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CHAPTER ONE


Monday, February 2nd, 2026, at 8:03 AM … 
As a man of science, Dean Hernandez—assistant to Professor Nathaniel Hernandez, professor of neogenetics at the University of Fallsville, and a neogenetics student himself—rarely listened to his intuition or emotions.
It wasn’t that Dean was some kind of robot. True, as a child, he had been teased by his classmates for his logical, rational approach to the world. His intellectual way of approaching the world had even gotten him in trouble with some of his teachers, especially when he decided to ‘correct’ them on some scientific fact they got wrong.
That was how Dean learned that people in authority, especially older people, did not always appreciate correction from their students. It was one of the reasons why he and his father clashed as often as they worked together. Father might have been an accomplished scientist and professor in his own right, but that never stopped Dean from disagreeing with or even correcting Father’s own mistakes in his scientific work.
On reflection, however, Dean realized he should have listened to his intuition when he stepped into the University of Fallsville lab. He should have listened to the prickling feeling on the back of his neck as his hair stood on end, should have listened to the cold, ominous feeling that ran down his spine like a snake curling down a pole.
Yet when Dean looked around, he saw nothing out of the ordinary in the lab. The shelves and cabinets were still full of all of the normal scientific equipment Dean and the other assistants used in their experiments and studies. The temperature on the thermometer was exactly 68 degrees Fahrenheit, exactly as Dean liked it and exactly as the mice needed. The storage closet was full of extra lab coats and masks, but also the loaded tranquilizer gun. Dean found that odd, because the tranquilizer gun was usually kept unloaded in a locked safe near the macaques for emergency use in the event of an escape. He made a mental note to report it to Dr. Wesley later.
And, of course, when Dean walked into the office and turned on the lights, he was greeted by the sounds of dozens of mice excitedly squeaking, a sound which brought a smile to his face despite his exhaustion from staying up late last night chatting with Howard Sycamore, a fellow neogeneticist from the newly-founded country of Superbia who had sounded very interested in Dean’s own research regarding animals and superpowers.
In short, everything looked perfectly fine to Dean, who decided that his instinct was simply being wrong.
Of course, as Dean learned later, even if he had paid attention to his intuition and left the lab, he might not have been able to prevent the actual tragedy that would follow not even ten minutes later.
But Dean did not know that yet. He simply deposited his work bag onto the big, metal work table in the center of the room before making his way over to the mice.
Over 50 mice, assembled in about a third as many cages, squeaked and ran about excitedly as Dean drew close. In some cages, the mice appeared to be sleeping in, snuggled together in groups as they snored softly. Others ran around, playing or fighting with each other. And still others were, er, mating, which Dean sometimes wished they would not do in front of him, but he supposed that the mice were still animals and still did animal things.
No, Dean’s attention was drawn to the cage on the top middle row, which had three fluffy white mice in it. One male and two females, the first female and male wrestling with each other while the other female was sitting a short distance away, apparently napping. Dean was pleased to see that the second female, whom he had mentally named Diana, had triple antibiotic ointment applied to her tail.
Good, Dean thought. That means that Dr. Wesley fixed that tail wound I noticed over the weekend. Although I’m not sure where that scar came from.
A surprised squeak caused Dean to turn his attention to the other two mice. Barbara and Bruce—names he’d mentally assigned to those—were wrestling, but then Barbara suddenly shoved Bruce off her. Bruce practically flew across the cage and slammed into the glass wall on the other side, propelled by Barbara’s super strength. Such behavior would have worried Dean, but knowing Bruce, he simply waited a second.
As expected, Bruce hopped back up onto his little feet as if he had not been tossed into a thick glass surface and, giving Barbara a death glare, launched toward Barbara. But Barbara jumped into the air … and stayed there, flying in circles around the top of the cage, moving so fast she was almost a blur. Bruce skidded to a stop on the paper bedding and glared up at Barbara, but since Bruce had not been bred with flight powers like Barbara, all he could do was make a look that Dean interpreted as something along the lines of Get down here! I’m not done with you yet.
Diana, meanwhile, seemed to have finally awakened, but hadn’t move. Her eyes did glow briefly, however, as if she was considering whether to use her eye beams to make her rowdy cage mates calm down or not.
Dean chuckled. He was glad that all three of the mice were doing well. He noticed similar activity in the other cages, where mice used their various superpowers. One mouse turned invisible, while another used telekinesis to move some food pellets into its mouth without needing to get up.
All in all, Dean thought that the Supermice Project was going well so far.
That was another reason why Dean dismissed his intuition. If something was wrong, the supermice surely would have been acting differently. Almost all of them behaved exactly the way they always did. Of the few who were not currently active, they were mostly older mice or pregnant females who couldn’t be very active for obvious reasons.
I’ll have to read Dr. Wesley’s emails about them later, Dean thought, rubbing his temple, and thank her for fixing Diana’s tail. I was really worried about that.
Satisfied that the supermice were all happy, healthy, and awake, Dean turned around … and found himself face to face with a huge, growling dog.
Or Dean thought it was a dog. The beast which stood before him was bigger than most dogs, equal to him in height, if not a little taller. Its long snout puffed air from its nostrils, while its ears stood on end. Red eyes peered out from a monstrous face that looked more like a parody of a doberman than a real doberman. Massive muscles stood out across its thick legs, while discolored and cracked teeth as sharp and long as kitchen knives poked out from under its lips, which were twisted in a snarl.
The beast—Dean was sure it wasn’t a dog at this point—snorted in Dean’s face, letting him catch more than a whiff of its death-like breath. Hot air and wet saliva covered Dean’s face and glasses, partially obscuring his vision, though not enough to block his vision of the monster entirely, even though he wished it would.
The beast’s snort snapped Dean out of his haze. He stepped backward but then he hit into the mouse cages behind him, which rattled upon impact. Startled and confused squeaks emitted from the supermice in the cages he’d walked into, but Dean ignored them, if only because his instincts—the ones he’d done his best to ignore so far—were telling him that if he looked away from the monster for even a moment, it would tear his throat out instantly.
“Ah,” said a voice he didn’t recognize, which sounded like the voice of a male human but with a distinct buzz of an insect distorting the words slightly. “No need to threaten the scientist, Maul. He’s a norm.”
The monster dog—apparently named Maul, which did not bode well for Dean’s survival—snorted in Dean’s face again and then stepped aside.
Dean wished it hadn’t. Because the figure who stood behind it was even more grotesque than the beast that had been in his face.
The figure looked human. Sort of. It was encased in some kind of spacesuit that didn’t look like something NASA, or any other Earth space agency, would put their astronauts into. One hand was a three-fingered claw, while the right hand was actually some kind of organic-looking hand cannon, its lip crusted with some kind of dry, unidentifiable blue substance that made Dean’s stomach churn.
Its face was possibly the worst part, though. It looked human enough, except for the mouth, which had jagged teeth that definitely shouldn’t have been in the mouth of a human being. Its insect-like eyes glowed with a disturbingly human-like intelligence, while its thin, paper-like skin had small holes here and there. Its skin was yellow with gray patches in areas, reminding Dean of a zombie. It didn’t help that the figure smelled like death, although that may have still been the overpowering stench of Maul overriding pretty much every other smell in the room. Its head was covered in a fishbowl helmet.
“W-Who are you?” said Dean with a gulp, his teeth chattering. “No, what are you?”
The figure smiled, a nightmarish expression on an already nightmarish face. “That’s a very rude question, young man. Didn’t your father ever teach you manners?”
Dean gulped again. The blood—or possibly liquid fear—rushing through his veins at this point made it hard for him to think, so he decided to rely on his instincts for now. “M-My father taught me many things. But he didn’t teach me about … about whatever you are.”
Maul opened its mouth and thrust its head at Dean, causing Dean to flinch and mentally say his last prayers.
But then Maul abruptly stopped with its teeth less than an inch from Dean’s face. Dean didn’t dare move or look at anything else. He just stared at Maul’s teeth for what felt like an eternity, wondering when he was going to die.
Maul, however, closed its mouth and pulled its head away from Dean, though its monstrous red eyes did not look away from him. That was probably why Dean still felt like Maul’s discolored, sharp teeth were still an inch from his face.
The figure, however, clapped Maul on the back like it was a naughty puppy. “Apologies. I genetically designed Maul to be completely and utterly loyal to me. That includes dealing with any, ah, threats he senses. Such as backtalk and disrespectful tones of voice. Which I noticed you used, but I can forgive you. Very few people understand how to appreciate true scientific genius when they see it.”
Dean, against his better judgment, turned his attention back to the unnamed figure. “So you’re a scientist. Like me. And my dad.”
The figure chuckled. “Please. Saying that you are a ‘scientist’ like me is a bit like a first-grader at a science fair saying they are a scientist like Albert Einstein or Stephen Hawking. Neither you nor your hack of a father could ever hope to come close to my scientific understanding of the human body, but it’s cute you think you can. Perhaps I won’t have Maul rip out your intestines after all.”
Dean gulped again. “Y-Yeah. I like my intestines where they are, thanks.”
“It would be quite messy, I agree,” said the figure. It rubbed its chest. “But it is rather rude of me not to introduce myself, although I’m sure you’ve heard of me. Care to take a guess?”
Dean said nothing, partly because he had no idea who this person was, partly because he was trying to keep an eye on both Maul and its owner at the same time. Despite having two eyes, that last bit turned out to be harder than you’d think, so Dean settled for focusing on the figure.
The figure spread his arms wide as if he was a researcher presenting his findings at a scientific conference. “I am Hybrid, the world’s foremost—and only—expert on xenogenetics, the study of alien life. And I am here for the supermice.”




CHAPTER TWO


The supermice?” said Dean, snapping out of his thoughts. He glanced over his shoulder at the supermice, but only for a second before he remembered his life was in danger and he returned his attention to Hybrid. 
“Yes,” said Hybrid. He pointed at the cages behind Dean. “Those supermice, specifically.”
Dean shook his head. Somehow, Hybrid’s unexpected demand had snapped Dean out of the fear that had initially gripped him. Dean still did not quite know who—or what—Hybrid was, but he knew he couldn’t let Hybrid take any of the supermice.
Taking a deep breath, Dean said, “I’m sorry, but these mice are property of the University of Fallsville Medical Research Center. Specifically, they are being used to test a possible medical treatment or cure for the deadly neogenetic condition known as Hernandez’s Disease.”
Hybrid frowned in annoyance. “What is Hernandez’s Disease?”
Dean took another deep breath. Despite the tense situation, Dean always thought better when someone asked him science questions. Especially about neogenetics, the study of the genetics of humans with superpowers, which was the subject he specialized in.
“Hernandez’s Disease is a relatively new, rare genetic condition that is found exclusively among supers,” said Dean, keeping his tone level, trying not to look at Maul, although he could hear its saliva dripping onto the floor. “Its relatively recent discovery and obscurity means little is known about it, but it appears to weaken the superhuman body’s natural resistance to their own powers. It causes supers to slowly destroy their own bodies from overusing their powers, which, in turn, will eventually kill said super.”
Hybrid tilted his head to the side. “Fascinating. I admit that I haven’t been up to date on all the latest research findings since I was unjustly persecuted for my scientific experiments in New York. This sounds an awful lot like the Neo-Plague, though.”
Dean licked his lips, mostly as a nervous habit. “It’s different. People—especially supers—think it’s the same because both diseases are superficially similar. But truthfully, they couldn’t be more different. It’s named after my father, Nathanial Hernandez, who was the first to discover it while working on the Neo-Pill, the cure for the Neo-Plague.”
Hybrid tapped his chin. “Interesting. You know, back when I started working in neogenetics, it was a very tiny field that no one really cared about. It sounds like the field has made many advancements over the last twenty-three years or so since I had to leave it.”
If Dean had given himself time to think, he would have found it bizarre that he was having a relatively civil scientific discussion with a supervillain who had somehow broken into his lab, threatened his life, and was putting the entire Supermice Project at risk by demanding to steal the supermice themselves.
But Dean didn’t think. Not deeply, anyway. As much as he wanted to, he knew that the longer he kept Hybrid talking, the more likely that one of the assistants or someone would walk in and see what was going on.
Then maybe they could call for help, Dean thought. Gotta keep him talking.
Nodding, Dean said, “Oh, you were a neogeneticist? I didn’t know that.”
Hybrid shrugged. “Technically, I was an assistant to the actual professor of neogenetics in a small university in upstate New York. And I was never really interested in neogenetics, per se. I was actually more fascinated with the biology of the Pokacu aliens that attacked Earth, which I call xenogenetics.”
Dean nodded again. “I was just a baby when the first invasion happened, but I remember the second invasion. Hard to forget San Francisco getting blown up.”
“Same here,” Hybrid agreed. He waved his organic arm cannon. “But that’s ancient history at this point. Talking to you reminds me just how old I am and how little time I have left. Give me the mice. Now.”
Maul growled again, causing Dean to cringe, but he didn’t move. Keeping his feet planted firmly on the floor, Dean said, “I already told you. These mice are not yours to take.”
“Do I look like I care?” said Hybrid. “If I cared about getting my own mice, I would have applied for a grant from the federal government. Not that they would give me one, mind you, seeing as I am technically a criminal, but the point stands.”
“I get it,” said Dean. “I don’t think the federal government is in the business of giving grants to supervillains, either.”
Hybrid chuckled. “Me? A supervillain? Some might call me that, but I don’t see it. I am a normal human being just like you.”
Dean eyed Hybrid’s organic cannon arm and the weird space suit that appeared to be grafted to his body. “Sure you are.”
Hybrid waved in annoyance. “I mean I wasn’t born with powers. I only look the way I do because of the experiments I performed on my body. On a genetic level, I am still an ordinary human being, even if I look rather … unique.”
Dean would have made a comment about how ‘unique’ was an odd euphemism for ‘freak of nature,’ but remembering what Hybrid said about Maul sensing insults and threats, chose not to say that aloud.
Instead, Dean stayed right where he was and said, “It doesn’t matter. These mice aren’t yours. We need them for our research. If you steal these mice, many innocent people will die.”
Hybrid’s eyes glitter dangerously. “If you don’t move, someone will die. And I don’t think I need to say who.”
Dean gulped again. His whole body trembled against his will. He knew he couldn’t take Hybrid in a fight, even without Hybrid’s pet monster that could probably rip his head off his shoulders without even trying. He couldn’t call for help. He couldn’t do anything, really. He didn’t have powers or combat experience. He wasn’t a superhero. He was just a normal human.
Even so, Dean knew he couldn’t let Hybrid take the supermice. Even if Hybrid killed him, Dean couldn’t let him do it. The thought of Jennie dying was too much for Dean.
So Dean gathered up all his courage and ripped his stethoscope off his neck and threw it at Maul. The stethoscope hit Maul straight in the eye, causing the creature to yelp in pain and take a step back.
Dean then charged Hybrid, swinging his fists wildly, hoping to hit Hybrid’s face and maybe distract him long enough for Dean to escape and get help.
But Hybrid avoided Dean’s fists easily before slamming his fist into Dean’s stomach. Despite Hybrid’s zombie-like appearance, his fist felt as solid as a brick and Dean—hardly a bodybuilder himself—instantly collapsed onto the floor. His head banged against the vinyl floor tiles, putting him at eye level with Hybrid’s boots. The tip of his left boot was open, revealing five skeletal toes that smelled even worse than gym socks.
Before Dean could even think about getting up, he heard some kind of splurching noise and a strange blue liquid substance shot out of Hybrid’s cannon and landed on Dean. The blue, glue-like substance covered Dean’s body and arms before quickly solidifying into a concrete-like material.
Dean struggled to get up or push the blue concrete off his body, but it had also glued itself to the floor underneath him. His legs were free, but all they could do was kick uselessly at the air, hitting neither Hybrid nor Maul.
Hybrid’s disgusting, zombie-like face appeared over Dean, a vicious grin on his face. “Did you know that the Pokacu aliens could launch a strange, cerulean-colored, glue-like binding agent secreted by their bodies? You might know of it by its nickname, blue glue. Once exposed to air, blue glue solidifies in less than ten seconds and becomes stronger than concrete. Only crimson solution can dissolve it once it solidifies. So you aren’t going anywhere anytime soon.”
Dean bit his lower lip. “Are you going to kill me, then?”
Hybrid shook his head. “No, not yet. I’ve wasted enough time talking to you as is. I am going to take the ‘supermice,’ as you call them, instead. Killing you would just be a waste of time, especially when you aren’t even a threat to me anymore.”
So Hybrid stepped over the helpless Dean and made his way over to the cages. Dean kicked and struggled harder than ever to free himself, but it was all for naught. He just watched as Hybrid attached odd-looking disks to the supermice cages, though it was hard to tell what they were from here. Every time Hybrid attached a disk, he would tap what appeared to be buttons on the disks. The disks would then blink red for a moment before the cages disappeared.
One by one, each cage—along with the supermice inside it—vanished into thin air, until soon only the cage containing Barbara, Diana, and Bruce was left.
The three supermice had stopped playing with each other and were hiding inside their little hut. They had probably been spooked by Maul or Hybrid, or maybe all the noise from Dean’s brief failed attempt to fight Hybrid had frightened them.
Regardless, Dean could only watch as Hybrid took the final cage in his hands and turned around to face Dean, a wicked grin on his face.
“The mice …” Dean said. “What did you do with the supermice?”
Hybrid’s fingers drummed against the bars of the cage. “I used some stolen, modified Teleportation Disks to send them back to my hideout. I decided that that was the best way to transport over fifty mice to my base, rather than trying to carry each cage individually or something inefficient like that.”
Hybrid then attached a Teleportation Disk to the top of the last cage and pressed a button on it. Dean got one final glimpse of Barbara, Diana, and Bruce peeking out from their hut before the cage vanished into thin air before his eyes.
Along with all of his hopes for finding a cure for Hernandez’s Disease and saving Jennie’s life.
Dusting off his hands, Hybrid said, “That was easy. I half-expected one of those annoying superheroes to appear and try to stop me, but fortunately, it appears I picked a good day to pull off this heist.”
Dean would have absolutely called 911 and asked for a superhero, but the blue glue meant he couldn’t move his arms and pull his phone out of his pocket. Nor could he sound the lab’s alarm, either, which would have also likely summoned a local superhero. All Dean could do was feel powerless and helpless.
Still, Dean didn’t want to let Hybrid get away that easily, so he said, “What are you going to do to the supermice?”
Hybrid looked down at Dean as if he had forgotten he was there. “It’s not about what I will do to them so much as what I will do with them. And I fully intend to put them to good use.”
Hybrid then bent over slightly, his eyes glittering with triumph. “I would worry more about yourself, personally.”
“W-Why?” said Dean with a gulp.
Hybrid grinned, an expression far too similar to Maul’s. “I wouldn’t be a very good career criminal if I left witnesses to my crime to tell the police or those pesky superheroes the sordid details of my grisly crime, now would I?”
A deep growl made Dean cringe in the blue glue. He looked down at his feet to see Maul standing there. Thick gobs of drool dripped from the sides of Maul’s mouth, while it bared its discolored, jagged teeth in a wolfish smile.
“Nor would I be a good pet owner if I did not feed my pet,” said Hybrid. He looked up at Maul. “Dig in, Maul.”
Maul licked its lips and stared down at Dean. It opened its maw fully, allowing Dean to see that its mouth was practically stuffed full of razor-sharp teeth.
And then Maul lunged toward him, spittle flying from its mouth.




CHAPTER THREE


When Maul’s teeth were less than half an inch from Dean’s face, Maul abruptly stopped. Dean, who had closed his eyes to avoid seeing his death come, slowly opened them. He winced when Maul’s hot, stinky breath washed over him, which also fogged up his glasses. Maul struggled and whined, reminding Dean for a moment of a small dog that was pulling against its owner’s leash. 
But then Maul’s head was jerked back and the beast itself was sent rolling across the floor. Maul smashed into the lab’s work table, smashing straight through it and knocking Dean’s work bag onto the floor. Maul crashed into the wall on the other side of the room, causing some of the equipment and items on the shelf directly above it to fall. A roll of bandages conked Maul on the top of its skull, making Maul’s eyes spin.
A long, thin string of what looked like webbing was connected to the back of Maul’s head. Dean, his heart hammering, followed the webbing all the way back to the door, where another unfamiliar figure stood.
A man wearing a sickly green-and-purple full-body spandex costume stood in the lab’s doorway, the door closing on its own behind him. The end of the thick webbing was in his hands, which he held like some kind of leash or rope. He was tall and muscular, though more athletic than bulky. A large spider-like design was etched into the chest of his costume and on the face of his mask, from which two angry brown eyes peered out. The man looked older than Dean, though his costume made it hard to determine his exact age.
Hybrid, who had also gone silent when Maul got taken out, looked from the new arrival to Maul and back again. His sickly, alien features were stuck in an expression of sheer disbelief.
“Bad doggy,” said the figure, lowering his hands. “Very bad doggy.” Then he looked at Hybrid and his eyes narrowed. “Hybrid. Your dog could use some manners.”
The figure raised his left hand and shot a stream of webbing at Hybrid. Hybrid just barely managed to raise his organic hand cannon in time to block the webbing, but the figure pulled hard, forcing Hybrid to lean back to avoid getting pulled toward the mysterious man.
“Argh,” said Hybrid through gritted teeth. “I knew a superhero would show up out of the blue. You masked vigilantes always seem to.”
“You can moan at your guards in Ultimate Max,” said the figure, “once you’re back in your cell, Hybrid.”
Hybrid scowled. “I see you’re still sore about my great escape the last time, eh, Arachnid? Your insecurity is showing.”
It was Arachnid’s turn to scowl. “Says the guy who can’t stop boasting about his IQ to everyone.”
“Correction: I boast about my scientific understanding,” Hybrid said. “Not my IQ, which is junk science, anyway.”
“Right,” said Arachnid. He
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