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  Can Beams save his best friend from a cannibalistic supervillain before he ends up as his next birthday snack?



[image: image-placeholder]
A normal school field trip to the local history museum turns into a high-stakes rescue mission when Beams' classmate and best friend is kidnapped by the infamous Birthday Candles, a supervillain wanted across the country for his cannibalistic crimes. Can Beams rescue his best friend before he becomes Birthday Candles' next snack?
Subscribe to my weekly newsletter and get a FREE copy of Happy Birthday: A Minimum Wage Sidekick Novella, in both ebook AND audiobook formats, sent directly to your inbox to find out! Additionally, you will get a free copy of The Official Lucas Flint Series Reading Order & Guide just for signing up!
In addition to Happy Birthday and my series reading order guide, newsletter subscribers also get:
	New release announcements before anyone else

	Previews and sample chapters of upcoming books

	Exclusive deals

	Weekly updates every Saturday on upcoming books, projects, etc.

	And more!



So what are you waiting for? Subscribe to my newsletter today HERE!






  
  CHAPTER ONE


Today was supposed to be my day off from work, but it’s funny how my work has a tendency to find  me. Especially when I don’t want it.
The day started off normal enough. I woke up, took a shower, got breakfast, and checked my family’s mailbox, where I found a birthday card from my grandpa who lived on the other side of the state. The card was nice, a simple ‘Happy 18th Birthday, Grandson!’ with a personal note from grandpa congratulating me on becoming a man and asking me what I was going to do after I graduated from high school. My birthday was technically not until next week, but Grandpa always sent me my birthday card early because that was how he was.
Also, Grandpa had also enclosed a check of $100 in the card. It puzzled me at first because most people don’t use checks nowadays, but I appreciated the money nonetheless and decided to head to the bank to deposit it into my bank account. It wasn’t nearly as much money as what I made as a sidekick working for Rubberman, but it was a nice gift from my Grandpa and I saw no reason to delay depositing it, especially since today was my day off. I did have a date later today with my girlfriend, Nancy, but stopping by the bank and dropping off the check was quick and easy.
Normally, anyway. I should have known better, given my luck, but I guess I just wanted to be optimistic for once and not assume I would find myself in the middle of a bank robbery on my first day off in a while.
Anyway, I got to the Golden City First National Bank shortly after breakfast. Here I found very few people aside from myself in the lobby. There weren’t even as many bank tellers as there normally were. That was probably because the bank closed early on Saturdays and had a smaller staff as a result.
Still, I managed to find an open bank teller, a pretty thirty-some-odd-year-old woman whose nameplate said her name was Jennifer, and handed her my check. Jennifer took my check and deposited it without any fanfare, although she did apologize to me at first when they had some computer troubles, as the bank had apparently switched to a new computer system recently and it still had some bugs to work out.
Which, again, didn’t bother me. What did bother me, though, what was happened next.
“It’s fine,” I told Jennifer when she apologized. “I’m not in any hurry. Today’s my day off.”
Jennifer smiled. “That’s nice. Where do you work? I don’t think I’ve seen you around town.”
I smiled back in return. Due to secret identity laws, I couldn’t divulge my secret identity as Beams to just anyone, so I said with a shrug, “Just a part-time job doing some boring yard work. Nothing more.”
“As boring as being a bank teller?” said Jennifer. She chuckled. “Because it does get boring around here, though at least we only work until lunch today. After I get off work, my husband and I are going to see the Rubberman movie tonight.”
I paused. “The Rubberman movie? I thought that wasn’t coming out until next week.”
“It is,” Jennifer said, glancing at the computer screen in front of her as my check was processed. She held up a couple of tickets. “But my husband managed to snag a few tickets to a preview screening at Super Cinema tonight. Only a handful of people were eligible to get these tickets and my husband was lucky enough to get two.”
I frowned. I knew that the Rubberman movie was finally coming out next week—April 4th, which also happened to be my birthday—but boss hadn’t told me about the early screenings. He had told me we were going to be at the midnight premiere next week, but it sounded to me like at least some people were going to see it before us. That seemed a bit odd to me, but perhaps it was something our local theater, Super Cinema, was doing to create hype for the movie. “Huh. I hadn’t heard of that.”
“My husband works at the theater and they were giving away free tickets to employees,” said Jennifer with a shrug. “So he managed to get a couple for us. I can’t wait.”
I nodded. “I hope you and your husband enjoy the movie. I’ve heard it’s supposed to be good, but I’m not going to see it until the premiere next week.”
“I’ve been looking forward to it for ages,” said Jennifer with a sigh. “I know a lot of people aren’t happy with how Rubberman and Beams have dealt with the Zero Knights, but I still like them.”
I nodded politely. Legally I couldn’t tell her I was Beams, but the truth was I hadn’t seen the movie myself yet, either. Rubberman had seen more of the completed movie than I had, but even though the movie was based on his life, he apparently had not seen it all just yet, either. So when I said I didn’t know if it was any good, I was telling the truth.
“I’m definitely looking forward to it,” I said. I suddenly yawned. “Weird. I feel really sleepy all of a sudden.”
Jennifer yawned at about the same time as me. She rubbed her eyes and said, “Yeah, I do, too. Which is weird because I slept really well last night. Maybe I’ll take a nap after I get home from work.”
I nodded. I had slept well last night, too, and even had a cup of coffee this morning, too, which made me wonder where my drowsiness had come from. “Same … same here. Will probably crash when I get home.”
Jennifer yawned again and glanced at her computer. “All right, Mr. Fry. It looks like your check has … check has cleared.” She yawned yet again and reached for her coffee. “Okay, this is … this getting … ridiculous … coffee …”
Before Jennifer could pick up her coffee, however, her eyes closed and her head slammed into the keyboard before her. She snored loudly into her keyboard as if it was her pillow.
Startled, I said, “Jennifer? Are you … are you okay?”
Even as I said that question, however, I heard thumps all around me. Looking around, I saw everyone was falling asleep. The other bank tellers were slumping at their desks, their heads lolling onto their shoulders. The other customers were lying on the floor or sleeping on the sofas in the lobby. Even the security guards at the entrance had collapsed onto the floor, sleeping as peacefully as if they had fallen asleep in their beds back in their homes.
And worse of all, I could feel my own exhaustion threatening to overwhelm me. My eyes felt as heavy as lead and my limbs started to feel like sandbags. I grabbed Jennifer’s coffee and downed the whole thing in one gulp. The steaming hot coffee burned my throat and lips, but the caffeine did wake me up and make it easier to fight the sleepiness, though even with my caffeine high I could still feel the sleepiness threatening to overwhelm me. Just like how everyone else in the lobby had fallen asleep at once.
Wait … everyone falling asleep at the same time …
Horrified at the implications, I pulled out my phone and dialed Rubberman’s number. I desperately waited for Rubberman to answer, but when I heard the third ring, the doors to the bank slammed open and half a dozen armed men burst into the room. They swept the lobby with their guns until they noticed me standing in front of Jennifer’s desk and focused on me.
“Hey, how come that kid is still standing?” asked one of the thugs, a tall, skinny man who looked like he had probably done every drug in the book. “He should be sleepin’ like the rest of ‘em!”
“Does it matter, Ronny?” asked a fat black man standing next to him. He pointed his gun at me. “You ‘member what boss said. Put all of ‘em to sleep and kill anyone who wakes up.”
Crap. The caffeine from Jennifer’s coffee was still keeping me awake, but there was no way I could beat all of these guys on my own. My powers worked with or without my costume, but fighting without my costume’s protection was always dangerous and I didn’t want to out my identity by using my powers. All of the witnesses might be asleep, but I didn’t want to out myself to a bunch of thugs like these guys.
Right before the black guy could shoot me, however, a familiar sardonic voice said, “Hold your fire, men. I think I know who this kid is.”
The thugs parted to reveal another man standing behind them, who stepped forward. Based on the way the other thugs looked at him, it was clear that this man was their leader.
He appeared to be a middle-aged man with messy bed hair and huge bags under his eyes. His rumbled clothing looked like it could use a good iron and his slumped shoulders made him look like he needed a good nap. Yet his bloodshot eyes and sleepy appearance, I knew, were really just an illusion that hid a far more deadly and calculating mind than most people understood.
“ZZZ,” I said, turning to face him. “Long time, no see.”
ZZZ, the infamous assassin, supervillain, and member of the Dark Collective, smiled a sleepy, though threatening, smile. “Same to you, Beams. No time to chat, seeing as we’re on a deadline, but I think we might be able to squeeze your death into our schedule, at least.”






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Perhaps I should have been surprised that ZZZ recognized me even without my costume, but I didn’t think so. ZZZ was one of the few supervillains who knew my real identity. I wasn’t sure why he had never told anyone my real identity before, but based on the surprised reactions of his fellow Dark Collectivists, I could tell that even they hadn’t known who I was until ZZZ called me by my sidekick name. 
“That kid is Beams?” said the skinny thug called Ronny. “But he’s so scrawny and wears glasses.”
“Appearances can be deceiving, Ronny,” said ZZZ. He gestured at his face. “Look at me, for example. I look like I just got out of bed when in fact I’m wide awake, unlike everyone else, who has apparently decided that it’s nap time now.”
I knew ZZZ was being sarcastic. What made ZZZ—pronounced tripled Z—so dangerous was that he emitted some sort of sleepy aura that made people sleepy and tired even if they were well-rested. Before ZZZ’s first arrest, he had used his powers to rob banks, assassinate individuals, and commit all sorts of other crimes. Although ZZZ was not a physical threat, his powers made him a force to be reckoned with because it was hard to resist them once he targeted you. I should have known he was behind this, especially after the Breakout.
“Maybe you guys should take a nap, too,” I suggested, stifling a yawn to avoid showing weakness. I lowered my phone and put it back in my pocket, though not before sending Rubberman a quick text letting him know about my situation. “The police won’t be here for a while, after all, so you have plenty of time to catch up on your sleep.”
ZZZ glared at me. “Very funny, but I will have you know that we are all perfectly well-rested. I am curious, though, about how you are resisting the effects of my powers. Usually, teenagers like you are the first to fall asleep.”
I waved Jennifer’s empty coffee cup. “Had two full cups of coffee today. I feel like I can do anything.”
ZZZ gritted his teeth. “Caffeine. Of course. If I ever become the President of the United States, first thing I will do is make caffeine illegal. A worse drug than meth, crack, and marijuana put together if you ask me.”
I grinned. “Only because it lets me resist your powers, right?”
ZZZ shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Caffeine won’t keep you awake forever. Sooner or later, you will fall asleep. And that will be sooner.”
ZZZ held out a hand toward me and I suddenly felt even more tired than before. The caffeine in my system still kept me awake, but it was like trying to hold an increasingly heavy weight over my head.
Clutching my head, I said, “Is this what the Dark Collective has been reduced to? Robbing banks like common crooks?”
“We need the money,” said ZZZ. “And robbing banks just happens to be one of my specialties.”
Blinking hard, I said, “Not afraid of Rubberman or the police coming to stop you?”
ZZZ laughed. “Why would I? The Dark Collective is far stronger than the police. Besides, we planned this bank robbery very carefully. By the time Rubberman shows up, this place’s vaults will be cleaned and your boss’ reputation will be even more in the gutter than it already is.”
I gritted my teeth, but couldn’t argue against what ZZZ said. Ever since the Breakout, the Dark Collective, led by Johnny ‘Three Fingers’ Diamond, had been a huge pain for me, Rubberman, and the police. They had apparently made it their mission to commit every kind of crime at once and even the GCPD was struggling to keep up with their crimes. It didn’t help that we had no idea where the Dark Collective was located. They seemed to appear and disappear at will, which made it that much harder for us to arrest their members and put them back in jail where they belonged.
But that was irrelevant right now. I took a step forward and said, “If you want to rob this bank, you’ll have to go through me first.”
ZZZ rolled his eyes. “I keep forgetting how delusional you supers are. But that’s fine. I’ll just kill you myself.”
I blinked again. ZZZ’s pressure was becoming harder to ignore. I felt like I could barely keep my eyes open, despite the caffeine in my system. “But I thought Three Fingers said—”
“Who cares what Three Fingers thinks?” said ZZZ with a dismissive wave of his hand. “He might be the leader, but I’m as important to the organization as he is. I’ll just tell him that you tried to stop us and I was forced to kill you to complete the mission. He won’t know any different. Right, guys?”
ZZZ said that while glaring at the thugs standing around him, all of whom nodded fervently or said things like, “Yeah, boss!” and “Sure thing!”
Which wasn’t good for me. The last time I’d seen Three Fingers, he had spared Rubberman and me despite having the power to kill us. I guess ZZZ lacked Three Fingers’ honor, which meant I was probably going to die unless I did something fast.
Desperate, I fired my lasers at ZZZ. Unfortunately, my aim was off due to my sleepiness and my lasers just struck the floor in front of ZZZ, leaving a small smoking crater right in front of him. ZZZ didn’t even blink.
“Keep shooting at me all you like, brat,” said ZZZ. “Sleepy people don’t have good aim.”
ZZZ was right. Already darkness was starting to tug at the corners of my eyes. It was becoming harder and harder for me to stay conscious. My only hope at this point was that Rubberman would get here in time, but given how carefully ZZZ had planned this bank robbery, Rubberman might only get here in time to find my body.
I tried taking a step forward only to yawn and fall onto my hands and knees. A shadow fell over me and I looked up in time to see ZZZ standing over me, pointing a gun directly at my forehead.
“If you think I’m just going to wait until you fall asleep before I kill, you’ve got another thing coming, kid,” said ZZZ, his finger resting on the trigger. “I’ve been dreaming of killing you while you’re awake for well over a year now. I want to see the fear and terror in your eyes as you realize that your short little life is about to—”
I never got to hear the end of ZZZ’s sentence because something smashed through the ceiling above, sending chunks of plaster, wood, and debris falling onto the floor. When the thing struck the floor, it caused the whole building to shudder from the impact, making ZZZ stagger to the side and making me fall on my stomach. The thugs on the other side of the room staggered and stumbled, cursing loudly in shock at this sudden interruption.
“What the—?” said ZZZ, looking at the thick cloud of dust in the middle of the room. “What the hell was that?”
Blinking repeatedly, I looked into the dust cloud as well. The silhouette of a large, muscular man could be seen within, his huge muscles obvious even without being able to see his actual form.
“No way …” I said in a low voice. “Prime Man? Is that you?”
“Freaking Prime Man?” said ZZZ in alarm. “Crap. This wasn’t part of the plan.”
Loud, booming laughter exploded from the dust cloud. “Prime Man? I am mightier than Prime Man! A force for good and justice in a world full of supervillain and criminal scum! Allow me to introduce myself!”
A powerful burst of wind caused the dust cloud to scatter, revealing a new superhero who I had never seen before.
He was built similarly to Prime Man—large muscles, huge chest, and the physique of a god—but he was a bit slimmer and shorter than Prime Man. He also didn’t have a cape and his costume was brown and tan rather than purple and blue. He stood with his back to us, but when he turned around to face us, he was wearing a mask on his face that left his chiseled jaw exposed, while his eyes were hidden behind thick goggles that made him look kind of like an owl. On his chest, the letters ‘MM’ were stitched into his costume, although I’d never seen that particular logo before. Despite that, however, I felt like I’d seen him somewhere before, though I wasn’t sure where.
“Who are you?” said ZZZ in bewilderment. “Another superhero? Doesn’t this city have enough superheroes?”
“Justice can never have enough defenders!” said the superhero, thrusting his finger into the sky. “Evil is like vermin and must be exterminated as such!”
“Oh, wow,” said ZZZ sarcastically, “comparing supervillains to vermin. Never heard that one before. Guess cleverness must be one of your powers.”
The superhero pointed a finger at ZZZ. “A quick wit is but one of the many benefits that Justice has blessed me with! Yet I do not need a quick wit to put an end to the crimes of villains such as you, ZZZ!”
“Uh-huh,” said ZZZ. “Just who are you, anyway? Never seen you before.”
“Then allow me to introduce myself!” said the superhero. He put his hands on his hips, thrust his chest out, and said, “Let evildoers and criminals such as yourself tremble before the might of Mighty Man, the strongest superhero in the world!”






  
  CHAPTER THREE


Mighty Man … now I knew where I’d seen him before. Mighty Man was the superhero name that my science teacher, Mr. Peters, had been planning to use in his failed superhero career. In fact, now that I looked more closely at him, Mighty Man heavily resembled the concept drawings that Mr. Peters once showed me of the costume he’d been planning to wear. It was like Mighty Man had jumped straight out of the drawings into the real world, yet that made no sense. Mr. Peters didn’t have any powers and he certainly wasn’t a big, muscle-bound, justice-obsessed ham like Mighty Man. 
So who was this guy, really, and where did he come from?
“Excuse me?” said Ronny behind Mighty Man. “Prime Man’s the strongest super in the world, ain’t he?”
“That he was!” said Mighty Man without changing his pose. “But I am even stronger! I can lift ten billion tons on my back and balance a skyscraper on my pinkie!”
“Ten billion tons?” said ZZZ incredulously. “Do you even know how much that is or are you just throwing out big numbers to make yourself sound cooler than you are?”
Mighty Man punched his fist into his other hand. “I speak nothing but the truth, villain! For I stand not just for justice, but for truth as well!”
“And the American way as well?” said ZZZ. “Anyway, Mr. Mighty Man, perhaps you should get out of here. Aside from the fact that Golden City already has a superhero, this situation really is none of your business.”
“Justice is always my business!” Mighty Man yelled, his voice so loud that one of the windows cracked. “I don’t need to be paid to defeat criminals like you!”
“Expected as much,” said ZZZ idly. He raised a hand. “Well, you might be able to lift ten gajillion tons, but you’re probably sleep-deprived like most people nowadays. Why don’t you take a nap?”
Crap. I had no idea if Mighty Man was as strong as he said he was, but I knew that no matter how strong Mighty Man might be, ZZZ’s powers would put him to sleep in no time. If that happened, then I was definitely screwed.
A few tense seconds passed as ZZZ and Mighty Man stared each other down. I paid close attention to Mighty Man, waiting for the moment when he would collapse onto the floor, leaving me to fend for myself against ZZZ and his men. I looked for any signs of sleepiness or fatigue in Mighty Man, but he didn’t look even remotely tired. If anything, he seemed oddly energetic.
Finally, Mighty Man laughed and said, “What are you trying, villain? Do you think that a brave defender of justice and truth is afraid of a hand?”
“You’re supposed to fall asleep,” said ZZZ. He waved his hand harder. “Go to sleep. Take a nap. Get some shut-eye. Rest those weary eyes of yours. Count sheep.”
“Why should I?” said Mighty Man. He puffed his chest out even more if that was possible. “Justice never sleeps and neither do I!”
ZZZ’s face went pale. It occurred to me that ZZZ had probably never run into someone who was immune to his powers. That was a first.
Then Mighty Man punched his fist into his other hand again and said, “Now it’s my turn, you piece of criminal scum! Let’s see how you like a hot heaping platter of justice bacon and truth eggs!”
Mighty Man rushed forward and grabbed ZZZ by the throat, lifting him off his feet with one hand. ZZZ gasped and dropped his gun. He desperately kicked at Mighty Man, but his legs merely bounced off of Mighty Man’s huge chest like feathers.
“Not so brave now that your powers don’t work on me, are you, villain?” said Mighty Man. “Fear not! I shall not kill you! But you may have trouble breathing without the aid of a machine once I am done with—”
Mighty Man was interrupted by a gunshot. Multiple gunshots, in fact, all from ZZZ’s fellow Dark Collective Collectivists. They had taken advantage of Mighty Man’s distraction to shoot him in the back. The loud gunshots forced me to lower my head and put my hands on my head, while around me the other customers and bank tellers starting to stir from their sleep.
Mighty Man dropped ZZZ onto the floor, yet didn’t move at all as the Dark Collective Collectivists loaded rounds into his back. They were firing so many bullets so quickly that I couldn’t even look directly at Mighty Man. I just kept my head down the entire time, hoping that the collective gunfire would be over soon and that maybe they would run out of ammo and I could make a run for it before they noticed I was gone.
After a minute or two of firing, the gunfire ceased. Lowering my hands from my head, I looked up to see the results of their gunfire.
It looked like they had run out of ammo because they lowered their guns and looked at Mighty Man expectantly. I also looked at Mighty Man, expecting to see his back riddled with bloody bullet holes and for Mighty Man himself to be in horrendous pain, if not outright dead. No way someone could survive something like that.
To my shock, however, Mighty Man still stood tall and strong. His back was smoking slightly, but that was it. There were no bullet holes in his back. His costume wasn’t even torn. Empty bullets were scattered everywhere around him, but Mighty Man himself showed no signs of pain or injury.
“Impossible,” said Ronny in disbelief. “We nailed him with everything we got.”
Mighty Man laughed a deep, bellowing laugh that even made me wince. He turned around to face the criminals, a triumphant grin on his face.
“Did you honestly believe that mere bullets could harm Mighty Man?” asked Mighty Man in an amused voice. He wagged a finger at them. “Not so! For Justice herself protects me from pathetic villains like you! But if it’s a fight you want, then it’s a fight you get!”
Mighty Man rushed toward the thugs and slammed into them like bowling pins. The thugs tried to run, but Mighty Man was fast, punching and kicking them with shockingly fast reflexes. He looked almost like a living tornado and the few hits that the thugs managed to get on him didn’t slow him down at all.
A groan behind me caused me to look up. Jennifer, the bank teller who had been processing my check, was now waking up. I saw her head appear over the counter, a confused look on her face.
“What the—?” said Jennifer with a yawn. “What happened? Why is there a hole in the ceiling? What is going on here?”
Jennifer wasn’t the only person waking up. All around the lobby, the customers and bank tellers who ZZZ had knocked out were starting to wake up. Most of them looked confused, but a few were watching Mighty Man fighting the thugs with the same puzzled expression as Jennifer. It looked like ZZZ’s sleep effect was wearing off, probably thanks to Mighty Man’s attack. Even I felt more awake than I did a few minutes ago, rising to my feet now that it was safe to stand.
“Who is that guy?” said Jennifer to me, pointing at Mighty Man. “Prime Man?”
I shook my head. “No. He calls himself Mighty Man, but—”
“Hey!” another bank teller shouted. “ZZZ is getting away!”
Startled, I looked over to the other side of the lobby and saw ZZZ rushing up the stairs to the next floor of the bank. Coward. Taking advantage of Mighty Man beating on his own men to save himself. Not surprising, but still disgusting nonetheless.
And I also wasn’t going to let him get away.
Looking at Jennifer, I said, “Call the police. I’ll go after ZZZ.”
“You?” said Jennifer in bewilderment. “But—”
I didn’t stop to listen to her. I just rushed across the lobby and barreled up the steps after ZZZ. I didn’t see him, however, until I got to the second floor of the bank and saw him running full speed down the hallway toward a window at the end of the hall.
I fired my lasers at ZZZ, but he jumped at the last minute and avoided my lasers. Landing on his feet, ZZZ whirled around and fired his gun at me, forcing me to dive behind one of the hallway’s marble columns to avoid getting shot. Bullets struck the marble column, chipping off pieces of marble as I crouched low to protect myself.
“I’m not going to let you get away!” I shouted from behind the marble column.
“You should if you know what’s good for you, brat!” ZZZ shouted. “Which you clearly don’t, seeing as you are trying to catch me!”
Taking a deep breath, I peered around the side of the marble column but pulled my head back just as ZZZ fired his gun again. A bullet whizzed by and struck the wall opposite me, causing cracks to form in its formation.
“This is my job, ZZZ!” I shouted. “Even if today is my day off, I’m still going to arrest you!”
“Why don’t you be a normal teenager and sleep in when you don’t have school or work?” said ZZZ in exasperation.
I gritted my teeth, but leaped out from behind the column and fired another laser at ZZZ. ZZZ, however, dodged it and fired his gun again, but I was already rolling behind the next column, putting me a little closer to ZZZ.
Rolling to my feet, I stood up and fired another laster blast at him again. This time, my laser struck his chest, sending him staggering backward from the impact. But rather than drop his gun, ZZZ fired his weapon again, forcing myself to hide behind the marble column again to avoid getting shot.
This was getting ridiculous. I needed to end this fight now so I could get home in time for my date with Nancy. ZZZ would run out of bullets eventually, but I needed to end this fight long before then.
Closing my eyes, I gave myself an adrenaline boost. Then I jumped into the air from behind the column, flying toward ZZZ faster than his eyes could follow. He raised his gun in the air, but I smashed my foot into my jaw, sending ZZZ staggering backward from the blow. Landing on the floor, I lashed out with another kick, hitting him in the abdomen and finally making him drop his gun.
Gasping in pain, ZZZ staggered backward against the window at the end of the hallway, clutching his stomach. He glared at me with his bloodshot, baggy eyes, but without a weapon, he was pretty much harmless.
“Give up now, ZZZ,” I said as I kicked his gun away. “It’s over. You can’t beat me and you know it.”
“Fool,” said ZZZ. “If you think I’m going to give up because you managed to break one of my toys, then you’ve got another thing com—”
ZZZ was interrupted when the floor under our feet broke apart and Mighty Man shot up through the hole. He landed on the floor to my right and then stood to his full height, his hands on his hips.
“There you are, villain!” said Mighty Man. “I thought I saw you trying to make an escape! I have already beaten all of your fellow thugs into unconsciousness! I will do the same to you if you refuse to surrender!”
I looked at ZZZ and grinned. “You heard the man. Now, who do you want to fight: Me or the guy who can take an entire arsenal worth of bullets to the back and not even get tickled?”
ZZZ scowled, but then chuckled and said, “Sorry, but my ride should be here any second now. Perhaps we can have lunch later.”
With that, ZZZ pulled another gun out of his pocket. Mighty Man and I braced ourselves for another fight, but ZZZ instead whirled around and fired three shots into the window behind him. The window shattered into pieces and then ZZZ, tossing his gun to the side, ran and jumped out through the window while laughing maniacally.
Startled, Mighty Man and I rushed toward the window. We looked out just in time to see what looked like a giant bat—ridden by the Necromantress—swoop up into the air away from the bank, with ZZZ sitting on it behind the Necromantress. ZZZ waved at us condescendingly, a triumphant grin on his sleep-deprived face.
They moved too fast for me to shoot them out of the air. All Mighty Man and I could do was watch as ZZZ and the Necromantress, seated on their giant bat, disappeared into the skyscrapers and buildings of Golden City, vanishing from our sight.






  
  CHAPTER FOUR


They got away,” I said. I looked at Mighty Man and pointed out the window. “Can’t you go after them?” 
“I would, my young friend, but unfortunately, flight was not one of the powers granted to me by Justice!” said Mighty Man with a sad shake of his head. Then he smiled. “I can jump very high, however! But I do not believe that will be enough to allow me to go after those evildoers!”
My shoulders slumped. “Meaning they got away? Dang it. We were this close to catching them.”
“Worry not, my boyish friend!” Mighty Man declared. “Although ZZZ may have escaped, I subdued his cronies easily! They, at least, shall find themselves behind prison walls once again very soon!”
I nodded. “Guess you’re right, but I’m still not entirely sure who you are.”
“Why, I am Mighty Man, of course!” said Mighty Man, striking a pose again. “The strongest superhero in the world!”
“No, I mean your real identity,” I said, looking up at Mighty Man skeptically. “I’ve never seen you before. And I am not sure it’s even legal for you to be here, given how Rubberman is Golden City’s superhero. Do you have a superhero license?”
“As I said before, Justice has many defenders!” Mighty Man declared again. “If Golden City is to survive this crime plague, it will need many doctors to treat it!”
I stepped away from Mighty Man when he said that, looking at him more cautiously than before. “You aren’t a vigilante, are you?”
Vigilantes were illegal superheroes. Whereas licensed superheroes like Rubberman had to work with law enforcement and work within the bounds of the law, vigilantes did not. The original superheroes had technically been vigilantes before superheroes got legalized some fifty years ago or so. Modern vigilantes were rare and, while some of them may have had good intentions, I didn’t have a whole lot of good experience with vigilantes. The ones I’d dealt with had some kind of grudge against legal superheroes and were generally crazy.
“That term means nothing to me, young boy,” said Mighty Man. He thrust his fist into the sky. “Vigilante or superhero, I am a strong defender of Justice and—”
Mighty Man suddenly broke into a coughing fit. He doubled over, clutching his stomach and hacking up a storm.
Startled, I said, “Are you okay, dude? Do you need to go to the hospital or—?”
“Nay!” said Mighty Man. He stood upright again, though he now looked visibly agitated. His skin was paler than before and he seemed to be sweating. “I … I must go. Justice is not geographically-restricted and neither am I! Goodbye, young one, and may you always be on the right side of Justice!”
Before I could ask him what he was talking about, Mighty Man launched out the smashed window like a rocket. Surprised by his sudden movement, I ran over to the window and thrust my head out in time to see Mighty Man land on top of a building across the street before making another jump across another couple of blocks. In just a few minutes, Mighty Man disappeared from view, his triumphant laughter dying as he jumped further and further away, leaving me more confused than ever about just who he was and where he had come from.
And whether he was really a friend … or foe.
-

“So this Mighty Man guy just showed up out of nowhere, beat ZZZ and his men, and then … jumped away?” said Rubberman, sitting across from me in the Elastic Cave’s dining room table, his spaghetti entwined with his fork. “Like a rabbit?”
“Not like a rabbit,” I said. I rubbed my forehead. “I mean … yes, sort of like a rabbit, but that’s not the point. The point is that Mighty Man is clearly a vigilante who has taken it upon himself to save Golden City from the Dark Collective and, heck, maybe the Zero Knights, too.”
Adams, who stood at the kitchen sink where he was washing our dishes, said, without looking over his shoulder, “Well, I have certainly never heard of this Mighty Man character. Are you sure he isn’t a licensed superhero, perhaps visiting from another city?”
“He is most definitely not,” I said with a nod. “He evaded my question about whether he’s a vigilante or not. If he was a licensed superhero, he would have shown me his superhero license without hesitation.”
“This is definitely strange,” said Rubberman, stroking his chin. “If Mighty Man was legal, I would have heard about him. But I’ve never heard of another superhero on Prime Man’s level before.”
“He actually claimed to be stronger than Prime Man, if you can believe it,” I said with a shrug. “He can’t fly, though. Just jump really high and really far.”
“That’s even stranger,” said Rubberman. He shook his head. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get there sooner. When I got the call, I was in the middle of taking a shower and my phone was in the office. If I hadn’t been in the shower, I would have been there ASAP.”
“It’s okay, boss,” I said as I sipped my glass of water. “ZZZ would have just put you to sleep, too. Honestly, if Mighty Man hadn’t shown up out of nowhere like that, I would be dead and the Dark Collective would be several million dollars richer.”
Rubberman nodded, but he still didn’t smile. “I am grateful Mighty Man saved you and stopped ZZZ, but if he’s really a vigilante, then he’s a problem we’ll need to deal with eventually. Under the current law, licensed superheroes are obligated to arrest vigilantes just like supervillains or other kinds of crooks. Even if Mighty Man isn’t doing anything wrong, by calling himself a superhero without a license, he’s already broken several different laws.”
I nodded as I stirred my spaghetti. I knew where Rubberman was coming from. Licensed superheroes were incredibly protective of their territory and I could tell that Rubberman felt more than a little threatened by Mighty Man’s presence in Golden City. We’d already dealt with a team of superheroes who tried to replace us. We really didn’t need another one, especially not one like Mighty Man, who wasn’t even legal.
“On the bright side, at least we caught some Dark Collective Collectivists,” I said. I glanced at my phone, which was open to a Golden City Journal article about the bank robbery. “This is the biggest arrest of Dark Collective Collectivists since the Breakout, at least according to the Golden City Journal. Think the police will get any solid information out of them? Like where the Dark Collective’s HQ is, for example?”
“Doubtful,” said Rubberman. “They’re just grunts who likely have no idea what their leadership is up to. Honestly, it would have been better if we had gotten ZZZ. He’s one of the Dark Collective’s highest-ranking officers. If anyone would know where Three Fingers is, it would have to be him.”
I nodded in agreement. “Yeah, but unfortunately he got away on a giant bat. At least there are six fewer purse-snatchers on the streets, anyway.”
“Which barely puts a dent in Golden City’s steadily increasing crime rate,” Rubberman said. He looked down at his spaghetti, his shoulders slumped. “Which is just great.”
I frowned even deeper than before. Rubberman was usually an upbeat and constructive guy, but ever since the Breakout, he had seemed more depressed than usual. I wished I could help, but unfortunately, I’d been feeling it, too.
Since the Breakout from Golden City Penitentiary last month, crime in Golden City had spiked by 10%. That may not have seemed like much, but on a practical level, it meant that Rubberman and I were hitting the streets more often and harder than ever. The GCPD was also stretched to a breaking point as officers did their best to keep up with it, but the GCPD’s officers were still mostly novices and even the more experienced officers often found themselves unable to keep pace with the Dark Collective’s insane amount of criminal activities. There was a reason I hadn’t had a day off in a long time and this was it.
“At least the Zero Knights haven’t shown up recently,” I said. “Maybe they’ve decided that Golden City is a lost cause or something?”
That was partly true. Since Cannonball’s death last month, we had not seen hide nor hair of the Zero Knights. But, of course, this was pretty typical of the Zero Knights. They rarely responded to an attack on one of their own right away. Usually, it took them at least a month to respond … and by then, it was all too easy to forget about them and get taken by surprise by their counterattack.
It didn’t help that Prime Man and Heroes United had rejected Rubberman’s call for help after the Breakout. Apparently, Prime Man was only interested in helping us if it could make him look good with minimum effort.
Rubberman dropped his fork on his plate in frustration. “True, but at this point, I’d rather deal with a dozen Zero Knights than more of this petty crime nonsense. In all of my years working as a superhero in Golden City, the crime rate has never been this high. It’s like there’s a new theft, arson, murder, or rape every day.”
“It definitely isn’t helping Golden City’s reputation, I can say that for sure,” said Adams as he turned off the kitchen sink’s faucet. He turned around to face us, drying off his hands with a towel. “Just yesterday, my daughter, who lives in Scotland, was asking me if I was going to move out of that ‘dangerous’ Golden City and live someplace safer. Of course, I told her I can’t because I work for you, but that should illustrate to you how bad things have gotten.”
I grimaced. I knew what Adams was talking about. For the longest time, Golden City had been considered one of the safest cities in Texas, if not in all of America. That was thanks to the combined efforts of Rubberman and the GCPD, who, working together, were able to keep the streets safe
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