air down here was cold in contrast to the heat of the sun above.
“Bolt,” said Strike, smiling at me as he and Dizzy landed in front of me. “So glad you made it. How was the trip?”
“Good,” I said. “Horace is a very good pilot.”
“Of course he is,” said Strike. “He's been flying for years. Now, why don't we show you around? Horace needs to put the plane away and he can't do that if we're standing so close to it like this.”
I nodded and followed Strike and Dizzy to the walkway leading to the metal doors I noticed earlier. As we walked, I looked over my shoulder at the plane. The cockpit had closed again, but I thought I saw Horace speaking into a walkie talkie, but to who and why, I didn't know. It immediately made me suspicious, however, and wonder if that was related to the mysterious woman.
But then I snapped back to attention when Strike said, “So, Bolt, how is the rest of your team? I see you didn't bring them with you.”
“Oh, they're fine,” I said quickly, remembering what Mecha Knight had told me about not telling the New Heroes about Blizzard's current condition. “They're just staying in New York in case there's a villain or problem they need to deal with.”
“I see,” said Strike. “I'm kind of disappointed, though, because I was hoping that both our teams would get to know each other better today. But hey, if the Summit goes well, then we'll all have plenty of time to get to know each other better.”
I smiled and nodded, but in truth I wasn't entirely enthused by the idea of spending more time with Strike or his team. I glanced around the hanger quickly to see if there were any clues, but we were the only people in the room right now aside from Horace, who was still in the plane.
“So what do you call your base?” I said, looking at the backs of Strike and Dizzy, who were ahead of me on the walkway. “We call ours the House.”
“We call it the Cavern,” said Strike. He gestured around at the hanger. “This is the hanger where we keep all of our planes and other vehicles we sometimes keep here.”
“Planes?” I said. “Why do you need planes?”
“Because we need a way to fly around the country to fight supervillains, of course,” said Strike. “It's how we got to New York.”
“Though we don't use them too much, because most of our activity is centered right here in California,” said Dizzy. “The INJ prefers to have us deal with in-state threats while they deal with national or international ones.”
“Sounds just like how the NHA treats us,” I said. “But why is the Cavern underground? That seems kind of impractical, especially in an earthquake prone state like California.”
“This is actually an abandoned government facility,” said Strike as we stopped in front of the metal doors. “It's been heavily modified over the years, though, in order to accommodate our needs and to bring it up to date with modern technology.”
“That means we get really good Wi-Fi down here,” said Dizzy, looking over her shoulder at me. “And it's actually livable.”
“You mean you guys live down here?” I said.
Strike nodded and then turned his attention to a touch pad next to the doors. Placing his palm on the pad, he said, “Yeah. I know it looks kind of grungy and dank, but that's just how the hanger looks. The rest of the Cavern is much better.”
As soon as Strike's hand rested on the pad, the pad glowed blue and then the metal doors slid open, allowing us to step into what looked like an elevator lift. We entered the lift just as the doors closed behind us. Dizzy immediately pressed the '1' button on the row of buttons next to the doors and the lift immediately started descending slowly and noisily.
“If this was a government facility, what did the government use it for before you guys got it?” I asked, raising my voice over the clanging and banging sounds made by the lift.
“Don't know,” said Strike, who had to raise his voice to be heard, too. “You'd have to ask the Midnight Menace. He was the one who found it and turned it into the Cavern.”
“If you ask me, I think it was used to hide aliens,” said Dizzy.
I looked at her in surprise. “Aliens? You mean like the Pokacu?”
“Sure,” said Dizzy, nodding. “I think the government took the corpses of the Pokacu that were killed in the invasion and hid them down here to experiment upon them in secret. They took Pokacu DNA and are using it to create an army of super soldiers under the directive of the secret shadow society that controls our government from the shadows.”
Dizzy said all of that very plainly, like it was a self-evident fact that everyone knew.
I looked at Strike. “Do you know what she's talking about?”
Strike just shrugged. “It's just her theory. Dizzy's a big fan of secret government conspiracies.”
“That's because it's true,” Dizzy insisted. “And the government didn't actually abandon this facility. They just moved its operations to another, even secreter government facility, probably their moon base—”
“The government has a moon base?” I said.
“Sure,” said Dizzy, though she sounded dismissive of it like it was an obvious fact not worth explaining. “Anyway, they moved the operation to another secret government facility because they thought that the INJ was going to find them. They scrubbed the whole place clean, leaving no clues behind as to the details of their horrible experiments.”
“Okay,” I said. “Do you have any evidence for this or is it just your theory?”
“The Cavern was created in 2000, which was two years before the Pokacu invasion,” Dizzy said. She pointed up. “That hanger was obviously made to house recovered Pokacu spacecraft. And the only reason they would need to house recovered Pokacu spacecraft is if they were going to study their corpses to figure out how to make an army of super soldiers. It's simple logic.”
“Uh huh,” I said. “So what does that mean for the Cavern, then?”
“Nothing,” said Dizzy. “It's just an interesting fact.”
“What? Really?” I said. “You just accuse the government of creating a secret facility in which to study dead aliens so they can create their own army of super soldiers and you consider that 'just an interesting fact'?”
“Oh, I forgot to add that it is related to Project Neo,” said Dizzy. “You know, that secret government project that is supposed to help the government come up with ways to defeat superhumans?”
I knew what she was talking about, having had some experience with the technology that was created in Project Neo. Master Chaos had stolen some Project Neo technology and used it against me and my family last year. But I had been told that Project Neo was just a program the government was using to develop the next generation of high-tech military weaponry, not designing weapons that could be used to defeat superhumans.
“Is that true?” I said.
“She just thinks it is,” said Strike, which earned him a glare from Dizzy, though he ignored it. “Like I said, it's just her theory and there's not really any evidence to support it. I wouldn't worry about if I were you.”
I nodded and put Dizzy's conspiracy theory out of my mind for now in order to focus on other things. “How far down does the Cavern go?”
“That is classified,” said Strike.
“Classified?” I said. “Why?”
“Because you're not a member of the New Heroes, so you do not have the approval necessary to know that,” said Strike. “It's nothing personal. This is how we treat all guests outside of the INJ or New Heroes. For security purposes, you understand.”
“Yeah, I do,” I said, though I was a little disappointed I wasn't allowed to know even that basic fact. “So where are we going?”
“To the first floor,” said Strike. “It's the main floor and where we'll begin our tour of the Cavern. We won't take you to every floor—like I said, it's classified—but we can show you some of it. Trust me, you'll enjoy it.”
Suddenly, the lift came to an abrupt halt that almost knocked me off my feet. A second later, the doors in front of us slid open with banging and clanging and Strike and Dizzy immediately walked through the open doorway. Not wanting to be left behind, I followed them out of the lift and into the main floor, which was a lot less claustrophobic than the lift, but not as wide-open as the hanger.
The main floor was spread out and open. A set of red sofas were in a depression that was in the center of the room, set in front of a large TV that looked similar to the one back in the House's Meeting Room. The ceiling, floor, and walls were made of hard concrete and looked old and cracked in several spots, although neither Strike nor Dizzy seemed concerned by that. The walls were dotted with screens and displays that showed a bunch of different news stations from all over the world, including one that showed a battle between a superhero with angelic wings and a supervillain with horns like the devil, which was apparently happening somewhere in Ohio.
On the right side of the room was an entrance that appeared to lead deeper into the Cavern, while the left side of the room had a small kitchen plus a table where the New Heroes were obviously supposed to eat. But there was no one at the table or in the kitchen at the moment, probably because lunch was over.
Strike spread his arms and said, “Welcome to the main floor. This is where we keep track of the news, hang out, have meals and meetings, and do other things related to our mission as a team and individuals.”
“Cool,” I said. I looked around and frowned. “Say, where are Slime and the Lightning Triplets?”
“Slime was taking a nap, while the Lightning Triplets were in their bedroom doing … well, whatever it is they do in their bedroom,” said Strike. “But don't worry. They'll probably come out soon to say hi, since they should know you're here.”
I nodded again as I looked around the main floor. I was searching for any clues that might help me find out who that mysterious woman was or what connection the New Heroes might have to her, but I saw nothing suspicious or unusual down here. It all looked pretty normal to me, or as normal as a re-purposed secret underground government facility can look, anyway.
“So where are we going to go first?” I said, looking at Strike and Dizzy.
“To our library, of course,” said Dizzy.
“You have a library? Down here?” I said in surprise.
“Yeah,” said Strike. “It's big, too. Thousands and thousands of books from all over the world. You could spend years trying to read them all. I haven't even read half of them myself, not even a quarter.”
“Why do you have a library?” I said.
“It's supposed to be where we do our homework,” said Dizzy. “We do most of our learning in there, but we're also all big readers. It's how I learned about the government's secrets; we have a few books on conspiracies that reveal the dark secrets that the government is trying to hide from us.”
“We have books on every subject imaginable,” Strike said, before I could say something about Dizzy's statements. “Science, economics, religion, philosophy, and more practical books, too, plus fiction in every genre. We'll show it to you.”
Strike and Dizzy made their way over to the entrance on the right side of the room that I noticed earlier. I followed them down a hallway that felt kind of cramped, but it was well-lit thanks to the lighting on the ceiling. We walked past door after door before we walked down a small set of steps, turned right, and then passed through a set of doors that slid open on their own.
Now we stood inside a massive library. Gigantic shelves towered over us, each one carrying hundreds of books. I wasn't much of a reader myself, but I still found myself in awe at all of the books. The shelves seemed to stretch on forever and there were a lot of tables and chairs to sit on, too, with a few books scattered across them here and there.
“Wow,” I said. My voice echoed when I spoke. “You really do have a lot of books.”
“Yep,” said Strike. “We've got more books than we know what to do with, frankly. And we're always adding more.”
“More?” I said. “Where do you get more?”
“From the INJ,” said Dizzy. “They buy both new and old books and give them to us.”
“Why so many books?” I said.
“Our leaders believe that education is very important,” said Strike. “Self-education, that is. So they give us a lot of books on a variety of subjects in order to make sure we have access to as much information as we need or want for our own educational goals.”
“Can't you just use the Internet to look up anything you need to know?” I said.
“Yes, but they give us books anyway,” said Strike. “I think it's a leftover from the days before the Internet became so widespread. Besides, we don't really want to go through the trouble of throwing out all these books we've already collected. Too much work.”
“I see,” I said.I noticed a thin layer of dust on one of the nearby tables. “So how much time do you guys spend in here every day, anyway?”
Strike scratched the back of his head. “Oh, well, not much. It's not that we hate books, but it can feel kind of claustrophobic in here after a while.”
“Uh huh,” I said. “So—”
I didn't get to ask my next question, because there was a sudden alarm blaring through the halls of the Cavern. In the enclosed space, it was absolutely deafening, making me cover my ears with my hands, but Strike and Dizzy didn't seem phased by it. They just exchanged serious looks, as if they knew what it meant.
“What is that noise?” I shouted, trying to be heard above the alarm. “Are we under attack?”
Strike shook his head. “Not us, but someone is. Come back to the main room. It looks like we have a mission to complete.”



Chapter Nine



 
When we got back to the main floor, the alarm had shut off, but my ears were still ringing. I wondered how they could still hear if that alarm went off every time they had a mission to complete. Either everyone wore earplugs or they were just used to it by now.
Regardless, when Strike, Dizzy, and I reached the main floor, we found that Slime and the Lightning Triplets were already there. Slime looked tired and annoyed, like the alarm had interrupted his nap, while the Lightning Triplets were bouncing around as if they had too much energy that they didn't know what to do with.
“Slime!” Strike shouted as we ran over to the couches, where Slime and the Lightning Triplets were. “What's the problem? We were in the library with Bolt when we heard the alarm go off.”
Slime pointed up at the big TV screen, which displayed a news report of some crazy guy with a triangle-shaped mask hurling mud at everything. He was standing on top of a building throwing mud at anyone who got too close while laugh maniacally all the while.
“Who's that?” I said, frowning at the scene of the laughing mud man.
“Mudslide,” said Strike. He sighed. “He's not the most powerful or dangerous supervillain, but he can be really annoying and can hurt people and cause a lot of damage if he's not taken down quickly.”
“And I just got a message from HQ saying we need to go to Oakland to stop him, because that's where he is,” said Slime.
“Then let's go,” said Strike. “If we leave now, we should hopefully get to Oakland before Mudslide causes too much damage or kills anyone.”
“Wait, what about me?” I said, gesturing at myself. “Can I come with you guys?”
“Sorry, Bolt, but this is a job for the New Heroes, which you are not a part of,” said Strike. “You'll have to stay here while we head out to Oakland and stop Mudslide.”
I suddenly saw an opportunity to do some independent sleuthing and exploration of the Cavern, an opportunity that might help me find out if the New Heroes had anything to do with that mysterious woman back in New York. “Do you mean I have to stay here by myself?”
“What? No, of course not,” said Strike, shaking his head. “Since you aren't a member of the team, you need supervision to make sure you don't get into trouble or harm yourself or anything.”
My excitement at the thought that I'd get to search the Cavern as much as I pleased deflated instantly. “Oh. So who is going to stay with me?”
“Slime will,” said Strike, nodding at Slime, who was still sitting on the couch. “Me, Dizzy, and the Lightning Triplets are more than enough for Mudslide. Right, Slime?”
“Right,” said Slime, giving Strike the thumbs up. Then he yawned. “Besides, I want to catch up on my sleep.”
“No sleeping while we have a guest over,” said Strike. “Once we deal with Mudslide and get back from Oakland, then you can go back to sleep.”
Slime didn't look pleased about that, but he nodded anyway and said, “Okay. I'll keep an eye on Bolt while you're away.”
“Good to know,” said Strike. He looked at me apologetically. “Sorry, Bolt, but you understand. When a villain strikes, we have to stop him.”
“Oh, no, I get it,” I said. “You guys should leave right away before Mudslide kills anyone. Stopping supervillains is way more important than giving me a tour of your base.”
Of course, the real reason I wanted the New Heroes to leave was because I wanted to have the freedom to search the Cavern without their knowledge. Yeah, I wouldn't be alone, considering that Slime was here, but I figured it would be much easier to do some independent exploration with only one other person in the Cavern than with six.
“Well, okay,” said Strike. “We'll be back as soon as we defeat Mudslide. And Slime, if anything happens while we're away—anything at all—just give me a call, okay?”
“Sure thing, boss,” said Slime.
“All right,” said Strike. He looked at Dizzy and the Lightning Triplets. “Come on, you guys. Let's go. We have no time to lose.”
Strike, Dizzy, and the Lightning Triplets ran over to the lift, which they entered as soon as the doors banged open. Once they were inside, the doors closed again and the clanging of the lift hinted that they were on their way up and would soon be gone. I just stood there for a moment, listening to the lift's clanging until it faded from my hearing range.
As soon as the rest of the New Heroes were gone, Slime stood up, stretched, and said, “Okay, Bolt. I'm going to take a nap.”
“What?” I said, looking at Slime in surprise. “Didn't Strike just tell you to stay up and watch me while they're off fighting Mudslide?”
Slime nodded as he walked around the couch, scratching his back as he did so. “Yeah, but you're a good guy, aren't you? I know you won't do anything bad or try to destroy the Cavern or cause trouble. You can just sit here and play some video games or watch TV or something. Or just go to the library and read a book.”
“You mean you aren't afraid of me accidentally wandering around and entering places I'm not supposed to enter?” I said.
“Nope,” said Slime, who was making his way to the hall that led to the library. Then he stopped and looked over his shoulder at me. “But wake me up when Strike and the others get back. I don't want them to know that I was sleeping while they were away, okay? 'Cause then I'd get into trouble and I don't want to get into trouble.”
“Sure, sure,” I said, hardly believing my own luck but daring not to question it. “You just go back to your room and get that nap. I promise I won't do anything I'm not supposed to. In fact, I'll be so quiet that it will be like I'm not even here.”
Slime smiled a sleepy smile. “Good. I knew I could count on you. But remember, you have to wake me up. I'm a heavy sleeper and can't just wake myself up on command like Strike can.”
“Of course,” I said. “I'll remember to do that.”
Slime gave me the thumbs up before slouching down the hall. He opened one of the doors, which seemed to lead to his room, and then closed the door behind him quietly when he entered. I stood still for a second, listening hard, before I heard a mattress creak, followed by a loud snoring that was muted by the door to Slime's room.
Sighing in relief, I suddenly felt awake and excited. I was now essentially alone in the Cavern. I didn't see any security cameras watching me, which meant that I had complete freedom to do what I wanted. Such as search for any clues to the identity of the mysterious woman, for example.
But where to start? I didn't know the layout of the Cavern at all. And, though Strike had said he couldn't tell me how large the Cavern was, I had a feeling that it was huge and probably went very deep down into the earth. I could probably get lost pretty easily without a map or guide, but I wasn't going to let that possibility keep me from doing what I came here to do.
I decided to start by going down into the 'classified' lower levels. If the mysterious woman was a secret agent, they probably had any information on her hidden in the places that visitors didn't have easy access to.
So I ran over to the lift and pressed a button. In a few minutes, the rambling, banging old lift came to a halt, allowing me to step on it. I looked at the row of buttons on the wall and saw that they were labeled with different words and numbers: HANGER, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and BOTTOM.
Wow. So there were at least seven floors if you count HANGER and BOTTOM. I decided to start from the bottom, so I pressed that button and the lift's doors closed and, a second later, the lift itself started descending with a clang slowly but surely.
-
Ten minutes later, the lift came to an abrupt halt. I looked at the buttons and saw that the word 'BOTTOM' was glowing bright green, which I took as a sign that the lift had finally reached the bottom floor.
Then the doors opened and I stepped out from the lift and looked around at my surroundings.
Unlike the main floor, this one was very dark, dank, and abandoned. I felt along the walls for a light switch, found it, and flipped it, but when the lights came on, they were incredibly weak and illuminated very little. They showed a narrow hallway that twisted out of sight ten feet ahead, which made me feel like I was about to enter an underground maze.
I listened closely for anyone who might be down here, but the bottom floor was silent. It was so silent, in fact, that I heard only my own breath and heartbeat. It was actually kind of creepy, because even though I was sure I was alone, I kept expecting a zombie or something to come shambling out of the shadows toward me craving my brains.
But I put my fear behind me and started walking forward, though I prepared my super strength in case there was anything down here that tried to attack me. I didn't walk very loudly, but my steps echoed off the walls anyway, which just made me even more nervous.
You know how I said it felt like an underground maze? Well, I'm pretty sure it actually is a maze. The hall twisted and turned in weird ways, split off at forks which forced me to choose which path to take, and even had arrows and markings on the floor that pointed in certain directions. I passed a lot of empty rooms, too, that looked like they might have been the offices of government employees and officials who worked here before the government abandoned it. I checked each one, but like I said, they were completely empty and wiped totally clean of any evidence that might have suggested what they were working on. And it didn't seem like the INJ was using them, either; if anything, this place felt condemned.
Every now and then I thought I heard someone following me, but whenever I looked over my shoulder, I never saw anyone. There weren't even any mice down here. It felt like the old Jones House back in Silvers, which was said to be haunted by the ghosts of the family killed there. It was like something bad had happened, something that had forced the people working here to leave in a hurry.
What I found strangest of all was how empty this place was. I could understand the government taking everything with them so that no one would find out what they were up to, but it looked like it hadn't even been touched since the INJ took it over. Either the New Heroes just didn't have any need to use it or there was something down here that prevented them from putting it to use.
I found it hard to keep track of time down here, even with my suit-up watch telling me the time. Maybe it was because I was aware of just how deep underground I was. I kept expecting the ceiling to give way to thousands of pounds of dirt and rock and bury me alive, but it thankfully did not even budge.
I soon concluded that this place really was abandoned. There were no secrets here, nothing to tie the INJ to that mysterious woman or anything else. For whatever reason, this place really was condemned and abandoned. I decided to go to the next floor and try my luck there.
But then I noticed something written on the door of one of the abandoned offices. Turning to face it, I peered closely at the words. Unlike the other doors, the words on this one did not appear to have faded from age, but instead looked like they had been hastily scrubbed away by someone who didn't want them read. In the low light, they were incredibly hard to read, but I managed to make out this much:
PROJECT NEO RECORDS
OFFICE OF DIRECTOR JOHN SMITH
Project Neo … there was that name again. The name that referred to either a super secret government program meant to design the next generation of high-tech weaponry or a program meant to help the government figure out how to fight and defeat neoheroes. Could this have anything to do with the mysterious woman? It seemed unlikely, but it wouldn't hurt to check it out and see what was in there.
Then I discovered that the door was locked. Now my interest was really piqued. All of the other office doors I'd found so far had been unlocked. Why was this one locked? Had it been locked by this 'Director John Smith' guy or had it been locked by someone from the INJ?
Regardless, it was easy for me to smash the doorknob off with one swipe of my fist. The knob fell to the ground with a clatter, which echoed in the empty hallway, but I didn't care because there was no one down here anyway.
I pushed the door open and stepped into the office, which was completely black. But then a light flickered on in the ceiling, revealing to me an office that looked exactly like all the others: No furniture, no wallpaper, no pictures or bookshelves, nothing. It was just empty and abandoned, like the rest of the place.
Damn it. I thought for sure I'd find something juicy, but I guess it was just nothing. Maybe the door was locked because the guy who used this office—Director John Smith, based on what the door said—was really paranoid about people entering his space even when he wasn't using it anymore.
Shaking my head, I turned around to leave, but then I noticed a light peeking out from underneath the wall on the left side of the room. It was very, very dim and weak and at first I thought that it was a light from the ceiling perhaps, but then I looked more closely and realized that it was indeed coming from behind the wall.
Curious, I walked over to the wall and started examining. That light meant that there was something behind this wall, maybe a secret room or something, and I was going to figure out how to access it.
I put my hands against the wall and started running them over its surface, searching for any hidden panels or buttons I could push. It took me only a couple of seconds to find a portion of the wall that, while blending in perfectly with the rest of the wall, was actually a panel. I pressed the panel inwards and, an instant later, the wall shuddered and slowly slid to the side, allowing more and more light from the other side to shine through until I found myself standing in front of another room.
But this room was different—and smaller—from all of the other rooms I'd found so far. It had actual furniture, a chair in front of a desk that had one of those really large, clunky computers from the 80s on it. There were also stacks of papers and a file cabinet that looked like it hadn't been opened in forever.
As for the light, it was coming from a small lamp on the desk. I didn't know how it had turned on, since there was no one here who could have turned it on, but I wondered if that was connected to the light switch.
Anyway, this was an awesome discovery. I stepped into the hidden room eagerly, but started coughing when some dust got into my throat. The place was really dusty, so I covered my mouth and nose with my hand to keep myself from breaking out into fits of coughing.
I walked over to the papers on the desk and looked down at them. They were in a folder labeled 'PROJECT NEO TEST SUBJECTS 001-010.'
Test subjects? Who had Project Neo been testing? And what had they been testing on those subjects?
I flipped open the folder and saw that there were about ten different type-written documents, with pictures attached via paperclips, in it. But what really caught my attention was the picture on the document labeled 'TEST SUBJECT 001.' It showed a man who was probably in his forties or so, frowning at the camera.
I recognized the face as the face of Cadmus Smith, the current leader of the G-Men and Director of the Department of Superpowered and Extraterrestrial Beings. I had met him last year, after Dad and I defeated Master Chaos. He had invited me to join the G-Men, which I refused, partly because I was too young to join, but also because my parents didn't want me involved with them.
I hadn't expected to see Cadmus Smith's face here, of all places. The photo was black-and-white and old, but it otherwise looked like him exactly. I looked at the date in the top corner of the page and I was shocked to see that it was dated in June of 1985, which was about a year before the first superhumans appeared on Earth.
I picked up the document and looked at what else was written on it. It showed Cadmus Smith's personal information; height, eye color, weight, etc. Nothing very important or interesting, except for his birth date. I almost skimmed over it, but when I saw the year it said he was born, I had to stop and read it again just to make sure I hadn't misread it.
According to this document, Cadmus Smith had been born on July 5th, 1925, and had served in World War II. That was 92 years ago, but Cadmus didn't look 92 to me.
Then I noticed, right underneath the line stating his age, was another line labeled 'POWERS':
Test Subject 001 has displayed an ability to age slowly. Additionally, there are signs that Test Subject 001 can also read minds, but further testing will need to be done to confirm this.
Ah, I hadn't known what Cadmus Smith's powers were until now, so this was good to know. He aged slowly and could read minds. That explained why he looked the same in this photo as he did today, because he aged so slowly that his appearance probably didn't naturally change all that much over the decades.
But I still didn't understand this document. According to what I had been taught, the first superhumans—including Omega Man and my Dad, Genius—appeared in 1986, but if this document was correct, then the government had been testing on at least ten superhumans in June of 1985, which was the previous year, and possibly even earlier than that.
I reached for the rest of the documents, because I wanted to see who else was in the Project Neo program and how long the Project had been in existence, but then I heard feet shuffling behind me. Then the lights went off.
Without thinking, I whirled around, swinging my fists. Someone was standing behind me, but I heard them dodge my fist, which hit nothing. Then I felt a hand grab my outstretched arm and hurl me forward, using the momentum of my own punch to send me flying.
I crashed flat on my back on the floor, the impact dazing me. Nonetheless, I tried to sit up, but then shadow appeared on my body and held me down against my will.
“What?” I said, struggling against the shadow. “What is this? Who's there?”
“What, did you forget me already?” said a feminine voice above me that I instantly recognized. “Then again, our last meeting was a while ago, so maybe I shouldn't be so surprised that you don't remember me very well.”
I looked up, but the darkness was too thick for me to see. Then a flashlight blinked on and I saw the face of Shade—one of the G-Men and a superhuman herself—looking down at me with a creepy smile, her pale face floating in the darkness seemingly by itself.



Chapter Ten



 
“Now do you remember me?” said Shade. She sounded amused. “Or do you need another reminder?”
“Shade?” I said. I was instantly reminded of our conflict on the roof of my old school in Texas last year. “What are you doing here?”
“Following you, of course,” said Shade. “Not because I'm some kind of stalker or anything, but on official orders from the top.”
“Cadmus?” I said.
“I can neither confirm nor deny that,” said Shade, without meeting my eyes. “But I can say that I am technically not supposed to even show myself to you. I'll probably get in trouble for this … well, unless I take these documents to the Director.”
I noticed that she was now holding the folder I had been looking through, the one with the document about Cadmus Smith and the other test subjects. “Is that why you followed me? So you could get that folder?”
“No,” said Shade, shaking her head. She waved the folder in front of her. “This folder was just a bonus. Like I said, I'm just supposed to follow you and not talk with you or even let you know about my existence.”
“Let me go,” I said. I struggled against her shadow again. “Now.”
“Why should I?” said Shade. “If I did that, then you might take these documents from me and give them to the NHA. And we certainly can't have that, now can we? Then Omega Man and those other losers would have all our secrets.”
“Do you mean that you know what those documents are?” I said.
Shade shrugged. “Not really. The Director has mentioned them before, but we thought they had been destroyed years ago. As you can imagine, finding them is kind of like finding the Holy Grail. I really should thank you for leading me to them, even if you didn't know you were being so helpful.”
I stopped struggling against the shadows, mostly because they seemed unbreakable at the moment. “So you know what the Cavern is, then.”
“The Director told me of this place once,” said Shade. She looked around with a displeased face. “I can see why the government abandoned it. It's so ugly and dirty.”
“Why was it abandoned?” I said. “What connection does Cadmus Smith have with this place?”
“I don't know and I don't care,” said Shade with another shrug. “The Director will be very interested in reading these documents, so I think I will just go and take them to him. He's going to be upset that I'm reporting in early, but once I show him these, he'll probably forget all about it.”
“What are you going to do with me?” I said. “Are you going to kill me?”
“Kill you?” Shade sounded disgusted. “Of course not. The Director's offer to you to join the G-Men is still open. You can't very well accept it if you are dead, now can you? No, I'm just going to leave you here, I think. The shadow will eventually evaporate on its own, so you won't be stuck down here forever, though I can't guarantee you won't get in trouble with the INJ.”
That was somewhat comforting to hear, but not as much as Shade made it out to be. I figured that if Cadmus Smith wanted those documents, then they were very important, so I had to get them from her before she left. If the government didn't want the NHA knowing about these, then that was all the more reason to get them.
I needed to distract Shade long enough for me to free myself, so I said, “Don't leave.”
“Why?” said Shade. “I really don't have the time to stand around and chat, you know.”
“I know, but I have to ask you a question,” I said. “Did you sneak into the House and reprogram our practice robots to try to kill me and one of my friends?”
Shade paused and looked at me in confusion. “What? Someone broke into your base and tried to use your own robots to try to kill you? I didn't know that.”
I cursed under my breath, because I realized I shouldn't have shared that information with her. So I said, “Oh, um, er, that was actually just a hypothetical question. I just didn't phrase it correctly. What I actually meant to ask was would you sneak into the House to reprogram one of our practice robots to try to kill me and one of my friends?”
Even I could sense how fake I sounded. But I didn't stop and think, because I was working hard at breaking through the shadow. I was using my super strength to help me push against it and break through it, but I didn't want Shade noticing that.
“A hypothetical question,” said Shade, sounding completely unconvinced by my save. “Right. You do realize you just revealed some very sensitive information to me, didn't you? What did I tell you about telling your enemies your secrets when you first meet them?”
I could feel the shadow starting to weaken under my effort, but I needed to keep her distracted for just a little while longer to ensure I could escape. “I know, I know, but you still can't prove it actually happened.”
“I don't need to,” said Shade. “I just need to tell the Director what you told me. He's always interested in knowing what you're up to.”
“That sounds creepy,” I said.
“It is,” said Shade, nodding. “But hey, the Director's the boss, not me, so I have to report to him about you no matter how creepy he is.”
“Wait,” I said. “If you've been following me, does that mean you've even watched me while I shower?”
“I can neither confirm nor deny that,” said Shade, though I noticed her pale skin was going slightly red. “Anyway, I need to leave. It was nice—and awkward—talking to you!”
Shade walked toward the exit, but I wasn't about to let her escape. With a roar, I broke out of the shadows, snapping them like rubber. Shade stopped and looked over her shoulder at me as I jumped to my feet.
“What?” said Shade. She scowled. “How do you keep doing that?”
“It doesn't matter,” I said. I held out a hand. “Now give me the folder or else.”
“No,” said Shade. She waved at me and smiled. “Good bye.”
With that, Shade ran out the door. I activated my super speed and zoomed after her, but then I noticed a straight line of shadow at the foot of the door and I tripped over it. I crashed into the wall out in the hallway hard enough to leave an imprint of my body on it, but I recovered quickly and pushed myself out of the imprint just in time to see Shade disappearing around a corner at the end of the hall.
I ran after her, using my super speed to give me a brief boost, but not enough to cause me to lose control and run into another wall. Rounding the corner, I saw her running down the hallway, causing me to shout, “Stop!”
But, of course, she didn't. So I activated my super speed and shot after her. I was just about to grab her arm, the one in which she held the folder, when her body suddenly turned into shadow and I staggered forward. Because I was still going fast, I tumbled head over heel until I collided with yet another wall. This time, however, I got back on my feet in an instant and blocked Shade's path, forcing her to stop before she could go much farther.
“Okay,” I said, panting and sweating. I held out my hand again. “I'm just going to ask nicely one more time: Give me the folder or else.”
To my confusion, Shade smile. “Oh, you're so cute when you're determined. Has any girl ever told you that before?”
I was about to say no, but then Shade melted into the shadow, taking the folder with her, and went under my feet. I turned around to try to go after her, but then shadow tendrils rose from the floor, wrapped around my ankles, and yanked me forward.
I fell to the floor with a crash just as Shadow rose from the shadows, gave me a mocking smile, and then ran down the hall, but she seemed to be moving faster than before, as if the shadows themselves were helping her move.
Gritting my teeth, I jumped to my feet and, instead of running, I flew after her. Just as I was about to grab her, Shade once again turned into shadow, but I was prepared this time. Before the folder could sink into the shadows with her, I snatched it from her hands as I flew through her intangible and zoomed to the other end of the hall, where I landed with ease.
“Hey!” Shade shouted in surprise. “Give that back!”
“Nope,” I said. “And good bye.”
I slammed my fist into the nearby wall as hard as I could. Thick cracks started to run up the side of the wall, going all the way to the ceiling, which caused bits and pieces of cement and rock to start to fall. I caught a glimpse of realization dawning on Shade's features just as the ceiling gave way, sending tons of rock and concrete falling onto the hall between us.
But I didn't stay to see the ceiling collapse completely. I turned and ran down the hall, never looking back. I didn't run at my max speed, but I didn't run at my normal speed, either. I just ran through the winding and twisting halls, with the folder clutched to my chest, hoping to get to the lift that would take me back to the upper levels before Shade caught up with me. If I could just do that, then I'd be home-free.
Soon, I saw the lift at the end of the hall, which spurred me on to run faster. Then, all of a sudden, a shadowy tendril shot out of the ceiling and slapped the folder out of my hands. The folder clattered to the floor, causing me to stop and turn around to grab it, but before I could, a shadow tendril rose from the floor, grabbed the folder, and sank back into the darkness.
“No!” I shouted.
I jumped on the spot where the folder had been, but it was no use. My fingers felt nothing but dirty, ancient concrete. The folder was gone.
Then I heard a giggle above and looked at the ceiling to see Shade's face peering out from the darkness. She mouthed, I win before her face faded into the shadows and was gone from view.
Just as I punched the floor in frustration, I heard the clanging and banging of the lift, which caused me to freeze. I looked over my shoulder just in time for the lift to reach the bottom floor with a loud bang. The lift's door opened, revealing a very angry, very pissed off looking Strike standing right inside it.



Chapter Eleven



 
“Strike?” I said, standing up and looking at the angry superhero. “Um, uh, funny seeing you here. I thought that you were still out fighting Mudslide in Oakland.”
“Beat him within five minutes of arriving there,” said Strike. His tone was cold. “Flew back just in time to learn that Slime took a nap and let you wander around the Cavern without supervision.”
“Listen, Strike, it's not what you think it is,” I said. “I, uh, er, was looking for the bathroom. Yeah, that's it. I needed to use the bathroom, but I wasn't sure what floor it was on, so—”
“Why didn't you ask Slime, then?” said Strike, cutting me off without even the slightest hint of an apology in his tone. “He could have pointed you to the bathroom, which is located on the main floor directly across from the library.”
I opened my mouth to respond, but then Strike held up a hand and said, “But we both know that you weren't looking for the bathroom, don't we?”
“I wasn't up to anything bad,” I said. “I was just doing some, um, exploration.”
“Exploration?” Strike repeated. “What a lame lie. Let me guess, the NHA Leadership Council sent you to spy on us, didn't they?”
I was about to ask how he knew that, but then I realized that that would just confirm his suspicions, so instead I said, “What makes you say that?”
“Because it is so obvious,” said Strike. “Why else would the NHA send you to our base? Why else would you be wandering around in the lowest, darkest levels of the Cavern all by yourself? Plus, the NHA has been looking to take down the INJ for a while and this would be a great opportunity to strike a blow against us in one of our bases.”
I bit my lower lip, trying to keep my temper down so I didn't get into a shouting match or a fight with Strike. “Let's go along with your theory and say that I am, in fact, spying on you. I haven't hurt anyone or stolen any important information that could jeopardize your security. Looks like I'm a pretty poor spy, assuming that that is the case.”
“More like you don't know where to search to find the good stuff,” said Strike. “I'm disappointed in you, Bolt. I thought we could be friends, but if you're just a spy for your leaders, then it's pretty obvious that our friendship was never meant to be.”
Strike sounded so disappointed in me, which bothered me for some reason even though we didn't know each other that well. Maybe it was because he was right and I was basically acting as a spy, but it was for good reason, right?
So I said, “All right, Strike, I guess I am a spy, but not for the reasons you think.”
“What do you mean?” said Strike. “Aren't you looking for weaknesses that the NHA can exploit to take down the INJ?”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I'm here because I'm investigating a possible attack by an INJ agent on my team back on Hero Island.”
Strike folded his arms over his chest and looked at me with a questioning gaze. “What do you mean, an INJ agent attacked your team? That doesn't make sense. The INJ may not like the NHA, but I haven't heard about any INJ agents attacking your team.”
I knew it was probably not wise to share this information with Strike, but I also knew that if I didn't then it was very unlikely that Strike would let me leave the Cavern. I didn't know if the INJ had a prison of their own, but no doubt they'd take me into their custody if I refused to tell them the truth.
“The day after we met in New York, one of my teammates, Blizzard, and I were attacked by our own practice robots in our base,” I said. “Our practice robots are supposed to give us a hard time, make us work for our victories, but these ones went too far and tried to murder us in cold blood.”
“What?” said Strike in surprise. “Why?”
“A woman wearing an INJ badge reprogrammed them,” I explained. “We caught her on our security footage. We couldn't see her face, so we don't know who she is, but we think she might be an agent of your organization who was sent to kill us.”
“Impossible,” said Strike. “She has to be fake. The INJ would never sink to such a low level. That goes against our ethics.”
“Are you sure?” I said. “The badge she wore looked legitimate.”
“I would know if the INJ leadership tried anything like that,” said Strike. “Because I'm the leader of the New Heroes, the Midnight Menace always shares his plans for the INJ with me. And he has never mentioned sending in someone to kill you or your teammates.”
“Are you sure that the Midnight Menace has shared everything with you?” I said. “What if he or someone else in the INJ leadership secretly hired an assassin behind the scenes to take us out without you knowing?”
“He wouldn't do that,” said Strike, though I noticed a hint of doubt in his voice. “The Midnight Menace can be ruthless and sometimes even cruel, but he'd never go that low. Despite his antisocial attitude, he's still a hero at heart.”
“Can you be so sure?” I said. “Isn't he also a bit mysterious?”
“Well, yes, but you still don't have any proof that the INJ is behind that attack,” said Strike. “Perhaps the woman who tried to kill you and your teammate isn't associated with the INJ at all. Maybe she was trying to frame them to set the NHA and the INJ against each other.”
“That's a possibility,” I said. “But I'm not sure. It can't be easy to make a fake INJ badge, can it?”
“Well, I refuse to believe that the Midnight Menace or anyone else in the INJ leadership is evil,” said Strike. “It doesn't make any sense. Someone else must be behind it.”
“I hope so,” I said, “but we can't be sure. Right now, the evidence is pointing toward the conclusion that someone within the INJ tried to kill me and Blizzard.”
Strike ran his hand through his hair and looked disturbed for the first time since I'd known him. “I need to tell the Midnight Menace about. If there's a rogue agent in the organization doing something like this, then he needs to know.”
“Yeah,” I said, feeling relieved that Strike was listening to reason. “We can only get to the bottom of this if we work together. Whatever is going on here, we can figure it out.”
“Then we need to go back up to the main floor,” said Strike. “I have to contact the Midnight Menace and let him know what's going on. Come with me.”
-
I thought things were going to be pretty easy from now on. After all, Strike was going to try to help me figure out who was behind the attack. I was impressed by Strike's desire to help us and it made me rethink my jealousy of him, but not too much because I still didn't like how he and his team seemed far more effective than mine.
But when we reached the main floor and stepped out of the lift, I suddenly realized that things were about to get very bad, very quickly.
Because I saw, standing in the center of the main floor, the Midnight Menace himself, in full black armor, with his hood pulled over his head.
Before today, I had never actually seen the Midnight Menace in person before. But I had checked out his Neo Ranks page before I left New York and saw the picture on his page there. The picture had been kind of blurry and dark, however, because the Midnight Menace was well-known for avoiding public appearances of any sort, often only appearing late at night and never staying still long enough to have a decent picture taken. He was so hard to find that some people even dismissed his existence entirely, even though there was plenty of evidence to suggest that he was just as real as any neohero.
Thus, seeing the actual Midnight Menace in person was like seeing the Loch Ness Monster in real life. He was tall, much taller than me, Strike, or the other New Heroes (who I noticed were sitting around their main table away from him). He wore pitch-black armor that blended in well with his black cape, which made him look like he was walking around in shadow even under the bright lights of the ceiling. He wore a mask that looked almost demonic, not helped by the fact that his eyes were a deep, blood red that made him look like a monster.
No one knew who the Midnight Menace was or even where he came from. Even the true extent of his powers was unknown. His Neo Ranks page had listed his powers as 'unknown.' Some said that he could control and travel through shadows, while others said that he was just an ordinary human being who wore armor and happened to be at the peak of human condition, and still some people didn't believe he was a person at all, but rather the creation of dark magic that just happened to take on a humanoid form.
Not that it mattered who he was or where he came from, because the Midnight Menace looked menacing just the same. He turned to face us, moving as slowly and silently as if he weighed nothing at all.
“Midnight Menace,” said Strike in surprise as the lift closed behind us. “What are you doing here? I didn't know you were coming.”
“And that is just the way I prefer it,” said the Midnight Menace. His voice was soft, but at the same time, I definitely sensed a threat underlying his words.
“Well, I'm glad you're here anyway,” said Strike. He patted me on the shoulder. “Bolt here has something important to share with you, something that may threaten the very existence of the INJ itself.”
“Interestingly enough, I came here to speak with Bolt as well,” said the Midnight Menace.
“You did?” I said. “Great! Well, I was going to—”
“I want you to leave,” said the Midnight Menace, like I hadn't been talking at all. He pointed over my head with one clawed gauntlet at the lift doors behind us. “Now.”
I blinked. “What?”
“I know what you are,” said the Midnight Menace. His eyes glowed. “A spy. You were snooping around in the bottom floor of the Cavern and even caused some damage to its structure.”
“How did you know that?” I said. “Were you down there, too?”
“I know everything that goes on in this place,” said the Midnight Menace. “And I know that you were sent by Omega Man and the others to learn our secrets and harm us from the inside.”
“Um, Midnight Menace, sir, Bolt is not here to cause any trouble,” said Strike. “He's actually investigating—”
“I do not care what he claims to be investigating,” said the Midnight Menace. “What I care is what he did. And he broke a portion of the ceiling in the bottom floor, which could have caused the entire Cavern to collapse if he had hit the right spot.”
“It was because I was fighting Shade,” I protested. “She's a G-Man. I found some old Project Neo documents and I was trying to keep her from following me and taking the documents away from me, so I broke the ceiling to block off the path.”
“The G-Men were in the Cavern?” said the Midnight Menace. “Where is your proof?”
I suddenly realized that I had none. I looked to Strike to back me up, but Strike was now looking at me with confusion and even a little distrust and I remembered that I hadn't told him about Shade.
“Bolt never mentioned fighting a G-Man agent down there,” said Strike. “Is there a reason for that, Bolt?”
“Because I didn't think to mention her,” I said. I looked at the Midnight Menace again. “Look, Midnight Menace, sir, I didn't mean to cause any damage. I wasn't trying to hurt anyone.”
“You mean it never occurred to you that your actions might cause the entire Cavern to collapse?” said the Midnight Menace. “That was on the lowest floor, after all. Imagine what might have happened if the ceiling had completely collapsed. Everyone in the Cavern would be dead right now, including yourself.”
I hadn't realized that, but the Midnight Menace had a point. Still, I said, “So what? It didn't collapse. We're all still alive.”
“What irreverence,” said the Midnight Menace with a snort. “Don't you care for the lives of others? Or are you just thinking about yourself?”
“I was just—”
“No more excuses,” said the Midnight Menace. “I know exactly what you were trying to do.”
“But sir, you aren't listening to him,” Strike protested. “He said that someone wearing an INJ badge tried to kill him and one of his teammates. He just came here to see if he could find out if we knew anything about her.”
“And did he give any proof of that claim or was it just a story he made up to avoid getting into trouble?” the Midnight Menace said.
Strike went silent, as did I, because we both realized that I hadn't actually provided any proof or even just evidence to back up any of my claims. I felt a little embarrassed about it, to be honest.
“Strike, I expected better of you,” said the Midnight Menace. “You are supposed to be highly intelligent and skeptical, which is why I put you in charge of the New Heroes. Should I revoke your leadership position for your gullibility that nearly led to the deaths of your team?”
“Please don't, sir,” said Strike in a pleading voice. “I was just … it was a mistake on my part. I'm sorry.”
I couldn't stand seeing Strike being berated like that, so I said, “It's not his fault. I didn't force him to do anything.”
“Correct,” said the Midnight Menace. “But someone did forget to keep an eye on you while you were here, preferring instead to take a nap instead of making sure that you didn't get into trouble.”
I noticed Slime sitting at the table, but he seemed to be trying to shrink himself, like he was trying to avoid being seen by becoming as small as possible. The Midnight Menace didn't actually look at him, but I had a feeling he was well aware of Slime anyway.
“So what are you going to do to me?” I said. “Are you going to take me and throw me into your dungeons or wherever you keep your enemies?”
The Midnight Menace laughed. It was an odd barking sound that sent shivers up my spine. “Of course not. I am well aware of your strength. You'd likely break out of any prison we put you into.”
“Then what are you going to do with me?” I said. “Kill me?”
“Kill you? My, you have a sense of humor, don't you?” said the Midnight Menace. “No, we're just going to send you back to Hero Island in New York.”
I blinked. “What? Really?”
“Really,” said the Midnight Menace. “You can go back to your team and resume leading them, which, if I am not mistaken, is your job.”
“You aren't even going to try to hold me hostage?” I said.
“Hostage? Why would I do that?” said the Midnight Menace. “If I held you hostage, the NHA would see that as a declaration of war, and war is the last thing I want to occur between our two organizations. No, you can go home as safely as you came.”
I sighed in relief. I had been willing to fight the Midnight Menace, but I wasn't so sure I could beat him even with my super strength. I didn't know exactly what powers he had, but he was one of the most experienced neoheroes around and could probably knock me around like nothing if he wanted.
“Thank you, Midnight Menace,” I said. “I guess I'll be going now. Don't want to overstay my welcome, after all.”
Before I could take even one step back into the lift, however, the Midnight Menace was in front of me. I hadn't heard or seen him move. It was like he was in the center of the room one moment and then in front of me the next. He towered over me, seeming even taller than usual, forcing me to crane my neck to look up at his glowing red eyes.
“When did I say you could leave right away?” said the Midnight Menace. “I have a message I would like for you to deliver to Omega Man and the other members of the NHA Leadership Council before you leave.”
I gulped. “Um, okay. What is it?”
“Tell them that I know what they are doing even better than they do and that if they try anything like this again before the Summit, it will mean war,” said the Midnight Menace. “Understood?”
“Yes, sir,” I said, nodding quickly. “I'll make sure to tell them all that as soon as I get back home to New York.”
“Good,” said the Midnight Menace. Then he paused and added, “You are the son of Genius, yes?”
“Yes,” I said. “Why?”
“I have a message for him, too,” said the Midnight Menace. “Tell your father that I hope to see him at the Summit. It has been a while since I last saw him and I would like to see how he is doing.”
Surprised at the Midnight Menace's sudden change in tone, I nonetheless said, “Uh, sure. I'll mention it to my dad next time I talk with him.”
“Excellent,” said the Midnight Menace. He looked at Strike. “Strike, take him up to the hanger and have Horace fly him back to New York. After you do that, I want you to come back here without delay. We have much to discuss.”
The Midnight Menace's tone was hardly the most encouraging or uplifting, and based on Strike's own worried appearance, I could tell that he was thinking the same thing I was.
But Strike said, “Yes, sir,” and then turned and walked back over to the lift. I followed him without looking back at the Midnight Menace, mostly because I feared that if I looked back at him, then he might change his mind and take me prisoner against my will.



Chapter Twelve



 
I stood in the Leadership Council's meeting chamber, having just finished telling the Council what happened to me back in California. It had taken me about two hours to explain everything I'd done and was lengthy mostly because of the questions they asked me whenever I was unclear on a spot.
Now all seven of the Council members were silent. I could tell that they were all thinking about what I just told them. I had told them everything, including my conflict with Shade, as well as the Midnight Menace's final message, although I didn't tell them about the Midnight Menace's message to Dad, because that was for him and not for them.
“Interesting,” said Omega Man after a while. He stroked his large chin in thought. “So the INJ might not be behind that mysterious woman's attack at all.”
“I wouldn't be so quick to say that,” said Lady Amazon. “Just because the Midnight Menace denied INJ involvement doesn't mean that they weren't behind it. I think it likely that he was upset that we were onto whatever the INJ is trying to do. He only sent back Bolt because he didn't want to confirm our suspicions of the woman's connection to his organization.”
“Looks like it didn't work out, based on your response,” Mr. Miner observed. “But yeah, I agree. From what Bolt said, it sounds like the Midnight Menace didn't really talk with him so much as he scolded him. We still don't know for sure if that woman was a member of the INJ or not.”
“Did the Midnight Menace indicate whether the INJ would still be attending the Summit?” Omega Man asked me.
I shrugged. “He didn't say it wasn't. He just told me that message I just gave you. That's all he said about the Summit, so I guess he's going to be there.”
“Speaking of the Summit, I find it illogical that the INJ would attempt to attack us right before it,” said Mecha Knight. “I am not denying that the woman is part of the organization, but it seems odd that they would choose this moment to attack us.”
“Whoever said the INJ was logical?” said Lady Amazon with a snort. “Those fools act solely on instinct half the time. The Midnight Menace has never been a very logical man anyway. Always behaving in an unnecessarily mysterious way just to make himself seem cooler than us.”
“Agreed, but even the INJ still operates by some reason,” said Mecha Knight. “So I consider it a mark against the idea that they sent one of their agents to harm some of our kids.”
“I consider it irrelevant to the whole issue,” said Lady Amazon. She raised her fist. “When I see the Midnight Menace at the Summit, I will be more than happy to introduce his face to my fist.”
“Lady,” said Omega Man in a warning voice. “The Summit is supposed to be a place where neoheroes from all over can come together in peace. That means no punching out anyone, at least not unless they're punching you out first.”
Lady Amazon pouted like a child, while High Fly stretched his arms and legs and said, “I dunno. I've never trusted that Midnight Menace guy. He's probably hiding something; I mean, apart from his secret identity, powers, origins, and everything else about him. Can't say I liked the way he treated Bolt, either.”
“Well, he didn't harm me,” I said, patting my suit to show. “I'm completely unharmed.”
“But he treated you like a saboteur,” said High Fly. “You know, like you were trying to kill people. That's a pretty serious accusation to make against a seventeen-year-old kid, if you ask me.”
“High Fly is correct,” said Omega Man. “Nonetheless, we will not retaliate. We still do not have the facts necessary to know for sure whether the INJ was involved in this attack or if this was maybe a set-up by someone else.”
“Who else could possibly have set this up?” said Lady Amazon. “The G-Men?”
“I doubt it,” said Omega Man. He looked down at me from his chair. “You said that Shade, one of the G-Men, told you that they didn't even know about the attack, yes?”
“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “Shade told me that the G-Men weren't involved. The only reason she was in the Cavern is because she was following me, not because she was trying to kill me or anything.”
“Can't help but be a mite suspicious about that, considering how sneaky those G-Men bastards are,” said Mr. Miner. “But I agree with Omega Man. Without any facts, it's kind of hard to do anything, even though I don't trust the INJ much myself.”
“Do you think we should postpone the Summit until we can find out who is behind this?” said Beyond Man. “After all, the mysterious woman is clearly still active and free. Who is to say that she won't try to do something similar again, maybe even at the Summit itself?”
“Postponing the Summit would be useless,” Omega Man said. “Especially if it turns out that the INJ is not behind the attack. If we postpone it now for safety reasons, that will make the INJ hate us even more because they will believe we do not trust them.”
“But we don't,” said Lady Amazon. “At least not that much.”
“True, but the point of the Summit is to try to strengthen relations between the NHA and the INJ,” said Omega Man. “But we cannot do that if we cancel the Summit because of our own suspicions toward the INJ that may be unfounded.”
Lady Amazon didn't argue the point, but she still didn't look pleased about it. “So what should we do, then? Just go on and pretend like nothing bad happened?”
“No,” said Omega Man, shaking his head. “We will discuss what we should do later.” He looked at me again. “Bolt, you may leave and return to the House and tell the other Young Neos what you've found. The rest of the Council and I will be discussing your report in private.”
I nodded, feeling thankful that the Council was letting me go. “Yes, sir.”
With that, I flew up through the open ceiling and back to the House. The roof of the Council's chamber closed as I left, but I didn't mind, because I was more interested in seeing my team again than learning what the Council was going to do about what I told them.
A few minutes later, I landed in front of the House's entrance and walked up to the front doors, which opened without me even having to do anything. I entered the House's entry hall and said, “Hey, everyone! I'm back!”
“Welcome back, Bolt!” Carl's enthusiastic voice shouted. “How was California? Did you get to enjoy the beach?”
“Nah,” I said, shaking my head. “I didn't get to go to the beach. I actually spent most of my time underground. Where's everyone else?”
“Well, Shell is checking on the other robots and machines in the Training Room to make sure that none of them were reprogrammed by that woman, while Treehugger is in the garden picking some apples from the trees,” said Carl. “Stinger is shouting at some gamer on YouTube for not playing a game right and Talon is in her room doing her claws.”
“What about Blizzard?” I said as I walked past the statues of the Leadership Council that lined both sides of the entry hall. “How is she?”
“She's awake,” said Carl. “But she isn't doing so hot. She's still resting in the bed and probably won't be able to do much for a while.”
“Do you think she'll recover, at least?” I said.
“Of course she will!” Carl said. “She has nothing but the best medical care that the House can give her. Trust me, she has nothing to worry about.”
I nodded again, but said, “I want to go see her anyway. I want to talk with her about some things.”
“Do you want me to call the rest of the team to the medical station, too?” said Carl.
I shook my head. “No, but tell them to be in the Meeting Room in an hour. I want to speak with Blizzard in private for the moment.”
“Sure thing, boss!” Carl said. “Talk to you later!”
It took me only a few minutes to reach the medical station. There I found Blizzard just as Carl said; lying in her bed, looking weak and tired, but still alive and still breathing, thankfully.
When I entered, she raised her head to see me and said, “Bolt? Is that you?”
I nodded as I walked over to her bed. “Yes. I just got back from California. How do you feel?”
Blizzard just groaned. “Not that good. I lost control of my ice powers again. Carl said I would have froze to death if you hadn't knocked me out.”
“Looks like I did the right thing, then,” I said as I stopped by her bed and looked down at her. “Did you hear what Mecha Knight said about you earlier?”
Blizzard nodded sadly. “Carl told me when I woke up. Told me about how, if I lost control again, Mecha Knight would kick me off the team.”
Blizzard sounded heartbroken about that. She wasn't even looking at me. She was looking to the right, away from me, and sounded close to tears.
“I know,” I said. “But I hope you won't let that affect you. You just need to rest and take it easy, not worry about what may or may not happen in the future.”
“Easy for you to say,” said Blizzard. “You've never lost control of your powers.”
“Well, actually, I did,” I said. “I punched a guy through a wall without meaning to once. He didn't like that.”
“But you have much better control over them now,” said Blizzard. She looked at her hands in disgust. “I don't even know what that thing was. It was like I just lost consciousness. I don't even remember it much. I just remember feeling cold and angry.”
“Yeah, I was wondering what that was back there,” I said. “I've never seen something like that. Your eyes were glowing like there was a light show going on in your head.”
“I'm not sure,” said Blizzard. She hit her bed in frustration. “It could have been anything. Maybe there's a monster deep down within me that just wants to freeze everything and turn the whole world into a winter wasteland.”
“Whatever it is, I'm sure you can control it,” I said. “If you want, you can stay off field missions for now. You can just stay here in the House and train as much as you want until you get control over your powers. That way, if you do lose control, you won't hurt many people, if anyone at all.”
“Are you saying I should just be a burden to the team?” said Blizzard, looking at me in shock. “I want to contribute. I don't want to stay here in the House sitting around uselessly while you guys go out and fight actual villains.”
“You're not going to be a burden,” I said. “It's just a temporary measure until you gain control over your powers. Besides, you can keep Carl company. You know how lonely he gets whenever we're out fighting bad guys.”
Blizzard grimaced. “But what if the others look down on me for it? I just don't want to look so weak. No one else is suffering from this kind of problem and no one else is at risk of being booted off the team if they lose control of their powers.”
“No one will think you look weak,” I said. “We understand. Everyone knows about your problem. And it isn't really your fault, anyway. It was that woman who reprogrammed the robots to kill us. The stress of the attack probably just stressed you out.”
“Did you find out anything about her when you went to the New Heroes' base?” said Blizzard.
I shook my head. “No. The New Heroes denied knowing anything about her. So did the Midnight Menace, who I got to speak to when I went there.”
“Do you think they were lying?” said Blizzard. “Carl showed me the footage of the woman reprogramming the robots. I saw the INJ badge on her shoulder. There's no way she isn't associated with the INJ.”
“I thought the same thing, but now I am not so sure,” I said. “I think there might be someone trying to play the NHA and the INJ against each other. I don't know who or why, but it would explain a lot.”
“Maybe,” said Blizzard, “but either way, that means that there is someone out there who wants to kill us. And they somehow got into the House without even Carl noticing. What if they come back and decide to skip the robots and just kill us in our sleep?”
“Hey, don't worry,” I said. “Carl is probably going to double down on security to make sure that no one who isn't allowed to be in here get past him. Besides, now that we know she was here, it will be much harder for her to get inside and try to get us again.”
“I guess,” said Blizzard, “but I still feel so vulnerable.”
“Don't,” I said. “We're perfectly safe here. I don't know for sure what is or is not going on, but we'll get to the bottom of it one way or another, at least before the Summit.”
Although Blizzard nodded, I could tell that she didn't really believe me. She was so caught up in her own worries and feelings of inadequacy that she probably couldn't see the upside of things no matter what. And I could understand that. There was obviously something deeper going on that neither of us were aware of, but we had only bits and pieces of it that just didn't seem to go together and it might just kill us before we figured it out.
So I said, “Well, that's all I wanted to talk to you about. I'm going to go and tell the others what I learned in California. You should just rest for now.”
“Okay,” said Blizzard, her tone still depressed. “I guess I'll stay here. At least if I'm resting, I won't risk losing control of my powers and killing everyone.”
I didn't know what to say to that. I just turned around and left, feeling more determined than ever to find out who that woman was and where she was.
Because one way or another, I was not going to let the lives of any of my teammates be put in unnecessary danger in our own base ever again.



Chapter Thirteen



 
An hour later in the Meeting Room, I told the others everything that happened in the Cavern. Though everything I told them was shocking, the one thing that got the most reaction out of everyone was the fact that I actually met the Midnight Menace. They acted like I had seen Bigfoot, but they were interested in the other things I told them about, especially the secret room I found in the bottom floor and my clash with Shade over the Project Neo documents.
None of them seemed to believe me when I told them that the Midnight Menace and Strike denied knowing anything about the mysterious woman. Talon even went as far as to claim that they had lied to me and were obviously planning to kill us again. Even Treehugger, as understanding and trusting of others as she usually was, didn't seem convinced that they were telling the truth. I wasn't sure what to believe myself and I didn't tell them what to believe, because at this point it seemed like anything was possible until we got more facts.
Because there wasn't much else to discuss or do until the Leadership Council came to a decision about what should be done, I ended our meeting early and we all went back to doing the things we were doing before. I, however, went back to my room, mostly because I needed to talk with Dad alone.
When I returned to my room, I locked the door, sat down on my bed, and called Dad on my suit-up watch. I hoped he was available and was pleased when Dad's face appeared on my watch's screen.
“Kevin!” said Dad. “How are you? We haven't spoken in a while. What's been going on in Hero Island? Sudden influx of supervillains in New York that requires your attention?”
I quickly explained to Dad everything that had happened recently, starting with the reprogrammed killer robots and ending with my meeting with the Midnight Menace in the Cavern. Dad listened patiently, but I could tell that the entire situation bothered him greatly. Not shocking, given that I was bothered as well.
“This isn't good,” said Dad when I finished. “I'm glad to hear that your teammate is recovering, but I find the idea that someone from the INJ tried to kill you and your friend to be horrendous.”
“They might not be from the INJ,” I said, though I recognized how feeble my protest sounded. “Could be a set-up.”
“I would like to agree with you, but sadly, this type of behavior from the INJ wouldn't surprise me,” said Dad. “An organization's tone and behavior is set by the top and the Midnight Menace is at the very top of the INJ, having founded it after he quit the NHA.”
“Are you telling me that the Midnight Menace sometimes tries to kill people like this?” I said in shock. “Like an assassin?”
“As far as I know, he hasn't actually tried to assassinate anyone in the NHA before,” said Dad. He frowned. “But I remember when he first joined the NHA, how many of his own enemies kept mysteriously either dying or being tortured into insanity. He never denied or confirmed that he had anything to do with the gruesome fates of his enemies in his hometown, but the rest of us always knew even if we could never prove it.”
“What?” I said. “If you suspected the Midnight Menace of murdering and torturing people, then why was he on the NHA in the first place?”
Dad looked down and sighed. “Because we wanted to keep an eye on him. You see, I knew the Midnight Menace before he joined the team.”
“You mean you know his secret identity?” I said.
Dad shook his head. “No. He never trusted me that much. But every now and then we'd work together to take down a supervillain, since our paths tended to cross more often than not due to the fact that we operated in the same general area. I recruited him into the NHA because I hoped that exposure to the others would tame him a bit. You know, positive peer pressure.”
“Did it work?” I said.
Dad laughed. “Nope. From day one, his brutal methods made him clash with the others. Omega Man in particular disagreed with the complete and utter lack of mercy he showed toward criminals and supervillains. The Midnight Menace even challenged Omega Man to a duel, but I managed to stop them before they could wreck half of New York.”
“Is that why he left the NHA?” I said. “Because everyone disagreed with his methods and didn't like him?”
“Actually, no, that wasn't it,” said Dad, “though it probably played a part. The real reason was more complicated. And I have to admit, I can't help but wonder sometimes if he had a point.”
“What was the real reason he quit?” I said. I felt a chill run up my spine. “Was it because of Vision?”
“No, Vision had nothing to do with it,” said Dad. “It happened early on in the history of the NHA, shortly after Mr. Miner created Hero Island and the organization established itself as a real force for justice in the world. The NHA had about fifty members at the time but was growing fast and starting to attract the attention of the federal government in a serious way.”
“What do you mean?” I said.
“I mean that the federal government was starting to consider us a potential threat,” said Dad. “Think about it. We were a team of fifty or so human beings with powers far beyond anything even the largest government in the world can dream of. We were not under the authority of the federal government or any other government on the planet. We were essentially an NGO, but unlike other NGOs, there was really no limit to what we could do with our power. If we wanted, we could either destroy the world or conquer it.”
“Did the government try to shut you down?” I said.
“No, but we were aware that they might,” said Dad. “It didn't help that a lot of people were still distrustful of superhumans at the time, so Omega Man decided to make Hero Island part of US territory. That meant that US laws, regulations, taxes, and so on all applied to our island, though there were a few exceptions made due to the unusual status of the place.”
“Why did Omega Man do that?”
“To calm down the fears of both the people and the government that we were planning to take over the country,” said Dad. “By agreeing to follow the law and pay taxes, Omega Man hoped to improve the image of not just the NHA, but the superhuman community in general in the eyes of the population. After all, if we paid taxes like everyone else, then that meant we recognized the legitimacy of the government and were not going to overthrow it or control it for our own personal gain.”
“I get it,” I said. “So what was the problem?”
“The problem was that it was a very controversial move at the time,” said Dad. “About half of the NHA disagreed. They feared that it would lead to the NHA becoming essentially another government program or department, because they feared that the federal government would increase its overreach and power over the organization if we paid taxes to it, making it impossible to fight supervillains effectively. They thought the NHA would become just another version of the G-Men and that its members would become dogs of the government, even though the NHA hadn't actually ceded authority to the feds over its internal laws and organization and still hasn't.”
“So what happened?” I said.
“There was a split,” said Dad. “Half of the organization, led by the Midnight Menace, quit the NHA and went to California to make their own independent team of neoheroes that paid no taxes and was beholden to no government in the world. Omega Man tried to convince them to stay, but they wouldn't listen.”
“What did the government try to do?” I said. “Did they try to force the INJ to pay taxes like the NHA?”
“No,” said Dad, “though there are a lot of people in the government who would like that. See, the INJ has kept the location of its base a secret, because if it was found, then the government would likely attempt to seize it and tell the INJ that they have to pay taxes if they wish to continue to operate on US soil.”
“Does that make the INJ a criminal organization in the eyes of the government, then?” I said.
“Perhaps,” said Dad. “I'm not sure. The law is murky there and I'm no lawyer. All I know is that the INJ is hostile to the G-Men and the NHA and is incredibly secretive as a result. That's what makes the upcoming Summit so interesting, actually, because it will be the first time that the INJ has agreed to meet with the NHA on peaceful terms like this.”
I nodded, but then remembered something. “Oh, Dad, I just remembered. The Midnight Menace told me to give you a message before I left the Cavern.”
“A message? For me?” said Dad. “What is it?”
“He said he wanted to see you at the Summit,” I said. “He said that it has been a while since he saw you and he wanted to see you again.”
Dad's face became as unreadable as stone. “Really? He sad he wanted to see me again?”
“Yeah,” I said.
“Is that all he said?”
“Yes,” I said. “Does that mean you're going to be at the Summit?”
I wished I could read Dad's expression, because even without his helmet, he could mask his thoughts very well.
“Maybe,” said Dad finally. “It has been a while since I last saw many of my old friends. But like I said, your mother's and my anniversary is on that day, so it's unlikely that I will be there.”
“Okay,” I said. “But if you do come, I'd like to introduce you to the team. I'm sure they'd like to meet you.”
“Sounds great,” said Dad. “By the way, have you called Malcolm or Tara yet? Spoken to either of them at all?”
My face felt hot as I said, “Um, well, no. I've just been so busy over the past week or so, what with fighting killer robots and exploring abandoned government facilities, that I just haven't found the time to do that yet.”
“I see,” said Dad, which was Dad's way of saying I don't believe that excuse. “Well, I can't make you do anything, but I know from experience that you can't ignore friendships for too long if you want them to last. Friendships are like roses; if you ignore them for too long, they'll eventually decay and die.”
“That doesn't sound like something you'd say, Dad,” I said. “That was almost poetry.”
Dad shrugged. “How do you think I won your mother's heart? Anyway, that's just some food for thought. I need to get back to work now, so we can talk again tomorrow sometime. Keep me updated about the things we talked about today.”
“Sure,” I said.
The screen on my suit-up watch went blank, but I continued to stare at it anyway, because now I had to call Malcolm and Tara whether I wanted to or not. Dad's words were stuck in my mind like gum on the heel of a shoe. I didn't even have a very good excuse for putting it off, because I had nothing else planned for the rest of the day, no other obligations that might realistically take precedence over a phone call with a couple of friends.
Hoping that they weren't too angry, I decided to call Malcolm first. I was closer to him than I was to Tara, so I figured that he would be the least annoyed with me of the two for not calling them right away. He might even be really excited if I told him about some of my recent adventures, so excited he might forget about how annoyed he was that I hadn't called him as soon as I could.
So I pulled up Malcolm's number and called him on my suit-up watch. It rang for a few seconds and almost made me believe that maybe he wasn't available, at least until I heard a click and Malcolm's voice came from my watch saying, “Hello?”
“Hey, Mal,” I said. “It's me, Kevin. Long time, no talk, eh?”
There was silence on the other end for a moment before Malcolm said, “Hey, Kev, what's up?”
Uh oh. I could tell he wasn't his usual upbeat self. I wasn't sure if that was because I hadn't talked to him in a while or if maybe there was something else going on in his life that made him sound less-than-happy to hear from me. I decided to go with the latter for now.
“Oh, not much,” I said. “Life here in New York has been pretty good, all things considered. How's Silvers?”
“Okay,” said Malcolm. “Not much is going on. Robert's been more aggressive than usual lately, though, probably because you aren't around anymore. He hasn't bullied me or Tara, but he keeps looking at us like he's wondering if he can bully us without you knowing.”
“Good to hear,” I said. “If Robert ever comes after you, you know where to call me.”
“Yeah,” said Malcolm. He still didn't sound happy. “Listen, man, can we talk later? I'm in the middle of something and don't have much time to talk.”
“Oh, sure, sure,” I said. “I'll call you again later, all right?”
“Okay,” said Malcolm again. “Bye.”
Another click and Malcolm's voice was silent. I stared at the screen again, feeling strange. Malcolm hadn't been hostile toward me, but neither had he seemed really eager to talk to me. And saying that he was too busy to talk … that was an obvious excuse to avoid talking with me.
But what was I supposed to do? I had expected this, but that didn't make it any easier to take. I doubted this was the end of our friendship, but it did make me think that our friendship wasn't going to be exactly the same from here on out. I wasn't sure what it would be like, though. I just knew I wasn't going to like it.
To take my mind off that call, I pulled up Tara's number and called her. Unlike Malcolm, her phone rang only once before she picked up and said, “Hi, Kevin! It's been a while since we last talked. How are you?”
What? Why did Tara suddenly sound so happy to see me? I knew we were friends, but she was usually pretty disinterested in everything. Maybe she was in a good mood today or something.
“I'm doing fine,” I said. “How about you?”
“Great,” said Tara. “I've just been accepted into the university I applied for. So I'm going to college this fall to study neurology and neogenetics, which is the branch of science that deals with neohero genetics.”
“Really?” I said. “Congratulations.”
“Thanks!” said Tara. “I can't wait. I've always been interested in the human brain and I cannot wait to get a chance to study it in-depth and learn how to fix people suffering from mental illness.”
“Huh,” I said. “I didn't know you were so interested in neurology, Tara. Where did this interest come from?”
“Oh, it's just something I've been learning about for a while,” said Tara. “But part of it came because I want to help superhumans.”
“Help?” I said. “What do you mean? I thought you hated them.”
“Yeah, I don't like them much, but I'm starting to think that maybe I've been too dismissive of them,” said Tara. “They may be attention-seeking idiots who never take responsibility for their actions or pay for the damage caused by their fights with other superhumans, but I'm starting to think that there might be a way to cure that.”
I froze. “Cure? What do you mean?”
“Well, the dominant theory about the origin of superhuman powers at the moment is that they are genetic,” said Tara. “Currently, most scientists believe there is something in the brain that activates these powers. No one has been able to pinpoint what part of the brain actually causes these powers or whether it is a combination of different parts of the brain acting together or whatever, but a lot of recent tests and studies seem to point in that direction. Like Barnabas Sagan, who lost his mind powers when his assistant shot him through the brain.”
I looked down at my hands. “So you think that you might be able to cure them somehow?”
“Yeah,” said Tara. “I've noticed that a lot of superhumans tend to have pretty bad lives and tend to be pretty unhappy even if they're saving the world. There are a lot who just want to be normal. If I could figure out what causes the powers to manifest, we might be able to remove that part or at least turn it off.”
“Is that even possible?” I said.
“Not right now, but there are a lot of things that we have nowadays that science deemed impossible even a decade ago,” said Tara. “I could be the Einstein of neogenetics.”
Tara sounded genuinely excited about this, which was pretty much completely unlike her, because I had never known her to be excited about anything. It was better than her being her usual rude and dismissive self, but this entire subject made me feel uncomfortable anyway.
“I guess anything is possible,” I said, “but are you sure this is the right thing to do?”
“What do you mean?” said Tara.
“I mean, a lot of superhumans like their powers,” I said. “What if they don't want to give them up?”
“I would never force anyone to give up their powers, assuming I discover what causes them,” said Tara. “It would just be a choice open to those who do want it. Just like other some people can get plastic surgery but no one is forced to.”
“What if that knowledge falls into the wrong hands?” I said. “I could see the government wanting to get their hands on that information.”
“The government wouldn't be able to put it to use because they wouldn't be able to force anyone to do it,” said Tara. “Do you honestly think anyone in this country, which is pretty pro-neohero, would ever support a superhuman eugenics program?”
“Well—”
“Even if there are people who want it, does that mean that we should ignore science?” said Tara. “I want to find the truth, even if that means poking into areas that might make us uncomfortable or have negative consequences. The truth is more important than anything else to me.”
“Well, yeah, I agree, but sometimes you have to be careful about what truth you find,” I said. “Knowledge can be dangerous, after all, especially in the wrong hands.”
“Thanks for the concern, Kevin, but you really are worrying about nothing,” said Tara. “Why do you even care, anyway? You're just a normal person. You don't have any superpowers of your own.”
I had almost forgotten that Tara didn't know my secret identity as Bolt, so I quickly said, “Oh, right, but just because it doesn't affect me directly doesn't mean I should support it. I think that neoheroes play an important role in defending our society and I don't think we should even give them a choice to get rid of those powers. It would be too dangerous.”
“I forgot,” said Tara in annoyance. “You and Malcolm are big supporters of neoheroes. Maybe I shouldn't have brought this up.”
“No, no, it's fine,” I said. “I'm glad that you got accepted to the college that you want to go to. I just wanted to make sure you were thinking about the implications of what you want to do.”
“I know what the implications are,” said Tara. “I know that I will help a lot of people with this research, if I find out what I'm looking for. And that's worth whatever other consequences that might result from my research.”
Tara spoke very passionately about this, far more passionately than she ever spoke about anything else I had ever talked with her about. I wondered if there was something more personal behind this, but I hesitated to ask about it now, because it might bring back memories that Tara didn't want to deal with or focus on.
So I said, “All right, Tara. I guess we'll just have to agree to disagree on this.”
“Sure,” said Tara. “We're still friends, right?”
“Of course,” I said.
“Good,” said Tara. “Well, I have to go now, Kevin, because my mother is taking me out to my favorite restaurant to celebrate my acceptance. We can talk some more later, okay?”
“Okay,” I said. “Bye.”
“Bye,” said Tara.
One click later and Tara's voice was silent. But I didn't take my eyes off my suit-up watch. I just stared at its blank screen, thinking about what Tara had told me.
Assuming Tara or someone else ever did figure out a way to 'turn off' a superhuman's powers, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that I would never agree to do it. I liked my powers too much to even consider doing away with them. They sometimes caused me problems, but overall I liked them and would never give them up no matter what.
But what about other neoheroes? Based on my (admittedly limited) experience with the rest of the community, most neoheroes seemed to like their powers well enough. Even those who complained about their powers still liked them. They just had a different way of expressing it than others.
On the other hand, Blizzard seemed depressed by her inability to control her powers. I wondered how she would react if I told her about this. Maybe she would be eager to support that kind of research. After all, if she didn't have her powers, then she would never have to worry about losing control over them again.
How many other neoheroes shared Blizzard's opinion on this matter? I didn't know. I suspected it wasn't very high, but maybe that was just because the idea of using science to 'fix' neoheroes wasn't very far or advanced or well-known yet. If Tara or someone else succeeded in figuring out how to bring that process to market, how many superhumans would line up to take it?
I had no idea. Nor did I want to think about it. I just laid down on my bed, deciding that I was going to take a nap for now. When I got up, I'd probably start to work on the homework my tutor had laid out for me, even though I wasn't looking forward to it. I was too tired to do it right away, however, which is why I was going to take a nap.



Chapter Fourteen



 
The next few days were pretty peaceful all around. Mecha Knight had no supervillains or crimes for us to stop, so for the first time in a while we had some time to do what we wanted. Mecha Knight told us that he wanted us to rest up so that we would be ready for the Summit, which was next week. It was important that we get ready for the Summit because neoheroes from all over the world were going to be there and we needed to make sure that the House and Hero Island were ready.
But we didn't really get to rest, at least not as much as we liked. Mecha Knight split up the team into three teams of two, giving us each specific tasks we were supposed to do to prepare Hero Island for the arrival of so many other superhumans from around the world. I suspected that the real reason that Mecha Knight didn't send us to fight any supervillains had less to do with a lack of them and more to do with the fact that the NHA was in desperate need of some last minute help before the Summit.
Regardless, we had to go along with it. Blizzard and I were paired together and given the task of cleaning the roof of the Neohero Alliance Museum, which was located on the south end of the island near the port where visitors and tourists arrived to go on tours around the Island.
It seemed like a fairly simple task, so simple that I wondered why they didn't just hire more janitors to do it. I knew that the NHA had an entire army of janitors and cleaning people whose entire job was to go around Hero Island's various buildings and facilities making sure that everything was clean and in working order. I guessed that with the Summit coming up, the Council wanted Hero Island to look absolutely spotless and so were getting everyone to help. I even saw a few of the older NHA members, such as Black Blur, helping around the Island, despite this not being part of their responsibilities.
And I guessed that another reason why they were having me and Blizzard do some work was to keep an eye on Blizzard. No one had said that Blizzard couldn't leave Hero Island or go on a mission to fight supervillains, but it seemed to me like the Council was trying to keep her where they could easily keep an eye on her. That made sense, seeing as Blizzard still didn't have very good control over her powers. It would be better for her to lose control of her powers here, where there weren't many people, than for her to lose control in the middle of a place like New York City or some other large city where she could potentially kill hundreds if not thousands of people.
So we were given some mops, brooms, buckets of water, and other cleaning tools and told to sweep up and clean the dirt on the roof, as well as get rid of any bird nests, water puddles, and anything else that dirtied the Museum's roof. It seemed strange to me that we were having to clean the Museum's roof, because few people who didn't work at the Museum rarely went up here, but Mecha Knight had made it very clean that everything needed to be perfect for the Summit.
And hey, I wasn't complaining. The weather was nice today, or at least as nice as it could get in New York. The sun was out and the wind wasn't too cold or windy. While Blizzard mopped her part of the roof, I swept the other, but I kept an eye on Blizzard anyway just to make sure that she was okay. She actually seemed happy now, probably because mopping the Museum's roof didn't involve her powers, which meant that her risk of losing control and hurting other people was very low.
At least I thought she was happy until she said, “Bolt, have you heard anything about that woman recently?”
I stopped sweeping away some leaves and bird feathers to look at Blizzard, though she was focused on mopping the dirt off the Museum's roof. “No, have you?”
“No,” said Blizzard. “And Carl hasn't, either. It seems like she's gone, but I keep worrying that she'll strike again soon.”
“I doubt it,” I said, shaking my head. “Now that we all know she exists, I doubt she'll risk trying to get us again. If she does, I doubt she'll be able to just slip in and out of the House like she did the first time.”
“I hope you're right,” said Blizzard. “But everything has just seemed too quiet since you got back from the Cavern. I wonder what the Leadership Council is doing.”
“Probably just getting everything ready for the Summit,” I said. I resumed sweeping without looking at Blizzard. “It's not too far away, after all. And because they're in charge, they probably have to deal with all sorts of things that we don't.”
“Yeah, but I wonder if they're looking into that woman,” said Blizzard. She stopped mopping for a moment to look at me. “Or maybe into the INJ. Do you think they've found any evidence to connect her to them?”
“If they did, I'm sure they would have told us by now,” I said as I swept up a pile of dust and feathers and then dumped it into the nearest trashcan. “I say that you shouldn't worry about it. Take it easy.”
“How can I take it easy when I know there's someone out there who wants us dead?” said Blizzard.
“Just do what I do and don't think about it,” I said. “If it makes you feel better, I think you should get some more practice in with your powers. That way, if you end up fighting her, you'll be able to defend yourself.”
“I know,” said Blizzard, “but I think she's too crafty to fight me or anyone else directly. What if she sends another robot after us?”
I stopped sweeping and looked at Blizzard again, but this time with a little bit of annoyance. “We'll be fine, Blizzard. Let's just focus on getting Hero Island ready for the Summit. If we don't, Mecha Knight will probably give us a more grueling job as punishment.”
Blizzard nodded, even though she looked like she still wanted to talk about this. I understood, but I really did believe that we shouldn't focus on it at the moment. There was nothing we could do about it, so why worry? That was my philosophy and I saw no reason to question it.
Just as Blizzard was about to return to mopping, a loud scream—a woman's scream—pierced the air. We both immediately stopped what we were doing and looked around, but it took me a moment to realized that the scream was coming from near the entrance to the Museum.
“What's that?” said Blizzard. “Was someone hurt?”
“I don't know,” I said. I threw my broom to the roof. “Come on. Let's check it out and see what's going on.”
-
Blizzard and I arrived at the front of the Museum just in time to find dozens of tourists being shepherded away, back in the direction of the port where the tourist ship was located. Several of the Museum's security guards were standing on the large front steps of the Museum, talking to each other or into walkie talkies. I even saw a few of the Island's medics wheeling away some injured people, but I had no idea what was happening. But I did see a flash of light on the inside of the Museum, which told me that there was probably someone or something inside that shouldn't be in there.
Blizzard and I ran up to the nearest security guard, a young guy in his late twenties whose name I didn't know, and said, “What's going on here?”
“Ah, Bolt, sir,” said the security guard. He pointed at the entrance to the Museum, which was still blocked by his fellow guards. “There's a fight going on in the Museum.”
“A fight?” I said. “Who's fighting who? Tell me from the start.”
“Okay,” said the security guard. He glanced at the Museum and then said, “A few minutes ago, one of the tour guides was leading the afternoon's tour group through the Villains exhibit and they were suddenly attacked by some kind of strange creature.”
“Strange creature?” I said. “What did it look like?”
“I don't know,” said the security guard in frustration. “It moved too fast. All I know is that it attacked the tour group and harmed several of them, though I don't think anyone died.”
“Is the creature still in there?” I said.
“Yes,” said the security guard, nodding. “And Big Muscle is trying to stop it.”
I knew who that was. Big Muscle was one of the NHA's members. I didn't know him very well, but from what I recalled, Big Muscle had powers similar to mine in that he could increase his physical strength, though I understood that he was capable of redistributing his strength to whichever part of his body he wanted, rather than evenly distributing it like I did. He was also in charge of the security for the Museum, which explained why he was fighting the creature in the Museum.
So I said, “How is Big Muscle's progress?”
“We don't know,” said the security guard. “Big Muscle told us to get all of the tourists and guests out and to close off all the exits so he could catch the creature and stop it before it destroyed anything valuable or escaped. Big Muscle is probably still alive, because the sounds of battle haven't gone down, but we don't know if he's actually winning or not.”
“Blizzard and I can help,” I insisted. “Let us go in and help Big Muscle. It will be easier to defeat the creature if he has help.”
“But he said not to let anyone into the Museum,” said the security guard. “And we have already sent a message to HQ telling them about this. They'll probably send someone else to help him.”
I heard a loud crash from within the Museum and said, “Do you know how long it will take for someone to get here? We're here already, so can you just let us in so we can help Muscle?”
The security guard hesitated, but then he nodded and said, “Okay. But please be careful with the exhibits. We don't want any of them to get damaged or destroyed, because nearly all of them are priceless and irreplaceable.”
“Okay,” I said. I looked at Blizzard. “Blizzard, do you feel up to helping fight the creature?”
Blizzard looked over her shoulder like she was thinking of staying, but then she looked at me again and nodded. “Yes. I'll just make sure to keep my power usage down so I don't lose control.”
“Great,” I said.
The two of us ran up the steps to the entrance. The other security guards moved out of the way, allowing us to push through the front doors and into the Museum itself.
I had been in the NHA Museum a few times in the past, but due to my position as the leader of the Young Neos, I never had the time to explore it. So when we entered, I looked around the front lobby and saw that it was almost completely empty. A help desk stood near the front, but the person who sat at it was gone, while the metal detectors that tourists were supposed to walk through appeared to be off. But I could hear the sounds of Big Muscle fighting the creature not far from the lobby, so Blizzard and I ran across the lobby, jumping over the front desk and landing on the other side with a run.
As we ran, we passed dozens of different exhibits and displays, such as the costumes of dead or captured supervillains, weapons or gadgets used by the aforementioned supervillains or ones used by deceased heroes, and even a stuffed Pokacu alien in a glass case. If I was a history geek, I could probably spend all day in here just looking at things, but at the moment I cared more about helping Big Muscle than in staring at the exhibits.
We turned a corner and stopped when we saw the scene playing out before us.
Big Muscle was wrestling a giant lizard-type creature. I had never seen anything like it before; the lizard creature, that is, not Big Muscle, though he looked pretty weird, too.
The lizard was at least as big as Muscle, if not larger, and was trying to claw at him, but he held back its claws from his skin. Still, there were scratches on his face and body and arms where the lizard had obviously already harmed him, though none of them looked lethal or very painful.
Even stranger about the lizard, though, was that it had creepy purple eyes, but I couldn't see much more about it due to how violently its tail thrashed about as it wrestled Muscle.
“Big Muscle!” Blizzard shouted. “It's us, Bolt and Blizzard! We're to help you.”
“What?” said Muscle, glancing at us briefly. “What you kids doing—”
The lizard creature screeched and clamped its teeth around Muscle's neck. I thought for sure it was going to rip his head off, but Muscle just punched it in the throat so hard that it actually flew off him. It landed on the floor, but then immediately vanished before I could get a good look at it.
“Huh?” I said, looking around for the creature. “Where the heck did it go?”
“Turned invisible,” said Muscle as he pushed himself up to his feet and rubbed his neck. He was panting and sweating, even though it wasn't very hot in the Museum. “Don't ask me how. All I know is that it can do that.”
“Do you know what it is?” said Blizzard, who was also looking around for the creature.
“Nope,” said Muscle, shaking his head. “But what are you two doing here? I told Jones not to let anyone in.”
“It's okay,” I said, holding up my hands. “We can defend ourselves. We just thought you'd need some help.”
Muscle grunted and said, “Help? From a couple of kids? I told Jones to call for one of the adults.”
“We're not just a couple of kids,” I said in annoyance. “We have powers, too, you know.”
“But you don't have the experience that adults do,” Muscle pointed out. “Anyway, I guess you're here to stay, so make yourself useful and keep an eye out for that tricky bastard. Dumb beast could be any—Oof!”
Muscle was suddenly knocked off his feet. I tried to help him back up, but then something thick and heavy struck me in the abdomen and I fell to the floor, too. And even with my super strength, the blow took the air out of me, leaving me stunned on the floor for a moment.
Then I heard shattered ice and looked up to see Blizzard's hands glowing and two chunks of ice on the floor. It looked like something had shattered an ice block that Blizzard had summoned and I figured that that something had to be the lizard.
Rising to my feet, I said, “Blizzard, are you okay?”
“Yeah,” said Blizzard, but her voice was much higher like she was afraid. “It tried to attack me, so I summoned an ice block to protect me.”
“Do you know where it went?” I said, looking around again as Muscle got back to his feet, rubbing the spot where the lizard had attacked him.
“No,” said Blizzard. “It could be anywhere.”
I stopped and listened, trying to see if I could hear the lizard's movement. That was when I heard claws clicking across the floor, and based on their position from me, it sounded like they were right behind Big Muscle, who must not have heard it because he was still rubbing his aching head.
So I zoomed around Muscle and punched at where I thought the lizard was. My fist connected with something soft and alive and the lizard immediately reappeared, only now it was really angry. It swiped at me with its claws, striking me in the chest and knocking me flat off my feet. Then it jumped on me, its weight making me gasp, but then I heard Blizzard shout, “Get off him!” and a chunk of ice flew out of nowhere and struck the lizard in the face.
The lizard staggered off me, but before it could recover, Big Muscle ran up to it and brought both of his fists down on its head. The creature crashed into the floor with a roar, but then Muscle smashed his foot onto its head and said, “How do you like them apples, you stupid beast?”
The lizard was trying to get Muscle's foot off its head, but he was keeping it down with no effort at all. I got back to my feet and backed away from the lizard, trying to get out of its reach in case it attacked again.
“Blizzard, freeze this thing to the floor so it can't escape,” said Muscle, looking over at her with an impatient look. “I cannot—”
Something whistled through the air past my ear and a second later a dart was embedded in Muscle's left shoulder. It was small and red, standing out against Muscle's skin. He immediately covered it with his hand, like a bug bite, and said, “What the heck is this?”
But then Muscle's eyes rolled into the back of his head and he fell over onto the floor like someone had punched him out. And without anyone standing on its head, the lizard creature reared up and opened its mouth, like it was about to start chowing down on the unconscious Muscle.
So I jumped into action, landing between the lizard and Muscle and catching its open mouth with my hands. The lizard was stronger, much stronger than I anticipated, but my super strength allowed me to hold it back, although I got to smell its bad breath right up close. It smelled like rotten eggs, but I didn't give up.
“Blizzard!” I shouted as I struggled to hold back the lizard. “Get it now while we still have a chance!”
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Blizzard hesitate. “But what if I accidentally freeze you, too?”
“I'll be fine,” I said. “Just do it!”
But then the lizard lashed out with its tongue, which slapped me in the face. The unexpected blow caused me to lose my foot, allowing the lizard to knock me to the floor. The blow wasn't the worst I'd received, but it did take me by surprise and leave me defenseless for a moment.
Then the lizard snapped its teeth around my body. My costume was made of tough material, which kept the lizard's teeth from piercing it, but the pressure from its jaw was still painful. I raised my fist to punch it, but then the lizard lifted me and threw me away like a rag doll.
I flew through the air before I smashed into a display of some sort, sending glass shards everywhere. Dazed, I shook my head and looked to see that I had crashed into the costume of some supervillain, but I didn't recognize it. It was made out of green spandex and had fake dragon-like wings sprouting from the back, but then I heard Blizzard scream and I looked up to see that the lizard was crawling toward her menacingly. She was firing ice at it, but oddly the ice didn't seem to hurt it.
I immediately stood up and flew toward the lizard. I landed on its back, but then it shook its body and threw me off, though this time I caught myself in midair and flew toward it again.
The lizard's tail came at me this time, but instead of dodging it, I grabbed it just before it hit me and then landed hard on the floor, hard enough to create cracks where I landed. The lizard looked over its shoulder at me in surprise, but I wasn't going to give it the chance to respond.
Instead, I shouted, “Freeze it, Blizzard!”
Blizzard thrust her glowing hands out and the lizard immediately started to freeze over so rapidly that even I had a hard time following it. The lizard tried to free itself, but I held its tail tightly and didn't let it get away.
Then, when the lizard was about halfway frozen, I lifted it up above my head by the tail even as it thrashed about. Once the lizard was high above my head, I turned around and smashed it directly on the floor of the Museum. Immediately, the frozen lizard exploded into chunks of ice and lizard meat, which scattered across the floor like ice cubes.
Standing upright, I tossed aside the frozen tail that I had been holding and looked over at Blizzard. Her hands were no longer glowing, but I asked anyway, “Do you feel okay? Still have control over your powers?”
Blizzard nodded, albeit shakily. “Yes. I thought I was going to lose control for a second there, but I guess freezing that lizard didn't require as much effort as I thought.”
I nodded, but then remembered Muscle and looked over to see him still lying on the floor unconscious. I ran over to him and immediately checked his pulse. His pulse was weak, but it was there, so I figured that he was alive at least. The dart was still there in his shoulder, but I didn't remove it because I figured that it was something that the doctors should have a look at.
“What happened to Muscle?” said Blizzard in worry. “Where did that dart come from?”
“I don't know,” I said. I looked around at the exhibits around us, but saw no one else in the area. “Someone else must be in here, but I don't see them.”
“Do you think that they've left?” said Blizzard.
“Maybe,” I said. “But it doesn't matter. We just need to get Muscle to the doctor. We have no idea what was in that dart. He's still alive, but if that dart is as poisonous as I think, then he might not have much longer unless we can get him the medical attention he needs right away.”
-
Thankfully, it wasn't long before the Black Blur showed up to help, but when we told him what happened and showed him Muscle, he quickly left to go get Healing Touch, the resident doctor and main healer of Hero Island, to look at Big Muscle. They returned quickly, but Healing Touch determined that Big Muscle needed to be taken to the medical station in HQ where he could be properly healed.
In addition, the security guards closed off the Museum entirely to anyone except for the Leadership Council. They were doing a full sweep of the entire building, searching for any clues that might point toward the identity of the person who had let that lizard in or who had tried to kill Big Muscle. Even Blizzard and I were kicked out, which I thought must have had something to do with the fact that Blizzard was still a liability even if she hadn't lost control of her powers this time.
But when we stepped out of the Museum, we found Mecha Knight waiting at the bottom steps. He was talking with the head security guard, the one Muscle referred to as Jones, but when we left the Museum, Mecha Knight looked up at us and gestured for us to come down and speak with him. As we approached, he dismissed Jones, who ran past us up the stairs toward the Museum entrance, probably to supervise the search.
“Bolt, Blizzard, are either of you hurt?” said Mecha Knight as we reached the bottom of the steps. “I was just talking with Jones about the attack and he told me that you two defeated the creature that attacked the tourists.”
“No, we're fine,” I said. “Just a bit bruised, but nothing serious or like what happened to Big Muscle.”
“Yes,” said Mecha Knight. “Jones told me that Big Muscle was hit with a red dart filled with a currently unidentified kind of poison. Did either of you see who shot that dart?”
“No,” said Blizzard, shaking her head. “We didn't. We have no idea who shot him.”
“That is troubling,” said Mecha Knight. “If there is an assassin on Hero Island, I have a feeling that they will strike again, although there is also a good chance that they will leave the Island to avoid being caught, now that everyone knows they exist.”
“I don't understand how this could have happened, though,” said Blizzard. She looked around the area, but there were just security guards nearby and all of the tourists and tour guides were long gone. “Hero Island has extremely tight security. If an assassin sneaked in here, shouldn't someone have noticed or found him out before he attacked?”
“Ideally, yes, but there is obviously some hole in our security that we need to fill,” said Mecha Knight. “I suspect that the assassin got onto the Island while pretending to be a tourist, but we do not know that for sure.”
“Don't we have a telepath or something who could read their minds?” I said. “Just have a telepath read the minds of the tourists and see if any of them are thinking about how annoyed they were that their assassination failed.”
“Our only telepathic member, Brainwave, is currently out on a mission in Kentucky,” said Mecha Knight. “And even if he wasn't, it is illegal to read the minds of people without their permission or if you lack the legal authority to do so. Because we are not the G-Men, that means we cannot read the minds of the tourists without their consent unless we'd like to get sued.”
“Really?” I said. “But what if the assassin uses this time to get away? By the time Brainwave gets back here, the tourists will probably be back on the mainland and be impossible to track down from there.”
“I know, but that is just the reality of the situation at the moment, unfortunately,” said Mecha Knight. “Fear not, however, because the security guards are searching the Museum for any clues that might help us find out who the assassin is. I doubt it will be long before they find something that will help us identify the assassin, probably before the tourists leave the Island.”
Just as Mecha Knight said that, Jones burst out of the Museum's doors and shouted, “Sir Mecha Knight! We've found something that you and the two Young Neos need to see right away!”
“See?” said Mecha Knight as he started walking up the steps, with Blizzard and I falling into line behind him. “Like I said, they have obviously found a clue that will help us find the assassin.”
“It's a clue, all right, sir, but not one you or anyone else in the Leadership Council is going to like,” said Jones.
“What do you mean?” said Mecha Knight.
Jones just shook his head and said, “Follow me and I'll show you.”
The three of us followed Jones into the Museum. We made our way to the scene of our fight with the lizard, where we found about half a dozen other security guards all standing around the area like they were trying to make sure that no one got past them. The chunks of frozen lizard meat were still scattered around the floor, but many of them had melted already, causing the exhibit to stink of dead lizard. It made me and Blizzard cover our noses, but Mecha Knight didn't even flinch, probably because his helmet filtered out the smell.
“What have you found, Jones?” said Mecha Knight as the three of us stopped, watching as Jones walked over to another officer who was examining something on the floor. “Is that the clue?”
The other guard handed Jones a small plastic bag that had something black in it. Jones turned around and walked back over to us. The grim expression on his face told me that Jones wished he hadn't found it at all.
“This, sir, is what we've found,” said Jones. He held out the small plastic bag, allowing us to see what was inside it:
It was half of a badge with the letters INJ on it.



Chapter Fifteen



 
“You mean the INJ attacked again?” said Stinger a few hours later, in the House's Meeting Room, after Blizzard and I finished telling the rest of the team what happened at the Museum.
“Or at least someone trying to frame the INJ,” I said. “I know that Blizzard and I didn't see the badge anywhere on the creature when we fought it, though the badge could have been inside it or something.”
Talon shook her head. “This is ridiculous. It's that mysterious woman all over again. How much longer are we going to wait before we actually strike back against the INJ?”
“Mecha Knight said that he was going to speak with the rest of the Leadership Council about it,” I said, “but I don't know what they will do about it.”
“I hope they cancel the Summit, at least,” said Shell. He took his glasses off his face and started wiping them with his shirt. “If this is what the INJ does when they're not around, I don't want to know what they will do when they are around.”
“But it doesn't make any sense,” I said. “Why would the INJ do this? I've never even heard of them sending giant lizards after people. It could just as easily be a set-up by someone who wants the NHA to fight the INJ.”
“That theory is seeming less and less likely every day, if you ask me,” said Treehugger. “I'm sorry, Bolt, but we've already had two encounters with things that have had INJ badges. At this point, I'm pretty convinced that the INJ is behind these attacks, too.”
“But why would they do it right before the Summit?” I said. “I mean, the Summit is next week. Why would they keep attacking us like this if they wanted to be our friends? It just doesn't make sense.”
“Maybe they don't want to ally with us at all,” said Shell as he put his glasses back on his face. “Maybe they are trying to scare us. By having some of their agents sneak into Hero Island and attack us while we're unprepared, maybe they're trying to send a message.”
“What kind of message?” I said.
“That they can get into Hero Island and attack us and there's nothing we can do about it,” said Talon. She scratched her claws along the table, scowling. “So we should be careful about what we say to them at the Summit. They want our leaders to be too afraid of them to negotiate strongly with them.”
“Well, it doesn't seem to be working, if that's actually what they're trying to do,” I said, “because none of the Leadership Council seemed scared to me.”
“They could just be hiding their fear,” Stinger said. “It wouldn't be very encouraging for the rest of us if the Council was just as scared as we are.”
“See?” said Talon, gesturing at Stinger. “He knows what I mean. That's why I hope that Omega Man and the others don't let that Midnight Menace idiot boss them around at the Summit and dictate the terms of whatever agreement or alliance comes out of this in the INJ's favor.”
“It seems like a strange way to go about asserting their dominance over us in the Summit, though,” I said. “What if it leads to all-out war between the two organizations?”
“I doubt it,” said Shell. “The Leadership Council doesn't want to go to war with the INJ. Otherwise, they would have done it after you and Blizzard were nearly killed by those practice bots. A war wouldn't benefit anyone and would probably just get loads of people killed.”
“But maybe the INJ does want war with the NHA,” said Talon. “Maybe they're trying to provoke us to fight them so they can defeat us and become the largest superhero organization in the country.”
“Could they even win in a war against the NHA, though?” said Stinger doubtfully. “I don't know much about the INJ's strength, but I do know that they don't have nearly as many members as the NHA, nor do they have the same amount of funding and money. I think any war between the two organizations would end with the NHA winning pretty decisively and the INJ disbanded, if not outright destroyed.”
“Maybe they have a secret weapon that could help them beat the NHA,” said Talon. “I mean, what do we really know about the INJ and their secrets? They could have all sorts of secret weapons at their disposal that they could use against the NHA in a war, weapons that might help them win. That would explain their absolutely brazen attitude toward us, at any rate.”
“But the Midnight Menace and Strike both told me that they don't know anything about that mysterious woman,” I pointed out. “I assume they probably know nothing about that lizard, either. There's definitely something going on, but it's just hard to know what at this point.”
“That's why we should just cancel the Summit or postpone it until we know what is going on,” said Talon. “It's the only sane option, one that I hope that the Leadership Council decides to do in light of recent events.”
“They may very well after this,” said Stinger. He folded his hands behind his head, but didn't look very relaxed despite the way he sat. “I wouldn't be against that, because I'm not actually looking forward to the Summit anyway. If this will keep us safe and help us figure out who has been causing us so much trouble, then I'm all for it.”
“I agree with Stinger,” said Treehugger. “If this is what is going to happen before the Summit, I really don't want to see what will happen on the actual day of the Summit.”
I looked at Blizzard. She had been quiet through this entire discussion. She looked lost in thought, but I said, “Blizzard, what do you think? You were there at the lizard attack.”
Blizzard suddenly looked up. “Huh? What? Oh, right. I have to agree with the others, Bolt. I think that the INJ is behind this. I don't know why they are, but that's where all of the evidence seems to be pointing so far.”
“And if the NHA decides to go forward with the Summit, then I might just stay here in the House rather than attending it,” said Talon. “It's not like there are any INJ members I really want to meet, anyway.”
“If that woman really was with the INJ, though, then I doubt that the House will be a safe place to hide during the Summit,” I said. “Besides, you know that all members of the Young Neos are supposed to be at the Summit next week. Mecha Knight expects each and every one of us to be there and to be on our best behavior so we can set an example of the INJ's leaders and members.”
Talon rolled her eyes. “Oh, yes, because behaving politely has gotten us in the INJ's good graces before.”
“As much as I'd like the Summit canceled, though, I do think that the possibility of an attack happening there is pretty unlikely,” said Shell. “The entire Leadership Council will be there, after all, plus dozens of other NHA members and a bunch of other superheroes from all over the world. You'd have to be either stupid or insanely powerful to even consider attacking the NHA during the Summit.”
“But that doesn't change the fact that the INJ might try something anyway,” said Stinger. “I hope that security is beefed up, at least, even if we can't just cancel the event outright.”
“That's a given when you consider everything that's happened recently,” I said. “Like I said, I'm sure that everything will be fine. I doubt anything of importance will happen at the Summit, except for whatever agreement is struck between the NHA and the INJ.”
“I hope you're right,” said Treehugger. “Because if you aren't—”
Treehugger was interrupted by a tiny beep from my suit-up watch. I glanced at it, thinking it was maybe a message or a call from Dad (who I hadn't talked to yet today), but then I noticed that it was from Strike.
“What?” said Blizzard, who sat next to me. “Who's calling?”
“Strike,” I said. “But how did he get my number? I didn't give it to him.”
“I wouldn't answer it if I were you,” Stinger said. “I don't know what Strike wants to talk with you about, but I doubt it is anything good.”
“Yeah,” said Talon, nodding. “It seems very suspicious that he would call us just as we were discussing the trustworthiness of the INJ, wouldn't you say?”
“I know,” I said, “but maybe he will have some answers. I mean, what's the worst that could happen? It's not like he'll automatically learn any of our secrets if I just talk to him, right?”
“Perhaps, but that still doesn't make him very trustworthy in my opinion,” said Talon. “You'd do better to just ignore him.”
“No, I think I'll talk to him,” I said. I rose from my seat. “I'll do it out in the hall, too, because he'll probably want to talk to me in private. At the very least, I'll see if I can figure out how he got my number.”
“But—” said Talon.
“It's fine,” I said. “The rest of you can stay here. I'll be back in five minutes.”
The others clearly looked disapproving of my decision, but I didn't let their disapproval affect me. I walked out of the Meeting Room and into the empty hallway, closing the doors behind me as I left. Once the doors were closed, I held up my watch to my face and tapped the picture of Strike that was on it.
As soon as I did that, Strike's voice erupted from the screen. “Hey, Bolt! How have you been? It's been a while since we last spoke.”
Strike seemed oddly friendly to me, but then I remembered that he probably didn't know about the lizard monster's attack on the Museum just yet, nor our own theories about the possible involvement of his organization. “Yes. I didn't think we'd get a chance to talk again after my visit to the Cavern.”
“Eh, don't worry about the Midnight Menace,” said Strike in a cheery voice. “He was just worried because you weren't supposed to be down there. He hasn't mentioned you since you left, but I can tell he's starting to relax. I doubt he'll treat you rudely at the Summit or anything.”
I nodded, but I was still curious about what he was calling me about. “Okay, but how did you get my number? I don't remember giving it to you when I was in the Cavern.”
“I have a friend who is really good at finding out this sort of information, but I had to pay a lot of money to get it,” said Strike. “But don't worry, I'm not going to post it on the Internet or share it with random strangers on the street. It will just be between you and me.”
“So you hired someone to dox me?” I said. Anger rose within me. “Why? Are you trying to reveal my secret identity or something?”
“No,” said Strike. “I had to contact you because there's been weird things going on here at the Cavern and at the INJ headquarters and I think they may be related to what's been going on at Hero Island. I'm calling you because you're my only contact in the NHA.”
“Really?” I said. I couldn't keep the suspicion out of my voice. “What's happened? Have you told the Midnight Menace about it?”
“I have, but …” Strike trailed off. “Never mind. I figured that you might be able to help me understand what's going on, because right now things are getting weird here.”
“Why don't you start from the beginning?” I said. “Tell me exactly what happened. I can't help you if you don't tell me what's going on, after all.”
“Okay,” said Strike. I thought I caught a hint of fear in his voice. “It all started after you left. The Midnight Menace sent some INJ members down to the bottom floor to clean up the mess you made. It was just a couple of our members who could control the earth. They were supposed to fix the ceiling and reinforce the concrete so the Cavern wouldn't collapse and bury us all alive.”
I nodded. “What happened?”
“I … man, I don't know,” said Strike. “I went down there to check on them and …” Strike made a shuddering sound. “They were dead. Both of them. One had been shot in the head, while the other was stabbed with some kind of sword. It was …”
Strike trailed off again, which I took to mean that he was being overcome with emotion.
So I said, “Who killed them? How did they die?”
“I don't know,” said Strike. “There was only one clue: The letters 'NHA' written in blood on the walls.”
I covered my mouth. “Are you telling me that someone from the NHA killed them?”
“That's what the Midnight Menace says,” said Strike. “But I'm not sure. It doesn't make any sense. No one in the NHA has ever come to the Cavern, except for you. We don't have any security cameras down there, unfortunately, so we can't check those to see if they caught the killer on camera, but it still seems unlikely to me.”
“Yeah, I agree,” I said. “That's not what the NHA does. The NHA doesn't send assassins out to kill people, even people we dislike or disagree with.”
“I told the Midnight Menace that, but he just didn't listen,” said Strike. “He was convinced that this was the work of an NHA member who was trying to scare the INJ before the Summit. I told him that didn't make any sense, but the Midnight Menace didn't listen.”
“Why?” I said. “Is it because of his negative relationship with the NHA?”
“I think so,” said Strike. “He's also really stubborn. Whenever he gets an idea into his head, no matter how unrealistic or unreasonable it may be, he clings to it like it's the gospel truth. He just won't listen to anyone who disagrees.”
“What is he going to do about it?” I said. “Is he not going to come to the Summit?”
“No,” said Strike. “He said the INJ will still be at the Summit, but I'm still worried about it. He might try something crazy there, like maybe accuse your leaders of killing two of our guys.”
“You don't think he'll try to fight them, do you?” I said.
“I doubt it,” said Strike. “He knows that would be a mistake, but he's been so angry since the murders that I really don't know. The rest of the INJ isn't happy about this, either, and I don't think it would take much to convince them to fight the NHA.”
“Did you find any other clues that might contradict the idea that the NHA is behind the murders?” I said.
“No,” said Strike. “I searched, but couldn't find any other clues. Whoever killed those two wanted to make sure no one found out who he or she is.”
“But they left the letters 'NHA' on the wall in the blood of their victims,” I said. I stroked my chin. “Odd.”
“Odd? No, it's horrifying,” said Strike. “I don't know who did it or how they got into the Cavern. The Midnight Menace even moved us out of there for now until we can figure out who got in there and how they got in without anyone noticing. He's afraid that the murderer might strike again and might target us next.”
I was still thinking about how odd it was, but then something clicked in my head and I said, “Uh oh.”
“Uh oh?” said Strike. “What is it? Did you just see something?”
“No,” I said. “I just realized why that killer left the NHA initials on the wall. He wasn't trying to make it easier for you guys to find out who he is. He is trying to provoke a reaction from the INJ, make them hate the NHA and want to fight us.”
“Why?” said Strike. “Why would he do that?”
“Because he's trying to instigate a conflict between the two organizations,” I said. I put a hand on my forehead. “He's trying to instigate a superhero war.”
“A war?” said Strike. “How do you know that? Do you know who the killer is?”
“No, but I think he may be related to some things that have happened here on Hero Island,” I said.
I explained to Strike about the practice bots and the strange lizard creature attack in the Museum. I explained as quickly as I could while not omitting any important details as Strike listened.
“So you're saying that this mysterious woman may be connected to whoever killed those two guys,” said Strike when I finished. “That someone is trying to manipulate both organizations into fighting each other.”
“Exactly,” I said. “I doubt that either the NHA or the INJ is behind any of these things. Clearly, there is someone out there who wants to take down both organizations and thinks that the best way to do that is have us destroy each other for them.”
“Do you think it is the G-Men?” said Strike. “I know that a lot of the G-Men don't like the NHA or INJ. And I also know that their leader, Cadmus Smith, is well-known for this sort of manipulative behavior, so if they're behind it, then this is serious.”
“That's certainly a possibility,” I said. “And I did run into Shade in your base, but she only wanted those documents I found about Project Neo and didn't seem to know or care about anything else.”
“Could be another G-Men agent who is doing this,” Strike suggested. “But it's hard to know for sure because we just don't have a lot of evidence to link the G-Men to any of this stuff.”
“Which, I am sure, is exactly how they like it,” I said, shaking my head. “I bet the next major move by this person, whoever he or she is, will happen at the Summit.”
“That's what I was thinking, too,” said Strike. “We'll need to keep an eye open for anyone acting suspiciously while we're there.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I'll talk with my team about this. I will also mention this to the Leadership Council.”
“Ah, I wouldn't do that, if I were you,” said Strike. “The Midnight Menace wouldn't be very happy to learn that the NHA Leadership Council knows about what's been going on in our base. He's ordered the rest of the INJ and the New Heroes to keep these murders secret from the rest of the world because he is paranoid that it might harm the INJ's reputation if they became widely known.”
I frowned. “But this is exactly the sort of thing that the Leadership Council needs to know about. I think they'd be interested in knowing about these murders. It might even convince them that the INJ is not responsible for the bad things that have happened here, which might help us figure out who is behind it.”
“Maybe, but I'm technically not supposed to be telling you or anyone else outside of the INJ and New Heroes about this,” said Strike. “It would be best if we kept this among ourselves for now. There's no telling how your leaders would react if they knew about what I told you.”
“I guess you have a point,” I said. “Anyway, I'll call you later so we can talk about what we'll do at the Summit. I want to tell the rest of my team about this so everyone will be on the same page.”
“Okay,” said Strike. “Talk to you later, then.”
With that, I tapped the 'end call' button and the call ended. Lowering my arm, I turned around, opened the doors, and walked back into the Meeting Room, hoping that we would be able to stop whoever was trying to manipulate both sides into destroying each other before it was too late.



Chapter Sixteen



 
On the first day of the Neohero Summit, I stood in the Hero Hall, where hundreds of heroes from all over the world were gathered. Hero Hall was a massive hall located in the NHA headquarters, usually used for big events like this. It was a wide-open space, with dozens of tables on the edges of the room with food, drinks, and other refreshments for the visitors and attendees. Banners from the NHA and INJ hung along the walls, while the sounds of dozens of different languages being spoken crashed together to create a confused cacophony of noise that made it impossible for me to hear anyone in particular, not helped by the fact that peoples' shoes were scraping against the floor and glasses and plates tinkled together.
At the far end of the room was a platform upon which stood a single round table, with the NHA insignia inscribed upon it. No one was sitting up there yet, but I had been told that that was where the NHA and INJ leaders were going to sit and begin their discussions soon.
I stood next to one of the refreshment tables, a little ways away from the hundreds of heroes talking. It wasn't that I was shy or nervous; oh, no, I certainly wasn't. I was just busy keeping an eye out for anyone behaving suspiciously, anyone who might be trying to cause trouble.
So far, I didn't see anything out of the ordinary. Looking around, I saw High Fly, one of the NHA Leadership Council members, flirting with some cute female Brazilian heroes I didn't recognize, while Big Muscle—who had survived the poison dart shot into him, thankfully—was deep in conversation with a large Japanese guy who looked like a sumo wrestler. I also spotted a team of Japanese heroes who kind of looked like the Power Rangers, in addition to a British guy walking around wearing a suit that looked like the Union Jack.
But I didn't recognize most of the international heroes because I wasn't as familiar with them as I was with the American ones. I was aware, of course, that neoheroes could be found all over the world in nearly every country, but seeing so many different heroes from so many different cultures made that fact a lot more real in my mind than it had been before.
I raised my suit-up watch to my mouth and whispered, “Guys, see anyone acting suspiciously yet?”
“Nope,” came Stinger's voice from the watch. “Shell and I haven't seen anything out of the ordinary. Well, Mr. Miner seems to be drunk, but he always gets drunk at events like these, so that's pretty normal.”
“Same here,” said Treehugger's voice. “Well, Talon is flirting with a couple of Spanish guys from that Mexican team whatever-their-name-is, but aside from that, I haven't see anyone up to anything suspicious yet.”
“Good,” I said, glancing up to look at the crowd again. “I haven't, either, but we should still keep our guard up. This is their last chance to spark a war between the INJ and the NHA, so I bet they're going to go all out today. We can't let them do that. Call me again in ten minutes with another report.”
“All right,” said Stinger.
“Sure,” said Treehugger.
I turned off my watch just as someone shouted, “Bolt!”
I looked over and saw Strike walking toward me, making his way through the crowd, although he kept stopping because other heroes kept wanting to shake his hand or have him give them his autograph. I had forgotten just how popular Strike was, which suddenly made me jealous again, even though I knew better than that by now.
Strike wasn't alone, either. Dizzy was following right behind him, though no one seemed as excited or interested to see her as Strike. She didn't seem to mind, though, because she looked perfectly at ease with the way everyone kept trying to talk with Strike, probably because she was used to it due to having served under Strike for a while now.
“Sorry,” said Strike as he and Dizzy finally managed to beat off the last person trying to get his attention and get over to me. “Just a lot of heroes around who really wanted to meet me.”
“Yeah, I noticed,” I said, keeping the jealousy out of my voice, which was harder than I expected. “Is the rest of the team here?”
“Yeah,” said Strike, nodding. “Slime and the Lightning Triplets are keeping an eye out for anyone who seems to be up to something no good. How about your team?”
“Same thing,” I said. “Everyone is ready for anything that our enemy might try to do to mess up the event.”
“Great,” said Strike. He looked around and frowned. “Say, where is that ice girl on your team? Blizzard, I think her name was? I saw your other teammates around here when I arrived, but didn't see her.”
I just shrugged. “Mecha Knight told her to stay at the House. He said he was worried that she might lose control of her powers and harm the Summit attendees. It's not a problem, though, because I think that the rest of us can handle whatever is going to happen without too much trouble.”
“Why would Mecha Knight think she could lose control of her powers here?” said Dizzy curiously. “Is he expecting trouble, too?”
I shook my head. “I don't know. But that seems likely, given everything that's happened recently. Mecha Knight doesn't like to take unnecessary risks.”
“Wonder what kind of security precautions he's taking,” said Strike. “I saw that guy at the entrance, Brainwave, who said he was reading the minds of every person entering just to make sure that they were not planning anything. And then there was that living metal detector guy, too, who made sure we weren't bringing any dangerous bombs or anything in here.”
“Yeah, the NHA has beefed up security since the last two attacks,” I said. I took a sip from my punch and glanced at the crowd but still didn't see anything suspicious. “The possibility that someone with intentions to start something actually entering Hero Hall are extremely small. I suspect that the Summit will go off without a hitch.”
“Unless the government decides to send their alien super soldiers after us, of course,” said Dizzy.
“Their what?” I said, looking at Dizzy.
Dizzy, however, did not seem to hear me, because her attention was suddenly drawn to the refreshments on the table. “Oh my gosh. They have nachos!”
While Dizzy started piling her plate with nachos, Strike said to me, “If you think that the Summit will go uninterrupted, then why did you ask me and the others to help you guys keep an eye out for people acting suspiciously?”
“Because I'm not convinced that this security will be enough,” I said, ducking when some hero I didn't recognize who had angelic wings flew past us. “Consider how this person has managed to get past our security before without anyone, even our AI systems, noticing, it's entirely possible they will get in here and try to cause trouble despite all of our security measures.”
“Right,” said Strike. He glanced at the crowd. “But even if they do get in, they'll have to deal with hundreds of powerful and experienced superheroes from all over the world. I imagine that any villain who attempted to cause trouble here would be taken down so fast that even the Black Blur would have a hard time following it.”
“I know, but—” Once again, I was interrupted by someone shouting “Bolt!”
This time, I instantly recognized the voice and looked over to see Dad walking over to me. He was in full Genius costume, making his way through the crowd toward me. Like Strike, a lot of people tried to talk to him, but Dad, being Dad, basically ignored them or just said something to them that I couldn't hear but which made them leave him alone.
“Dad?” I said as Dad stopped in front of me and Strike. “What are you doing here? I thought you were celebrating your anniversary with Mom.”
“Yes, but I decided I could pop in for a couple of hours and catch up with some old friends,” said Dad. He sighed. “I have to admit, though, that it has been a long time since I've been around so many people like this. It's rather draining and I haven't even spoken to many people yet.”
I nodded, but then noticed that Strike was looking at Dad with an odd look in his eyes. He almost looked annoyed, but I wasn't sure why, because Dad hadn't even noticed him yet. Then again, maybe Strike was a fan of Dad and was annoyed that Dad hadn't noticed him yet.
“Hey, Dad, this is Strike,” I said, gesturing at Strike. “He's the leader of the New Heroes. I've told you about him before.”
“Hmm?” said Dad. He looked at Strike. “Ah, yes. I've heard of you. Pleased to meet you, Strike.”
Dad held out a hand and, for a moment, I thought that Strike wasn't going to shake it.
But then the moment passed and Strike shook Dad's hand, saying, “Pleased to meet you as well, Mr. Genius. I've read all about you and your adventures, such as the time you helped expose Senator Jame Lee's connection with the supervillain Judgment. An amazing bit of detective work.”
“Thank you, Strike,” said Dad. “It wasn't especially hard to do, because Senator Lee wasn't as careful as he could have been, though Judgment was hard to catch once he was exposed. Anyway, we can talk more later. I'm going to search for some of my old friends and see if I can talk with them before the Summit officially starts.”
“Okay,” I said. “See you later, Dad.”
Dad nodded at me and then made his way back into the crowd, leaving me and Strike alone by the table. I noticed that Strike was watching Dad leave, almost like he wished Dad had stayed.
“So that was your dad, huh?” said Strike, looking at me. I noticed a hint of jealousy in his voice. “He's a real superhero, just like you.”
“Yep,” I said. “Where are your own parents? Were either of them superheroes?”
Strike suddenly looked away and shrugged. “No. Nor were they very supportive of my decision to become a superhero. I take it that your dad is supportive of your decision to become a superhero?”
“Sort of,” I said. “He wanted me to live a normal life, but I think he's accepted that I'm a neohero and that this is the life I'm going to live now.”
“I see,” said Strike, but he still sounded jealous to me. But then he shook his head and smiled at me, though the smile looked forced. “But let's focus on other things for now. I don't like talking about my parents; besides, we have more important things to worry about.”
“I agree,” I said, though secretly I was wondering if Strike was actually jealous of me for having a superhero father. It seemed weird to me, because Strike was a lot more popular than I was and didn't have anything to be jealous of in my opinion, but I supposed that everyone can be affected by jealousy, whether it makes sense or not.
Then Dizzy suddenly appeared carrying a large plate of nachos. A portion of her helmet slid away to reveal her mouth, which was where she put the nachos. “Hey, guys, was that Genius who you were talking to just now? I thought he was retired.”
“That was him,” said Strike, nodding. “He's just going to be here for a few hours, though, and then leave.”
“Aw, man,” said Dizzy. She stuffed some nachos into her mouth. “I was hoping to get to meet him, but the nachos called me and I couldn't deny their call.”
I was about to say that she might still be able to find Dad in the crowd if she really wanted to talk to him when a sudden hush fell over the crowd. Everyone was now looking toward the platform at the back of the room and I looked and saw that the entire leadership of both the NHA and the INJ were now at the table up there.
From a distance, it was hard to see everyone, but both Omega Man and the Midnight Menace were pretty obvious. Omega Man wore his usual red costume and cape, while the Midnight Menace looked like a long, yawning shadow sitting upright. He actually looked uncomfortable with all of the attention, which made sense, because the Midnight Menace usually operated by night and in secret. There were four other people sitting near the Midnight Menace, who I assumed were the other leaders of the INJ, but they were too far away for me to see clearly.
“Is the Summit starting?” Dizzy whispered to us.
Strike nodded. “Looks like it. I think that Omega Man and the Midnight Menace are going to start it with their opening remarks.”
I immediately raised my suit-up watch and whispered into it, “Everyone, keep your eyes open. If there is going to be an attack, it will probably happen very soon. Don't hesitate to confront anyone who looks suspicious.”
I turned off my watch again and lowered my hand before anyone could respond, because at that moment Omega Man rose from his chair and walked up to a microphone on the platform. He looked as heroic and strong as always, but I kept worrying that he might be the target for another attack—either him or the Midnight Menace, because of their positions as the leaders of their respective organizations. If the real villain was going to attack, they were most likely going to do it now.
Omega Man stopped in front of the microphone and then spoke into it, saying, “Welcome, my fellow neoheroes, to the tenth annual Neohero Summit. I am Omega Man, but some of you may know me as John Waterson. I am the President of the Neohero Alliance and the head of the Leadership Council.”
As Omega Man spoke, I looked at the foreign heroes. I noticed that nearly all of them had communicators in their ears that appeared to be translating Omega Man's speech into whatever their native language was. I wondered if Dad had invented those translators.
“As some of you may know, this is the first year in which the Independent Neoheroes for Justice has chosen to join us,” said Omega Man. He gestured at the INJ leaders sitting down behind him. “Behind me sit the leadership of the INJ: the Midnight Menace, Samurai, Blast Fist, Beautia, Roadrunner, and Red Seer.”
Each of the INJ leaders nodded when Omega Man said their names, but no one applauded them, probably because this wasn't that kind of event. Again, I looked around the crowd, but did not see anything that indicated that anything dangerous was about to happen.
“At this Summit, it is our hope that the NHA and the INJ will be able to put aside our differences to figure out how to work together to fight the various menaces and threats to our world today,” Omega Man continued. “While we may have our disagreements, both practical and ideological, in the end, both the NHA and the INJ wish to defeat evil and make the world a safer place for everyone. We also wish to raise awareness of the challenges facing superhumans in the modern world and discuss ways both organizations can work together to address them.”
Again, I looked around and still saw nothing out of the ordinary. Based on the fact that none of the other Young Neos or New Heroes had yet to contact me, I figured that they hadn't seen anything unusual or suspicious, either. It made me think that maybe nothing bad was going to happen here at all, that maybe the person who had tried to set the NHA and the INJ against each other had given up.
“Now, I will let the Midnight Menace speak and give his opening remarks,” said Omega Man. He stepped aside from the microphone and gestured for the Midnight Menace to come forward.
The Midnight Menace rose from his seat and moved over to the microphone. Even from a distance, it was hard to tell if he was walking or floating over to the microphone, which made me wonder if he had any legs. I noticed, though, that he didn't quite look toward the crowd, like he was shy, which seemed at odds with the aggressive, accusatory person I had met back in the Cavern.
Standing in front of the microphone, the Midnight Menace looked over the crowd and said, “Hello, all. Most of you, I think, know who I am already, even though most of you have never met me. I will not rehash what Omega Man has said; he stated the purpose of this Summit quite well. Instead, I will tell you a little bit about the history between the Neohero Alliance and the Independent Neoheroes for Justice.”
I glanced at Strike, who was staring at the Midnight Menace with interest. Then I looked around the crowd of watching heroes, but I couldn't see Dad anywhere. I supposed he was with one of his old friends, though who, I didn't know.
“As many of you know, I was once a member of the NHA,” said the Midnight Menace. He gestured at the Hall. “I was here when the Hero Hall was constructed and I spent many days on this island, working together with other heroes to fight for justice. And then, for reasons I think we all know, I quit the organizaition and formed the INJ.”
The Midnight Menace hardly seemed like the most interesting speaker to me. Then again, I wasn't paying very careful attention to what he said, because I was trying to make sure that no one tried to disrupt this event.
“The INJ has grown in size and numbers over the years, becoming larger than I ever thought possible,” the Midnight Menace continued. “We have fought and defeated many threats on our own, but now I believe that the INJ's size has reached its limit.”
“Limit?” I heard Strike mutter, while the rest of the crowd also started muttering among each other about what that meant.
“I mean that the time has come for the INJ to work together with the NHA,” said the Midnight Menace. “Despite our … differences in methods and philosophy, it is clear to me that the two organizations cannot act effectively if they are in opposition to each other. Both of us have knowledge and strength we can offer to the other. That is why we came to this Summit, so that we can expand and strengthen each other in ways we could never achieve alone.”
The Midnight Menace sounded almost as idealistic as Omega Man, which kind of surprised me, because the Midnight Menace had struck me as being cynical and distrusting. I looked at Strike, but Strike didn't seem particularly shocked by this; maybe the Midnight Menace had talked with him about this before.
At that moment, I heard static on my wristwatch and Stinger's voice came from it. “Bolt? You there? I see something weird.”
“Weird?” I repeated, though it was in a whisper because I didn't want to interrupt anyone's listening of the Midnight Menace's speech. “What do you mean?”
“Blizzard is here,” said Stinger. “I saw her enter, but she looks sick. Her skin is really pale and she seemed to be struggling to walk.”
“Blizzard?” I repeated. “What is Blizzard doing here? Mecha Knight told her to stay in the House.”
“I know, but I didn't get a chance to talk to her,” said Stringer. “She's trying to make her way to the platform where the INJ and NHA leaders are.”
“Why?” I said.
“I don't know,” said Stinger. “But she seems really urgent, like she has an important message to deliver to someone.”
I looked up, trying to spot Blizzard in the crowd, but the crowd was so thick that I couldn't spot my short teammate anywhere. “I don't see her. Do you?”
“No, but I saw her slip into the crowd and I know she's making her way there,” said Stinger. “You might want to try looking for her. I have a bad feeling about this.”
“Sure,” I said.
Just as I lowered my suit-up watch, however, Blizzard suddenly appeared on the platform where the Midnight Menace was still giving his speech. Even from a distance, she looked sickly and tired, but I noticed that her hands were starting to glow white.
I wasn't the only one who noticed her. Whispers went through the crowd and people started pointing at her, while the leaders at the table all looked at her quizzically. Even the Midnight Menace stopped speaking to look at her, though his expression was impossible to read due to his mask.
Blizzard stopped several feet away from the Midnight Menace. Her hood was over her face, which alarmed me because Blizzard never wore her hood like that.
“What is this?” said the Midnight Menace, turning to face her. “Girl, who are you and where did you come from?”
“Are you the Midnight Menace?” said Blizzard. I just barely managed to hear her, because she was speaking very quietly, even more quietly than usual.
“Yes, of course,” said the Midnight Menace. “Again, who are—”
Blizzard raised her hands, which were now glowing white, and unleashed a huge blast of ice cold air at him.
Before the startled eyes of every person in the Hall, the Midnight Menace was turned into a frozen statue. Even the Midnight Menace didn't get a chance to respond before he was completely frozen over, with his arms held over his face defensively.
Then Blizzard—as if she had not just done that—looked over at Omega Man, who wore an expression pure shock, and said, in a voice loud enough for everyone to hear: “I did it, Omega Man … just as you told me to.”



Chapter Seventeen



 
The heaviest silence I had ever felt landed on the entire Hero Hall. Every single person, from the NHA and the INJ, was staring at Blizzard without saying a thing. My brain was unable to comprehend what I was even hearing and, based on the shocked expressions of Strike and Dizzy, even they didn't understand it. Dizzy even dropped her nacho plate onto the floor.
The leaders on the platform looked equally shocked. Omega Man, in particular, looked like someone had just punched him in the face. He seemed at a complete loss for words, which was surprising because I had never known him to not know what to say in any situation.
“Blizzard?” I whispered.
Like a spell had broken, the INJ leader in golden samurai stood up and, pointing at Omega Man, shouted, “I knew it! This was all a set up. You brought us all here just to kill our leader! You never intended to make peace with the INJ at all. This means war!”
“What?” said Omega Man, shaking his head. “I have no idea what Blizzard is even talking about.”
“Don't play dumb!” the golden samurai—who, if I recalled correctly, was named Samurai—shouted. He drew his sword, which was glowing with energy, and jumped at Omega Man with his sword above his head.
Samurai landed on the table in front of Omega Man and brought his sword down on Omega Man's head, but Omega Man caught it with both his hands, somehow holding it back through sheer physical strength alone.
As soon as that happened, all hell broke loose. People in the crowd started fighting each other, INJ members fighting NHA members, blasts of energy and fire being toss back forth, flying heroes clashing in the air above, and sonic bursts being met by thrown furniture. It was all so crazy that I was almost pulled into it, but Strike, Dizzy, and I backed up to the back wall away from all of the fighting.
“What the hell was that?” said Dizzy in shock, looking at all of the fighting going on. “Why did Blizzard attack the Midnight Menace like that? Is she the one behind everything that's been happening?”
“I don't know,” I said. I tried to look over the crowd to see Blizzard, but with all of the chaos and fighting, it was almost impossible to see whether Blizzard was still up there. “I need to find her so I can talk to her. Something is going on here but I'm just not sure what.”
I immediately raised my watch to my mouth and shouted, “Stinger! Shell! Treehugger! Talon! We need to find Blizzard, and fast!”
“No can do, Bolt!” came Stinger's voice from the watch, just barely audible over the chaos that had erupted all around us. “Shell and I are trying to avoid getting killed by this really angry guy who looks like a walking rock. Can't help!”
“Talon and I are stuck, too!” Treehugger's voice wailed over my watch. “Help!”
I cursed and said, “Don't worry, guys. You just try to survive and keep safe while I look for Blizzard. I'll get to the bottom of this and hopefully get the facts before this fight becomes any worse.”
I looked at Strike and Dizzy. “We need to get out of here and fast.”
“Sure,” said Strike, nodding. “We'll help you as best as we can.”
I nodded and then flew over the crowd, but I had to swerve almost immediately to avoid a chair that someone had thrown into the air. I flew up as close to the ceiling as I could and looked around the Hall, searching desperately for Blizzard through the chaotic battle taking place below. With so many people fighting each other, combined with loud bursts of sound and light, it was almost impossible to find Blizzard, not helped by the fact that I had to make sure I didn't get hit out of the air by debris or misaimed attacks.
Then I saw her. At the entrance, Blizzard slipped through it to the outside. I immediately shot after her and was soon joined by Strike and Dizzy, who were flying on one of the tables thanks to Strike's magnetic powers. A part of me felt guilty for leaving the others behind to fend for themselves, but I knew that the only way to stop this madness was to find and capture Blizzard and find out why she had done what she had done.
But when we got to the doors, we discovered they were frozen shut. Not that that was much of an obstacle for us, however. I just punched through them as hard as I could, smashing the frozen doors apart and allowing me, Strike, and Dizzy to run outside.
As soon as we left the Hall, we spotted Blizzard. She was running down the front steps of the Hall, but I wasn't going to let her get away. I shouted, “Blizzard! Stop!”
To my surprise, she did stop, but then she whirled around and fired twin beams of ice at us. I flew into the air, while Strike and Dizzy separated to avoid getting frozen.
Flying high, I landed behind Blizzard. She immediately whirled around again, raising her hands to freeze me, but I grabbed her wrists and twisted her arms in painful, unnatural directions; not enough to break them, but enough to break her concentration. Her hands stopped glowing as she cried out in pain, though her body kept generating cold air anyway.
Despite that, she still struggled against me, although due to the fact that she didn't have super strength her efforts were pretty futile.
“Give up, Blizzard,” I said. “Or I'll use even more force on you than I already have. I want to help you and I can't do that if you're trying to fight me.”
Blizzard finally looked at me, but her eyes were no longer normal. They were that same glowing white that I had seen back in the Training Room when the practice bots tried to kill us.
“Let me go!” Blizzard shouted. Her voice didn't sound normal; it sounded like an echo. “Let me go now!”
I felt the temperature instantly drop around me. Immediately, I let go of Blizzard's arms and jumped backwards just in time to avoid getting impaled by a huge ice pillar that shot out of the earth.
Skidding backwards, I said, “Okay, Blizzard. I said I was going to use force, so get ready for the pain!”
I prepared to run after her, but then Blizzard waved her hands and my feet were instantly frozen inside thick blocks of ice. The sudden appearance of the ice almost made me trip over myself, but I couldn't fall down due to how thick the ice was. And even worse, the ice was starting to crawl up my legs, which made me start to panic a little.
“Freeze,” said Blizzard, her voice never changing. “Freeze, freeze!”
But then, out of nowhere, twin laser beams struck Blizzard in the side. The blast sent her flying and she crashed into the street where she lay with a stunned look on her face, like someone had just slapped her.
I looked over to see Strike—his eyes glowing with charged energy—and Dizzy running down the steps toward us. Strike shot two more beams out of his eyes, which shattered the ice blocks around my feet and gave me freedom again.
“Thanks,” I said as they approached. “I was worried that I was about to become a human Popsicle for a second there.”
“No problem,” said Strike, waving off my thanks like it was nothing. “Blizzard is still conscious, though, so we have to stop her before she gets up again.”
I nodded and looked over at Blizzard. She was sitting up now, rubbing her head, but before she could do anything else, Strike said, “Dizzy, make sure she can't stand!”
Dizzy nodded and focused on Blizzard. Immediately, Blizzard closed her eyes and put her hands on her head, moaning in pain. She tried to stand up, but she was clearly too wobbly to achieve that.
Seeing a moment to take advantage of, I zoomed over to Blizzard and pinned her to the ground. She cried out in outrage, but again my superior strength subdued her. This time, I put more pressure on her arms, hoping to put her in so much pain that she wouldn't be able to concentrate long enough to use her powers. Her skin was cold as ice, but I held her down anyway, keeping her from even sitting up.
“Okay,” I said, doing my best to keep my voice level, but it was difficult because I was so angry. “Tell us why you're doing this, Blizzard. Have you been manipulating both sides for the past few weeks? Is this all your doing? Are you behind this insanity? If so, why?”
Blizzard didn't answer, but I did notice her hands starting to glow again. So I applied more pressure, twisting her arms just enough that she cried out in pain again and her hands stopped glowing.
“Don't even try to use your powers,” I said. “If you don't want to spend the next several months with your arms in casts, then tell us everything you know about what's been happening. Or else.”
Blizzard stopped struggling underneath me. She didn't say anything, which made me wonder if she was just going to stay silent or if she knew that my threat was serious.
That was when I heard a strange whistling noise nearby. I didn't know where it was coming from, though, until Strike shouted, “Watch out!”
I looked up in time to see a missile flying through the air toward us. It was coming too fast for me to dodge or deflect, but then Strike thrust his hands at it and the metal missile immediately veered off target. It crashed into the ground hundreds of feet away from us, where it exploded, sending a wave of fire and heat at us.
I immediately covered Blizzard with my body. My costume was heat resistant, so when the explosion passed over us, I managed to take most of it without suffering any injuries. All I felt was the intense heat and bits of debris hitting my back and my hearing was practically blown out by the sound of the explosion as it went off. Blizzard didn't even try to throw me off, probably because she didn't want to get caught in the explosion.
When the explosion passed, I looked over my shoulder and saw that all that remained was a smoking crater where the missile had crashed. I was amazed that we had survived it, which just made me even more thankful for my super suit.
But then I remembered that Strike and Dizzy were here, too, and looked over to see both of them lying on the ground unconscious. It looked like they had somehow managed to avoid the worst of the explosion, but they were clearly down for the count and would probably need medical attention to make sure they didn't suffer any serious burns or injuries.
“Strike? Dizzy?” I said. I looked at the sky again and said, “Where did that missile even come from?”
Then I heard the sounds of a jet engine and a large robot flew out from behind a nearby building. It flew over to us and landed on the ground in the center of the crater, where it towered over Blizzard and I.
Much to my surprise, this robot looked exactly like the Chaos bots that Master Chaos had used against me what felt like a lifetime ago now. Same general build, same limb design, same everything, which was shocking because I had thought that the government had retaken all of the stolen Project Neo weapons that Master Chaos had had in his possession.
But this Chaos bot looked a little different from the others. Its main body had been replaced by what looked like the cockpit of a mecha, but the glass was too dark for me to see through. I could tell there was someone inside it, but I could not identify the pilot.
Then the cockpit slowly but surely started rising open. I watched, tense, as the cockpit opened bit by bit, until soon I could see just who was siting in the cockpit of that mecha.
The woman sitting in the mecha's cockpit was a middle-aged Hispanic wearing a black body suit. The only part of her body that her suit left unexposed was her face, which allowed me to instantly recognize her, though I could hardly believe my own eyes.
“Maria Candle?” I said, not believing the words that came from my mouth even as I spoke them.
Maria Candle, the wife and widow of Master Chaos, smiled at me when I said her name. “Hello, Bolt … or should I say, Kevin Jason. It has been a long time since we last saw each other, but it doesn't matter because my face will be the last you ever see.”
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I blinked several times, wondering if my eyes were playing tricks on me, but no matter how many times I blinked, Maria's face didn't change.
“No way,” I said, still keeping my grip on Blizzard, even though she seemed to be unconscious. “Impossible.”
“Impossible?” said Maria. She laughed. “If that were true, I wouldn't even be here right now. But I am pleased to see that you are shocked. It means that you never even suspected that I might be behind any of this.”
I couldn't understand it. The last time I saw Maria, she had been lying unconscious in the warehouse where Dad and I had confronted Master Chaos. I later learned that she had escaped during the chaos of our fight with her husband, but I hadn't thought I'd ever see her again. At the very least, I thought that the G-Men, who were looking for her, would catch her before I did. I hadn't expected to see her on Hero Island, of all places.
“What are you doing here?” I said. “And where did you get the robot?”
“I came here to watch the show,” said Maria. Her mecha gestured at Hero Hall, from which the sounds of battle kept emitting. “And to see your death. As for where I got the robot, I took one of my dead husband's robots with me when I fled that warehouse and then modified it to act as my mecha.”
“So you were behind everything,” I said. I rose above Blizzard, letting her go because I frankly didn't think she was going anywhere anytime soon. “Were you that woman who reprogrammed the practice bots to try to kill Blizzard and me?”
“Of course,” said Maria. “It wasn't as easy as it looked, though, because I had a hard time getting in and out of your base unnoticed. I am not a very athletic woman, so sneaking around was difficult.”
“How did you get past Carl?” I said. “That shouldn't even be possible.”
Maria chuckled. “I didn't just steal this robot from Project Neo. I took quite a few other devices I thought could be useful. One such device was an invisibility belt. Not only did it make me invisible to the naked eye, but it also cloaked me from most sensors. It did not, however, make me silent, which was why I needed to sneak around.”
“Then how did we see you on our security footage if you were using an invisibility belt?” I demanded.
“That was intentional, little boy,” said Maria. “If no one had seen me, then it would have been harder to complete my grand master plan.”
“And what would that be?” I said. “Are you trying to pit the NHA against the INJ?”
“But of course,” said Maria. “I am glad you figured it out, though a little surprised, because you aren't nearly as smart as your father. That INJ badge I wore was a fake, but I spent a long time making it, using pictures of INJ badges on the Internet to get it exactly right.”
“And it worked,” I said. My hands balled into fists when I heard what sounded like an explosion come from Hero Hall. “Right now, the NHA and INJ are fighting in Hero Hall, maybe even killing each other. It might even lead to war.”
“I know,” said Maria. She smirked. “I feel so pleased with myself. It was the hardest thing I've ever done, but I managed to pull it off anyway. Bernard would be so proud of me if your father hadn't killed him.”
“Why?” I said. “Why did you do this? I thought you hated me and my Dad, not the NHA or the INJ.”
“But I hate them, too,” said Maria, “or at least the NHA. After all, your father may have been the one to defeat Bernard the first time, but the NHA helped take him to prison. They broke our family before it could even get started, so I will destroy them by having them get into a senseless conflict with the INJ that will help neither of them.”
“What about Blizzard?” I said. I glanced down at her. “Was she part of your plan, too?”
“Not originally,” said Maria, shaking her head. “But when I learned about her inability to control her own powers, well, I had to incorporate that into my plan, you understand.”
“Incorporate it into your plan?” I said. “What do you mean?”
“I mean that I had to get her in the right position to use her powers to destroy the NHA and INJ,” said Maria. “I planned, at first, to have her freeze the entire island over, but I think having her assassinate the Midnight Menace is far more effective, because it now has the NHA and INJ trying to kill each other without risk of freezing myself.”
“How did you make Blizzard attack the Midnight Menace?” I said. “She would never do that on her own.”
“Another Project Neo device,” said Maria. “I sneaked into the House last night and placed a device in her head that gives me a little bit of control and influence over her actions. I even tricked her into thinking Omega Man told her to do it. I am so pleased with that.”
My hands balled into fists. “And were you behind the murders of those guys in the Cavern? And that giant lizard creature?”
“Of course,” said Maria. “I used that same cloaking device I used to sneak into your base to sneak into the New Heroes' little base and kill those two, leaving the NHA's initials as 'evidence' that your people were trying to kill their people. As for the lizard, I got it from an old friend of my husband's, one of his supervillain friends from back in the day who is just as eager to see the destruction of the NHA and INJ as I am. I was also the one who shot that dart into Muscle, which would have killed him if you and Blizzard had not gotten him the medical help he needed.”
“Who is that?” I said.
“I'm not going to tell you,” said Maria. “That would be telling. The only reason I came here in person was to ensure your death.”
I still wanted to know who she was working with, but I decided that I would just have to live without that knowledge for now. “But I still don't understand it. You went to all this trouble just because you hate the NHA and the INJ?”
“Yes, but my ultimate plan is a bit simpler than that,” said Maria. Her mecha pointed at me. “You see, I want revenge. I want to avenge my husband and to do that I am going to kill you. I would kill your father, too, but he is in the middle of that battle at the moment and will likely be killed by someone in there, so I'm just going to focus on killing you.”
I took a battle stance. “That's nice, but you are still just a normal human, even if you do have a mecha. Shouldn't take me more than five seconds to take you down, if that.”
Activating my super speed, I zipped around Maria to the mecha's back. The mecha was trying to move around to face me, but it was as slow as mud. I threw a powerful punch at its back, intending to break its back and disable it instantly.
But when my fist hit the back of her mecha, I felt a jolt of electricity flow through my body that sent me flying backwards. I crashed onto the street, stunned by the impact, but tried to get up only to discover that my limbs were practically paralyzed.
“Like it?” said Maria, whose mecha had turned around now to face me. “The surface of this robot is electrified, so if you touch it, you will be shocked … literally.”
I forced myself to get back up to my feet. My body felt as stiff as a stick, but I had to get up. I looked down at my hands, which felt numb, and then looked up at Maria.
“So what?” I said. “I can still take you down some other way.”
Maria smirked. “Let's see you try, boy.”
The cockpit of her mecha closed shut and then the mecha hurled one of its arms at me, which extended like a chain. The chain wrapped tightly around my body, making me gasp in pain, but before I could break it, a jolt of electricity shot through my body. I screamed in pain before I was jerked off the street and then slammed back into it.
Dazed by the blow, I was unable to react when the mecha lifted me into the air and started spinning me above her head. The entire world spun around me so fast that it all blended together into one incoherent mass of color and texture before I suddenly found myself flying through the air, spinning crazily before I slammed into the side of a nearby building.
Shaking my head, my senses recovered just in time for me to see Maria's mecha flying toward me with its fists raised. My adrenaline kicked in and I zoomed out of the way just as the mecha slammed its fists into the building where I had been just moments before.
Stopping hundreds of feet away from the mecha, I groaned and rubbed my back. Though I was strong enough to survive the impact of the crash, the fact was that it still hurt. It didn't help that I was still trying to recover from being electrocuted, which made me slower and less agile than I usually was.
The mecha turned around to face me and then I heard Maria's voice coming from a speaker somewhere on the robot's body, “You cannot run away forever, Bolt! Why are you afraid of a middle-aged single mother? Am I that scary? Because I am about to get a lot scarier.”
The mecha aimed one of its hands at me and its fingertips flipped open to reveal gun barrels. Then the mecha started firing dozens of bullets at me. I had to use my super speed and reflexes to dodge the bullets, but I still was too slow and just barely avoided most of them. One of the bullets actually grazed my face, drawing blood, but I had no time to worry about that. I just ran toward the mecha, dodging its bullets as Maria laughed maniacally.
I jumped into the air and then flew into the sky, outracing the bullets and trying to get out of the mecha's range. I heard the bullets cease being fired behind me, but then I heard the sound of engines firing up and looked over my shoulder in time to see the mecha rocketing toward me thanks to the rockets on its feet. I had forgotten that the Chaos bots could fly.
I tried to fly away from her, going high into the sky. I had no idea how high Maria's mecha could fly, but maybe I could make it run out of fuel by out-flying it long enough.
Of course, just as I thought that, the mecha fired its hand at me again and the chain wrapped around my waist. Again, I was electrocuted and jerked down toward the robot, which now had a sharp blade sticking out of its wrist. I would be skewered if I fell on that blade, but it was hard to move out of the way because I was falling so fast and my body was so numb from the electricity.
Nonetheless, I managed to twist out of the way at the last minute, falling past the mecha so fast that I was a blur. But an idea occurred to me as I fell and I shot toward the ground as fast as I could, the numbness from the electricity wearing off as I flew.
I felt the mecha trying to pull me back, but I was going too fast and soon I was pulling the mecha along right behind me. With the wind in my ears, I couldn't tell if Maria was cursing at me or not, but it didn't matter. I was heading straight for the ground as fast as I could, not slowing down at all, because if I did, that would give Maria a chance to recover and stop me.
The ground was coming closer and closer with every passing second. If I didn't move out of the way quickly enough, I'd become a splattered mess on the ground, but the timing wasn't right just yet.
Then, at the last second, I pulled up abruptly, going back up into the sky. I flew past the mecha, but it was falling too fast to change course with me. It crashed into the ground with a loud boom and I was briefly jerked back before I put in a burst of speed and tore off its entire arm, allowing me to fly away with the chain still wrapped around my waist.
But then I stopped, tore the chain off my waist, and turned around in midair to get a good look at my work.
The mecha was lying still on its back. Smoke rose from the spot where its arm had been and the rest of its body looked crushed or broken. Its legs, in particular, were smashed to pieces, meaning it probably wasn't going to be standing up again anytime soon. Most of the lights on its body were completely destroyed, though I saw a red one blinking from within its dark cockpit.
The glass of the cockpit was cracked, but surprisingly not destroyed. I listened for any sounds of breathing from within, but it was incredibly quiet.
Was Maria dead? I didn't see how she could have possibly survived that crash. Even for a superhuman, that would have been a hard blow to recover from. If she wasn't dead, she was either unconscious or had every bone in her body broken and probably in a lot of pain. Her mecha, at least, was out of the fight.
So I carefully lowered down toward the mecha, keeping a close watch on the cockpit. If Maria was still alive and her bones were not shattered into dust, then she might try to pop out and kill me.
I landed on the robot's legs and looked closely at the cockpit, trying to see if I could spot any movement within. But it was too dark to see the inside through the cracked cockpit, except for a single blinking red light.
I grabbed the cockpit and ripped off the glass plate, which came off as easily as paper. Tossing it aside, I looked down at the cockpit to see a terrible sight:
Maria Candle lay in her seat, looking as dead as a corpse. Her forehead was bleeding badly and her body looked like it had been crushed by the impact. The fresh, metallic scent of her blood filled my nostrils, which made me cover my nose. But Maria looked dead, just as I expected her to be.
Shaking my head, I stood up. I was relieved that Maria was dead, because it meant that she would never be a threat to me or my family ever again, but I figured that Robert was going to hate me more than ever now, once he learned that she was dead. And I understood that, because he now had neither a mom or dad and I couldn't imagine what that would be like. Of course, he wouldn't actually be able to get back at me, so I wasn't very worried about Robert's reaction, whatever it would be.
Then, without warning, Maria's eyes snapped open. The whites of her eyes were now red, probably due to a popped blood vessel or something, and it made her look crazy, like she had escaped from an insane asylum.
“Die,” said Maria.
Without warning, Maria slammed a button to her right. Immediately, the mecha's remaining arm wrapped around me tightly enough to make me gasp and then shocked me with more electricity. At the same time, a timer appeared on the tiny screen above Maria's head, which displayed thirty seconds on the clock and was rapidly counting down already.
“You can't escape this one, Kevin,” Maria hissed, a crazy grin on her blood-soaked face. “Soon, we will both be in hell with Bernard and we will get to spend an eternity torturing you for what you did to our family.”
I could have escaped if I had more time, but the timer was going down too fast and the arm around me was too strong. I could only watch as the timer went down from twenty to fifteen to ten all the way down to five seconds left.
But then, out of nowhere, ice started forming on the mecha's remains. It rapidly covered the entire mecha, covering it so fast that I could barely follow. It ran along the mecha's body, covering the arm holding me but not me, and made its way to the cockpit where Maria lay.
Maria was staring at the ice in shock and said, “What is—” before she was completely consumed by the ice itself. Her face was literally frozen in shock.
As for the timer, however, it was still going down and was now at two seconds. I was worried it was going to explode anyway, but then the ice covered the timer in a thick block of ice. Through the clear ice, I saw that the timer had stopped at one second, so I assumed that the ice must have somehow disabled the mecha's self-destruct mechanism.
“Bolt!” I heard a voice shout.
I looked up and saw Blizzard standing not far from where the mecha had landed. She was holding up her hands, which were glowing white, and had a worried expression on her face. She still looked sickly and tired, but she looked a little bit better, too, like she had just awoken from a nap.
“Blizzard?” I said. “Did you do this?”
“Yeah,” said Blizzard. She lowered her hands and said, “I didn't do anything wrong, did I?”
I shook my head quickly. “No, no, you did exactly the right thing. Your ice didn't even hurt me.”
Blizzard sighed in relief. “Oh, good. I was worried about that for a second. Do you need help getting out?”
“No,” I said. “I can free myself.”
With a simple shrug of my shoulders, I shattered the frozen mecha arm that was around me. I jumped off the frozen mecha and landed next to Blizzard. She had taken off her hood, revealing her long white hair and looking more like herself now.
Standing up and dusting some ice chips off my shoulders, I looked at Maria and said, “Did you kill her?”
“I wasn't trying,” Blizzard said, looking down at her feet. “But I bet she's dead anyway. There's no way a normal human like her could have survived being frozen alive like that, especially after that awful crash.”
“Well, I'm glad you stopped her anyway,” I said, looking away from the frozen mecha and at Blizzard. “I don't think I could have survived an explosion from that close, even with my costume and super endurance.”
Blizzard nodded, but then started and said, “Oh my gosh. Your cheek is bleeding.”
I touched my cheek, where Maria's bullets had grazed me, and felt a little blood there. “Oh, it's nothing. I've suffered worse. Thanks for noticing, but right now we need to focus on the fight between the NHA and the INJ in the Hero Hall. We have to stop it before anyone dies or it escalates. Everyone needs to know what Maria did.”
“Right,” said Blizzard. She hesitated and looked toward Hero Hall with a worried expression on her face. “But … how will they treat me when I get there? I froze the Midnight Menace. Everyone is going to think I killed him purposefully, even though I was really under Maria Candle's control when I did it.”
“Don't worry,” I said. I put a hand on her shoulder. “I'll be there with you. If anyone tries to hurt you, as your leader, I'll make sure that that person spends the next several weeks in the hospital with every bone in their body broken. Okay?”
Blizzard still looked hesitant, but then she nodded and said, “Okay. I just hope we are not too late to end that battle before it becomes an all-out war.”



Chapter Nineteen



 
After waking up Strike and Dizzy, making sure they were okay, and then explaining to them what just happened, the four of us went back to Hero Hall. We didn't hear anything from the inside, which made me wonder if the fight was over and, if so, who had won. I fully expected to see dozens of dead bodies scattered all over the floor, with maybe the survivors being herded by the winners into the corner or center so that they would all be in one place. I even expected to see Dad's corpse lying on the floor, a thought that sent chills down my spine just by thinking about it.
But when we entered Hero Hall, we came upon a scene that I don't think any of us expected: All of the assembled members of the NHA and the INJ standing around and watching a movie that was playing on the massive screen behind the platform. And even stranger, I was on it.
The screen showed my battle with Maria Candle. It was from a distance, so you couldn't really see it in full detail, but it was clear enough that you could see our every move. It was showing the very final stages of our fight, in which I slammed Maria to the ground and then Maria attempted to blow me up. It even showed Blizzard using her ice powers to freeze the mecha over and stop the timer from going off.
And standing on the platform, next to the frozen Midnight Menace, was Dad. His back was to the crowd, his helmeted head turned upward, as he also watched the scene playing out on the screen.
But then Dad suddenly turned around and said, “Bolt, Blizzard! There you are!”
Suddenly, the eyes of every superhero in the room were on us. Most of the heroes, now that I got a good look at them, were wounded or damaged, but I didn't see any corpses, at least. Still, it felt awkward for everyone to be watching us like this, especially when I noticed that a few of them looked at Blizzard with hostility.
“Bolt, Blizzard, Strike, Dizzy,” Dad said. He gestured at us. “Come on up here. Don't worry; no one will try to harm you.”
Confused, I decided I could trust Dad, so I let Blizzard wrap her arms around my neck and I flew us both over to the platform, trying to ignore the watching eyes of the other superheroes as they followed us. Behind me and Blizzard, Strike and Dizzy flew on Strike's metal board, following the two of us over to the stage.
I landed on the stage next to Dad and Blizzard let go of me as soon as her feet touched the floor. Strike and Dizzy landed next to us, too, and seemed as confused as I felt.
“Um …” I looked up at Dad in confusion. “Dad, what—”
Dad put a hand on my shoulder and then gestured at the screen behind us, except that he wasn't looking at me. He was looking at the crowd of people below us who were still watching us quietly.
“Did you all see that?” said Dad. It sounded like his helmet was increasing the volume of his voice, because his voice sounded louder than usual. “My son, Bolt, was fighting Maria Candle. You heard the audio. Maria Candle confessed to trying to manipulate the NHA to fight the INJ. That means that no one in either organization was trying to manipulate both sides against each other.”
Suddenly, Samurai, who stood near the front of the crowd and whose golden armor was bashed in several places, said, “But what about the Midnight Menace? He is still frozen. He must be dead by now.”
“Not necessarily,” said Dad. He looked at Blizzard. “Blizzard, can you please unfreeze the Midnight Menace?”
Blizzard looked extremely timid whenever all of the people looked at her, but she nodded shakily and raised her hands. They glowed white and the frozen form of the Midnight Menace started to slowly thaw out.
As the Midnight Menace thawed out, I whispered to Dad, “What happened? I thought both sides were trying to kill each other. Why'd they stop?”
“I ended the fight by having Carl activate the security cameras on the outside of the Hall and display their feed in here,” Dad whispered back to me. “I originally did it because I wanted to keep an eye on you, but when I saw Maria, I had Carl increase the audio so everyone could hear her.” He gestured at the NHA and INJ members below. “When everyone saw it, they stopped fighting and started watching. We got very lucky, I think, that Maria was dumb enough to pick a fight with you and reveal her plan to the world.”
Before I could respond, the Midnight Menace finished thawing out. As soon as he thawed, the Midnight Menace's red eyes snapped open and he looked around wildly, saying, “What the hell? Where am I? What happened? Who did that?”
“He's still alive?” I muttered.
“The Midnight Menace isn't quite the same as normal people,” Dad muttered back. But then he said aloud, to the Midnight Menace, “Midnight Menace, it's good to see that you are all right.”
The Midnight Menace looked at Dad suddenly. “Genius? What are you doing here? The last thing I remember—”
The Midnight Menace suddenly stopped speaking when he looked at Blizzard, who stepped away from him and lowered her hands.
“You!” the Midnight Menace shouted, pointing at Blizzard. “You froze me! You tried to kill me. I will not stand for this.”
The Midnight Menace moved toward Blizzard like a shadow, causing her to make a small yelp, but then Strike stepped in between them and said, “Leave her alone, Midnight Menace.”
The Midnight Menace stopped and stared at Strike in confusion and anger. “Strike, what are you doing? She tried to kill me. She must be stopped before she kills anyone else.”
“Menace, Blizzard did not try to kill you intentionally,” said Dad. “She was under the influence of Maria Candle, the wife of the late Master Chaos, who has been manipulating both the NHA and the INJ in an attempt to get them to destroy each other.”
“Maria Candle?” said the Midnight Menace incredulously. “Ridiculous. She is just an ordinary human. How could she cause any of us trouble? Where is your proof?”
Dad pointed up at the screen, which now displayed a close-up of the frozen Maria. The Midnight Menace looked up at the screen and then said, in a flat voice, “Oh.”
“She confessed on camera that she has been playing both sides,” said Dad, “all to get revenge for her deceased husband. If you are still skeptical, I can replay the part where she gives a detailed confession of her wrongdoing.”
“No, no, no, that will be unnecessary,” said the Midnight Menace, looking down from the screen and at Dad. “I believe you. We may have our differences over what it means to be a neohero, but I know that you are an honest and trustworthy man, so I will not harm the young girl or anyone else.”
I sighed in relief, but it was Dad who said, “Good to hear, Menace. I am pleased to see that there is still some of that reasonableness in you that I first saw when we met all those years ago.”
The Midnight Menace merely nodded in response, but then I heard someone flying and looked up to see Omega Man flying over us. He landed on the stage only a few feet away from me and Dad, his cape torn and shredded in places, but looking otherwise okay despite having been in the middle of such an intense brawl.
“Bolt, Blizzard,” said Omega Man, looking at us both. “I saw the entire fight from the security camera. I just wanted to say that I am proud of you and what you did. If you had not stopped Maria, it is very likely that both the NHA and INJ would have been destroyed.”
I scratched the back of my head, while Blizzard just looked embarrassed by the praise.
Then Omega Man looked at the Midnight Menace. “Menace, do you and the other INJ members wish to resume the Summit? The Hall is still in one piece and, with just a little bit of cleaning and repair, it could be put back to use again in just a couple of hours, if that. Then we can resume the Summit, if you wish.”
For a moment, I thought that the Midnight Menace was going to reject the offer. He looked like he wanted to leave Hero Island and go back to California, probably because you weren't in danger of being frozen alive over there.
But then, much to my surprise, the Midnight Menace nodded and said, “Very well, Omega Man. We can resume the Summit, but after I see the footage of Bolt's battle with that woman. I would like to know what happened while I was frozen and to know exactly how this woman tried to manipulate both of our organizations to fight against each other.”
“Wonderful,” said Omega Man. “I am glad that you have seen reason. I believe that this will be the best Summit yet, after we clean everything up and get it going again.”
Then Omega Man looked out over the watching crowd and said, “Everyone, please leave the Hall. We will have our janitors and a few volunteers clean up the mess caused by the battle between our two organizations. We will return to the Hall in a couple of hours, at which point the Summit will resume once more. Until then, those of you who were injured should go to the Island's hospital to have your injuries and wounds treated.”
Most of the heroes looked a little annoyed that the Summit was being put on hold like this, but a lot of them looked relieved, too, like they were happy that they would have a chance to heal and rest from the fight.
As the assembled heroes made their way to the exit, the Midnight Menace looked over at me and said, “You are Bolt, correct?”
“Um, yes, sir,” I said, standing up straight under the Midnight Menace's questioning gaze. “We've met before.”
“Yes, I recall,” said the Midnight Menace. “And you defeated Maria Candle, correct?”
I nodded. “Yes, though with help from Blizzard.”
I gestured at Blizzard, who shrank back under the Midnight Menace's gaze. He wasn't really looking at her with anger, but I understood why Blizzard was so timid around him. Since she had almost killed him, Blizzard probably thought that the Midnight Menace was angry at her, even though he had already said he was going to spare her life.
“I would like to thank both of you for defeating Maria Candle before she succeeded in destroying the INJ and the NHA,” said the Midnight Menace. “If you had not defeated her, she might have succeeded in her insane plans and caused untold chaos around the country and, perhaps, around the world, too.”
“You're welcome, sir,” I said. “I just did what had to be done. I have some personal history with Maria, too, so stopping her was a pleasure for me.”
The Midnight Menace nodded, while Omega Man said, “Yes, it is good that Maria was stopped. Now, Menace, would you and the rest of the INJ leadership wish to come to our council chamber to view the footage of Bolt and Blizzard's battle with Maria?”
“Certainly,” said the Midnight Menace. “I will gather Samurai and the others and meet you and the other members of the Leadership Council there in ten minutes.”
“Good,” said Omega Man. He looked at me and Blizzard. “As for you two, I suggest returning to the House along with the rest of your team. Once the Hall has been repaired and the Summit resumes, we will call you back so you can participate in it as well.”
“Yes, sir,” I said. Then I looked at Strike and Dizzy and said, “Do you two want to come with us to see the House? Since the Summit isn't going to resume for at least a couple of hours, this would be a great time for you guys to see the House.”
“Sure,” said Strike. “We'll need to get Slime and the Lightning Triplets first, however, but that shouldn't take us long at all.” He dropped his board onto the stage and stepped on it. “Come on, Dizzy. Let's go find the others.” Then he looked at me again. “We'll meet you and the rest of your team at the House in a few minutes.”
I gave Strike the thumbs up as he and Dizzy rose into the air and flew toward the exit. Omega Man, too, flew away, while the Midnight Menace moved silently down the stairs leading from the stage to the floor of the Hall, also making his way toward the exit.
That left me, Blizzard, and Dad standing on the stage by ourselves. I looked up at Dad, whose arms were crossed over his chest like he was thinking about something.
“Dad, are you going to stay here for the rest of the Summit?” I said.
Dad shook his head. “No. Like I said, I only wanted to stay for a few hours. I'm going back home to Texas, so I am afraid I'll have to miss out on the rest of it. But you can call me later and tell me what happens after it's over.”
My shoulders slumped. “Are you sure you won't be staying? Don't you want to catch up with your old friends, at least?”
“I already managed to speak with most of them,” said Dad. “Besides, your mother is probably worried sick about me, so I should head home and reassure her that I am all right. She will definitely need to know about what happened here, because your mother has been worrying that Maria Candle might try to attack us to avenge Master Chaos and should know that Maria is no longer a threat.”
“Okay,” I said. “Well, say hi to Mom for me, then. And to Malcolm and Tara, too, if you see them.”
“All right,” said Dad. Then he looked at Blizzard and said, “Please keep an eye on my son for me. As you might know, Bolt can sometimes get into big trouble, so try to keep him from getting himself killed while I'm away, okay?”
Blizzard blinked, but said, “Um, okay, Mr. Genius. I'll try my best.”
Dad smiled, but before I could argue with Dad about the 'trouble' I get into, Dad twisted his Teleportation Buckle and vanished.
“So should we go back to the House now?” said Blizzard, looking at me somewhat awkwardly. “That's where the rest of the team is by now.”
“Yeah, we should,” I said, nodding. “Remember, we said we were going to show Strike and the other New Heroes around it, so we'd better get there before they do.”
So Blizzard and I left the stage and walked toward the exit. As we did so, I could not help but wonder what would result from this Summit. With Maria dead and the INJ willing to resume the Summit, maybe we would see a new alliance between the two organizations that would make the world a safer place for all of us.
Whatever awaited us in the future, whatever came of this Summit, I knew that it would be good. The future looked brighter than ever and I could not wait to see it.



Chapter Twenty
One week later, somewhere in Texas …
 
Robert Candle drove down a lone, long highway in West Texas, his hands gripping the steering wheel of his car so tightly that he could barely feel them. He paid little attention to the tree-shaped air freshener dangling beneath his rearview mirror or to the fact that he was driving well above the speed limit and probably wouldn't be able to slow down long enough to stop in case a person or animal walked onto the road in front of him. Such a collision would almost certainly kill him or at least put him back into the hospital.
Maybe I want to die, Robert thought, though even he wasn't sure if he really wanted that or not.
He was thinking about his mother's death, which he had learned from a news report on Neo Ranks that stated that his mother had died trying to manipulate the Neohero Alliance and the Independent Neoheroes for Justice to go to war against each other. She had been killed by Bolt (What a retarded name for a superhero, Robert thought angrily) and some dumb girl who called herself Blizzard. There had been a funeral a few days ago, but Robert and his grandparents, who had become his guardians after his mother ran away the first time, had been the only people who attended, aside from the Catholic priest who presided over it.
In Robert's eye, he could still see his mother's casket being lowered into the grave. Every time he thought about it, anger rushed up his body. He had wanted to scream and cry and rage against the world, but Robert had never been very good with expressing his emotions, so all he had done was stand there and watch, silently fuming, as the priest gave the eulogy and then later when his mother's casket was lowered into the ground.
After that, Robert had dropped out of school, taken his car, and left Silvers entirely. He hadn't even told his grandparents, who he hated because they had acted like his mother had had it coming. They said that she shouldn't have married his father, that she shouldn't have tried to manipulate the two biggest superhero organizations in the country to fight each other, and that she should have abandoned her grudge against Bolt and been a 'good' mother to Robert instead and find a good man to marry to replace Dad.
What those two idiots didn't understand was that she had been a good mother. She had tried to avenge her husband and son, tried to get rid of Bolt, who, in Robert's eyes, had ruined Robert's life once already. Or, rather, Bolt's father, Genius, had, since Genius had been the one to put Master Chaos behind bars and then blow him up after he escaped.
That whole family has ruined my own, Robert thought, scowling as he pushed down on the pedal, making the car go even faster. Dad's dead. Mom's dead. And my grandparents are idiots who don't understand anything.
Robert had no particular destination in mind. All he wanted to do was keep driving until he reached California and maybe he would just drive until he got to the beach and then he would drive into the ocean and drown in his car. Or maybe he'd catch a plane or a ship to some other country, because he didn't want to be anywhere near Bolt, Genius, or any of those other so-called 'neoheroes' who had ruined his life.
In truth, Robert wanted revenge, but every time he thought about confronting Bolt, an intense, instinctual fear rose in the pit of his stomach. He kept remembering how Bolt had punched him through the cafeteria wall the first time, how it felt like every bone in his body had been completely shattered. Robert had miraculously recovered, but just the thought of confronting Bolt made him feel like how he did in his hospital bed back in Fallsville: Weak, powerless, and afraid. And he hated feeling weak, powerless, and afraid.
Robert was so lost in his thoughts that he didn't notice someone lying directly on the road before him until it was too late. Instinctively, Robert smashed down the brakes on his car, causing it to skid to a stop, but not before it went over the guy lying on the road. But oddly, when the car went over the guy, Robert did not hear a bump or any other sound to indicate that he had just run someone over. He wondered if he had just imagined someone lying there, but when he glanced at his rearview mirror, he saw the person still lying on the road.
Kicking open the door to his car, Robert grabbed his baseball bat (just in case he needed to defend himself), jumped out, and ran over to the guy. Stopping before him, Robert realized that the guy was bald and was close to him in age, but he was lying face down on the road, which made it impossible to tell much else about him, especially in the darkness of the night.
“Hey, are you all right?” said Robert. He asked the question less out of compassion and more because he didn't want this guy to call the police on him for running him over. “Are you still awake? Hello?”
The guy didn't even stir, which made Robert think that he actually had killed him, even though the guy didn't have any tire marks on him.
Just as Robert was about to turn around and jump back in his car and leave before anyone came down the road and saw the dead guy, the guy suddenly looked up at Robert. He was smirking, like he had succeeded in doing something.
“Got you,” said the guy, his voice gleeful.
Before Robert could react, the guy suddenly became as transparent as a ghost and flew toward him. Robert had just enough time to realize that this guy was a superhuman before the guy passed through him.
Immediately, a cold chill sank into Robert's bones. He dropped his bat and fell down to his hands and knees, shivering uncontrollably from the cold. He tried to stand up, but his bones felt frozen, even though the night was warm and dry.
The ghostly man lowered down before him, still smirking down at Robert. “Look at you, look at you. I forgot how easily you normal humans fall to my power.”
His teeth chattering, Robert asked, “W-Who are you, freak?”
“Freak?” said the ghostly man, who sounded genuinely offended by that. “I'm not a freak. I'm just a normal teenager, like you. But if you must know my name, you can call me Ghost.”
“G-Ghost?” Robert repeated. “You a neohero?”
Ghost chuckled. “I wouldn't exactly call myself a 'hero,' seeing as terms like that are rather outdated and problematic. I prefer to think of myself as a follower of a greater vision, something you obviously lack.”
“I-I'm going to k-kill you,” Robert said. “I-I hate neoheroes.”
“Kill me? You can't even speak a short sentence without stuttering like a geriatric,” Ghost said. “You just stay right there. I need to contact my leader and let him know about the success of my mission.”
Ghost pulled a smartphone out of the pocket of his vest, dialed a number on it that Robert couldn't see, and, raised the phone to his ear. Robert heard another phone ringing before it suddenly stopped and a low voice spoke that he couldn't hear.
“Yes, Master Thaumaturge, it's me, Ghost,” said Ghost. He smirked at Robert. “The mission was a success. I got Robert, just as you asked me to. It was incredibly easy, because he didn't even know I was here, plus he's kind of an idiot.”
Robert gritted his teeth. He wanted to beat that Ghost's face in with his bat, but he couldn't even lift up his hands. He just watched as Ghost listened to whoever this 'Thaumaturge' idiot was babbling on the other end of his phone.
I'm so powerless, Robert thought, his face burning with anger and shame. I wonder if he's going to kill me. I would if I was him.
Ghost was listening carefully to Thaumaturge and then he nodded and said, “Yes, sir. When will Hopper get here? … Ten minutes? Is he asleep or something? Okay, okay, fine. I'll keep an eye on Robert and make sure he doesn't try to get away. Thanks.”
Ghost canceled the call and then looked down at Robert. “Well, Robby, it looks like you and I are going to be alone for the next ten minutes or so. What kind of video games do you like?”
“R-Robby?” Robert stuttered. “D-Did you just call me R-Robby?”
“Yeah,” said Ghost. “What's the matter? You don't like it when people call you Robby?”
“O-Only my mother ever called me that,” said Robert. He could feel his bones starting to warm up, which meant that he would be able to move again soon. “N-No one calls me R-Robby but my m-mother.”
Ghost rolled his eyes. “Oh, excuse me. Are you talking about your dead mother? You know, the one who failed to take down the NHA and the INJ? What an epic fail.”
“D-Don't mock my m-mother in front of m-me,” Robert said. “Or else.”
Ghost smirked again. “Or else what? You're going to st-stutter at me? Oh, how scary. Is that your superpower? Are you going to pull on some spandex and call yourself Saint Stutterer? I'm sure Bolt could find you a spot on the Young Neos in that case.”
“Shut up,” Robert said. The cold had not yet completely faded from his body, but it had faded enough that he knew he could move his limbs. “For a ghost, you're not very scary.”
“Not scary?” said Ghost indignantly. “How dare you! I try my hardest to be scary, at least towards my enemies. Of course, Sarah is way scarier than me, but I can be plenty scary, too.”
“I've seen scarier monsters in kids' shows,” said Robert. “You're just a bald loser.”
“How dare you!” Ghost shouted. “Stop triggering me!”
Ghost raised his fist and brought it down on Robert's head, but Robert caught it before it could smash into his skull. It was a rather light and wimpy fist which probably wouldn't have hurt even if it had collided with his head, but Robert didn't want to get hit anyway.
But when Robert caught Ghost's fist, that was when he felt something shift deep inside him. He wasn't sure what it was at first until he suddenly felt something flowing from Ghost's fist into his hand, down his arm, and into his body. It almost felt like water, but not quite; more like burning lava, which evaporated whatever coldness was left in his bones and made him feel stronger and stronger with every passing moment.
“What?” said Ghost. “What's this? Let go of me or else.”
Robert didn't pay any attention to Ghost's whiny demands. He just tightened his grip on Ghost's fist, draining more and more of whatever it was that he was draining from Ghost into his body. It made him feel stronger and more powerful, like he was on top of the world.
Finally, after what seemed like forever but was probably just a few seconds, Robert could not feel anymore energy going into his body. So he shoved Ghost back, sending the idiot falling backwards onto the road with a gasp.
“What?” said Ghost. He looked down at his hands. “What did you do? What was that?”
Rising to his feet, Robert looked down at his own hands. They looked normal enough, but he felt something deep inside him that he hadn't felt before. It was a like a tiny, warm fire, steadily burning within him and keeping him warm and toasty, but more than that, it made him feel strong, strong enough to take on anyone and anything.
He looked up at Ghost, who had gotten back to his feet. Ghost was sweating now, but to his credit, he clearly wasn't going to run away.
“I don't know how you did that, but I'm not going to let you get away,” said Ghost. “This time, I'll knock you out, even if that gets Thaumaturge on my case.”
Ghost closed his eyes and started grunting. Robert kept expecting Ghost to turn transparent and fly through him again, but as the seconds ticked by, Ghost remained as solid as ever.
Finally, after a few awkward moments of grunting, Ghost opened his eyes and looked at his body as if there was something wrong with it. “What the hell? Why can't I use my powers?” He looked up at Robert, anger blazing in his eyes. “What did you do? Are you responsible for this?”
Robert was about to say that no, of course he wasn't, because he didn't have any powers of his own. But then he stopped and, remembering the fire within, raised his right hand and focused on making it transparent.
And then, without warning, his hand became as clear as glass.
“Huh?” said Ghost. He no longer sounded angry; instead, he sounded fearful. “How did you do that? I was told you don't have any powers.”
“You're right,” said Robert. He smiled the most savage smile he could muster. “But I do have your powers now.”
As if he did this every day, Robert turned completely transparent and flew through Ghost's body. Ghost gasped in pain before he fell down to the road on his hands and knees, shivering as Robert rematerialized behind him. Robert looked down at his body again, which felt as solid as ever, as the implications of what just happened sank into his mind.
He turned around to face Ghost again. Ghost was pitifully trying to get up again, but Robert didn't want him to get up, so he kicked Ghost in the side as hard as he could with his steel-toed boot. The blow knocked Ghost onto his side, while Robert walked around him toward his discarded baseball bat that lay only a few feet away.
“I-Impossible,” said Ghost through chattering teeth. “H-How did you steal my powers?”
Robert bent over, picked up his bat, and dusted it off before turning around to face Ghost again, who now looked like an ugly thing that Robert would have to scrap off the underside of his boot. “No idea. Maybe God gave me this power.”
“G-God?” Ghost repeated. “You're a b-believer?”
Robert shrugged. “My mother was always a good Catholic, but I never really believed any of that stuff. But maybe there is a God out there after all, a God who gave me this power.”
“W-Why would G-God give you a power?” Ghost asked skeptically.
Robert smiled again and held his bat in both hands. He walked over to Ghost, who was now looking up at him in fear, but Robert felt no fear at all, only a savage desire to get revenge.
Stopping in front of Ghost, Robert looked down at him and said, “To avenge my parents. But before I do that, I think I'll take a few minutes to make you into an example of what happens to anyone who pisses me off.”
Robert raised his bat above his head and started beating down on the defenseless Ghost. Ghost cried out in pain at first, but after the third or fourth hit, he stopped making any noise at all and the only sound was of Robert's wooden bat smashing Ghost's flesh and bones into pieces.
When Robert finished, he lowered his bloody bat, dug through Ghost's pockets, took Ghost's phone (which had somehow managed to survive the beating with only a small crack on the screen), and then turned around and dialed the last number Ghost had called.
A second later, Robert heard someone pick up and then a deep and ancient voice said, “Ghost? What is the matter? I told you that Hopper will be there soon. Be patient.”
“I'm not Ghost,” said Robert. “And don't bother asking for him. He's a little indisposed at the moment.”
There was silence on the other end before the voice said, “Then who is this? Robert Candle?”
“Yep,” said Robert, resting his bloody bat on his shoulder. “Son of Master Chaos. And you are Thaumaturge, right? I heard Ghost talking to you earlier.”
“Yes, that's my name,” said Thaumaturge, but he sounded tense. “What do you want?”
Robert didn't answer right away, because Thaumaturge's name sparked a memory in his head. “You're a servant of that Barnabas Sagan guy, right? A member of his cult, Eye Sight or whatever? I saw the report on the news when the story broke.”
“The proper name of our movement is Vision,” said Thaumaturge stiffly. “Our mission is to create a world without inequalities and where the false social constructs that oppress us all are overthrown and replaced by love.”
“Right, right,” said Robert. “If I recall right, it was Bolt who exposed you guys and defeated your leader. Sagan's a vegetable lying in a hospital somewhere right now, isn't he?”
“Our glorious Visionary is,” said Thaumaturge. “And it was Bolt who put him in that situation. What is your point?”
“I was thinking …” He stopped and inhaled the sweet smell of Ghost's blood before continuing. “We both hate Bolt. He's harmed both of us. Why don't we work together to bring him down?”
“Work together?” Thaumaturge said. “Why? You don't even have any powers. What would we have to gain by forming an alliance with you?”
“Because unlike you losers, I have a plan to defeat him,” said Robert. “A plan that I can guarantee will take him out of the superhero game for good, which will not only give me the revenge I deserve, but also help your little 'movement' finally get somewhere. What do you say?”
Thaumaturge went silent for a solid minute, which Robert almost took as a rejection.
But then Thaumaturge said, “I am listening.”
Robert smiled, feeling the drying blood of Ghost on his lips. “Good. But first, send someone to take me to your base. I'll tell you all about my plan to defeat Bolt once and for all there.”
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