
        
            
                
            
        

    

Table of Contents
Title Page
Subscribe to my newsletter
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Subscribe to my newsletter
About the Author



The Superhero's Powers
Book Four in The Superhero's Son
by Lucas Flint

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



If you would like to be the FIRST to know about my newest releases, please subscribe to my newsletter by clicking this link HERE. Newsletter subscribers are always the first to hear about my newest releases, plus giveaways, contests, special deals, and much more.



Chapter One



 
I walked through the empty hallways of my John Smith High School, keeping my eyes and ears open for any traps or ambushes. I didn't hear anything, aside from the sounds of my own footsteps echoing off the smooth floor. It was actually really eerie, because just moments ago, when I entered the school, I had been among the loud police cars, news reporters reporting on the kidnapping, and my own team mates, who I wished were with me right now.
Then again, it wasn't like I was defenseless. As Bolt, the leader of the Young Neos and a strong superhero in my own right, I had super strength, super speed, and the ability to fly. That kept me safe from most things that would kill an ordinary person, but when those failed me, I had my costume, which was bullet and fireproof.
But it wasn't really me I was worried about. I was actually worried about my friend, Malcolm Rayner, who was somewhere in the school, held hostage by my old school bully and enemy, Robert Candle. Malcolm was just a normal person with no powers of his own whatsoever, while Robert, also a normal person, was reported to have a gun and was threatening to shoot Malcolm if anyone other than me entered the school. That was why I went in alone; I didn’t want to risk Robert killing Malcolm.
As I turned the corner down the hallway to the cafeteria, I thought about the events leading up to this. According to the police, Robert had kidnapped Malcolm three hours ago and was threatening to kill him if I didn't show up in person at the school. It had happened during the last hours of the school day when everyone was leaving, but Robert had allowed the rest of the students and faculty to leave unharmed. He said that he just wanted to face me alone and would kill Malcolm if any police or other superheroes entered the school.
When I first heard the news, I was shocked. I knew Robert was somewhat unstable, given that he had lost both of his parents over the last five months and was a cruel person even before then, but I had never imagined that he would actually kidnap Malcolm and threaten to kill him. The police had told me that no one knew why Robert snapped, but I guessed that he was so overcome with grief at the loss of both of his parents (whose deaths I had had a hand in) that he was no longer thinking rationally. He was probably hoping to kill me, but, of course, there was no way he could, because even with a gun at his side, I was still much stronger and faster than him. I could dodge any bullets he shot at me and disarm him faster than I could think.
But that didn't mean I was just going to barge in and take him down immediately. I was worried that Robert expected me to do that and would just shoot Malcolm right away if I used my powers to enter. Besides, I suspected that Robert probably set up some kind of trap to catch me, although so far the school's hallways were pretty empty and normal.
As worried as I was for Malcolm’s safety, I felt confident that I could beat Robert. Whatever his plan was—if he had a plan at all, because it sure didn’t seem like he had one—I knew it wouldn't take much effort on my part to take him down. My plan was simple: Enter the cafeteria, distract Robert with some conversation, and then zoom over to him with my super speed and knock the gun out of his hands before he could react. Then knock him out with one punch, free Malcolm, and let the police handle the rest. Easy peasy.
The only thing I didn't understand was that Robert said he would 'know' if someone other than me entered the school, which meant that the police couldn't send in a SWAT team as backup or help my teammates enter the school secretly. I thought it was a meaningless threat, given how Robert was not known to have any cameras on him or anything, but the police understandably didn’t want to take any chances. Not that I cared either way, since I was confident I could take out Robert on my own anyway.
I stopped in front of the doors to the cafeteria. I listened for any sounds on the other side, anything that could indicate that Robert had set a trap or ambush for me, but I heard nothing. I didn't even hear Robert or Malcolm breathing, but because that was where Robert was reported to be holding Malcolm hostage, I pushed open the doors and stepped inside.
Ah, the cafeteria. I had so many fond memories here, like the time I punched Robert through the wall on the other side of the room, which I noticed was still hastily plastered over. The lights were on, but the cafeteria still felt dim and dreary, maybe because the windows were closed. It also smelled of the slop they gave here, which made me grimace.
At first, I didn't see Robert or Malcolm anywhere. Then I looked over at the table where me, Malcolm, and Tara used to sit for lunch and saw two people sitting there.
One was Malcolm. He was bound with thick rope, while duct tape had been slapped over his mouth to make it impossible for him to speak. He didn't look injured, but when he saw me, I saw fear and terror in his eyes. He tried to speak, but I couldn't understand a word he said due to the tape covering his mouth.
Sitting next to Malcolm, looking as relaxed as if he was sitting in a hot tub surrounded by beautiful girls, was Robert. He was aiming a handgun at Malcolm's chest, smirking in an irritating way. He wore jeans, a black t-shirt, and a leather jacket, but otherwise looked pretty much the same as he had the last time I saw him. He looked a lot more confident, though, but maybe he just didn't want to show any weakness to my face.
“Robert,” I said, not bothering to hide the contempt in my voice. “Let Malcolm go.”
Robert raised an eyebrow. I noticed he had his finger on the gun's trigger. “Just as bossy and entitled as I remembered. But I guess you've become more spoiled, what with you now being the leader of the most famous young superhero team in the country and whatnot.”
“I said, let Malcolm go,” I said. I stepped toward them. “No one needs to die today, Robert. No one even needs to get hurt. Just put your gun on the floor and kick it toward me. We can end this peacefully.”
Robert pressed the barrel of the gun directly against the side of Malcolm's head, causing Malcolm to make muffled whining noises.
But Robert didn't pay any attention to Malcolm. He just looked at me, his smirk never leaving his face. “You're even stupider than I remembered, Kevin. Acting like you're in control of this situation. Tell me, are all you neoheroes this arrogant or is it just you?”
“I could end this all right now if I wanted,” I said. “But I'd rather not use my powers on a normal human like you. I could kill you.”
Robert chuckled bitterly. “Really? You mean like how you refused to use your powers on my mother? Don't play dumb with me. I know you'd like to bash my skull in. I know you’d like to kill me. The only reason you haven't yet is because you don't think you're faster than my trigger finger.”
“You're annoying as hell, Robert, but I really don't want to kill you,” I said. “I just want to save Malcolm. You know that there's no way you could beat me, even with a gun. We're not equal.”
“You're right,” said Robert. “We're not equal. For one, you've still got your parents. Both of mine are dead and you're responsible for their deaths.”
I internally winced at Robert's biting words, but I said, showing no fear, “Robert, your parents were dangerous and insane. Both of them tried to kill me. They would have caused a lot of trouble for the rest of the world, too, if they hadn’t died.”
“So?” said Robert. “What do I care about the rest of the world? It's never cared about me. Besides, you still have your parents, so I doubt you understand me. But you will soon enough.”
“That sounds like a threat,” I said.
“It is,” said Robert. He pressed the barrel of his gun against Malcolm's head harder. “Now I am going to give you a choice here: Either let me shoot and kill you or I shoot and kill your friend instead.”
“That's what you want?” I said. “My death?”
“Yes,” said Robert. “I don't really care about your friend here. He was just bait, though I’ll kill you if you try anything.”
“Why should I believe that you will spare Malcolm even if I agree to your demands?” I said. “How do I know you won't just kill Malcolm, too?”
“Because, like I said, I don't really care about him,” said Robert with a shrug. “He could live or die and it wouldn't make any difference to me. He's an annoying little twerp, but he hasn't hurt me the way you have.”
I tried to calculate how long it would take me to zoom over to the table and disarm and knock out Robert before he could pull the trigger. But even at my fastest speed, I didn't think I could do it. The barrel of the gun was right up against Malcolm's head and Robert's finger was still on the trigger. He just needed to pull it once and Malcolm would be dead.
But I couldn't let him kill me, either. I didn't want to die. I had a whole future ahead of me, after all. Besides, I still didn't trust Robert to spare Malcolm. He was clearly unhinged and likely would just kill Malcolm for the hell of it, since he would be going to jail no matter what.
Unfortunately, I couldn't see any way out of this situation that would leave me and Malcolm alive. Either way, one of us was going to die … and I decided that it was going to be me.
So I said, “Okay, Robert. You win. I'll let you shoot me in exchange for Malcolm's life.”
“Really?” said Robert. “That didn't take long. But anyway, I want you to come over here. I'm not going to come over to you because I don't want to give you a chance to save your friend.”
Reluctantly, I walked across the cafeteria to Robert, who didn't pull the gun away from Malcolm's head. But as I walked, a plan occurred to me, one that would allow me to save both of us and take down Robert, too. It depended on the speed of my reflexes, but I was sure it would work as long as I was quick and smart.
I stopped in front of Robert and Malcolm. Malcolm was still looking at me with fear in his eyes and was still trying to talk to me, but the tape made it impossible to tell what he was saying. I guessed that he was probably trying to tell me that I shouldn't do this, but Malcolm didn't know my plan, so, of course, he would be against it, though he wouldn't be once I saved us both.
As for Robert, he just smirked even wider and aimed his gun directly at my face.
Moving as quickly as I could, I slapped Robert's gun out of his hand. Robert let out a surprised cry before I grabbed him by the neck and lifted him off the table's bench. I was choking him enough to keep him from fighting back, but not enough to actually kill him.
Keeping my tone level, I said, “All right, Robert. Looks like this hostage situation is over. You're going to the same place as your dad: Prison, which is where you belong and where you won't be able to harm me or Malcolm or anyone else.”
I expected Robert to scowl in anger or flail his arms and legs around to get me to let go of him. I expected Robert to glare at me in pointless defiance.
What I did not expect was for Robert to smile the evilest smile I had ever seen someone smile and say, in a choked voice, “Got you.”
Robert grabbed my arm with both of his hands. But instead of trying to make me let go of him, he tightened his grip on my arm like a steel clamp.
Before I could figure out what was happening, I immediately started feeling drained. It felt like something was being drained out of me and into Robert. It kind of felt like Robert had poked my arm with a needle and was draining blood from my body. I even started to feel dizzy and disoriented, but I didn't let go of him because I couldn't. My hand felt locked around his throat.
I was growing … weaker. Even though I was just standing there, I was starting to feel like I had run a marathon. Even worse, there was nothing I could do about it except stand there and watch as Robert's grin grew larger and eviler with each passing second.
Then the draining feeling stopped, but I couldn't hold Robert up anymore. I dropped him, but he landed on his feet, while I dropped to my hands and knees. I felt so weak that I could barely even stand.
But I had to beat Robert, so I forced myself to stand up. Robert, to my confusion, just watched me with amusement in his eyes, his hands on his hips as I struggled back to my feet.
“What … did … you … do?” I said.
Robert didn't answer. He was just grinning at me, which annoyed me. I decided that I was just going to knock him out with one punch.
So I pulled back my fist and hurled it at him, aiming directly for his smug grin. I intended to take him out in one hit and then maybe go home and take a nap, because I felt too tired to do anything else.
But then Robert caught my fist without even flinching. He wasn't even sent stumbling backwards. He just caught my fist like I was a normal person and not a superhuman.
“Huh?” I said. I tried to pull my fist out of his hand, but his grip was too tight. “How did you do that? Your hand should be broken.”
“Broken?” Robert repeated. “You mean like your whole body is about to be?”
Before I could ask what he meant, Robert reared back and punched me in the chest.
The blow sent me flying. I hurtled through the air uncontrollably, spinning head over heels as my whole world went upside down. I couldn't see anything until I crashed into the wall so hard that I smashed through it and into the wiring and plaster behind it.
For a moment, I was too jarred by the impact to feel anything. But then, after a few moments, my body started hurting. My entire body felt like it had been crushed underneath a huge rock. My bones felt as brittle as ice and maybe even completely broken in some places, but it was impossible to tell for sure because I was in so much pain that I could barely think.
Then my earcom crackled to life in my ear and I heard the voice of Blizzard—one of my teammates—say worriedly, “Bolt, what's going on in there? Are you okay? We heard something get smashed through a wall.”
I tried to speak, but just moving my mouth hurt like hell. Still, I managed to utter a few words, “Send … help …”
“Help?” Blizzard repeated. Her voice became even more worried. “Bolt, you sound injured. What did Robert do to you? Bolt?”
I couldn't answer her, mostly because I was in too much pain. I had taken some serious hits before, but this was easily the worst attack I had ever suffered in my life. Even just blinking sent agonizing pain through my body.
Nonetheless, I raised my head to look out the hole in the wall, which was immediately blocked by Robert. The light from the cafeteria made it impossible to see his face, but I knew he was probably smirking in triumph.
“How does it feel, Kevin?” said Robert. His voice was full of gleeful insanity now. “To be punched through a wall like that and have every bone in your body broken … it hurts, doesn't it? But I can tell you that it is nothing compared to the pain of losing your parents that I have had to suffer every day of my life since last year.”
I heard the click of a gun and saw that Robert was now aiming his gun directly at me, his finger on the trigger.
“But now, I think I will put you out of your misery,” said Robert. “I don't know if heaven or hell exist, but if you see my parents on the other side, I hope they torture you for eternity.”



Chapter Two



 
There was no way I could get up and dodge Robert's gun. My legs just didn't want to cooperate because they felt like broken sticks.
But before Robert could pull the trigger, he was interrupted by the sound of glass shattering. Robert looked away, lowering the gun as he said, “What the hell—” before he ducked, causing a huge chunk of ice to fly over him. He raised his gun and fired back, but it didn't sound like he hit anyone, thankfully, because he started backing away out of my sight while still firing his gun.
As a result, I couldn't see what was happening in the cafeteria, but I could hear the sounds. I heard gun shots go off, heard screams and shouts, heard large chunks of ice striking the floor and tables, and more glass shattering, probably more people coming in, but I didn't know if they were the Young Neos or SWAT.
But it was becoming harder and harder to stay conscious. The pain was so overwhelming that I just couldn't handle it. I tried to stay awake long enough to hear the end of the fight, but I just couldn't do it.
In seconds, I drifted off into unconsciousness. The last sound I heard was a familiar pop, but I was unable to remember where I heard it from before I fell into darkness.
-
“Please wake up, Kevin.”
“Can you hear us, Kevin? Please open your eyes.”
The two voices floated into my ears. They sounded kind of familiar, but I couldn't remember where I had heard them before. In fact, I wasn't even sure if they were even real. All I saw around me was darkness, which made me think I was in some kind of weird dream. I felt a soft mattress underneath me that was quite comfortable, much better than the plaster and wiring I had landed on in the cafeteria.
But then, maybe it had all been a bad dream. My fight with Robert, Robert punching me through the cafeteria wall, Robert almost shooting me … yes, that was it. It was all just a bad dream, a nightmare, one that I was sure I was going to wake up from soon. I didn't even feel like I was in pain, though my muscles felt soft and stiff.
Opening my eyes, however, was a different story. I had to crack them open bit by bit. It was like they had been sealed shut with glue, not helped by the bright lights around me that made me want to close them again.
Eventually, however, I managed to open my eyes and see that I was lying on a soft bed with white sheets. I recognized it as the bed in the House's medical station, which made me feel relieved, because it meant that it had been a dream after all. Oddly, I wasn't in my costume, but that was okay because I was fine and everything seemed normal.
Then I noticed two people sitting near my bed. It was my Dad—who was in his full Genius costume now, though he had removed his helmet—and my Mom, who was wearing her green dress and blue necklace. They were both looking at me intently, as if they were watching my every move, which was kind of creepy.
“Mom? Dad?” I said. My mouth was dry and thirsty, but I seemed to have all my teeth, at least. “What are you guys doing here?”
“Kevin?” said Mom. She leaned forward in her chair, worry in her eyes. “How do you feel? Any broken bones?”
“Not that I can feel,” I said. I yawned. “I feel pretty good, actually.”
Dad sighed in relief, while Mom gave me a quick but tight hug before sitting back down in her chair.
“See, Ashley?” said Dad with a smile. “I told you that Healing Touch's power would heal him. There was no need to worry.”
“I know, but I'm his mother,” said Mom. “I'm supposed to worry about him, even if he is under the care of another superhero.”
At the mention of Healing Touch, who was the resident healer in the Neohero Alliance, I felt my heart sink, but I tried to keep my spirits up. “Why did Healing Touch heal me? What happened to me?”
“You mean you don't remember?” said Dad in surprise. “I guess that's not surprising. It looked like you crashed headfirst into that wall. Must have messed with your memory.”
My heart sank even further. “Tell me what happened. Maybe that will jog my memory.”
“Well, according to Malcolm, Robert punched you through the cafeteria wall with one blow,” said Dad. “You went flying and crashed into the wall hard enough to break nearly every bone in your body. Even Healing Touch had a hard time healing you, because she usually doesn't deal with injuries that serious. You've been out cold for a day.”
My heart hit the bottom of my stomach. “So you mean that all of that really happened, then.”
“It did,” said Dad. “Did you think it was a dream or something?”
I rubbed my forehead. “I don't know. I thought it was, but … well, how's Malcolm doing?”
“He's fine,” said Dad. “Jumpy and scared last I saw, but he was not injured and he is back with his family, though the G-Men have sent some agents to protect his family in case Robert comes after him again.”
“You mean Robert got away?” I said.
Dad nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. Your friends broke into the cafeteria to stop him, even fought him, but he managed to escape through a portal.”
“A portal?” I said. “Who made it?”
“We don't know,” said Dad, “but based on the description of it that Blizzard gave to us, I suspect that it was made by Hopper. You remember him, right?”
I nodded reluctantly. Hopper had been a member of the last incarnation of the Young Neos, the one that existed before my team. He had had the ability to open portals that could let him go wherever he wanted. He was also a member of the radical cult known as Vision and was crazy as all hell.
“But why would Robert escape through a portal made by Hopper?” I said. I shuddered. “Did Robert convert to Visionism or something?”
“We don't know, but it's possible,” said Dad. “We have no idea where Robert escaped to, but the G-Men are searching for him, as is the NHA.” Dad looked at me with a much more serious look now. “But what happened to you? How did Robert punch you through the cafeteria wall? Robert doesn't have any superpowers at all, much less the kind of super strength that you have.”
I rubbed my forehead. “I don't know how he did it. All I remember doing is walking up to him, knocking the gun out of his hand, and grabbing him. But then he grabbed me and … I don't know, but it felt like he drained me or something.”
“Drained you?” Dad repeated. “What do you mean? Did he draw blood from you?”
I shook my head. “No. It was like … he grabbed my arm with his hands and somehow drained me of my energy. I felt so weak that I could barely stand.”
“How do you feel now?” said Mom in a worried voice. “Do you feel sick?”
“Just … tired,” I said. I leaned backed against my pillow. “Kind of like I just did a really intense workout session, but worse.”
“Well, at least you are still alive,” said Mom. “We were worried that you wouldn't make it. You were out like a rock.”
“I'm glad I made it, too,” I said.
That was when I noticed Dad's expression. His eyes seemed to be focusing on something far away and his chin was resting on his fist, his lips curled downward in a frown.
I recognized the expression. It was how Dad looked whenever he was thinking about something important. And his frown told me that whatever he was thinking about, he didn't like it. He didn't like it at all.
“Dad, what are you thinking about?” I asked. “What's the problem?”
Dad looked at me in surprise, like he had forgotten I was there. “What? Oh, I was just thinking about what you told me. About how Robert 'drained' you and your weakness.”
“It probably doesn't mean anything,” I said, shaking my head. “Maybe I just need a few days of rest and then I'll be back in action.”
“I am not so sure about that,” said Dad.
An ominous feeling went down my back, but I tried to ignore it,. “What do you mean? I'm healed. It's not like I'm bleeding internally or whatever.”
“Yes, but that's not what I'm talking about,” said Dad. He leaned toward me, a questioning look in his eyes. “Can you still use your powers?”
“Um, yeah,” I said. “Why wouldn't I be able to? It's not like I forgot how to or anything.”
“Are you absolutely sure?” said Dad. “Try to activate your super strength. Try to lift something.”
“Ted,” said Mom, looking at Dad in horror. “Why are you asking him to exert himself when he clearly needs rest? He's been through a lot and needs to sleep. You heard what Healing Touch told us.”
“No, Mom, it's all right,” I said. “Using my powers won't hurt me. You have nothing to worry about.”
“But—”
“It's fine, Ashley,” said Dad, putting a hand on her shoulder reassuringly. “I'm not asking Kevin to fight a supervillain. I just want to see something.”
Deep down, I thought I knew what Dad wanted to see, but it was such a horrifying idea that I hoped it was untrue. I focused on activating my super strength, on gaining my power again, but I felt … nothing. Nothing at all. It was like someone had opened me up and drained me of every power I had.
I looked at Dad again in panic. “Dad, I can't feel my super strength.”
Mom gasped, but Dad didn't look surprised at all, although his frown became even more pronounced.
“Yes, I suspected as much,” said Dad. “I wish to hell I was wrong, but it looks like my theory is correct.”
“What is your theory?” I said, even though I had a feeling that I already knew what it was.
Dad took off his glasses, rubbed them on his shirt, and then put them on and looked at me again. “Robert stole your powers.”



Chapter Three



 
“No,” I said. “No, that can't be possible. Maybe I'm just tired. That's probably why I can't use my super strength.”
“Kevin, you know that's not true,” said Dad. “I think you, me, and your mother all know that Robert somehow stole your powers. If you were just tired, you would still be able to use your powers, maybe not as effectively as normal, but you would be able to use them nonetheless.”
“Well, maybe he got my super strength, but I bet he didn't get my flight or super speed,” I said.
“Kevin—” said Dad, but I interrupted him by throwing my sheets off my body and swinging my legs over the side of the bed.
“No, Dad, it's all right,” I insisted. “I'll use my super speed and flight right here, right now and prove that I still have them.”
“Kevin, you should get back into bed,” said Mom. “You won't be able to stand. You're still too weak. And if you do use your super speed, you might hurt yourself.”
I stood up from my bed and stumbled forward before I regained my balance. “No, Mom, I'm fine. And I'll be even finer once I use my super speed and flight again.”
I turned toward the door. I focused on putting extra speed into my legs, giving me a boost that would allow me to run to the other side of the room in an instant. I wouldn't have even minded if I ran straight into the door and harmed myself. As long as I could still use my super speed, I'd be willing to take just about any amount of pain.
But I felt nothing. I did not feel the burst of energy that I usually felt whenever I used my super speed. My legs felt normal; well, actually, they felt weaker than normal, but that wasn't what I was trying to feel.
Dad must have noticed, because he said, “Kevin—” again before I said, “Watch me fly!”
I jumped into the air, but then fell right back to the floor. I didn't jump particularly high, but I still fell on my bottom. The impact wasn't jarring, but the realization that I had indeed lost all of my powers was.
“Kevin, are you okay?” said Mom. “Do you need help, honey?”
I shook my head. Grabbing the side of the bed, I raised myself back to my feet and sat down on the bed. I looked at my hands, which now looked a lot smaller and weaker than they did yesterday, even though I was pretty sure that I was still the same size I had been before I lost my powers. I just felt so fragile, like I would shatter into pieces as soon as someone touched me the wrong way.
At that moment, the door to the medical station slid open and a man in a full metal power suit that looked like knight armor entered. It was Mecha Knight, one of the members of the NHA Leadership Council, and also the supervisor of the Young Neos. He stopped when he saw me sitting on my bed, but it was impossible to tell if he was surprised or concerned, since his helmet blocked his face.
“Ah, Bolt,” said Mecha Knight in his usual cool monotone. “Carl told me that you were awake, so I came to check on you. How do you feel?”
“Awful,” I said. “And weak.”
“Well, you shouldn't feel so bad about yourself,” said Mecha Knight. “Everyone fails at some point, after all, and—”
“Jack, that isn't what Kevin means,” Dad interrupted him, causing Mecha Knight to look at him.
“What is the problem, then?” said Mecha Knight. “Does he still need to rest?”
“No,” I said. I couldn't look at Mecha Knight. “I'm fine. But my powers … my powers are gone.”
Mecha Knight tilted his head to the side. “Your powers are gone? What do you mean by that?”
“Robert Candle stole Kevin's powers,” Dad explained. He shook his head. “We're not sure how, but now Kevin is just a normal human teenager again.”
“Are you certain that he has lost his powers?” Mecha Knight questioned. “Sometimes particularly traumatic events can block a superhuman's powers for a brief period of time, as you know, Genius.”
“Yes, I am aware of that, but that doesn't appear to be what happened to Kevin,” said Dad with a sigh. “He has literally lost his powers.”
“Has this ever happened before?” I said, looking up at Mecha Knight and then at Dad. “Has anyone ever had their powers stolen before? Like, maybe a supervillain in the past did this sort of thing at some point, making a machine that could take away peoples' powers or whatever.”
“Not that we know of,” said Mecha Knight, shaking his head. “Powers are genetic, after all. While some scientists speculate that there may be a way to shut off powers in the brain, the fact is that modern neuroscience has yet to find the 'off switch,' as some call it, or its opposite, the ‘on switch.’”
“The closest thing I can think of is during the Pokacu invasion,” said Dad. He readjusted his glasses. “The Pokacu aliens used an artificially designed gas that negated a victim's powers. But the gas only lasted for a few hours, at which point the effects would fade and the victim's powers would immediately return to their original level and the gas itself would leave no long term effects on its victims.”
“Is Robert like half-Pokacu or something?” I said. “I mean, he's ugly enough to be one.”
Dad just rolled his eyes. “No, but it is a mystery as to how he did it. Kevin, did he happen to have any sort of device or gadget that he could have possibly used to do that? Perhaps some kind of powered glove that let him take your powers?”
I shook my head. “No. He had a gun, but that's not very useful for stealing powers from neoheroes. He just grabbed me with his bare hands and started draining me.”
“I see,” said Dad. He rubbed his forehead in worry. “Then my worst fears have come true: Robert's superpowers have finally manifested.”
“It is only logical,” said Mecha Knight, who didn't sound as worried about this as Dad did, though Mecha Knight generally didn’t emote much anyway. “After all, his father was Master Chaos. It would have been surprising if he hadn't manifested his powers at some point.”
“Hold on, are you guys saying that Robert's power is that he can steal powers from other neoheroes?” I said in shock.
“Unless he has some kind of device embedded under his skin or there is another explanation for it, then yes, that appears to be the case,” said Dad.
I groaned. “Why did he get the most overpowered superpower? That's so unfair.”
“Life is unfair in general, Bolt,” said Mecha Knight. “We must simply play with the hand we are given, even if it isn't as good as someone else's hand.”
I was about to ask how that was relevant when Mom suddenly said, “If Robert has Kevin's powers, does that mean he will use them to attack us?”
“Probably,” said Dad. “I think it is more likely that he will come after Kevin first, but I wouldn't be surprised if he tried to get you and me as well. After all, I was ultimately the one who killed his father, so he probably doesn't think very highly of me.”
“But how will we defend ourselves?” said Mom. She anxiously rubbed her hands together. “And what if he has other powers as well? Maybe he's stolen powers from other neoheroes besides Kevin. There's no telling what he can do.”
In all of my whining at losing my powers, I had completely forgotten that Mom was just an ordinary human being who didn't have any powers of her own and was therefore defenseless against someone like Robert. I felt ashamed of myself for not thinking about what this meant for my parents, because their lives were in just as much danger as mine.
Dad wrapped an arm around Mom's shoulders and said, “Don't worry, Ashley. Valerie and I will secure the home and make sure Robert won't be able to come within five feet of our house without getting blasted into oblivion.”
“The NHA can also offer you protection, if necessary,” said Mecha Knight. “As you were once a member of the NHA, we would be more than happy to offer you whatever protection from Robert you may need.”
“We may just have to take you up on that offer, Jack,” said Dad. “I can make defenses against a variety of different powers, but it would probably be better if we had at least a few actual neoheroes there to defend us.”
Jack? Was that Mecha Knight's real name or something? I guess it made sense that Dad knew him, because Dad and Mecha Knight used to work together in the NHA, but I didn't know what Mecha Knight's real identity was. He had never seen fit to tell me or the other Young Neos what his real identity was, but then, that wasn't unusual, because most NHA members kept their true identities secret. Still, Mecha Knight worked more closely with the Young Neos than he did with Dad, so I wondered if he would ever share his identity with me at some point.
Not that that was my biggest problem at the moment, however. My biggest problem was figuring out how to get back my powers, but that was such an uncomfortable thing for me to think about that I decided to focus on a new problem I noticed.
“I don't think that sending real neoheroes to protect us will actually work,” I said. “If Robert can steal powers, what's to stop him from stealing their powers and then using them to kill you?”
“Bolt raises a good point,” Mecha Knight said. “Any neohero we send to protect you will be at risk at losing their powers to Robert, assuming we are correct that Robert has the ability to steal powers. Even if Omega Man himself were to protect you, he wouldn't be able to buy you much time against Robert unless he could kill or disable him quickly.”
“Then what are we supposed to do?” said Mom. She tugged at her necklace anxiously. “If even the NHA can't defend us, then who can?”
“We can,” said a soft and gravelly voice from the doorway.
We all looked over at the doorway to see a man in his late forties standing there. He wore an old-fashioned suit, with a G-Men patch on his right shoulder and had deep black hair, with a few gray strands here and there that hinted at his age.
I almost didn't believe my eyes, but the man standing in the doorway was indeed Cadmus Smith, the Director of the Department of Superpowered and Extraterrestrial Beings, and the leader of the G-Men. It had been a while since I last saw him, but he looked almost exactly the same as he did when I met him last year. The only difference was the fact that he was wearing a blue tie rather than a red one, but other than that it was like he had simply traveled through time to get here.
Standing behind Cadmus's right shoulder was a young woman in her twenties who I recognized as Shade. She was another member of the G-Men and seemed to be Cadmus's right-hand woman. She was so-named because she could travel through darkness and even control it, two powers that had always given me a lot of trouble whenever I tangled with her. She smiled and waved at me when she saw me, though it looked like a mocking smile to me.
“Cadmus?” said Mecha Knight, turning to face Cadmus and Shade. Though Mecha Knight's tone didn't change, I noticed him reach for the sword at his side, like he expected a fight. “What are you doing here? I do not remember you being invited to Hero Island.”
Cadmus didn't even smile. He just said, “Shade and I arrived a few minutes ago in response to Robert Candle's attack on John Smith High School yesterday. We heard that Bolt was seriously wounded in the attack and was taken here to recuperate.” He glanced at me. “I can see that that report was accurate.”
“Why are you here?” said Mecha Knight. “You know that the G-Men are not allowed on Hero Island without permission.”
“Oh, but we already received permission from Omega Man and the rest of the Leadership Council,” said Cadmus. “You can ask them, if you'd like. They were very cooperative.”
“Why would they give you permission without consulting me first?” said Mecha Knight. “I am also a member of the Leadership Council, after all. My opinion matters as much as theirs.”
“Because I made it clear that it was rather urgent that Shade and I come here to speak with Bolt,” said Cadmus. “We have already investigated John Smith High School, as well as interviewing witnesses such as Malcolm Rayner about the attack. We now wish to speak with Bolt, who we understand fought Robert Candle.”
“Why do you want to speak with my son?” said Dad. The heat in Dad's voice took me by surprise. He almost looked like he was going to jump up from his chair and fight Cadmus if he got any closer.
Cadmus looked at Dad in surprise. “Ted? I didn't know you were here. But it makes sense, because Bolt is your son, after all.” Then he nodded at Mom. “And, of course, Ashley is here as well.”
“Don't act like we're friends,” said Dad. “Answer the question. Why do you want to speak with Kevin?”
“Because the G-Men are also after Robert Candle,” said Cadmus, “though perhaps not for the same reasons as you. Because Bolt fought Robert, we wish to speak with Bolt and find out what he knows about him.”
“Everyone wants Robert now,” said Dad, folding his arms across his chest. “After that attack on the high school, the NHA and the INJ are also looking for him. You guys aren't that special.”
“But we've been looking for Candle for much longer than you,” said Cadmus. “Not that we actually knew it was him, of course, until just yesterday, but he matches the description of a particular super criminal we've been tracking for a few weeks now.”
“Who would that be?” said Dad.
“He doesn't have a name, but we've nicknamed him the Thief,” said Cadmus. “We call him that because he steals other neoheroes' powers and adds them to his own.”
Cadmus suddenly looked at me directly in the eyes. “Just like what happened to you, correct?”
I gaped. “How did you know? No one outside of this room even knows that I lost my powers.”
“It's a logical conclusion, given what we’ve learned from our investigation,” said Cadmus. “Every superhuman who has ever come into contact with the Thief has lost his or her powers. But you got lucky; most of his victims tend to end up as beaten chunks of meat.”
I gulped, while Mecha Knight said, “Where did this 'Thief' that you speak of come from and how long have you been tracking him? If you let us know, I can tell the rest of the Council and perhaps have the NHA help you track him down before he can harm anyone else.”
Cadmus looked hesitant about revealing important information to us, but then he nodded and said, “Very well. Shade, close the door. I don't want anyone overhearing this who shouldn’t hear it.”
“Yes, sir,” said Shade, stepping inside and allowing the automatic door to close behind her.
“Good,” said Cadmus. He then looked at the rest of us with a stern expression. “What I am about to tell you is classified information. You cannot share it with anyone outside of this room, save for the Leadership Council. We do not want the Thief knowing that we are after him or that we know as much about him as we do, otherwise he may use that information to his advantage.”
“None of us will share this information with anyone else,” said Mecha Knight. “You can trust each and every one of us to keep this to ourselves.”
“Good,” said Cadmus. He pulled out his smartphone and handed it to Shade, who immediately started swiping through it. “Shade will look for the pictures on my phone for me, while I will tell you what we know. I cannot, of course, tell you everything, but I can tell you enough so that we all know what we're dealing with.”
“Then start,” said Dad with obvious impatience. “We're listening.”
“Very well,” said Cadmus. “The Thief's first victim was one of our own, Barry Young, or as you may know him, Black Gold.”
“Hey, I remember him,” I said. “Wasn't Black Gold one of the G-Men assigned to defend my school from Master Chaos last year?”
“Indeed,” said Cadmus. He looked down at his feet, as if he was remembering something bad. “He was a great agent and a good man, one of the best agents in the Department. About three weeks ago, Black Gold was enjoying his day off by taking his children to the park when he noticed a gun store being robbed.”
“Robbed? By who?” I said.
“The Thief, most likely,” said Cadmus. “I say 'most likely' because when Black Gold attempted to intervene, his powers were drained and he was killed. It was a horrible sight.”
“How do you know his powers were drained?” said Dad. “If he was killed, how could he have told you?”
“The gun store owner told us,” said Cadmus. “He said that Black Gold attempted to capture the Thief by covering him with oil, but the Thief grabbed Black Gold and Black Gold suddenly turned solid again, which allowed the Thief to kill him. At the time, we just thought that meant that the Thief could simply negate powers temporarily … until three days later, when he struck again and proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that he could take powers away.”
Shade suddenly stopped swiping and then gave the phone back to Cadmus. Cadmus tapped the screen a couple of times, causing a holographic projection of a teenage Indian girl, who was lying with her eyes closed on a table, to pop out of his smartphone. Oddly, it seemed to startle Cadmus slightly, because he leaned away from it, but maybe he just didn't use that particular feature of his phone very often. I also wondered if there was an app for that or if it was a special app designed by the government for Cadmus’s phone.
“This is Kyra Sodhi,” said Cadmus, gesturing at the hologram. “She is—or I should say, was—the daughter of immigrants from India who moved to the United States ten years ago. Her parents are powerless, but she had the ability to create tremors in the earth. Had she lived, she probably would have been able to create earthquakes.”
“Had she lived?” said Mom. She clutched her chest. “You mean that young girl is dead?”
“Yes,” said Cadmus, nodding. “She was found with her neck broken in a dumpster in Ohio. We considered her a possible candidate for a position in the G-Men due to her powers and eagerness to use them for her country, but sadly she was murdered before she could graduate high school and join the team.”
“Did Robert do this?” I said.
“Yes,” said Cadmus. “When we found her, I used my telepathy to read her mind and find out that the Thief had stolen her powers. The mental image her memories provided us matched the gun store owner's description of the Thief, so we assumed they were one and the same.”
“You mean she was still alive when you found her?” said Mom. “Why didn't you heal her?”
“She was practically dead, for all intents and purposes,” said Cadmus without a hint of emotion in his voice. “I used my powers to dig out whatever useful information she had left before she passed on. She didn't have much due to her brain deteriorating, but she gave us enough information to be confident that there was indeed a power thief running around stealing the powers of other superhumans.”
“But why her?” said Mecha Knight. “Why would Robert Candle steal the powers of a young girl and then kill her?”
“We are not sure why, but he appears to be collecting powers,” said Cadmus. “As for why he killed her, he probably didn’t want us knowing that he was the culprit. That obviously failed.”
Then the image changed again, showing a middle-aged white guy wearing a Hawaiian tourist shirt and a dark mustache.
“This is Walter Stanley,” said Cadmus. “His dead body was found in a ditch by the road in Oregon a few days after Kyra’s death. Like Kyra, we were keeping an eye on him because of his powers.”
“What were his powers?” said Dad.
“Walter could control animals,” said Cadmus. “He could speak to birds, dogs, cats, even whales, and make them do what he wanted. He was working as a park ranger in Oregon, trying to keep a low profile because he did not want to be drawn into the neohero life and fight crime. He much preferred working among animals and keeping the park he worked at beautiful and in shape.”
“Really?” I said. “But why wouldn't someone want to use their powers to fight supervillains and crime? I can think of a lot of situations in which the power to control animals could be useful in fighting bad guys.”
“Not everyone is fit for a life of crime-fighting or superheroics,” said Cadmus. “There are many superhumans who keep to themselves, not out of shame for their powers, but because they do not want to fight the various supervillains, criminals, and other threats that neoheroes like yourself fight on a regular basis. It is understandable, though I agree that it sometimes is a waste, given the abilities of some people like this.”
“So why were you keeping an eye on Walter, then?” said Dad suspiciously. “Were you planning to offer him a spot on the G-Men?”
“Yes,” said Cadmus, “but when we heard that he was dead, we sent one of our agents to investigate. The agent spoke with Walter's wife, who told him that she had last seen Walter leaving with a young man of Hispanic descent into the darkness outside their house. She said that Walter did not return, which was when she called the police, who then found his body in a ditch by the side of the road not far from their house.”
“Robert,” I said.
“Exactly,” said Cadmus. “We don't know why Walter went with Robert or what they may have talked about. What is clear, however, is that Robert stole Walter's powers and killed him; again so that we would not know he was behind it.”
“Why would Robert steal Walter's powers?” I said.
“We don't know,” said Cadmus. “At this point, I got involved in the investigation, because our initial assumption was that Robert was targeting superhumans who were either G-Men or potential G-Men. We assumed that the Thief was some petty criminal or supervillain who held a grudge against us for some reason and so was killing both members and potential members in order to get back at us.”
“But that obviously isn't what Robert Candle is doing, is it?” said Mecha Knight.
Cadmus shook his head, a grim frown on his face. “No. It appears that Robert Candle is simply trying to get as many of the strongest powers as he can get in order to increase his own personal strength.”
“To kill Kevin,” said Dad. He held Mom tighter against himself. “And me and Ashley.”
“Considering his personal history with your family, yes, I'd say that is a likely explanation for his motives,” said Cadmus. “And now that he has Kevin's powers, he is even more powerful than ever.”
“Has he killed anyone else?” I said.
“We're not sure,” said Cadmus. “After Walter's murder, the Thief vanished off our radar for a while. But it is possible he's killed more people that we do not know of, meaning that he probably has many powers we don’t even know about.”
I gulped. “That's bad.”
“Of course it is,” said Cadmus. “If our theory is correct, then Robert Candle is easily one of the most powerful superhumans on the planet, on par with Omega Man or Tsunami in terms of sheer power. He is a threat not just to America, but to the whole world, assuming that his motives ever expand beyond killing the Jasons, that is.”
“And they just might have,” said Dad. “According to one of Kevin's teammates, Robert escaped from the school through a dimensional portal, similar to what Hopper, a former member of the Young Neos and a Visionist, could create.”
“The Leadership Council is tossing around two theories to explain that,” said Mecha Knight. He held up two fingers. “One is that Robert converted to Visionism and is working under Thaumaturge to destroy Bolt and perhaps the NHA in general or Robert stole Hopper's powers and is using them for his own purposes and has nothing to do with Vision or any of its members.”
“I don't like either theory, to be honest,” I said. “But I think the second is more likely. I just can't see Robert supporting any cause greater than himself.”
“That is troubling information to know,” said Cadmus, shaking his head. He tapped the screen of his phone and the hologram of Walter went back into it. “We still haven't found all of Vision's members yet. If Robert is working with Vision, then all of these murders may be part of a much greater scheme.”
“How are we supposed to beat Robert?” I said, looking around at everyone. “Any plans?”
“That is something the Leadership Council will need to think about,” said Mecha Knight. “We have never fought a supervillain like this. A supervillain who can steal powers with a touch is a danger to everyone. We will likely need the help of the INJ to deal with this.”
“But what about us?” said Mom. She was clutching Dad so tightly that I thought she was going to squeeze him to death. “If Robert is after us, how can we keep ourselves safe? Kevin doesn't even have his powers anymore, while Ted could lose his if he fights Robert.”
“Do not worry, Mrs. Jason,” said Cadmus. “That is actually another thing I wish to speak with you about. We have a way to keep you and your family safe from Robert Candle no matter how strong he gets.”
Dad immediately positioned himself so that he was between Mom and Cadmus. “Keep us safe? How do you intend to do that?”
Dad's tone, as always, was suspicious, but I had to admit that he had a point. I didn't distrust Cadmus quite as much as Dad, but that didn't mean I thought of him as a trustworthy person. That included his agents, like Shade, who I still couldn't quite figure out. But I was willing to listen to Cadmus's idea.
“We have a program designed specifically for situations like this,” said Cadmus. “It's called the Superhuman Relocation Program. In short, if a particularly dangerous supervillain is after an individual or a family, we can take that individual or family and relocate them to a safe, top secret facility where they will not be found by the supervillain in question.”
“Superhuman Relocation Program?” I repeated. “Why not just use the normal Witness Protection Program?”
“Because superhumans are a bit different from normal humans, as you are aware,” said Cadmus. “The Witness Protection Program is applied primarily to normal humans trying to avoid other normal humans and is thus staffed by normal humans. The Superhuman Relocation Program, on the other hand, is under my control and is designed specifically for superhumans and their families who need protection from supervillains.”
“How safe is it?” I said.
“Let me put it this way,” said Cadmus. “In its thirty years of existence, no one in the Superhuman Relocation Program has ever had their new location compromised. You and your family would be quite secure if you choose to participate in it.”
“Why should we go with your program?” said Dad. He gestured at the medical station. “Ashley, Kevin, and I would be just as safe on Hero Island as we would be in whatever facility or Compound you throw us into.”
“Not necessarily,” said Cadmus, shaking his head. “For one, Hero Island's location can be found with a quick Internet search. And, while its security is tight, the fact is that one member of the Candle family has already breached it twice and she didn't even have superpowers. It would not take much for Robert Candle to find Hero Island, come here, and kill you.”
“I do not like to admit it, but Cadmus has a point,” said Mecha Knight, speaking up suddenly. “Hero Island is one of the safest and securest locations on the planet, but if Robert can absorb powers just by a touch and has a variety of powerful abilities at his disposal already, then he might be able to overpower our defenses through sheer brute strength alone.”
“Precisely,” said Cadmus, nodding. “If you choose to go into our program, however, you will be whisked away to a secret government Compound whose location is known to only a select few people in the government. Even President Plutarch doesn't know its location.”
“So you think Robert wouldn't be able to find us, if we went there?” I said.
“I can guarantee you that he will not be able to find you there,” said Cadmus. “Like I said, not one of the people in the program have ever been compromised by the supervillain after them. In every case, the supervillain was arrested or killed before he could find them, and the individual or families were allowed to return to their normal lives. You would be one hundred percent safe.”
That sounded pretty good to me, but Dad said, “Past performance doesn't guarantee future results, Cadmus. I thought you would know that.”
“I do know that,” said Cadmus. “I also know that, unless you want to live in fear that Robert Candle will break through Hero Island’s defenses and come after you and your family for the next few days, weeks, months, maybe even years, that you would be better off going into hiding under our protection.”
“How do we know you will actually protect us?” said Dad. “Our personal history together hasn't exactly been stellar.”
“I am aware of that, but you three are all American citizens,” said Cadmus, “and it is my duty, as an agent of the federal government, to protect all American citizens regardless of my personal history with them. The agents under me share that same duty. Right, Shade?”
“Yes, sir,” said Shade, nodding. “We're committed to protecting US citizens no matter who they are or what kind of danger they face.”
“I hope, then, that you can see that you would be wise to join the Program,” said Cadmus. “But ultimately, it is your choice and, if you choose to reject it, then there is nothing I or anyone else in the G-Men can do about it.”
Mom and I looked to Dad, because as the head of the family, he was the one who would make the final decision. Dad didn't look happy about it. He was scowling at Cadmus and seemed to be trying to look for any tricks or hidden deceptions, like he thought Cadmus was trying to scam us.
“Honey, I think we should accept Cadmus's offer,” said Mom, causing Dad to look at her suddenly. She looked worried and concerned. “There really isn't much we or the NHA can do to keep ourselves safe from Robert. I know how you feel about the government, but in this case it might make sense to trust them, if their Program is as good as they say it is.”
Dad then looked at me. “What do you think, Kevin? Do you agree with your mother?”
I bit my lower lip and looked at my hands. Under ordinary circumstances, I would have said no, pulled on my costume, and run out the door to find and beat Robert before he hurt anyone else.
But without my powers, that was a different story. There really wasn't anything I could do against Robert, at least not without getting killed or beaten to within an inch of my life. I couldn't even lead the team properly without my powers; I wasn't a Visionist, so I didn't believe in powerless people being accepted into superhero organizations.
So I said, “I think we should accept it, Dad. It's really the only choice we've got at this point if we want to live.”
For a moment, I thought Dad was going to disregard what Mom and I said and just flat out reject Cadmus's offer. He certainly looked like he was about to and I would have understood, even if I didn't agree with it.
But then Dad sighed and, looking at Cadmus, said, “Okay. We will participate in the Program. If this is what we must do to ensure our safety, then I'm fine with it.”
“Excellent,” said Cadmus. “Shade and I will leave now and prepare the Compound for your arrival. After that, we will send someone to pick you up.”
“How long will that take?” said Dad.
“Just a few days at most,” said Cadmus. “Until then, I suggest you stay here at the House, where you will be much safer than you would be at your actual house.”
With that, Cadmus turned and walked out of the room. Shade gave me another little wave before she followed Cadmus out the door, which slid shut behind them when they left.
Then I looked at Dad and Mom. Dad looked annoyed at the fact that we needed government protection, while Mom looked relieved that we were going to be safe.
As for how I felt, I wasn't sure. If Cadmus was telling the truth, then we would be safe, but it still felt like a loss to me. I felt like a loser, like I was running away.
And what was worse was that I would never get my powers back. Ever.



Chapter Four



 
When Cadmus and Shade left, I donned my suit and went to the Meeting Room to speak with the rest of the team. I was still tired and probably still needed to rest, but they needed to know what was going on and I had to be the one to tell them, since I was the leader of the Young Neos and everything. Plus, once my parents and I went into hiding, I doubted I would get to see the others again anytime soon.
I had no trouble gathering the others, who were eager to see how I was doing and what was going to happen now. When we were all gathered around the table, I told them what Cadmus had told me, including how I lost my powers. Everyone was horrified by the fact that my powers had been stolen and there was no known way to get them back.
But what seemed to shock and worry them the most was the news that I was going to go away under the protection of the G-Men. I couldn't tell them where I was going or how long I was going to be away, mostly because I didn't know any of that yet either, but they tried to argue with me about staying anyway. I rebutted their arguments and told them that the decision was final, as well as the reasoning behind it, but none of them seemed at all happy about it. And frankly, I couldn't blame them, because it was a pretty embarrassing thing to do, mostly because I hated running and hiding whenever there was a villain out there who I needed to defeat, especially if this villain was a threat to my team.
Because my departure would leave the team without a leader, I appointed Stinger as my temporary replacement until I returned. Of course, his time as my replacement might not be temporary at all, because if I could not get my powers back, then there was a good chance that Stinger would remain as the team leader forever. I didn't say that aloud, because I didn't want to make the others depressed, but I could tell that most of them understood that even if they wouldn't say it themselves.
As for Mecha Knight, he told me that he was going to tell the rest of the Leadership Council about what happened. But he reassured me that the NHA would do everything within its power to stop Robert, which was nice to hear, but I didn't know whether it had any substance to it, considering how no one knew where Robert was or how to stop him.
In any case, my parents and I spent the next few days getting prepared to leave. I packed up my stuff in my room, while Dad briefly returned to our house in Texas to get his and Mom's most valuable possessions. That seemed a little dangerous to me, but apparently Robert hadn't destroyed our house, because when Dad came back, he had his and Mom's possessions in several bags hanging off his arms. Dad was also taking Seeker One and Valerie with us; he even gave me my old earcom back so we could stay in touch, even though we weren’t going to be apart anytime soon.
And even though I didn't have my powers anymore, I continued to wear my costume anyway. It wasn't necessarily because of the practical benefits or anything like that. It was mostly out of habit, but it was also because it made me feel strong, even though I didn't have powers anymore. Even so, I sometimes couldn't look at myself in the mirror while wearing it, even though my physical appearance hadn’t changed.
But I did spend a lot of time in my room, away from the team and my parents. As much as I understood how important it was for us to do this, I just couldn't get over the fact that we were running away and would have to remain in hiding for who knows how long. I had thought that my future career as a superhero was set in stone, but it looked like my career met a premature end.
I lay on my bed, looking up at the ceiling and feeling awful about everything, but my thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a beeping noise from my watch. Looking at it, I saw that it was Malcolm's number, which surprised me. I had almost forgotten about Malcolm completely since Robert beat me, but I was glad to see his number, because I needed someone I trusted to talk to about my problems.
Tapping the screen, I said, “Hey, Mal, what's up?”
“Kevin!” came Malcolm's hurried voice. “How are you? It's been so long since we last spoke. I thought you might be dead or something.”
“Why would I be dead?” I said, tilting my head in confusion. “Robert didn't kill me.”
“Yeah, I know, but you sure looked dead when I saw the medics hauling your body out of that wall,” said Malcolm. “You looked even worse than Robert after you punched him through that cafeteria wall.”
“Sorry for not calling you sooner and telling you what happened,” I said. “I've been … distracted by some recent events, that's all. But I'm doing better.”
“Good to hear,” said Malcolm with a sigh. “But man, things have been crazy around here. Cadmus Smith himself came and talked to me about your fight with Robert. He brought a cute girl with him, too, but I didn't get to talk to her at all.”
“Yeah, I know,” I said, nodding. “Cadmus was here a few days ago and he talked with me about Robert, too. But what else has happened since I left? Has Robert been seen in town again?”
“No, but everyone is really tense and scared,” said Malcolm. “G-Men are patrolling the town, along with more police cops. Everyone's keeping an eye out for Robert. Did you know he can create earthquakes now? I just heard that from the news, which was talking about the kind of powers he's got.”
“Yeah, I knew that,” I said. “And I also know that he has the ability to talk to and control animals and turn into oil, plus super strength, super speed, and flight.”
“Dang, Kev, it sounds to me like he won the superpower lottery,” said Malcolm. “How are you going to beat him?”
Even though Malcolm wasn't actually looking at me, I still looked away in embarrassment. “Um … I'm not.”
“You're not?” said Malcolm curiously. “Why not, man? You're basically his archenemy. Shouldn't you be the one to beat him? Oh, do you mean you won't do it by yourself? Like, you'll work with your team to take him down?”
“No,” I said. “I don't think my team is going to be able to do much against him, either.”
“Why not?” said Malcolm. “Are you scared of Robert or something? He's pretty scary sometimes, I'll admit, but if you have the powers—”
“I don't,” I said, though it was more like I mumbled it.
“Huh?” said Malcolm. “What do you mean?”
“I mean that I don't have the powers to beat him,” I said. It was hard to say this aloud, but I did it anyway because Malcolm needed to know the truth. “I don't have any powers at all anymore, actually. I'm … powerless.”
“Powerless?” said Malcolm. “What do you mean?”
I explained to Malcolm what happened to me, both during and after my fight with Robert, as well as what my family and I were going to do to stay safe. I hated having to explain it to him, because it just meant going over the fact that I was powerless again, but Malcolm was a good listener and he didn't interrupt me at all. He just let me explain everything until I finished.
When I finished explaining everything to him, he was silent for a few seconds. I wasn't sure if he was just shocked at what happened to me or if he was maybe angry at me for losing my powers. Not that there was much of anything I could have done about it, obviously, since I hadn't intentionally gone out of my way to lose my powers, but I still worried he'd be angry anyway.
Finally, Malcolm said, “Man, that's rough. Is there a way to get your powers back or what?”
“Not that I know of,” I said, shaking my head. “My powers are completely and totally gone. I am just as powerless as you.”
“Sorry to hear that,” said Malcolm. “But you said Robert actually stole them from you? Since when has Robert had a power?”
“I don't know, but his dad was Master Chaos,” I said. “He probably inherited his power from his dad. It just didn't manifest until sometime recently.”
“And he's killed at least three other people already?” said Malcolm. “I always knew that Robert was crazy, but I didn't know he was that crazy. I see why you and your parents are going into hiding. How much contact will you have with the outside world?”
“I don't know,” I said. “I was under the impression that we would be entirely isolated from everyone else. That means that this will probably be the very last time we talk to each other, at least until Robert is stopped.”
“If Robert is stopped, you mean,” said Malcolm. He shuddered. “If he can steal anyone's powers, I don't know how any neohero is supposed to stop him. Well, maybe if you dropped a nuke on him, that might kill him, but that would probably also destroy the country, so I doubt the G-Men will do it.”
“Yeah,” I said. “It's fine. I understand that it's necessary. I want my parents to be safe and this seems like the best way to ensure our safety.”
“Sounds like it,” said Malcolm. “But … I dunno.”
“Dunno about what?” I said. “What do you mean?”
“Well, I was just thinking …” Malcolm trailed off, like he wasn't sure if he should be telling me this, before he continued. “When Robert held me hostage, he talked to me a little before you showed up.”
“What did he talk to you about?” I said. “Did he threaten to kill you or something?”
“He didn't really say a whole lot,” said Malcolm. “He basically told me that he had just kidnapped me to lure you into a trap.”
“Yeah, I figured as much,” I said. “Did he say anything else besides that?”
“Yeah,” said Malcolm. “He said it was all part of his plan to avenge his dad. Said he was going to make sure that you suffered just like he did, even worse actually.”
“I pretty much already knew that,” I said with a sigh. “Robert's made his hatred of me pretty well known. I already know he wants to avenge his parents.”
“Right, but there was something else he said that was kind of weird,” said Malcolm. “He said something about making the whole world suffer for what it had done to his family, but he didn't say what he meant by that.”
“The whole world?” I said. “That sounds ominous.”
“Yeah,” said Malcolm. “My mouth was taped shut, so I couldn't ask him what he meant, but it sounded to me like he wants to do more than just kill you. Like he wants to destroy the world or something.”
“How could he do that?” I said. “I know he has a lot of powers under his control, but I think he’d need way more power than he has to destroy the world.”
“Like I said, I don't know, but I thought I should tell you that anyway,” said Malcolm. “I told Cadmus Smith about it when he spoke to me. Didn't he mention it to you, too?”
I shook my head. “No. He didn't mention anything about Robert having grander plans than just trying to kill me.”
“Not surprising,” said Malcolm. “My older brother, James, works under Cadmus Smith and he keeps telling me that Cadmus is a really secretive guy who only tells people what they need to know.”
“I kind of figured that out myself,” I said, thinking about how Shade had been watching me for a long time without me knowing before I fought her in the Cavern, though I didn't know if she was still doing that or not. “Do you know anything about him, by the way? Has your brother ever told you much about him?”
“Not really,” said Malcolm. “I don't talk to James much because—well, because he lives all the way in D.C. and doesn't get much time off to come and visit us.”
I could tell that there was another reason Malcolm didn't talk to James much, but I didn't want to press the subject because I could tell that Malcolm wasn't in the mood to talk about it. “But has he ever told you anything about Cadmus? Ever?”
“All he told me is that Cadmus is a tough boss,” said Malcolm. “Why do you want to know?”
I shrugged. “No reason in particular.”
In truth, however, I wanted to know because I was remembering the Project Neo folder I had found in the bottom floor of the Cavern last month. I had found a folder containing information about Cadmus Smith and nine other neoheroes, files dated at least a year before the first neoheroes were discovered. Unfortunately, Shade had managed to steal the files from me before I could look at them, so I never got to learn as much about what Project Neo was originally about as I wanted. But I was still curious, because if those documents had been true, then that meant there had been neoheroes even before 1986. I hadn't asked Dad or any of the older neoheroes about it, but that was mostly because I doubted that any of them knew anything about it, and Cadmus Smith probably would never talk with me about it even if I asked.
“Well, okay,” said Malcolm. “But if you ever see my brother, tell him you know me. I'm sure he'll be happy to talk to you.”
“Sure,” I said. “Who is your brother anyway? James, I think you said his name was?”
“Yeah,” said Malcolm. “But he's better known as—”
A sudden crackle from the speaker in the corner of my room interrupted Malcolm, and Carl's voice came over the speaker. “Bolt! The G-Men are here to take you and your parents to the Compound! Are you all packed and ready to have an AWESOME time?”
“What? Already?” I said, looking up at the speaker in surprise. “I thought that they wouldn't be here for a couple more days.”
“Looks like they're early!” said Carl cheerfully. “And I suggest you don't waste any time going to the roof, because the guy the G-Men sent looks really angry, like he woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning!”
“Kev?” said Malcolm, his voice sounding puzzled. “Who is that?”
“Oh, er, that's the House's AI,” I said. “Sorry, but I have to leave. If I see your brother at the Compound, I'll say hi. See you … sometime.”
It was a lame last thing to say to my best friend, but it was all I could think to say because I honestly did not know when I would speak to him again.
So, shutting off my watch, I stood up, grabbed my things, and dashed out of my room, making my way to the roof and hoping that my parents and I would not be in hiding for long.
But if what Malcolm said was true … about how Robert was planning to do more than just get his revenge on me … then that probably meant that my parents and I were going to be in hiding for a long time.



Chapter Five



 
Arriving on the roof of the House, which was quite windy and cold today, I saw that the Neocopter was no longer on the pad where it usually sat. Instead, there was a huge, strange-looking plane that looked like a UFO with a giant cannon on top. It was painted black and gray, with a weird number painted on it that I didn't understand. The symbol of the G-Men was emblazoned on the front, however, which was how I knew that it belonged to them.
My parents were already standing near the weird plane, along with the rest of the Young Neos, plus someone I'd never seen before. He was a strong-looking guy whose age I couldn't guess due to the fact that his face looked … off. It was hard to describe, but his face didn't really look like it fit the rest of his body. It was almost like he had stolen someone else's face and was wearing it like a mask over his own. What made it look even weirder was how the rest of his body looked pretty normal, which made me wonder what his superpower was.
As I walked up to the plane, I noticed that Dad, Mom, and the other Young Neos were standing away from the G-Men agent. Dad, who was wearing his full Genius costume, stood between Mom and the agent as if he didn't trust the guy. And, even though I didn't know who this particular agent was, I had to admit I didn't trust him much either, mostly because of his weird face.
“Ah, Bolt,” said Dad, looking at me as I approached. “Glad you came here promptly.”
“And you've packed all your things without having to be told, too,” said Mom, smiling at me. “I'm so proud of you.”
I was determinedly not looking at the rest of my team— who I could hear giggling and snickering among themselves—when Mom said that, because I was pretty sure that Mom had singlehandedly destroyed whatever respect my team had for me as a leader with that one comment. I sometimes thought that Mom actually did have a superpower: The ability to embarrass me in front of other people at any moment.
Regardless, I said, “Are we leaving right away, then?”
“Of course not,” said the G-Men agent, rolling his eyes. “We're just going to be spending the next several minutes standing around awkwardly in the cold New York wind.” He shook his head. “Kids these days.”
I looked at the G-Men agent in confusion. “Are you the pilot?”
“Aye,” said the agent. He glared at the plane behind him. “Mostly because I'm the only one in the whole Department who knows how to fly the damn thing.”
“What's your name?” I said. “Uh, I mean your superhero name, that is.”
“I am the Uncanny Mimic,” said the agent. “But you can just call me 'Mimic' for short, if you can't remember my full superhero name.”
Mimic's abrasive attitude rubbed me the wrong way, but I tried to speak to him politely anyway. “Mimic? Does that mean you can shape-shift or something?”
Mimic sighed heavily, as if he was anticipating my next question. “Yes. I can change my face and body shape to look however I want. I am one of the best spies in the federal government as a result, and a fine pilot, as well.”
“Can you shape-shift right now?” I said excitedly. “Like, give me a demonstration of your powers?”
“Demonstrate my powers?” Mimic repeated. He turned his nose up at me. “Such disrespect! I am not some kind of sideshow attraction at a circus. I am a respected and experienced member of one of the most efficient superhero teams in the world. I will not demonstrate my powers just to amuse a teenager.”
Dad made a weird noise— which sounded like a distorted snort through his helmet—when Mimic said 'efficient.' Mimic, however, must not have heard it, because he didn't look at Dad. He just stood with his hands on his hips, looking as offended as if I had just slapped his mother.
“Oh, sorry,” I said. “It's just that I've never met a shape-shifter before and I always thought it was a cool power.”
“Yes, we are a rarity in the superhero community, which is why I am so important,” said Mimic. “But I shall accept your apology, as it appears to be done in earnestness and I am not one to withhold forgiveness from those who apologize for offending me.”
“Is that why you still haven't forgiven me for that time I punched you in the face?” said Dad.
Mimic glared at Dad. “Because you have never apologized for it. And besides, it wasn't just a 'punch.' You hit me with your electrified gauntlets and I had to have facial surgery to put my face back together.”
“What a waste of our tax money,” Dad commented. “After all, that surgery clearly didn't help you look good.”
Mimic looked like he was about to start arguing with Dad, but then he closed his mouth and shook his head. “Ah, never mind. What's past is past. I have orders from Director Smith to make sure that you three get to the Compound quickly. Director Smith does not like lateness, so all three of you should get on board the hovercraft now.”
“Okay,” I said. “But I want to say good bye to my teammates first. It'll take just a second.”
“Fine,” said Mimic, though he sounded annoyed. “Just be quick about it. I do not want to be on this stupid Island any longer than I must.”
I nodded and walked over to my teammates as Mom and Dad climbed up the ramp into the hovercraft itself. I stopped in front of my teammates and looked at each of them.
“Guys, I don't know how long I'm going to be away or when I'll get back,” I said. “I don't even know if I'll get my powers back. This might be the last time I ever see any of you, at least here on Hero Island.”
“We understand, Bolt,” said Stinger. “We're going to do everything in our power to find and beat Robert while you’re away. Maybe we'll even figure out how to get your powers back.”
“Thanks for the thoughts,” I said. “You guys just stay safe while I'm away, okay? Robert is dangerous. He's got a ton of powers and is probably looking for more. I don't want to return here only to discover that he's stolen your guys' powers. Or worse, have killed you to get them.”
I looked at Blizzard, who hadn't said anything yet but seemed like she wanted to, though I was really looking at her because she was the second strongest after me in the team. “Especially you, Blizzard. I don't want to know what Robert would do if he had your powers.”
Blizzard nodded, but seemed like she wanted to say something to me. I didn't really know what, though, so I said, “Blizzard, do you have something to say to me?”
Then Blizzard did something I didn't expect: She actually hugged me. It was a very brief hug, probably no longer than a second or two, but it took me by surprise anyway. In fact, it was so brief that I wasn't even sure it had actually happened or if I had imagined it before Blizzard said, “Good luck, Bolt, and stay safe.”
I could still feel Blizzard's cold hands on my body, but I said, stuttering just slightly, “Uh, sure, thanks.”
Then I heard an impatient sigh and looked over my shoulder to see Mimic standing there, his arms folded over his chest and his foot tapping against the platform. He even glanced at his watch, which told me that I needed to go fast.
So I just said a final goodbye to the rest of the team (lingering just slightly on Blizzard, but only because her hug was still fresh in my mind) and then turned and walked over to the hovercraft.
Passing Mimic, I heard him mutter under his breath, “Teenagers …” in a dismissive, contemptuous voice.



Chapter Six



 
The interior of the hovercraft was quite roomy, with seating for about ten people, though today it was just me, my parents, and Mimic. Mimic made his way to the controls at the front, still muttering about something to do with stupid teenage crushes or something. I didn't really pay attention because I was looking around at the hovercraft's interior.
It was different from the Neocopter or the plane that the New Heroes used to travel around the country. For one, like I said, it was fairly roomy, but the seats were arranged almost like thrones, sitting at various sizes that didn't make much sense to me. Weird, technicolor lights blinked across the trim and ceiling and it had the distinct feeling of having been re-purposed from another type of vehicle. The ceiling was kind of low, too, and I noticed a bunch of panels along the walls that might have hid robotic limbs behind them or something.
Mom and Dad were already seated in two of the seats, so I made my way over to the seat next to Dad. Sitting down in the chair, I noticed that its stuffing was very bouncy and springy, almost like jello. It didn't really feel like any substance I was familiar with, nor did it feel particularly safe, at least until I pulled the straps down across my chest and strapped myself in.
As soon as I did that, a robotic hand came down from the ceiling, grabbed my bag (which contained all my belongings), and went back up into the ceiling before I could even stop it.
“Hey!” I said, looking up at the panel that covered the hole that the sneaky hand had taken my bag came from. “This plane just stole my bag!”
“It didn't steal your bag, Bolt,” said Dad. He looked completely unfazed by the ship's strange design, unlike Mom, who looked just as uncomfortable as me. “It merely took your bag so that you would not have to hold onto it for the duration of the flight. It took our things, too, and will return them to us when we reach the Compound in a few hours.”
I looked at Dad and frowned. “How do you know that? Have you been on a plane like this before?”
“It isn't a plane,” said Dad, “but yes, I've been on this type of vehicle before, though it was only once and under very different circumstances.”
As Mimic took his seat at the controls in the front, I said, “If this isn't a plane, then what is it? I've never seen anything like it before.”
“Of course you haven't,” came Mimic's impatient voice from the front of the vehicle. “The government has made sure that no one has gotten an especially good look at this vehicle, which is technically a prototype, though if it fell into the wrong hands, it would certainly be a potent weapon in its own right.”
“What do you mean?” I said.
“What he means, Bolt, is that this is a very unique vehicle,” said Dad as Mimic started to press buttons and tap on touch screens. “Unlike most vehicles, this one is of extraterrestrial origin.”
“You mean its from space?” I said. I immediately looked around eagerly. “Where are the aliens?”
“Dead,” said Dad flatly. “Killed by the NHA, INJ, and G-Men fifteen years ago or so.”
“Wait, are you referring to the Pokacu?” I said. I looked at Dad as understanding dawned on me. “Is this a Pokacu ship?”
“Yes,” said Dad, nodding as the ship started to hum, like it was about to take off. He patted the armrest of the chair he sat in. “The only ship to survive the Pokacu invasion, though I can see that the government has obviously made some adjustments to it over the years to make it more habitable for humans.”
“But of course,” said Mimic, though without looking at us. “I made many of the adjustments myself, but I have still been unable to replace the controls with controls that are a bit more … human-friendly, to put it lightly.”
“Why does the government have a Pokacu spaceship?” I said.
“Because they got their hands on it before we could,” said Dad. He sounded annoyed. “And before, of course, I could get a chance to analyze it myself.”
“Finders keepers, Genius,” said Mimic, his tone smug. He glanced around his chair to smirk at us. “You were just too slow to get it, even though you were on board it when it crashed.”
“You were?” I said, looking at Dad in amazement. “But I thought you had retired from superheroics before the invasion.”
“I briefly returned to superheroics to help fight off the invasion,” said Dad. “And yes, I was on this ship, trying to keep it from destroying New York City. Mimic was on it, too, and I punched him in the face because, if I recall correctly, he was under the control of the Pokacus' mind control serum at the time. It wore off eventually, however, so you don’t have to worry about Mimic being a secret Pokacu mole or anything like that.”
I noticed that Mimic didn't have anything to say about that. He just grunted and focused on the controls, which looked pretty complicated from what I could see of them.
“Nonetheless, it was a successful mission,” said Dad, “though it's been years since I last saw this ship. I knew the government had gotten their hands on it, but I haven't seen it since then. Where have you been keeping it, Mimic? Area Fifty-One?”
“None of your business,” said Mimic. “The location of the Spinner is top secret.”
“So how long will it take for us to get to the Compound?” I said.
“Three hours, assuming we do not run into any obstacles on the way there,” said Mimic. “And no, do not make any smart alecky comments about whether we have an in-flight movie or peanuts, because we do not.”
“Really?” I said. “This is going to be one boring ride, then.”
“It isn't meant to be exciting,” said Mimic. “In fact, 'exciting' is the absolute last thing you should want from this mission. We are only to go to the Compound and nothing else.”
I nodded, but then a horrible thought occurred to me. “If we're going to be flying, how will we evade Robert, if he comes after us? He took my powers and that includes my power of flight. He could catch up with us and knock us out of the sky if he wanted.”
“Firstly, Robert Candle does not know that we are transporting you and your family to safety,” said Mimic in a matter of fact tone. “So even if he wanted to catch us, he couldn't. And secondly, the Spinner has a cloaking ability that allows it to turn invisible to the naked eye and most radar systems. Even if Candle is flying around the sky searching for us, he would not be able to find us unless he flew smack dab into the ship itself.”
“Oh, that's good to hear,” I said, but Mimic apparently wasn't done talking.
“And furthermore, even if by some cruel twist of fate he found the ship, the Spinner has a unique mixture of Pokacu and Earth weapons and defenses that would knock him out of the sky before he even knew what happened,” Mimic continued. “Missiles, lasers, electrical force fields, and a variety of other defenses would make any exterior assault on the ship nigh impossible for most neoheroes. Even Omega Man himself would have a tough time taking this baby down if he tried to attack us.”
“So what, exactly, does the Spinner have?” I said.
“That is top secret,” said Mimic, “but trust me when I say that you will be quite happy to be a passenger inside it if we find ourselves under attack by Candle or one of the Visionists.”
Mimic sounded very confident in the Spinner's abilities, which made me feel safe, but Dad said, “If I recall correctly, didn't Omega Man destroy the most Pokacu ships during the invasion?”
“Yes, but that was before we improved ours,” said Mimic. “Anyway, enough talking. We are about to take off, so hold on tight.”
Suddenly, the Spinner shook and shivered around us. Mom and I grabbed our straps tighter, while Dad looked as cool and unconcerned as always.
Then, slowly but surely, the Spinner started rising up into the air. There weren't any windows for me to look out of, so I could not see much, except for the small view of New York City that the front windshield provided, although even that was covered with a projection of a bunch of writing and numbers and lines that made no sense to me but which did not seem to confuse Mimic in the slightest.
Then Mimic pressed a few buttons and the ship took off to the east, heading toward the Atlantic Ocean.
-
I got bored pretty quick. While it was pretty cool flying in a re-purposed alien spaceship to a secret government facility, it was only cool for maybe the first ten minutes of the flight. Then I started to find the engine noises, wind turbulence, and Mimic's mutterings about stupid teenagers annoying and boring.
Unfortunately, there wasn't much to do on the ship. Mimic insisted that all passengers remain in their seats until we got to the Compound (which was apparently somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean; either that or Mimic was just going to drop us into the Ocean and let us swim back to America), so I had to stay in my seat. Mom and Dad took this time to rest, so I couldn't even talk with them. And Mimic certainly wasn't in any mood to talk; he was focused on the controls and the maps (which was what I figured the lines, words, and numbers on the windshield were) in front of him. That was good, obviously, because as the pilot he had to focus on that stuff so he wouldn't crash us into the Ocean, which would kind of defeat the whole purpose of the Relocation Program.
But that left me with practically nothing to do. I tried to watch something on my watch, which had Internet connectivity, but unfortunately there seemed to be some kind of interference because I couldn't get any connection in here at all. Either we were flying through a part of the world that had no Internet connectivity or there was something on the ship blocking all Internet signals in and out of the ship.
So I did what any bored teenager in my situation would do: Ask Mimic if we were there yet.
“Are we there yet?” I said.
“No,” said Mimic, without looking at me. “We are not.”
“When will we get there?” I said.
“Two hours,” said Mimic. “Longer if you keep asking me stupid questions.”
That shut me up. I just reclined in my seat and decided to try to catch up on my sleep, but the problem was that I wasn't very tired and couldn't even sleep if I tried. The seat wasn't very comfortable anyway and the Spinner kept shaking every now and then. Despite being an allegedly high-tech alien spaceship, it was easily the bumpiest vehicle I had ever had the displeasure of riding. I wondered if that was because it was always like that or if this was the result of whatever adjustments that the G-Men made to it.
I wondered what everyone else was doing. I hoped that Malcolm was okay; I doubted Robert would go after him again, especially if Malcolm's family had protection, but given how crazy Robert was, I wouldn't put it past him to try again. And I worried about the rest of the Young Neos, too, because if I couldn't beat Robert, I doubted any of them could, either.
It made me wonder where Robert was right now anyway. Despite Mimic's assurances that we would be safe, I couldn't help but worry that we were actually very vulnerable. Every shake, every jerk of the Spinner made me wonder if that was Robert landing on its exterior or using one of his many stolen powers to attack it.
It was a nerve-wracking experience. I didn't even know how Mom and Dad slept. Dad, I could understand, since he still had his super intelligence and gear and gizmos, but Mom was just as powerless as me and yet she slept just as soundly as Dad. Maybe she felt safe around Dad or maybe she was just so exhausted from the stress of the situation that she couldn’t stay awake no matter what.
But then I remembered that I actually did have someone who I could talk to. I raised my hand to my earcom and tapped it twice.
Then I heard a familiar, cool female voice said, “Hello, Bolt. It has been a while since we last spoke.”
“Hi, Valerie,” I said, referring by name to the AI assistant to Dad, who had also helped me several times in the past. But I whispered quietly so that I would not wake my parents or annoy Mimic, who was now humming some kind of old 80's song I didn't recognize but which sounded really lame. “I didn't know you'd connect up here, because my suit-up watch can't connect to the Internet.”
“My AI allows me to do things that normal Internet enabled devices cannot,” said Valerie. “Besides, I have experience hacking into Pokacu alien technology and the G-Men did not do much to fix the easily exploitable flaws in the Pokacu's defense systems.”
“You mean you've been around that long?” I whispered in surprise. “I thought Dad had built you recently.”
“Technically, that was Valerie 1.0,” said Valerie. “I am Valerie 6.9, the latest incarnation of the Valerie series of artificial intelligence assistants, though I have all the memories and experiences of the last incarnations stored in my systems.”
“So you've known Dad for a while,” I whispered. “I didn't know that.”
“Prior to our first meeting, your father only ever really used me in his work-related software,” said Valerie, “though he made me compatible with the Genius suit in case he needed help, even though he designed and built me after he retired from superheroics.”
“Cool,” I said. “So you know all sorts of things about Dad that I don't.”
“Yes,” said Valerie. “But may I ask why you have contacted me? My sensors indicate that you and your parents are currently being transported across the Atlantic Ocean by the G-Men. Do you need help?”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. I glanced at the ceiling. “You know about Robert Candle, right?”
“Yes,” said Valerie. “Your father told me about him. Is he attacking you now?”
“No,” I said. “Mimic says the Spinner can cloak itself well enough that Robert couldn't find us. So we're probably going to make it to the Compound without any difficulty.”
“I see,” said Valerie. “And all of the news sites I've checked, including Neo Ranks, do not have any news on Robert's current location. Perhaps he has given up attacking you.”
“I doubt it,” I said. “Robert wants me dead. He made that very clear the last time I saw him. There's no way he would just let me get away. He's probably just keeping his head down so the G-Men and NHA don't find—”
I was interrupted by a sudden lurch to the right. It was so abrupt that I probably would have been thrown out of my seat entirely if I had not been strapped in. The sudden lurch also woke Mom and Dad, who were now looking around in confusion.
“What was that?” said Dad, who sounded sleepy. “Mimic? Did your grip on the controls slip?”
“It wasn't me,” Mimic snapped. “It must have been a powerful gust of wind or something. Do you hear it?”
I listened hard and did, in fact, hear howling wind outside. It didn't sound like the normal wind from flying. It almost sounded like a tornado, but that made no sense because we were out in the middle of the ocean and tornadoes don't form in the ocean.
“Well, just be more careful with the controls anyway,” said Dad as Mom yawned beside him. “If this ship goes down, we’ll go down with it.”
“I know, I know, I am no amateur,” said Mimic in annoyance. “Just give me a moment and—”
All of a sudden, a loud crunching sound came from the back of the ship. I tried to look over my shoulder at the back to see if I could spot what caused that sound, but then the ship violently shook again, forcing me to grab more tightly onto my seat's arms so I would not be thrown off.
“I heard a crunching sound,” said Dad. He sounded worried. “Mimic, did you hear—”
“I heard it, but it isn't anything worth worrying about,” said Mimic, though he sounded even more worried than Dad. “I will send a quick message to the Compound telling them we may be a bit late, but rest assured that there is absolutely nothing to worry—”
Mimic was interrupted by a loud howl of wind followed by the most violent shake yet. Actually, it felt like the ship had been punched by a giant fist, because it was sent spinning before it started falling downwards toward the big, wide, blue ocean below at frightening speeds.



Chapter Seven



 
Mom was screaming. Dad was screaming. And I was probably screaming, too. Heck, maybe even Valerie was, but I was screaming too loudly to pay attention to her voice in my earcom.
Mimic, however, was not screaming, even though we were falling at approximately one million miles an hour toward an ocean that was looking increasingly closer with each passing second.
“Not to fear!” Mimic shouted, his voice somehow audible above the volume of our screams. “Hang on! It will be a bumpy landing!”
I was about to ask Mimic what we were supposed to 'land' on when we hit the water. Gallons of salt water sprayed over the front windshield, temporarily blocking out the rest of the world. I expected us to go straight down underwater and then drown to death, but to my surprise, the Spinner just floated on the surface of the ocean, though the waves made the floor shift and turn under our feet.
“There,” said Mimic. He looked over his shoulder at us with the smuggest smirk I had ever seen on another human being's face. “See? I told you there was nothing to worry about.”
“How … how did you do that?” I said, my heart hammering in my chest.
“Through expert piloting skills,” said Mimic, again very smugly. “No other pilot in the world could have pulled off what I did. We are safe.”
Mom and Dad had stopped screaming, but Mom now looked very sick. It was hard to tell what Dad looked like due to his helmet, but I could tell that he was obviously rattled by our near death experience.
He unbuckled his straps and jumped off his chair. Standing up, Dad said, “Mimic, what happened? How did we get knocked out of the sky? I thought you said we were safe in here.”
“Just some kind of freak act of nature or something,” said Mimic. “I mean, it isn't exactly uncommon for there to be powerful winds over the Atlantic, you know. You should just be happy that you were blessed to have a pilot as good as me. Otherwise, we would all be underwater right now and, I don't know what your suit can do, but my shape-shifting powers don't let me create gills.”
Dad just shook his head. “Will you be able to get us up into the air again?”
“But of course,” said Mimic, turning his attention back to the controls. “It may take us a few minutes, however, so I suggest that you get back into your seat and relax until I can get the engines up and running again.”
Just as Mimic said that, a loud thump—like someone had dropped a heavy rock—could be heard from the ceiling above us. Mom, Dad, and I all looked up at the ceiling apprehensively.
“What was that?” said Mom. “More wind?”
“Eh, probably,” said Mimic, though I noticed he looked nervous and was sweating now. “You know how wind can sound so very strange sometimes, especially out in the ocean.”
Then there was a loud boom and a dent appeared in the ceiling, a dent that looked kind of like a fist.
“That's some tough wind,” said Dad sarcastically.
Mimic flushed and looked like he was about to argue with Dad, but then a panel in the ceiling was knocked straight in. It landed on the floor with a crash, leaving a hole in the ceiling. Through the hole in the ceiling, I could hear the howling wind that sounded just like a tornado, but I stopped focusing on that as soon as two people fell through the hole and landed on the floor.
They were a man and a woman and, based on their costumes, appeared to be superhumans. The man was large and fat, with fists that looked like bricks, and he wore a wrestling mask that resembled a hyena's face. He also smelled awful, like he had never taken a shower in his life, though that didn't detract from his obvious physical strength.
As for the woman, she was taller and thinner than her husband, but just as ugly as him, if not more so. She looked almost like a stereotypical witch, complete with robes and hat, which reminded me of Incantation, although I noticed that this woman's robes were a lot looser than Incantation's, like they were designed for flying or something.
“Here we are,” said the woman, her voice screechy and high-pitched. She cackled. “Just as that boy said, Genius and his family are here. And some ugly freak, too.”
“Good,” said the man. He put a hand on his stomach and made a face. “I hate the ocean. Let's finish this quick so we can go back to land.”
“Who are you guys?” I said, staring at them in confusion. “And what do you mean 'just as that boy said'? Which boy are you talking about?”
“Robert Candle, of course,” said the woman. She smirked. “But I believe you already know him, don't you, Bolt?”
My heart fell into my stomach, but I didn't let my fear paralyze me. I undid my straps and jumped off my chair, but Dad held a hand in front of me and said, “Wait. You can't fight them, not without your powers.”
“Your dad is pretty smart, kid,” said the large man. He punched his fist into his hand and grinned. “Too bad you're gonna get dead anyway.”
I felt embarrassed at my own forgetfulness, but I said to the man and woman anyway, “Are you two working for Robert?”
“Working for a kid? Never,” said the man, waving off the idea like it was the most ridiculous thing he had ever heard in his life. “We only work for adults. Kids never have the money to afford our fees, anyway.”
“We're working for Thaumaturge,” said the woman. She looked at Dad. “He told me to tell you that you can still join Vision, if you want.”
Dad stiffened. I understood why. Thaumaturge—who was also the master and uncle of Incantation—had been a friend of Dad's before we found out that he was a member of Vision. As far as I knew, Dad hadn't spoken with Thaumaturge at all since the day Thaumaturge disappeared with the last incarnation of the Young Neos, so if this woman was telling the truth, then she was still in contact with him.
“Thaumaturge hired you two to kill me?” said Dad. “And my family?”
“If you resist,” said the woman. “But if you accept his offer, we're supposed to spare you and then take your son to him. We'll also spare your wife, though I can't guarantee the life of your pilot.”
“The answer is no,” said Dad. “I don't want anything to do with Vision. And just who are you people anyway?”
“I am Tornadess,” said the woman with a curtsy. “And this man is my husband and business partner, Ring Out.”
“We're mercenaries,” said Ring Out. “We'll take out anyone and do anything as long as the price is right.”
“Then I take it that you are not Visionists,” said Dad.
“We don't care about that stuff,” said Ring Out with a shrug. “We don't worship no 'Vision' or 'Visionary.' The only gods we worship are Washington, Lincoln, and Hamilton; and unlike most gods, they can pay our bills.”
“What kind of powers do you have?” said Dad.
“I can control the weather,” said Tornadess. “Ring Out, meanwhile, has super strength, but that should be more than sufficient for killing everyone in this ship, except for the kid, of course.”
Tornadess nodded at me when she said that, causing me to say, “Why are you going to spare me?”
“Orders from our client,” said Ring Out. “Told us to take you to him alive.” Then he flexed his muscles. “Didn't say all of your bones had to be in tact, however.”
That puzzled me at first until I realized that it made perfect sense why Thaumaturge—and, through him, Robert—wanted me alive: Robert wanted to kill me himself. I doubt Robert would ever tolerate anyone else killing me, though that was hardly a comforting thought.
“But we really don't need to fight,” said Tornadess. She held out a hand. “If you would just give us Bolt, we would be more than happy to trap you in this ship and sink it to the bottom of the ocean with you three still inside it.”
“Sink the Spinner?” said Mimic. He stood up from his seat and drew a gun from his side. “Never!”
Mimic pulled the trigger, shooting a bullet at Tornadess and Ring Out. But the sound of the bullet being fired was deafening inside the enclosed space, making me slam my hands over my ears, while Dad—who had been standing between Mimic and the two mercenaries—held up a hand and summoned a barrier from his gauntlet I'd never seen before.
The bullet bounced off the barrier and ricocheted off the walls, making more noise, but it didn't hit anyone. Dad, however, sounded very angry when he lowered his hand and snapped at Mimic, “Mimic! Watch where you're shooting. Whose side are you on anyway?”
Mimic looked flustered by Dad's anger, but Ring Out said, “Who cares? It's pretty damn obvious at this point that you won't be coming peacefully. Get ready to rumble!”
Ring Out launched himself through the air toward us. Dad, however, raised his gauntlets and unleashed a brief burst of electricity that hit Ring Out dead on.
But instead of getting knocked out of the air, Ring Out just landed on the floor and punched Dad. Or tried to; Dad quickly teleported out of Ring Out's reach, causing Ring Out to lose his balance and fall flat on his face.
“Ungf!” said Ring Out. He pushed himself up and shook his head. “Stop moving and let me punch you.”
“No,” said Dad. He pointed his gauntlet at Ring Out. “I think it's time you took a nap.”
But before Dad could shoot a laser at Ring Out, a powerful blast of wind suddenly came out of nowhere and struck Dad. It sent him flying and he crashed onto the floor, rolling until he hit the back of the passenger seat next to Mimic, who was now cowering behind the pilot's seat like he was trying to avoid being seen by the mercenaries.
“Dad!” I shouted. “Are you okay?”
Dad groaned and sat up, shaking his head. “Yes, but get your mother to safety. There's an escape pod on the left side you can hide in until we beat them. In the meantime, I'll deal with these two.”
I was about to offer to help before I remembered that I was powerless, so I just nodded and helped Mom out of her seat. We made our way around the seats, heading for a door that was marked 'ESCAPE,' but then I heard Tornadess shout, “Oh, no, you don't!”
I looked over my shoulder in time to see Tornadess aiming her hands at me and Mom, but then Dad fired what looked like two small disks out of his gauntlets. The disks struck Tornadess's hands, causing her to jerk her hands back to her chest as they bled.
“Ow!” said Tornadess. She glared at Ring Out. “Why are you still on the floor? Get that brat's dad while I go after the kid himself.”
Ring Out nodded, rose to his feet, and ran toward Dad again. But Mimic aimed his gun and fired again, forcing Ring Out to duck to avoid getting shot.
I turned away from the fight and brought Mom—who seemed to have become petrified with silence—over to the door labeled ESCAPE. I pulled the door open, but before I got inside, Tornadess flew over to us, lightning crackling between her fingers.
“I've got you now!” Tornadess yelled in a mad, gleeful voice. “Die!”
Tornadess shot lightning bolts at us. I shoved Mom to the side and dropped to the floor myself as the lightning bolts struck the door. The sound of the lightning bolts impacting the door was deafening inside the space of the Spinner, briefly leaving me unable to hear anything.
But I could see Tornadess, who landed on the ground in front of me. She pointed at me and said something, but I was still deafened by the lightning bolt, so I couldn't hear her.
Then Tornadess pulled out what looked like a pair of handcuffs from her robes, which I figured she was going to use to get me. She approached me with an evil grin on her old lips, but I wasn't going to go quietly.
I stood up and ran at her. I couldn't go as fast as I could, but she still looked surprised at my action, as if she had not been expecting me to do this.
But then Tornadess waved her hand and electricity shot out of it at me. I couldn't dodge it in time, so I took the brunt of the blast, which knocked me to my hands and knees.
“Stay down, boy,” said Tornadess, cackling as she stood above me. She raised the shackles above her head. “I know you don't have your powers anymore, so you will never be able to beat me in a fight. Just sit still while I put these cuffs on you and take you away to our employer, who will pay us quite handsomely for catching you so quickly.”
I wanted to get up and fight her, but the electricity left me paralyzed. My costume had absorbed the worst of it, which was why I was still conscious, but I couldn't get away from her as she bent over to put the handcuffs on my wrists.
But then, out of nowhere, Mom appeared and swung her purse at Tornadess's head. Tornadess had only enough time to look at Mom's purse before it struck her in the face. The blow sent Tornadess falling over onto her back, stunned as she dropped the handcuffs, which rolled away out of her reach. But then Mom grabbed the cuffs, put them on Tornadess, and stood up and looked over at me with concern in her eyes.
“Mom?” I said, looking up at her in surprise.
“Kevin, are you okay?” said Mom. Her hair was messier than normal and she was panting hard, probably because she was never involved in any of this superhero stuff and wasn’t used to this kind of physical exertion. “Can you still walk?”
“I … I think so,” I said. “But I can't get up on my own.”
“Okay,” said Mom. “Let me help you up, sweetie.”
Mom grabbed my arm and helped me back up to my feet. Then we turned around and made our way to the ESCAPE door, which was blackened from where the lightning bolt had hit it, but apparently still in one piece, which was either a testament to the strength of Pokacu metal or was proof of Tornadess's own weakness.
Regardless, we were just about to enter it when I heard a loud yell and looked over toward the controls to see Dad and Mimic fighting Ring Out. Ring Out had somehow managed to uproot one of the seats and was swinging it around like a giant club, but Dad and Mimic were both doing a good job avoiding it. Dad kept trying to aim at and shoot Ring Out with electricity from his gauntlets, but he had to keep moving to avoid Ring Out's weapon.
I was tempted to go and try to help, but I realized that I was still in no position to actually help Dad. My body was recovering from its earlier paralysis, but even if I hadn't been shocked by Tornadess, I'd still be too weak to fight someone like Ring Out.
So I grabbed the handle on the door and pulled the door open wide enough for Mom to go into the escape pod on the inside. I was about to enter after her when I heard Tornadess shout behind me.
I looked over my shoulder to see that Tornadess was standing up again, only this time she wasn't aiming her hands at me. She was raising them above her head, which I didn't understand until I noticed the wind picking up and a dark cloud starting to form near the ceiling. The loud rumbling of thunder from within the cloud told me that something bad was about to happen, especially when the lightning flashed across the dark clouds.
“You won't get away that easily, boy,” said Tornadess. Her voice sounded screechier in the wind, like she was having to raise her voice to be heard. “We are going to end this conflict here and now and take you in and get paid, just like we were hired. No more wasting time!”
I was going to make some kind of snappy remark and then run over and punch her, but Mom grabbed my arm and shouted, “Kevin, come on! You can't fight her. We have to get into the escape pod now.”
“And leave Dad behind?” I said, looking over my shoulder at Mom in surprise. “But—”
I was interrupted by a sudden downpour of rain, which came down in droves. It happened so suddenly that I was unable to stop Mom from jerking me inside the pod and slamming the door shut behind us just as the rain started getting really bad. But the escape pod's door, at least, was waterproof, because none of the water got through it, though I could see the rain pouring in there like crazy.
“Dad!” I shouted. I ran up to the window and pressed my face against it, but the rain on the other side was so thick that I couldn't see anything. “Dad!”
All of a sudden, Tornadess's ugly face appeared smashed against the glass of the window, snarling and scowling. Surprised, I staggered backwards and fell onto the floor on my bottom, while Tornadess continued to glare at me and shout at me, but I couldn't hear what she was saying due to the volume of the rain on the other side.
But I did notice that the door handle was jiggering, which meant that Tornadess was trying to get inside. And a quick glance around the pod told me that Mom and I had nowhere else to run if Tornadess got in here.
“Mom, we're stuck,” I said, looking over my shoulder at her. “If Tornadess breaks in, we're dead.”
“Actually, you will probably be all right,” said Valerie's voice in my ear suddenly. “But your mother certainly won't. Remember, they said they wanted to bring you in to Thaumaturge alive.”
“Thanks for the reassurance, Val,” I grumbled. “By the way, how's Dad doing?”
“Impossible to say,” said Valerie. “I am trying to connect to his helmet's built-in earcom, but unfortunately the weather created by Tornadess is breaking up our connection. I have no idea how he is doing.”
I scowled in annoyance, while Mom was busy walking around the tiny space looking for something. She was feeling along the walls and ceiling, but I had no idea what she was looking for.
So I said, “Mom, what are you looking for? Tornadess is about to break in and once she does, we'll have to fight for our lives.”
“I know, Kevin, dear, I know,” said Mom. “I'm just searching for—ah! Here it is.”
Mom pulled down a panel, revealing a large red button that read EJECT. I could only see the button for a moment, however, before Mom smashed it down with her hand.
Immediately, I heard the sound of metal disconnecting from metal, air being let out somewhere, and then the escape pod shuddered. I looked over my shoulder at Tornadess, but her face was no longer visible through the window, like she had retreated when she heard the same things that I did.
But I had no time to think about that, because an instant later, I heard a loud whoosh and I was thrown to the floor when the floor moved underneath me. My hands broke the fall, but it was still pretty hard and I bumped my forehead against the metal floor anyway, which left me dizzy for a moment.
I recovered quickly, however, and, standing up, looked at Mom in confusion and asked, “What happened? And why can't I hear the rain anymore?”
Mom—who was still standing next to the EJECT button—looked at me. She looked a little more relaxed now that we weren't in the middle of being attacked, but she also looked horrified, like she had just done something that she knew she was going to regret doing.
“I …” Mom looked down at her feet. “I ejected the escape pod from the Spinner, which means that we are no longer near your father.”



Chapter Eight



 
I ran up to the window of the escape pod's door and looked out. I expected to see the artificial rain generated by Tornadess, but instead I saw nothing but dark water passing us by as our pod zoomed through the deep, dark ocean to who knows where.
I turned around to face Mom, who was now sitting on one of the seats built into the wall of the pod. “Mom, why did you do that? We were supposed to stay on the Spinner.”
“I know,” said Mom. She rubbed her forehead and looked quite troubled. “I was just … well, I panicked. I thought that ugly witch was going to get us before Ted could save us. I didn't want them to take you away or kill me, so I thought I could save us both by ejecting our pod out into the ocean.”
I sighed in frustration. “But now Dad and Mimic are all alone against two very powerful superhumans. Even if they survive, how will they ever be able to find us? Do you even know where this pod is going?”
Mom shook her head. “No, I don't, but it's at least better than where we were, wouldn't you agree?”
“If we knew where it was going, yeah,” I said. I walked over to the seat opposite Mom and sat down on it. “But for all we know, we could just be going toward the ocean floor and we don't have any way of contacting the outside world.”
“Don't you have Valerie in your earcom?” said Mom. “I saw your father give you your earcom earlier.”
“Yes, I am here, Ms. Jason,” said Valerie, “but unfortunately, I am unable to connect with Genius's own earcom at the moment due to the distance between this pod and the Spinner. Nor can I contact any other vessel or satellite that would allow me to call for help.”
“Valerie just said that she can't help us,” I said. I rested my face in my hands and let out a sigh. “That means that we're on our own, unless the escape pod happens to have a pre-programmed destination in mind. Val? What do you think?”
“Unfortunately, I cannot help you because I am not as familiar with Pokacu tech as I could be,” said Valerie. “The best that I can tell is that you are indeed going deeper, but I do not know your exact destination or if your pod is going anywhere at all or if it is simply drifting aimlessly through the sea.”
I sighed again and raised my face out of my hands to look at Mom. “Valerie just said she doesn't know where we're going. So we could be going anywhere.”
“I'm sorry,” said Mom. “I just … I wasn't thinking. I got panicked. I was worried that Tornadess was going to kill us.”
“I know, Mom, I know,” I said. “You're even less powerful than me, but this is still a pretty dumb mistake to make. What if we get caught in a current and dragged to the bottom of the ocean? Or maybe just dragged far away from land and lose all our air?” I looked around suddenly. “Speaking of which, how come we aren't out of air yet?”
“Perhaps the escape pod is equipped with a few air tanks,” said Mom with a shrug. “But it doesn't really matter. I think we'll be safe regardless of what happens.”
“How do you know that?” I said, looking at Mom skeptically.
“I just do,” said Mom. “Your father will find us. He would never let us get away out of his sight like this, not for very long anyway.”
“But Dad was distracted by Ring Out and Tornadess,” I said. “Do you really think they would let him search for us?”
“Oh, I am more worried about those two mercenaries than I am about your father, actually,” said Mom. “Your father may not look like it, but he is still a strong neohero in his own right and never showed mercy to supervillains during his youth.”
“Do you mean he is going to kill them if he finds out that we're gone?” I said.
“Possibly, if they keep fighting,” said Mom, “but in all likelihood, he'll just break every bone in their bodies, tie them down so they can't escape, and then wait for the government to come and haul them away. He will probably find us before then, though, because his technology is a lot better than whatever the government has.”
Mom spoke very calmly and confidently, as if she was doing nothing more than stating a simple fact. I didn't understand how she could be so confident, though, especially when I looked out the window again and saw very little but darkness. All I heard was the sound of the escape pod moving through the water; aside from that, it was eerily quiet.
“So you're saying that all we need to do is just sit back and wait for Dad to find us?” I said, looking at Mom in disbelief. “Really?”
“Really,” said Mom. Then she leaned against the wall of the pod. “But if you want, you and Valerie can at least try to figure out our destination, if possible.”
I shook my head and slumped forward. “No, Valerie said she can't. So it looks like all we can do now is just sit back and wait and hope we don’t crash into an undersea cliff or something.”
“I know this is frustrating for you, Kevin, especially since you don't like waiting, but this is all we can do right now,” said Mom. “Think of it this way: At least Robert can't get you down here.”
I looked up at Mom with worry. “How do we know? What if he's stolen water breathing powers from a neohero who can do that?”
“Kevin, you're starting to sound paranoid,” said Mom. “If Robert had that power, Cadmus would have told us.”
“But he himself said that they don't know what all of Robert's powers might be,” I said. I glanced at the ceiling, picturing Robert standing on top of the pod and punching his way through the ceiling, sending ocean water cascading into the tiny space. “If Robert attacks now, there's literally no way that we can fight back against him.”
“Then we are lucky that he hasn't chosen to do that,” said Mom. “And until he does show up, I think we should just try to keep calm and wait. There's no point in getting worried or wasting air, especially when we can't do anything about it.”
I hated to admit it, but Mom was right. I couldn't do anything about this situation. Even if I had my powers, I wouldn't have been able to do much, because my superpowers didn't include the ability to breathe underwater. Then again, if I had had my superpowers, maybe I would have been able to help Dad fight those mercenaries.
I sat against the back of the pod, not saying anything, just listening to the sound of the water rushing by. I kept wondering whether we were going to crash into the ocean floor or into something else, but Mom didn't look nearly as worried as she did before. In fact, she looked quite relaxed, even humming a soft tune under her breath. That was a habit Mom did whenever she was bored, but I thought she should be taking this situation more seriously, even though I wasn't sure how to convince her to do that.
Valerie was pretty silent, too, probably because she was just as powerless as Mom and I at the moment. Or maybe she was trying to connect with Dad or anyone else who could help us who might be nearby, but regardless, I didn't think it mattered much in the end. This pod was probably just going to keep drifting through the water until it either hit a whale or the ocean floor and killed us both.
Because I didn't like sitting around, I stood up and started pacing the length of the pod. It wasn't very long at all, but pacing back and forth made me feel like I was doing something and I did not like feeling powerless.
But that seemed to annoy Mom, because she said, “Kevin, will you please sit down again? You're making me nervous.”
I stopped and looked at Mom in disbelief. “So getting launched from the escape pod of a re-purposed alien spaceship into the deepest parts of the ocean doesn't make you nervous, but me pacing back and forth in front of you does?”
“I just think it isn't helping you relax,” said Mom. “I can tell it's making you agitated. You're scowling, which is always how you look whenever you get agitated like this.”
I hadn't realized it, but I was indeed scowling. I wiped the scowl off my face, however, and said, “But I hate sitting down. I like being up and active. Even if it doesn't actually help us in this situation, it does make me feel better.”
“I know, but you're using up our air and we need to preserve as much as we can,” said Mom. “We don't know when your father will save us, so until he does, we need to be careful about preserving what air we do have.”
“If Dad saves us,” I said, though I sat down anyway. “I'm not sure anyone will be able to find us at this point. I think we're just going to … well, you know.”
Mom nodded, but I could tell that she was worried about me. Of course, she was my Mom, so it made sense that she was worried about me, but I didn't want her to be, even if I appreciated it, because I didn't want Mom getting stressed out in what was already a very stressful situation.
That was when Mom said, “Kevin, did I ever tell you why I married your father?”
I blinked. This seemed like a strange subject to bring up at this time, but I said anyway, “No, you haven't. I just assumed it was because you loved him.”
“That's true,” said Mom. “I do love him. And I did marry him because I loved him. He's a wonderful man, but we didn't necessarily get along when we first met each other.”
“What do you mean?” I said. “Was it a personality clash or something?”
“Not really,” Mom said. “While your father's personality was a little hard for me to get used to, since he can be rather cold and impersonal at times, that wasn't the thing that kept me from loving him.”
“Then what was?” I said. “What do you mean?”
“It was his superpowers,” said Mom. “You see, Kevin, I used to be prejudiced against superhumans, whether they were heroes, villains, or whatever. I didn't like any of them.”
“Really?” I said. “But your brother was the Crimson Fist, right?”
“Yes, Uncle Jake was a neohero, but …” Mom looked away. “He was a big part of the reason I hated neoheroes, actually.”
“What?” I said. “I thought you and Dad respected Uncle Jake a lot. In fact, you gave me my middle name in honor of him. I don't understand what you mean.”
“It was silly,” said Mom. She was starting to look embarrassed. “Jake's powers developed when we were both teenagers, not long after the first superhumans showed up on Earth. Lots of people back then hated and feared superhumans, but a lot of people also loved them and thought they were great, including my own parents.”
“You mean Grandpa and Grandma,” I said. Then I caught myself, remembering my parents' less than cordial relations with Grandpa and Grandma, and said, “Oh, sorry. I shouldn't have mentioned them.”
“No, it's all right,” said Mom. “Your grandparents loved Jake. They showered him with attention and praise for his powers and how he used them to fight crime. It was your grandfather, actually, who designed Jake's first superhero costume for him and who also gave the NHA some money to get started.”
“What? Really?” I said in surprise. “But then why are my grandparents so hostile to Dad?”
“Because they think he is at least partly responsible for Jake's death at the hands of Master Chaos,” said Mom. “But it doesn't matter. What matters is that I got jealous of Jake, because I didn't think he'd done anything to earn my parents' praise except be born with special powers. I even believed my parents didn't love me as much as Jake.”
“Did they?” I said.
Mom just sighed. “I don't know, because it has been a long time since I last spoke with them, but I don't think they really did. I was just jealous of the attention he got, which made me hate neoheroes, even though they had never done anything to harm me.”
“Then how did you end up falling in love with Dad?” I said. “Wouldn't your hatred of neoheroes make you hate him, too?”
“I didn't know he was a neohero when I first met him,” said Mom. “Jake introduced me to your father, but it wasn't until we were dating for a year that he actually revealed his secret identity to me. He wasn't sure how I'd take it, but he told me anyway because he wanted to marry me and didn't want to keep any secrets from me.”
“How did you react?” I said.
“I was angry and hurt at first because he had been keeping secrets from me,” said Mom. She shook her head. “But when I realized that your father was just being honest, I forgave him. I loved him too much to reject him because of his powers, because I had seen just how great a man he was and I realized it would be foolish if I rejected him because of something he was born with.”
“What about the fact that he was a superhero who put himself in life-threatening dangers, though?” I said. “Didn't that ever worry you?”
“It did, especially after you were born,” said Mom. “Before you were born, I was able to tolerate it, but when you were born, I didn't like not knowing if your father would get killed by some crazy supervillain. Especially after Jake was killed by Master Chaos and your father went after him; I worried that Chaos would kill Ted, too.”
“But he didn't,” I said. “And Dad retired, right?”
“Right,” said Mom. “He realized that you would need a father in your life if you were going to grow up better than he did.”
I frowned. “Better than he did? What do you mean?”
Mom shook her head. “Oh, it's nothing. You don't really need to know about it.”
“Yes, I do,” I said. “How was Dad raised? Why didn't he want me to be raised that way? What were his parents like?”
I asked these questions because I honestly didn't know much about Dad's parents. I knew about Grandpa and Grandma, who were Mom’s parents and who I had met when I was younger, but I had never met Dad's parents. I was always under the impression that they had both died sometime before Dad met Mom, but when I thought about it, neither Mom nor Dad ever actually confirmed that for me.
Mom again looked away. She started playing with her blue necklace, like we were getting into territory that she didn't want to talk about. That, of course, just made me even more curious than before.
“Mom?” I said. “Why are you not answering my questions about Dad's parents?”
At first, I thought Mom was just going to keep ignoring my questions, but then she looked at me and said, “Because I promised your father that I wouldn't.”
“What?” I said. “Why would you promise that to Dad? What—”
All of a sudden, the escape pod shuddered and came to a stop. The stop was so abrupt that I was thrown to the floor, while Mom instinctively grabbed onto the arms of her seat to keep herself from falling down with me.
“What's happening?” said Mom, looking around the still pod in fear. “Why did the pod stop?” She looked down at me. “Kevin, are you okay?”
I pushed myself up and rubbed my forehead, which hurt from where I had hit it on the floor. “Yeah, but I don't know what's happened. Valerie, can you tell if we've stopped somewhere?”
“Unfortunately, Bolt, I am unable to do that,” said Valerie. “We are still too deep underwater for me to connect with a satellite or something else that could help me figure out where we are.”
“Maybe the pod has finally reached its destination?” said Mom. “Perhaps there is a secret underwater government base that it is supposed to go to when it is launched.”
“Maybe,” I said as I got into a sitting position. I looked up at the door, but I did not see anything except water through the window. “Let me go check—”
The pod shook again and started moving, causing Mom to redouble her grip on the seat's arms, while I grabbed my seat and looked around in alarm.
“Why is it moving again?” said Mom. “Where are we going?”
“I don't know,” I said. “But it feels like we're going up, doesn't it?”
“It does,” said Mom. “But what does that mean? Where are we going up to?”
“Guess we're about to find out,” I said.
Soon, I heard the pod rise out of the water, followed by what sounded like a metal opening being closed underneath us. Then the pod stopped rising, but I could not hear anything on the outside that might have told us what was out there. Mom and I sat very still for a couple of minutes, listening in silence, but it was absolutely quiet on the outside, so quiet that I couldn't even hear the water.
“Are we … in some kind of underwater base?” Mom whispered. She was gripping the arms of her seat so tightly that her knuckles had gone white.
“Not sure,” I whispered in an equally low voice. “Let me go check.”
I stood up, but then Mom grabbed my arm and said, “Kevin, please don't. What if it's a villain or something dangerous out there? You don't have your powers anymore, so you couldn't defend yourself.”
“Mom, it's fine,” I said. “I'm just going to peek out the window. If I see anyone, I'll duck so they won't see me.”
Mom looked extremely reluctant to let go of me, but she must have trusted me, because she finally let go and said, “Okay, Kevin, but please be careful. We have no idea what is out there.”
I nodded and then slowly made my way over to the door, keeping doubled over so that no one on the other side would be able to see me.
Reaching the door, I raised my head just high enough to peer through the window. I couldn't see much due to how small the window was, but I could see we had been pulled into the interior of what looked like some kind of ship. It looked like a spaceship, reminding me of the interior of the Spinner, but it looked entirely empty, almost lifeless. A blinking red light came from the right, but I couldn't see the light itself.
“What do you see?” Mom whispered. “Is anyone out there?”
“No,” I whispered back, shaking my head. “It looks abandoned. Maybe there's no one—”
All of a sudden, I saw fast movement on the other side and the door to the escape pod was jerked open. Before I could react, something hot and sticky struck me in the stomach and knocked me backwards onto the floor at Mom's feet.
“Kevin!” Mom shouted. “Are you okay?”
I was about to answer, but then a shadow appeared in the entrance to the pod and I forgot how to speak when I saw what it was:
The creature standing in the entryway to the pod was a real, live Pokacu alien. And it was aiming its organic cannon at us.



Chapter Nine



 
This was the first time I had ever actually seen a Pokacu alien in real life. I mean, a live one. Back on Hero Island, in the Neohero Alliance Museum, there was a stuffed Pokacu on display, and I had of course seen the pictures and videos from the Pokacu invasion of 2002.
The reason I hadn't seen a live one before was because all of the Pokacu were supposed to have died during the invasion. Or at least, the Pokacu sent to invade Earth had all been killed off by the G-Men, NHA, and INJ. Some scientists theorized that there were still Pokacu somewhere out in space, probably somewhere out on their home world, but I had always been told that there had been no survivors on the enemy side of the conflict and that no other Pokacu had visited or invaded Earth since then.
But there was no mistaking the creature standing in the doorway of the escape pod as anything but a genuine Pokacu alien. It was tall and humanoid, with large, insectoid eyes that were impossible to read. The skin of its blue skin glistened, secreting some kind of foul-smelling goop that made it look awful. It wore a suit of metallic armor that I recognized as the space suits that Pokacu soldiers were always shown wearing in the pictures I saw, although its armor looked hastily repaired and cobbled together in certain areas, particularly around the arms and legs.
The Pokacu was aiming its organic hand cannon at me and Mom. I recognized it from the pictures. The articles I had read on the Internet about the Pokacu had told me that the aliens were capable of firing a weird, sticky smelly substance out of their hands that could pin someone to its surface, which basically worked as organic cannons. Its other hand, however, looked normal aside from the fact that it had only three long, spindly fingers instead of five normal ones.
Speaking of the 'weird, sticky smelly substance,' I am pretty sure that that was what the Pokacu had hit me with. It pinned me to the floor and was rapidly solidifying even as I lay there. I tried to sit up, but it was too thick for me to fight. I tried to remember what the Internet had told me about this stuff and then I remembered that it was what the aliens had used to capture people to hold as prisoner on their ships. It was also supposed to be poisonous to consume, or at least that was the dominant theory.
But I didn't care about that right now, because I was too busy staring at the Pokacu in shock. I thought my eyes had to be playing tricks on me or that this was some kind of illusion, but the alien standing before us looked every bit as real as Mom and me.
I looked over at Mom. She was backed up into the corner of her seat, like she was trying to make herself unnoticeable to the alien, but the Pokacu didn't even seem to notice her. It was looking at me, maybe because it thought I was the biggest threat or something, but I wasn't sure because it was impossible to know what it was thinking.
“K-Kevin?” Mom said. Her voice was very low and very afraid. “What … what is that?”
The Pokacu finally seemed to notice Mom was there, because it looked up at her. It took one step forward into the pod, but as soon as it did that, Mom screamed and threw her purse at it.
The purse hit the Pokacu square in the face, but that didn't seem to hurt it so much as annoyed it. It aimed its cannon at Mom and fired more of that sticky blue substance.
Mom tried to dodge it, but the substance struck Mom and stuck her to her seat. She tried to get up anyway, but the blue glue (which I remembered was what it was called) was solidifying even faster than mine was.
“Mom!” I shouted. “No!”
I heard movement in front of me and looked at the Pokacu again. It had bent over and picked up Mom's purse, which it was now examining as if it had never seen such a thing before. It opened the purse and examined its contents, but then made a weird grunting noise.
Then the Pokacu tapped a button on its armor. A compartment opened in its chest plate, into which it tossed the purse, which clanged from somewhere inside the compartment before the Pokacu tapped the button again and closed the compartment.
Huh. I didn't know that Pokacu liked purses.
But then I shook my head. I had to focus on the situation at hand, not think about this alien's weird habits. I tried to get up, but the blue glue was as solid as steel now. Maybe if I had had my super strength, I would have been able to break it, but because I was just an ordinary teen now, all I could do was uselessly struggle against it, and I gave up on that soon enough.
The Pokacu walked over to me, ignoring Mom, who looked like she was about to have a heart attack. The Pokacu stopped before me and pointed its organic hand cannon at my face, which I thought meant that it was going to shoot some of that blue glue into my face.
Suddenly, however, the Pokacu spoke. Its voice sounded gargled and strained, as if it was not used to speaking in English or even just speaking at all. And that was the weirdest part; real English words came from its mouth, though its pronunciation was slightly off.
“Are you a masked human?” said the Pokacu. Its voice sounded masculine, but I had no idea if Pokacu even had male and female sexes, but I decided to think of it as male anyway because that was easier than just thinking of it as an it all the time. “What powers do you have? And where did you get this Pokacu escape pod?”
“Masked human?” I repeated. “What do you mean?”
The Pokacu looked like he was searching for the right words. “Super person. Super … superhero. Yes, I think that is the word you humans use to describe humans like you, who wear strange costumes and can do things like fly and shoot lasers from your orbs. I mean eyes.”
The Pokacu sounded frustrated with his own lack of mastery and expertise over the English language, but I just found it amazing that he could speak English at all. If I had the time, I would have tried to remember if the Pokacu were said to have been able to speak English or any other Earth language, but I decided instead to focus on speaking with this guy. Maybe I could reason with him to let me and Mom go or at least take us to the nearest ship and drop us off there.
So I said, “Yes, I'm a superhero, but I—”
Without warning, the Pokacu kicked me in the face. The blow scrambled my senses for a moment before they recovered, but the pain was so intense that it felt like my skull had cracked. I groaned in pain, while Mom said, “Kevin!”
“Silence, female human,” said the Pokacu, looking up at Mom with the scariest glare I had seen on another living being's face before. “Or else I will dump you into the liquid that covers seventy percent of your planet's face. I mean surface.”
Mom closed her mouth, which was good because I didn't want her to get hurt by this alien.
Still, I worried that the Pokacu might try to harm her anyway, so I said, “Why did you kick me? I didn't even know you existed until today.”
“Superheroes like yourself slaughtered my people,” said the Pokacu. He leaned down closer to me, causing some of that strange blue sweat to drip off his face onto my own, which was disgusting, but I couldn't do anything about it. “And I suspect that you and the female are thieves who stole our technology. My ship's sensors picked up this pod going through the ocean, so I intercepted its path and took it aboard.”
“Thieves?” I said. “My mom and I are not thieves. We're actually running away from people who want to kill us.”
A look of surprise seemed to appear on the Pokacu's face. “Running away? As in, fleeing? From who? Was it my fellow Pokacu? Has the Mother World sent reinforcements at long last?”
The Pokacu actually sounded excited, but I had no idea what he meant by 'Mother World,' so I just said, “No. Other superheroes. Bad ones.”
The Pokacu's excitement vanished, replaced instead by obvious anger. “All superheroes are bad. Mass murderers and killers. That's what you are.”
“Listen, man, I don't know what you're talking about, because I've never committed mass murder,” I said. “So why don't you let me and my mom go? We're not your enemy. We don't want to harm you.”
The Pokacu shook his head and stood up. “No. I have spent a long time evading notice of your world's governments. If I let you go, you will just tell your fellow humans about me and everyone will try to capture or kill me. No, you and the female will stay here as my prisoners.”
“Prisoners?” I repeated. “Hey, we never agreed to this.”
“Of course,” said the Pokacu. “If you had, you would not be prisoners.”
“That's not what I—never mind,” I said. “What are you going to do to us, exactly, now that we are your prisoners? Are you just going to hold us down here in this escape pod forever?”
“No,” said the Pokacu. He stood up and looked around. “This escape pod is in remarked—I mean remarkable—condition, despite it having been many clicks since the invasion. It may be able to help me return to the Mother World, though I will have to remove the unnecessary additions that the humans made to it first.”
“You want to return to your home world?” I said. “Why?”
“Because the Mother World needs to know about the status of the invasion,” the Pokacu said. “She needs to know that we require back up and that the invasion was a failure. I have tried in vain to contact her before, but due to being so deep underneath the water—I mean underwater—I have not been able to contact her.”
I assumed that his use of female pronouns to refer to his home world was just an odd translation quirk, so I said, “What about us? Are you just going to leave us here to drown?”
The Pokacu shook his head. “No. The Mother World will need to see exactly what kind of forces that the planet Earth has defending it. You remind me of the superheroes my people fought, so I imagine that by studying you, the Mother World will be able to design a new army that can combat you superheroes.”
“But I don't have my powers anymore,” I protested. “They were stolen from me by another human.”
“Is that so?” said the Pokacu. He aimed his organic hand cannon at me again. “Then I will just kill you and throw your body out into the ocean. After all, I have sufficient memories of the invasion to provide the Mother World with the information she will need to devise a counter strategy to resume the invasion.”
“Hold it!” I said suddenly, before the Pokacu could shoot at me. “Just because I'm powerless doesn't mean it would be a good idea to kill me.”
“Why wouldn't it?” said the Pokacu. “You have nothing to offer me if you are powerless.”
“But I work with the Neohero Alliance,” I said. “Do you remember them? They were one of the organizations that fought against your people.”
The Pokacu paused, as if he was doing a Google search in his own memories. “That name … it sounds familiar. Yes, I recall many of my brothers and sisters being slaughtered by an organization that went by that name. One in particular stands out to me, who wore a helmet and used advanced Earth technology to kill many of my siblings. If he were here today, I would kill him without thinking about it.”
I bit my lower lip. I didn't know for sure which neohero this guy was thinking of, but the description certainly sounded like Dad. I wondered what the Pokacu would do if he found out that I was Dad's son and Mom was his wife. It probably wouldn't be very pleasant.
So I said, “Glad you remember them. Did you know that I know a lot about them? Like who their leaders are, what kind of powers they have, their base's defenses, and so on. You know, the kind of information that your, uh, 'Mother World' might find useful during the next phase of the invasion.”
“You know all of that?” said the Pokacu curiously.
“Of course,” I said. “And I am perfectly willing to tell it to you, but only if you promise to spare my mom and me. If you kill me, after all, then you will never be able to get this information from, information that could mean the difference between victory and defeat for the next invasion.”
The Pokacu looked like he was thinking about my offer. I hoped it would work, because it was the only chance Mom and I had of surviving this crazy alien who had apparently been living on the bottom of the ocean for fifteen years.
Finally, the Pokacu nodded and said, “Very well. If what you say is true, then I will spare your life. And the life of the female, as well, at least for now, unless she also happens to know some important facts.”
“Yes, yes, she does,” I said, nodding quickly and eagerly. “She knows how to make the best damned mashed potatoes in the world.”
“Mashed … potatoes?” the Pokacu repeated. “What is that?”
“I'm not going to tell you until you let me and my mother free,” I said. “So why don't you let me go, and I can tell you all about the NHA and everything else on Earth your Mother World might need to know in order to succeed next time.”
“Tell me?” said the Pokacu. “Why do I need to convince you tell me anything? I can simply get what I need to know directly from your head, which decreases the chances that you will give me misinformation.”
“Get it directly from my head?” I said. “What do you mean?”
“You will see soon enough, once I take you out of here,” said the Pokacu. “All you need to know is that the information gathering process will be quick … though not painless.”



Chapter Ten



 
The Pokacu—who called himself Graleex—poured a weird red liquid onto the blue glue to disintegrate it and allow me to stand. Although my legs were free, the blue glue still kept my arms firmly against my sides, meaning that I couldn't punch him or do anything that might help me escape Graleex's grasp. Not that I really wanted to, because even though I didn't want to be here, I was more interested in learning about who Graleex was and how he even got here than escaping. Besides, I figured we were a lot safer down here in his ship than on the surface where Robert and Vision could find us, because Graleex seemed like he was going to stick to his word and keep me and Mom alive for now.
Graleex forced me to march out of the pod by gunpoint. Since I didn't have any powers and was unable to fight back, I had to march forward. When we left the pod, Graleex closed the door behind us and locked it, but I got one last look at Mom—who looked worried and horrified, like she thought Graleex was going to eat me or something—before Graleex forced me to get moving. I hoped Mom had seen my reassuring smile, because I didn't want her to be worried and alone in that pod while I was with Graleex.
The interior of Graleex's ship kind of reminded me of the Spinner, except it wasn't as clean or as new. It smelled kind of like seawater, too, which made me feel a little sick, but Graleex didn't let me stop. He just shoved me down a narrow hallway that had strange glass panels that looked like aquariums full of pink water, but the aquariums looked empty, which made me wonder what they were for. It was also really humid in here for some reason, which made me sweat underneath my suit.
We stopped in front of a door that had a glowing, holographic keypad next to it. The keypad showed twenty different characters that looked like no Earth language I had ever seen before, but which I assumed was the written form of the Pokacu language. Graleex had a hard time putting in the password that would open the door, however, because the holographic keypad kept blinking in and out of existence, which made me wonder if it was damaged.
But Graleex succeeded soon enough and then forced me into the next room, almost bumping my head against the frame. I would have told him to be more gentle, but Graleex didn't really seem to believe in treating prisoners nicely, so I said nothing about it.
Instead, I focused on the room we had entered. It looked kind of like a laboratory … sort of. There was a metal table in the middle, complete with shackles meant to hold me down to its surface, but when I looked at the ceiling, I saw what looked like dozens if not hundreds of folded artificial limbs. They were all so packed together that it was practically impossible to make out any individual limbs, but I could tell that some of the limbs had tools like drills or hammers, while others were normal hands (or normal Pokacu hands, anyway). I wondered what they were for, but Graleex forced me over to the table, so I looked down to avoid tripping over my own feet.
As for the rest of the room, the walls were covered in monitors and strange buttons that looked almost organic. A weird-looking metal suit stood in one corner, which looked like it was designed for a Pokacu body and even had a helmet with a clear windshield. The monitors built into the walls displayed a bunch of strange markings that looked like the keys on the holographic keypad from before, but I couldn't read any of the words, although I did see a few displays of the ocean outside, such as a shark that swam by one of the cameras.
Before I could see much else, however, Graleex pushed me onto the metal table abruptly. As soon as I fell on it, Graleex poured some of that same strange red liquid from before, which instantly dissolved the blue glue around my arms. I coughed as the blue glue turned into a gas, but before I could get up, the metal straps immediately clamped down hard on my wrists and ankles. I tried to break them, but they were too thick for me to even budge.
Meanwhile, Graleex walked over to a corner of the room, where a floating table with what looked like a laptop computer, plus several vials of liquids I didn't recognize, stood. He pushed the table until it was right next to me and then started tapping on individual keys on the laptop, which I realized were also holographic just like the keypad outside. And, like the keypad outside, the keys disappeared every now and then, which didn't seem to be helping Graleex's temper all that much.
“Is there something wrong with your computer?” I said. “The keys keep going out.”
Graleex didn't even look at me, but he said, “Much of my technology is old and damaged. I have had to repair much of it myself, but I am a soldier and not a repman. I mean repairman. And without any contact with the Mother World, I cannot call for a real repairman or for the parts I need to make the necessary repairs to my ship myself. Have had to improvise.”
“So you've been underwater for years?” I said. “How long have you been down here and how come no one ever found you? I mean, back on the surface, I was always told that there were no more Pokacu on Earth.”
At first, I didn't think Graleex was going to answer my questions, because the information I was asking for was relevant to his own survival and could probably be used against him. I wasn't planning to harm him or anything, of course, because I really was curious about him, but Graleex had no way of knowing that.
Then Graleex said, without taking his eyes off the screen of his computer, “I have been underwater for fifteen of your human years and approximately five of our Pokacu years. I fled underneath the waves of one of your world's oceans after the last battle between my people and yours, which resulted in the invasion force I was a part of being utterly destroyed and every soldier, scientist, and pilot in my fleet being slaughtered. I fled because I knew I could not beat you superheroes on my own.”
“Why didn't you return to your, er, Mother World, then?” I said. “Couldn't you have done that instead of fleeing under the sea?”
Graleex shook his head. “My ship was too damaged during the invasion to make it into space. Had I tried to flee, my ship likely would have been torn apart by the vacuum of space and I would have died. Besides, my ship didn't have enough fuel to make it out of the atmosphere, especially after the engines were damaged, so I could only make it beneath the waves, which is one of the few places on this world where you humans have yet to reach.”
“So you've been underwater for fifteen years?” I said. “How did you survive without food and water? Can Pokacu eat and drink the same things humans can?”
“No,” said Graleex, shaking his head. “I first ate most of the emergency provisions on this ship, but when I ran out of that, I had to use my ship's hibernation systems to go under for six months at a time. I only awoke once every six months in order to capture fish and bring in water from the outside, which, through my ship's technology, I am able to turn into food suitable for a Pokacu like myself.” Then he shuddered. “Barely suitable, that is.”
“And you haven't been able to contact your Mother World at all during this time?” I said.
“Not at all,” said Graleex. “The ship's communication sisters—I mean systems—were damaged heavily during the final battle of the invasion. And because I have never been anywhere near the surface of the ocean since the day I have went under, I have been too far out of range to send out a distress signal to the Mother World for help or back up.”
Then Graleex suddenly looked at me, but his expression was as alien and inscrutable as ever. “But if this goes well, then I should hopefully be able to return to the Mother World. That escape pod you and the female came in is in rather good condition. I expect to be able to use it to return home after I make a few slight modifications to it.”
“Do you think the Mother World even cares about the invasion, though?” I said. “It failed, after all, and it looks like your leaders haven't sent any other ships to resume the invasion, since we haven't seen any Pokacu on Earth in fifteen years.”
Suddenly, Graleex grabbed my neck with his hand and slammed my head against the metal table. The blow dazed me briefly and hurt a lot because of how hard the metal was, but I didn't feel anything break or bleed, at least.
Blinking hard, I looked at Graleex's face. He looked angrier than I had ever seen him before, like he was about to tear my head off my neck.
“How dare you insinuate that the Mother World does not care about me,” said Graleex. His grip on my neck tightened, which made it hard to breathe. “The Mother World never gave an order to retreat from Earth. That means that the invasion is still on, even if I must do it by myself. It is part of the Grand Code.”
“The Grand what?” I said, but my words were kind of strangled due to Graleex's grip on my neck.
“It doesn't concern you,” said Graleex. His grip on my neck loosened. “All you need to know is that I will soon be off this vile world and will be able to return to the Mother World. I shall be rewarded greatly for my loyalty, no doubt, perhaps even made a general of the new invasion force that the Mother World will inevitably send to finish the job.”
Graleex sounded like he was rambling now and didn't seem to be looking at me anymore. He seemed caught up in his own imagination, like he was thinking about how he would look as the general of the new invasion force. That kind of creeped me out, but given that I was currently unable to save myself, I just had to hope that he wouldn't forget his strength and snap my neck or worse.
Graleex removed his hand from my neck and turned back to his computer, saying, “But first, I need to get your knowledge of the surface. The reason the initial invasion failed, after all, was because we didn't know about the superheroes. Your people, however, knew about us, thanks to that flarggaa, N'ckn'ax.”
“You mean Nicknacks?” I said.
Graleex looked at me again, this time in surprise. “You know of that traitor?”
“Yeah,” I said. “He's one of the leaders of the Neohero Alliance, actually. But what do you mean he's a traitor? He's not a Pokacu.”
“And he is a liar, too, I see,” said Graleex. “Regardless, if he had not come ahead of time and warned you humans about our invasion, we likely would have succeeded in conquering your world. That is but one example of how knowledge can turn the tide of battle and decide a war.”
“What do you mean that Nicknacks is a liar?” I said. “What's he lying about?”
“I don't need to tell you that,” said Graleex. “I am done talking with you. Instead, I am going to focus on extracting your knowledge from your head so that when I return to the Mother World, it will be with the knowledge necessary to make the next phase of the invasion a success.”
Graleex tapped a few keys. A second later, the artificial limbs folded on the ceiling above began to unfold and move around. I struggled against my clamps again, but as before, they were impossible to break.
So all I could do was watch apprehensively as one of the arms lowered down from the ceiling. It looked kind of like a plunger, oddly enough, except it was made out of metal and probably wasn't used to unclog Graleex's toilet. It hovered toward me until it rested on my head, at which point it tightened enough to make me gasp in pain. It felt like my head was being crushed between two metal clamps, but I was unable to get it off my head.
“What is this thing?” I said, looking at Graleex, who didn't seemed nearly as concerned about the thing around my head as I was. “What does it do?”
“It is the memory copier,” said Graleex, who was now looking at his computer again. “It will copy all of your memories and drown them—I mean download them—into my ship's memory banks. I have not used this particular machine in some time, but it should work.”
“Will it kill me?” I said.
“Unlikely,” said Graleex, “though your memories will likely end up a jumbled mess. I have only used this machine on one human before and it caused him to forget his very identity. I have no idea what happened to him after that, since we let him go after took his memories away, but it doesn't matter.”
Actually, it did matter, because I was starting to rethink the deal I had made with Graleex. I had thought that giving Graleex the information he wanted would be a wise thing to do, but if that meant forgetting who I was, I suddenly wasn't so sure that I wanted to do that.
“Hey, man, why don't you just let me go?” I said. “I mean, I don't really want to do this anymore. I know I agreed to give you the information you wanted, but you didn't say that there would be a possibility that I might forget who I am in the process.”
“Do I look like I care if you have gotten cold toes, as you humans might put it?” said Graleex. “I don't care what you are afraid of happening to your memory. All that matters is getting your knowledge, the knowledge that will help the Mother World succeed in conquering this poor excuse for a planet.”
Graleex tapped one final key and, all of a sudden, I felt the memory copier tighten even more around my head. Then I felt a sucking force coming from the copier, which I realized was the machine starting to take away my memories.
“But do not worry, human,” said Graleex, looking at me with a smirk on his face. “The process will be quick … although I cannot guarantee that it will be entirely painless.”



Chapter Eleven



 
It felt like Graleex had stuck a vacuum on my head. Yet I didn't actually feel my hair being pulled back. It was like my brains were slowly being sucked out of my skull and was painful, so painful that I actually screamed, which didn't seem to bother Graleex, who was merely watching my agony as if it was an interesting science experiment or something.
I didn't know if Mom could hear me or if the walls of the lab were too thick for my screams to escape through. It didn't matter even if Mom could hear me, because there was nothing she could do to save me. I just screamed and screamed, wanting the pain to end, but it didn't seem like it was ever going to end. It felt like it was just going to keep going on forever and ever and there was nothing I could do about it.
And my memory … it was getting weaker and unclearer. I could still remember the events of the past day pretty well, but everything before that was starting to seem mushy and unclear, like all my memories were colliding into each other. I didn't know if this was just because I was in so much pain or if it was the side effect of the memory copier that Graleex had mentioned; regardless, it made me think I was going to lose all my memories, including the memories of my parents, which made me scream even louder.
Just as the pain was becoming overwhelming, I saw one of the artificial limbs in the ceiling lower toward us. It looked like a hammer of some kind, big and thick enough to smash my skull to pieces. I was unable to think about what Graleex planned to use that hammer for, but I doubted it was going to be very nice.
Oddly, the hammer was lowering down behind Graleex. The alien didn't seem to notice it. He was still watching me, though he occasionally glanced at the screen of his computer, which I couldn't see. Maybe the computer was showing the progress of the memory copier or something or maybe Graleex was checking his Facebook news feed.
“Almost done …” Graleex said as the hammer lowered behind him. I could barely hear him over my own screams, but I noticed that the hammer was pulling back. “Just a few more minutes and I should have everything I need.”
Just as Graleex said that, the hammer suddenly flew toward the back of his head. He must have heard it coming, however, because he turned around just in time to see it hurtling toward his face.
But Graleex wasn't fast enough to dodge or block it. The hammer smashed into his ugly, blue alien face hard enough to knock him down. He stumbled into his computer, knocking it off the table, which went spinning away from where I was held down. Graleex hit the floor with a clunk and he did not get up again.
As soon as Graleex was down, the sucking force from the memory copier suddenly vanished. The copier's grip on my head loosened, allowing me to pull my head out of the machine. My head still felt squished and it ached like crazy, but I no longer felt like my head was about to explode, at least.
“Ow …” I said, shaking my head. “What was that? What happened?”
“Bolt, are you all right?” came Valerie's voice in my ear. “Did the memory copier hurt you?”
“Val?” I said. “Is that you? I almost forgot about you. Did you stop the copier?”
“Yes,” said Valerie. “I took control of the artificial limbs in the ship's ceiling and used that hammer to knock Graleex out. Because Graleex was in control of the memory copier, it shut off as soon as he was knocked out.”
“Wait, you can control Pokacu technology?” I said in surprise. “Since when could you do that?”
“Since your father made me compatible with the Pokacu tech he managed to salvage from the wreckage of the Pokacu spaceships after the invasion,” said Valerie. “But it was not easy. It was why I didn't just take direct control of the memory copier itself and instead indirectly shut it off by attacking Graleex.”
“That's great, Val,” I said. “Do you think you can free me, as well?”
“I think so,” said Valerie. “Give me a second.”
A second later, my clamps sprung up and I sat up, rubbing my wrists as I looked over the table at Graleex lying on the floor. Graleex lay so still that he looked dead, but I doubted that that hammer had been enough to kill him.
Still, I was in no mood to wait for him to wake up, so I jumped off the table and was about to make my way out of the room before I stopped and remembered that Mom had been captured by the blue glue the last time I saw her, which I doubted I would be able to break apart with sheer physical strength alone.
So I bent over and grabbed the vial full of the red liquid that could disintegrate the blue glue from Graleex's belt and then ran out the room with the cold liquid in my hands. I also grabbed a weird-looking gun that was holstered at Graleex's side, because I needed a weapon and this looked like it could be useful, even though I didn't know anything about how it worked.
-
When I reached the escape pod, I forced it open and ran inside to find that Mom, thankfully, was still where Graleex had left her. I wasn't sure why I thought she might have been moved, since Graleex was the only person on the ship aside from us, but I guess I had just been very worried about Mom.
Anyway, I poured some of the red liquid on her, just as I had seen Graleex do, and it dissolved the blue glue instantly.
As soon as the blue glue dissolved, Mom stood up and said, “Thanks, Kevin. But how did you escape that alien? Where is my purse? Did you—”
“I didn't kill him, if that's what you were going to ask,” I said quickly. “Valerie knocked him out.”
“Valerie?” said Mom. “But Valerie doesn't even have a body.”
“I'll explain later,” I said, glancing at the exit, but seeing that Graleex was still not here. “Right now, we need to figure out how to get off this ship before Graleex wakes up and tries to kill us both.”
“Can't we just use the escape pod?” said Mom, gesturing at the floor. “I mean, we used it to escape one ship already. Can't we do it again?”
“I don't think so,” I said. “We need to figure out how to open the floor first so that the escape pod can actually descend back into the sea. Val? Are you on this?”
“I am looking, Bolt, but the ship's opening systems are more complicated than the systems for the artificial limbs are,” said Valerie. “I do not think that we can open it from here.”
“What if we went to the control room?” I said. “Do you think we could open the floor there?”
“Most likely, but that would mean leaving the escape pod,” said Valerie. “And with Graleex still alive, that means you will make it easier for him to find you.”
“But if we stay here, then he will find us and we will probably get killed,” I said. I looked at Mom. “Mom, you need to come with me. We're going to the control room to find out if we can open the floor so we can escape back into the sea again.”
“All right,” said Mom. “But what about the alien? You said he's still alive.”
“He is, but he's knocked out cold and probably won't wake up again anytime soon,” I said.
In truth, though, I was only hoping that Graleex would not wake up again soon, because if he did wake up … well, I didn't want to think about it. I just wanted Mom to remain calm, because I could tell that she was just as worried about this as I was, if not more so.
“Okay,” said Mom. “Where is the control room?”
“I don't know,” I said. “Val? Do you have a map of the ship?”
“No, but I have a map of the Spinner, which I believe is similar to this ship in design, so I can tell you how to reach the control room from here,” said Valerie. “But I don't know every security feature that the Pokacu like to build into their ships, so you should advance with caution and avoid running into anything that looks suspicious.”
“Okay,” I said. “Just tell us where to go, Val. We're listening.”
-
Mom and I walked cautiously but quickly through the lower decks of the ship. We were not walking as quickly as we could, per Valerie's earlier warning, but it was frustrating because we knew that Graleex could reawaken any time and come after us again. That the air was humid and the ship was in general dark and creepy didn't help matters at all.
But either the ship's security systems were down or Graleex had forgotten to install some in his ship, because we did not run into any obstacles on the way to the control room. I kept my hand on the gun I had stolen from Graleex, however, just in case he appeared out of nowhere again.
What really scared us, though, was the creaking and groaning of the ship. I didn't know how strong Pokacu spaceships were built, but this one sounded like it was on the verge of being crushed underneath the tons of water surrounding it. I kept expecting the ceiling to give way and drown Mom and I, but it held as we made our way to the control room.
After several tense minutes of walking up stairs and down narrow halls, we emerged into a control room that looked almost exactly like the control room back on the Spinner. Unlike the Spinner's control room, however, this one looked older and more damaged, with rust stains on the walls and floor. Some of the monitors were blackened out completely, while others just barely flickered on. I was amazed that Graleex had somehow managed to keep the ship together for fifteen years and that it hadn't just been crushed underneath the weight of the ocean water already. He must have been a better repairman than I thought.
“Okay, Val, we're here,” I said, looking around the interior of the ship. “How do we open the hold?”
“I do not know,” Valerie said. “I am not as familiar with the intricacies and controls of Pokacu spacecraft as I could be. I cannot tell you which buttons or switches do what.”
“So it looks like I'll have to experiment,” I said. My shoulders slumped. “Where's Dad when you need him?”
“He is still fighting Ring Out and Tornadess, most likely,” said Valerie. “Why do you ask?”
“That was—oh, never mind, Val,” I said, shaking my head. I looked at Mom. “Val says she doesn't know how to open the hold, so we're going to have to figure out which buttons do what on our own.”
Mom nodded and we walked up to the controls. Stopping before them, I frowned, because the control layout looked like no control layout I had ever seen before. There were strange, shriveled-looking buttons arranged in odd star patterns, along with levers built directly into what looked like touch screens. Granted, I wasn't exactly surprised by this, because the Pokacu aren't humans and so it makes sense that they would have different controls for their ships than the kind we humans made, but that just added to the confusion because none of these buttons were clearly marked. Well, a few were marked in the Pokacu language, but that might as well have been gibberish to me, so I couldn't rely on it.
“Mom, what button do you think will open the hold?” I said, glancing at Mom.
Mom shrugged. “I don't know. It all looks so complicated to me.”
“If Dad were here, he'd probably be able to figure it out just from a glance,” I said. “But we don't need Dad to figure this out. If there's one thing I've learned from years of watching TV, it's that the red button is always the most important one.”
I looked down at the controls and saw exactly sixteen red buttons of varying sizes and shapes.
“So, which red button is the most important one?” said Mom.
I shot an annoyed look at Mom. “Could you be a little less sarcastic and a little more helpful?”
“I'm not a tech genius like your father, so I can't be that helpful,” said Mom.
“Pushing a button isn't exactly rocket science,” I said. I shook my head. “Whatever. I'll just press the biggest button.”
So I pressed down on the biggest red button, which squished under me like my belly. In fact, when I pressed the button, I thought I felt something wriggle under my finger, causing me to pull my hand off it immediately.
As soon as I took my finger off the button, I looked at the monitors in front of us. I hoped that at least one of these monitors would show a layout of the ship, maybe even display a security feed in the hold where the escape pod was so we could see if the doors opened, but unfortunately it was all Greek to me.
“What did the button do?” said Mom. “Did it work?”
“I don't know,” I said. “Maybe it's bro—”
I heard the clanging of metal above and looked up in time to see a large metal cage fall from the ceiling. Without thinking, I jumped backwards, but I tried to push Mom out of the way, too. Unfortunately, I messed up and only succeeded in making Mom stumble slightly before the cage fell around her, trapping her inside it.
“Mom!” I said, running up to the cage and wrapping my hands around its bars. “Are you okay?”
Mom had fallen against the back of the cage, but pushed herself off its back bars and looked around its interior in shock. “Yes, but where did this cage come from? And why is there a button for it on the controls for the ship?”
“To capture fools like you, of course,” said a familiar voice behind me.
I whirled around to see Graleex standing in the entrance to the control room, his organic cannon pointing at me. His face was bruised from where the hammer had hit him, but he otherwise looked fine and ready to kill me and Mom.
“Surprised to see me?” said Graleex when he noticed my facial expression. “I suppose you are not aware that we Pokacu are very hard to knock out for very long. But it doesn't matter. The memory copier still got a lot of information from your mind, so I no longer need to keep either of you alive.”
Feeling the panic rising within me, I aimed the gun at Graleex's body. “Stay back or I'll shoot.”
Graleex, to his credit, didn't even seem disturbed by the fact that I was threatening to shoot him. “Pathetic human, do you honestly believe that I am scared by your puny threats? But please, go ahead and shoot me. Maybe it will tickle.”
Although I really didn't want to shoot him, I realized that if I didn't kill Graleex then he would just kill us. So I pulled the trigger, not sure what kind of projectile would shoot from the gun.
As it turned out, however, nothing fired from the gun at all. I pulled the trigger several more times, but the gun didn't work. I looked up at Graleex, who seemed amused by my bad luck.
“Um, is your gun broken or something?” I said. “Because it isn't shooting.”
“The gun will not fire for anyone but its owner,” said Graleex, “who just happens to be me. Unlike your human weapons, Pokacu weapons are generally coded to match the DNA of their user. It prevents others from using our own weapons against us and makes it easier for us to kill our enemies, as you are soon about to learn.”
With my weapon rendered useless, I did what anyone in my situation would do: I threw the gun at Graleex's face.
Much to my surprise, Graleex apparently didn't see that coming, because he failed to dodge the gun, which hit him in the face. He staggered backwards from the blow, but still tried to shoot that blue glue at me, though due to his bad aim it actually hit one of the monitors.
Nonetheless, I dove behind the control seat and began crawling along the floor, heading for a ventilation shaft in the floor that looked like it led somewhere. I pulled the vent off and crawled into it, which put me into a small space directly underneath the control room that gave me a little room in which to crawl. I pulled the vent closed above me and quickly crawled along the floor, while Graleex shouted above, “Where did you go, human? Come out and show yourself!”
I didn't respond, partly because I didn't want him to know where I had gone, but also because the air down here was even stinkier than it was up there and I was afraid that if I spoke I would end up inhaling some of it and getting sick.
But I couldn't stay down here forever, either, especially since Mom was still held captive in that cage. Sooner or later, I would have to emerge, but how was I supposed to beat him? I didn't have my powers anymore and that gun turned out to be the most useless weapon ever.
Then my earcom crackled and Valerie said, in a low voice, “Bolt, I think I have an idea about how to defeat Graleex.”
“What is it?” I whispered, whispered so low that I barely even heard myself because I was afraid of being heard by Graleex above.
“I've been trying to hack into the ship's systems via the artificial limbs and I discovered something I could use to defeat Graleex,” said Valerie. “But you will have to distract him long enough for me to complete it.”
“How long will that take?” I said.
“A minute or two, I think, because I have nearly gained access to the ship's systems,” said Valerie. “You just need to distract him for a short time.”
The idea of distracting Graleex—who wanted me dead—freaked me out more than anything, but I trusted that Valerie knew what she was doing. Besides, I had a feeling that Graleex might decide to just kill Mom if he couldn't find me, so I had to be quick.
Crawling through the ventilation shaft, I heard Graleex walking above me, calling out for me to show myself, but I wasn't able to do that until I found another vent that I could crawl out of. I had to get in an awkward position to do it, but I succeeded in carefully and quietly removing the vent, which I crawled out of and then replaced as quietly as before.
I had emerged behind a large computer system, which I peeked over to get a good look at Graleex before I showed myself. Graleex stood in the center of the room, looking around for me, but he didn't seem to have heard me yet. I would have been content to just sit back and hide here, but Valerie's plan required that I distract Graleex.
Bracing myself, I stood up and shouted, “Hey, ugly! I'm over here!”
Graleex whirled around and fired blue glue at me. I ducked, causing the stuff to splatter over the wall behind me, and said, “Bad shot, ugly! I've seen blind mice with better aim than you!”
Graleex just growled. He ran toward me, while I dashed toward the entrance. I wasn't really intending to flee the room, but I wanted to get him away from Mom, who was still stuck in the cage that had fallen on her.
Unfortunately, Graleex was much faster than I thought, because he reached the entrance before me and blocked it with his bulk. I skidded to a halt as Graleex fired more blue glue at me. Instinctively, I jumped to the side to avoid it and then I lashed out with a punch at Graleex's face.
But right before my fist connected, I remembered that I had lost my powers and didn't have super strength anymore. It was too late for me to stop, however, so my fist flew at the alien at full speed.
Graleex caught my fist with his three-fingered hand and crushed it under his grip. I cried out in pain, but Graleex didn't seem to care. He just twisted my arm and forced me down to the ground, where I hit the floor with my head again.
Then Graleex pointed his organic cannon at my head and fired, but I rolled out of the way at the last second. The blue glue splattered inches away from my head, some of it getting onto my face, but I jumped back to my feet and started walking backwards away from Graleex, who began advancing on me with the ugliest scowl I had ever seen on another being's face.
“Uh, Val?” I said under my breath, glancing over my shoulder every now and then to make sure I didn't trip. “Is the trap ready yet?”
“Almost,” said Valerie. “Just lure Graleex to the center of the room. That's where the trap will be sprung.”
“Okay,” I replied and then I looked up at Graleex again and said, “Hey, ugly, bet you can't catch me!”
I turned and ran toward the center of the control room and heard Graleex take after me. Because Graleex was faster, I knew that he would be on me soon, which was why I hoped that Valerie really did have the trap set and that she knew what she was doing.
Upon reaching the center of the room, I whirled around to face Graleex again. He was still coming at me, so I said to Valerie, “Val? Is the trap ready yet?”
“Almost,” said Valerie again. “Should be any second now.”
Before I could tell her that she should do it now, Graleex finally caught up with me. He grabbed my neck and lifted me off my feet, his iron grip choking me.
“Enough games, human,” said Graleex, though his voice became distorted, like he was lapsing back into the Pokacu language. “I will pop your head off your shoulders like a Chechen. I mean a chicken. God, I hate your human language. It's so confusing.”
I wanted to ask Valerie if the trap was ready yet, but with Graleex's tight grip on my throat, I was unable to speak. I just struggled to free myself, but Graleex's grip was impossible to break.
“Okay, Bolt, the trap is ready!” came Valerie's voice in my ear. “Get away from Graleex if you don't want to be caught in it, too!”
I couldn't respond, so instead I lashed out and kicked Graleex in the face. It wasn't a strong blow, but it caused Graleex to cry out in pain and loosen his grip on my throat, which I broke with my hands.
As I fell to the floor, I saw a cannon, of all things, lower from the ceiling and aim at Graleex. It was behind him, so he couldn't see it, but I had to keep him distracted so he wouldn't notice it.
“Stupid human,” said Graleex, rubbing his face as he glared down at me. “Why do you persist in running away? You know you can't beat me. Why don't you just die a dignified death, rather than dying like a scared child?”
I smirked. “Because I'm not going to die today.”
I rolled to the side just as the cannon made a strange whirring sound. Graleex whirled around to face the cannon, but he was too late to dodge it when it fired blue glue at him.
The blue glue slammed into Graleex, sending him flying to the wall on the other side of the room. He slammed hard into the wall, but did not fall off, because the blue glue stuck him to the wall and was already solidifying rapidly. He tried to get it off, but in seconds the blue glue had become as solid as rock, leaving only his head free.
Standing up, I put a finger on my earcom and said, “Val, was that the trap?”
“Yes,” said Valerie. “I discovered a cannon full of blue glue stored in the ceiling and managed to gain access to it. I don't know for sure why it was there, but I thought we could use it to hold Graleex down.”
“You mean that stuff works on him?” I said, looking at Graleex, who was struggling futilely to break the blue glue that held him against the wall. “The Pokacu aren't immune to it or anything?”
“Apparently not,” said Valerie.
Feeling triumphant, I walked up to Graleex, who glared at me as soon as he noticed me approach. I stopped several feet from him, however, just in case he had some other trick up his sleeve that he could use to get me even while he was stuck with the blue glue.
“I don't know how you managed to use my own weapon against me, human, but I do know that I will kill you as soon as I free myself,” said Graleex.
“Which should take ten years,” I said. “Or maybe another fifteen, but you'll be okay with that, won't you? I mean, you spent the last fifteen years imprisoned in your own ship. Don't see why you can't spend the next fifteen years doing the same.”
Graleex just snarled at my face, but that was pretty much all he could do to show his displeasure toward me. I simply shook my head, turned around, and walked over to the cage where Mom was.
Mom—who appeared to have been watching the fight with worry—walked up to the bars of the cage as I approached. “Kevin, are you okay? Did Graleex hurt you?”
“I'm fine,” I said, though I winced when I felt my crushed hand. “And don't worry about Graleex. He can't break out of that stuff until I let him, since I have the red liquid that dissolves it and he doesn’t.”
“Oh, good,” said Mom with a sigh. “But how will you free me? The cage is locked.”
As soon as Mom said that, I heard a click and the door to her cage swung open all on its own.
That surprised me until I heard Valerie say, “I managed to access the cage's lock and unlock it from the ship's systems.”
“Wow, Val,” I said as Mom stepped out of the ship, “you're really getting the hang of this ship.”
“I can only control some basic things,” said Valerie, but I could tell she was pleased by my praise anyway, or as pleased as an emotionless AI could be, at least.
“All right,” I said. I looked at the controls again. “Graleex may not be a threat anymore, but that doesn't change the fact that we still need to figure out how to open the hold so we can escape.”
“You will never escape this ship alive,” Graleex said, causing me and Mom to look at him. “Like me, you will be stuck down here forever. And because you humans are such weak, frail things, you will die off before I even get hungry, which will allow me to escape this damn world and return to the Mother World at long last.”
“Who asked for your opinion?” I said in annoyance. I walked over to the controls again and looked down at them. “So this is still Greek to me, but that's fine, we've got time to—”
A sudden boom outside of the ship made me and Mom jump, while Graleex just looked around in alarm. It sounded like something huge and heavy had crashed into the ship, but I couldn't tell what it was from sound alone.
“What was that?” said Mom, fearfully grabbing the bars of the cage like she thought it would protect her.
“No idea,” I said. “Val?”
“I don't have access to the ship's cameras, so I don't know what it is,” said Valerie. “Maybe it was a whale or something.”
“You fools, look at the monitors of the sea,” said Graleex, nodding at one of the monitors that displayed the dark ocean outside. “That will show you what it is out there.”
Although I was skeptical about taking advice from Graleex, I nonetheless looked up at the few monitors that showed the outside of the ship. At first, I didn't see much except for darkness and water, but then I saw something swim by the camera too fast to make out.
“I saw something,” said Mom, who now looked more scared than ever. “Something is out there, but I couldn't make out what it was. Some kind of fish?”
“Turn on the exterior lights,” said Graleex, who I guessed was helping us because he thought his own life was threatened by this mysterious attacker. “That should show us what is out there. Press the smallest yellow button.”
I found the button Graleex spoke of and pressed it.
Immediately, bright white lights shone outside, illuminating the area displayed by the cameras. The lights showed seaweed, some fish, and some rocks, but the thing that had attacked the ship was still unseen until it floated into view. Mom gasped when she saw it, while I felt my heart fall straight into my stomach.
Floating in the water there, his long blonde hair splayed out around his head like a starfish, was Robert Candle. And he was glaring directly at the camera, like he was looking at us through it.



Chapter Twelve



 
Robert looked crazy. He was not wearing any clothes, except for some swim trunks, but that hardly made him look weak. His muscles seem to have grown exponentially, because he looked strong enough to shatter steel with his pinkie finger. He didn't have any breathing equipment on him, not even an air tank, which made me wonder how he was breathing underwater without drowning or being crushed by the water pressure outside.
But Robert was only visible for a moment. When I blinked again, he was gone, leaving behind only a trail of bubbles going in the direction in which he had swam.
Then there was another boom and the ship shook so hard that I fell on my behind, while Mom leaned against the cage for support. Graleex, however, just said, “What the hell was that? Was that a human?”
“Yes,” I said, nodding as I stood up, using the pilot's seat for support. I glanced at the monitors but didn't see Robert again. “He's the one who stole my powers, actually, and it looks like he must have stolen someone else's powers because he couldn't breathe underwater when I saw him last time.”
“Why is he attacking my ship?” said Graleex, twisting his head this way and that, like he was trying to figure out where Robert was attacking from. “What have I done against him?”
“Nothing,” I said. I jerked a thumb at myself. “Robert wants to kill me and my mom. He probably doesn't even know you exist.”
Graleex growled something that sounded like a swear word, but it was in the Pokacu language. “Yet another superhero. I thought you humans were land-dwelling creatures.”
“We are, but I guess Robert decided to go for a swim,” I said. “Anyway, we need to get out of here before he breaks open the ship and gets us.”
“You mean he wants to destroy my ship?” said Graleex in horror. “Why?”
“Because he wants to get to me,” I said, rolling my eyes. “How many times do I have to say that?”
Graleex looked like he was at a loss for words now, probably because he was starting to realize that if Robert got in, then he would never return to the Mother World. But I didn't really care about whatever existential problems Graleex was having, because at that moment, there was another boom and the ship actually tilted slightly to the left this time.
“Okay, Val,” I said, turning to face the controls again. “What buttons do I need to press to make this thing work?”
“Work?” Valerie repeated. “What do you mean?”
“I mean get it flying,” I said. “Or swimming or whatever it does. We can't beat Robert in a fight, especially underwater. So we need to flee and maybe use the ship's weapons to keep him from getting too close.”
“Unfortunately, Bolt, I am unable to understand or control the ship's weapon systems,” said Valerie. “As I said, my control of the ship is very incomplete, so I do not know how to use it to fight Robert.”
I slammed my fists down on the control panel and said, “Damn it. What are we supposed to do, then? Let Robert destroy us?”
“I could help,” said Graleex, causing me to look over my shoulder at him. “I know how to activate the ship and use its weapon systems. If you would just free me, I will be more than happy to hurt you. I mean help you.”
I wasn't sure if that was just another example of Graleex's lack of fluency in the English language or if he had accidentally expressed what he really wanted to do to me and Mom.
So I said, “How do we know you'll really help us? What if you just want to kill us?”
“I would like to kill you, but at the moment I care more about saving my ship and my own life than in taking yours,” said Graleex. “If you don't free me, then it will only be a matter of time before that other human destroys this ship and kills us all. Bur I presume you are fine with that, since you humans are clearly much more intelligent than us Pokacu.”
I was about to flatly reject his offer, but then I remembered that we didn't know how to control the ship, nor did I have my powers which I could have used to fight Robert. And he was right that it was only a matter of time before Robert destroyed the ship and killed us, as much as I didn’t want to admit it.
Reluctantly, then, I said, “Okay. We'll let you go. But if you try to kill us—”
“I won't,” Graleex interrupted me. “Perhaps you don't believe it, but if saving your life means saving my own, then I won't even think about killing you.”
I didn't believe a word Graleex said, but I supposed that I didn't have the luxury of disbelieving him, because the ship suddenly shook again from another blow from Robert on the outside and it felt worse than the others.
In seconds, I used the red liquid to free Graleex. When Graleex fell to the floor and stood up to his full height again, I thought he was just going to kill me here and now, but instead he brushed past me over to the controls.
“All right, how are we going to stop him?” I said as I followed Graleex over to the controls, while my Mom stayed near the cage where she watched the Pokacu with anxious eyes. “Are you going to blast Robert into pieces?”
Graleex stopped in front of the controls and began tapping screens, pressing buttons, and pulling levers. “We are going to try to lose him.”
“Lose him?” I said in disappointment. “You mean you aren't going to blow him to pieces?”
“He is too small and moves too fast for me to hit him,” said Graleex. “Besides, most of the ship's exterior cannons are out of order. The best we can do is try to escape him, since some of the ship’s engines still work.”
“Okay, but you'd better be quick about it,” I said, glancing at the ceiling, where I expected to see Robert burst through at any moment. “How long will it take for you to get the ship started?”
“Should be any second now,” said Graleex. “It has been a while since I last piloted the ship, but it should still be operational.”
Just as Graleex said that, the ship suddenly lurched to the side. I staggered to the side, just barely catching myself before I fell over face first into the floor, while Mom clung to the bars of the cage even more tightly than before. As for Graleex, he grabbed onto the controls for balance, muttering something in Pokacu under his breath that might have been a swear word.
“You'd better activate it quick,” I said, glancing at the monitors displaying the ocean outside, which did not show Robert anywhere. “Because I don't know how much time we've got before Robert succeeds in punching a hole in this thing.”
“Just a second,” Graleex snapped as he resumed messing with the controls. “I'm almost—there!”
All of a sudden, I heard a loud roaring sound all around us and then felt the ship starting to move. The exterior monitors showed the nearby seaweed and fish starting to move past us, but it was very slow moving.
“The engines are active,” said Graleex. He smiled. “I knew this ship still had it in her.”
“But it's moving so slowly,” I said, gesturing at the monitors. “Robert will still be able to—”
All of a sudden, I heard a loud boom—this one much louder than the booms caused by Robert—from the rear of the ship and the ship suddenly took off. It went so fast that I staggered into the controls. Looking up at the monitors, I saw the dark ocean water flying past us so fast that it was almost impossible to see the details of the outside.
“There,” said Graleex. He threw a smirk in my direction, or as much a smirk as his alien face could permit. “Now, what were you saying about my ship being so slow, human? Back on the Mother World, I was known as the best racer in the planet. We’ll outrun this other human with ease.”
“Whatever,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Do you think Robert will be able to keep up with us?”
“I highly doubt it,” said Graleex, slapping the controls of his ship. “Even aged, damaged Pokacu ships like my own are fast enough to outrace speeding rallgak.”
“Speeding what?” I said.
“Do you humans not have rallgaks on your world?” said Graleex in surprise. “You are lucky.”
Before I could ask him what the heck a rallgak was, Mom suddenly gasped and pointed at one of the exterior monitors. “Look!”
Graleex and I looked up at the monitor Mom was pointing at. It displayed Robert swimming beside the ship, moving as quickly and swiftly through the water as if it wasn't there at all. His legs and arms were spinning through the water fast, which made him look kind of like a drill.
“Impossible,” said Graleex, staring at the monitor in disbelief. “How can he possibly be keeping up with us?”
“Well, he does have my super speed,” I said. “So he's probably combining it with his ability to breathe underwater to keep up with us.”
“Bah, it doesn't matter,” said Graleex. “I'll shoot him out of the water with one of the cannons that still functions.”
Graleex tapped on one of the cracked touch screens, which glowed green and suddenly showed another view of Robert, except from a different angle. Graleex grabbed a control stick and started aiming the cannon at Robert, who was still swimming at the ship's side at a ridiculous speed.
“Okay,” said Graleex, staring at the touch screen intensely. “I just need to lock onto his form and—”
All of a sudden, Robert suddenly spun in the water toward the ship. A second later, Robert slammed into the side of the ship and the ship went spinning out of control in a random direction. Graleex and I clung to the controls, screaming, as the ship spun around crazily, while Mom looked like she was about to throw up. Graleex was trying to regain control of the ship, but Robert must have hit it too hard, because we just kept spinning and spinning endlessly.
Then, without warning, the ship crashed into something. Mom, Graleex, and I were all knocked off our feet, with me landing on my head. The sudden impact also caused most of the lights to blink on and off rapidly before returning to normal strength, but a few of the lights had been turned off entirely, leaving the ship's interior much darker than it had been mere minutes before.
Dazed by the impact of the crash, I rubbed my head, which felt like it had been cracked open like an egg, even though I couldn't feel any blood leaking out from it.
Sitting up, I shook my head and looked up at the monitors displaying the outside. Surprisingly, most of them were still active and showed that there was nothing outside the ship. I didn't see Robert on any of the monitors, which made me hope that he might have run away or maybe thought that the crash had killed me and so was just going to leave the ship alone.
I looked at Graleex and Mom. Graleex lay slumped against the controls, looking unconscious, while Mom still clung to the bars of the cage. But I noticed a little bit of blood running down the side of her head, like she had banged her head against the cage.
“Mom?” I said. I spoke in a whisper, even though there wasn't any reason to. “Are you okay?”
Mom nodded shakily. “I-I'm fine, Kevin. I think I just need to lie down and rest for a while.”
Then I heard a loud crunch above and looked at the ceiling. A tiny drop of water fell from the ceiling and landed on my forehead, which I didn't understand until I heard another crunch and realized the truth: Robert was on top of the ship trying to tear it open and water was starting to leak through. Based on Mom's horrified expression, I could see that she had already come to the same conclusion as me.
Rising to my feet, I started shaking Graleex, saying, “Hey, Graleex, wake up! Robert's going to tear apart the ship and none of us will survive if you don't stop him.”
Graleex moaned and then his eyes flickered open. He looked at me with dazed eyes. “What happened?”
“We crashed,” I said. I cringed when I heard another crunch, followed by more water dripping through the ceiling. “Now Robert is on top of the ship and he is trying to tear it open so he can get at us.”
Graleex's eyes widened and he pushed himself up. He immediately started pressing buttons, but then some kind of weird nebula-shaped symbol appeared on the touch screen and Graleex suddenly let loose a string of what I could only assume were Pokacu curses, because I didn't understand a word he said.
“What's the matter?” I said. “What happened?”
“All weapons systems are off mine, I mean offline,” said Graleex. “The crash must have knocked out what few in tact weapons we had.”
I gulped. “So are you saying we can't blast Robert off the ship with one of your lasers?”
Graleex nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. It would appear that we are all going to die today.”
Another crunch—this one louder and closer than the last—made me snap, “But we can't die. There has to be something we can do.”
Graleex shrugged. “What is there to do? I cannot breathe in your water, nor do the weapons work. And you have already mentioned several times that you do not have your powers anymore, so we could not send you out there to beat him even if I gave you my suit.”
“Suit?” I repeated as more water leaked through the ceiling. “What suit?”
“I have an underwater suit,” said Graleex. “You might have seen it in the lab. It should give you enough air to breathe by and let you survive in the sea's pressure and cold temperature.”
“You mean it will fit me?” I said in surprise.
“It may, since human and Pokacu body structures are oddly similar, although I doubt it would be very comfortable for you,” said Graleex. He sighed and looked at the touch screen longingly. “It appears that I will never get to see the Mother World again. Perhaps I should just kill myself now, which would be more honorable than drowning to death or being killed by a dirty human.”
I had to admit that I shared some of Graleex's negativity. Our situation seemed hopeless. It wouldn't be long, I bet, before Robert smashed through the ceiling and drowned all of us. And once we were dead, I didn't know if there was anyone on the planet strong enough to stop Robert.
But then an idea occurred to me. I found it hard to accept, because if I did it, I would almost certainly die, though Mom and Graleex might survive. On the other hand, if I didn't go through with it, I would almost certainly die here and so would Mom and Graleex.
So I said to Graleex, “Graleex, give me your underwater suit.”
“Why?” said Graleex, looking at me like I was crazy.
“Because Robert is after me,” I said. “If I leave the ship and lure Robert away from it, he'll stop trying to destroy you as well. Trust me, Robert is very single-minded, so as soon as he sees me leaving your ship, he'll forget all about you and come after me.”
“But Kevin, if you do that, Robert will kill you,” said Mom. “Even if you have that suit, you'll still be mostly powerless and defenseless. I doubt you'll last more than two seconds out in that environment against him.”
“I know, Mom, but the only other alternative is to let him break open the ship and kill us all,” I said. “At least if I draw him away from the ship, then you will survive so that Dad can find you again.”
“I know, honey, but—”
“Mom, don't worry about me,” I said. “I think you should worry more about yourself, anyway. This is my decision and my decision alone and if it will keep Robert away from you, then it will be worth it even if he kills me.”
I thought Mom was just going to keep arguing with me, but then to my surprise she nodded shakily and said, “Okay, Kevin. I understand. But please be careful. You know how powerful and ruthless Robert is.”
“I know,” I said. I looked at Graleex. “Take me to the lab. We don't have any time to waste.”



Chapter Thirteen



 
Graleex was right; the underwater suit was uncomfortable, even though I managed to fit in it all right.
It was large and clunky, making it hard for me to move around in, though in the water it was actually easy to swim around in it. But I could barely turn my head thanks to the way the helmet was designed, which heavily restricted my neck movement. The helmet itself was large enough to give my head some space, but it smelled awful, like sewage water combined with skunk stink. And, despite its size, it felt too tight; not enough to restrict my breathing, but enough to make movement uncomfortable. About the only good thing about it was that it was rather warm, which was good because the ocean water was incredibly cold, and the fact that it had a few gallons of air constantly pumping into my helmet so I wouldn't suffocate.
Of course, at least part of the problem with the suit was that I was having to swim in the very dark ocean water while wearing it. While I was a good swimmer in my own right, I had never been this far underwater before, nor had I ever swam in such dark conditions. The helmet had a small light affixed to the forehead, which helped me see where I was going somewhat, but the rest of the water was still very dark and the light itself only illuminated a few feet in front of me at most, which made it hard to see anything.
I also found the small rockets on the boots to be hard to use. They were meant to give me enough propulsion to help me move through the water faster, because you just couldn't swim very fast in this suit, but every time I activated them, they threw me off target and I had to swim back in the direction I had wanted to go. Graleex had warned me that the rockets were hard to use without practice, so I decided not to use them too much unless I absolutely had to.
As for weapons, the suit had a laser, a mini missile launcher, and not much else. According to Graleex, the suit hadn't been designed to be used in a fight, so it had only the most basic of self-defense weapons built into it. It didn't even have any of that blue glue that Graleex had, but even if it had, I doubted it would have helped, because I doubted Robert was going to stand still long enough for me to hit him with the glue.
Swimming upwards, I heard the pounding of Robert's fists against the exterior of the ship growing louder and louder. I knew that even if Robert managed to break open the roof to the control room before I distracted him, Graleex and Mom would be okay, because they had both moved to the laboratory and sealed the door to the control room to keep the water out. Even so, that probably would buy them maybe half an hour or so of extra time, depending on how much air they had and how much water poured in, so I had to stop Robert before he could get that far.
Soon I rose past the top of the ship and spotted Robert instantly. His back was to me and he didn't seem to notice me floating behind him, probably because he was too busy punching the ship's roof like it had insulted his mother. I hesitated to draw his attention, but that was only for a split second.
In the next second, I aimed my shoulder-mounted missile at him and fired. The small missile hurtled through the water toward him, the rebound from the missile sending me floating backwards a couple of feet. Robert didn't even seem to notice the missile until about a second before it hit him, at which point he looked over his shoulder just in time for the missile to strike him on the back.
A huge explosion erupted from the collision, much bigger than I thought a missile of that size should have been able to create. It sent shock waves through the water that sent me stumbling head over heels uncontrollably, which almost made me panic until I managed to regain control of my suit and stop and look back at the site of the explosion.
Robert was no longer there. The spot on the ship's roof that he had been pounding in like bread was blackened and smoking, but I saw no sign of Robert at all.
“Wow,” I said. “Graleex, are you there?”
“Yes,” came Graleex's voice from the helmet's built-in communicator, which was connected to the computers in his ship's lab. “What happened? We heard an explosion. Did you use one of the suit's missiles?”
“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “I shot it at Robert and it blew him up.”
“Blew him up?” Graleex repeated. “Are you sure?”
“Yeah,” I said. “There's a big blackened spot on the top of the ship where Robert was, but I don't see Robert himself anywhere. You Pokacu sure know how to build powerful—”
I heard rushing water nearby and looked over in time to see Robert's fist coming at me. His fist slammed into my abdomen, which felt like getting hit by a ton of bricks, and I was sent flying through the water, screaming my head off as I spun uncontrollably in a random direction.
Then I crashed into the sandy ocean floor with a crunch, slamming my head against the back of my helmet, which dazed me for a moment. Then I shook my head and heard Graleex say, “Human, what happened? You were suddenly interrupted.”
“Robert punched me,” I said. I touched my abdomen, but the suit was not broken, though it felt cracked. “Guess he didn't get blown up after all.”
“Where is he now?” said Graleex. “Is he nearby?”
“Not sure,” I said, looking around. “I don't see him. He could be—”
Then I saw him. Robert was rocketing through the water toward me, one of his fists drawn backwards, coming so fast that I was sure that I would get turned into paste if he hit.
So I activated the suit's rockets and went flying up and backwards away from the ocean floor as fast as I could. Just in the nick of time, because in the next second Robert slammed into the ocean floor and sent up a huge cloud of dirt and sea grime that obscured my view of him.
“What was that?” said Graleex. “Was that an explosion? Does this Robert human have missiles, too?”
“No,” I said, shaking my head as I came to a stop. “He just—”
Again, I stopped speaking because Robert suddenly burst out of the dirt and grime and shot toward me. I instinctively shot upwards, using the rockets on my feet to send me hurtling up as fast as I could. Robert passed underneath me before he could hit me and vanished into the dark water.
Turning around, I aimed my shoulder-mounted laser at him and fired it into the shadows. The laser hit something, but it was too dark for me to see it, though based on the fact that I didn't hear any screams of pain, I assumed that I must have missed him.
All of a sudden, Robert shot out of the darkness. This time, he came too fast for me to dodge. He grabbed me by the throat and pulled me through the water with him until he came to an abrupt stop and hurled me through the water. Once more, I found myself flying uncontrollably through the water, but this time I managed to stop myself before I hit anything and got into an upright position.
But then Robert was in front of me again and he slammed his fists against my chest. The blow knocked me down into the ocean floor again, but before I could get up, Robert landed on top of me, his legs spread so that they didn't crush me and instead landed in the sand on either side.
Robert was still smiling like a madman and he raised his fists to bring them down on my face, but I wasn't going to let him kill me. I fired a laser at him, which struck Robert in the face and actually knocked him off me.
As soon as Robert was off, I activated the rockets in my boots and flew backwards away from him. The laser must not have affected him greatly, however, because soon Robert was in front of me again.
I aimed my laser at him, but Robert reached over and ripped the laser off my shoulder. He also ripped off the missile launcher for good measure, which left me entirely defenseless.
I tried to escape by rocketing away, but then Robert grabbed my legs and crushed the rockets in my boost. Alarmed, I tried to kick my legs out of his grasp, but Robert's grip on my boots was as tight as steel.
Robert then started spinning around and around, with me in his grasp. The ocean spun around my head like the Earth around the sun, which made me feel both sick and confused. I couldn't move or do anything to stop Robert and so just tried not to scream as we spun in an ever faster circle.
Suddenly, Robert let go and I went zooming through the water uncontrollably. I slammed into a rock wall so hard that my head smacked against the back of my helmet again and briefly knocked me out before I regained consciousness again.
In a second, Robert was in front of me and grabbed my throat. He pushed me harder against the wall while crushing my throat under his grip. My helmet protected my throat, but I could feel it starting to give way under Robert's strength. Yet there was no way that I could fight back. I could only just stare into Robert's maniacal smile as he strangled me tighter and tighter. I just hoped that after he killed me, that he would at least spare Mom, even though I knew he wouldn’t.
But then a huge, bright light illuminated all around us. It appeared so quickly that Robert actually looked around in surprise, though that didn't lessen his grip on my throat.
Then a huge laser shot out from the light above and struck Robert. The laser blast was so strong that it sent Robert flying away from me, leaving me in my spot in the wall. Robert crashed against the side of an underwater cliff, sending more dust into the air, and before he could recover again, dozens more lasers shot out of the light at him. The lasers just kept coming and coming, striking the cliff and sending tons and tons of dirt and grime all over Robert. It was like the light was hitting him with everything in its arsenal and it just kept coming for several minutes until it abruptly cut off, leaving the sea eerily quiet after that intense bombardment.
Breathing hard, I looked over at the spot where Robert had been blasted. There was nothing more than a huge pile of dirt and sand, but Robert did not suddenly burst out of it. In fact, the dirt didn't even stir, which I hoped meant that Robert was dead.
More importantly, however, I wondered who had managed to save me. Had Graleex somehow gotten his ship back into order and backed me up? Or did someone else save me?
I looked up at the bright light, but it was almost too bright to see through at first until it dimmed a little, enough for me to see the Spinner—still as large and alien-looking as ever—floating above me, with its cannons aiming at the cliff that Robert had been buried underneath.



Chapter Fourteen



 
That was when I heard my earcom crackle and then Dad's frantic, worried voice saying, “Kevin? Are you there? Are you still alive? Can you hear me?”
“Dad?” I said. I couldn't help but smile when I heard his voice. “Is that really you? What are you doing here?”
“Looking for you and your mother, of course,” said Dad. “Speaking of your mother, where is she? Is she safe?”
“She is,” I said. “She's in that other Pokacu ship, the one crashed into the ocean floor.”
“The other Pokacu ship?” Dad repeated. “What are you talking about?”
“It's a long story,” I said. “Can you bring me aboard the Spinner so I can tell you about what happened? I can't really move on my own here.”
“Okay, okay,” said Dad. “I'll see if I can get Mimic to use the ship's tractor beam to pull you aboard. Just hang on a moment and I'll have you aboard in a jiffy.”
-
About half an hour later, Mom and I were inside the Spinner's cargo hold, which was a lot warmer and drier than the ocean. Dad was here as well, though Mimic—who had apparently survived their fight with Ring Out and Tornadess—was still at the controls and was piloting the Spinner away from the scene of the battle.
Dad was way more worried than I had ever seen him before. He asked me if I was all right, checked every inch of my body for any injuries or wounds I might have sustained (though I think I mostly suffered some mega bruises than anything, surprisingly enough), and even hugged me, which was the strangest part of it all because Dad wasn't really into hugs. I almost thought that Mimic might have taken on Dad's appearance and was just playing some kind of weird practical joke on us, at least until I heard Mimic’s voice over the Spinner’s intercoms announcing that we were heading to the Compound.
He also did the same to Mom, except he actually kissed her when he saw that she was okay and he hugged her far longer than he hugged me. I always knew that Mom and Dad loved each other, so seeing them hug and kiss like that didn't surprise me, though it made me slightly uncomfortable anyway. I also noticed that Mom had her purse again, which made me assume that she had somehow gotten it back from Graleex during my skirmish with Robert.
“I am so glad that you two are all right,” said Dad, draping an arm over Mom's shoulders. “For a while there, I thought … well, it doesn't matter what I thought. You two are alive and well, but I have no idea how you survived like that.”
“We were captured by a Pokacu named Graleex,” I said. I dropped the helmet for my underwater suit onto the floor and started to press the buttons that would take the suit off me. I could already feel it starting to loosen around my body, which made movement in the dry air of the Spinner much easier.
“A Pokacu?” said Dad in astonishment. “That can't be right. We killed all of them during the invasion fifteen years ago and we haven’t seen any others since.”
“He said he was the only survivor,” I said. “Said he had been hiding under the sea for fifteen years. He captured us because he intended to use the escape pod to leave Earth and return to the 'Mother World,' as he called it.”
“Really?” said Dad. He looked at Mom. “Is Kevin telling the truth?”
“Yes,” said Mom, nodding. She shuddered. “That alien was so disgusting and ugly. I'm just glad he's gone.”
“Gone?” I said. “What do you mean? Isn't he still on his ship?”
“Not anymore,” said Mom. “During your battle with Robert, he left the lab and told me to stay there while he did something, though he gave me back my purse because he said he didn't need it. I thought he was going to go help you or something, but when the Spinner connected with Graleex's ship and I went to go find him, I found that the escape pod was gone and the hold was filling with water.”
“You mean he escaped?” I said.
“Escaped? To where?” said Dad. “To the surface?”
“No, I don't think so,” said Mom. “I think he left Earth or is in the process of leaving Earth.”
“He must have seen an opportunity to escape while I distracted Robert,” I said. I shook my head. “No surprise there. He was never really much of a friend or ally. I imagine he's probably already forgotten about me.”
“Why does he want to return to his home world?” said Dad. “Did he say why?”
“He wanted to request a new invasion fleet,” I said. “He said that the invasion hadn't 'really' ended and that he was going to share everything he had learned about Earth with his leaders so that the next invasion would go better than the last.”
Dad frowned. “Then we'll have to send a message to the G-Men and NHA and let them know about it. Maybe they will be able to stop Graleex before he leaves orbit.”
“I hope so,” I said. “But maybe he won't get that far. Maybe he'll run out of fuel halfway there and die in the void of space.”
“Maybe, but regardless, there's nothing we can do to stop him at the moment,” said Dad. “I'm just glad that you and your mother are still alive.”
I nodded. “Same here. But what about you and Mimic? What happened to Ring Out and Tornadess?”
“We managed to beat them, but they fled before we could arrest them,” said Dad. “I don't know where they ran off to, but I'm guessing that they didn't see any point in staying around without you there.”
“Okay, but how did you and Mimic find us?” I said. “Even we didn't know where we were or where we were going.”
“The Spinner can track the location of its escape pods,” Dad explained. “So when Ring Out and Tornadess left, Mimic used the ship's tracking feature to find you. And when we saw Robert, well, we shot him without hesitation.”
“Yeah, I remember,” I said. I frowned. “Is Robert dead?”
“I don't know,” said Dad. “Those laser blasts and the resulting avalanche should have been enough to kill almost anyone, but Robert's powers could easily have saved him, though I doubt he'll be able to dig his way out of there for a while.”
“Why don't we go back and check?” I said. “Why are we just leaving him behind like that?”
“Because Mimic told me that the Spinner lacks any sort of digging equipment,” said Dad. “Besides, if it turns out Robert is alive, we don't want to help him out and give him a chance to kill us all. Remember, we're supposed to be at the Compound, not going toe-to-toe with Robert or any of his friends or allies.”
“Okay,” I said in disappointment. “But how will we know if Robert escapes?”
“Mimic left a probe that is keeping an eye on the spot where Robert was buried,” said Dad. “It also acts as a beacon for the G-Men to use to locate the cliff underneath which Robert was buried. He said that he has already sent a message back to Washington about Robert, so they will probably send someone down here to make sure he’s dead or capture him if he isn’t.”
“That's good to hear,” I said with a sigh. “I was worried for a while that Robert might come after us again.”
“If the avalanche didn't kill him, he probably will,” said Dad. “Luckily, however, we will be long gone and in a secret location before Robert returns, a location that Robert will likely never find.”
“I hope so,” I said. “At least we're all back together again.”
“Yes,” said Dad, squeezing Mom tighter by his side. “And that's what matters in the end, that we all survived and are together.”
“Yeah,” I said. “So when will we reach the Compound?”
“I don't know,” said Dad, stroking his chin. “Let me go ask Mimic. He should know.”
Dad let go of Mom and walked toward the exit. Mom and I followed him, but then Mom suddenly looked at me and said, “Oh, Kevin, I almost forgot. Graleex wanted me to give you something.”
I stopped and looked at Mom in confusion as she dug through her purse. “Wait, are you saying that Graleex asked you to give me a gift? From him?”
“Yes,” said Mom. “Hold on … here it is.”
Mom pulled out a small canister from her purse and handed it to me. Puzzled, I took the metal tube and looked it over. It was about as tall as your average thermos, made of a dull gray metal with strange Pokacu letters and numbers written on its surface. It had a clear glass surface that showed its contents, which appeared to be some kind of mustard yellow gas that looked very toxic.
“What is this?” I said, looking at Mom. “What did Graleex say it is supposed to do?”
“He didn't tell me,” said Mom. “Before he left, he told me that you might be able to use it against Robert, though he didn't say exactly how it would help. He just said that it was his way of showing his appreciation for us returning with a functioning escape pod he could use to return to the Mother World.”
“Weird,” I said, turning the canister over to see if there was any English on it that might tell me what its contents did. “I thought he hated us, but I guess even he believes in showing gratitude toward those who help him.”
“It sure looks that way,” said Mom. “Perhaps you should show it to your father. He might know what it is, seeing as he has fought the Pokacu before.”
“Yeah, sure,” I said. “But later, when we reach the Compound. Dad probably doesn't have the necessary equipment to tell what it is here. And besides, I don't want to have him open this and kill us all because it turned out to be toxic.”
“Well, for what it's worth, I didn't think Graleex was trying to trick me,” said Mom. “He seemed very sincere when he told me that that canister would be useful for stopping Robert. I think the only reason he didn't tell me what it did was because he was in a hurry to escape Earth.”
I nodded and put the canister in one of the pockets of the underwater suit. “Yeah. Now let's go back to the control room and see if this ship has any beds on it. I'm really tired from everything that's happened so far today and am up for a nap.”
Mom also nodded and soon we were leaving the hold, though I wondered if I would ever see Graleex again. I didn't think I would, seeing as it would probably take him years to reach the 'Mother World' even if his escape pod was flying at the speed of light, and it would take just as much time to get back to Earth even if he got a new fleet, but I still felt just as uneasy about Graleex's escape as I did about Robert's fate, whatever it was.



Chapter Fifteen



 
The rest of the journey to the Compound was very uneventful. We didn't run into any other supervillains or sunken alien spaceships or even sea monsters. It was an entirely undersea journey, however, because the Compound was apparently underwater somewhere, so Mimic had seen no point in taking to the air again, especially if there was a chance that Tornadess and Ring Out were still in the sky somewhere looking for us.
I showed Dad the Pokacu canister, but to my disappointment, Dad didn't know what it was or what was inside it. But he seemed very interested in it, taking it from my hands and scanning it with the scanner built into his gauntlet and said he would love to look at it in more detail later. Dad didn't exactly tell me, but I could tell that he had a theory about what the canister was even if he wouldn't tell me what it was just yet.
I slept for most of the rest of the journey because I was utterly exhausted from my fight with Robert. Though my underwater suit had kept me from suffering injuries that were too serious or life-threatening, the fact was that you couldn't just jump back from being pummeled by a superhuman at the bottom of the ocean floor instantly like that. Maybe if I had still had my superpowers, I wouldn't be so tired, but I didn't and so I was normal again and had to suffer the same consequences that all normal people suffered whenever they went through those kinds of experiences.
But it felt like I didn't get a whole lot of sleep before Dad was shaking me awake and telling me that we were just about to land in the Compound and to get ready to disembark the ship. I rolled my shoulders and yawned, then looked toward the front where Mimic was still piloting the ship. I looked out the windshield and saw that we were approaching what looked like a huge, underwater mountain, but I didn't see any buildings or anything on its surface to indicate that that was our location.
Rubbing my eyes, I said, “Mimic, are you sure that that's the Compound?”
“Of course,” said Mimic. “It may look like an underwater mountain, but trust me that this is our destination.”
I was about to ask if we were going to have to become underwater mountaineers when Mimic suddenly pressed a button and said, “Pilot to base! This is Agent Frances Martin, codenamed Mimic, coming in with the Guests. Please open the main gates so we can enter.”
“Affirmative, Agent Martin,” said a voice from within a speaker on the dashboard that I didn't recognize. “Opening the main gates now.”
Then I noticed movement outside the ship. On the face of the mountain, right between its peak and its foot, a portion of the surface was rising. Dirt tumbled down in droves as a portion of the mountain's surface opened wide enough for the Spinner to enter.
“Please hold onto your seats,” said Mimic, glancing over his shoulder at us as we approached the mountain. “Though I am an excellent and skilled pilot, landing in the Compound can be a little rough sometimes. Just a heads up.”
I nodded and double-checked my straps to make sure I was secured, while Mom and Dad did the same as the Spinner entered the mountain.
Now we were going through what looked like a dark metal tunnel that seemed to stretch on for a while. But we were inside it for only a moment; in a second, we passed out into a much larger and more open area that looked kind of like a swimming pool. The Spinner came to a halt before it started to ascend and soon it broke the surface, water rolling down its exterior as it came to a halt.
“Here we are,” said Mimic. “The Compound. You can't see much from here, however, so why don't we step onto the roof and await the boat that will take us to the rest of the Compound?”
-
It wasn't long before all four of us were standing on the wet and slightly slippery surface of the Spinner, with our bags and suitcases at our feet. While Mimic called for someone to send a boat out to us, I took a good look at the Compound and was impressed by what I saw.
The area we had emerged inside was gigantic. It reminded me kind of like a massive indoor swimming pool and even smelled kind of like bleach mixed with seawater. Slapping water echoed off the walls, while bright lights in the ceiling illuminated every corner of the place. Ahead of us was an artificial bay with a building that looked like a lighthouse, although it appeared to be a control tower rather than a lighthouse. It was too far away for me to see who was inside it, but I could see movement in the top, as well as a few people climbing into the boat at its foot that appeared to be government agents.
“Wow,” I said, looking around the Compound with my mouth hanging open. “This place is amazing. How big is it?”
“Classified,” said Mimic, lowering his phone and putting it back into his pocket. “But it is easily one of the largest government bases in the world, that much I can tell you.”
“All just for people like us?” I said in surprise.
“Supervillains are unusually dangerous and motivated,” said Mimic. “So normal government compounds or secret facilities are usually not enough to protect innocent people from them. Building a base at the bottom of the ocean floor inside of an underwater mountain, however, is typically enough to discourage most supervillains from trying to get their targets.”
“So Robert couldn't get in here even if he tried?” I said hopefully.
“Probably not, unless someone let him in,” said Mimic. “The Compound has a wide array of security and defense measures, both exterior and interior, that would beat back all but the most determined of supervillains. And even then, the determined supervillain in question would need to be Omega Man level powerful to survive our various defenses.”
“Like what?” I said.
“As I said, classified,” said Mimic. “So long as you and your family stay within the confines of the Compound, you will hopefully never have to see any of them.”
“Can I guess what they are?” I said excitedly. I put a hand on my chin and thought deeply for a moment before snapping my fingers. “I know. Robot sharks with laser guns attached to their heads.”
Mimic looked at me like I had just said something stupid. “What part of 'classified' do you not understand?”
“So there are robot sharks with laser guns attached to their heads defending this place?” I said.
Mimic sighed in exasperation, which was all the confirmation of my theory I needed, while Dad said, “I have never been down here before, though I've heard of it. It is far more impressive than I thought.”
“Yes,” said Mimic proudly. “I was not here when it was constructed, but I was one of the first to step inside it when it was finished. It is the pride of the G-Men and practically impenetrable.”
Although Mimic sounded proud of the Compound, I noticed a hint of worry in his voice, so I said, “What's the problem? You seem worried about something.”
“Hmm?” said Mimic. “Oh, it is nothing. I am just thinking that I will need to report Robert Candle's attack to Director Smith after we reach the Control Tower. He will need to know about this immediately.”
I nodded, but before I could ask him more about that, the small motorboat sent to pick us up reached the side of the ship. The four of us climbed into the small boat carefully and then went back across the water to the large lighthouse-like building at the other end, the one that Mimic had called the Control Tower.
Upon reaching the dock, my parents, Mimic, and I climbed out of the boat without delay, bringing our bags and suitcases with us. As we climbed onto the metal deck, a group of men who looked like soldiers approached us. They all wore military-style gear and weapons, so I assumed that none of them were neoheroes.
In the front of the group, however, was a man who was clearly in charge. He was a tall, athletic-looking black man who reminded me of someone, but I had no idea who he reminded me of, although for some reason I was thinking that he looked like someone I had seen back in Silvers. His outfit was a professional-looking military uniform, but I noticed he had a G-Men patch on his right shoulder, so that meant that he was a superhuman, but I couldn't tell what his powers were just by looking at him.
“Agent Mimic,” said the man. Even his voice—commanding and deep—sounded familiar, but I still couldn't place it. He and the four men behind him stopped a few feet from us. “Are these the Guests that Director Smith told us would be staying here for a while?”
“Yes,” said Mimic, nodding. He pointed at each one of us in turn as he said our names. “Kevin Jason, also known as Bolt; Theodore Jason, also known as Genius; and Genius's wife, Ashley Jason, who is not a superhuman.”
The man nodded at each one of us in turn. “Good to meet you all. I am Agent Renaissance, a member of the G-Men and the current Commander of the Compound. I came here to welcome you three to the Compound personally, because I have heard so much about you and your situation with the Thief.”
Renaissance suddenly looked at me. “You, in particular, Bolt, I have heard much about. I wanted to thank you for saving my younger brother, Malcolm, from the Thief a week ago.”
“Wait, you're Malcolm's brother?” I said in surprise.
“Yes,” said Renaissance, though he sounded reluctant to admit it. “But I have been told you and my brother are friends. Has he never told you about me?”
“No, he hasn't,” I said, shaking my head. “I mean, he told me he had a brother working for the G-Men, but I didn't know you were a superhuman. What kind of powers do you have?”
I was pretty sure I must have said something wrong, because Renaissance suddenly put on a stone cold face. He just shook his head and said, “Perhaps Malcolm just didn't see any point in telling you about me. As for my powers, you do not need to know what they are right now.”
Uh oh. It seemed like Malcolm and his brother didn't get along too well. I wondered why that was, but apparently Renaissance wasn't going to tell me about it. This probably wasn't the best place to talk about that anyway, though I made a mental note to call Malcolm later and ask him about his older brother.
“Now, then,” said Renaissance. He looked at Mimic. “What took you so long to get here? You are an hour late.”
“I know,” said Mimic, “but we ran into some … complications on the way here. I need access to a computer so I can contact Director Smith and tell him what happened.”
Renaissance nodded. “Of course. You may use the main computer in the Control Tower to report the status of your mission to the Director, but I would like to hear about it as well, because I am interested in hearing about it as well.”
“You won't be showing us to our rooms?” I said, looking up at Renaissance in confusion.
“No,” said Renaissance, shaking his head. He gestured to the armed men behind him. “These four will escort you and your parents to your living quarters. I will come by later, however, after lunch to discuss some important issues with you.”
“What might these important issues be?” said Dad.
“You will know when I come to talk with you about them,” said Renaissance. “Now, please follow these men. I would like to talk with Mimic in private.”
My parents and I followed the four armed men toward the other end of the dock. As we walked, I looked over my shoulder at Mimic and Renaissance. Mimic was talking to Renaissance in a low tone, while Renaissance listened as intently as if Mimic was telling a very interesting story. Based on his serious expression, Renaissance was obviously not pleased at what he was hearing.
I understood that, of course. After all, if Robert had managed to find me at the bottom of the ocean like that, then he might be able to find me here. I still didn't know how he had found us, but perhaps Robert had stolen a tracking power from some poor guy and was using it to locate me. It was the only idea that made sense to me, anyway, because I couldn't think of any other explanation for how Robert had found me.
Anyway, we went through a large metal detector before we could leave the dock, which, according to one of the guards, was just to make sure we weren't taking anything into the Compound that could be dangerous. The only thing that set off any alarms was the Pokacu canister that Graleex had given us, but Dad assured them that the yellow gas was safe and would not be a problem in here. I wondered why Dad didn't let the government confiscate the canister; probably because he still wanted to examine it.
After that, we took a small cart—which had a trunk large enough to carry our luggage—through the Compound to an elevator on the very back wall. This elevator took us down into a long hallway that had doorways to several different rooms. My parents and I were taken to a door at the very end of the hall, which turned out to be a large suite-like room. It had two bedrooms, a bathroom, a kitchen, and a living room, but none of it was particularly fancy or luxurious. It was mostly plain and boring, but at least there was a bed in my room, which was better than that awful seat I had back on the Spinner.
When we got to the suite, one of the guards told us that Renaissance would be here soon, but until then we should stay in the suite and not venture out without the knowledge of the Commander or anyone else in the Compound. I didn't mind that too much, because I was too exhausted to want to do any exploration (but I planned to do some later, because this place was just too big to leave unexplored), though I noticed Dad didn't seem thrilled that we didn't have as much freedom of movement as we'd like.
When the guards left, Mom said that she was going to go and make lunch for us, since she had discovered that the pantries and fridge in the kitchen were full of food and ingredients to make lunch. I was surprised that Mom was feeling good enough to do that after everything we'd been through, but neither Dad nor I objected to the idea of lunch.
Instead, I went to the room that I was given, without talking to my parents, to take a nap, because like I said, I was really tired and needed to sleep. I was also thinking of taking a shower, although I was too tired to do that just yet.
But just as I lay down on the bed, I heard a sudden beeping noise from my suit-up watch. I looked down at it to see who is calling and saw that it was Malcolm. That was a weird coincidence, because I had been intending to call him later after I took a nap myself, but I decided that I had enough energy to talk with him.
So I tapped the screen of my watch and said, “Hi, Mal. What's up?”
“Kev, are you okay?” said Malcolm. His voice sounded hurried and scared for some reason. “You sound okay, but are you really?”
“Um, yes, mostly,” I said. “Why? Did something bad just happen?”
“Someone on Neo Ranks posted a picture of an alien spaceship flying into space and it looked like it was coming from the Atlantic,” said Malcolm. “I remembered that you were going out into the Atlantic Ocean, so I just called you to see if you had been attacked by aliens or not.”
I blinked. “Well, I sort of was, actually.”
“You were?” said Malcolm. “I knew it! How did it happen? Tell me all the details.”
“Okay, but first, how did you contact me?” I said. “I'm down in the Compound. I'd think that the G-Men would be blocking all communications coming in and out of the place.”
“Well, your voice does sound kind of weird,” said Malcolm. “Like you're underwater, so maybe your connection isn't all that good. But wasn't your watch designed by your dad? He's a tech genius, after all, so I bet he designed it to get through any communication blockades.”
“That's as good a guess as any,” I said. “Anyway, here's what happened after we left Hero Island earlier.”
I gave Malcolm the rundown of what happened, including my meeting with Graleex and fight with Robert. Because I was so tired, I didn't go into any great detail about any of it, though I tried to answer any of Malcolm's questions as best as I could.
Once I finished, Malcolm said, “So you met an actual Pokacu. Man, Kev, I know you're a superhero and all, but I'm actually getting a little jealous at all of the awesome things you've experienced.”
“It wasn't nearly as awesome as it might sound,” I said. “Graleex probably would have killed me and Mom if Robert hadn't attacked.”
“Yeah, I know, but come on,” said Malcolm. “Most people will never get to meet any sort of alien ever. Did you take any pictures, at least?”
“No, I didn't,” I said. “But it doesn't matter. Graleex is gone and probably won't be back for a good long while. Robert, however, might still be a threat, if he survived.”
“Right,” said Malcolm, though he sounded doubtful. “But I doubt even Robert could have survived the assault that you just told me about. Hit by lasers from an alien spaceship and then buried underneath tons of rock and sand at the bottom of the ocean doesn't seem like the kind of thing that anyone could survive, super human or not.”
“I know, but I think he's probably still alive anyway, though I doubt he's going to escape for a while,” I said. “Maybe he'll go back to the hospital for a few weeks or months, like when I punched him through the cafeteria wall.”
“Heh,” said Malcolm. “But seriously, you sure you're okay? I can't believe you actually fought Robert and survived without your powers.”
“I'm fine,” I said. “Just really tired, but now that I'm in the Compound, I won't have to worry about Robert getting here and killing me. I was told the place has great defenses.”
“Does it have robot sharks with lasers mounted on their heads?” said Malcolm excitedly.
“I asked, but they wouldn't say,” I said. “But I think they do. It's what I'd do if I was in charge of designing the defense systems for this base, anyway.”
“If you see any, take some pictures and send them to me right away,” said Malcolm. “'Cause I really want to see them.”
“Sure,” I said. Then I suddenly remembered something. “Oh, yeah. Why didn't you tell me your brother is a superhuman?”
The silence coming from the suit-up watch immediately evaporated whatever good feelings I was experiencing at the moment.
I almost thought Malcolm had hung up before he said, “So you've met James?”
“Is that his real name?” I said, though I said it somewhat hesitantly. “He told me that his codename is Renaissance.”
“Yeah, that's him all right,” said Malcolm. “I didn't know he was at the Compound, though. He always told us that he lives in Washington.”
“Well, he's apparently the Compound's Commander,” I said. “But anyway, I didn't know your brother had powers. Why didn't you tell me that before?”
“Yeah, sorry about that,” said Malcolm. “I was going to tell you before you left, but … well, I just didn't think it was worth mentioning.”
“Why not?” I said. “I remember when I first revealed my identity to you, that you said I was the first neohero you knew. But if your brother is a superhuman, then doesn't that mean I'm actually the second neohero you know?”
“My brother was never a neohero,” said Malcolm. “He went into the military when he turned eighteen and joined the G-Men when his powers manifested. He's never actually put on tights and a mask and gone out into the streets to fight crime or supervillains. So technically, I wasn't lying when I told you that you're the first neohero I've met.”
“Oh,” I said. “But what kind of powers does he have? Can he paint really well?”
“Nope,” said Malcolm. “He's a really bad artist. He can actually come back to life after being killed and can't be killed the same way twice.”
My eyes widened in shock. “Wow. That puts him on Omega Man level power. How did they discover it?”
“Like I said, James was in the military for a while,” said Malcolm, though he didn't sound thrilled at having to talk about his brother. “They sent him to Afghanistan to fight in the war over there and he got killed by a roadside bomb. Everyone thought he was dead; my parents even got a letter from the government informing us about that.”
“But he actually survived?” I said.
“No, he died all right, but his power kicked in and he came back to life,” said Malcolm. “My parents thought it was a miracle and so did my brother. James thinks God brought him back to life because he has a special task for him that he hasn't completed yet.”
“What would that task be?” I said.
“I don't know,” said Malcolm, his tone cynical. “And I don't really care. He's just doing his thing and I'm happy for him and all, but I just don't care.”
I frowned. “It sounds to me like you actually do care. Did you two have a rift or something?”
More silence; in fact, this silence lingered on for longer than the last, which made me think that Malcolm was just not going to answer any more of my questions.
Then he said, “Kind of. My parents still love him and he's still on good terms with the rest of the family, but … well, he's too big.”
“Too big?” I said. “What do you mean? He looked pretty athletic to me.”
“Not big as in 'fat,'” said Malcolm in annoyance. “But big as in he's set the standard for the rest of us. My parents keep harping on about how proud they are of him and how successful he is and how we should try to be like him, but he's the only one of us who has powers, so how are we supposed to be like him?”
“Well, maybe they don't mean—”
“And he doesn't just have powers,” Malcolm continued, as if I had not said anything, “he's got the kind of powers that even most superhumans would die for. Being able to come back from the dead and never die the same way twice? Come on, man. That even puts your powers to shame.”
“It is pretty impressive,” I said. “But—”
“And he's one of Cadmus Smith's most trusted lieutenants and he's in charge of a super secret government facility, too, apparently,” Malcolm said. “I mean, how am I supposed to live up to that? How are any of my siblings supposed to live up to that? Just the thought makes me panic.”
“There's no need to worry,” I said. “I'm sure your parents will understand.”
“Understand? Understand what?” said Malcolm. “Come on, man. You and I both know I'll never live up to the expectations set by my brother. I'm frankly not even sure what I want to do after I graduate. I can't even meet Tara's standards in school and she's not even a superhuman.”
“Mal, can you calm down a little?” I said. “You're kind of freaking me out.”
“I'm freaking myself out, man,” said Malcolm. “You don't understand. My parents are high achievers, which doesn't put them in good standing with others anyway, and they expect us to be the same.”
“What's wrong with being a high achiever?” I said. “Isn't that better than being a lazy good-for-nothing?”
“Yeah, but I didn't expect the standards to be 'become a powerful superhuman and get a high ranking position in a large government agency' high,” said Malcolm. “How are you supposed to meet that?”
“Maybe you shouldn't,” I said. “Maybe you can forge your own path, different from your older brother's.”
“Easy for you to say,” said Malcolm. “You had powers and got made the leader of the Young Neos because what, you weren't brainwashed into some kind of cult? You've got your path already laid out before you.”
“Hey, my life isn't all sunshine and roses right now,” I said in annoyance. “I've lost my powers and am in hiding with my family from a psychotic maniac who wants to kill me. And I still don't have everything figured out anyway.”
“Whatever,” said Malcolm. “Even with all of that, at least you know what you're supposed to do and don't have an older brother to live up to.”
“I'd much rather have an older brother who has set impossibly high standards for me to meet than be in hiding from my archenemy right now,” I said.
“Yeah, right,” said Malcolm. “Anyway, you're breaking up, so I'm just going to hang up now. I hope Robert doesn't kill you.”
Before I could respond to that, I heard a small click and my watch showed that Malcolm had hung up. I lay there on my bed, staring at my watch's screen, before slowly lowering to my side and resting my head on my pillow.
I didn't see why Malcolm was so angry with me. Was he jealous of me or something? It wasn't like my life was perfect and without danger. Maybe he was just annoyed at how I reacted to how inadequate he felt toward his brother. What was I supposed to say? Just pat him on the back and pretend like he didn't have to do anything?
Whatever. I was too tired to think. I just closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep, hoping that I would feel better after I finished my nap.



Chapter Sixteen



 
Mom came to wake me up after about an hour and told me that lunch was ready. So I went over to the kitchen area of our suite, where Dad—still in his Genius costume, though his helmet was on the seat next to him—was already at the table, along with that canister of yellow gas. Mom had set out a lunch of mashed potatoes, steak, ham and cheese sandwiches, and orange juice, all of which she had made from the supplies in the kitchen. I was actually amazed at the fact that the government had all of the necessary cooking supplies down here, though I supposed if we were supposed to stay down here long-term, then it was only logical that we would have everything we needed to stay that long.
As we approached the table, Dad looked at us and said, “Ah, Kevin, you're awake. How was your nap?”
“Okay,” I said as I took a seat opposite him, while Mom went and got plates and silverware for us. “Did you nap?”
“No,” said Dad, shaking his head. He put a hand on the canister. “I was examining this canister that Graleex gave your mother and trying to figure out what is inside it.”
“Did you have any success?” I said.
“Yes,” said Dad, nodding. “I removed a trace amount of the gas with my gauntlet and scanned its properties with my helmet's scanner. I've determined that this is powerless gas.”
“Powerless gas?” I repeated. “What's that?”
Dad grimaced, like he was reliving an old memory. “In the wrong hands, a dangerous weapon. In the right hands, however, it is a mighty tool.”
“Be more specific,” I said as Mom placed a plate of mashed potatoes and steak in front of me. “Have you seen it before?”
“Yes,” said Dad. “Back in the Pokacu invasion, the Pokacu had a special weapon of theirs that was particularly dangerous. It was a type of poisonous gas that could temporarily take away the powers of any superhumans struck with it.”
My eyes widened. “Really? How long would your powers go away?”
“It depended on how much you inhaled or breathed,” said Dad. “That could be anywhere from five minutes of powerlessness to a full hour. It was a big reason why we had a hard time beating back the Pokacu at first, because they kept spraying their gas on us and leaving us powerless and then slaughtering anyone who didn't run away or regain their powers in time.”
I shuddered. “But how does that work? The Pokacu are not from Earth. How can their gas affect human biology?”
“We still don't know, but I've always suspected that the powerless gas affects each species differently,” said Dad. “It is possible that the Pokacu did not design it with superhumans in mind, but rather with the intent to kill something else. It had the perhaps unintended effect of taking away superpowers, which I imagine must have come to a shock to them when they first used it on us, though it was a pleasant surprise for them, I'm sure.”
“Are you telling me that that yellow stuff is some of this same powerless gas?” I said, looking at the canister with more interest as Mom sat down next to Dad.
“I think so,” said Dad. “Not only does it look similar, it also has the exact same properties as the gas they used back then. It's no surprise that Graleex would have some on hand, because each ship had tons of the stuff.”
“What happened to it all?” I said. “Was it destroyed when the invasion was thwarted?”
“Most of it was, but every now and then some of the stuff shows up in the hands of a random supervillain or criminal who probably got it off the black market,” said Dad. “I also believe the G-Men have some of it, but I've never been able to confirm that, for obvious reasons.”
“But this stuff really works?” I said. “If I, say, shot it at Robert and it hit him, would he be powerless?”
“Most likely,” said Dad. “This particular sample looks good. Some of the gas on the black market is heavily degraded, to the point where it can take away powers for maybe a few seconds at most, if even that. This stuff looks very fresh, so I imagine that it will take away Robert's powers for ten or fifteen minutes, maybe twenty depending on exactly how fresh it is.”
“You mean there's a way to beat Robert after all?” I said. I snatched the canister from Dad's hand and looked at it. “No joke?”
“Assuming it actually does work—and there's no reason to assume it won't—then yes, it should make Robert manageable,” said Dad. “That must be why Graleex gave it to you. He thought you would be able to use the gas against Robert.”
“This is amazing,” I said, turning the canister over in my hands in awe. “I can just imagine the plan. We go to Robert, shoot him with this stuff, and then shoot him again with a real gun and take him out for good.”
“Will that mean we will be able to leave the Compound?” said Mom hopefully.
“Yes,” said Dad. “This is a rather fortunate turn of events for us. We'll need to be able to get close enough to Robert to use it, obviously, but I don't see why this plan shouldn't work.”
“We should tell Renaissance about this,” I said, looking up at Dad eagerly. “I'm sure the G-Men will be happy to know about it.”
Dad frowned. “Are you sure? I am worried that Renaissance might confiscate it.”
“If he wants to take it to use against Robert, I'd be okay with that,” I said. “I don't really need to use it myself, after all.”
“I know, but I am not sure the G-Men would use this gas exclusively on Robert,” said Dad. “They might decide to take it for their own uses.”
“What do you mean?” I said. “What are their own uses?”
“For Project Neo, most likely,” said Dad.
I knew what that was. Depending on who you talked to, it was either a top secret government program whose purpose was to develop weapons to fight superhumans or its purpose was to simply develop the next generation of military technology. Quite frankly, I thought the first explanation was the most likely, because it fit with what I knew about the top secret project, but I could have been wrong, because it was still mostly shrouded in secrecy.
“Are you saying the government would use it to figure out how to use it against neoheroes?” I said.
“Yes,” said Dad. “I think they would like to study it and figure out how to mass produce it. If they did that, the government would have an immense power over the superhuman community here in the States and, perhaps, around the world.”
“But you said the G-Men already have some,” I said. “Don't you think they've probably figured out how to mass produce it by now, if they have had some since the end of the invasion?”
“Not unless they didn't have enough or got a bad sample,” said Dad. “If their sample was bad, then it would be impossible to study the gas and figure out how to make their own.”
“But they already know we have this canister,” I said, tapping the canister's surface. “It isn't like we can just hide it and pretend it doesn't exist.”
“True, but we are under no obligation to give it up to them, either,” said Dad. “From what I have seen of this sample, it looks very fresh, fresh enough that I imagine a sufficiently well-funded laboratory could take it apart and figure out how it works within a couple of years, assuming it is staffed by competent scientists who are familiar with Pokacu chemical warfare.”
“And if the government has that kind of power …” Mom shook her head. “I don't even want to think about it.”
“I see,” I said. “So what are we going to do with it, then?”
“I may be able to design a weapon that can shoot pellets containing the gas,” said Dad. “Then we could give it to the G-Men, who could use it on Robert. That way, they would have enough to stop him, but not enough for the government to study.”
“Have you ever designed a weapon like that before?” I said.
“No,” said Dad, “but I am confident I could do it, especially if the G-Men give me the resources I ask for. It should be fairly simple to do.”
I was about to respond to that, but then the door to our suite opened and three people entered.
I recognized the first two immediately: Renaissance and Mimic. Renaissance looked exactly the same as he had an hour ago, but Mimic looked like he had taken a shower and put on some clean clothes, because his clothes weren't wet or torn anymore from his fight with Ring Out and Tornadess. That just made him look even more smug than before, if that was possible.
The third guy, though, I didn't recognize. He wore a military uniform like Renaissance, although aside from that he looked nothing like him. This guy had pale blue skin and webbed hands. His skin also looked kind of fish-like, which meant he was either a mutant fish/man hybrid or he was a superhuman.
“Hello,” said Renaissance as Mimic closed the door behind them, though not before I caught a glimpse of several armed guards standing in front of the door. “I see that you have already discovered the kitchen.”
“Yes,” said Mom. She gestured at the mashed potatoes. “Would you like some mashed potatoes? We have plenty for all three of you.”
For a moment, Renaissance looked like he was about to accept her offer, but then he shook his head and said, “No, thank you, ma'am. I am here to discuss our next course of action regarding Robert Candle, as well as to inform you about what life in the Compound will be like for the duration of your stay.”
“Okay,” I said. I looked at the fish-faced guy. “And who is that guy?”
“He is Agent Diver,” said Renaissance, nodding at the man. “He is a G-Men agent and the Lieutenant of the Compound. So whenever I am not around, Diver is the one who everyone must report to.”
Diver nodded at me. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Bolt. I am sorry to hear about the loss of your powers, however. Truly tragic for any superhuman.”
“Thanks,” I said. “So what can you do? Breathe underwater?”
“Yes,” said Diver. “I can swim very fast, breathe underwater, and even talk to fish to an extent.”
“So you're like Aquaman,” I said. “Is that why you're stationed in an underwater base?”
Diver suddenly scowled. “Just because I happen to share similar powers with him doesn't mean I'm 'like Aquaman.' For one thing—”
“Agent, you can talk about this with Bolt later,” Renaissance interrupted. “Right now, we have more important things to discuss than whether or not you're like some comic book character.”
“Yes, sir,” said Diver, although he sounded pretty sore about the subject anyway, which I guess meant that he must have been teased about this a lot or something.
“Anyway, we have informed Cadmus Smith about Robert's attack,” said Renaissance to me and my parents. “Director Smith is sending some people to investigate the spot where Robert was knocked out. We should know soon whether he survived being buried alive.”
“I doubt he did,” said Mimic with a snort. “The firepower of the Spinner is second to none. Even Omega Man himself would have a hard time surviving that bombardment.”
“Yes, but Director Smith wanted to confirm Robert's death anyway,” said Renaissance. “Given how powerful he is, it would be wise to make sure that he actually did die. Lots of supervillains have the annoying tendency to survive things that should have otherwise killed them.”
“How long will we have to stay in the Compound, then?” I said. “Do you know yet?”
“Not yet,” said Renaissance. “It depends largely on whether or not Robert survived that attack. If he did, then you will have to stay down here until he is actually killed; if he did not, then you will be free to return to your normal lives on the surface very soon.”
“Okay, but what will we get to do while we're down here?” I said. “Just sit in our rooms all day or what?”
“The Compound has a variety of areas you may visit,” said Renaissance, “including an indoor swimming pool, a gym, and a library. You will be restricted to the areas that I have approved you to visit and will have armed guards with you at all times.”
“Why armed guards?” I said. “There's no one in here who wants to harm us, is there?”
Renaissance shook his head. “You are correct, but it is for your safety that we do this. Though the Compound has never been breached by any supervillain before, that is only because we hold ourselves to the highest standard of excellence. In the unlikely event that someone does somehow make it into here, we want you to be protected by our best men.”
“But we won't be able to go wherever we want, right?” I said. “Just the 'approved' areas, correct?”
“Correct,” said Renaissance. “Although you may be Guests down here, there are still certain areas off-limits to everyone but government officials and agents. And as the Commander of the Compound, I am the only one with the authority to approve or deny entry to these areas.”
“I see,” I said. “What about communications? How much communication will we have with the outside world?”
“Very little,” said Renaissance. “We do not want any supervillains hacking our communication channels and learning the location of the Compound or how to enter it. The only place in the Compound where you can communicate freely with the outside world is my office in the Control Tower, but even that place is closely watched by communications experts whose job is to ensure that no unknown communications are made with the outside.”
“So we're basically stuck down here,” I said. “Like a prison.”
“It isn't exactly like a prison,” said Renaissance. “All of these measures—and much, much more—are taken to ensure the safety of every person in this place, especially for Guests like yourself. If we did anything less than what we are doing, the Compound would not be safe from supervillains.”
Renaissance was probably telling the truth, but I still felt confined, though I didn't know what else I was supposed to do, because I didn't really want to leave the Compound, knowing that Robert was probably still out there somewhere. Even so, I had this odd feeling that the G-Men were going to keep us down here indefinitely, although that was probably just a baseless fear.
Then Renaissance looked at the canister in my hands and said, “What is that? I was informed by the agent at the metal detector that you brought a canister containing a strange yellow gas into the Compound.”
“It is powerless gas,” said Dad, drawing Renaissance's attention over to him. Dad's mouth was kind of full of mashed potatoes, but then he swallowed them and said, in a clearer voice, “The same gas used by the Pokacu aliens during the invasion of Earth fifteen years ago.”
Renaissance looked back at the canister in surprise. “Really? I've heard about the stuff, but I've never actually seen it in person. I was a kid during the invasion, so I didn't get to participate in it.”
“It's the real deal,” said Dad. “Graleex, the Pokacu alien, gave it to Ashley before he left. We think it could be used to de-power Robert long enough to kill him.”
“Really?” said Renaissance. “Interesting. It would certainly be useful to have it.”
I held the canister closer to my chest, remembering what Dad had said about the government getting their hands on the gas. Renaissance seemed to notice, because his eyes narrowed and he suddenly looked a lot less pleasant and friendly than he had just a moment before.
“We are not going to give it to you,” said Dad, causing Renaissance to look at him. “We would prefer to keep it with us.”
“Why?” said Renaissance. His tone was as calm as ever, but I could tell that he was annoyed at our refusal to give him the canister. “If that canister contains what you say it does, then it could be just what we need to stop Robert Candle once and for all.”
“I know,” said Dad. “And we can use it that way without giving it to you or anyone else from the G-Men.”
“But you clearly don't have the equipment necessary to use it as a weapon,” said Renaissance. He tapped the floor with his foot. “And you are currently hundreds of feet underwater, far from Robert, who doesn't even know the location of this place. How do you intend to use it against him? Are you hoping that he will break into the Compound and give you a chance to de-power him face-to-face?”
“Hardly,” said Dad. “We want to use this gas against him just as much as you do, but that doesn't mean we have to give any of it to the government.”
“Ah, I see,” said Renaissance. “I heard about your attitude toward the government from Director Smith. He told me you don't trust it very much.”
“No sane individual does,” Dad replied, “at least with a weapon they could use to oppress a portion of the population.”
Renaissance's eye twitched, but he said, “I've done my homework, Genius, and I've learned about some of the questionable things that the G-Men have done in the past. I can assure you, however, that Director Smith holds us to the highest standards of conduct and that you can trust us as much as you trust anyone else.”
“In my experience, Cadmus's highest standards are generally just above the standards of your average crook,” said Dad. “But I am willing to give you a very small portion of the gas, enough that you could fit inside a bullet or two or perhaps a rocket you can fire at Robert.”
“Just a portion?” said Renaissance. “Based on what Mimic has told me about Robert Candle, it would take much more than that to take him down.”
“Not unless you're efficient with it,” said Dad, “though 'efficiency' is hardly the word I'd used to describe the federal government, now that I think about it.”
Renaissance stepped forward. Mimic and Diver did not move, but they crossed their arms over their chests and seemed to be blocking off the doorway, which made me nervous.
“Genius, I know that you are supposedly one of the smartest humans on the planet, which is why I find your behavior here so … illogical,” said Renaissance. He gestured at the ceiling. “You are trapped hundreds of feet below the surface of the ocean, hundreds of miles from land, inside an underwater mountain with only one exit that is underwater and can only be accessed by ship. There are about one hundred men in this place, not counting me, Diver, and Mimic, each one with specialized combat training against superhumans like yourself.”
Renaissance looked Dad straight in the eye, while Dad returned the look without fear.
“And you … you only have yourself, your powerless wife, and your equally powerless son,” said Renaissance. “If I wanted, I could order every man in this facility to confiscate that canister from you and you would not be able to stop us. You must know this already, so why do you persist in resisting our request?”
I looked at Dad. He had been entirely silent during Renaissance's little speech, but he didn't look even slightly intimidated by it. Of course, Dad could have been hiding his emotions, but Dad was a pretty hard guy to scare most of the time, so I figured that his cool demeanor was the real deal.
“Because if I wanted, Agent Renaissance, I could destroy the canister here and now and cause its contents to dissipate into the air,” said Dad. He gestured at a vent above us. “If I broke the canister here, the powerless gas would probably be sucked into that vent. Then it would be evenly dispersed through the entire Compound, which would be bad for us for a few days, but after it wears off, we'd be back where we started, except without a way to beat Robert Candle, and I know that the G-Men want him dead just as much as we do.”
“You would be willing to break the canister just to keep its contents out of the hands of the government?” said Renaissance in disbelief. “Even if it would mean extending the stay of your family down here?”
Dad nodded. “Yes. I may not be a superhero anymore, but that doesn't mean I should give the government a weapon that they could use to oppress the superhero community.”
A tense silence fell over the entire room as Dad and Renaissance glared at each other. The silence was so heavy that I barely breathed, because I was afraid that if I made a sound, I might cause something to explode. Mom was looking at Dad, a spoonful of mashed potatoes frozen in midair between her mouth and her bowl, while Mimic and Diver looked like they were awaiting an order from Renaissance to attack.
Finally, after what felt like an eternity of silence, Renaissance looked away and said, “Fine. You can keep the canister. We'll accept however much you choose to give us and we will only use the amount you give us to stop Robert Candle and nothing else.”
Dad nodded in satisfaction. “I am glad to hear that. I see that you younger G-Men are much more reasonable than the last generation. Tell Director Smith that I think he made a good choice when he recruited you into the team.”
Renaissance hardly looked happy about that, like he thought Dad was insulting him or something. “We will send someone later this evening to negotiate how much of the gas you will share with us.”
Dad nodded curtly. “That sounds good. We will be looking forward to that negotiation.”
Renaissance nodded again and turned and left the room, with Mimic and Diver following right behind. When the door closed, Mom and I immediately sighed in relief, while Dad returned his attention to the steak and mashed potatoes in front of him.
“I thought for a moment there that we were actually going to have to fight those guys,” I said. I placed the canister back on the table and then sat back in my seat.
“I never did,” said Dad.
“Why not?” I said. “They looked like they were willing to fight us for the canister.”
Dad swallowed a piece of steak and said, “Because Renaissance isn't nearly as tough or serious as Cadmus. He may be the Commander of the Compound, but he clearly doesn't know how to deal with people who don't immediately get down on their knees and obey him as soon as he speaks to them authoritatively.”
Dad sounded amused as he spoke, like he had had a lot of fun standing up to Renaissance.
“So do you think he'll leave us alone?” I said.
“Probably, but mostly because he's a good little soldier who knows that he'd have to answer to Cadmus if he tried to harm us,” said Dad. “Otherwise, he'd probably try to get back at me … and fail miserably.”
Dad chuckled, which caused me to look at Mom, but she didn't seem surprised by Dad's amusement. She just shook her head, a smile on her lips, like she was used to Dad doing things like that, and then returned to eating her lunch as well.
That was when I realized I was still hungry, so I also resumed eating my lunch. I couldn't stop thinking, however, about how annoyed Renaissance had looked. Dad was probably right that Renaissance wasn't going to harm us, but I still didn't like the idea that we were probably going to have to be very careful about how we behaved down here, because if Renaissance wanted, I had no doubt that he could make life a living hell for us, or would if Dad wasn't around, anyway.
But hey, it looked like the G-Men were going to take down Robert, so I figured we’d be out of the Compound in no time.



Chapter Seventeen



 
After Dad and Renaissance's confrontation, the next week in the Compound was pretty boring. Neither Robert nor any Visionist broke into the Compound to try to get me, nor were there signs of suspicious activity either inside or outside of the Compound. Security guards patrolled the hallways and watched the various rooms via security cameras, but no one reported seeing anything out of the ordinary down here. My guess was that the impressive security systems of the Compound that Renaissance had boasted about were actually working, which impressed me, but I still couldn't get confirmation about whether the exterior was defended by robot sharks with lasers mounted on their heads or not.
A scientist working in the Compound—who called himself Samuel Roger—came to our suite that evening to negotiate the amount of powerless gas that Dad would give to the G-Men. The guy was surprisingly good at negotiation, keeping Dad occupied for at least an hour before they came to an agreement. Roger took the tiny vial of powerless gas Dad gave him and left, promising us that it would be exclusively used to de-power Robert once the G-Men found him.
Because yes, Robert did, in fact, survive the underwater avalanche. According to Mimic, when the team sent by Cadmus arrived at the spot where the probe had been left, they discovered that Robert had dug his way out from underneath the avalanche and crushed the probe itself in his hands, leaving it just barely active on the ocean floor. They had no idea where Robert might have gone, but they assumed that he had probably returned to America, because Robert still didn't know the location of the Compound and thus couldn't kill me. They had G-Men agents all over the country still looking for him, but had not yet found any clues as to his current location.
I had also heard from Mecha Knight, who was allowed to call me once a day to let me know what the NHA was doing. According to him, the NHA was on high alert for Robert, but were just as ignorant of his current location as the G-Men were.
Even the Independent Neoheroes for Justice and the New Heroes were helping in the search for Robert, according to Mecha Knight. He said that the reason they were helping was because the Midnight Menace believed that Robert was a threat to the entire superhero community due to his ability to steal powers. I was surprised to hear that at first, but I supposed it made sense, especially when I remembered what Malcolm had told me before, about Robert saying that he wanted to make the whole world suffer for what had happened to his family. Whatever Robert's plan was, I doubted that it was going to be anything good for anyone except himself.
But I still wondered where Robert kept getting all of his powers from. The NHA and INJ were reporting missing members, but no one knew if any of those disappearances were related to Robert, mostly because none of the bodies turned up. Mecha Knight told me that none of my teammates had yet to disappear (thankfully), but that they were being very carefully watched anyway because it was believed that Robert might try to harm my friends because he couldn't get to me.
Aside from that, nothing much else seemed to have happened so far, but Mecha Knight promised that he would keep me informed about Robert's whereabouts and anything else that happened that might be related to him. That was good to know, but it made me wonder just how much longer my parents and I were going to have to stay down here.
Not that there wasn't anything to do. As Renaissance had said, the Compound had a gym, a swimming pool, a library, and even a large game room with plenty of different kinds of games to play. It seemed strange to me that the government would provide this stuff for us, but I guess they didn't want us to go stir crazy while we’re down here.
Yet even with all of that stuff, I found it hard to stay focused. Whether I was lifting weights, swimming, reading a book, or playing a game, my mind always drifted back to the surface world, where Robert was. Where was Robert? What was he going to do next? When would he strike again? And would the G-Men be able to shoot him with the powerless gas and stop him for good?
But the question that most haunted me during the week was this: Would I ever get my powers back?
According to Dad, the answer was probably no. I asked him if the Pokacu maybe had some kind of gas that could turn powers back on, but Dad told me that they didn't. He said that there was no known way to restore superpowers to a superhuman who lost them, not in the least because this was the very first time it had ever happened to anyone in recent memory.
I wondered whether killing Robert would restore my powers. Like maybe, if I killed him, my powers would fly out of his body and return to mine where they belonged. Of course, that was a pretty silly thought, based more in wishful thinking than anything, but I still wondered if there might be some truth to it anyway.
Because if there wasn't … then even if the G-Men killed Robert, I would no longer be a superhero anymore. I'd have to go back to being a normal human. I mean, I could do that, since I'd spent most of my life without powers, but I didn't want to. I didn't think it would even be possible for me to fully return to normal life, because I'd always remember how it felt to fly through the sky or punch a hole in a stone wall with my fist or run faster than most people can think.
Mom and Dad seemed to be taking the confinement better than me. Mom spent a lot of time either cooking or in the library, which was also where Dad happened to spend a lot of time reading books. I knew they were both just as worried as me about Robert's threat, but they probably weren't as concerned about the fact that I might never get my powers again even if we beat Robert. They wanted me to live a normal life, after all, so they might actually see my power loss as a silver lining of this whole ordeal.
But it wasn't. At least I didn't think it was. I hated the idea of having to go back to normal life. I was going to figure out how to get my powers back no matter what.
But I didn't know where to start. I tried checking out some of the books in the library on neurology and neogenetics, because I figured they might be able to help me understand which part of the brain I could change to get my powers back, but they were big, long, densely-written books that might as well have been written in Pokacu for all the sense they made to me, so I just as often put them back on the shelves after giving up. And without Internet access down here, I couldn't just go online and search for videos or anything that might have helped explain the stuff to me better.
In fact, I was just about to give up entirely on figuring out how to use science to fix my brain when I suddenly remembered someone who could help. It was kind of a long shot, since I was pretty sure that she wasn't that much more knowledgeable about this subject than me, but I was determined to call her when I was given my next chance to make a phone call by the Compound people.
So at the end of the week, rather than call up Mecha Knight, I dialed the phone number of Tara Reynolds, one of my best friends in the world. As I waited for her to pick up, I remembered how Tara had told me not long ago that she was going to study neogenetics in college and how she intended to use that knowledge to figure out how to 'turn off' the powers of superhumans for those who didn’t want to have them anymore. I hadn't been exactly thrilled with that idea at the time, but now I wondered if maybe Tara was onto something. Maybe she knew of a theory or method that could restore superpowers. It was worth a shot.
Finally, after what seemed like forever, Tara answered the phone. “Hello?”
“Hey, Tara,” I said, keeping my voice as friendly as possible. “How are you? It's me, Kevin.”
“Kevin?” said Tara in surprise. “Where are you? Are you okay?”
“Um, yes,” I said, taken aback by her sudden interest in my health. “Why wouldn't I be okay?”
“Because I heard that Robert Candle is looking for you,” said Tara. “Malcolm told me. He said that you and your parents had to go into hiding because Robert is trying to kill you. Is that true?”
I had forgotten that Malcolm and Tara probably talked a lot behind my back, so I was temporarily at a loss for words. “Um, well, yeah, that's the truth. The G-Men took me and my parents into hiding because, er, Robert developed powers of his own and is trying to use them to kill me.”
That was the truth. Tara didn't know I was a superhero (or had been one, anyway) and I didn't see any reason for her to know it yet. And I hadn't lied to her; after all, my parents and I were in hiding from Robert, who really had developed superpowers and really was trying to kill us.
“Wow,” said Tara. “That is crazy. Why does Robert want to kill you? I know he hates your guts and he's a big bully and all, but even I never thought he'd try to murder you outright.”
“I know,” I said. “All that power, you know, it's going to his head, makes him crazy. He can actually steal superpowers from other superhumans. Weird, huh?”
“He can?” said Tara. “I heard the rumors, but I didn't think that was true. That makes him more dangerous than most superhumans.”
“Yeah,” I said. “But don't worry about me or my parents. We're perfectly safe here in this place. I can't tell you where we are exactly for security reasons, but we're as safe as can be, so I doubt Robert will ever get us.”
“Good to hear,” said Tara. “I hope they catch him soon, though. I don't even want to know what Robert will do with his new found powers. Knowing him, I bet he's going to get some kid's lunch money or something.”
I wished that was all Robert was planning to do, but I said aloud, “He can be pretty petty sometimes, sure. But I figure the G-Men or NHA will catch him soon. They're looking for him everywhere, so he can't hide forever.”
“I hope so,” said Tara.
Sensing an opportunity to change the subject, I said, “So, er, Tara, are you still going to college to study neogenetics and neurology?”
“Yes!” said Tara, her sudden giddiness a sharp contrast to her earlier worry. “I can't wait. I'm going to visit the campus this weekend and—”
“That's great,” I interrupted. “But what kind of studying are you doing beforehand? Like, have you been reading any books or taking any courses on neogenetics, for example?”
“Sure,” said Tara. “I've had an interest in it even before the school accepted me, so I've already read up on it a lot. But going to this school will open entirely new doorways for me and help me learn and understand neogenetics in a whole new way. Why do you ask?”
I bit my lower lip. I'd have to think carefully about what I wanted to say, because I didn't want Tara to suspect that I was a superhuman or what my actual goals were.
So, leaning against the wall, I said, “Oh, er, I've taken a minor interest in neogenetics myself, since I'm a superhuman fan and all.”
“You have?” said Tara. “That's great! What do you think about the theory of neoneurology?”
“Theory of what?” I said.
“Neoneurology,” Tara repeated. “It's a theory that superhuman brains are the next stage in human evolution. Haven't you heard of it before?”
“Um …” I bit my lower lip again. “Sure, yeah. It's very fascinating. And scientific.”
“I know,” said Tara. “Personally I'm not so sure about it, but Professor Harris—”
“Tara, can I ask you a hypothetical question?” I interrupted when I noticed that I only had ten more minutes to talk with her. “About neogenetics?”
“Sure,” said Tara. “What is it?”
“Let's say there's a guy I know, a guy who happens to be a neohero,” I said. “I mean, hypothetically, of course.”
“Right,” said Tara. “Please continue.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said. “So let's say I have a friend who lost his superpowers. Let's say Robert stole them, hypothetically speaking. What would my friend have to do, hypothetically, to get his powers back? Is there anything he can do to fix his brain? Maybe someone he can go to who could help him out?”
“Hmm …” Tara trailed off. “I really don't know anyone who could fix that. Especially if Robert stole them, since no one really knows how his powers work yet. That's the kind of advanced neogenetics that no one really understands just yet.”
“So you're saying that my friend is screwed, then,” I said, feeling my spirits fall.
“Not necessarily,” said Tara. “There is someone who might be able to help him.”
I perked up. “Who? Do you know him?”
“No, but I've read some of his books and corresponded with him through email,” said Tara. “His name is Professor Nathaniel Hernandez. He is the professor of neogenetics at the University of Fallsville and is considered the foremost expert on neogenetics.”
“Really?” I said. “I've never heard of this guy before.”
“He doesn't like going out and meeting people or making public appearances, so that's probably why,” said Tara. “But he's absolutely brilliant, easily the most intelligent and knowledgeable person about neogenetics in the world.”
“Interesting,” I said. “Has he made any major discoveries that might, say, help my friend who is in this hypothetical situation that’s really hypothetical?”
“I don't know, but it's possible,” said Tara. “He's been studying neogenetics for decades, even before it became an officially recognized field of science. He might be able to help your friend, because he has some interesting theories about how the brains of superhumans work and what might be the cause of their powers.”
“Very interesting,” I said. “So how would my friend contact him to discuss this issue? Hypothetically, of course.”
“Well, I've got his email address and phone number if you want,” said Tara. “I can give it to you so you can give it to your friend.”
“Sure,” I said. “Just give them to me and I'll write them down on my phone.”
Tara spoke his email address and phone number over the phone, which I tapped into my smartphone while she spoke. When I got them down, I said to Tara, “Thanks, Tara. I'll make sure that my friend gets this so he can contact Professor Hernandez himself.”
“Okay,” said Tara. “But is your friend sure that he wants to get his powers back?”
“Well, why should he want to give them up forever?” I said. “If there's even a slight chance that my friend can get his powers back, shouldn't he take it?”
“Not necessarily,” said Tara. “The life of a superhuman, after all, isn't an easy one. Maybe it would be better for your friend if he just moved on and tried to live a normal life. I don't know much about your friend, but I don't think it would be healthy for him to obsess over something he may never be able to get back. It'd be kind of pathetic, actually.”
Tara's words stung me like a wasp, but I said, in a calm voice, “Thanks for the concern, Tara, but I'm sure that my friend will be okay. He knows what he wants and he'll do anything to get it. His powers are just as much a part of him as his eye color or hair color, though a lot more important, obviously.”
“I know, but your friend might just get disappointed, because even Professor Hernandez might not be able to help him,” said Tara. “If your friend can't get his powers back, do you think he'll just give up and try to live a normal life or not?”
I had to admit that I had never thought about that. The question left me silent for a few seconds as I thought about what I would do if I could never get my powers back.
Finally, I said, “I don't know, Tara. I'll try to help him however I can if that turns out to be the case, but I don't know if my friend has any plans for what might happen if his powers are well and truly gone.”
“Okay,” said Tara. “I mean, I guess I don't really know your friend, but I think it would be better if he moved on. He can live a happy life without powers, after all, maybe a much happier one than most superheroes lead.”
“Yeah, maybe,” I said. “Anyway, Tara, looks like I have to go. Thanks for the information, by the way. I'll make sure my friend gets Professor Hernandez's contact information as soon as possible.”
“Okay,” said Tara. “Please be safe, Kevin, you and your parents. I hope the G-Men stop Robert soon.”
“Sure,” I said. “Bye.”
With that, I hung up, placing the phone back on the receiver, but I didn't leave right away. I found Tara's concern for my friend (really me) to be kind of touching, even if it was unnecessary.
Still, even as I turned away and walked past the guard who had been watching me, I couldn't help but think about what Tara said about obsessing over things you couldn't have. A part of me wondered how I would react if my meeting with Professor Hernandez didn't pan out, assuming Hernandez even wanted to talk with me. If I was doomed to a life of powerlessness and normality, would I really be able to move on or would I just obsess about it forever?
I didn't know the answer to that question.



Chapter Eighteen



 
“You can't leave the Compound to meet Professor Hernandez,” said Renaissance, staring down at me with a cool, indifferent expression that I had come to associate with him.
I stood in front of Renaissance in the suite where my parents and I stayed. Mom was somewhere in the library, catching up on some reading she had missed when we fled our home, while Dad was in his room tinkering with something. Even so, I bet Dad was listening in our conversation through my earcom, which was connected to his, although he was apparently leaving me to talk with Renaissance by myself.
It was the day after I had spoken with Tara and I had called Professor Hernandez to find out if he wanted to meet with me. I had managed to get his assistant, a peppy-sounding twenty-something girl named Alicia who said she'd be happy to schedule a meeting with the professor for sometime this week. According to her, Professor Hernandez had been following the news of Robert Candle's power thefts very closely and had been interested in meeting a victim of Robert's thefts for a while now. I had managed to arrange the meeting for today, without clearing it with Renaissance, because I assumed that Renaissance would be okay with me leaving the Compound to meet the one guy who might be able to restore my powers and perhaps the powers of the other surviving victims of Robert as well.
But instead, Renaissance was as unmoved as a brick wall. With his arms folded behind his back and his suit oh so perfect, I was starting to understand why Malcolm didn't like him that much.
“What?” I said. “Why? Professor Hernandez might be the only person in the world who can help me get my powers back. You're a fellow superhuman. You understand, don't you?”
“I understand that losing your powers is highly traumatic, but Director Smith was very clear when he said that Guests in the Compound are not supposed to leave until the threat to the Guests has been nullified,” said Renaissance. “Because Robert Candle is still very much active in the outside world, you and your parents must remain here. You cannot go out and meet anyone, not even friendly people like Professor Hernandez.”
“But Robert won't be able to find me,” I said. “You guys could just sneak me into the University of Fallsville without anyone even noticing. Then, when we're done, we can go back to the Compound here and never have to leave it again until Robert is defeated.”
“Too risky,” said Renaissance. “Robert Candle has already displayed the ability to locate you without anyone telling him where you are. If we let you leave, then he might track you down to that school and kill you, thus rendering all our work to protect you useless.”
“Then send me with bodyguards,” I said. “Diver and Mimic are still around, aren't they?”
“Mimic left yesterday to return to Washington on a special mission from the Director,” said Renaissance, “while Diver, like myself, has been assigned to this facility and cannot simply go off and play bodyguard with you while you travel back to the States to talk with a professor who may or may not know how to help you.”
“Then bring Professor Hernandez here,” I said. “He can come here and talk to me in person.”
“Only authorized government officials and agents are allowed inside the Compound,” said Renaissance. “Because Professor Hernandez is not an authorized government official or agent, I could not bring him here even if he agreed to travel here.”
My hands balled into fists, but I couldn't think of a good counterargument, because it seemed like Renaissance had a good objection for each and every one. “But I need my powers. If there is even the remotest chance I could get my powers back, I might be able to help find and defeat Robert.”
“That is not your job,” said Renaissance. “Besides, Robert has already stolen your powers once. Has it ever occurred to you that he might be able to steal them again?”
“He probably can't, considering he's already stolen them once,” I said. “But even if he could, it wouldn't just benefit me if I went to Professor Hernandez and spoke to him about my problem. It would benefit the entire superhero community.”
Renaissance raised an eyebrow. “How so?”
“Well, Robert's stolen other peoples' powers already, so we could use the Professor's knowledge to help Robert’s other still surviving victims, too, assuming it works,” I said. “Don't you want to help your fellow superhumans?”
Renaissance shook his head. “Not if that means going against my clear and well-defined duties. The Director would kill me if I let you leave the Compound for any reason.”
“But you could just come back to life if Cadmus killed you,” I said.
Renaissance looked at me like I was being intentionally stupid. “Regardless, the fact is that rules are rules, and the number one rule of the Compound is that the Guest or Guests cannot leave the Compound until the threat to their lives is neutralized or we receive orders from Director Smith or the President himself to let you out. Until and if Director Smith or President Plutarch give me orders to let you go, you and your parents will stay right where you are.”
“But I already scheduled a meeting with Professor Hernandez for later this week,” I said. “I'll miss it if you don't let me go.”
“Too bad,” said Renaissance. “It's your fault for scheduling a meeting ahead of time that you couldn't guarantee you would actually be able to attend. You will simply have to miss it.”
“But—”
“Besides, Professor Hernandez is not going anywhere,” said Renaissance. “Perhaps you will get a chance to meet with him after we kill Robert.”
“How's that search going, anyway?” I said. “Have you guys actually located him yet?”
“No,” said Renaissance. “Robert Candle has not been seen by any of our agents and both the NHA and INJ have not reported any success in finding him, either.”
“For being such a powerful government organization, you guys sure have a hard time locating one dude,” I said.
Renaissance ignored the jab and said, “Regardless, I do not have the authorization to let you out. So until I receive word from the Director or the President saying otherwise, you and your parents will stay down here where you are supposed to be. Good day.”
With that, Renaissance turned and left the room, the doors sliding shut behind him as he left. I stood there in the suite for a moment, feeling angry and frustrated, but I didn't know what to do. I thought about breaking out on my own, but I didn't have the powers to do that. I didn't even have the underwater suit that Graleex gave me; I had given that over to the G-Men shortly after arriving, because I didn't really need it and I thought the G-Men could put it to better use than me.
Yeah, I understood Renaissance's points, but that didn't mean I liked them. He didn't really understand what it was like to lose your powers and then be denied the chance to get them back. If he did, I'm sure he would have told me that he was going to ask Cadmus to let me out to go meet with Professor Hernandez. I was now starting to understand why Dad and so many of the other older neoheroes disliked the G-Men.
But how was I supposed to leave? It seemed like I was going to be stuck down here until Robert was dead. Maybe that wasn't such a bad thing, but what if Robert killed Professor Hernandez before I could talk with him? If Professor Hernandez did, in fact, know of a way to restore my powers, then that would make him a huge target for Robert, who I doubted wanted his victims regaining their powers after he stole them.
Sighing, I walked over to the dining table and sat down in my chair, feeling hopelessly powerless and weak. I thought about going to the gym and maybe working out, because I usually felt better whenever I worked out, but today working out would do nothing to help me in this situation.
Then I heard a door open and looked over to see Dad walk out of his room. He was no longer in his Genius costume, although I noticed he was wearing one of the gauntlets on his right arm, probably because his gauntlets by themselves had a ton of different gadgets and abilities that were useful no matter where he went.
“Hello, Kevin,” said Dad, stopping when he saw me. “I heard you speaking with Renaissance. It sounded like your discussion got heated.”
I sighed and rested my chin on my hand. “Yeah, I know. I was just trying to convince him to let me go.”
“Go?” said Dad. “Go where?”
“To visit Professor Nathaniel Hernandez,” I said. “He's a well-known expert on neogenetics. I thought he might be able to help me get my powers back. Have you ever heard of him before?”
Unsurprisingly, Dad nodded. “Yes. I even met him once, a long time ago, when he started studying neogenetics, even before neogenetics became its own independent field of study. Very smart man.”
“You did?” I said. “What did you talk with him about?”
“I let him examine my brain and body to determine the source of my powers,” said Dad. “I was around your age back then, I believe, maybe a year younger. Professor Hernandez based many of his initial theories off his study of my biology, though I believe he's studied many more superhumans since then and refined his theories based on what he's learned from them.”
“Well, that's great to hear,” I said. “Now that I know you've met him, I can just tell him that I'm your son. You'll help me meet him, won't you?”
“Why?” said Dad. “What can you expect me to do? I'm not in the government. I assume Renaissance told you that he can't let us out because Cadmus won’t allow him, right?”
“Yeah,” I said with a scowl. “Just a speel about not having the authority to let us go or whatever. It's ridiculous.”
“But understandable,” said Dad. “The outside world is even more dangerous than normal for us, Kevin, so I, for one, am not annoyed at Renaissance's refusal to let you go.”
I looked at Dad in disbelief. “I thought you hated the G-Men, but now you're siding with Renaissance on this? Whose side are you on?”
“I'm not much of a fan of the G-Men, true, but that doesn't mean I can't agree with them when they’re being rational,” said Dad with a shrug. “Going outside for any reason at all is incredibly dangerous. We know from experience that Robert will do everything within his power to kill you, and he has quite a lot of power to accomplish that task with.”
“I know,” I said, “but don't you think that it would be good if I could speak with Professor Hernandez and find out if he can help? Think about it. If I had my powers back, I could be out there helping to find and defeat Robert, rather than hiding in a mountain under the sea.”
“I am uncertain if Professor Hernandez could help,” said Dad. “He's a smart man, almost as smart as me, but even he hasn't yet found out how to 'turn on' powers, if that is even possible. Going to him might just be a waste of time.”
Dad walked past me toward the kitchen sink, where he grabbed a cup off the counter and started filling it with water from the tap.
“But what if it isn't?” I said. “Maybe Professor Hernandez is about to make a huge scientific breakthrough. Maybe we could help him do it.”
Dad turned off the tap and then turned around to face me, the cup of crystal clear water in his hand. “Since when have you cared about scientific breakthroughs? Look, Kevin, I can't imagine what it must be like to have lost your powers like this, but leaving the Compound would not help. Until Robert is no longer a threat, we need to stay here.”
“Are you sure?” I said. “The G-Men don't seem to have found Robert yet. What if they never find him at all?”
“I imagine they will at some point,” said Dad. “I never knew Robert well, but I knew his father's character, and Bernard could never wait for anything. Sooner or later Robert will lose his patience and stir up trouble, at which point the G-Men will take him down with the powerless gas I gave them.”
“But what if Robert will only show himself if I'm out?” I said. “Maybe the reason Robert has vanished is because he doesn't know where I am and isn't sure where to look. He might be waiting for me to reappear so he can get me. That would explain his disappearance, wouldn't it?”
Dad looked like he was thinking about what I said, which was amazing, because I never said anything that would make him pause and think. “That does seem logical. Robert, after all, has no reason to appear in public or in a place where the G-Men can get him. He would risk getting caught, if not killed, and he has plenty of time to wait until you reappear.”
“So if I never leave this place, then Robert will never reappear in public,” I said. “Right?”
“If your theory is correct, then yes, that appears to be the case,” said Dad.
I groaned. “But then that will mean we'll be down here forever. It's not like the G-Men are just going to let us go or anything like that, even if we ask nicely.”
“True,” said Dad. He shrugged again. “Oh, well. I prefer staying down here in relative safety versus being on the surface where Robert could get us at any moment.”
Dad had a point, but talking about this subject had gotten the gears in my mind turning. An idea was forming, one that I wasn't sure would work, but which I thought had its merits. Because if it worked, it would solve a whole bunch of problems for us all at once.
So I looked up at Dad again and said, “Dad, I have an idea.”
“Uh oh,” said Dad. “What is it?”
I ignored Dad's 'Uh oh' and said, “It's an idea that we could use to get my powers back and stop Robert once and for all.”
“Really?” said Dad skeptically. “Why don't you tell me about it?”
“I want to share it with Renaissance,” I said. “We need to call him back here and see what he thinks about it, because the plan will only work if we can get the G-Men's help.”
“I see,” said Dad. “All right. I'll see if I can get Renaissance to come back and listen to your idea. You seem very excited about it.”
“Of course I am,” I said. “If it works, it will solve many of our problems at once. There's no time to lose.”



Chapter Nineteen



 
I walked down the empty hallways of the University of Fallsville, my backpack hefted over my shoulders and my suit-up watch wrapped securely around my wrist. The college hallways were wide and airy, which made their emptiness seem all the more eerie.
By my side walked Mimic, who had changed his appearance to that of a burly bodyguard with dragon and snake tattoos on his arms. He also had about a dozen guns strapped to every part of his body, most of it hidden underneath his clothing, though some, like the pistol on his hip, were very obvious.
As we walked, I looked out every window that we passed or into the open doorway of every classroom we passed, but I never saw Robert anywhere. I expected him to show up and attack us now, because Robert should have known where I was.
When Mimic and I turned a corner and started walking up a set of stairs to the next floor, I tapped my earcom and muttered, “Valerie, has Robert been spotted yet?”
“Not yet,” came Valerie's matter of fact voice. “The G-Men stationed outside have not yet seen him enter the campus. But they are keeping an eye on the sky and the entrances to the school, so if Robert does show, they will know and will be able to keep him from getting too deep into the school.”
I nodded. “Thanks. Keep me posted.”
I lowered my hand from my ear as Mimic and I reached the second floor and then turned right down a hallway that would lead to Professor Hernandez's office. I thought about our plan as we walked, because I was too nervous to talk about it aloud, especially with Mimic, who seemed even more nervous than me despite all of his weapons.
Three days ago, I had spoken with Renaissance about sending me to the University of Fallsville to not only meet with Professor Hernandez, but also to act as a lure to bring out Robert. We were working off the idea that Robert was just waiting for me to reappear on the surface, which seemed to be the most likely explanation for why he had yet to be found despite the G-Men, NHA, and INJ searching for him. The idea was that I would go to UF on the pretense of meeting with Professor Hernandez while the G-Men would set up an ambush around the school in case Robert showed up.
Renaissance had run this idea by Cadmus, who had approved it almost without hesitation. I was surprised by that, because I thought for sure that Cadmus would consider it an unnecessary risk, but I guess that Cadmus must have thought it would have a chance of working or something. Or maybe he was just getting tired of Robert getting away with killing his agents and was willing to try anything that might help stop Robert once and for all.
In any case, when the plan was approved, Dad, Renaissance, and I had spent the first day or so getting all the details of the plan hammered out.
The most obvious part was making sure that no one was in the school when I went there, aside from Professor Hernandez, who had agreed to be part of the plan when we called him. Luckily for us, it was spring break, so all of the UF students and faculty were away having fun on the beach or going on vacations with their family, two things I wasn't going to be doing today or anytime soon.
Another problem was making sure Robert knew about my trip to the school. It was decided that the 'rumor' of my meeting with Professor Hernandez would be 'leaked' on Neo Ranks, which Robert was believed to use, if only because it was the largest source of superhuman and neohero news on the web and was likely being monitored by Robert or his Visionist allies. Renaissance actually informed me that the G-Men would occasionally 'leak' false or partly true, rumors on Neo Ranks in order to lure out certain supervillains or criminals from hiding, which made me wonder exactly how many of the rumors on there were true and how many were just government plants meant to push a particular agenda.
Anyway, the G-Men put up a 'leak' there two days ago saying that I might be going to visit Professor Hernandez in Fallsville. Of course, they used my superhero name, Bolt, but Robert would know regardless.
With that in play, the thing next for me to do was to go to the University of Fallsville and meet with the professor. That was what Mimic and I were doing right now, walking through the empty hallways of the school, making our way to Professor Hernandez's office. Mimic had come along to protect me in case Robert somehow made it into the school, but I didn't know how Mimic even could protect me. His powers, after all, gave him the ability to shape-shift, which did not include super strength or anything else like that. He had a load of guns, true, but when you can run faster than a bullet and create earthquakes just by thinking, I doubted that a few bullets would be enough to even just slow Robert down.
Even Dad was in on the mission. He had wanted to come along so he could provide more powerless gas to the G-Men in the event that their one shot missed. He had even slipped me a small vial of the stuff, which I carried in my pocket, just in case Robert somehow got past the people outside and came directly for me.
Finally, after walking down the hallway, we reached a door labeled 'OFFICE OF PROFESSOR NATHANIEL HERNANDEZ, PROFESSOR OF NEOGENETICS AND NEUROLOGY.' I knocked on the door and heard a low, somewhat fearful voice on the other side say, “Come in,” so I opened the door and entered, with Mimic following behind me.
Professor Hernandez's office was a small, neat room. Books were placed inside bookshelves neatly and alphabetically, while other books were stacked on top of each other on tables or desks against the walls. The windows were closed, but the light from the ceiling showed that the blinds were almost sparklingly clean. On the back wall was a bunch of different certificates and diplomas framed like pictures, which I assumed were the various certificates and degrees that Professor Hernandez had earned or been awarded over his career. There was also a large diagram of a human brain, which was labeled 'SUPERHUMAN BRAIN' with arrows pointing toward various parts of the brain explaining what each part did.
Sitting behind a desk at the back wall was Professor Hernandez himself. He was an elderly Hispanic man wearing small glasses and an old-fashioned sweater vest. Even while sitting, he looked much smaller than me or Mimic, like he had shrunken over the years. On the desk in front of him was a leather, black box with no labels on it, but I figured it had to have something important, given the large padlock hanging off it. Next to the box was a small, bronze, duck-shaped paperweight on top of a large stack of papers.
“Professor Hernandez?” I said as Mimic and I stopped.
“Why, hello there,” said Professor Hernandez. He smiled somewhat timidly. “Are you Bolt and Mimic?”
“Yes,” I said, nodding. “We're here for the meeting, just as we agreed.”
“Oh, good,” said Professor Hernandez. He glanced at the closed window. “Has Robert Candle been spotted yet?”
“No, Professor,” said Mimic, shaking his head. “Robert Candle has not yet been spotted trying to enter the school. At least, we haven't received any reports from the people outside yet.”
“I see,” said Hernandez. He sounded worried. “And if he comes, you will be able to stop him, yes?”
“Hopefully,” said Mimic. “We have a dozen of our best agents here at various points around the campus. Assuming Robert shows up, he will be in for a nasty surprise.”
“Good, good,” said Hernandez. “But since you two are going to be here for a while, why don't you sit down and we can talk? I think that would be more comfortable than standing.”
“Okay,” I said as I walked over and sat down on one of the chairs in front of the desk. I looked over at Mimic, who had not come over. “Mimic, are you going to sit down?”
“No,” said Mimic. He gestured at the window. “I want to be ready in case Robert attacks.”
“Okay,” I said. I turned my attention back to Hernandez. “It's nice to meet you, Professor. My dad told me about you.”
“Your dad is Genius, correct?” said Hernandez. “I remember him well, because he was your age when we first met. He was very serious and intellectual. Is he still like that? I haven't spoken to him in years.”
I nodded. “Yeah, mostly. But he's developed a sense of humor since then.”
“Really? I almost thought he was incapable of joking,” said Hernandez. “Much like his own father, only …”
Hernandez trailed off, like he had just realized that he was about to walk into a topic he shouldn't have brought up. I was reminded of when Mom had said that she had promised Dad that she would never tell me about Dad's parents, which made me wonder what Hernandez and Mom knew that they didn't want me knowing.
I was just about to ask that when Hernandez suddenly said, “But anyway, that's not what we're here to talk about. You wanted to talk about your lost powers, correct?”
I nodded. “Yes. Robert Candle stole my powers from me about two weeks ago now. I was hoping that you could help me figure out how to get them back. I have a friend who told me that you might be able to do that. Can you?”
Professor Hernandez drummed his fingers against his desk, as if he was unsure what to say next. Or as if he was about to say something that could get him into trouble but which he thought he needed to say anyway.
Finally, Hernandez said, “Your friend wasn't exactly wrong, but he wasn't exactly right, either.”
“What do you mean?” I said. “Can you actually give me back my powers?”
“Well, I need to explain some things first,” said Hernandez. “You see, it is commonly accepted that the powers manifested by superhumans are genetic in origin. More specifically, they originate from somewhere in the human brain.”
“Yeah, but don't tell the Visionists that,” I said. “Otherwise they'll get offended and try to kill you.”
“Funny that you should mention the Visionists,” said Hernandez. “It was the near death of their leader, Barnabas Sagan, that helped me understand better how the brain controls and manifests powers. I managed to look at some MRI scans of his brain after he was shot and I learned some very interesting things from it, though I will still need to do more research to confirm just how brain trauma affects the superhuman brain.”
“So you aren't going to tell me what you've learned, then,” I said.
“Not yet, given that I haven't even published my own theories just yet,” said Hernandez. “Nonetheless, I have used what I learned to figure out whether it is indeed possible to 'turn off' superpowers.”
“So you know how to do that, then?” I said.
“In a way,” said Hernandez. “But not perfectly. I have my theories about how one could, with genetic modification, 'turn off' or 'turn on' superpowers at will, but it is considerably different from what you might be thinking.”
“What do you mean?” I said.
“I mean that there is no 'off switch,' as the media sometimes like to say whenever they report on the topic of neogenetic manipulation,” said Hernandez. He sounded disgusted. “Journalists tend to simplify these things, partly because they don't have the time to read and understand the studies, and partly because they just aren't very smart.”
“Okay, if there is no 'off switch' in the brain, then what is there?” I said. “Can you describe it to me?”
“The current evidence seems to suggest that superpowers arise from a complex combination of different areas of the brain working together to create something much larger than their individual parts,” said Hernandez. “It is similar to the way consciousness—another mystery of the brain—works, but still different, if only because I still haven't been able to explain why some certain superhumans shoot fire from their hands and others fly.”
My shoulders slumped. “So are you saying it may be impossible to get my powers back? After all, if there's no off switch, I assume there's no on switch, either.”
“Not exactly,” said Hernandez, shaking his head. “In fact, I don't believe you or any of Robert's other victims have lost your powers at all.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Um, Professor, I can't fly or lift super heavy things or run at the speed of sound anymore. I'm pretty sure I've lost my powers. It's what I've been angsting about this whole time.”
“I know you can't use your powers,” said Hernandez. “We speak of Robert 'stealing' powers, but I think that is nonsensical. It is like talking about 'stealing' someone's eye color or 'stealing' someone's skin color. It's just not possible, based on what we know about how genetics work.”
“But then what is Robert actually doing?” I said. “If he's not stealing my powers, then how come I can't use mine while he can?”
“Simply put, I believe that Robert Candle's actual power is genetic manipulation,” said Hernandez. “Through a way I don't understand completely just yet, I believe that Robert is capable of altering your brain structure to that of a normal human, which essentially puts your superpowers into hibernation. At the same time, his own brain is copying yours so he can use your powers himself.”
“So there really is an off switch in my brain after all?” I said, rubbing the back of my head, wondering if I could feel this off switch somewhere.
Hernandez shook his head. “No. I think that it is more likely that Robert puts some kind of disease into your brain that shuts off your powers. I've seen it in a few cases over the years, times when certain superhumans have lost their powers, only for it to turn out that they have all suffered the same general disease.”
“You mean Robert is a plague carrier?” I said. “Like a rat? Because if so, I'm not surprise. He never really bathed all that much.”
“That's not exactly what I mean, but you can believe that if you wish,” said Hernandez. “I came to this conclusion by studying the brain scans of some of his victims. Every time, I have discovered that the structure of their brains has changed; not enough to dramatically alter their personality or memories, but enough to make their powers inaccessible to them.”
“Okay, let's assume your theory is true,” I said. “How do we reactive my brain's powers? Will I have to undergo surgery or something?”
“No,” said Hernandez. “There's no time for that, and besides, I'm no brain surgeon and there are no brain surgeons in the world who understand the superhuman brain enough to make the kind of repairs to your brain that it requires. I'm not even sure it will be possible for another ten to twenty years, at least.”
“So it's hopeless, then,” I said.
“Not exactly,” said Hernandez. He put a hand on the leather case between us. “Do you see this? It contains something I made recently, something I've been working on in private because I do not yet wish to share it with the rest of the world.”
“A box?” I said, staring at the box in confusion. “I don't understand how that is supposed to help me.”
“It's not the box that might help you,” said Hernandez. “Rather, it is what is inside the box. Let me show you.”
Hernandez pulled out a key from his front chest pocket and undid the padlock. He opened the box and then pulled out a tiny vial with a shining green liquid that sloshed around inside it. It was very clear liquid, so clear that I could see Hernandez's face right through it.
“What is that?” I said. “It looks like Gatorade.”
“Well, I can tell you that it isn't Gatorade,” said Hernandez. “It is a special serum I made that, if drunk, could allow you—or any of Robert's other surviving victims—to regain control over your powers again.”
My eyes widened. My heart skipped a beat. And I was pretty sure I was starting to sweat a little. I looked at the vial again. I wanted to grab it from Hernandez's hand and drink the whole thing in one gulp, but I was worried that there might be a catch to it. I heard Mimic make a surprised noise behind me, but I paid him no attention.
“Really?” I said. I didn't even say that very loudly, because I was afraid that all my hopes might be crushed if I did. “Can it really do that?”
“In theory, yes,” said Hernandez. “But it is merely a theory at this point. I created this serum with everything I know about neogenetics, but I have never actually tested it, so I do not know what its actual effects on an individual neohero or superhuman may be.”
“How did you create it so fast?” I said.
“Actually, I've been working on this liquid for quite some time now,” said Hernandez. “I first began thinking about it shortly after the Pokacu invasion. I read about the powerless gas that the Pokacu had used to disable the powers of some neoheroes and I wondered if I could create my own serum that could do the opposite.”
“The opposite?” I said.
“As in, give powers to normal humans,” said Hernandez. “I never could get my hands on any powerless gas, however, so I was unable to study it myself. So I relied mostly on residual traces of the gas left on the costumes of certain neohero volunteers affected by the gas who agreed to let me look at their costumes. It helped me understand how the gas works, although not perfectly, I am afraid.”
“Wow,” I said. “So you made a serum that could give people powers?”
“Ah, I am not so sure that it can do that or really anything at all,” said Hernandez. “It may be that it will do nothing or that it might actually kill or even harm whoever drinks it. It shouldn't, because I did not use anything lethal or harmful in it, but there's no telling what will happen once someone drinks this thing.”
“So if it can give normal people powers, do you think it could give me back my powers?” I said.
“Possibly,” said Hernandez. “I had to make some changes to the formula based on my theory of how Robert Candle's power works, so it might be able to do that. It might be able to override Robert's power and unlock your normal powers again.”
“What kind of side effects does it have?” I said.
“As I have said, I don't know,” said Hernandez with a shrug. “I haven't tested it, not even on animals. It might do what I said and give you your powers back … or it may kill you or turn your brain into incomprehensible goop and you into a blabbering idiot.”
“Doesn't sound too different from how the kid is now,” Mimic muttered behind me, but I ignored his jab.
Leaning forward, I said, “I want it.”
Hernandez raised an eyebrow. “Even after my warnings? Are you sure?”
“One hundred percent,” I said. I held out a hand. “I'm willing to risk whatever negative side effects may result as long as I get my powers back.”
Hernandez looked doubtful. “That is all well and good, Bolt, but this isn't merely a liquid with a side effect. Nor are you an old man who doesn't have anything to lose. You're a young man with your whole future ahead of you, and if this liquid is as harmful as I think it is, you could be throwing your whole future away for nothing.”
“What future?” I said. “At the moment, my family and I are in hiding from Robert Candle and probably will be for a long time. If I get my powers back, I'll be able to go toe-to-toe with Robert, and win this time. It seems to me like this liquid is actually the key to my future, whatever its negative side effects might be.”
Hernandez stroked his chin. “Despite your brashness, you sound just like your father did when he was your age. And I was never able to resist your father's demands, so I will give you the liquid, now that you know the risks.”
Hernandez stretched his hand toward mine, but then I heard a click behind me and looked over my shoulder to see Mimic standing there with his AR-15 out. But he wasn't pointing at the door or window, two places that Robert might choose to enter; instead, he was pointing at me and Hernandez, his face cold.
“Mimic?” I said. “What's the matter? Did you see something? Did you see Robert?”
Mimic shook his head. “Robert is not here right now. And he is not coming.”
“Not coming?” I said. “How do you know that? We leaked my meeting with Professor Hernandez on Neo Ranks. I'm sure he'll show up eventually.”
“Robert Candle is not the fool you seem to think he is,” said Mimic. “He's well aware that this is a trap set specifically for him. Too bad you aren't as smart as him.”
Mimic did not lower his gun, so I said, “What are you talking about? Have you been in contact with Robert or something?”
Mimic didn't answer. He just said to Hernandez, “Professor, please place the liquid back into the box. If you give it up, I will let you and the boy live.”
“What?” I said. “Mimic, what are you talking about?” I paused and then everything clicked. “Was this all a set up? Did Cadmus send you to take the liquid from Professor Hernandez and then kill us both? Is that why Cadmus went along with this idea?”
“Director Smith doesn't even know about this,” said Mimic. “If he did, he would be trying to stop me.”
“Then … why are you doing this?” I said. “Do you want the serum for yourself?”
Mimic chuckled. “For myself? No. I work for a higher cause, for a higher vision, if you will, and I believe that serum could help.”
I felt my heart fall into my stomach. “You don't mean to say—”
“That I am a Visionist?” Mimic finished. “Of course I am. And now, with the door locked and both of you lacking superpowers, there is nothing to stop me from getting the vengeance for the Visionary that I seek.”



Chapter Twenty



 
Mimic gestured at Hernandez with his gun. “Now, put the serum down in the box and let me take it.”
Hernandez looked like he was about to do it, but then I held up a hand signaling the Professor to stop. His hand froze halfway down, but Hernandez himself looked too scared to even speak to me.
I looked at Mimic, who was now glaring at me as if I had just insulted him, and said, “What are you even talking about? When did you become a Visionist?”
“Why should I tell you?” said Mimic. He waved his gun at me threateningly. “I'm not afraid to shoot you. Even with your bullet-proof suit, I'll still kill you if you keep talking.”
I almost went along with his demands, but I was too curious about this revelation to care. “No. I'm going to call for backup.”
I raised my hand to tap my earcom, but Mimic pulled the trigger on his gun and bullets flew out. But they didn't hit me or Professor Hernandez; instead, Mimic had aimed his gun at the ceiling, putting bullet holes up there, though he lowered his gun at us again when he finished shooting.
“Don't try to call for backup,” said Mimic. “I can turn you into paste faster than you can even blink.”
I slowly lowered my hand to my side, but I wasn't about to give up yet. “So you are a Visionist. Why have you chosen to reveal yourself now?”
I expected Mimic to just snap at me and tell me that it was none of my business, maybe even shoot at me, but Mimic just said, “Because I have you where I want you. In this private area, it won't matter one way or another whether you know my true identity, because only I will be leaving this place alive.”
“How come the G-Men don't know?” I said. “Cadmus Smith is a telepath. Why didn't he read your mind and know your true intentions?”
Mimic glanced at the window like he saw something, or maybe was expecting something to appear, though what, I didn't know. “Because the Visionary, prior to his unfortunate accident, placed a mental barrier around my mind to keep the Director from seeing my true thoughts. I am Vision's agent on the inside, the Visionist whose job is to ensure that the G-Men becomes another wing of the Vision.”
“So what, you've been spreading Vision propaganda in the G-Men or something?” I said. “Trying to get new recruits for your cult?”
“Originally, yes, but when your actions put the Visionary into a coma, I had to keep quiet, lest I be found out and thrown into Ultimate Max where other Visionists were put,” said Mimic. “I have been awaiting my moment to avenge the Visionary, however, and now it is finally here, within my grasp. Once you are dead, there will be nothing to stop the Vision of equality and justice from spreading all over the world.”
“If you've been with Vision this entire time, why didn't you just kill me in the Spinner?” I said. “Or even in the Compound? I was just as defenseless there as I was here.”
“Where do you think Ring Out and Tornadess came from?” said Mimic. “How do you think they found the Spinner? Because I gave a tracking device to Thaumaturge, who then gave it to them. Otherwise, they would never have found it on their own and we would never have crashed into the ocean like that.”
“Why did you save me and my Mom from Robert?” I said. “Why didn't you let him kill me?”
“Your father forced me to find you,” said Mimic. He shrugged. “If I had said no, he would have found out where my real loyalties lie and probably would have killed me or at least defeated me. I could not allow that.”
“Then why didn't you kill me in the Compound?” I said.
“Because there were too many people there that I wouldn't have been able to make a quick escape even if I used my shape-shifting powers to sneak out undetected,” said Mimic. He gestured at his face. “They likely would have closed down the entire Compound if they found you and your parents' bodies, which would have made it impossible to escape. Renaissance is very professional and would probably have beaten me to within an inch of my life with his bare hands if he found out what I had done.”
“So now you choose this moment to attack,” I said. “Is that what all this is for, then? Get me in a private place where you have power over me, and then kill me?”
“And get the serum,” Mimic added. “You see, Vision has been aware of Professor Hernandez's serum for quite some time now.”
“You have?” Professor Hernandez croaked. He was sweating hard, probably because he was afraid that Mimic was going to shoot him. “How? I've never told anyone about it.”
“We have our ways,” said Mimic. “So I was tasked with getting it and bringing it back to Thaumaturge. If the serum truly can give people powers, then it is an evil thing that must be destroyed.”
“Evil?” I said. “What's so evil about giving normal people powers?”
“Because superpowers are a social construct,” Mimic insisted. “It is yet another example of the oppressive social construct that is keeping us all from achieving true equality. After all, anyone can have powers if they would just choose to identify as a superhuman. Using a serum implies there is something biological about superpowers, which is obviously wrong.”
“No, they can’t,” I said. “But regardless, you won’t get the serum.”
Mimic snorted. “Oh? How do you intend to keep me from getting it? Remind me, who has the gun in this situation and who only has mere words and insults?”
“You may have the gun,” I said, “but you aren’t going to use it.”
A flash of fear crossed Mimic’s features, but then he said, in a mocking voice, “Why would I not use it? I have no reason to spare either of you. All it takes is one bullet in the right place and you are dead.”
I shook my head. “No. If you were going to kill us, you would have done it by now. After all, we’re both pretty powerless compared to you. There’s no reason for you not to kill us and take or destroy the serum for yourself.”
“Shut up,” said Mimic. His finger rested on the trigger of his gun. “Shut up or I’ll shoot.”
“No, you won’t,” I said. “You won’t shoot me, at least.”
“Why wouldn’t I?” said Mimic. “Maybe the reason I haven’t shot either of you yet is because I want you to die in despair, knowing exactly how you have failed to defeat Vision.”
“That’s not the reason you haven’t shot us yet,” I said. “The reason is because you’re stalling.”
“Stalling?” Mimic repeated. “Stalling for what?”
“For Robert,” I said. “You know just how much Robert wants to kill me. You know how much he wants to kill me personally. If you killed me, he’d probably kill you just to satisfy his lust for revenge.”
Mimic’s gun shook in his hands briefly before he redoubled his grip on it. “How do you know if Robert Candle is even on his way here?”
“Because there’s no way he’d ever just let you or anyone else kill me, even if you are one of his allies,” I said. “And because you fear for your own safety, you’re just hoping to use your gun to scare Professor Hernandez into giving you the serum. Then you’ll leave us to be killed by Robert.”
“What a silly theory,” said Mimic, though I noticed that he didn’t exactly sound confident when he spoke. “I simply would rather get what I want without making noises that would attract the attention of the other G-Men. Guns are quite loud, after all, particularly guns like this one.”
“I know, but you still haven’t killed us and it is only a matter of time before someone outside of this room tries to contact us,” I said. “What will you tell them then? And even if you do kill us, you’d have to get past the other G-Men, who will find out you killed us eventually. You’re hoping that Robert will appear and distract the other G-Men while you slip away unnoticed with the serum.”
“Who cares if your theory is correct?” said Mimic. “Professor, I want you to give me the serum now or else.”
I looked at Hernandez. He appeared very shaken, maybe because he didn’t believe what I said about Mimic just stalling. Not very surprising, of course, given that Mimic—whether he intended to kill us himself or not—still had the gun and could still shoot us both anytime.
So that meant that I had to figure out a way to stop Mimic. I couldn’t reach for my earcom without Mimic blasting my ear off, so I couldn’t call in backup. And without my powers, I was even less able to beat him before he could pull the trigger. I needed to get close to him, close enough that he wouldn’t be able to shoot me, but if I stood up and tried to tackle him, he’d probably panic and shoot me anyway.
Then I glanced at the duck-shaped paperweight on Hernandez’s desk and an idea occurred to me.
Looking at Hernandez, I said, “Professor, you should put the serum back into the box. It’s pretty clear we can’t beat Mimic or survive against him, so it’s best that we just go ahead with his demands.”
Hernandez looked at me in surprise, but I tried to communicate to him with my eyes that I had a plan. Whether or not Hernandez understood what I was trying to get at, I don’t know, but he nodded and then lowered the serum into the box.
“Okay,” I said, looking at Mimic again. “The serum is in the box. Why don’t you come over and get it?”
Mimic snorted again. “And give you a chance to disarm me? I think not. Take the box, put it on the floor, and push it toward me with your foot. Don’t try to take the serum, either; if I even think I see your hand moving toward the vial, I will riddle you with so many holes that you will look like Swiss cheese.”
Damn. I should have seen this coming. Mimic might have been a coward, but he was clearly no idiot.
But, because I didn’t have any other choice, I turned around and grabbed the box. For a moment, I was tempted to just pull the vial out and try to drink the serum, but I knew that without my super speed I would just get us killed.
So I turned around, placed the box carefully on the floor, and then pushed it with my foot toward Mimic. Mimic walked over to the box quickly, his gun never leaving me or the Professor. He bent over, picked up the box with one hand, and then looked at its contents briefly before looking back up at me and Hernandez.
“Thank you, Professor,” said Mimic. “I am glad to see that you were smart enough not to risk your life. You academics truly are intelligent.”
“Are you going to leave now?” I said. “Will you spare us?”
Mimic shook his head and leveled his gun. “I am leaving, but not without first putting a few bullets in your body. Robert may want to be the one to kill you, but that doesn’t mean I will just let you walk away unharmed. Robert will certainly appreciate, I think, any help I give him in making it harder for you to escape.”
Even before Mimic stopped speaking, I wasn’t about to let him shoot me. I grabbed the duck-shaped paperweight on Hernandez’s desk and lobbed it at Mimic. The paperweight struck Mimic in the face, causing him to stagger backwards and aim his gun away from me and Hernandez.
Without thinking, I jumped off my seat and ran at him. I punched Mimic in the face, which wasn’t as powerful a blow as it could have been due to my lack of superpowers, but it connected anyway and made him drop both his gun and the box containing the serum. I immediately picked up his gun and aimed it at him in an instant, causing Mimic to freeze, his right hand reaching for the pistol at his side.
“Don’t move,” I said in a warning voice. “Or I’ll shoot.”
“You? Shoot me?” Mimic said. “Please. I doubt you have ever even held a gun before. You are probably at a higher risk of shooting yourself than me.”
My finger rested on the trigger. “Do you really believe that? Because I’m pretty sure all I need to do is point and shoot, which isn’t exactly rocket science.”
I gestured at his hand. “Now, Mimic, lower your hands to your sides and don’t try anything. I’m going to call Dad and have him call the G-Men here so they can take you away.”
Mimic scowled, but he lowered his hands just like I asked. But I didn’t take my eyes off him as I tapped my earcom and heard it crackle for a moment before Dad said, “Kevin! Thank god you just called. Are you and Mimic with Professor Hernandez right now?”
“Um, yeah,” I said. “But what’s the problem? Are you hurt or something?”
“Not me,” said Dad. “But I just received a call from Cadmus. He told me that Robert Candle is in Fallsville.”
I froze. “Where is he? Is he coming to the University of Fallsville?” I glanced at the window, but Robert’s ugly mug didn’t coming bursting through it.
“No,” said Dad. “Robert Candle isn’t very far from your location, however, but you will never guess where. Or who he has with him.”
“Just tell me,” I said. “Where is Robert? And who does he have with him?”
“Robert is in the warehouse where you and I fought Master Chaos last year,” said Dad. “And he has taken your friend, Tara Reynolds, hostage.”
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“What?” I said. “Did you say that Robert is holding Tara hostage?”
“Yes,” said Dad. “The police and the G-Men are currently surrounding the building, but Robert is threatening to kill her if anyone but you enters, so they’re powerless at the moment.”
“When did this happen?” I said. “How come no one saw him enter the city with Tara?”
“I don’t know,” said Dad. “Based on what I’ve been told, it sounds like Robert might have been hiding inside the warehouse this entire time, waiting for the right moment to announce his presence. But regardless, we know that Robert has already harmed Tara, because he’s posted pictures online showing her tied up and bruised.”
Anger rushed through me and I almost pulled the trigger of my gun, but I didn’t. “And Robert will kill her if I don’t show?”
“Exactly,” said Dad. “But I don’t know if it would be wise for you to face him, because you are still powerless.”
I glanced at the box containing the serum on the floor. “Maybe not forever, Dad. Professor Hernandez made a serum that might be able to give me back my powers.”
“Really?” said Dad. “Well, then, why don’t you take it and get to the warehouse?”
“Things got a little complicated in here,” I said, glancing at Mimic, who had not yet moved from his position. “By ‘complicated,’ I mean Mimic.”
“Mimic?” Dad said in annoyance. “What is Mimic doing? Being an ass again?”
“Worse than that,” I said. “Turns out that Mimic is a loyal Visionist. He tried to kill me and Hernandez, but right now I’m aiming a gun at his head and he doesn’t look very happy about that.”
“Mimic is a Visionist?” said Dad in disbelief. “And you have a gun? Kevin, you’ve never used a gun before. What if you hurt yourself?”
“Dad, you’re starting to sound a lot like Mom,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Anyway, just send some G-Men up here to get him. Once Mimic is arrested, I’ll be down at the warehouse in a—”
“Bolt, watch out!” Hernandez suddenly shouted.
I looked at Mimic, who had drawn his pistol from his side and was aiming it at me. Before I could dodge, Mimic pulled the trigger and a bullet struck me in the chest.
Thanks to my bullet-proof costume, the blow just knocked me back and didn’t actually enter my body, but it still felt like I had been punched by a boxer. I fell to the floor with a gasp, while Dad shouted in my ear, “Kevin! What’s that? I thought I heard a gun shot!”
I didn’t answer, because Mimic was already aiming his gun at me again and this time he was aiming for the exposed bits of my face.
So I raised the gun I’d stolen from Mimic and fired at him. My aim wasn’t very good, but I still managed to hit Mimic in the shoulder, causing him to yell in pain and drop his gun to the floor. But that didn’t stop him from making a mad rush for the serum in the box on the floor.
Without thinking, I tossed the gun aside and lunged across the floor toward the box and grabbed it at the same time as Mimic. We struggled with each other briefly, trying to rip the box from each other’s hands, but Mimic had a steel grip despite the pain in his bleeding shoulder, which made it harder to get the box from him than it should have been.
Then, all of a sudden, Hernandez appeared behind Mimic, another paperweight in hand, and smashed it into the back of Mimic’s skull. Mimic immediately let go of the box and collapsed onto the floor, blood still leaking from his shoulder, while I staggered backwards with the box in my hands. I almost dropped it, but thankfully didn’t.
Standing upright, I looked at Hernandez, who was panting and even sweating a little, probably because he was so unused to any kind of physical movement. “Thanks, Professor.”
“You are welcome, Bolt,” said Hernandez, though his voice was a little shaky. He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his sweaty forehead with it. “I cannot believe that worked. I was worried that he might notice and shoot me before I could take him down.”
I looked at Mimic, who looked pretty dead, but I could hear his shallow breathing, so I figured that he was just unconscious. I hoped he wouldn’t awake anytime soon.
“Kevin?” came Dad’s voice in my ear. “Kevin, are you still there? What happened?”
“It’s nothing, Dad,” I said. “I just got into a fight with Mimic, but he’s down. Please send someone up to Professor Hernandez’s office to get him before he wakes up and escapes.”
“Yes, of course, I will do that right away,” said Dad. “But what about the serum you mentioned? Do you still have it?”
“Yeah,” I said. “And I’m going to drink it right away and then head over to the warehouse.”
“Okay,” said Dad. “But please be careful. I have never heard of a serum that can restore a superhuman’s powers and I am skeptical that Professor Hernandez’s serum will work.”
“Hernandez did say that it could have negative side effects, but it’s the only way I can beat Robert, so I’m going through with it regardless of the consequences,” I said. “Anyway, Robert has never been very patient, so I’m going to drink it now and will call you again when I’m on my way to the warehouse.”
“All right,” said Dad. “Talk to you later, then.”
With that, I pulled the tiny glass vial of green liquid from the box. I removed the lid and smelled the serum, which smelled awful, like dried seaweed, but I didn’t hesitate to gulp it all down in one go. It tasted even worse, like crap, and I almost choked on it, but I forced every last drop down despite its foul taste.
Lowering the vial, I looked at Professor Hernandez, who was watching me with curious eyes.
“Bolt, how do you feel?” said Hernandez. “Do you feel any different yet?”
I shook my head. “No. Aside from the horrible aftertaste, I—”
Immediately, I felt something shift inside my stomach. I dropped the vial, which shattered against the floor upon impact, and grasped my stomach. I fell to my knees, heaving, even though it didn’t feel like anything was going to come up. My throat burned and my eyes watered, like I had just eaten the hottest chili in the world, which made it almost impossible to see or speak.
“Bolt, are you all right?” said Hernandez in alarm. “You look awful.”
“I’m … fine,” I breathed, my voice sounding weak. “Serum must be kicking—”
I gasped again as my body grew as hot as flames. It felt like lava was boiling inside my body, flowing through my veins and heating up my bones. My brain felt like it was turning to mush and for a moment I thought I was going to die here and now and Robert would win. I wanted to scream, but I didn’t because I didn’t want to scare Hernandez.
In a second, however, the intense heat faded, like an oven being turned off abruptly. My body started to return to its normal temperature, except for my brain. My brain felt like it was growing, like it was trying to escape the confines of my skull. I grasped my head with both hands, even though there was nothing I could do about it.
Right before my head exploded, my brain suddenly stopped growing. One blink later, my brain felt normal again, as if it had returned to its normal size. Of course, I didn’t know if my brain had, in fact, been growing or if that had just been my imagination, but regardless, I still felt better than I had mere seconds ago and that was all that mattered to me.
“Ow …” I said, rubbing my head. “That sucked.”
“You survived,” said Hernandez, who sounded honestly shocked by that. “Tell me, how do you feel now? Can you stand? Can you use your powers again?”
I shuddered, but managed to push myself to my feet. I patted my body, but I didn’t feel all that different. “I’m okay. I don’t feel like I’m about to burn up on the inside anymore.”
“Good,” said Hernandez. “But your powers … can you use them? That’s the most important part.”
I closed my eyes and tried to focus on using my super strength. I remembered my training with Dad last year, when he first taught me how to use my powers. He had had me lift a heavy metal block to train my super strength, so I pictured myself lifting that heavy metal block again, imagining myself using my super strength.
Then I felt it. Strength flowed through my muscles, making me feel more powerful than ever. It was like taking a hot shower after a long day of doing work outside, making me feel energized and stronger than ever.
I ran over to Hernandez’s desk and started trying to lift it above my head, because it was the heaviest thing in the room. At first, I couldn’t even budge it, but then the desk suddenly felt weightless in my hands and I raised it above my head, almost brushing it against the ceiling of Hernandez’s office.
With a smile, I turned around to face Hernandez, saying, “Professor, it worked! I can’t believe it! My powers are back and—Professor?”
Hernandez was staring at me like I had just mutated into some kind of strange monster. His face was glowing red now for some reason, too.
“Um, Professor?” I said. “Why is your face red?”
“My face—?” Hernandez said, touching his face. Then he suddenly pointed at me. “No, Bolt, my face isn’t red. Your body is glowing.”
Surprised, I looked down at my body and Hernandez was right: My entire body was glowing red. It was the weirdest thing I had ever seen. It was like someone had dropped a small red sun in there. The light somehow managed to shine through my costume, illuminating its red lines and the lightning bolt design on the chest. It actually looked really awesome, but also kind of creepy and bizarre.
“Is this one of your old powers manifesting itself again?” said Hernandez.
I shook my head. “No. I’ve never been able to glow like this before. I don’t know what it could—”
I suddenly shuddered and dropped Hernandez’s desk behind me. It crashed to the floor while I staggered forward, slamming my hands over my eyes as I tried to remain standing. But my hands felt like they were on fire, so I ripped them off my face and aimed them at Hernandez’s window, because it felt like something was going to shoot out of them.
Without warning, two red lightning bolts shot out from my hands and smashed through the window, sending glass exploding everywhere. Hernandez immediately covered his head with his arms and cowered close to the floor while I stood there, shock on my face, as red energy danced along my fingers.
“What …” said Hernandez, staring at me in horror. “What was that?”
“I don’t know,” I said, turning my hands over. “I’ve never experienced anything like this before, not even before Robert took away my powers. Is this the result of the serum?”
Hernandez lowered his arms from his head and stood up slowly, looking at me with interest rather than fear now. “Perhaps. The serum was, after all, designed to give normal humans powers. Maybe, because you already have the proper genetic makeup for powers, it went the extra mile and gave you an extra power.”
I shuddered, not because of anything Hernandez said, but because it felt like a snake was slithering through my body. “But I didn’t think it was possible for a superhuman to gain more powers if they aren’t named Robert Candle.”
“It is a well-known fact that young superhumans can still sometimes spontaneously manifest new superpowers into their early twenties,” said Hernandez. “Maybe this red energy was always there and it just took the serum to ‘wake it up,’ so to speak.”
“Maybe,” I said. “Prof, we can talk about this later. Robert is probably going to get bored soon and whenever Robert gets bored people usually get hurt. And Dad’s sending someone to get Mimic, but just to be safe, take this.”
I zoomed over to Mimic’s discarded pistol (which felt great after going so long without my powers) and then zoomed back to Hernandez, putting the gun in his hand. “Don’t be afraid to shoot the bastard if he wakes up and tries to kill you.”
To my surprise, Hernandez immediately aimed the pistol at Mimic as if he handled guns every day. “Sure. Now you should go, quickly, before Robert harms that friend of yours.”
I nodded and then, feeling the power of flight flowing through me, shot out the broken window of Hernandez’s office. I flew in the direction of the warehouse, ready for whatever Robert had in store for me.
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Flying through the sky again reminded me why I loved flying so much. The wind in my hair, the way everything just sort of melted around me as I focused on flying to my next location, the way my aerodynamic suit allowed me to fly without obstruction … it was still an amazing experience, even knowing where I was going.
And best of all, it was fast. Within minutes, I spotted the warehouse where Dad and I had fought Master Chaos, the father of Robert, what seemed like a lifetime ago now. Police and SWAT vehicles surrounded the building on all sides and I also spotted more than a few G-Men at various points around the building, but no one was entering it from what I could see. Of course, that made sense, because Robert’s threats were probably serious.
Landing in front of the entrance to the warehouse, I heard someone nearby shout, “Bolt?” and I looked over and saw a huge man with a metal horn on his head walking toward me, his G-Men patch on his right shoulder glinting in the sunlight. Two police officers—including a guy who looked like the police chief—were following behind him somewhat timidly, probably because he looked twice as big as both of them put together.
“Iron Horn?” I said, turning to face him as the huge G-Men agent approached. I remembered him from the time he protected my school from Master Chaos last year. “I didn’t know you were here in Fallsville.”
Iron Horn stopped several feet away from me. The huge horn that grew out of his forehead, which was covered in special metal armor to protect it and make it stronger, made him look even more intimidating than he already did. “Director Smith assigned me to this mission. I was part of the team meant to capture Robert Candle at the university, but I came here when we heard news that Candle is holding a hostage in here.”
Iron Horn gestured at the warehouse with one massive hand. “But I don’t understand how you just flew here. I was told that Candle had stolen your powers.”
“I got ‘em back,” I said, patting my chest. My head felt a little light, but I didn’t tell him that, because I just assumed that it was one of the side effects of the serum. “Anyway, what’s the situation look like?”
“Grim,” said Iron Horn. “Though we have the warehouse fully surrounded, we cannot enter it because Candle has a hostage, a girl named Tara Reynolds. It is just like the situation last week, when he kidnapped that boy Malcolm Rayner.”
I nodded. “How is the hostage? I heard she was already hurt.”
“Yes, Candle has posted pictures on the Internet showing that she has been harmed already,” said Iron Horn. “As far as we know, she’s still alive, but how long that will last in Candle’s hands, we don’t know.”
“Given how crazy Robert is, I doubt that will last for long,” I said. “Well, I’m going in anyway. I’m the one who Robert wants, so our best chance of saving Tara is for me to go in and confront him.”
“I agree,” said Iron Horn. “But before you enter, do you have any powerless gas?”
“Yes,” I said. I patted the capsule in my pocket. “My dad gave me some before I left. I’m going to try to throw it at Robert and use it to take him down.”
“Okay,” said Iron Horn. “The police and the G-Men will be on standby to provide you with whatever backup you need.”
I nodded. “Thanks. Anyway, I’m going in now. If I need any help, I’ll be sure to let you know.”
“All right,” said Iron Horn. “Good luck, Bolt.”
I nodded again and then walked over to the entrance of the warehouse. I stopped in front of it for a moment, feeling the capsule in my costume’s pocket again one last time before I opened the door and entered the building.
-
I was expecting to be attacked as soon as I entered the warehouse, like there was supposed to be some kind of an ambush. It seemed like the perfect set up for one, at any rate, but I entered the building without any trouble. Of course, Robert probably wanted to kill me with his own bare hands, which would explain why he didn’t set up an ambush.
Walking through the gaps between the crates, I was reminded heavily of the first time I came here. I had come here to fight Robert’s dead dad, Master Chaos, who had been threatening to come after my family and kill us. Thanks to a surprise appearance from my own dad, however, Master Chaos died and I had assumed I’d never come back here. I guessed that Robert wanted to have our final showdown at the scene of his own dad’s death, probably as some sort of poetic irony or whatever, though I was kind of surprised that Robert was even capable of thinking that way. Maybe he’s smarter than I thought.
Regardless, I kept my wits about me as I walked. I didn’t hear much aside from my footsteps, but in case Robert was hiding somewhere, I wasn’t about to let him take me down before I could fight.
But eventually, I heard what sounded like boiling water, which made me wonder if Robert was trying to make spaghetti when I finally reached the center of the warehouse and saw a large, metal vat full of bubbling green acid in the center of a cleared area. And Tara was hanging above it from a chain.
Tara looked awful. Her glasses were cracked, just barely hanging onto her nose, and she had a black eye. Her head was hanging limply on her chest, while the lower half of her shirt was ripped, revealing her bruised belly. She was also missing her shoes, though her feet didn’t appear to be broken or anything.
“Tara?” I said, stepping toward her, but then a familiar voice said, “Stop right there or she dies.”
I froze and looked over at a spot between two large crates. Robert Candle emerged from the shadow between the two crates, but he hardly looked human anymore to me. His hair was messed up and torn up in several places, he had a load of scars on his face, arms, and hands, and his clothes looked like something he had fished out of a dumpster. His eyes were bloodshot and twitched every now and then, making him look crazier than usual. He even looked like he had bulked up, which was odd because there was no exercise method in the world that let you gain those types of muscles so fast.
“Robert,” I said as Robert stopped where he was. “As ugly as ever, I see.”
“Shut up,” Robert snapped. He pointed at Tara. “Make one false move and your girlfriend dies.”
“She’s not my girlfriend,” I said in annoyance. “But whatever. No one is going to die today, except maybe you.”
“Except me?” Robert repeated. “What a joke. You don’t even have any powers. Idiot.”
“Says the guy who dropped out of high school to become a bad knock-off of his father,” I said. “All you’re really missing is the cowboy hat and strange sense of fashion and you would look just like your dad.”
“Don’t talk about my father,” Robert snarled. “You aren’t allowed to. You aren’t even half the man he was.”
“Your father was a monster who killed lots of people and probably would have killed much more if we hadn’t stopped him,” I said. I took a fighting stance. “But what does it matter? I know you don’t listen to reason, Robert. Like your father, you’re too crazy to listen to anyone who disagrees with your behavior.”
“That’s because I’m in the right,” said Robert. “I’m always right. I don’t need ‘reason.’ I just need power, as much power as I can get, because power is what will help me avenge Mom and Dad. Once I am the most powerful superhuman in the world, none of the people who made my life a living hell will survive.”
“That’s your goal, then?” I said. “Is that why you’ve been collecting superpowers? To become the strongest superhuman in the world?”
“It’s just a means to an end,” said Robert, “and that end is to kill you and everyone you’ve ever known and loved. I will make you feel my pain, make you feel it even worse than me.”
“But if I’m already dead, then how can you make me feel your pain?” I said. “You’ve clearly not thought this through, but I’m not surprised, given how dumb you are.”
“Shut up,” said Robert again. “I don’t know why you’re acting so big, since you don’t have your powers anymore, but it doesn’t matter. I’m going to crush your skull into powder and then stick your corpse on a pike for everyone to see what happens when they cross Robert Candle.”
“Ew,” I said. “But you know, there’s no reason to bring Tara into this. If it’s a fight you want, I’m perfectly willing to take you on without fearing for my friend’s life.”
“I don’t care,” said Robert. He punched his fist into his other hand. “I’m just covering my bases. If I hadn’t kidnapped your girlfriend, you wouldn’t have come out of your little hiding hole to fight me. This was the best way I knew to make you come out and fight me, and it worked. Who’s the dumb one now?”
“Still you, because you really don’t know what you’re about to get into,” I said. I rolled my shoulders. “Normally, I don’t like killing my enemies, because I tend to believe that the police should have a chance to arrest you and try you in a court of law. But now? I’m not even going to hesitate.”
Robert smirked. “Hesitate? What, you gonna take off your shoe and throw it at me?”
I shook my head. “No, Robert. I am going to kill you. After all the people you’ve killed, after all the powers you’ve stolen, after all of the stress and worry you’ve put me and my parents through, after kidnapping my friends … you are too dangerous to be allowed to live. I won’t hold back.”
“You still don’t get it, do you?” said Robert. “I’m stronger than you. I can kick your ass six ways from Sunday. By the time I’m done with you, you won’t even remember your own name.”
“Then bring it,” I said. “I’m ready when you are.”
But to my surprise, Robert shook his head. “Nah. I know you’ve got a trick up your sleeve, so that’s why I’m going to make sure I have an advantage over you.”
Robert suddenly ran at me. I thought he was going to punch me, but instead he ran past me, though I felt his hands reach into one of my pockets and grab something.
Then Robert returned in front of the acid vat and held up a clean, gleaming capsule with my powerless gas inside it.
“Hey!” I said. “Give that back.”
Robert smirked. “Why don’t you get it yourself?”
Robert hurled the capsule over his shoulder. It flew straight into the acid vat, where it melted, unleashing a small cloud of yellow gas into the air below Tara before it rapidly dissipated.
“There,” said Robert, wiping his hands together. “Now we’re equal.”
My hands balled into fists my super strength coursed through my veins. “So I guess it will just have to be an old-fashioned fight to the death, then.”
“Sure looks like it,” said Robert. “Gotta admit, I’m kind of surprised you’re going to fight, because I thought you’d be shitting yourself in fear now. After all, I—”
I didn’t let him finish, because I activated my super speed and ran at him as fast as a bullet. I punched Robert in the face, the blow sending him flying backwards. He crashed through several crates before coming to a stop inside a large crate full of what looked like bowling balls.
I ran over to him before he could get up, grabbed him by the collar of his shirt, and raised him up. His face looked bloodied and broken now, though he still managed to look at me in surprise.
“What?” said Robert. He actually sounded surprised. “What … was that?”
“That, my friend, was a punch to the face,” I said. I pulled back my other fist. “You remember that I said I was going to kill you? I wasn’t kidding when I said that. At all.”
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My other fist flew at Robert’s face, but at the last second, Robert turned immaterial and fell through my hand, causing my fist to hit nothing but empty air.
I staggered forward from the momentum, but then Robert leaped out of the ground and flew straight through me. Immediately, a familiar cold sank into my bones and I fell onto ground, my teeth chattering.
Then I felt Robert’s hands grab the back of my suit and throw me. I flew through the air crazily before I crashed into another crate, this one empty, and lay there dazed for a moment before I saw Robert flying toward me from above.
Activating my super speed, I got up and ran through the crate just as Robert landed on it and sent chunks of wood flying everywhere. I managed to dodge most of the debris, however, and ran at Robert again, throwing another punch at him, but Robert dodged it and responded with a punch of his own.
But I caught Robert’s fist and twisted his arm, making him cry out in pain before I socked him in the face. But then Robert smashed his head into mine, the blow dazing my senses and sending me staggering backwards, letting go of his fist. My head felt like it had been cracked wide open, like an egg, but I recovered just in time to see Robert coming straight at me.
I flew straight up into the air, allowing Robert to rush by underneath me. But then Robert jumped into the air as well and tackled me, sending us falling down to the floor again.
When we crashed onto the floor, I didn’t waste any time in throwing Robert off my body. He rolled across the floor several times before coming to a stop, but he was back on his feet in an instant, as was I.
But we didn’t reengage right away. Instead, we started circling each other, looking for an opening in which to attack. Robert looked even worse than he did just a few minutes ago, panting and sweating, even bleeding in some places, while I just felt tired because it had been a while since I last fought this intensely.
“Ready to give up yet, Robby?” I said, panting and sweating as we circled. “Because I can do this all day.”
“Don’t call me Robby,” Robert growled.
He suddenly slammed his foot on the ground. A tremor shook the floor, knocking me off-balance, and then Robert zoomed toward me. He body-slammed me, sending me flying. I crashed through another crate and was stopped by a final crate that cracked under the impact of catching me.
Shaking my head, I looked up in time to see Robert flying toward me again. Without thinking, I flew toward him, pulling my fist back.
We met halfway and hurled our fists at each other. The impact of our fists colliding into each other sent us both flying to separate ends of the warehouse. I smashed through a catwalk near the ceiling and rolled several times across the floor before I came to a stop, dazed by the impact of our blows. My hand hurt, but I ignored the pain and forced myself to get up back to my feet.
Then I looked up, expecting to see Robert coming at me, but he was nowhere to be seen. Maybe he had been knocked out by our collision? Or maybe he was still recovering and hadn’t yet managed to get back on his feet?
Then I heard something flying and saw a huge crate coming straight toward me. I immediately ran away, using my super speed to avoid the crate, which crashed loudly onto the floor where I had been standing mere moments before.
Skidding to a halt, I looked up in time to see Robert coming at me again. He landed on the floor in front of me and starting throwing punches at me, but I blocked them with my own fists, although his fists came so fast and so furiously that I had a hard time keeping up.
But one of his fists went too wide, giving me an opening. I slammed my fist into his gut, causing Robert to gasp in pain, before I brought my other fist down on his head. Robert smashed into the floor so hard that he created a crack where his forehead hit, but I didn’t allow him to get up.
Instead, I kicked Robert over and slammed my foot down on his chest. I raised my fist to smash his face in, but then Robert’s body suddenly became transparent and my foot sank through his chest.
Then Robert rolled away from my foot and, turning solid again, jumped to his feet and unleashed a deluge of oil from his hands. The oil quickly went under my feet, causing me to lose my balance and slip. I fell flat on my back onto the oil, briefly stunned by the impact, and before I could do anything, Robert grabbed me by the neck and then flew us into the air.
He immediately threw me at several crates. I crashed through the crates, smashing through wood and metal, until I burst out from one of them and rolled until I hit something hard and solid. Dazed, I shook my head and looked up to see that I had rolled to a stop in front of the vat of acid that Tara was hanging above, putting a small dent in its side.
That was when I noticed that Tara was waking up. She was blinking and shaking her head, a confused look on her face as she looked around the warehouse.
“Ohhh …” said Tara. She blinked. “Where am I? What happened?”
“Tara?” I said. “You’re awake?”
Tara looked down at me, but she must have noticed the acid vat, because she gasped and tried to jerk away, but since she was hanging from the ceiling, she only succeeded in swaying back and forth awkwardly. “Help!”
I was about to tell her that she just needed to calm down and wait for me to help her, but then I heard a yell and I looked over to see Robert flying toward me. Before I could get up to dodge him, Robert landed in front of me, grabbed me, and threw me behind him again.
I landed hard on the floor, and before I could get up, Robert slammed his foot on my chest, squeezing the air out of my lungs. Then Robert grabbed me by the collar of my costume and started punching me in the face over and over again, each blow hitting me harder and harder. His blows came so fast and so viciously that I couldn’t even respond; it was like getting punched in the face by a piston over and over again.
“This is for my father,” said Robert, though I could barely hear his voice in between his punches. “This is for my mother. And this is for my life, which you have completely and totally ruined!”
I heard Tara screaming, but I couldn’t react. Robert's punches had left me too dazed to react. I could barely even think.
Finally, Robert must have gotten bored of beating me silly, because he eventually stopped punching me. It felt like my face had been shattered into pieces, while my brain felt like it had been shaken and bounced around like a basketball. I felt blood leaking from my nose and the corner of my mouth, though I thought the damage was likely more extensive than that.
Robert was panting hard. He had not let go of me and didn’t seem likely to. He just glared down at me like he was trying to kill me with nasty looks alone.
“How does that feel, Kevin?” said Robert. He smiled, revealing that a lot of teeth were cracked and out of alignment. “Does it hurt? Because that’s nothing in comparison to how I felt when you killed my dad, and then my mom. You feel only a fraction of the pain that I’ve experienced every day of my life since you punched me through that cafeteria wall last year.”
I couldn’t respond, but I heard Tara above say, “Kevin? Why did you call him Kevin? Is that Bolt’s real name?”
Robert looked over his shoulder up at Tara. I also looked up at her and saw that Tara was looking down at us, her glasses just barely hanging onto her ears and nose. She looked confused and afraid, like she wasn’t sure what was going on.
“What, you mean to tell me that your boyfriend didn’t tell you his real identity?” said Robert. “I guess I can take a moment to show you his real identity, since it sounds like you don’t know it yet. I can’t wait to see your reaction.”
Robert turned back to me and ripped my mask off my face. He then held me up so that Tara could see me and I could see her. She looked shocked.
“Yeah, that’s right,” said Robert. “Your boyfriend, Kevin Jason, is the superhero Bolt.”
“No way,” said Tara. “Kevin … is that really you?”
I nodded. “Sorry … for not … telling you …”
Tara looked at a loss for words now, while Robert just chuckled.
“Amazing,” said Robert. He pulled me down and looked me straight in the eyes. “And here I was thinking that you had revealed your secret identity to all of your friends. Wonder why you never told your girlfriend? Didn’t trust her? Or maybe it’s because she hates superhumans? I dunno and don’t really care. Your girlfriend’s betrayed face is the last thing you’re about to see.”
Robert suddenly raised me above his head. He turned around to face the acid vat, which was still bubbling and stinking up the place. I was still too dazed to fight back, though I was conscious enough to realize how Robert intended to kill me.
“Now, Kevin, I am finally going to get the sweet, sweet revenge I’ve been denied so long,” said Robert. “But try not to scream too much once you hit the acid. That would be really annoying.”
Tara was screaming at Robert to let me go, but Robert resolutely ignored her. I tried to get out of Robert’s grip, but he held me too tightly. All I could do was stare at the acid vat, wondering how it would feel to be eaten alive by that stuff.
Then, without warning, a laser came out of nowhere and struck Robert in the side. Robert shouted in pain as he flew to the side, dropping me onto the ground. I raised my head and watched as Robert flew through the air and crashed into even more crates, where he did not rise from.
Confused, I heard someone behind me shout, “Kevin!” and I looked over my shoulder to see Dad, in his full Genius costume, standing on top of a nearby crate. He jumped off it as soon as I saw him and ran over to me.
“Kevin, are you all right?” said Dad as he stopped before me. “Do you need help?”
I shook my head and slowly rose to my feet, rubbing the side of my face that Robert had beaten in with his fist. “No, but thanks for the help. When did you get here?”
“Just a few seconds ago,” said Dad. “I came to see if you needed help. Iron Horn tried to convince me to stay outside because he didn’t know if Robert had set up some system to kill Tara if anyone other than you entered, but I ignored him and came inside anyway.”
I glanced up at Tara, who was still staring at me in shock. She looked like she was about to faint, which wouldn’t be that surprising given what she’d already been through so far.
“Tara’s okay, I think,” I said, looking at Dad again. “But you need to get her out of here while I deal with Robert.”
“You mean like how you were just dealing with him now?” said Dad.
“Dad, this is serious,” I said. “Robert is insanely powerful. You’re smart, but—”
“I know,” Dad interrupted. He held up his left gauntlet. “That’s why I brought this along.”
I looked at the gauntlet and saw a yellow gas swirling inside it. “Is that the powerless gas?”
“Yes,” said Dad, nodding. “One shot should be enough to completely de-power Robert.”
“Really?” I said. I looked over at the spot where Robert had been knocked away. “Then why don’t you shoot him now? He still hasn’t gotten back up yet.”
“I didn’t shoot him when he was holding you up because I didn’t want to de-power you as well,” said Dad. “But you have a point. Best to de-power him now when he’s defenseless.”
Dad aimed his gauntlet at the pile of smashed crates where Robert had landed, but before he could fire the missile containing the gas, Robert exploded from the crates and flew toward us. He was coming straight for Dad, so I flew to meet him halfway and we collided in the air, holding each other back as we circled in the air.
“Get out of the way, loser,” Robert growled as we struggled in the air. “I’m going to do to your dad what he did to mine.”
“Sorry, but I like having a living Dad,” I said.
I grabbed his hands and hurled him toward the floor. Robert smashed into the floor, creating another small crater, but then he immediately turned transparent and sank through the concrete.
“Damn it,” I said. I looked at Dad, who was now looking around the area urgently. “Dad, watch out. Robert could appear anywhere.”
Just as I said that, Robert shot out of the ground and flew straight through Dad. Dad immediately collapsed onto his hands and knees, his whole body shaking as Robert rematerialized above him. Robert raised his fists to take down Dad, but I shot toward him as fast as I could.
But right before I could slam into Robert, he whirled around and punched me in the face with a blow that came like a runaway train. The blow sent me flying to side and I crashed into the floor hard enough to create a small crater, where I lay, dazed and unable to think clearly for a moment.
Then I heard Dad grunt and, shaking my head, I looked up to see that Robert had grabbed Dad by the neck. Even worse, he was clearly choking Dad with his super strength and Dad was still too weak from his ghost attack to fight back or shoot the powerless gas at him.
There was no way I could fly over there in time to save Dad, so I raised my hand and shot a red lightning bolt at Robert without even thinking about it. Robert had just enough time to notice it coming before the bolt struck him in the side and sent him flying past Tara, who screamed when he flew past her. Once more, Robert vanished somewhere into another pile of crates, but I didn’t go to see where he’d landed.
Instead, I ran over to Dad, who was now lying very still on the floor, and scooped him up into my arms, saying, “Dad, are you awake? Can you hear me? Just say something. Anything.”
Dad’s helmet made it impossible to tell if his eyes were open or not, but I did hear him moan in pain and say, in a pained whisper, “Can … barely … breathe …”
“Can you still fight?” I said.
Dad shook his head. “No. Too weak.”
“But then how will we use the powerless gas?” I said.
“Take my gauntlet,” said Dad, raising his arm. “Valerie … will help you figure out how to use it.”
It pained me to hear the obvious pain that Dad was in, but I knew there was nothing I could do to help him right now. So I took his gauntlet off his arm and slipped it over my own. It fit surprisingly well, despite the differences in our arm and hand sizes.
As soon as I put it on, my earcom crackled and Valerie said, “Hello, Kevin. Do you need help learning how to launch the powerless gas missile?”
“Yes,” I said as I rested Dad on the ground, who had gone silent again. I stood up. “How does it work?”
“Simply aim at your target and then tap the red button on the touch screen once the target is locked,” said Valerie. “It is very simple.”
“Thanks,” I said. “Now I just need to actually use it against Robert.”
Just as I said that, Robert once more launched out of the wreckage of the crates, but this time I flew up to meet him. We faced each other in midair, circling in the air once again.
“I don’t know what that red lightning bolt that you hit me with earlier was,” said Robert, “but it doesn’t matter because I’m going to pound you into powder anyway.”
“Right,” I said. “Haven’t you been threatening to do that to me a few times already? And look at me, I’m still not powder.”
Robert growled. “Whatever. And I see that gauntlet you’re wearing. I know what’s in it. But you’ll never get a chance to use it against me. I’ll make sure of that.”
Before I could come up with a witty response, Robert soared toward me with his foot out like he was trying to kick me.
I dodged at the last second and grabbed his leg as he passed and tried to hurl him away. Unfortunately, he just went immaterial when I did that, allowing him to slip out of my hands with ease.
Robert tried to fly through me, but I flew up and avoided him. Then I turned around and shot a burst of red lightning at him, mostly out of instinct, and was surprised when it actually hit him and forced him to rematerialize.
“Huh?” said Robert, looking down at his solid hands in shock. “How did that—”
I didn’t even let him finish. I rammed into his back, sending him crashing to the floor again, and then aimed Dad’s gauntlet at him. I was just about to fire it when Robert suddenly fired oil at me, forcing me to dodge.
But it turned out to be a feint on his part, because he suddenly flew at me with his fists pulled back. I knew he was going to punch me and there was no way I could dodge in time, so I instinctively crossed my arms in front of me in the shape of an X.
When Robert's fists smashed into my arms, I heard a loud crack and noticed that he had hit Dad’s gauntlet. He hadn’t actually smashed the canister containing the powerless gas, but he had practically destroyed the gauntlet.
Before I could react, Robert grabbed the gauntlet and ripped it off my hand. He dropped it to the floor below, where it hit the floor with a small clunk.
“There,” said Robert. He punched his fist into his other hand. “Now that we have that out of the way, I think I can finally go all out.”
Robert suddenly tackled me and sent us both falling to the floor. We crashed into the floor so hard that we actually created a deep crater, breaking through the foundation into the dirt below.
Robert then began beating on me again, forcing me to cover my face with my arms to defend myself. But his fists just kept coming, each one more vicious than the last, and more than a few of his punches got through my defenses. It didn’t help that I was basically pinned and unable to get up or fly away.
“I am done fighting you,” Robert said in between blows. “I … just … want … you … to … die!”
I couldn’t respond, because I was too busy defending myself to say anything. I just realized that I was likely going to die unless I could get an opening, but with Robert's punches coming so fast, it was almost impossible for me to hit back.
Then, through the opening above, I saw something small and metallic fall down straight toward Robert. The object smashed into the back of Robert's head, causing him to stop beating on me and cry out in surprise. He looked up and said, “What the hell was that?”
But I saw it. Lying inches from me was Dad’s crushed gauntlet, complete with the yellow gas canister. I didn’t even hesitate to rip out the canister just as Robert looked down at me again.
“Huh?” said Robert. Then his eyes widened. “Oh, no. You won’t get me.”
Robert started to turn into his ghostly form, but I grabbed his leg and channeled some of that red lightning through his body. Immediately, Robert roared in pain and his body became solid again as he stumbled against the wall of the hole.
I jumped to my feet and, without hesitation, smashed the canister—glass and all—against Robert’s face with as much strength as I could muster. I hit him so hard that the canister exploded in his face, unleashing the powerless gas, which also hit me, but it hadn’t yet taken effect. I shoved Robert’s head back into the dirt as hard as I could, even as I felt the yellow gas starting to rob me of my own powers.
Then I smashed my fist straight through Robert’s stomach and into the dirt wall behind him. I didn’t even get to hear Robert cry out in pain. I just felt him stop resisting under my fist, at which point I removed my now-bloody fist from his stomach and staggered backwards, coughing from the yellow gas.
Damn … the powerless gas was starting to drain me of my powers. Already I was feeling even weaker than I had just a moment ago, feeling like I had before I took the serum, if not worse. The repeated blows I had taken from Robert were starting to take their toll on my body and I wouldn’t be surprised if that meant I was going to die here and now.
But then, all of a sudden, a rope was tossed into the pit. I didn’t know who had thrown it in, but I immediately grabbed it. As soon as I wrapped my hands around it, I was jerked upwards, through the rapidly growing yellow cloud of powerless gas and back onto the cracked concrete floor of the warehouse.
Breathing in the air, I looked up to see who had tossed me that rope. To my surprise, it was Tara. She still wore her cracked glasses and still looked worse than she normally did, but she had apparently managed to summon the strength to help me up somehow. She must have been stronger than she looked.
“Tara?” I said. The power drain I had felt in the pit was going away, but I still felt weaker than usual. “How did you get free?”
“Your dad helped me,” said Tara. “When you and Robert were fighting, your dad somehow managed to find the strength to get me down. He told me to toss you that gauntlet, because he said it was the key to defeating Robert.”
I blinked and said, “What? I thought Dad was too weak to do anything.”
“He must not have been as hurt by Robert as you thought,” said Tara. “But he went really still and quiet when I left. I don’t know if he’s … if he’s …”
Tara seemed incapable of finishing the sentence, so I just said, “Get me over to him. We need to check if he’s okay.”
Tara nodded, albeit shakily, and then helped me to my feet. Leaning on Tara for support, we made our way back to the bubbling vat of acid where Dad lay. He really was lying incredibly still, much stiller than I had ever seen him before. He looked almost … I didn’t want to think that word.
“Dad?” I said as Tara and I approached him. “Dad, can you hear us?”
Dad didn’t respond.
I let go of Tara and fell to my knees by Dad’s side. I removed his helmet and set it aside so I could get a good look at Dad’s face.
Dad looked dead. His eyes were closed and there was no air coming out of his lungs. His face was extremely pale, but I wouldn’t even consider that he might be dead. He was just unconscious. That was all.
“Dad, Dad, can you hear me?” I said. I shook him several times. “Dad, please wake up. Don’t … please wake up.”
All of a sudden, Dad’s eyes snapped open. He took a shape intake of breath and then exhaled, but it sounded extremely painful. His eyes flickered over to me, but they no longer looked as alive as they once had.
“K-Kevin?” said Dad. He reached out to me with his hand, which I took into my own. “Robert …”
“He’s dead,” I said. I tried not to shed any tears, but my voice shook anyway. “He’s not a threat to anyone anymore. We’re safe. You, me, and Mom.”
Dad nodded, but it was even shakier than Tara’s. “Thank … thank god.”
“Genius’s vitals are very low,” said Valerie's voice in my ear suddenly. “He needs immediate medical attention if he is going to survive.”
“Send a message to the police and tell them Robert is down,” I said to Valerie. “And tell them to send in any medics they have on hand.”
“Yes, sir,” said Valerie. “Sending message for help now.”
Then I looked at Dad again and squeezed his hand. “It’s all right, Dad. Valerie is calling for help. You just need to hang in there for a little while longer.”
“Good old Valerie,” Dad said. He coughed. “Always so helpful … but I am so weak …”
“You don’t need to be super strong, Dad,” I said. “Just hang in there. You won’t need to hold on much longer. Ten minutes, can you give me ten minutes?”
“Ten … minutes is too long,” said Dad. He shuddered. “Tell Ashley … tell her I love … her …”
Dad closed his eyes and his head turned to the side. He stopped breathing.
Tears welled up in my eyes, tears I didn’t bother hiding. I just said, “Dad …” before emotion choked me and I started sobbing.
Tara put an arm around my shoulders and patted my arm as I sobbed. I didn’t stop sobbing even after the police, medics, and G-Men entered the warehouse and found us by Dad’s body. I just sobbed and sobbed.



Chapter Twenty-Four
One week later …
 
I stood alone in the Silvers Cemetery, standing at the grave where Dad had been buried. The sky was cloudy and gray today, but it hadn’t yet rained. It was just really humid, but I barely noticed the humidity even in my stuffy suit.
I was staring at the gravestone, which said this:
THEODORE RONALD JASON
1976-2017
“Ignorance is bold and knowledge is reserved.”
The dirt on the grave was still fresh from yesterday’s funeral. It had been one of the largest funerals that the town of Silvers had ever seen; at least, that was what the cemetery’s caretaker had told me. He had said it was the biggest funeral since the death of Samuel H. Silvers, the founder of the town of Silvers.
I believed him. Lots of people had come to Dad’s funeral. The entire Leadership Council of the Neohero Alliance had shown up, as had several senior NHA members who had known Dad before he retired from superheroics, and a few ex-members including Triplet, who was one of the first to arrive. The Young Neos had been here, too, as had the New Heroes, and even the Midnight Menace had shown up, much to my surprise, to pay his respects. And, of course, Malcolm and Tara and their families were invited, including Renaissance, who had sat next to Malcolm without showing any hint of their own problems. Even Cadmus Smith and Shade had shown up, but they were also the first to leave, probably to help clean up the damage from my fight with Robert. Valerie had attended, too, by using Dad’s old drone, Seeker One, to be physically present. I wasn’t sure if she was affected as badly by Dad’s death as the rest of us, but I appreciated her being there nonetheless.
Frankly, I couldn’t remember most of the funeral, except that I had sat up front with Mom and had to comfort her because she cried through the whole thing. I would have cried, too, but I think I used up all my tears back in Fallsville, when Dad first died, though I was still sad.
After the funeral ended, we had gone back to the house for the reception, which I’m pretty sure means that everyone knows my secret identity now. Dad’s funeral had been announced on Neo Ranks the day after he was confirmed dead by the medics who had entered the warehouse in response to Valerie's message, though of course he had been called ‘Genius’ instead of Dad. The message on the article hadn’t said where Dad was going to be buried (from what I heard, the locations for most superhero burials were not usually announced online to protect the privacy of the deceased hero and his or her family), but my neighbors, at least, had to suspect something was up. The official story was that Dad had been killed in an accident, but the fact that loads of famous and well-known superheroes had shown up at the funeral would definitely raise lots of questions from my neighbors, whether or not they asked them.
I didn’t really care one way or another if the whole world knew my secret identity. I had received a lot of condolences from everyone who attended the funeral, but it didn’t change the pain in my heart. Still, I appreciated the condolences that everyone gave me, even the ones on that Neo Ranks article, which had received hundreds of comments and social media shares with people expressing their condolences for ‘Genius’s’ death. The vast majority were from complete strangers who had been fans of Genius, which just made them all the more heartwarming, even though none of them really knew Genius, at least not in the way I knew him.
But I had returned to the grave today to be alone. Mecha Knight had told me that I could take as much time off from the Young Neos as I needed in order to mourn Dad. I appreciated that, mostly because I wasn’t sure if I would ever return to superheroics after this.
As for Robert, he had also gotten a funeral here in Silvers, but it had been extremely small. His grandparents had been the only attendees; I didn’t even see any of his friends from school. And, of course, no one from Vision had shown up, which hardly surprised me, given that Robert hadn’t even really been a Visionist anyway.
But despite how much I hated Robert, I had to admit that I felt a little sorry for his tiny funeral. I wondered if he would have been different if his parents hadn’t been so crazy and evil. Had his parents been like mine, would he have become a superhero instead? Or was he always destined to become evil, no matter what?
I heard footsteps behind me, but didn’t look over my shoulder to see who it was. I just assumed it was the caretaker, at least until a hand rested on my shoulder and I saw that it was Mom. She was looking at me with concern in her green eyes, like she always did, but now she seemed even more concerned about me than usual.
“Hey, Mom,” I said. I looked back at the gravestone. “I didn’t hear you drive up.”
“That’s fine, Kevin,” said Mom. “I just came to see how you were doing. And to tell you that dinner will be ready in about an hour.”
I looked at Mom again. “Couldn’t you have just texted me that? Or is there something else you came here to tell me?”
Mom looked at Dad’s gravestone for a moment before she said, “I came here because I also wanted to see Ted’s grave again. I know I just saw it yesterday, but …”
“That’s fine, Mom,” I said. “You don’t need any justifications. I understand.”
“Thanks,” said Mom. Then she looked at me again. “What are your plans now? Are you going back to New York soon?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m still the leader of the Young Neos, so the others need me to lead them. But …”
“But what?” said Mom. “You can tell me. I’m listening.”
I dug at the dirt with the tip of my shoe. “I don’t know if I can do it. My powers are back, but one of the reasons I liked being a superhero is because Dad was always there to talk to me. He understood me and what I was going through and how I felt. I could always talk to him whenever I felt down or discouraged or confused.”
“Isn’t there anyone else in the NHA who could listen to you?” said Mom.
I shook my head. “No. Mecha Knight is too distant to really understand or care and the rest of the Leadership Council are too busy with their own things to take time out of their day to listen to my concerns or worries, as are the other members. And I know you’re here, Mom, but you aren’t a superhuman, so you don’t really understand it like Dad did.”
“Yes, I know,” said Mom. “So you are thinking about quitting superheroics because of that?”
“Not exactly, but yeah,” I said with a sigh. “Sometimes the pressures of fighting supervillains can be too much to handle. I have to hold it together for my team, but I always depended on Dad for help. Without Dad … I don’t know how I will handle it.”
“What about Triplet?” said Mom. “Or even Cadmus Smith?
I frowned. “Mom, Triplet is always on some case or another, while I don’t trust Cadmus Smith enough to make him my confident, assuming he’d even want to listen to me. But maybe I should quit; maybe I should just settle down and live a normal life, like what you and Dad wanted me to do all along.”
“Actually …” Mom hesitated, but then said, “I don’t want you to live a normal life. Not anymore, anyway.”
“What?” I said. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, Kevin, that I think you should be a superhero,” said Mom. She looked at Dad’s grave again. “You know how I used to be against superheroics ever since the death of Uncle Jake. The reason I didn’t approve of your superheroics was because I didn’t want you to suffer the same fate as him. I didn’t want to lose you. Or your father, for that matter.”
“But Dad was killed,” I said. “He was killed while fighting a supervillain. Doesn’t that prove that your worries were founded?”
Mom nodded. “Yes, but your father died saving you. Had he not helped you, Robert would still be alive today and he likely would have killed you. That’s different from being killed in cold blood by an enemy. I think that if you gave up now, then you would be throwing away Ted’s sacrifice.”
“You mean Dad also wanted me to be a superhero?” I said.
“I think so,” said Mom. “I know he was against it at first, but I saw his attitude toward your new career change. When he got home from the Summit and told me about what happened and what you did there, he sounded so, so proud of you, so proud of his son.”
“He never told me that,” I said.
“Ted had a bad habit of forgetting to tell others how he felt about them,” said Mom with a chuckle. “But believe me when I say that he saw the good work that you did and thought that your decision to become a superhero was a wise one. If you gave it up just because he died, that would be an insult to his memory.”
I thought about what Mom said and realized she was right, so I said, “Thanks, Mom. I think I’ll contact Mecha Knight when we get home and tell him I’ll be back in action on Monday. That’s how I’ll honor Dad’s memory, by returning to my duty as the leader of the Young Neos and as a superhero defending the country and the world from villains and threats of all shapes and sizes.”
Mom smiled, but then she looked like she had just remembered something and said, “Oh, Kevin? Before Ted died, he had asked me to tell you about something in the event he was killed. He said it was important for you to know about this, because you needed to know where he came from and why.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Mom, I’m pretty sure I know where Dad came from.”
“That’s not what he meant,” said Mom, shaking her head. “Do you remember, Kevin, how, back in that escape pod, I told you that I promised to your father that I wouldn’t tell you about his parents?”
“Yeah, I do,” I said. “Why?”
Mom took a deep breath and said, “Because now, I think, it is time for you to know about them. Ted asked me to tell you about them after he died, because he thought you needed to know. To know the truth about them … and where you can find them.”
I stood there, feeling shocked for a moment, before I said, “All right, then. I’m listening.”
-
The story continues in The Superhero’s Origin, which you can purchase here.
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