
  
    [image: The Sidekick]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Illustration of Vinton]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE VINTON CHRONICLES

          

        

      

    

    
      In reading order:

      The Sidekick

      The Vigilante

      (Coming: November 2026)

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: The Sidekick]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is a work of fiction, and the views expressed herein are the sole responsibility of the author. Likewise, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events or locations, is entirely coincidental and used fictitiously.

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2025 by Jeff Medhurst

      

        

      
        Published by Wicked Ink Publishing Ltd.

        www.wickedinkpublishing.com

      

        

      
        Cover and book design © 2025 by Wicked Ink Publishing Ltd.

        Editors: Raymond Griffiths & Adam Bamford

      

        

      
        Illustration of Vinton © 2025 by Devon McKellar

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be scanned, uploaded, reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means whatsoever without prior written permission from the publisher.

      

        

      
        First Edition: November 2025

        Printed in Canada

      

        

      
        Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication

      

        

      
        Title: The sidekick / Jeff Medhurst.

        Names: Medhurst, Jeff, author.

        Description: Series statement: The Vinton chronicles ; book one

        Identifiers: Canadiana (print) 20250259788

        Canadiana (ebook) 2025026501X

        ISBN 9781998278299 (softcover)

        ISBN 9781998278305 (EPUB)

        Subjects: LCGFT: Superhero fiction. | LCGFT: Novels.

        Classification: LCC PS8626.E345 S53 2025 | DDC jC813/.6—dc23

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For Tiana

      

      For being my number one fan, my social media manager, my partner in life, and being the best mother for our children. Thank you for going on this journey with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        In a city that’s lost its way, one sidekick must rise to save it.
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            PROLOGUE

          

          NOVEMBER 12, 1940

        

      

    

    
      The thunderous crash of sonic booms echoed through the cities of Augusta, Boston, and Trenton. If the second jet didn’t arrive in pursuit before Trenton, the first would have reached its destination in Washington. The populace didn’t even see what was happening. Many fell to their knees and clutched their ears in pain at the awful sound.

      It was a miracle the second pilot could even fly the jet. It was a new experimental design he had never encountered before. The British pilot flew jets throughout the war, engaging in aerial battles over Britain during Germany’s siege of the city. However, he only flew a Hawker Hurricane R4118 before, and now he faced flying a jet capable of supersonic speeds.

      So much of what was happening wasn’t possible, or shouldn’t have been possible. If they hadn’t made the discovery, if they hadn’t found the energy source, the war would have continued as expected. Instead, the pilot was here, defying the laws of physics he knew to be true to save the world.

      His teeth rattled, and the skin on his face felt like it was going to tear off, but he needed to keep going. The pilot in the other jet was going to drop a bomb of unimaginable destructive capability. The British pilot needed to chase him out of the cities and away from the civilian populace.

      Luckily, the German pilot in the other plane seemed as inexperienced as he was. When the German pilot turned, it was sudden and unpredictable, but the wings would sway with the body of the plane as the pilot tried to wrestle for control of the plane.

      The German pilot also wanted to live as much as the British pilot did, performing evasive maneuvers, ensuring he avoided being lined up into a kill shot. The German pilot seemed intent on avoiding his pursuer before dropping the bomb, giving the British pilot the avenue he needed.

      Before the British pilot could even think, the two were over the state of Kansas. The two were racing over farmland. They were well over 10,000 feet in the air, and it appeared like a quilt blanket below them. To the British pilot’s best knowledge, there were no big populated centers around. They were far enough away from the east coast he could risk it. It was then or never.

      The British pilot took a moment to recognize himself with the weapons controls while flying over the ocean. There was no way of knowing the outcome before his attempt, yet delaying further proved impossible. With the German pilot in his sights, the British pilot pulled the trigger on what he hoped was a weapon.

      A machine gun erupted from the front of the plane, and a line of explosive rounds cut one of the German plane’s wings off like it was paper. The German plane fell from the sky in a tailspin, and the British pilot flew past.

      Checking over his shoulder, he watched the plane plummet from the sky. The British pilot breathed a sigh of relief and gazed forward, knowing the bomb would never reach its destination.

      He slowed down his plane and circled to investigate, waiting to see the German hit the ground. His stomach lurched as he slowed, and it felt like the sheer act of slowing the plane gave him a concussion. He blinked into focus. He needed to know what happened to the bomb. The pilot would deal with everything else after.

      A drifting parachute was visible, moving away from the plane the German pilot ejected from. The British pilot took small comfort in this, not desiring to see more lives lost. He could finally return home after everything he had been through.

      Just then, there was a flash of light as the German plane plummeted and the British pilot leaned forward. Bright beams of light erupted in all directions from the plane, blinding the British pilot. He had only a second to realize his gunfire ignited the bomb.

      The bomb exploded, and the sound was louder than the hum of the jet. The pilot violently rattled around in the jet as it shook from the blast, and he fought to regain control of the plane as it felt like his bones were going to pop out of his flesh.

      Letting instinct guide him, the British pilot lurched forward on the throttle and tried to get out of the blast radius. However, the bomb was more powerful than the pilot imagined, and as a flash of light engulfed the plane, all its systems shut down.

      The jet’s engines sputtered and cracked, and the roar of the torrent deafened the pilot. He ripped his mask off his face so he could breathe, but no air entered his lungs.

      The pilot felt himself being consumed by the explosion, but instead of searing heat, it was a sensation he never felt before. In the chaos and confusion of the maelstrom, he pulled the switch and ejected himself from the plane, not wanting to die in a crash.

      Instead of falling, he felt like he was being carried. Like a powerful wind, it picked him up and blew him backward. Weightless, the man sensed his stomach in his throat. Then there was a strange, terrible tingling in his fingers. Next came his toes. Following that, his eyes.

      The tingling spread to all parts of his body, and then it became an increasingly violent and aggressive feeling. Like nails were digging into the pores of his skin and shaking him apart. He felt himself being physically ripped to shreds.

      Just when it was feeling like too much, the sensation would stop and it was like a cloth would wrap around him, stitching him back together in a warm embrace. He would be stronger, more powerful than before. Then the tearing sensation returned, digging deeper and more precisely, until again and again he was reformed.

      The pilot hardly fathomed the events as they happened and blacked out in terror, in confusion, in agony. The last thing he saw before losing consciousness was a winged human reaching out to him before being torn away by the wind.
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          JET COMING IN FOR A LANDING

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          A NEW GENERATION

        

      

    

    
      A light buzzed in and out of existence, illuminating the wall covered in newspaper clippings. Different articles practically wallpapered the grey metal wall. All were stuck to the wall with Scotch tape, some crudely overlapping others in ways that would be upsetting when it was time to take them down.

      Many of the clippings were printouts of archival newspapers, while some were the original printings. Most were black and white, but a few could showcase the brightly coloured superheroes that dominated the wall.

      Articles ranging from the 1940s to the present day provided a visual history of the rise and fall of the superhero and villain cultures across the world. While the majority focused on the events in North America, those being well-chronicled, there were a few crises happening internationally which would receive the front-page treatment.

      While scattered and disjointed around the wall, a keen eye could follow key events in the world centered on the superheroes. From what the public considered the golden era of heroes shortly after World War II ended, to the ethical crisis regarding whether superheroes should take part in the Vietnam War. Then there was the rise of edgier superheroes in the fallout from the ’80s to the ’90s to lastly the resurgence of classic ideals and heroes in the early 2000s.

      Dead in the center of the collection was one article that was specially framed. In a copy of the original newspaper printing from September 19, 1944, the headline read: Rise of The Super Hero.

      The article documented Alpha’s first press conference, considered the first superhero. Pictured was a black-and-white photo of the first superhero standing in front of a podium wearing his iconic long-sleeved white and red costume, though the color palette was grey in the old photo.

      In the middle was an emblazoned A, and a large flowing cape billowed from Alpha’s back. It was a prized possession among all the articles, standing out with its fine oak wood frame.

      The grey steel wall displayed the dark brown frame in stark contrast. The bunker’s steel walls, low roof, halls, and other rooms all shared the same design. It felt like living in a steel cage. Only a few normalities of home fixed that.

      Around the rest of the small room, there was an uncomfortable-looking cot with an itchy pale tan bed sheet across from a small television set. There were DVDs in and out of their cases scattered all over the floor, and a few textbooks with a night light on a nightstand by the cot. By the door leaving the room, there was a small sink and mirror.

      There was a sudden crashing noise echoing into the room, and the bedside table shuddered in response. It sounded like it came from somewhere else in this facility, like a colossal weight was thrown violently. Then the room was still, other than the buzzing of electricity whirring through the room. The generator powering the bunker was old and in need of maintenance.

      However, neither of the two occupants had much in the way of electrical engineering expertise. Rather, the bunker vibrated in a sudden shock again. The hanging light flickered again and swung back and forth. Once the light calmed from its motion, there was a loud yell, and the entire room shook again, the hanging light flailing back into motion.

      A third boom quickly followed the second, and then the sound of conflict continued consistently, and dust tampered down from the roof, coating the room like it did every day.

      Teenager Jet Thompson slumped back against the steel wall of a large room, panting heavily. Sweat trickled down his brow, crystalizing in his brown fluffy hair. He wiped the sweat from his hazel eyes; his freckled face beat red with exhaustion. He was wearing a white tank top and sweatpants, with no socks or shoes on. In one hand he held a large greatsword practically as long as he was tall at 5’9”.

      Almost silver, the sword extended far out into a fine point at its tip and was just over one foot wide in width. Etched grooves provided a grip on the rounded handle, and a white gem adorned the pommel. The sword looked too large and obscene for a boy of his size to be wielding it, however, as he stood straight back up from the wall Jet twirled the sword by the handle with ease, nimbly spinning the sword in two rapid circles in the air beside him with one hand.

      “Alright, that was a lucky hit,” Jet said with a grin as he walked forward.

      He was in a large room, meant to be a cafeteria that was transformed into a gym-like space. There were weights nestled in one corner, a running track, and cushioned mats on the ground, with a sparring circle painted on them.

      It was poorly lit in the large room with only dim fluorescents illuminating them. There was a relatively constant creaking noise as the underground bunker continued to settle, and there was the smell of sweat seeping into the floors.

      Standing in the middle of that circle was a tall man also wearing a tank top and track pants, his blonde hair dripping with sweat. Striking green eyes complemented his sharp, angular features. Like a Greek legend, he appeared almost unreal with his richly defined muscles across his arms, torso, and legs. A small, warm smile, radiating kindness, was on his face despite having just knocked Jet silly.

      “You know as well as I do. Luck had nothing to do with it,” the man replied.

      Jet chuckled and pointed his sword at his mentor and responded, “Well, maybe, but this time I got you, Paladin.”

      Paladin was the man’s code name, and Jet was never privy to his real one. Even though it was five years and Jet saw the man out of costume, he only ever knew Paladin the superhero and not the person.

      While not wearing his costume, Paladin held his iconic sword in his left hand. Although smaller than Jet’s, his sword measured about two and a half feet long and one foot wide, and featured gold trim. A blue line streaked down between the trim on both sides, and the sword gleamed in any light.

       “Well, come on, Jet,” Paladin said between pants. “We’re one for one. One more to decide the victor.”

      Jet bit his lower lip and stood back up straight. His chest heaved from the kick he received from Paladin. He cracked his neck quickly as he glanced around the room. While at one time the large room was a cafeteria, Paladin converted the space into their gym.

      Tables were pushed up against the walls, and in their place were exercise machines, weights, gymnastic equipment, and the floor mats Jet and Paladin trained on for combat. They painted a large white circle on the mats, signifying their combat ring. The light was dim from the old fluorescent bulbs in the low ceiling, every sound echoed, and there was the perpetual locker room smell of sweat hanging in the stagnant air. Regardless, it was Jet’s favourite room to be in.

      Spitting out a wad of blood from a punch he took, Jet said, “After this, can we skip the homeschooling stuff today? I think the beating is punishment enough.”

      Jet stepped forward back into the circle, twirling his sword in his hands and bringing it back into a position like he was holding a baseball bat, grasping the handle with both hands.

      “No can do, Jet, we still have to go over basic algebra,” Paladin responded.

      Jet groaned and shook his head, but then he snapped into focus. Paladin swung his sword twice in the air and stood with his right leg slightly in front of his left with the tip of his sword pointed to the ground. While Paladin’s swordplay was a mix of fencing, kendo, and Roman, Jet’s fighting style was a bit more all over the place.

      Jet coined his fighting style “stabby-punch” but Paladin wasn’t on board with the name.

      Jet grasped his sword, waiting for Paladin to make a move. If there was one thing he knew about his teacher, it was that Paladin preferred for his opponent to attack first. Paladin won every best two out of three sparring sessions the past week, and Jet wanted to try his best to take one victory.

      Jet’s impatience won out, and he swung down at Paladin, making Paladin sidestep backward. The teen quickly flicked his wrist to the side, sending his sword out in a small arc. Paladin’s sword knocked Jet harmlessly aside, leaving Jet prone. The hero took a step in stabbing at Jet. Jet spun in the opposite direction, dodging the attack and swung up with his sword.

      Paladin pivoted backward and slashed upwards. Jet reversed momentum and brought his arms down and pushed. The two swords clashed. A loud ring echoed throughout the room, bouncing off the exercise equipment. Jet forced Paladin’s sword downwards with all his weight, and Paladin grunted and heaved as he fought against Jet. Their feet slid on the rubber gym mat, squeaking.

      Thinking quickly, Jet punched with his free hand. The hit connected with Paladin’s cheek, and he stumbled. Jet thought he had the advantage and brought his sword up over his head and swung. Paladin blocked the attack with his sword, guiding Jet’s sword down off to the side. With a jump in the air, Paladin kicked out at Jet, connecting him in the jaw.

      Jet spun from the hit and shook his head in shock. Kicks to the jaw always tingled in a funny way, Jet thought to himself. He turned to receive the butt of Paladin’s sword to the forehead.

      A tingling jaw was better than seeing stars, Jet painfully realized. Jet continued to fumble backward, a hand on his forehead. To finish him, Paladin swept Jet’s legs from underneath him.

      He landed hard on his back. The foam of the gym mats only slightly cushioned the impact. Jet groaned and stared at the roof as his world desperately tried to reorient itself.

      “Oww…” Jet muttered.

      Paladin took a big breath of air, and his labored breathing seemed to return to normal almost instantly. It took Jet a moment and a couple of quick inhales, but then Jet felt like himself again.

      The throbbing in his jaw already faded, and the blow to his forehead was a distant memory. Jet then leaped back up to his feet, standing straight up with his sword at his side. He put a hand first on his jaw and then on his forehead. Already sensing the bruises, Jet smiled despite himself. Some teenagers had chess, some had sports, some had video games. Jet had this. He loved a good fight.

      “Giving up?” Paladin asked, tongue planted firmly in cheek.

      “Come on, Paladin, if there’s one thing you taught me, once you start something, never give up,” Jet responded.

      Paladin nodded in approval, and the two charged at each other again. In the moments before connecting with each other, Jet’s mind flashed back to their training over the past week.

      Every battle started with Jet striking the first blow and then ended with the back of his head connecting to the floor. Maybe if he tried something different, he would get a different result.

      Jet moved his arm back as if he were getting ready to swing his sword, but he let go mid-swing, sending the sword hurtling forward in a fast, horizontal, spinning circle. Paladin’s eyes went wide, and he deflected the incoming large projectile with his sword into the ground in front of him. Once he did, he glanced up to expect Jet’s incoming attack, but Jet vanished.

      Suddenly, Jet came in from up high and punched down on top of Paladin. The blow connected with the top of Paladin’s head, and Paladin crumbled to one knee with a grunt of pain.

      Once Jet landed, he balled his hands into one fist and slammed upwards into Paladin’s chin. The attack reeled Paladin backward, and Jet spun, picking his sword back up. Adrenaline surged through Jet, carrying him into his next set of maneuvers.

      Paladin recovered, shaking the daze from his eyes as Jet swung his sword in at him. Still on the defensive, Paladin blocked the attack, but the attack sent him reeling back towards the edge of the circle. Sensing victory, Jet stepped forward and thrust forward with the broadside of his sword. Jet hoped to bash Paladin out of the circle with his brute strength and end the fight quickly.

      The two swords clashed with another loud clang, and Paladin held Jet at bay with a grimace. Jet grunted and pushed, trying desperately to win one. He poured all the strength he could muster into the effort. Sweat tinged Jet’s brow, one drop running down his cheek. For a moment, it seemed like Paladin would slide out of the back of the circle.

      Then Paladin smiled at Jet. Jet’s eyes went wide. Paladin shifted his foot’s position, changing the angle of his knee and rearranging his entire core into a power stance. Then, ducking low, Paladin shoved into Jet’s sword and lifted using Jet’s strength against him, picking Jet up off his feet. With a quick turn and spin, Paladin flipped Jet up and over on top of him, sending Jet through the air and out of the circle.

      Caught by surprise, Jet wasn’t able to land on his feet as he went through the air screaming and crashed into the ground. Jet landed on his back and rolled and tumbled, stopping as he collided with a rack of dumbbells. Both Jet and the dumbbells clattered to the ground, like a bowling ball scoring a strike on a set of pins.

      Paladin took a moment to catch his breath and walked over to the crumpled mess that was Jet. Jet moaned and tried to stand, but he was so over the top of himself he couldn’t figure out where any of his limbs were. Paladin grabbed him by the arm and helped Jet to lie on his back, who shook his head in confusion upon staring at the ceiling.

      “Good try,” Paladin commented. “That was smart. You anticipated my movements and tried to act accordingly. It’s about time you thought that way.”

      Jet rubbed his eyes and didn’t respond. He was so close. After all their training, Jet had almost forced Paladin out of the circle. With a sigh, Jet let his body give up, and he untensed and felt all the stress and pressure release. He then felt like a limp noodle after being boiled, lying on the ground in defeat.

      “While there will always be opponents you’ll need to get a measure of, eventually you’ll be able to size an opponent and anticipate what they’ll be able to do at a glance,” Paladin continued as he walked away.

      “Take a man with a gun, for example. You know they can fire at you with the gun, and that is what they’ll likely do, but they can also try to bludgeon you with it or even throw it at you as a distraction. So, you need to anticipate not what the weapon will do, but what the man with the gun will do.”

      Paladin was toweling himself off now, wiping the sweat from his brow and then his arms.

      “Erring on the side of caution is usually the smart move. A gun fired is far more dangerous than a gun thrown. But that can leave you open to an unexpected attack, like you did to me by throwing your sword. However, just because you can anticipate their next move doesn’t mean you know their next move. Here, assuming you knew me inside and out, cost you the win. Never stop fighting an opponent, even if you think you’ve won. You assumed you had me, and that was all the edge I needed. It’s a rookie mistake, and it’s one you’re bound to keep making.”

      It was common for Paladin to go on long speeches when teaching Jet. Sometimes, Jet would listen closely and soak in as much as he could.

      Paladin showed his wisdom and experience many times to Jet, and Jet was eager to live up to his example and soak up as much information as he could. Other times, the blood pumping in Jet’s ear after a good fight made Paladin sound like a dying trumpet to Jet.

      Paladin stopped and glanced back at Jet, who had one hand over his eyes as he continued to pant heavily. Paladin glanced at the floor, seemingly about to say something, but caught himself.

      “You’re getting better,” Paladin commented as he walked over to his towel. “I’m holding back less and less every time.”

      Jet forced himself to sit up, and he continued to pant. Although he accepted the praise, Jet stared at his mentor in awe.

      “How much are you still holding back?” Jet asked in disbelief.

      “A lot,” Paladin answered before wiping the sweat off his face with his towel.

      “Man, can’t you just lie a little and make me feel better about myself?” Jet questioned with a grin.

      Paladin threw the towel off to the side and walked over to his student.

      “I’m not letting you get a full head,” Paladin replied. He extended a hand to Jet, and Jet took it and stood up.

      “Confidence will get you killed out there,” Paladin remarked as Jet walked over to the sword rack. “I think you can hold your own in a fight out there now, but you’re not ready for the big leagues yet.”

      Jet placed his sword on the rack, the one place his sword could be if not in Jet’s hands. It drove him crazy that he had to follow that rule, but Paladin never wanted Jet to get any ideas about taking it outside. Jet stared at it for a few moments, when suddenly what Paladin said registered.

      “Wait, you think I’m ready for a fight out there?” Jet asked as he turned around with a hopeful smile.

      Paladin visibly regretted his words, placing his sword on its rack and then raising two hands to calm Jet down.

      “That’s not what I meant,” Paladin said.

      “Well, what did you mean?”

      “I only meant you’re getting better. I just said you’re not ready for the big leagues. The moment you take a step out those doors, you’re in them,” Paladin said.

      “Well, what do you mean, big leagues?” Jet asked.

      Jet was well-versed in the superhero politics of the world. He knew the prominent superheroes and supervillains not only in Vinton but also all over the world. The idea that he wasn’t ready for something he was training for, that he knew inside and out, felt condescending.

      “I just mean…” Paladin said, but then he caught himself. “I need you to trust me.”

      Paladin’s eyes wouldn’t meet Jet’s. The two refused to look at each other for several moments.

      A bit of rage stemmed to the surface, and Jet sighed angrily. He bit back his words. However, the argument his next statement would cause was repeated far too many times. Paladin watched Jet closely, and a tense silence passed between them.

      “Jet, it will be soon,” Paladin replied. “I promise. I will tell you when it’s time.”

      Paladin’s tone of finality hit Jet in the chest harder than any kick. Five years was a long time to be cooped up in the bunker.

      Jet grabbed his towel silently and walked away. Paladin glanced at the floor and let out a little sigh, relieved to have avoided another blowout argument, but his chest was still heavy with anxiety.

      “Hey,” Paladin called.

      Jet turned back, hopeful Paladin received a sudden, miraculous change of heart. Instead, Jet propped his hands up in time to catch a textbook aimed at his face. With a cocked eyebrow, Jet lowered the book that almost took his head off and groaned upon seeing it was his math textbook.

      “Didn’t think you were getting off that easy, did you?” Paladin asked with a small laugh.

      Jet rolled his eyes, tossed his towel over his shoulder, and walked over to their study area. However, once he turned his back to Paladin, he smirked.

      He was getting better. Paladin said so. Jet knew only two things for the last five years. He knew the walls of these bunkers, and that he was training to be a superhero. After idolizing them his entire childhood, he spent the first half of his teenage years working to become one. It made Jet more and more excited as he was getting closer.

      After five long painful years in this bunker, Jet felt in his gut it would be time to leave soon. It wasn’t all bad, Jet knew. He enjoyed his training and lessons with Paladin; he enjoyed the downtime the two of them would spend together playing board games or watching a movie together. Although the food always tasted weird after being cooked in the bunker’s oven, and the lack of natural light gave Jet sleep problems in the first two years.

      Not to mention the lack of social contact with others, gave Jet a bit of an unhealthy relationship with fictional characters in his nightly movies. However, Jet could put all of that behind him. If it all meant he could be a superhero, it would all be worth it.

      Despite the darkness of the bunker, Jet’s light always shone brightly. He always believed in seeing the best in things, and every step closer to becoming a superhero was a step closer to leaving the bunker, and the rest of his life would begin.

      He held tight and true to the idea, refusing to let the negativity and hopelessness in. It’s what his all-time favourite superhero, Alpha, the first superhero, would do. As always, he strove to be just like him.

      But first, math homework.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          LESSONS IN SUPERHEROING

        

      

    

    
      In a small, secluded area of their gym, Paladin arranged a cafeteria table that, at one point, was an organized study area for Jet to be homeschooled in. There were a few lights hanging over the tables, making the section of the gym well lit compared to the rest.

      After the first month of being in the bunker, the table had devolved into a mess of books, papers and writing utensils that would make any self-respecting teacher die of disgust. If you were to ask either of them, Jet and Paladin always found whatever they needed in the chaos that was Jet’s study desk.

      Jet was busy answering questions from his textbook, trying to simplify radical equations, as Paladin sat across from him. Paladin’s primary job during these sessions was to help Jet when he got stuck or to keep him on task. However, it was late in the day, and Paladin was surfing his phone, doing something related to his superhero work, and Jet was finding it hard to stay motivated.

      Stumped on one question, Jet tapped the end of his pencil against the table, debating his next step. His eyes went up to Paladin, and Jet could tell his mentor was less invested in Math than even he was. Paladin had a tendency not to let Jet off until he felt Jet learned something. So Jet developed a means of exploring his interests, while getting Paladin to feel accomplished in his own way.

      “What happened to Super Hero City again? All these variables are making me think of the variables that led to that city’s downfall,” Jet asked, his voice speeding up as he became less convinced in his own lie.

      Paladin smirked and let out a reluctant laugh, seeing right through Jet. Regardless, he put his phone down and folded his arms, looking at Jet. His mentor took the bait, and Jet put his pencil down, ready for whatever superhero wisdom Paladin would impart.

      “Metrohaven, or Super Hero City as it is colloquially called, was founded when and where?” Paladin asked.

      Jet didn’t expect the question to be reversed back on him, but superheroes were his main fascination, so he could quickly dig it out of his mind.

      “It was during the Vietnam War, but I don’t remember any specific dates. And it was founded…somewhere off the coast of Costa Rica? On like a tiny island of some kind?” Jet responded with a slight uptick in his pitch, turning his answer into a question.

      “Correct,” Paladin responded. “Why was it founded?”

      “Uhhhh…there were many different super people who had powers from lots of different stuff, and they wanted to avoid enlistment in the war when the USA made superheroes into soldiers. So they ended up creating a secret city that no one knew about for refugees. But like…super refugees,” Jet responded.

      “Very good. Sounds like you know your history, so what’s your question?” Paladin asked.

      Jet’s eyes darted around, hoping Paladin would have freely volunteered information. His mind scrambled for a question when it suddenly came to him. Something he always wondered.

      “Who was the bad guy?” Jet asked.

      Paladin’s eyebrows furrowed.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well…I know Super Hero City fell apart because somebody revealed the city to the world, and then there was a whole like…immigrant vs refugee crisis thing…” Jet rambled.

      “Immigrant vs refugee crisis thing? I’m glad the importance of the lesson stuck,” Paladin jabbed with a small smile.

      Jet brushed it off with a wave of his hand and kept going. “No one ever talks about who the bad guy was. Was it the USA for the superhero enlistment? The people who founded the city? Or the guy who revealed them?”

      Paladin tapped his finger on the table for a few moments, considering his response.

      “Well, let me ask you this: what resulted from the infamous immigrant vs refugee crisis thing?”

      Jet’s shoulders dropped as he frowned. Seeing his poor choice of words wouldn’t get lost anytime soon. He thought back to the answer for a few moments before replying.

      “That was the Super Hero Protection Act of 1992?”

      “Right. And that did what?”

      “Well, in all United Nations countries, it meant that anyone with superpowers or people who were superheroes were not required to register with government officials unless they caused property damage or bodily harm to bystanders,” Jet responded. “Essentially, it gave people like us the right to be superheroes and not have supervillains google our secret identities.”

      Paladin smiled and looked down at the table, visibly happy the lesson at least sunk in.

      “So a pretty good result then, right?” Paladin asked, to which Jet nodded. “So then, why does there need to be a bad guy in this story?”

      It was Jet’s turn to knit his eyebrows together.

      “Well, it was a big turning point, right? Weren’t there some enormous battles in Super Hero City before the city got revealed? Who was the bad guy in those?” Jet asked.

      Paladin leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table.

      “So there was a conflict,” Paladin clarified. “Does every conflict need a villain? Does every story need a bad guy?”

      Jet rested back on his stool, chewing his inner lip. He wasn’t a child, and didn’t like that the Paladin was talking to him like one.

      “No-but even then, who takes the blame? Things like this don’t happen for no reason. Someone is at fault, right?” Jet questioned. “Maybe bad guys are a simple way to put it, but it feels accurate.”

      For a moment, Paladin seemed to have a very sad smile on his face. Jet couldn’t understand Paladin’s smile. Was Paladin disappointed in Jet’s response, or in his own thoughts? Or if he was simply just sad about something.

      “Well, Jet…maybe once you have the answer to the question, you might be a little more ready to go to the surface,” Paladin quietly responded. “Then you’d be ready to face Vinton.”

      The statement lingered in the air for several moments. It felt like an arrow to Jet’s heart. All his anticipation and excitement about returning to the surface one day was squashed in a heartbeat. What did it even mean? Why would Paladin be so cryptic about it?

      “What…what do you mean?” Jet asked.

      Paladin’s mouth opened and closed several times, an answer seemingly on his tongue. Then he closed it and shut his eyes, shaking his head slightly as he did. Before Jet asked, Paladin glanced at the clock in the gym and his eyes widened.

      “Shoot, the mentoring was longer than I thought it would be,” Paladin remarked. “It looks like you’ll get a pass on any more algebra tonight.” Jet turned and looked at the clock, seeing it was already a quarter to 6 p.m.

      “Patrol?” Jet asked.

      Paladin nodded and gathered his things.

      “We have leftovers from last night you can reheat. Stay in and review those notes on The Old Man and the Sea. I’ll have questions for you tomorrow. Then you can relax,” Paladin ordered as he picked his sword back up and walked in the opposite direction of Jet.

      “I’ll be back late. Go to bed at a reasonable hour or you’ll regret it in the morning,” Paladin said as he walked towards the door.

      His annoyance temporarily diverted the sadness Jet felt at having to do more homework, but as always, it lingered in the back of his mind.

      Jet sighed, and once Paladin was out of earshot he muttered, “Don’t worry, I’ll be here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          MY LIFE AS A TEENAGE BUNKER DWELLER

        

      

    

    
      Jet trudged down the grey halls of the bunker toward his room after having a shower in the washrooms. The washrooms somehow were even darker than the normal rooms, and the grey cold walls created dark shadows that were accompanied by a fairly consistent mildew smell.

      Jet always felt uneasy showering there. The large washroom with multiple showers meant for multiple people was always empty except for him. It was much like the rest of the bunker, large and hollow, with no life spiriting it.

      His discussion about good guys and bad guys from earlier rattled him a little. What did Paladin mean by, be ready for Vinton?

      As far as Jet knew, Vinton was normal as cities come. Well, except for the pool of Chaos Energy in the reservoir, making Vinton a bit of a hotbed for super activity. There were several superheroes in Vinton, to Jet’s knowledge, and supervillains would float in and out of the city from time to time.

      However, Vinton was relatively safe, Jet thought. It was home. Even if there was something Paladin wasn’t telling Jet, Jet felt like Vinton would always be Vinton. It would always be the city he remembered it as.

      Finally, Jet shrugged. Well, if Vinton wasn’t how he remembered it, then he would make it that way. That was the point of being a superhero, Jet thought. To make the world a better and safer place. For the good guys.

      He just needed to get out of this bunker first.

      His wet slippers slapped against the ground. Jet was on autopilot. He did the same walk how many times? He could do the math, but he was worried it would only depress him more.

      “Jet,” he heard Paladin call as he walked towards him.

      Paladin wasn’t yet in his superhero outfit, but was wearing the slim black spandex he would normally wear underneath it.

      “Before I forget,” Paladin said.

      He was holding his phone and brought it up to show Jet a video of a baseball pitcher.

      “Your move in that last spar, throwing your sword at me? Really smart move to catch me off guard and leave me vulnerable. I want to give you an idea of how to improve it,” Paladin explained.

      Jet smiled to himself. Even though they just argued, Jet couldn’t help but be grateful for Paladin. Paladin knew how much getting better meant to Jet, and it was always at the back of his mind how to better help his trainee.

      “Watch how this pitcher throws the ball,” Paladin instructed. “Specifically, the point of release. If you throw your sword vertically instead of horizontally, it would be trickier to time, but the velocity would increase dramatically.”

      After Jet struggled to adapt to more traditional sword fighting techniques, Paladin adapted by showing Jet how different athletes would perform. These little tricks Jet learned dramatically informed his ‘stabby-punch’ style, and he was always eager to learn.

      “Yeah, yeah, okay. Next time I’m looking to get a cheap shot in, I’ll try it,” Jet said.

      Paladin chuckled at the comment, and then a wave of regret washed over his face.

      “Jet…I mean it. It will be soon. I promise,” Paladin said again.

      Jet’s smile faded slightly, but he forced it to return.

      “I know. Good luck out there tonight,” Jet replied.

      Jet entered his room moments later. The walls and floor were the same gunmetal colour as the rest of the bunker, but with a bright light bulb making his room significantly brighter than the rest of the bunker.

      With a sigh, Jet gazed at his wall plastered with newspaper clippings of famous superhero battles and adventures, and as always, his eyes found the framed clipping of The First Superhero, Alpha. The way Jet saw it, Alpha was the real reason he was in the bunker, so he could be a superhero like him. It brought Jet a moment of peace before the angst came back.

      Why couldn’t he be doing his training up on the surface?

      Paladin told him it was because to train Jet, Paladin needed his attention one hundred percent of the time. Then there were nights like tonight when Paladin would abandon Jet in the bunker alone, and Jet wondered what in the world was keeping him in the bunker.

      Jet shook off the thought. While he was moody as a teenager could be, he didn’t enjoy dwelling on it. For a moment, he considered reading over some textbooks to be ahead of Paladin’s tutoring, allowing more time for combat training, but then Jet lifted his spirits with a movie.

      Movies were one of the few luxuries Jet was allowed in the bunker, and he had a vast collection. Every Christmas and birthday he would get five to ten more, and while it wasn’t enough to last a year, Jet liked to re-watch movies all the time.

      Despite all the littered DVD cases all over the floor, Jet went to a small shelf he had in his room filled with ones that were being kept in better condition. Digging into his assorted collection, Jet searched for one he hadn’t watched yet. He saw most of the action and adventure one’s enough times to quote them from memory, and he watched the comedies enough times to ruin some movies, but the romance and drama section went widely ignored.

      Sitting in the back corner of his collection, Jet noted one in particular that was covered in dust. Reaching in and blowing the dust off, Jet immediately recoiled upon seeing it was a romantic comedy.

      “Ugh,” Jet sighed.

      By the looks of it, this movie was in his collection since the beginning and had yet to be watched. With a sigh, Jet stood up and turned on his television to watch what would be a snore-fest.

      “Maybe I can still study some more algebra. It’ll probably be better than this
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