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  CHAPTER ONE


While being a sidekick didn’t pay nearly as well as being an actual superhero, Alex Fry—also known as Beams, the sidekick of the famous superhero Rubberman—had come to love the job. In the year since he had started working as a sidekick, Beams had saved his city from multiple threats, not to mention learned a thing or two about the actual superhero business itself from his boss, Rubberman, who was more like a mentor than a boss. Beams enjoyed protecting his city, family, and friends from the criminals and supervillains who sought to harm them, and he had to admit that having his own fan club and getting paid to do it wasn’t so bad, either. 
But if there was one thing Beams both loved and hated about the business, it was the unpredictability of it all. Some days, you might find yourself preventing a bank heist being pulled off by the local criminal gang. Other days, you might find yourself going toe-to-toe with a fanatic who believed that holding a high school full of students hostage was the ideal way to stick it to the man. And on others still, you might have to avoid getting killed by an assassin hired by a rival corporation that wanted your boss’ business.
And then, on some days, you found yourself at the vanguard of a full-on alien invasion of Earth, made even worse by the knowledge that Beams could have prevented it entirely if he had just thought through things a bit better six months ago.
The day had started out normal enough. Beams had woken up, showered, and got dressed before having breakfast with his parents and his older brother, James, who was in town for the summer due to his college being out for the summer. James, being the helpful big brother he was, had offered to take Beams to the local mall to help him pick up chicks, but Beams had refused because he had to get to work. Beams’ workload had increased since the start of summer, though it was mostly because Beams didn’t have any school in the summer, which meant he had more free time to dedicate to Rubberman’s business.
Looking back, though, Beams wondered what would have happened if he decided to play hooky. Beams never believed in the whole ‘butterfly effect’ phenomenon, but he wondered if there was an alternate universe somewhere where he accepted his brother’s offer to go pick up chicks and the alien invasion never happened.
It’s not helpful to regret the past, Rubberman always told Beams. Just learn from your mistakes and make sure you don’t repeat them in the future. That’s all we can do.
That was true enough, but when a huge alien spaceship descended from the sky above and sent out dozens of strange, flying creatures screeching at the top of their lungs, Beams wondered how this was his fault.
It happened when Beams was about halfway between his house and the Elastic Cave, his boss’ base. He had taken his usual shortcut to the Elastic Cave’s false storefront entrance, hoping to get to work early so he and Rubberman could get started on their daily patrol. Rubberman had informed Beams that they would be doing their usual afternoon patrol today, with Rubberman using the Rubbermobile and Beams using the Beams Cycle. Beams loved the Beams Cycle, because it was a motorcycle designed specifically for him and he rarely got to ride it.
The sky had been cloudy and thundering, with lightning lighting up the sky every now and then, but it didn’t make sense to Beams, because the weather app on his phone had said that it was supposed to be bright and sunny today. It was especially strange given how it was August, which was usually the hottest and driest month of the year for Texas. But Beams had dismissed it as the weather app being wrong as usual and hadn’t thought to bring along his umbrella or raincoat.
Still, the thunder had become so severe that Beams almost considered turning around and heading back home when the alien spaceship first descended from the sky.
At first, when Beams saw it, he thought he must have forgotten his glasses and was maybe seeing an airplane or something. But when Beams raised his fingers up to his eyes and felt the rim of his glasses, he realized that his eyes were working perfectly fine and his glasses were on his face where they were supposed to be.
Coming to a stop on his bike, Beams looked up at the massive alien spaceship as it descended from the clouds like some kind of god. The spaceship resembled a giant flying saucer, except with a weird pillar-like thing sticking out underneath it. Lightning crackled along its surface and Beams realized that the thunder he had heard earlier was not actually thunder at all, but the engine of the ship itself. Though the ship looked unarmed, an ominous chill went down Beams’ spine nonetheless.
A sudden ringing from his pocket made Beams start. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and, seeing it was Rubberman, answered the call and said, “Hey, boss, do you see what I’m seeing?”
“If what you’re seeing is a gigantic alien spaceship hovering over downtown Golden City, then yes, I see it,” said Rubberman’s voice over his phone. “I’m watching it through the monitors in the Elastic Cave. Where are you?”
Beams looked around at his surroundings. “I’m in an empty alleyway near downtown Golden City, about halfway between my house and the Elastic Cave.”
“Okay,” said Rubberman. “Adams suggested I call you to make sure you’re okay.”
“Nah, I’m fine, boss,” Beams said, glancing up at the spaceship, “though I’m not sure for how much longer, given how dangerous that thing looks.”
“Get to the Elastic Cave as fast as you can,” said Rubberman. “We have no idea how dangerous these aliens are, so—”
All of a sudden, the phone connection cut out. Beams looked at his phone screen and saw that he had no data at all, which was odd because he had just renewed his plan yesterday.
Beams dialed Rubberman’s number again, but he just got the out of order sound. That wasn’t good.
Slipping his phone back into his pocket, Beams decided to make a run for the Elastic Cave when he heard a strange screeching sound above. Looking up, Beams wished he hadn’t, because the creatures he saw flying down from the spaceship would live in his nightmares forever.
They looked like giant bats, flapping their massive wings as they peeled off the core of the spaceship and scattered across the city in every direction. Their high-pitched screeches filled the air like exploding bombs and, though they flew well enough, there was something distinctly unnatural about how they moved. They flew as though they were used to a different level of gravity, though there was something more disturbing about them that Beams could not put his finger on.
One of the bats broke off from the rest and headed directly for Beams. It came fast, too fast for Beams to put his costume on. But Beams did manage to jump off his bike at the last second. As he hit the street, the bat’s claws snatched his bike, snapped it in two like a stick, and threw both halves away. The bat flew back up to the sky, while Beams scrambled to his feet and looked up at the creature.
That was no bat. Though its general physical appearance was bat-like, it had bug-like eyes and a beak like an eagle. It looked like no animal Beams had ever seen on Earth, but given where it came from, that wasn’t surprising.
The bat turned in an arc and rushed back toward him like a bull. Beams took off his glasses and fired twin eye beams at the bat. The lasers struck it head on, but the bat alien thing didn’t even slow down. It just screeched in anger and flew toward him faster than his eyes could follow, pushing through his lasers as though they weren’t even there.
Cutting off his laser beams, Beams closed his eyes and fired his lasers. They rebounded against his eyelids and Beams suddenly felt energy flow through his body.
Opening his eyes again, Beams leaped directly into the air, causing the alien bat to go underneath him. Beams jumped higher than he intended, however, and reached out and caught the ledge of a nearby building. He pulled himself up onto the roof of the building and scrambled to his feet, feeling both exhausted and yet energetic.
Looking up, Beams didn’t see the alien bat at first until it landed on the other side of the rooftop hard enough to crack the roof and sent tiles falling off to the street below. The alien bat growled and flared its wings out, though Beams thought it was just trying to intimidate him more than anything.
“What are you?” said Beams. “Can you even understand what I’m saying? Or are you stupid as well as ugly?”
The alien bat screeched again, but instead of rushing toward Beams, it made some kind of strange sucking sound and suddenly spat something out of its beak at him. Something green and ugly hurtled across the air toward Beams, but Beams jumped to the side, just barely avoiding the thing, which struck the part of the roof where he’d been standing mere moments before.
Coming to a stop, Beams looked over at the green thing and felt his stomach sink. It looked like snot, but the way it hissed against the roof tiles told him that it was actually some kind of acid. That meant Beams had just barely avoided getting splashed with acid.
“Oh, so you can spit acid now, too?” Beams said, looking over at the alien bat. “What else can you do? Can you pat your head and rub your stomach at the same time as well?”
The alien bat didn’t respond. Its wings suddenly folded over against its body and the alien bat began rushing toward Beams on four limbs, screeching the entire time.
Surprised, Beams nonetheless jumped into the air over it, but the alien bat suddenly jumped into the air and slashed at him with one of its claws. Going too fast to control his trajectory, Beams got slammed in the chest by the bat’s claw and fell back down to the roof below. He hit the roof hard and nearly rolled off, only catching the edge of the roof at the last second. Jerking to a stop, Beams looked down and realized that he was a couple of stories off the street below, meaning that if he fell, he’d likely break his legs.
Then Beams heard the sounds of the bat’s claws tearing across the roof and its head suddenly appeared over the edge of the roof. The alien bat was looking straight down at Beams, snapping its beak repeatedly, like some kind of nervous habit.
Only too late did Beams realize that the alien bat was preparing another round of acidic saliva, this time aimed directly at his face. And this time, he had no way to dodge.
I hate Mondays, Beams thought as he stared up into the monstrous face of the alien bat above him. I hate them a lot.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Kevin Jason—better known as the superhero Bolt, son of the late superhero Genius—thought that becoming a full-time member of the Neohero Alliance, the largest superhero organization in the world, would make his life easier than it had been when he had been the leader of the Young Neos, the most famous young superhero team in the country. At the young age of eighteen, Bolt had already faced his fair share of supervillains and world-spanning catastrophes that even a lot of adult superheroes twice his age had never dealt with. He had looked forward to living a much easier but also more exciting, life, because adult NHA members had more privileges than Young Neos members did. 
I thought I might get to fight more supervillains, travel around the country protecting innocents from danger, and doing all sorts of cool things, Bolt thought. But I didn’t think I’d get stuck with janitor duty, of all things.
It was true. Hovering in the air with a bucket of soapy water in one hand and a brush in the other, Bolt surveyed the work he had done on the Justice Statue already. The Justice Statue was a massive marble statue depicting Omega Man, the leader of the NHA’s Leadership Council, and the Midnight Menace, the leader of the Independent Neoheroes for Justice, which was the second largest superhero organization in the country, standing together and shaking hands. It was supposed to be a symbol of unity between the two superhero organizations, whose past relations had been strained due to their differing approaches to crime and the non-superhuman world. It was a beautiful statue, Bolt had to admit, and both Omega Man and the Midnight Menace were so realistic that they looked like the real people just blown up to titanic sizes.
But the Justice Statue didn’t look pretty on its own. It took effort to maintain and clean it, and Bolt had just spent several hours cleaning the Statue by himself. Well, it wasn’t entirely by himself. The lower parts of the Statue had been cleaned by the Hero Island Janitorial Team, but the upper parts were considered too difficult for the non-superhuman janitors to reach.
So, naturally, the task had fallen on Bolt, who, with his flight and super speed, was considered the best available candidate for the job. Bolt had been told by the head janitor, a jovial black man named Curtis, that it would take him less than a couple of hours to clean the upper half of the Statue and that all he needed was a good bucket of water and soap to get the hard-to-reach parts.
Now Bolt was starting to wonder if Curtis knew just how dirty the upper part of the Statue was. Although the Justice Statue looked beautiful from a distance, up close, you could see where all of the dirt and even bird droppings collected on the heads of Omega Man and the Midnight Menace. The bird droppings in particular were bad, because the seagulls which lived on the beaches of Hero Island sometimes liked to come inland and rest on the Justice Statue, which they seemed to think was a toilet.
Bolt had started at eight that morning and now it was about lunch. That was good, because Bolt had gotten hungry from all of the scrubbing he had done, not helped by the fact that he dropped the brush a couple of times and had accidentally knocked over the bucket at least once. The Janitorial Team were always patient with him and let him refill whenever that happened, but Bolt felt embarrassed every time he had spilled the bucket nonetheless.
For that matter, Bolt was tired from all of the work he’d done. He was strong, young, and in good shape, but scrubbing dirt and bird droppings off the Statue took a lot of effort, not helped by the harsh wind that blew around up here. He was glad that the sky was mostly clear, because if it had been raining, he was certain he would never have gotten the job done.
Of course, if it had been raining, they’d probably find some other job for me to do, Bolt thought. Maybe they’d have me pick garbage off of Hero Beach or entertain tourists or something like that.
Shaking his head, Bolt lowered down to the base of the Statue. Here, he found the rest of the Janitorial Team gathering their supplies and getting ready to go to lunch. There were about a dozen janitors in all, not counting Bolt himself, and they all wore the distinctive blue uniform that all Hero Island workers wore. Bolt didn’t have to wear it, because he was technically not a janitor, though he found himself asking again why he was doing janitorial work if he didn’t even get to wear their uniforms.
Then again, I like my costume just fine, Bolt thought as he gently landed on the ground, glancing down at his red and black full body spandex costume, which also had a cool lightning bolt design on the chest. Way cooler than their uniforms, that’s for sure.
“Kev!” a loud, jovial voice shouted suddenly. “Good work!”
Bolt started and looked around until he spotted a huge black man, clad in the same blue janitor uniform as the others, walking up to Kevin, with a big, friendly smile plastered on his face. The middle-aged man had very little hair, but he did have a big black mustache across his upper lip that made him look much older than he actually was.
“Hi, Curtis,” said Bolt. “Sorry. I didn’t see you coming.”
“That’s all right, man,” said Curtis, stopping a few feet away from him. He gestured at the top of the Statue with one massive hand. “I just wanted to congratulate you on doing such a fantastic job cleaning the upper parts of the Statue. That’s always the hardest part to clean and the most dangerous, because unlike you, we can’t fly, so if we fall off while cleaning it, it’s disability for us.”
“Uh, thanks,” said Bolt. “So, um, where do I put my bucket and brush?”
“Oh, I’ll take them off your hands and get them to Manny,” said Curtis, holding out his hands. “He’ll make sure they get put up properly. Meanwhile, you can get some lunch if you want.”
“Oh, thanks,” said Bolt, handing Curtis the brush and bucket without hesitation. “I was worried for a second there that I might have to put them away myself.”
“Nah, man, you don’t need to worry about that,” said Curtis. He emptied the bucket onto the ground without looking at it, getting some water splashed onto the legs of his jeans in the process. “Figured Mecha Knight has a ton more work for you to do today, so I wanted to make sure you got lunch so you can regain your energy.”
Bolt groaned inwardly, because Curtis was probably right. It had been Mecha Knight’s idea to put Bolt to work helping around Hero Island, rather than going out and fighting supervillains like he did before. Mecha Knight had explained to Bolt that it was for his own good, but Bolt was pretty sure Mecha Knight had done it just to get him out of the way.
“Yeah, you’re probably right,” said Bolt. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Think I’m going to take a minute or two to rest before I head back to the House.”
“Okay,” said Curtis, nodding. “Well, thanks for helping again. These jobs are always easier whenever we have one of you superhumans helping, especially one as powerful as you. Heck, even ones like your dad were helpful, because they can use those big brains of theirs to figure out better ways to clean things that we can’t.”
“Were?” said Bolt. “Did you know my Dad?”
“Genius?” said Curtis. “Sure. He was actually the guy who hired me back when Hero Island was first created. I was in my twenties back then, barely out of college, and no one really knew much about superheroes back then, but I thought the NHA was awesome after they defeated Nuclear Winter, so I was eager to help.”
“Huh,” said Bolt. “You’ve been around for a while, then, haven’t you?”
“Yep,” said Curtis, nodding. He patted his chest. “Longest serving worker on Hero Island, which is why I’m the head janitor. But I wouldn’t be nearly as effective as I am if your old man hadn’t given me a few pointers in regards to efficiently cleaning up the island. I wish I could have gone to his funeral, but I was in the hospital because of a knee injury at the time and couldn’t go anywhere.”
I nodded. “It’s fine. Thanks for your condolences anyway. I’m sure Dad would have appreciated them.”
“Sure,” said Curtis. “Anyway, I got to go and make sure the rest of these monkeys don’t mess everything up, because I’m hungry and can’t wait to have lunch myself. See you later, Kev.”
With that, Curtis turned and walked away, shouting at the other janitors to stop messing around and put everything away. Bolt watched him go for a second before shaking his head and looking up at the Justice Statue, which shone under the rays of the afternoon sun.
Bolt liked Curtis, and the rest of the Janitorial Team for that matter. They treated him like one of their own, even though he was a superhuman and they weren’t. They were certainly nicer than Hero Island Security, anyway, who always treated Bolt as if he was some kind of spy.
Still, Bolt would have traded janitor duty for active duty in the NHA in a heartbeat. When he graduated to full-time NHA membership, Bolt had assumed he would do on missions all the time like when he led the Young Neos. He was sure he would have been set against the really dangerous threats and villains, the kind that the Young Neos were not allowed to deal with due to how dangerous they were.
Instead, Bolt spent nearly all of his time on Hero Island doing these kinds of chores while every other adult NHA member seemed to go on all kinds of cool adventures. Even the Young Neos seemed to go on more adventures than him, which Bolt was not allowed to join or help with because he wasn’t a part of the team anymore.
Mecha Knight had told Bolt that it was common for new NHA members, especially ones who graduated from the Young Neos, to go through a probation period where they did chores on Hero Island until they were called to active duty by the Leadership Council. But Bolt suspected that this was just an excuse to get free labor and help for the Janitorial Team, because Bolt wasn’t paid anything extra for all of the work he did.
Wouldn’t surprise me if Black Blur suggested this, Bolt thought. Jerk has never liked me for some reason. I could see him convincing the rest of the Council to relegate me to janitor duty just to mess with me.
It was just such a drastic change from his time in the Young Neos, which made the change hard for Bolt to deal with. Going from leading a team of young superheroes against various and sundry supervillains and even world-threatening catastrophes to glorified janitor duty was as hard as it sounded. It didn’t help that Bolt was not in the spotlight as much as he used to be, which he had to admit was one reason he disliked his current job.
I didn’t even get to help during the Tsunami incident, Bolt thought, a frowning appearing on his lips, despite the fact that I have as much experience fighting supervillains as anyone else.
That was when Bolt noticed something shining in the sky out of the corner of his eye. He turned his attention in the direction of the shining object and squinted, trying to see what it was. At first, he thought it was just an airplane flying overhead, but the object wasn’t merely flying over Hero Island. It was flying toward the Island … and based on its speed, it would be here in just a few minutes.
Bolt whirled around and shouted to the other janitors, “Everyone, get down! Something is coming out of the sky and is going to crash any minute—”
Bolt was interrupted by a roaring flame above. He had just enough time to look up and see a massive fireball hurtling through the sky toward them before the fireball struck the ground behind and exploded.
The explosion sent Bolt flying. He hit the ground and rolled several times until he hit the base of the Justice Statue, where he lay, dazed from the blast and trying his best to clear his head. He was aware of a hot flame burning somewhere in front of the Justice Statue, as well as huge clouds of smoke rising from within.
“Kev!” said Curtis, suddenly appearing in front of Bolt. “You okay, boy? That explosion looked bad. Can you walk?”
Bolt pushed himself up and coughed. “Yeah, Curt, I think I’ll be okay. Is everyone else okay?”
“Yeah,” said Curtis. “The other guys ran as soon as they saw that ship.”
“Ship?” Bolt repeated. “What ship?”
Curtis jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the fire. “The one that fell out of the sky. Saw it with my old eagle eyes before it blew up. Not sure if it’s still in one piece or not, though.”
Frowning, Bolt slowly rose to his feet, dusting off his shoulders, and looked around Curtis at the burning flame not too far away from them. The fire was already starting to die down, though it was still too hot and bright to approach.
But as the flames died down and the smoke began to clear up, Bolt saw that Curtis wasn’t joking. The thing which had crashed into the ground wasn’t a meteorite or anything like that. It was a round, ball-shaped spaceship, almost like a pod. In fact, unless Bolt’s eyes were playing tricks on him, he thought it looked an awful lot like—
“Pokacu,” Bolt muttered under his breath.
Curtis started when Bolt spoke. “Poka-what?”
“Pokacu aliens,” Bolt said. He looked at Curtis seriously. “Remember? They invaded Earth twice, nearly destroyed the planet the second time. That looks like one of their escape pods”
“Oh, you said Pokacu,” said Curtis. His face became pale. “I remember ‘em now. Scary dudes. Are you saying that they’re—”
“I don’t know what they are,” Bolt said, interrupting Curtis. “They can’t possibly be back, because when I blew up the Mother World, all of the Pokacu died with them, but that’s obviously a Pokacu escape pod.”
“Holy crap, Kev,” said Curtis. “What should we do?”
“Call the Leadership Council,” said Bolt. “Tell them Code A. They’ll know what that means. Meanwhile, I’ll inspect the pod and find out where it came from.”
Curtis nodded again and ran off, pulling his phone out of his pocket and dialing the Leadership Council’s emergency number as he did so. Bolt didn’t doubt that the Council would respond, because Code A was the NHA’s official codeword for potential alien invasions of Earth. It could also be used if you found yourself dealing with individual extraterrestrial visitors. Either way, it was only supposed to be invoked in emergencies and there were harsh punishments for anyone who used it to spread false alarms.
The return of the Pokacu is definitely what I’d call an emergency, Bolt thought. Time to see what’s going on.
Carefully, Bolt approached the crashed escape pod. It was completely blackened from its reentry to Earth and radiated heat like a furnace. But Bolt’s suit allowed his body to handle extreme heat, so it didn’t bother him that much. He made his way through the charred earth and between the flames until he got to the main hatch, which was firmly closed shut.
Coming to a stop, Bolt listened carefully for any sounds coming from within. He heard nothing, but that didn’t mean anything. For all Bolt knew, there could be a Pokacu warrior waiting for him to get close enough so it could pop out and kill him. He would have to be careful, regardless of what was inside.
Electricity began dancing along Bolt’s fingers as he prepared himself for the pod’s occupant. He took a step toward the pod when, all of a sudden, the hatch burst open. Bolt jumped and nearly fired a lightning bolt at the hatch, but caught himself at the last moment. That was good, because when the hatch opened, someone fell out of the hatch and onto the ground below.
The being who had fallen out of the hatch was not human. It wore strange, blocky armor and had slimy blue skin that seemed to be constantly sweating. It was vaguely humanoid in shape, but it looked more like a Pokacu than a human, though Bolt didn’t think it looked exactly like a Pokacu, either. There was something extremely familiar about it, but Bolt didn’t know where he could have seen it before until the creature raised its head and looked at him, showing its glowing red slit eyes and vent-like mouth.
Bolt gasped. “Nicknacks, is that you?”
Nicknacks gasped for air and said, “Bolt …”
His face fell onto the dirt, but Bolt rushed toward him and, flipping Nicknacks over, grimaced at the sight before me.
Nicknacks’ body was cut up. Deep gashes ran along his chest and stomach. His right arm hung awkwardly off his side, while a large open wound ran directly underneath his chin. He looked like he had just lost a fight with a kitchen knife, making Bolt surprised he was alive at all.
“Nicknacks, what happened to you?” said Bolt in horror. “Who did this to you?”
Nicknacks opened his eyes and stared up at Bolt. His eyes, which normally glowed a rich red, were softer and even slightly pink.
“Bolt …” Nicknacks’ voice was raspy and dry. “He’s coming … they’re coming …”
“Who’s coming?” said Bolt. “Who?”
Nicknacks made a deep, shuddering gasp before he said, “The Dread God’s Avatar. And he will destroy us all.”






  
  CHAPTER THREE


The alien bat’s sucking was becoming louder and louder. Beams glanced over his shoulder, wondering whether he would be able to survive the fall from this height. His power boost earlier was already starting to wear off and he wasn’t wearing his costume, which would have helped prevent a few bumps and scrapes at least. 
Do I really have a choice, though? Beams thought, looking back up at the alien bat. If I don’t let go, I’m going to get a face full of alien acid, which will probably kill me immediately. Maybe if I fall and break my legs, I can drag myself to safety somehow.
But the thought of falling and breaking his legs was too scary for Beams to even consider. He held tightly onto the edge of the roof, looking into the face of the alien bat, listening to the sounds of the other aliens flying around and attacking the citizens of Golden City. Beams just hoped that Rubberman would somehow be able to stop this invasion even if he died.
All of a sudden, the alien bat gasped in pain and teetered back and forth for a second before it fell forward. Beams clung to the side of the building as closely as he could as the alien bat’s body fell past him and crashed onto the street below, knocking down a street lamp in the process. Looking over his shoulder, Beams saw the alien bat lying on the street in a very awkward position, with weird yellow liquid rapidly pooling underneath it. Even from a distance, Beams could smell the stink rising from the yellow liquid, which reminded him of sewage water and blood.
It’s dead, Beams thought. But who killed it?
“Kid!” a voice above shouted. “Are you okay?”
Beams looked up to see a complete and total stranger standing above him. He was a young black man, probably in his early or mid twenties, wearing a weird-looking blue-and-yellow uniform that reminded Beams of an astronaut for some reason. The man had short, curly hair and stunningly white teeth, like the kind you see on models in toothpaste commercials. Nonetheless, he gave off a strange timelessness about him, as if he was much older than he seemed. He also carried what looked like a glowing energy sword in his hand, like a light saber, though Beams knew it couldn’t be an actual light saber.
“Uh, yeah,” Beams said. “Who are you?”
“A friend,” said the man. He crouched toward Beams. “Did that Kakarr hurt you too much?”
“That what?”
“The alien bat thing I just killed,” said the man, gesturing at the body below. “They’re called Kakarr. Very nasty creatures. They’re particularly fond of disemboweling their targets after melting their faces off.”
Beams shuddered at the mental image of his faceless body being torn open by that creature. “Uh, can you help me up?”
The man held out a hand toward him. “Sure. That’s what I’m here for, after all.”
Beams took the man’s hand and the man helped him up onto the roof. Beams crawled a few feet away from the edge, however, before he stood up and looked out toward the spaceship. The ship was still hovering in the air above Golden City, lightning and clouds shrouding it like a robe, while more of those creatures this man called Kakarr swarmed the city like bees. People were running and screaming, traffic was backed up as people tried to drive home, and general chaos and pandemonium reigned in downtown Golden City.
“Thanks for saving me,” said Beams, glancing at the man. He turned around. “But I need to get out of here. I have places to be and—”
The man suddenly grabbed Beams’ forearm, making Beams look at the man again. To his surprise, the man wore a deeply serious expression on his face, as if he had no intention of letting Beams go.
“I understand you’re one of this city’s protectors, but you shouldn’t toss on your costume and fight just yet,” said the man. “I came here to let you know exactly why these aliens are here and what they’re trying to do.”
“How do you know my secret identity?” said Beams in alarm. “My license—”
“Don’t worry,” the man said. He mimed zipping his lips shut. “As an IEA member, I’m used to keeping secrets. I won’t tell anyone you’re really Beams, the sidekick of Rubberman, though right now I’d say keeping your job is the least of your worries.”
Beams hated the idea of this complete stranger knowing who he was, because it was illegal for a sidekick to reveal his identity to anyone, which was grounds for his license being instantly revoked by the government. On the other hand, this man did just save his life and he seemed to know what these aliens were and why they were attacking the city, so Beams decided he would worry about how this man knew his secret identity later.
Yanking his arm out of the man’s hand, Beams turned to face him and said, “IEA? Is that some kind of government agency? You’re not with the Department of Superheroes, are you?”
“I’m not affiliated with any earthly government,” the man insisted. “’IEA’ stands for Interdimensional Elite Agency. We protect the multiverse from any and all threats to its safety.”
“Multiverse?” Beams repeated. He narrowed his eyes. “You’re not trolling me, are you?”
The man smiled. “You just saw an alien spaceship spewing lightning descend from the sky and send giant alien bat creatures to terrorize the citizens. You almost got killed yourself. And you find it hard to believe that there are other universes beside your own?”
Beams opened his mouth to say yes, but then thought about it and closed his mouth. “All right. Let’s say I believe you. You’re a member of some sort of interdimensional agency which protects the multiverse from threats. Why are you here?”
The man jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the massive spaceship floating in the sky above Golden City. “I’m here for that, obviously. If we don’t stop that thing, it will destroy your entire city and everyone in it.”
“Yeah, I could guess that,” said Beams. “Which is why I need to get to my boss, and fast, because it’s our duty to protect Golden City from any and all threats. It’s what we’re paid to do.”
“True, but just destroying one spaceship won’t save your city,” said the man. “If you and your boss manage to take these guys down, they’ll just send another and another until they either destroy you or get what they want.”
“’They’?” Beams repeated in horror. “You mean that thing is part of a fleet?”
“Oh, yeah,” said the man, nodding. He spread his arms wide. “They’ve got tons of those things, mass producing them on a scale that would make even a Chinese factory look tiny by comparison. And that ship is one of the smaller ones. You don’t want to see the warships.”
Beams gulped. He hoped that the man was exaggerating, but given how serious he sounded, Beams realized that the man might actually be downplaying just how big and powerful this enemy was. Even so, Beams found it hard to imagine how you could mass produce ships of that size on any reasonable scale.
“But what are these creatures?” said Beams. “Why are they here? Where do they come from? What do they want?”
“I can’t answer all of your questions here,” said the man. He walked past Beams, heading toward the other side of the roof. “We need some place safe to talk. The Elastic Cave would probably be a safe place to talk, because your boss is going to need to know this, too.”
“Wait, you know about the Elastic Cave, too?” said Beams, turning to watch the man walk away.
The man came to a stop and looked over his shoulder at Beams. “Of course. We know pretty much everything about you, because we’ve been watching your universe for a while. Granted, we’ve only been paying attention to you in particular since the West Texas incident, but we still have a fairly complete profile of you and your boss.”
“Why have you been watching me since I went to West Texas?” said Beams, eying the man suspiciously.
“For the same reason the Darzens—which are the aliens currently invading your city—are attacking your city,” said the man. “I’m surprised you haven’t made the connection yet, but I suppose it has been six months since then, so—”
“Six months …” Realization struck Beams like a lightning bolt when he realized what the man was talking about. “Those aliens … the Darzens … I’ve met them before, haven’t I?”
The man nodded grimly. “Yep. The Darzens want the Rubber Ball back. And they’re going to destroy your whole world to get it if we can’t stop them.”






  
  CHAPTER FOUR


The Dread God’s Avatar?” said Bolt, tilting his head in confusion. “Nicknacks, what are you talking about? You sure you’re thinking all right?” 
“Apocalypse,” said Nicknacks. “Death. Complete and utter annihilation. Earth won’t survive.”
Nicknacks normally spoke very calmly and rationally, which made his nihilistic ranting extra concerning to Bolt. Nicknacks sounded traumatized, which made Bolt wonder just what Nicknacks had gone through since the last time he saw him.
Over a year ago, Nicknacks—real name N’ckn’ax—had left Earth in search of his fellow Pokacu. During the last Pokacu invasion, Nicknacks had learned of the existence of a group of independent Pokacu who had broken away from the Mother World’s control and went off to form their own colony somewhere in space. Nicknacks had left Earth to find them and let them know that the Mother World was destroyed and that they could come to Earth if they wanted.
Bolt had not heard from Nicknacks since then. Nor had anyone else in the NHA, as far as he knew. That, of course, made sense. Bolt was under the impression that the group of independent Pokacu which Nicknacks had sought out had been very far away from Earth. And without the technology necessary to make intergalactic communication possible, it made sense that no one in the NHA or on Earth in general had heard from the alien since his departure.
That was why Nicknacks’ sudden reappearance here was so alarming to Bolt. He had no idea who this ‘Dread God’s Avatar’ was or, for that matter, what a ‘Dread God’ even was. Yet if Nicknacks was telling the truth, then Earth itself was in danger of being destroyed by this figure, whoever it was.
“Nick, you shouldn’t try to move or anything,” said Bolt. “I’m going to stay by your side until help comes. The janitors sent out a Code A, so we should have help here soon enough.”
Nicknacks raised a hand and grabbed Bolt’s bicep. “N-No … it’s too late. They are already here …”
Bolt was about to ask Nicknacks what he meant by that when he heard a deep growl come from within the darkened escape pod. Bolt looked at the open escape pod, which was completely dark, but then two glowing green eyes flickered open. A clawed hand emerged from within and, grabbing the lip of the hatch, pulled its form into the light.
The alien creature which had emerged from the pod looked nothing like a Pokacu. It was a vaguely humanoid figure covered head-to-toe in thick, metallic armor. Long, mechanical wings extended from its back, while it carried a strange double-bladed sword in its right hand that was almost as long as Bolt’s torso. Two glowing green eyes peered out from the eye holes, which Bolt noticed were covered with glass. It had no mouth hole or any other kind of opening and it didn’t seem to have any sort of oxygen tank, which made Bolt wonder how it was even breathing at all.
“What the heck is that?” said Bolt in shock.
“A Darzen warrior,” said Nicknacks in a heavy voice. “Thought I knocked it out, but it must have just woken up, which is why it hasn’t attacked us yet.”
As soon as the words left Nicknacks’ mouth, the Darzen looked down at Bolt and Nicknacks. It had no human expression for Bolt to read, but when it pointed its blade at them, Nicknacks shouted, “Bolt, move!”
Bolt didn’t even hesitate. He just scooped Nicknacks into his arms and flew into the sky away from the Darzen. He was just in time, because a strange energy beam exploded from the Darzen’s sword and exploded against the ground. When the smoke cleared, there was a crater about a foot deep where Bolt and Nicknacks had been kneeling just moments before.
“Whoa,” said Bolt as he landed near the base of the Justice Statue. “What was that?”
“Energy,” said Nicknacks. He coughed and hacked. “Darzens can take their life energy and convert it into a blast. Very deadly.”
“Yeah, I can tell,” said Bolt. “Anyway, Nick, I’m going to try to distract that thing until help arrives. You stay here and try not to move too much, okay?”
Nicknacks looked at Bolt in alarm. “No, you should run. You can’t beat it. It’s too powerful. And even if you do beat it—”
“Nick, come on,” Bolt interrupted. “I know that thing hurt you, but I guess you don’t know that I graduated from the Young Neos recently and am a full-time adult NHA member now. I can take care of myself. You just worry about yourself, all right?”
Before Nicknacks could respond, Bolt laid him on the ground and flew into the air back toward the Darzen. The Darzen had jumped out of the escape pod by now and was looking up at Bolt as he approached, its unnatural green eyes following his every movement. The Darzen’s eyes reminded Bolt of a robot’s eyes, though he figured that that was just a coincidence.
“Hey, ugly!” Bolt shouted. “Let’s dance!”
Bolt fired a red lightning bolt at the Darzen. The Darzen, however, batted the lightning bolt aside with a single swing of its sword. With a flap of its wings, the Darzen launched itself into the sky toward Bolt. It flew much faster than Bolt expected, forcing him to swerve sharply to the right to avoid getting hit. As Bolt flew by the Darzen, it slashed at him with its sword, though Bolt managed to dodge it at the last second.
Coming to a stop several feet away from the Darzen, Bolt turned around to see the alien. It flapped its wings furiously to remain in place, though now it held its sword in both hands defensively, perhaps expecting Bolt to fire another lightning blast at it again.
He’s about to get disappointed, Bolt thought, punching his fist into his other hand. I don’t make the same mistakes twice.
Activating his super speed, Bolt rushed toward the Darzen. The Darzen raised its blade, but it was too slow. With a single punch, Bolt sent the Darzen flying backwards through the air. But the Darzen regained control of its flight and landed on the ground below as gracefully as if did that sort of thing every day. Bolt was pleased to see a dent shaped like his fist in the Darzen’s chest, though he was less pleased to see that the Darzen was still standing.
“You’re tough!” Bolt shouted. “But I bet you can’t take a few more hits like that!”
Bolt flew in a circle around the Darzen, launching lightning bolt after red lightning bolt at the creature. The Darzen blocked or deflected each bolt with its massive sword, but one of the bolts got through and hit the Darzen’s hands, knocking its sword out of its hands and sending it flying several feet away outside of the Darzen’s reach.
Sensing his opening, Bolt landed in front of the Darzen and began pummeling it with several super fast punches. His rapid fire fists struck every inch of the Darzen’s face and chest, sending it staggering backward with each mighty blow. He hit it so hard and so fast that the Darzen didn’t even have time to respond. The only sounds which came from the Darzen were the sounds of his fists as they smashed against its surprisingly tough metal armor, which was getting more and more dented with every punch.
Finally, with a yell of triumph, Bolt punched a hole straight through the Darzen’s chest. He expected to feel some kind of flesh or even mechanics, but to his surprise, it was completely hollow. He yanked his fist out of the Darzen’s chest and watched in disbelief as it immediately collapsed onto the ground at his feet, looking quite dead.
“Huh,” said Bolt. He looked over his shoulder at the Justice Statue, where Nicknacks still lay. “Hey, Nick, look! I killed it.”
Bolt expected Nicknacks to be joyful, but to his surprise, Nicknacks shouted in alarm, “Bolt, get away from that thing! Now, before it gets you!”
Puzzled, Bolt looked back at the dead Darzen at his feet and saw some kind of strange green energy rising from the hole he had punched in its armor, like smoke from a chimney. Before he could react, the energy suddenly twisted and began wrapping itself around him until it entered his mouth. Bolt gagged and struggled against the energy, but he was unable to break free of it. He could only feel the energy entering his body, flooding his whole being, making it almost impossible for him to focus on anything else.
Bolt wanted to scream for help, wanted to scream for aid, but all he could do was gag on the energy. His body felt number and number until soon he couldn’t feel any part of his body at all. And the pain only stopped when the last of the energy exited the armor and went into his body, at which point all of the feeling suddenly returned to Bolt’s body and he gasped for air.
“Holy crap,” said Bolt, panting and sweating. “What … what was …”
A sharp pain shot throughout his body and Bolt screamed. He fell to his hands and knees, but soon began to feel control over his body starting to slip between his fingers. First went his arms, then his legs, and finally his whole body. He tried to get up, but found his body entirely unresponsive to his commands.
What’s going on? Bolt said in his mind, because his mouth didn’t work. Why can’t I control my body?
That was when a voice answered in his head, a voice he had never heard before in his life but which sent chills down his spine nonetheless:
Because I’m in control now, human. And, although flesh-based bodies are normally pathetic, this one seems fitter and stronger than my old suit of armor. It will be useful for helping to bring the Dread God back to life.
No way … said Bolt. You’re not …
But I am, said the voice. I am the very same Darzen you just ‘killed.’ Now I am in your body, in your head, in your very soul. And there’s nothing you can do about it other than watch helplessly as I conquer your world in the name of my god. Rejoice, for few mortals are ever granted such stupendous pleasures.






  
  CHAPTER FIVE


Less than half an hour later, Beams and the mysterious man who claimed to be from another universe appeared in front of the false storefront entrance to the Elastic Cave, which was Rubberman’s hideout and base. By ‘appeared,’ it was more like stepped, because the mysterious man used a strange device he called a ‘dimension hopper’ which allowed him to open a dimensional portal from one location to the next. According to the man, the device could be used for ‘intradimensional’ traveling as well as ‘interdimensional’ traveling, which made no sense to Beams, but when the man actually activated the device, all of Beams’ skepticism vanished immediately. 
But they didn’t leave immediately. The man allowed Beams to put on his costume first, which required finding a secluded back alley where he could suit up without fear of being seen. Of course, that was probably unnecessary, given how most of the inhabitants of Golden City were too distracted by the invading alien force to care about Beams’ secret identity, but he did it just to be safe.
Stepping through the portal, Beams could not believe how quickly they had traveled from one point in the city to the other. He looked around and saw that they were definitely at the false storefront entrance to the Elastic Cave. He looked over his shoulder as the man stepped through the portal and closed it behind them, probably to make sure that none of the Kakarr bats followed them through.
“That dimension hopper of yours is absolutely amazing,” said Beams as the man tapped on its touch screen a few times. “I’ve read a lot of science fiction novels that deal with dimension-hopping, but I didn’t think it was even possible in real life.”
The man smiled. “Now are you willing to believe that the multiverse is real? Or am I going to have to take you on a dimension-hopping trip to different universes to prove it?”
Beams shook his head rapidly. “No, no, I believe now. You might have a hard time convincing my boss, though. Rubberman’s a bit more skeptical than me.”
“He’ll believe soon enough,” said the man. “He’ll have to if he wants to save not just Golden City, but the entire planet.”
“Then let’s go in,” said Beams. “I bet Rubberman is already worried about me. Got to make sure he knows I’m safe.”
Beams entered the false storefront, holding the door open for the man. The two of them then stepped over into the center of the empty room, where Beams pressed a button on the control panel and soon they both began descending into the Cave. The man looked a little claustrophobic as they descended, but Beams was too busy figuring out how to explain the situation to Rubberman to care about that.
Finally, there was a small ding and the elevator came to a stop. As soon as the doors opened, Beams walked out of the elevator and said, “Rubberman, Adams, I’m here! And I’ve got someone who knows what those aliens want, too!”
Beams was pleased to see Rubberman and Adams, his butler and assistant, standing in front of Mission Control, which had several monitors displaying many different news channels and websites, which was how Rubberman kept up to date on local crimes. But now, every monitor showed the exact same thing: Footage of the Darzen alien attack on Golden City, with news reporters all trying to explain to viewers what was going on. One of the monitors even showed a news reporter who appeared to be there in real time, talking rapidly into the camera before a Kakarr appeared out of nowhere and smashed its claw into the camera, causing that monitor to go blank before Rubberman switched the channel to another news station that was still active.
As soon as Beams stepped inside, Rubberman looked at him and said, “Beams! You’re safe. Thank God. I thought that the aliens might have gotten you because I couldn’t call you on your phone.”
“No, I’m fine,” said Beams, shaking his head. “My phone is still dead, but—”
“Your phone probably isn’t dead,” said the man as he stepped out of the elevator behind Beams. “The Darzens are likely jamming any and all communication signals within the city. They probably don’t want the city’s inhabitants to organize against them or call for help. Standard Darzen invasion tactic.”
Rubberman rose from his chair in front of Mission Control and turned to face Beams and the man, a frown on his face. “And just who are you and how do you know so much about these, uh, ‘Darzens,’ I think you called them?”
“He’s the guy who saved me from the alien that attacked me,” said Beams. “He’s, um—”
“Space,” said the man. “Jason Space, but you can call me Mr. Space if you want. It’s what everyone else does.”
“Mr. Space,” Rubberman repeated with a frown on his face. “Are you a superhero? I know of a Mr. Star, but I’ve never heard of a Mr. Space. Got a license?”
“I’m not a superhero, sorry,” said Mr. Space. “I just prefer to go by that name because it’s cool, though it would make a good superhero name, wouldn’t it?”
“If you’re not a superhero, then what are you?” said Rubberman. “And how do you know so much about these aliens?”
“I’m a member of the group known as the Interdimensional Elite Agency, or IEA for short,” said Mr. Space. “We protect the multiverse from all kinds of nasty threats, including the Darzens. Here’s my holo card as proof.”
Mr. Space tapped the touch screen on his arm and a holographic card, not much bigger than Beams’ own sidekick license, flashed out of it. The holographic card featured a smiling Mr. Space who had much longer hair than the one in the room with them, though his face was exactly the same. There were also a whole bunch of numbers and letters on the card, but they were in a language that Beams couldn’t read, one that looked like no Earth language he had ever seen.
“You … protect the multiverse?” said Rubberman. His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “But multiverse theory is just a theory. No scientist has ever been able to prove it.”
“He’s the real deal, boss,” Beams said. “We just used a dimension hopper to cross half the city. Mr. Space, want to show it off?”
“Sure,” said Mr. Space. “Watch and be amazed.”
Mr. Space tapped his touch screen a few times and a dimensional portal opened before him. He stepped through the portal and reappeared through another portal on the other side of the room, bowing a couple of times as both portals closed at roughly the same time.
“See?” said Mr. Space. “And I can do a lot more than that. I can cross entire universes with this device, which is how I got here in the first place.”
Rubberman stared at Mr. Space in amazement. “You mean you’re from a universe where technology has advanced to the point where you can open portals to other universes with a device not much bigger than a wrist watch?”
“Well, yeah,” said Mr. Space, nodding. “I know it’s hard to believe, but—”
Rubberman’s arm extended and snatched the touch screen device off of Mr. Space’s arm. He retracted his arm back to its normal length and began turning the dimension hopper over in his hands, muttering under his breath, “If I can just figure out how this thing works, I might be able to mass produce it and get a head start on this whole dimension-hopping business. I could found a whole new industry of interdimensional travel. I’d make all of those Silicon Valley nerds look like peasants in comparison to the wealth I’d get.”
“Hey, give that back,” said Mr. Space, walking over to Rubberman and snatching the dimension hopper out of his hands. “It’s not for sale or profit. It’s meant to be used to help IEA agents defend the multiverse.”
“Sorry,” said Rubberman sheepishly. “I didn’t mean I was going to profit off it. It was just a joke. Right, Beams?”
Beams frowned. While his boss was a genuinely good man at heart who valued justice and righteousness above all else, he was also an excellent businessman who cared about making a profit. Rubberman wasn’t as bad as some superheroes, but every now and then his inner businessman would make him forget his priorities. “Yeah. And it’s not like we have time for that, anyway, what with a literal alien invasion occurring and everything.”
“Beams knows what’s up,” said Mr. Space. “Of course, he was just attacked by an alien, so of course he would know what’s up.”
“So those things are actual, honest-to-God aliens?” said Rubberman, glancing at the monitors around the Control Panel. “This isn’t some kind of hoax?”
“They’re one hundred percent real,” said Mr. Space. “They really are not of this Earth, or any Earth, for that matter. They’re from another world, but they don’t come in peace by any definition of the term.”
Rubberman nodded. “I see. I guess it makes sense. We’ve encountered aliens before, or Beams has, anyway.”
“Boss, these aliens are the same ones I met in West Texas six months ago,” said Beams. “That’s what Mr. Space says, anyway.”
“It’s true,” said Mr. Space. “They’ve finally returned to Earth after the six month period of grace Beams got from them in a deal.”
Rubberman looked at Beams. “Wait, you told them to stay away from Earth for six months? I don’t remember you telling me that.”
Beams smiled sheepishly. “Guess I must have forgotten when I got home. See, I threatened to destroy the brain of their dead god, the Rubber Ball, if they didn’t leave Earth alone. I told them to stay away from Earth for at least six months if they didn’t want the brain of their god to be destroyed, but I honestly forgot about that and didn’t think they would actually come back.”
“If you had known more about the Darzens, you would have realized that they never forget deals or promises,” said Mr. Space. “They may sometimes take a long time to fulfill their end of the deal, but they’ll never let the other side forget their own end of the deal.”
“Meaning this alien invasion is Mr. Fry’s fault, then,” said Adams in his usual sarcastic Scottish voice. “Why am I not surprised?”
Beams shot Adams an annoyed look, while Rubberman stepped forward and said, “These Darzens, they’ve come back for the Rubber Ball?”
“Oh, yeah,” said Mr. Space, nodding. “They’re on a religious quest to resurrect their dead god, who you guys might know as the Dread God. And, from what our intel suggests, they will stop at nothing to do it.”
“Can you tell us more about these Darzens?” said Rubberman. “We don’t really know much about them. It would be easier to fight them if we knew the basics about them.”
Mr. Space folded his arms in front of his chest. “Okay. The Darzens are a space-faring interdimensional alien species whose home world is Jinkopa, which is located about as far away from Earth as possible. They’re an extremely advanced civilization, much more so than Earth. You know how your Earth hasn’t gone back to the moon since the sixties? They’ve had multiple colonies on several different worlds for millions of years now.”
“Dang, that is advanced,” said Beams. “Didn’t they rule Earth once, too?”
“The Dread God did, yeah,” said Mr. Space, nodding. “Before, of course, he was killed by one of your ancestors. Most likely, Earth was a Darzen colony world at some point, which I assume is one of the reasons they’re back.”
“How did one of our ancient ancestors kill a god?” said Rubberman in amazement.
Mr. Space shrugged. “It’s just a legend, so there’s probably a lot more to it than that. All I know is that Earth is one of the very few Darzen colony worlds to have successfully thrown off the yoke of the Darzen and drive them off the planet. My guess is that they’re just as interested in taking over the world as they are in resurrecting their god.”
“But why are they attacking Golden City?” said Beams, scratching his head. “The Rubber Ball isn’t here. Nightbolt sent it away to a friend of his a while back. He even gave us the promise that the aliens would never be able to find it even if they combed the whole Earth.”
Rubberman suddenly gulped. “Well, uh, Beams, about that—”
He was interrupted when the door to the room Beams stayed in while he worked here opened and a woman Beams had never seen before stepped out. She seemed to be in her thirties and wore a skintight pink and white body suit that left little to the imagination. She was slightly shorter than Rubberman and had the letter A stitched into her chest, but what really caught Beams’ attention was the thick metal box she carried under her right arm.
“Dennis,” said the woman, yawning and scratching the back of her head. “I thought I heard people talking. Is your sidekick finally here?”
Beams looked at Rubberman. “Who is that?”
Rubberman scratched the back of his head. “Oh, uh, you remember the visitor I told you would be stopping by the base today? That’s her. Angel Wings, who is the superhero of Blinders, Indiana. She’s another student of Nightbolt and the two of us met during my training. We’ve been friends ever since.”
Angel Wings suddenly waved at me. “Oh, hello! Are you Beams? I like your costume a lot better than Rubberman’s last sidekick’s. Colors don’t really do it for me, but your helmet is pretty cool.”
Beams normally would have been happy to meet a new superhero, but his eyes were drawn to the metal box under her arms. He couldn’t see through it, but he sensed that same malevolent intelligence reaching out to him, trying to draw him near it. It had been six months since he’d last felt that intelligence, but there was no mistaking it for what it was. And, while it was terrifying in its own right, under these new circumstances, it was downright horrifying.
“Boss …” said Beams slowly. “Angel Wings doesn’t have what I think she has, does she?”
Rubberman nodded, although he looked very sheepish. “Yes, she has the Rubber Ball, which she brought with her to here when I invited her over for a visit.”
Beams whirled around to face him. “But why would you do that? Don’t you remember how dangerous the Rubber Ball is?”
Rubberman opened his mouth to respond when, all of a sudden, all of the screens in Mission Control went blank at the exact same time. They were blank for only a brief second, however, before they turned back on, though this time, they didn’t show the news.
Instead, each screen showed the same vision: The face of a strange-looking alien humanoid. It seemed to be wearing some kind of thick metal armor, its glowing red eyes peering out from between the glass eye holes of its armor. Thick spikes rose from the back of its helmet, while its eyes observed Beams and the others with a distinct, alien coldness unlike anything Beams had felt before.
“What the heck?” said Rubberman, whirling around to look at the screen. “What happened to the monitors? And what is that?”
Mr. Space’s eyes widened in horror. “Uh oh.”
“Uh oh?” Beams repeated. “What do you mean by ‘Uh oh’?”
Mr. Space gulped. He now looked like he wanted to be anywhere else other than here. “That’s the Dread God’s Avatar. He knows where we are. And he’s going to kill us all.”






  
  CHAPTER SIX


Bolt had never lost control of his body before. He felt like a prisoner in his own flesh, unable to move his limbs or even just feel any part of his body. He felt like he was both a prisoner in his own body and a spirit floating outside of it, watching its movements like he was an outsider looking in. He watched in horror as the Darzen turned his hands over, inspecting his new body. 
“Interesting,” said the Darzen, its voice sounding exactly like his own, though the words weren’t his. “This body is softer than my old one, but at the same time, it is far stronger. And the power flowing through it is unlike anything I have ever felt before. I wonder if this is how the Avatar feels.”
Give me my body back, said Bolt, who spoke through the Darzen’s mind rather than aloud.
“Sorry, but I can’t do that,” said the Darzen. He breathed in deeply and smiled. “This is what we Darzens do. Break open our armor and we emerge and possess the body of whoever attacked us. Perhaps you should have listened to the Pokacu who warned you against fighting me, though it’s too late to regret your mistakes now.”
Bolt felt panic rising in him. What are you going to do? If you hurt anyone—
“What will you do?” said the Darzen with a chuckle. “You can’t stop me. I think I’ll just use this body
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