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


You know your job is weird when foiling a bank robbery is considered a  slow day. Most of the kids at my school who have part-time jobs would think that a slow day is when you have few or no customers, but for me, as the sidekick of local superhero Rubberman, foiling a bank robbery is what we consider pretty ordinary, at least in comparison to fighting the kinds of supervillain freaks you deal with on a regular basis in this business. At least it happened after I got off school.
Of course, just because a bank robbery was ordinary doesn’t mean it was easy. I dodged a punch from a man at least twice my size, who wore a hood which obscured his features. I lashed out with a kick aimed at his knees, but when my foot connected, a loud ding sound could be heard, which was how I discovered that the robber in question had metal kneepads. By the time I realized that, the robber grabbed and threw me away like a ball.
I crashed into one of the lobby’s couches, tipping it over and leaving me lying on my back, dazed from the impact. My helmet and costume managed to protect me from the worst of the crash, but I still found it hard to regain my thoughts until the huge bank robber grabbed me by the throat, lifted me off my feet with one meaty hand, and squeezed my neck.
I gasped for air, but with the robber’s hand around my throat, I couldn’t breathe. I tried to punch and kick him, but my hands and feet were useless against his huge body. His dark eyes gleamed with triumph from under his hood and I realized I had only a few minutes at most before he choked the life out of me and knocked me out, if not outright kill me.
With a grunt, I fired two small, burning hot lasers at his wrist. My lasers struck his hand, frying his flesh and making him cry out in pain. He dropped me and I landed on the marble floor expertly. Without even thinking, I kicked him in the groin, causing him to fall down, and then kicked him in the chin even before he finished falling to the floor. The huge robber fell over backwards with a crash, where he lay, probably unconscious from the blow, while the skin on his right hand continued to smoke from where my lasers had burned it.
Panting and sweating, I looked around the lobby of the Emerald National Bank. It was a pretty fancy place, with beautiful fancy marble flooring, columns made of the same stuff except colored white, and all of the other things you’d expect to see in a bank. Yet I paid little to no attention to that, because I was more concerned with finding Rubberman.
I spotted him on the other side of the bank. He was fighting another one of the robbers, a man who was thinner than the one I just beat, but perhaps even more bloodthirsty, because he kept trying to slash Rubberman apart. Rubberman, however, dodged each blow, using his rubber-based powers to twist and turn his body in ways that a normal man couldn’t hope to do without breaking his bones.
I probably should have run to Rubberman’s aid, but I still needed to catch my breath. Besides, Rubberman seemed to have the knife man covered, but that knife man and the huge guy I just took out certainly weren’t the only members of the Three Finger Gang who had chosen this day—two weeks before Christmas—to rob the largest bank in the city.
The attack had started earlier today. When I got off from school earlier, I’d received a message from Rubberman informing me of a bank robbery in progress at the Emerald National Bank by the Three Fingers Gang. The Three Fingers Gang was an infamous gang from Golden City, founded and led by Johnny ‘Three Fingers’ Diamond, one of Golden City’s most infamous criminals. The gang was known for committing all sorts of crimes, ranging from theft to drug dealing to murder and everything in between, but this was the first time they tried robbing a bank, to my knowledge. Three Fingers himself was known for his caution, but it seemed to me that he miscalculated his chances of success, given how Rubberman and I had already beaten half of the gang who were involved in the heist.
Thankfully, Rubberman and I had managed to evacuate the bank tellers and other employees before the Three Fingers Gang could harm them, but that didn’t mean that the robbery was foiled yet. While unconscious or injured gang members lay scattered across the floor like discarded toys, I could hear noise coming from inside the nearest vault, whose door stood open, which was how I could see bags of money and bars of gold on its shelves. Because Rubberman had the knife man covered, I decided to go and stop whoever was inside the vault itself.
I ran into the vault, but at that moment, two members of the Three Finger Gang stepped out of the vault with two huge bags of money swung around their shoulders on each member. They stopped when they saw me, clearly surprised to see that most of their fellow gang members were already down, but that didn’t matter to me, because with those heavy bags of money on their shoulders, these two were not able to defend themselves or fight me.
But then the two robbers rushed me, moving faster than I expected, and knocked me down, temporarily jarring my senses when I hit my head against the floor. Then they fled past me, running pretty quickly despite the weight of the bags on their shoulders. I scrambled to my feet just in time to see the two robbers exit through the front doors.
I looked over at Rubberman and shouted, “Rubberman, they’re getting away with the money!”
Rubberman—who was still dodging the knife man’s attacks—said, “I’m a little busy at the moment, Beams! Go after them and try to stop them. I’ll follow as soon as I deal with this guy.”
With a nod, I ran toward the exit and burst through the doors just in time to see the two robbers halfway down the steps. They were heading to a van parked on the curb, its back doors opened and a couple of fellow Three Fingers crouching inside with their arms out. That must have been their getaway vehicle. If they got in there, there’s no way I would be able to catch them.
I fired twin laser beams at the steps under their feet. I missed, but the robbers did stagger slightly and even dropped one of the bags, which burst open and sent hundred dollar bills flying everywhere in the cold December air. But then one of the robbers in the back of the van pulled out a gun and fired at me, forcing me to drop to the ground to avoid getting shot. Meanwhile, the other two robbers had reached the bottom of the steps and threw their bags of money into the van, getting some help from the members already in the back.
Damn it. That had to be several thousand dollars in those three bags alone, if not more. I scrambled to my feet, but had to dive behind one of the columns in front of the entrance to avoid another gun shot. Crouching low, I looked around the side of the column just in time to see them close the van doors and hear the van’s engine roar to life. They were about to get away and, because we didn’t know where their hideout was, that meant if they got away today, we would never find them again.
Desperately, I fired more lasers at the van, but it sped off before my eye beams could hit its back tires. I dashed out from behind the column and ran down the steps, but it was a pointless move on my part, because the van was already speeding down the street. There was no way I could catch them on foot, and they were almost out of the range of my eye beams now. Yet I couldn’t let them get away, because Rubberman was depending on me to stop them.
That was when I looked over at the Rubbermobile, which stood at the end of the street. It was currently off, but I knew how fast it could go. If I drove the Rubbermobile, I might be able to catch up with the van and stop it. The problem was that I still didn’t have my driver’s license and Rubberman had not given me permission to drive it; however, I figured that this was such a dire situation that Rubberman would understand if I used the Rubbermobile to go after me. Besides, my Dad had been teaching me how to drive recently and I was learning quickly, so I figured that I could drive it safely, especially because the Three Fingers van was still in sight.
Without further thought, I dashed over to the Rubbermobile. I threw open the door on the driver’s side and sat down in the driver’s seat behind the wheel.
As soon as I closed the door, a robotic voice suddenly spoke, saying, “Unauthorized driver detected in driver’s seat. Wheel locked.”
A click from the wheel indicated that the wheel was indeed locked, causing me to groan. “Rubberband, it’s me, Beams. Unlock the wheel and let me drive this damn thing.”
“Access denied,” said Rubberband, the Rubbermobile’s AI. “Please exit the vehicle.”
“But a whole bunch of criminals are getting away with stolen money in that van,” I said, gesturing wildly at the van fleeing down the street. “It’s an emergency. If we don’t move now, the criminals will get away with the money.”
“Access denied,” said Rubberband again. “Please exit the vehicle.”
I forgot just how simpleminded Rubberband was. “Come on, man. Uh, Rubberman gave me permission to drive the vehicle in order to catch the fleeing criminals.”
“Indeed?”
“Indeed,” I said frantically. “I mean, Rubberband, why would I ever lie about something like that? Do you think Rubberman would let me sit in the driver’s seat if he didn’t want me to?”
Rubberband was silent for a moment, which made me think that he didn’t believe me and was going to eject me from the car until he said, “He would not. Wheel unlocked.”
His words were followed by another click from the wheel. Without hesitation, I turned the key and felt the Rubbermobile’s engine come to life. I slammed my foot on the acceleration and the Rubbermobile zoomed down the street as fast as lightning.
I’ll admit, its speed shocked me. I had spent the last couple of months practicing on Dad’s old Impala which, while not slow, was no faster than the average car. The Rubbermobile, on the other hand, felt as fast as lightning, maybe even faster. I could barely control it. In fact, I accidentally smashed a street side trash can and nearly ran over a stray cat crossing the street. I glanced at the speedometer and saw that the car was going at 100 miles an hour.
“Object collision detected,” said Rubberband. “Automatically slowing down vehicle’s speed to city speed limit.”
“What?” I said. “No, don’t slow down! Speed up! We still haven’t caught the van!”
“Speeding up,” said Rubberband. “Faster.”
The sudden increase in speed caused me to slam back into the seat. Another glance at the speedometer showed me that we were going 150 miles an hour, and rising fast. Not that I paid much attention to that, however. I was too busy trying not to crash the Rubbermobile. My hands gripped the wheel so tightly that I was pretty sure they were going to fuse with the wheel, yet I couldn’t let go.
I was now rapidly gaining on the van, despite its major head start. That was the good news. The bad news was that I didn’t know how to stop the Rubbermobile or slow it down in time to avoid crashing into the van’s bumper.
All of a sudden, the back doors of the van burst open and the robbers began firing at the Rubbermobile. The bullets struck the Rubbermobile’s windshield and hood head on, but the windshield was made of bulletproof glass, meaning that the bullets just made thudding sounds every time they hit it. I still winced every time a bullet struck, however, which made it even harder to drive the car. I instinctively tried to swerve to dodge the bullets, but the street was too narrow for the Rubbermobile to do anything except wobble awkwardly and also scrap against a lamppost, which I figured would leave a mark on the car’s door, but I didn’t care because I was too busy trying not to die.
The Rubbermobile was getting closer and closer to the van’s bumper, despite the hail of bullets striking the windshield. I realize that if the Rubbermobile kept going this fast, it would crash into the back of this van and probably kill me and the robbers in the process.
“Rubberband! Slow down the car to a more reasonable speed!” I cried out.
“Slowing down Rubbermobile,” said Rubberband. “Going down to—”
I didn’t get to hear what speed the car was slowing down to, because at that moment, the Rubbermobile rammed directly into the back of the van.
And it wasn’t just a small bump, either. The men in the van were thrown back somewhere into the van itself, while the van steered uncontrollably into a street lamp. The Rubbermobile, meanwhile, spun across the street, with me screaming my head off and grasping the seat as hard as I could, until without warning the Rubbermobile slammed into a fire hydrant hard enough to cause a fountain of water to shoot out of it. The impact of the crash made my head snap forward, but then the airbag exploded out of the steering wheel and pinned me against the seat.
“Airbag deployed,” said Rubberband unhelpfully.
“Yeah, I noticed,” I said. “Can you deflate it so I can get out of the car?”
The airbag suddenly deflated, allowing me to breathe. I tried to open the door, but unfortunately, it was blocked by the fire hydrant, which was still spraying water into the air, making the windshield blurry and wet. So I had to crawl out through the passenger’s side, which was somewhat awkward due to how little room there was for me to move. I pushed open the door and jumped out onto the street, only to be instantly doused by the spraying water from the hydrant and getting water on my visor.
I retreated several feet away until I was outside of the range of the water and looked back to see what damage I’d caused to the Rubbermobile. I wish I hadn’t.
The Rubbermobile, miraculously enough, was largely still in one piece. But the driver’s door was bashed in, while smoke was rising from under the hood. Ugly tire marks from where the Rubbermobile had skid across the street covered the street, while one of its tires appeared to have popped and one of its headlights had been smashed in. It probably still drove, but I wondered if it was still possible for me to skip town and change my name, because I figured that was the only way I would be able to escape Rubberman’s wrath once he saw what I did to his car.
I forgot all about running away when I heard groaning and looked over at the Three Fingers van. It was in even worse condition than the Rubbermobile. The front was completely smashed in and parts of the engine even lay on the sidewalk near the street lamp it had crashed into. I couldn’t see the driver, but it was safe to assume that he was probably unconscious or too injured to escape. The back doors of the van were still open, but it was too dark inside for me to see whether the robbers were conscious or not. I did notice, however, that one of the money bags had launched out of the van and lay in the middle of the street, its top opened, allowing the wind to blow hundred dollar bills out of it.
Rubbing the back of my neck, I carefully walked up to the van, readying my eye beams in case any of the robbers were waiting for me. When I reached the back of the van, I turned on my helmet flashlight and peered inside.
The van was a mess. All of the robbers lay on the floor of the van, clearly knocked unconscious from the crash. One of them, a black man, had a cut on his forehead which was bleeding slightly, while the white man lying next to him had somehow gotten crushed by one of the money bags. All in all, it looked like these Three Fingers members would not be robbing another bank anytime soon.
I tapped the side of my helmet and said, “Rubberman, I stopped the van. The robbers are all unconscious. I—”
A large shadow appeared over me, causing me to look over my shoulder in time to see a large, bulky man with a scarred face standing over me. Based on the hood he wore, I realized he was one of the Three Fingers members, possibly even the driver of the van, but before I could do anything, he grabbed me by the back of my neck and hurled me over his head like a rag doll.
I slammed into the street hard. The impact of the fall briefly rattled my senses. By the time they recovered, the huge Three Fingers member was upon me. His foot was coming toward my face, but I managed to roll out of the way in time to avoid getting my face squashed in.
Rolling to a crouch, I fired two laser blasts at the man, but he dodged the lasers with startling ease, moving as smoothly as a ballerina despite his immense size. As he dodged, he pulled out a gun from his coat, aimed, and fired.
I tried to dodge it, but the bullet grazed me anyway, cutting through my right arm and causing me to grunt in pain and cover my arm with my hand. I fired my lasers again, but as before, the man dodged them with ease. He pointed his gun at me again and, even before he pulled the trigger, I knew I couldn’t dodge this one, because the man was a lot closer now and there was no way I could move fast enough to avoid getting shot.
The Three Fingers man pulled the trigger and the gunshot echoed through the street. At the same time, however, a blue energy barrier appeared between me and the man, which the bullet bounced harmlessly off of.
“What?” said the man in a deep, slow voice. “I didn’t know you could make barriers.”
“He cannot, villain,” said a voice above us. “I, on the other hand, can.”
Both the Three Fingers member and I looked up. Standing atop a nearby storefront was a superhero I had never seen before. He was tall and strapping, wearing black, shell-like armor around his body. His face was obscured by a cool-looking knight helmet, but through the eye holes of his helmet, smug green eyes looked down at us, like a god looking down upon foolish mortals.
“Who the heck are you?” said the man. “You ain’t Rubberman.”
“I should think not, villain,” said the superhero. He jerked a thumb at his chest. “I am Barriers, one of the greatest superheroes of all time! I defend the defenseless and aid the weak, as well as putting lawbreakers like you behind bars for your willful disregard of the laws which keep the tides of chaos from engulfing all of society!”
“I don’t understand a thing you just said, but you’re annoying, so I’m going to shoot you,” said the robber.
He pointed his gun at Barriers, but I shot my lasers at his hand. The lasers struck the member’s hand, causing him to cry out in pain and drop his gun. The man grabbed his hand and doubled over, while I ran over and kicked him in the chin with a kick I had practiced in the Rubber Room loads of times.
The man fell over onto the street with a crash and lay there, as still as a rock, as water from the nearby spraying fire hydrant gradually soaked his hair. He was out for the count.
Panting, I stood up and looked back at the van. It looked like the man’s fellow Three Fingers were still unconscious, which meant that Rubberman and I had managed to foil the robbery. That thought should have filled me with satisfaction, but when I looked at the damaged Rubbermobile, the destroyed fire hydrant, the crashed van, and all of the hundred dollar bills floating aimlessly through the air, I wondered if I had caused more harm than good. Not to mention every bone in my body ached from being thrown like a rag doll earlier.
That was when I heard footsteps above me. I looked up to see Barriers walking down from the building toward me, but he was not walking on a preexisting staircase. No, he was walking on short, narrow blue energy barriers, which appeared one after another to catch his every step. Despite being at least a story above the ground, Barriers showed no hesitation whatsoever in walking down toward me; actually, he was clapping, like I’d impressed him.
“Bravo, young Beams, bravo!” said Barriers as he descended to the street where I stood. “You displayed true bravery in chasing down these evil criminals! Rubberman is lucky to have a sidekick such as you working for him.”
“Uh, thanks,” I said. “But, um, who are you, again?”
“Barriers,” said Barriers. He jumped the last few feet and landed on the street before me. When he stood upright, he was a foot taller than me. “I defeated the villain Hammerhead five years ago and can create energy barriers that cannot be broken by anything. Ever heard of me?”
Barriers asked me that like I was supposed to say yes, but instead I shrugged and said, “Sorry, Mr. Barriers, I was probably, like, eleven when you beat that Hammerhead guy and I wasn’t paying attention to the news when I was that age. I don’t know who you are, sorry.”
A flash of irritation appeared in Barriers’ eyes, but then it was replaced by his normal friendliness and he chuckled. “Never mind that, young Beams. It is irrelevant. I am just glad that I managed to find you, as I have been looking forward to meeting you for a very long time.”
“You have?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “Are you a fan of me, too?”
“Not precisely,” said Barriers, shaking his head. “Instead, I would like to make you an offer.”
I frowned. “What kind of offer? You aren’t trying to sell me something, are you?”
“Of course not,” said Barriers. “I should have been clearer. I mean I would like to make you a job offer, one I doubt you would refuse.”
“A job offer?” I repeated. “What are you talking about?”
Barriers held out a hand toward me. “I would like for you to quit working for Rubberman and become my sidekick.”






  
  CHAPTER TWO


I stared at Barriers in surprise. “Wait, did you just say that you wanted me to become your sidekick?” 
Barriers nodded. “Indeed.”
“But don’t you already have a sidekick of your own?” I looked around, though I didn’t see any other superheroes or sidekicks on the street aside from me.
“Ah, I don’t have a sidekick at the moment,” said Barriers. “But that is why I have extended this offer to you. I have heard all about your heroic exploits, such as the defeat of the terrible villain Fro-Zen and the infamous assassin ZZZ. It would be an honor to have a sidekick as resourceful and brave as you working for me.”
I really didn’t know what to say, mostly because I’d just met Barriers and this all seemed very sudden. It didn’t help that my mind was still half-focused on the situation around me, which meant I wasn’t thinking entirely about Barriers’ job offer.
At that moment, someone shouted, “Beams!” and I looked back down the street the way I’d came to see Rubberman running toward us. He was followed by a large contingent of police officers from the Golden City Police Department, who began streaming around the street, making their way toward the crashed van and its unconscious occupants. No doubt the police were going to arrest the defeated Three Fingers members, but I didn’t care about that at the moment, because a deep sense of dread came over me when I saw Rubberman. I looked back at the crash Rubbermobile and wondered if this was going to be the last day of my very young life, because Rubberman looked very angry.
“Uh, hi, Rubberman,” I said, waving at him as he approached. I gestured at the crashed van, from which GCPD officers were starting to drag out unconscious Three Fingers members. “Look, I managed to stop the Three Fingers from getting away with the money. Mission accomplished, right?”
Rubberman stopped several feet away from me. He was panting and sweating even harder than me. His eyes darted from the crashed van to the crashed Rubbermobile. His expression was hard to read, but he looked even angrier than he had a second ago.
“You drove the Rubbermobile,” said Rubberman. He looked at me. “And crashed it. Without my permission.”
I gulped. “What? Oh, right. The Rubbermobile. I didn’t really mean to take it. I just stepped in for a moment to grab something, but then the door closed behind me and I guess Rubberband must have thought I was you, because the car started up and went after the van immediately. I tried to stop it, but—”
I stopped talking because I realized that Rubberman wasn’t buying even one bit of my story. I looked down, because I couldn’t stand to look at the disappointment in his eyes.
“Beams, what did I tell you about the Rubbermobile?” said Rubberman. “I seem to remember telling you that you can’t drive it until you get your driver’s license.”
“I know,” I said, “but—”
“But you ignored my orders,” said Rubberman. “And nearly got yourself killed. It’s going to cost a lot of money to fix the Rubbermobile.”
“I know,” I said. “But you told me to go after them and I didn’t want to let them get away, so I thought you would understand if I—”
“I do understand,” Rubberman said. “I also understand that you could have used your eye beams to blow out the van’s back tires and keep them from getting away. It would have been just as effective as taking the Rubbermobile for a joyride, and a lot less costly, too.”
Irritation flashed through me when Rubberman said that. The way he said it, it was like I just took the Rubbermobile for a joyride. Didn’t he realize I did it to catch a bunch of bank robbers? It wasn’t like I was bored and did it for fun or anything like that, not that there was anything fun about getting trapped inside a screaming metal death trap that could go up to 200 miles per hour, anyway.
All of a sudden, Barriers stepped forward and said, “Rubberman, you needn’t be so harsh to the boy. He merely did what he thought was right, like all superheroes and sidekicks do. And anyway, he managed to catch the Three Fingers before they got away. Surely that must count for something, mustn’t it?”
I looked at Barriers in surprise. I had forgotten he was standing there and had not expected him to come to my defense. Even weirder, he sounded sincere, as if he really believed everything he said.
Rubberman must have finally noticed Barriers, too, because he looked at Barriers. But his expression changed instantly. Whereas before he had looked disappointed, now he looked annoyed. “What are you doing here? I thought you had sold your business to Munroe Acquisitions.”
“You know him?” I said to Rubberman.
“I do,” said Rubberman, “although sometimes I wish I didn’t.”
“Come now, Rubberman, no need to be sour grapes,” said Barriers. “You and I go way back. Remember when we got together to do that appearance at San Diego Super Con 2015? We had a great time together, didn’t we?”
“Perhaps you did, but it was a wash for me,” said Rubberman stiffly. “I sold almost nothing because of that sudden attack from Apparition. An attack, I might add, you didn’t help with until he was defeated.”
“Well, someone had to guard the booths and protect the merchandise, right?” said Barriers in an innocent voice. “Besides, you had the situation totally under control. I knew you would be okay.”
“He held six hostages,” said Rubberman. “And half of them had to go to the emergency room for extensive surgery. Surgery which could have been avoided if you had helped.”
“Water under the bridge,” said Barriers with a dismissive wave of his hand. “What’s past is past and all that. Let’s not focus on what happened in the past, but on what the future holds for us.”
I frankly didn’t like Barriers’ rather blase dismissal of what sounded like a rather serious situation. Even if it did happen two years ago, the fact that Barriers apparently had no problem with letting innocent people get hurt because Rubberman ‘took care of it’ made me wonder just how much of a ‘hero’ this guy really was.
“Right,” said Rubberman. He tilted his head to the side. “What are you doing here, anyway? I read an article last year in Superheroes Weekly that stated that you sold the Barriers business to Munroe Acquisitions for ten million dollars and you retired to a private island in Jamaica afterward. I thought you’d left the superhero business.”
“Oh, well, you know you can’t trust everything you read online,” said Barriers. “Yes, I did sell my brand and business to Munroe Acquisitions, but I didn’t technically ‘retire.’ I merely took an extended break in order to recharge my soul and figure out what I wanted to do next. Think of it as a sabbatical. Have you ever taken a sabbatical, Rubberman?”
“No,” said Rubberman. “At least, not since I started my superhero business I haven’t.”
“Well, you should,” said Barriers. He sighed and looked up at the sky. “Especially in Jamaica. Such a beautiful country, especially when you have your own private island that most people can’t get to.”
“You have a private island?” I said in surprise.
“Indeed,” said Barriers. “It is amazing what money can buy. I even have several servants, though at the moment I’ve left the island under their care while I am away attempting to restart my superhero career.”
Rubberman raised a questioning eyebrow. “You’re restarting your career?”
“Of course,” said Barriers. He put his hands on his chest. “I realized that the world needs more, not less, superheroes than ever. Some say that the superhero market is crowded, but I say nonsense. As long as evil and crime exist in the world, there will always be a need for superheroes, regardless of how big the market is. I have always believed that when you are granted a special skill or power, it is God telling you that he has a special plan for you that you can’t just ignore for your own reasons.”
“Uh huh,” said Rubberman, who based on his tone, sounded as skeptical as if Barriers was proposing that the world was flat. “And where are you going to start working?”
“Why, right here in Golden City, of course,” said Barriers with a smile. “While you are no doubt doing a good job keeping the crime levels of this city low, I think you could use some of my help. We’ve worked together in the past, after all, to great success for both of us.”
“If by ‘great success’ you mean I did all the work and you got all the fame, yeah, I guess you can call that great success for both of us,” said Rubberman.
“Your sarcasm is as sharp as ever, my friend,” said Barriers. “But no need to be hostile. I have no intention of replacing you. I simply want to work with you, as we have in the past.”
“Despite the fact that my contract with the Golden City government is exclusive?” said Rubberman, folding his arms across his chest.
Barriers chuckled. “Rubberman, you of all people should know that there are ways around exclusivity clauses in government contracts.”
“There are?” I said. “But doesn’t that defeat the point of calling them exclusivity clauses?”
“Perhaps, but the law is surprisingly flexible in the hands of the right lawyers,” said Barriers. “For example, did you know that exclusivity clauses were ruled by the Supreme Court as only applying to independent superheroes; that is, superheroes who are not affiliated with any superhero hiring agency or similar organization? A city government can make deals with independent superheroes and agency superheroes while still honoring their exclusivity clauses with the former. It’s quite convenient.”
“Wait, are you working with Heroes United?” said Rubberman in surprise. “I didn’t think Nathan would let you join, given your past.”
“I have nothing to do with Heroes United or any other superhero hiring agency,” said Barriers. He patted his chest. “Although I’ve taken up the Barriers
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