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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


The engine of the Beams Cycle roared like a lion as I rushed down the streets of Golden City in pursuit of the most annoying criminal in the city. Weaving through traffic, it was surprisingly easy to keep track of the criminal’s getaway car, which was painted in bright neon orange and green and had a big balloon clown head bouncing around on top like a bobblehead. 
It helped that the criminal drove like a maniac. His car swerved and jolted, forcing cars off the streets or pedestrians to flee for their lives. It smashed apart trashcans or ran over abandoned food stands, all the while loud cackling could be heard coming from the mouth of the balloon clown head on the car’s roof. That sound made me want to catch him and pop that stupid balloon of his personally.
“Ha, ha, ha!” the high-pitched, clownish voice crackled from the speaker in the balloon. “Oh, what fun this day has been so far! But you still can’t catch me, Beams!”
I gritted my teeth. No point in responding because Makeup, the criminal who I was pursuing, wouldn’t hear me over the rushing wind, roaring car engines, and screaming people in the streets. I just revved the Beams Cycle, trying to increase its speed while at the same time avoiding crashing into the various vehicles on the road. Luckily, Makeup was attempting to make his way out of the city rather than in, but he had also chosen to make his getaway during afternoon rush hour when everyone and their dog was getting off work. Whether that was deliberate on his part or just a coincidence, I had no idea. I just knew I needed to stop him.
My helmet’s radio communicator crackled and I heard Rubberman’s voice say, “Beams! Have you caught up with Makeup yet?”
“No,” I said, swerving around a blue pickup truck with a sofa tied down in its bed. “Traffic’s too thick and he’s going too fast.”
Rubberman grunted in annoyance. “Is his car at least within range of your eye beams?”
I shook my head, wincing as a bug smacked into the windshield of my bike. “No. If I tried to shoot him now, I would probably miss and hit someone else’s car.”
Rubberman sighed. “All right. Keep chasing him. The police have set up a barricade at the end of the street where we expect Makeup to try to escape. I’m going to be there, too, while Adams will keep watch from the sky via the Rubber Drone. We’ll be waiting for you and Makeup to get here.”
“Got it,” I said. “See you soon.”
The radio clicked off in my ear, which was good because I nearly drove into a tiny smart car that seemed to appear out of nowhere on the busy streets. As I swerved around the smart car at the last minute, doing my best to keep an eye on Makeup’s getaway car, I found myself wondering exactly how today had gone so wrong.
It had started about ten minutes ago when Rubberman and I got a call from the Golden City First National Bank about a criminal in clown makeup calling himself, well, Makeup, robbing the bank. We got there as quickly as we could, but by the time we got to the bank, Makeup had already taken off in his garish and frankly ridiculous escape car. Seeing as I was the only one of us who still had a vehicle, I raced after him, hoping to catch up with his car and stop him before he could escape Golden City entirely. Meanwhile, Rubberman had hopped into one of the police cars that had been at the scene of the crime while Adams, Rubberman’s butler and right-hand man, had used the Rubber Drone to follow my progress overhead.
In fact, whenever I looked up, I would see the Rubber Drone flying overhead, bypassing all of the heavy traffic like a fish swimming through water. It made me feel a little jealous sometimes, but I didn’t have time to stew over my jealousy, seeing as I was trying to avoid getting distracted by anything that might cause me to crash.
Rubberman would have been racing after Makeup with me, but unfortunately the Rubbermobile had been trashed by a Zero Squire last month and the replacement Rubbermobile wouldn’t get here for another month, at least. My Beams Cycle—a motorcycle designed specifically for yours truly—was, therefore, our only reliable vehicle and our only means of chasing after Makeup. The Rubbermobile probably would have caught up with Makeup by now, but you had to work with what you had, not what you wanted.
Regardless, I had to figure out a way to close the distance between Makeup and I. The police barricade up ahead might be enough, but something told me that Makeup was not going to do the ‘typical’ thing. Therefore, I needed to figure out a way to catch up with him. If I could get close enough I could blow out his tires with my lasers, but right now the distance between us was too great for me to risk it, as I explained to Rubberman. If only there was a shortcut of some sort I could take—
An idea occurred to me, causing me to drive the Beams Cycle across traffic to an alleyway. Honking car horns and screeching tires greeted my ears as I cut across traffic, but it all faded into the background soon enough as I disappeared into the alleyways of Golden City. Using my near-encyclopedic knowledge of the city’s layout, I zoomed down the back alleys and side streets, past garbage cans, stray cats, children playing in the streets, and even a few homeless people. The back alleys of Golden City were a lot less crowded than the main road, so I was hoping to bypass the vast majority of traffic to overtake Makeup.
I kept glancing down each alley I passed until I figured it was time to rejoin the main road. I shot down a short but narrow alleyway and burst out onto the main road just as Makeup’s clown car went zooming down the street, though not before I kicked my Cycle into high gear and darted after him like a lightning bolt.
Now I was starting to catch up with him. With traffic clearing the closer you got to the city’s exit, I found it easier for my Beams Cycle to keep up with Makeup’s car. Staying on the passenger’s side of the car, I pulled up close enough to be able to look through at Makeup himself. The clown criminal, dressed from head to toe in gaudy red-and-yellow clown clothes, looked at me and his eyes widened in shock, his hands gripping the wheel of his car tightly.
“Pull over!” I screamed as loudly as I could. “Pull over now or else!”
Makeup, instead of responding, just slammed his foot on the gas pedal and the clown car zoomed past me. The balloon head continued to laugh as Makeup’s high-pitched voice said, “Make me, boy!”
Shaking my head, I said under my breath, “Your funeral.”
I held out a hand and blasted an energy blast at the car’s back tires, but the car swerved to the right at the last minute and my energy attack missed. I tried to fire another energy blast, but that also missed. Every time I missed, the bobbing clown head on the roof of the car would make that same annoying laugh that I assumed had to be Makeup’s own laughter at this point.
That was when I heard a police siren and looked ahead to see the police barricade that Rubberman had told me about earlier. Six police cars were set up in the middle of the main highway out of Golden City. All other traffic was being redirected down other roads, but all of the side roads were too congested with traffic for even Makeup’s car to fit through. That meant that Makeup had only two options: Either ram through the police barricade and probably get himself killed or stop and let himself get arrested. I saw Rubberman standing among the police, his hands balled into fists as he probably prepared himself for Makeup’s incoming vehicle.
“Boss, we’re nearly there,” I said, tapping the side of my helmet to speak into my radio. “Tried to shoot him but couldn’t hit him.”
“I see that, Beams,” said Rubberman’s voice in my ear, “but you did a good job herding him in this direction. I’m sure he’ll start slowing down as he gets closer to the barricade and then we’ll catch him.”
I frowned and looked at Makeup’s car. “Not to rain on your parade, boss, but … it looks like Makeup is actually going faster.”
That was true. Makeup’s car was clearly picking up speed, going so fast that even the Beams Cycle struggled to keep up. Makeup had to be pushing his vehicle to its absolute limit to stay ahead of me, but it didn’t make sense. Was he going to ram the barricade? That made no sense. His car wasn’t big or strong enough to plow through all those cars. Ramming the barricade would destroy his car and either kill him or cripple him for life if he was lucky. Perhaps he was more suicidal than I thought.
“He’s going faster?” said Rubberman in confusion. “Yeah, now that you mention it, he does seem to be picking up speed, but why would he do that?”
“No idea,” I said. “Watch out!”
Turns out I said that too late. Makeup’s car was so close now that there was no time for Rubberman or the police to dodge. Rubberman just stretched his body to form a rubber barrier of sort around the police officers, but even I knew that that would not protect them.
At the very last minute, however, springs shot out of the underside of Makeup’s car and it flew straight up into the air. When the car got into the air, flames exploded from its exhaust, sending the clown car flying well over the police barricade as the clown head on top of the vehicle cackled in delight. Rubberman and the police could only stare and gape as Makeup’s car flew over them like a rocket. Makeup even waved down at the mockingly from the driver’s side as he passed.
Then Makeup’s car hit the road on the other side of the barrier. After bouncing a couple of times, Makeup’s car zoomed off down the road toward the highway, the cackling from the clown balloon growing fainter the farther he got.
“No!” said Rubberman as I brought the Beams Cycle to a screeching halt to avoid crashing into the police barricade myself. He returned to his normal proportions and ran over to the barricade, holding out a hand toward the speeding clown car. “No! Get back here, you idiot!”
Frowning, I hopped off of the Beams Cycle and said to Rubberman, “Sorry, boss, but I don’t think Makeup can hear you. He’s gone.”
Rubberman scowled. “No. We can’t let him get away. Not like this.”
I shrugged. “I’m not any happier about this than you, but he’s going too fast for even the Beams Cycle to keep up. We have no choice but to let him go.”
Rubberman pounded the hood of one of the police cars forming the barricade. “Dang it. We were so close to catching him.”
I nodded, but then heard rumbling overhead and looked up at the sky. Dark clouds had formed seemingly out of nowhere, blocking out the beautiful spring sunshine and making me feel like it was fall again. “Clouds? I thought the weather report today said it was supposed to be sunny all day. Is it going to rain now, too?”
Rubberman shook his head. “Great. Just what we need right now: Rain. Guess that’s appropriate given how we failed.”
I was about as excited for rain as Rubberman was, but at the same time, I didn’t see any point in complaining about it. I just looked up at the dark clouds, wondering where they came from, when I noticed another weird thing about them: They were staying mostly centered over Makeup’s car. And then I saw what looked like the silhouette of a woman in the clouds above, especially when rumbling thunder could be heard, though it might have just been my imagination at work.
“Might as well call it quits, boys,” said one of the police officers, staring sadly after Makeup’s fleeing car. “We’re not in any position to go after Makeup, either.” He looked at me and Rubberman suddenly. “But we can give you two a ride back to your base, if you need—”
Boom.
Everything went white for a split second. The air became superheated and the smell of ozone could be scented even through my helmet’s air filter. The very ground under my feet shook like an earthquake and the windows on some of the police cars even shattered from the impact of the blast. Heck, the blast actually knocked Rubberman, me, and the police off our feet. For a moment, I thought the world had come to an end or we had been the victims of some kind of nuclear blast from a hostile foreign power.
But then the whiteness faded and I found myself still alive and whole on the ground next to Rubberman, who was clutching his eyes with both of his hands.
“What …” Rubberman groaned. “What was that?”
I had no idea. Shattered glass from the police car windows lay scattered all over the asphalt underneath us. The dark clouds in the sky looked a little brighter than before, but other than that, everyone seemed normal.
That is, until one of the police officers at up and pointed down the road. “What the heck happened to Makeup’s car?”
Surprised and puzzled, I also looked up. At first, I wasn’t sure where Makeup’s car was. All I saw was a big, black smoking crater in the middle of the—
Wait. That crater … wasn’t that where Makeup’s car was just a few minutes ago?
But now … it was gone. And there was not even a hint that the car had ever even existed, much less been driving down the highway full of stolen money.
“Where …” I gulped. “What happened to Makeup?”
“He was … vaporized,” said Rubberman in an equally mystified voice. “Somehow.”
A rumbling thunder directly overhead made us look up at the dark clouds that had appeared out of nowhere. The clouds rumbled more loudly than ever, making me wonder if we were going to get hit by a lightning bolt, which would definitely be a terrible way to end our day.
Instead, however, the clouds parted to reveal the most beautiful—and deadly—woman I’d ever seen in my life. And she did not look happy.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


The woman reminded me of the old Greek goddesses. She wore a golden toga that revealed her muscular arms and shapely legs rather finely. Her blonde hair fell down her shoulders in waves, while her green eye crackled with electricity. She seemed to stand on the clouds themselves, clutching a lightning-bolt-shaped spear in one hand. 
“Who is that?” said one of the police officers in awe. “A goddess?”
I agreed with the police officer. While I didn’t believe in most gods, I had to admit that this woman could definitely pass for a goddess if she wanted to. She had everything she needed to pull it off: Unnaturally great beauty, radiating power most people only ever dreamed of, and a really good resting witch face that made you think twice about crossing her. She even looked like a goddess judging humanity for its sins from her spot among the clouds. I wouldn’t be surprised if she found us wanting and smote us where we stood.
Rubberman, however, didn’t seem impressed by her. In fact, he just sighed and said, “Oh. Alice. Of course.”
I looked at Rubberman in confusion. “Alice? You mean you know that goddess?”
Rubberman rubbed the back of his head sheepishly. “I do. She’s not a goddess. She’s a—”
Rubberman was interrupted by a clap of thunder above. The woman, apparently named Alice, lowered down to the ground on a dark, crackling cloud. She descended slowly and regally, never moving her body, changing her expression, or doing anything to make her look to be anything other than a powerful goddess. She did, however, briefly meet Rubberman’s eyes, though based on how her scowl deepened further when she saw him, I could guess she wasn’t Rubberman’s biggest fan.
When the woman’s cloud got close enough to the road, she stepped off of it. Up close, Alice wasn’t that much taller than your average woman, but she was a good deal more muscular. Her age was hard to put. She could have been in her twenties or forties equally. Heck, she could have even been a teenager for all I knew. Either she had REALLY good genes or she used a lot of makeup to make herself look good.
The police officers, who had been staring stupidly at her in awe, quickly snapped out of their reverie and aimed their guns at her. The police officer at the front of the group, the one closest to Alice, said, “My name is Officer Jones and I am with the Golden City Police Department. State your name and your business. Put down your weapon and raise both of your hands so we can see them.”
Alice regarded the police officer with about the same amount of respect I regarded a cockroach I found in my kitchen sink. “You don’t want me to put down my weapon. It won’t make me any easier to kill … or any less lethal toward you idiotic cops who think that pulling out a gun on a registered government superhero is a smart idea.”
“You’re a superhero?” said Officer Jones in surprise. Then he shook his head and said, in a serious tone of voice, “Then tell us your superhero name and the city where you work.”
Alice rolled her eyes in the same way a mother might show exasperation at her young child insisting they could sit at the adult table now. “Fine. My superhero name is Lady Thunder and I originally worked in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.”
“Oklahoma City?” said Officer Jones, squinting his eyes suspiciously. “What brings you all the way out here to Golden City?”
“I came to help clean up the mess that you and your fellow officers have made,” said Alice. She gestured imperiously at the smoking crater in the road where Makeup’s car had been. “Such as that clown who nearly got away with over ten million dollars in cash.”
“We didn’t ask for your help,” said Rubberman, stepping forward and glaring at Alice. I thought Rubberman had to be pretty brave to talk that way to such a powerful woman, especially when she glared at him in return. “Maybe you’ve got the wrong city, Alice.”
Lady Thunder stiffened as if Rubberman had just insulted her. “Ah, hello there, Dennis. I didn’t notice you, or your sidekick, standing there.”
Based on the way Lady Thunder’s eyes swept over us, I could tell that she had definitely noticed us standing here. Why she was being sarcastic about it, I didn’t know, but I decided that I didn’t much care for her.
“Kind of hard to miss us,” said Rubberman, putting his hands on his chest. “Our costumes are pretty colorful, as superhero costumes tend to be.”
“I was trying to be generous, Dennis,” said Lady Thunder, her voice almost as rumbling as an actual thunderstorm now. “By saying I didn’t notice you, I meant to make you look good. Because if the great Rubberman allowed a simple bank robber to get away so easily like that … well, that wouldn’t speak very well of such a famous superhero, now would it?”
“Hey,” I said, stepping forward as well, glaring at Lady Thunder. “It’s not our fault he almost got away. I mean, how we were supposed to know that Makeup’s car could bounce like that? It’s not like we can read minds.”
Lady Thunder looked at me with so much annoyance that I was almost afraid she was going to blast me to pieces here and now for daring to speak to her that way. “Is this your new sidekick, Dennis? He’s scrawnier than the last one, though less prone to becoming a supervillain, I hope.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but then Rubberman rested a hand on my shoulder and whispered, “Beams, don’t. Let me handle her.”
I closed my mouth. Although I didn’t like Lady Thunder one bit, I decided to let Rubberman do the talking. He seemed to know her better than me, so it was probably wiser to let him do the talking. Besides, if I had to keep talking to her, I’d probably end up saying something I regretted.
Rubberman looked at Lady Thunder with a less-than-impressed frown and said, “Beams has been a fine sidekick. Thanks for noticing, but where’s yours? Did you fire him again, like you did to the last three?”
Lady Thunder smirked. “Actually, Dicer is doing something even more important than smiting random bank robbers. He is in Golden City having a discussion with the city’s mayor even as we speak.”
“He is?” said Rubberman, tilting his head to the side in confusion. “You mean Mayor Thomas knew you were going to be here?”
“He did, yes,” said Lady Thunder. “As well, my new teammates are also in town setting up a base downtown for our operations here in your hometown.”
“Hold on,” said Rubberman, holding up a hand. “Slow down, there. What is Dicer talking to Mayor Thomas about? What teammates are you talking about? Last I heard, you were a solo hero. Did you finally join Heroes United or something?”
Now it was Lady Thunder’s turn to look confused, though I also thought it was more like she was mocking our own confusion. “You mean you haven’t heard? I guess the rumors of Mayor Thomas’ loss of faith in you and your sidekick were true if he didn’t inform you about the changes coming to Golden City.”
“Changes?” said Rubberman. “What changes? And Mayor Thomas does respect our work a great deal, thank you very much.”
“Believe what you will,” said Lady Thunder. “I am simply making observations based on what you’ve told me. It’s very simple.”
I was as confused as Rubberman. The police officers also looked confused, which told me that they weren’t in on whatever Lady Thunder was doing, either.
“Then spit it out,” said Rubberman. “We’re all ears.”
“Very well,” said Lady Thunder with a shrug. “Starting today, you and your sidekick, Beams, are no longer going to be working as the official superheroes of Golden City.”






  
  CHAPTER THREE


Lady Thunder’s words hit me like a ton of bricks. I just stared at her in disbelief, my jaw hanging open. Even Rubberman, who was usually better at handling these kinds of revelations than I was, could only stare at Lady Thunder as if he wasn’t quite sure that his ears were working correctly. 
“Did you just say that Beams and I aren’t the official superheroes of Golden City anymore?” said Rubberman. He smiled weakly. “That’s a joke, right? And not a really good one, either. You know you’re not that funny, right, Alice?”
Lady Thunder, however, just smiled at us like she was enjoying some private joke at our expense. “You’re right about one thing, Dennis, and it is that I am no comedian. I am simply stating the truth.”
“The truth?” Rubberman repeated. “What truth? You just said we aren’t the superheroes of Golden City anymore. That’s not something you can decide, you know. That’s between us and the Golden City government.”
Lady Thunder stroked her sharp chin thoughtfully. “You really are out of the loop, aren’t you? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. You were never very good at keeping up with everything going on in the world around you. That weakness of yours is probably why you are still stuck out here in this small, backwoods city.”
“I’d appreciate less snark, Alice, and more facts,” said Rubberman, putting his hands on his hips. “Explain what you mean. Now.”
“Fine,” said Lady Thunder. She pulled a card out of a pocket in her toga and held it out toward us. “See this? Look at what it says.”
Frowning, Rubberman and I leaned over to get a better look at Lady Thunder’s card. It looked almost like a business card of some sort. It was a navy blue business card with the words ‘AGENT OF L.I.O.N.S.’ written across the top in block letters, while a logo of a lion’s roaring head stood off to the side. Lady Thunder’s name, phone number, and business address were written under the ‘AGENT OF L.I.O.N.S.’ bit, but more interestingly, the words ‘DEPARTMENT OF SUPERHEROES’ could also be seen just above the Agent of Lions line.
“L.I.O.N.S.?” said Rubberman, exchanging quick confused glances with me. “What is L.I.O.N.S.?”
“And what does the Department of Superheroes have to do with any of this?” I said, scratching the back of my neck.
“L.I.O.N.S. is an acronym,” Lady Thunder explained as she stowed her card away back into her toga. “It stands for Legalized Interstate Official National Superheroes, but we just call ourselves the Lions for short. We are a government superhero team working directly under the Department of Superheroes, which I’m sure you’ve heard of.”
We definitely had heard of the Department of Superheroes, a government department whose sole purpose was to enforce laws regulating the superhero industry, as well as clarify existing laws, grant or revoke superhero and sidekick licenses, and so on. In fact, Rubberman and I had had more than a few encounters with the Department’s agents over the past year and a half, although it had been a while since we last ran into any of their agents.
“I’ve never heard of Lions,” said Rubberman. “Or superheroes working for the government, for that matter.”
I agreed. As a general rule, superheroes were private businesses. Though we typically worked for individual cities and states, we did so as private contractors offering a service to these governments. We could and did hire ourselves out to private individuals and groups at times, not to mention pursuing lucrative merchandising and licensing deals, among other things. None of us worked directly for the government as actual employees. It simply wasn’t heard of.
“That’s because we’re relatively new,” said Lady Thunder. She brushed back her long, golden hair. “The Lions were founded last year after the Hero War that happened right here in Golden City. The government wasn’t very happy with how Heroes United and you handled the Hero War, to put it mildly. So President Renner gave the Department of Superheroes an executive order to form a government-sponsored superhero team whose job was to handle those kinds of incidents that the private sector clearly failed to handle adequately.”
“Excuse me?” I said. “We beat the Vigilante Legion and saved Golden City. Why would the government be upset about that?”
“Because the Vigilante Legion caused a lot of damage in the process,” said Lady Thunder. “As well, a lot of people saw it as proof that private superheroes simply didn’t have what it took to police their own industry. The Vigilante Legion was, after all, comprised mostly of ex-superheroes and sidekicks who had grown disillusioned with the superhero industry. The federal government would simply like a teensy weensy bit more control in situations like that. Which is why the Lions exist.”
I scowled at Lady Thunder—her attitude was starting to piss me off—but it was Rubberman who raised a hand and said, “So how does this fit into what you told us about me and Beams no longer working for Golden City anymore?”
“My earlier words weren’t very precise,” Lady Thunder admitted. “You and your sidekick still work for Golden City. Your contract is still in effect. It’s just that the Lions are going to take over the more important business of keeping the city safe from threats bigger than mere purse-snatchers.”
“Like what?” said Rubberman. “Clown bank robbers?”
Lady Thunder smirked. “No. More like the Zero Knights. Ever heard of them?”
“The Zero Knights?” I said. “Are you saying you came here to deal with them?”
“Bingo, kid,” said Lady Thunder with a nod. “As of today, the Lions are in charge of keeping Golden City safe from further Zero Knight attacks. You two can still deal with petty thieves and the like, but our focus will be strictly on stopping the Zero Knights before they harm anyone else.”
Rubberman folded his arms in front of his chest. “And just why do we need your help? We’ve been able to handle the Zero Knights just fine on our own so far, thank you very much.”
Lady Thunder laughed. She leaned against her spear like a walking stick. “Getting an entire city trapped in a magical bubble with only twenty-four hours before they die is not my idea of ‘handling’ a group like the Zero Knights. Or the federal government’s, for that matter. The Storm was very much a failure of your responsibility, Dennis.”
I bit my lower lip. Lady Thunder was referring to an event that happened here last month. The Zero Knight known as Mirar had trapped the entire city underneath a magical dome that no one could break through or escape from. Mirar then gave us twenty-four hours before another, separate spell activated and killed every man, woman, and child in the city. It had been Golden City’s darkest hour and we had nearly failed, but with the help of some unexpected allies, we managed to defeat Mirar and save the city from his rule. But not before the city nearly tore itself apart from riots caused by the citizens who had lost all hope and thought we were all going to die.
“I know the situation wasn’t ideal, but in case you haven’t noticed, we dealt with it,” said Rubberman. “We beat Mirar and saved the city.”
Lady Thunder tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Yes, but only after a good number of people died. Not to mention the immense spike in crime that happened after the barrier fell. Golden City isn’t quite so golden anymore, now is it?”
What Lady Thunder said was true. In the wake of the Storm, crime had spiked in Golden City even beyond the original crime spike that had happened after the Zero Knight known as Slasher had devastated the GCPD. It required Rubberman and me to work harder than ever to keep the streets safe, but it was no secret that we were fighting a losing battle. Rubberman had no response to that other than to look away, though whether he was ashamed at our own failure or angry at Lady Thunder for pointing it out, I wasn’t sure.
“To put it simply, the government doesn’t believe you can protect Golden City from the Zero Knights on your own anymore,” Lady Thunder continued. “It’s only a matter of time before Xero sends another Zero Knight to avenge Mirar. If Xero is willing to raze an entire city to the ground simply for the death of one Zero Knight, then what will he be willing to do to avenge the deaths of two Zero Knights?”
“True, but how do we know you guys are any better at handling the Zero Knights than us?” said Rubberman, jerking a thumb at his chest. “We have experience fighting the Zero Knights. You guys don’t.”
Lady Thunder chuckled. “Aside from the over one hundred years of combined superhero experience the Lions have altogether, we also have a powerful secret weapon on our side that even the Zero Knights don’t know about. I’m not going to tell you what it is just yet, however. I hope to test it out against an actual Zero Knight sometime soon, assuming any show up to try to avenge their fallen brothers, which seems likely at this point.”
“And Mayor Thomas knew about this but didn’t bother to tell us beforehand?” asked Rubberman in a slightly depressed tone.
Lady Thunder nodded. “Correct, Dennis. As I said, Mayor Thomas clearly has lost some respect for you. He now realizes that it will take more than a superhero and his sidekick to defend his city from a threat on the level of the Zero Knights. But I wouldn’t take it personally if I were you. It’s just politics.”
Then Lady Thunder stepped back onto her cloud and waved at us. “See you later, Dennis, Beams. You two can return to your base now if you want. I need to return to my own base and rendezvous with the rest of the team. Should we ever require your, ah, ‘help,’ we will call you. Bye.”
With that, Lady Thunder’s cloud rose back into the sky and Lady Thunder herself disappeared into the dark clouds above, which then moved toward downtown Golden City, leaving me, Rubberman, and the police officers standing around staring at it with a mixture of awe, anger, and embarrassment.
Rubberman then sighed and looked at me. “Come on, Beams. With Makeup dead, there’s not much else we can do here. It’s time for us to go back to the Elastic Cave. I need to make a few calls.”
I could tell Rubberman was hoping that Lady Thunder had been lying about the Lions coming in to take our jobs, but deep down, we both knew the truth:
We had just been replaced.
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